CRACKS IN THE MONOTHEISTIC MONOLITH

PART 1: THE RELIGION OF THE PATRIARCHS
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MONOLITHIC MONOTHEISM

The Hebrew Scriptures comprise a literary collection which reflects a mature

stage of Yahwistic belief.  YHWH is and always has been the God of Israel and

its forebears.  We call this the Monotheistic Monolith.  For the purposes of

this paper, we observe that the monolith appears fully assembled throughout

the period of the Patriarchs.  However, both careful textual analysis and

archaeology raise doubts about this ideal portrayal.  These doubts suggest

"cracks" in the monolith some of which will be examined in this paper.

A major reason for suspecting "cracks" at this early stage of Israelite

religion is that the Bible itself makes a major issue of apostasy in later

years during the Monarchy.  The biblical narrative would have us believe that

this was entirely the result of contamination from the Canaanite people who

remained in the land after the conquest or from neighboring nations.  It seems

illogical that a people descended from such devoted monotheistic ancestors as

the biblical Patriarchs, particularly a people who shared in the Exodus

experience, could be so easily led astray.  The text seems to be honest about

the spiritual illnesses that the people experienced in the Promised Land, but

less forthright about how "germ free" they were when they entered.

It must be stated at the outset that there is likely to be little agreement

concerning the depth or width (or even the existence) of some of the "cracks"

we examine.  Perhaps the "Jesus Seminar" has it right, everything should be

subjected to vote.  The writer will hazard some votes at the end.

Building the Monolith - Genesis

From the time of the second creation story, the reader is aware of YHWH

(translated "the LORD") as the name of the biblical God.

    These are the generations of the heavens and the earth when they were

    created. In the day that the LORD (YHWH) God made the earth and the heavens

    (Gen 2:4)

From the time of Seth the name YHWH was known and used by mankind.

    To Seth also a son was born, and he called his name Enosh.  At that time

    men began to call upon the name of the LORD (YHWH). (Gen 4:26)

Among the numerous shortcomings of humanity presented in Genesis 1 through 11,

pursuit of other gods is not included.  In fact, throughout the whole of

Genesis, the casual reader is scarcely aware of the notion that any god other

than YHWH could be imagined.

Information is scarce regarding the specific relationship between various

descendents of Adam and God.  Enoch and Noah are said to have "walked with

God".  There is no reason to believe that the others failed to at least

recognize God. This then is not just Israel's God, but is the God of all

humanity.

The Call of Abraham (Gen 12) indicates only an instruction to Abraham, not any

form of revelation.  We presume Abraham knows YHWH as does all humankind.

Likewise his dysfunctional descendents indicate knowledge of YHWH and complete

allegiance to him.  Bethuel and Laban, relatives of the Patriarchs in Haran who

feature in the stories of Isaac's and Jacob's wives are likewise knowledgeable.

Beyond this, all the foreigners with whom the Patriarchs have dealings seem at

least knowledgeable of YHWH, and in some cases receive direct communication

from him.  These include, in Abraham's experience, the Egyptian Pharaoh,

Melchizedek (king of Salem), Abimelech (king of Gerar).  In Isaac's time, also

Abimelech (perhaps successor to the king of Abraham's experience).  In Joseph's

time, the Pharaoh.  In cases where YHWH is not mentioned during Patriarchal

dealings with foreigners, neither is any other deity.

During the adventures of the Patriarchs, reference to the deity is made by a

bewildering number of names.  These include (with their English translations as

used in RSV):

    YHWH, Yahweh (The Lord)

    Elohim (God or gods)

    El (God or god)

    El Shaddai (God Almighty)

    El Roi (God of seeing)

    El Olam (God Everlasting)

    El Elyon (God Most High)

    El Bethel (God of Bethel)

    Elohim X (God of X where X = the/your/his/their father, Abraham, Isaac,

            Jacob, or Nahor)

(NOTE: In the transliteration of the Hebrew words used herein we utilize upper

and lower case.  Since the Hebrew text is not case sensitive, there can be

ambiguity whether a word represents a proper or common noun.  As is often said,

any translation is in effect a commentary.  This can be especially true

regarding Hebrew words that are not specific as regards god or God.)

Elohim [1] is the most frequently used designation for God in Genesis, although

YHWH is used more often in the Penteteuch and in the OT.  Elohim is a plural

form of El and can also be used simply to mean gods (e.g. the gods of Egypt).

As applied to Israel's God the plural form is thought to convey an

intensification: "truly, truly God".  It became the preferred title after the

establishment of fully monotheistic beliefs and the recognition that a single

universal deity did not require a name in order to be distinguished from other

deities (there are none).  An appellation carrying such qualities is then fully

appropriate to the cosmic activities of Genesis Chapter 1 (P).  Likewise J or a

subsequent editor attached Elohim to the divine name YHWH, using YHWH Elohim

(the Lord God, RSV) throughout the J creation story.

The narrator is at pains to assure the reader, by numerous statements of

equivalence, that all the above are titles of the same entity, YHWH.

Patriarchal Religious Experiences

The religious experiences and practices of the Patriarchs are presented as

being thoroughly YHWH orientated.  Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob experienced

promises explicitly from YHWH (Gen 12:1f, 26:2f, 28:13f).  Abraham (Gen

12:8,13:4) and Isaac (26:25) built altars and invoked the name YHWH.  Jacob

built altars to God (Hebrew El) (Gen 33:20, 35:7).  The function of these

altars is unclear, in no case is an altar used for sacrifice or any other

described purpose (except for the altar built for the sacrifice of Isaac in Gen

22).  Jacob also erected and anointed standing stones (pillars, Hebrew

massebot) at Bethel (Gen 28:18, 35:14) to commemorate his experiences of God.

Such pillars (also erected by Moses and Joshua) were later vehemently

proscribed (Deut 16:22).

Trees, presumably sacred in some way, played a role in the lives and religious

practices of Abraham and Jacob.  Abraham dwelled and built an altar by the oaks

of Mamre (Gen 13:18).  He also planted a tamarisk at Beer-sheba, calling on the

name of YHWH as he did so (21:33).  Jacob buried his family's foreign idols

under the oak at Shechem (35:4), and buried his mother's nurse Deborah under an

oak at Bethel (35:8).  These actions were taken at the four Canaanite locations

most prominent in the Patriarchial theophanies.  Later trees were to become

associated with the Goddess Asherah, and prohibited in the vicinity of an altar

(Deut 16:21).

There is occasional indication of sacrificial practices.  Abraham is instructed

by YHWH to slaughter several animals as a part of the Covenant ceremony (Gen

15:9), probably a one-time occurrence.  The other occasion is the sacrifice of

his son Isaac (Gen 22), certainly a one-time occurrence.  Isaac never conducts

a sacrifice.  Jacob is involved on two occasions, one with Laban (Gen 31), the

sacrifice having the character of a ceremonial feast, the other a more

worshipful experience as he and his clan are on their way to Egypt to join

Joseph (Gen 46).  In each case, the Patriarch himself conducts the ceremony,

there being no evidence of the later requirement of a priesthood.  Jacob's

sacrificial feasts are probably prototypes of the festival Moses and Aaron

sought Pharaoh's permission to celebrate "in the wilderness" (Ex 5:1).  This

seems to be a pre-Exodus version of the later Passover feast (Ex 12:21 "...kill

the Passover lamb" seems to suggest prior experience).

Altogether the Patriarchs appear to have been a devout, peaceful, and non-

judgemental group, able to exist in harmony with the prior inhabitants of the

land.  Worship practices were not a source of friction with neighbors.  For

example, the clash with the Shechemites (Gen 34) was prompted by rape of

Jacob's daughter Dinah, not by any religious matter. There is none of the

vicious opposition to idolatry characteristic of the post-Exodus Israelites.

Granted, no Canaanite idolatry  is described, but it must have existed.

Idolatry on the part of Laban's clan does appear (see below), but Jacob's

response is very restrained.  He requires that his own clan divest themselves

of such idols, but exerts no such pressure on Laban.

While the Patriarchs' relationships on a human level were a bit of a mess,

their relationships with YHWH were comparatively exemplary (to the writer of

Hebrews especially).  They "knew" YHWH, and no other, they obeyed YHWH, they

were continuously accompanied by and protected by YHWH.  The Monotheistic

Monolith was in place, and for the Patriarchs, life was good.

Building the Monolith by Tampering With the Text

Bible scholars have long believed that the text in its present form has been

subject to modification in an effort to conform it to the religion of the late

monarchy.  This "editing" process must be conjectured for the most part.

However, there are a few cases where it can be distinctly observed by comparing

various versions.  Consider Deuteronomy 32:8-9:

   When the Most High (Elyon) apportioned the nations, when he divided

   humankind, he fixed the boundaries of the peoples according to

   the number of the gods (bene elohim); The LORD's (YHWH's) portion

   was his people, Jacob his allotted share.  (NRSV, Qumran 4QDEUTj) [2,3]

   ...the number of the angels of God... (LXX)

   ...the number of the children of Israel (bene yisrael)... (MT, KJV)

Here archaeology has benefitted understanding by providing the Qumran

manuscript with what is almost certainly the original reading.  The LXX and MT

both reflect squeamishness on the part of somebody involved in translation or

transmission of the text.

Such squeamishness is still evident in modern English translations made since

the availability of the Qumran MSS (mid twentieth century).  Some ignore it and

adhere to "sons of Israel. These include:

   1. NIV (although footnote reference to "sons of God)

   2. NASB (no footnote)

   3. NJPS Tanakh (proper, it is a translation of MT, however no footnote)

Since Hebrew "bene elohim" can mean "gods", "sons of gods, or "sons of God",

even use of 4QDEUTj can lead to different translations.  Some of these are:

   4. RSV, REB, NAB, NJB - "sons (or children) of God"

   5. NRSV, Torah translation by Everett Fox - "gods"

Group 4 translations are meaningless but innocuous.  Group 5 translations have

a clear but unpleasant meaning: it is polytheistic.

SOME CRACKS IN THE MONOLITH

Even in its final form, the text appears to contain contradictions to the ideal

monotheistic structure constructed above.  These include suggestions that:

    1. The Patriarchs could not have worshipped YHWH, they did not know his

       name

    2. YHWH was not alone, other gods existed

    3. The ancestors of the nation of Israel worshipped some of these gods.

Concerning the divine name, contrary to Genesis 4:26 above, prior to its

revelation to Moses the Patriarchs did not know it:

    I appeared to Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob, as God Almighty (El

    Shaddai), but by my name the LORD (YHWH) I did not make myself known to

    them. (Ex 6:3)

And Moses did not know it:

    Then Moses said to God, "If I come to the people of Israel and say to them,

    'The God of your fathers has sent me to you,' and they ask me, 'What is his

    name?' what shall I say to them?" (Ex 3:13)

Concerning "other gods" in addition to Deuteronomy 32 discussed above, a number

of biblical passages seem to preserve a view of deity which is not purely

monotheistic.  For example:

   Who is like thee, O LORD, among the gods? Who is like thee, majestic in

   holiness, terrible in glorious deeds, doing wonders? (Ex 15:11)

Strictures concerning "other gods" appear over 20 times in the

Penteteuch:

   You shall have no other gods before me. (Ex 20:3)

Concerning worship practices of the ancestors, not all of them worshipped YHWH

alone (by whatever name).  At Shechem, after the completion of the Conquest,

Joshua speaks to the nation:

    And Joshua said to all the people, "Thus says the LORD, the God of Israel,

    'Your fathers lived of old beyond the Euphrates, Terah, the father of

    Abraham and of Nahor; and they served other gods... (Josh 24:2)

At the time of Jacob:

    So Jacob said to his household and to all who were with him, "Put away the

    foreign gods that are among you, and purify yourselves, and change your

    garments..." (Gen 35:2)

And even up to that very day (again Joshua at Shechem after the completion of

the Conquest):

    "Now therefore fear the LORD, and serve him in sincerity and in

    faithfulness; put away the gods which your fathers served beyond the River,

    and in Egypt, and serve the LORD.  (Josh 24:14)

Documentary Hypothesis [4]

The "Documentary Hypothesis", postulating several independent sources (J,E,P,D)

woven together in the present form of the text, has been very helpful in

explaining some of the apparent discrepancies (e.g. did the Patriarchs know the

name of YHWH or not?).  This hypothesis, often casually tossed aside by

conservative commentators without supporting arguments, seems to have survived

the test of time and has been generally helpful in resolving many problems.  It

does not resolve them all.  Knowing that the text has contradictions because

sources disagree leaves one with the question as to why the sources disagree.

J is the source that uses the name YHWH from the beginning.  Both E and P

disagree with J, by stating that the name was only revealed to Moses at the

time of the Exodus.  Since this revelation was part of a new relationship and

understanding of God (Covenant at Sinai), a new divine name is commensurate

with this event.  It is therefore reasonable to accept E and P in preference to

J.  The Patriarchs did not know the name.

Contributions of Archaeology [6,7,8,9,10]

A great deal of study has been directed toward extracting, from the present

text, underlying material which might better portray the "unedited" religions

of the early periods.  Prior to modern archaeological achievements, and armed

only with the biblical texts, real progress by scholars in this endeavor seemed

unlikely.  German scholars such as Wellhausen expressed this view owing to the

perceived thoroughness of ancient editing.

Archaeology has changed all this in a number of general and several specific

ways.  From a general viewpoint, thousands of documents uncovered in all the

lands of the Bible have augmented knowledge of the scripts, languages, history,

customs, religions, etc. of these lands in antiquity.  More specifically,

inscriptions in Canaanite and Hebrew, the datings of which cover a long span of

time, have clarified how the language changed over time.  This permits scholars

better to estimate the date of composition of biblical passages.  Texts

recovered from the caves at Qumran and elsewhere in the Judean Desert have

given us manuscripts of the Hebrew scriptures over 1000 years older than those

previously available.  This by-passes 1000 years of tampering (unfortunately,

most of the tampering seems already to have been done).  In addition, the

excavations at Mari and Ras Shamra (Ugarit) have yielded archives containing

thousands of clay tablets which directly illuminated the biblical period.

Cuneiform tablets from Mari (south of Haran along the Euphrates River and of

whose empire Haran was a part) have illuminated the life and times of the

Patriarchs (early second millennium).  Mari was a kingdom of the Amorites and a

substantial part of the population consisted of nomadic groups living on the

periphery and within the settled areas.  The mobility of these groups, the

freedom with which the current political structure permitted them to travel,

and their customs resemble those of the Patriarchs.  The names of locations and

persons also show strong similarity to those of the Patriarchs.

The biblical portrayal of the travels, customs, lifestyle, and religious

practices of the Patriarchs is consistent with the Mari texts (also with texts

from Nuzi in Assyria which shed added light on social customs of the time).

This agreement with ancient practices, long forgotten by the time of the final

biblical editing, confirms the existence of a historical core to these

traditions.  This is in contrast to some modern "scholarship" that ascribes the

traditions to post-exilic imagination.

Nothing relating directly to the Patriarchs themselves has been encountered in

the Mari texts or non-biblical texts from elsewhere.  This is to be expected

owing to the relatively unimportant roles they played in the political or

commercial events of their day.  Further, their nomadic lifestyle would have

left behind no identifying artifacts (other than perhaps some of Jacob's

pillars (standing stones), which would be impossible to identify).

In the case of Ugarit, this was a city on the Mediterranean coast at the

northern extremity of the territory that could be classified as Canaanite.  The

discoveries of interest were the archives dating from about 1400 BC.  Included

were myths and epics dealing with the pantheon of Ugaritic gods and goddesses,

presumed to be representative of the religion of all of Canaan.  These texts

gave scholars their first knowledge of the Canaanite great high god El.  His

all powerful character was exemplified by the title "Bull El" (in Canaanite

iconography he was often depicted standing on the back of a bull).  He was the

creator god, and with his consort Asherah (known from the Bible), parent to all

the gods.  The texts also feature Baal (also well known from the Bible) and his

consort Anath.  Baal was young and vigorous and apparently in the process of

superseding the aging El.  There is no evidence from Ugarit (or elsewhere) of

YHWH as a Canaanite deity.

In Hebrew "el" can mean "god" or the name "El".  Since prior to the Ugarit

texts, the name El was unknown, the word was always taken to mean god or God,

the specificity determined by the context.  Knowing of the existence of El

worship has led many scholars to re-interpret a number of el appearances in the

Penteteuch to refer, in fact, to El.  This can put very different meanings on

the texts.

Armed with the information that is available from archaeology, scholars have

continued to search for the religion of the Patriarchs.

God of the Father [6,10]

Based on its appearance in what are now considered to be some of the oldest

biblical texts, and its appearance in ancient non-biblical texts, the "god of

the father" is likely to be the original concept of deity of the Patriarchs.

The expression appears with or without a defining name of the god, and with or

without a specific name of the "father".  The person (by name or simply

"father") owning allegiance to the god is always singular.  Cappadocian texts

of the nineteenth century BC indicate that this was a deity who was associated

with a clan, was unique to them, traveled with them, and protected them.

    Genesis 26:24 (to Isaac at Beer-sheba)

    And the LORD appeared to him the same night and said, "I am the God of

    Abraham your father; fear not, for I am with you and will bless you and

    multiply your descendants for my servant Abraham's sake."

    Genesis 28:13 (to Jacob at Bethel)

    And behold, the LORD stood above it and said, "I am the LORD, the God of

    Abraham your father and the God of Isaac; the land on which you lie I will

    give to you and to your descendants;

    Exodus 3:6 (to Moses at the burning bush)

    And he (YHWH) said, "I am the God of your father, the God of Abraham, the

    God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob...."

The God El [9,10,11,12]

Several commentators [9,10,11] have made the observation that the locations

most frequently visited by the Patriarchs (Shechem, Mamre, Beer-sheba, and

Bethel) were existing Canaanite worship sites.  Such visits would have been

consistent with ancient near eastern customs; strangers showing respect for the

local shrines and deities.  At least one commentator [12] disagrees, indicating

that the Patriarchs always located well outside populated areas likely to be

the locales of shrines.  Since none of the commentators furnishes supporting

references for the stated opinions, the issue remains uncertain.  In any event,

the Patriarchs would certainly have learned of El upon entering Canaan (he may

even have been known to them in Mesopotamia; the Mari texts make reference to

the Canaanite god El).

In the Ugarit texts, El often communicates with humans through dreams (the only

god in these texts to do so).  This is typical of the Patriarchal narrative.

Dreams or visions are means of some of the divine appearances to Abraham,

Abimelek, and Jacob.  While not in a dream, the appearance of YHWH to Isaac

occurred at night.

It is further suggested that as the Patriarchs traveled in Canaan and became

acquainted with the god El, they identified this deity with their "god of the

father".  Jacob (already re-named Israel) supports this idea with his words in

Genesis 33:20.

    There he erected an altar and called it El-Elohe-Israel (El God of Israel).

    "Through this confession El, the supreme Canaanite deity is identified as

    the God of Israel" [13]

Here Israel must refer to the individual Jacob since the nation does not yet

exist.  Thus "God of Israel" is of the "god of the father" form.

The two accounts of the re-naming of Jacob are also instructive.  In both, his

new name Israel is formed with the theophoric element "El", and the name

probably means "may El strive".  This El name was then passed on to the nation.

Additionally, in each account Jacob/Israel names the place with an El suffix.

In Gen 32:28 this is Peniel (face of El).  In Gen 35:10 (E) it is Bethel (house

of El).  He had already given this name to Bethel earlier in the J account (Gen

28:19).

Bethel is of further interest as regards El.  In Genesis El generally appears

in combination with a modifier (see below) such as Shaddai, Elyon, etc.  Of the

five or six cases where it stands alone, four occur in the E Jacob narrative,

three relate to Bethel, one to Shechem.  These are associated with construction

of altars, none of which are associated with the name of YHWH.  Elsewhere when

the Patriarchs construct an altar they call on the name of YHWH.

The appeal of El to the Patriarchs can readily be appreciated from his

character as presented in the Ugaritic epics.  He is first and foremost the

great high god, creator of the universe and father of all the gods.  This is in

contrast to the nature of the "god of the father" as seen in the Cappadocian

texts: a clan deity, not a cosmic god.  In addition El possessed admirable

qualities, having a temperate nature, love for his creation, and a particular

concern for the successful procreation of mankind.  Thus the "god of the

father" was greatly enriched by identification with a comparably caring deity,

but one of cosmic proportions.  However, in contrast to the Monolith, this

would not have been a deity known "from the beginning", and he certainly was

not YHWH.

El Shaddai [6,10]

Prior to the revelation of the divine name YHWH to Moses, the self-designation

of God in P is always El Shaddai, translated God Almighty (for example, see

above Ex 6:3).  Owing to appearance of the name Shaddai alone in Numbers 24:4

and 24:16 (considered to be among the oldest texts in scripture), deVaux [10]

and Albright [6] have suggested that the name of the "god of the father" was

Shaddai.  There seems to be very little scholarly agreement with "Almighty" as

the proper translation.  "Mountain" or more probably "steppe" seems to be the

favored meaning.  Thus, the latter would refer to the god as "the one of the

steppe", consistent with the district around the Euphrates from which the

Patriarchs came.  The name El Shaddai thus coalesced Shaddai with El.  In the

process, any geographical identification (steppe, mountain) of El Shaddai must

have been dropped.  He is available at any location in the narrative.

Other Els

The situation is somewhat complicated by the appearance of several other El

combinations.  These include:

    El Roi (God of seeing, RSV) - name used by Hagar at Beerlahairoi (Gen

    16:13)

    El Olam (Everlasting God, RSV) - name used by Abraham at Beer-sheba (Gen

    21:33)

    El Bethel (God of Bethel, RSV) - self identification by the deity (through

    an angel) to Jacob at Haran (Gen 31:13)

    El Elyon (God Most High, RSV) - name used by the narrator for the god of

    Melchizedek  (Gen 14:18)

Scholarly conclusions differ regarding the roles of these El entities.  There

is some opinion that they were different deities.  Other opinion considers them

a single deity, El.  It seems that the preferred conclusion is that the first

two (closely associated in the text with Patriarchal characters) were Hebrew

epithets for El and equal to El Shaddai.  The other two are problematic.

El Bethel

Concerning El Bethel, it is instructive to examine the divine messages Jacob

received at or about Bethel.

    Genesis 28:18-19 (Jacob, fleeing from Esau, has dreamt of a ladder)

    So Jacob rose early in the morning, and he took the stone which he had put

    under his head and set it up for a pillar and poured oil on the top of it.

    {19} He called the name of that place Bethel...

    Genesis 31:13 (Jacob, in Haran, reports an angelic message)

    I am the God of Bethel (El Bethel), where you anointed a pillar and made a

    vow to me.  Now arise, go forth from this land, and return to the land of

    your birth.

    Genesis 35:1-7 (Jacob, at Shechem, after reconciliation with Esau)

    God (Elohim) said to Jacob, "Arise, go up to Bethel, and dwell there; and

    make there an altar to the God (El) who appeared to you when you fled from

    your brother Esau."  So Jacob said "...let us arise and go up to Bethel,

    that I may make there an altar to the God (El) who answered me in the day

    of my distress and has been with me wherever I have gone." And Jacob came

    to ...Bethel...and there he built an altar, and called the place El-bethel,

    because there God (Elohim) had revealed himself to him when he fled from

    his brother.

This series of interchanges could certainly lead one to believe that there is a

God of Bethel (El Bethel) distinct from Elohim.  Interestingly, when the angel,

Elohim, or Jacob refers to the deity revealed at Bethel it is El.  When the

narrator, in the final verse refers to that deity it is Elohim.  But the

narrator agrees that the place of the altar is El-Bethel.  In any case,

commentators seem to prefer the interpretation that this is "El, who revealed

himself to you at Bethel" rather than a separate deity.  El is cosmic, not

limited to a place.

Another interpretation of El Bethel (Hebrew is not case sensitive) could be

"the god Bethel".  A god by that name appears in a treaty between Esarhaddon

King of Assyria (681-668 BC) and the Phoenician King of Tyre.  Among other

curses on Phoenicia if they break the treaty:

    "May Bethel and Anath-Bethel deliver you to a man-eating lion.

    ...May Melqart and Eshmun deliver your land to destruction..." [14]

Melqart, Eshmun, and Anath are known to have been gods of Tyre.  The parallel

construction with Bethel indicates that he was also and is distinct from El.

The deity Bethel also appears in the words of Jeremiah:

    Then Moab will be ashamed of Chemosh, as the house of Israel

    was ashamed when they trusted in Bethel.  (Jer 48:13)

He may have been known in Canaan at the time of Jacob.

El Elyon

El Elyon presents a special case.  Elyon, (without the El} appears as a divine

name at Ugarit and elsewhere in the Penteteuch (Num 24:16, Deut 32:8).  The

combination "El Elyon" appears only in Chapter 14 of Genesis.  This is a unique

text, belonging to none of the above sources (J,E,P,D) and portraying an

Abraham unreconcilable with the Abraham elsewhere in Genesis.  In any case, El

Elyon appears to have been the Canaanite god of Melchizedek and of his city

Salem (Jerusalem).  Note that Abraham shows respect for this god, but does not

build an altar or invoke his name.  While Abraham does make an offering to El

Elyon, it was common practice, as noted above, for visiting foreigners to honor

local deities in this manner.  Immediately following the offering, Abraham

refers to his own deity as YHWH El Elyon.  It seems that Abraham (or the

narrator) has included YHWH to distinguish the God of Abraham from the god of

Melchizedek.  It would be interesting to discuss this matter with the author of

Psalm 110 and with the author of The Letter to the Hebrews.

Baal

In spite of his prominence in the Ugarit texts, Baal is totally absent from the

Patriarchal accounts.  An explanation for this may be that the ascendency of

Baal evident in the Ugarit texts had not yet become significant at the time of

the Patriarchs (believed to be several hundred years earlier).  By the time of

the Monarchy (several hundred years after the Ugarit texts) Baal may have

superseded El completely.

Asherah

The consort of El, Asherah seems also to be absent from the Patriarchal texts.

This is curious considering the prominence she later enjoys as consort to Baal

at the time of the Monarchy.  Possibly she was not accepted along with El by

the Patriarchs.  This seems unlikely owing to the very close association she

had with him (as mother of seventy gods), and the general prevalence of male

and female pairs among the polytheistic gods.  A better explanation: she was

more effectively "edited out" of the texts than was El.  On the other hand, a

possible residue of her presence is the reference to "breasts and womb" in the

Blessing of Jacob [12]:

    because of your father's God, who helps you,

    because of the Almighty (Shaddai), who blesses you

    with blessings of the heavens above,

    blessings of the deep that lies below,

    blessings of the breast and womb.

    Your father's blessings are greater

    than the blessings of the ancient mountains,

    than the bounty of the age-old hills.

    Let all these rest on the head of Joseph,

    on the brow of the prince among his brothers. (Gen 49:25-26, NIV)

The pair "heavens above" and "deep below" and the pair "ancient mountains" and

"age-old hills" appear to refer to aspects of El Shaddai.  This suggests that

the pair "breasts and womb" likewise refers to an aspect of El.  This would

logically be his consort, the great Mother Goddess, Asherah.  The vagueness of

this reference may have saved it from the later editors.  She may have been

alive and well in the religious life of early Israel, to emerge, along with

Baal, as a major threat to Yahwistic monotheism during the Monarchy.

Other Gods

Joshua, quoted above, makes it clear that Abraham's father Terah "worshipped

other gods".  His great grandson Laban was a possessor of household gods

(teraphim), the theft of which, by Rachel, is a major loss to him (Gen 31).

These two bits of information have given rise to a body of Jewish folklore

dealing with Terah as an idol maker.  Folklore notwithstanding, non-Yahwistic

worship must have been practiced in the family.

As also indicated above, Jacob admonished his clan to put away their "foreign

gods".  While they may have done so, it is instructive that they had them in

the first place.  Also, something must have persisted which, years later,

Joshua, like Jacob, demanded be "put away".

VARIOUS CRACKS - HOW WOULD THE WRITER "VOTE"?

That the Patriarchs did not worship God by the name YHWH seems certain.

That they adopted El seems nearly certain.  That they worshipped him as El

Shaddai is possible.

That they worshipped other Els seems unlikely.  Worship of a god Bethel is

possible.

That at least Abraham recognized the god El Elyon seems likely.  That Abraham

worshipped him is unlikely.

That the Patriarchs recognized Asherah is possible.  That they worshipped her

seems unlikely.

That they were somehow mixed up with terrephim (household gods) or other

idolatrous entities seems likely.

That they recognized the existence of unidentified gods other than their own El

seems certain.  This is based more on texts from Exodus (Ex 15:11 etc.) than

from the narrative about the Patriarchs.  That they worshipped these gods is

unlikely.

ARE THESE REALLY CRACKS, HOW BAD ARE THEY, AND WHAT IS THEIR IMPLICATION?

Here is where an engineer has an advantage in presenting this paper.  He can

plead the fifth and pass the question on to those skilled in the art from which

this society takes its name.

AN ASIDE COMMENT

A considerable number of scholars deny historicity to any part of the

Patriarchal narratives.  They would no doubt find this entire exercise amusing.
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