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Introduction

Keep It in the Family


Numbers 25 represents a collision of a number of important themes within the biblical text. In this short narrative,1 an Israelite man brings a foreign woman into the camp. They retreat to the tent of meeting, and are promptly slaughtered by Phinehas the priest, grandson of Aaron. Rather than being appalled by this act of violence, YHWH praises Phinehas for his “zeal.” This chapter contains one of the strongest statements against intermarriage in the Hebrew Bible, rivaling those of Ezra 9–10 and Nehemiah 13:23–31, in which the Jews of the Persian period send away all of the foreign wives they had married during their time in exile. It also contains an argument regarding the proper lineage of the priestly class (and thus control over Israelite society), as YHWH tells Moses directly that the priestly line shall henceforth be traced through Aaron and his descendants, by way of Phinehas. And it contains some shocking threats and acts of violence, all of which are lauded (or even delivered) by YHWH.

Numbers 25 represents an example of what has been called “rhetorical violence,” as opposed to violence that is “historical” and hence exists in the actual world as opposed to only in the world of the text.2 Historical violence is directed at the other, the direct object of violence. Rhetorical violence, however, is directed at the intended audience, usually a part of the writer’s sociocultural grouping. In the specific example of Numbers 25, this means that the violence of Phinehas is directed not against the Midianites (who had not been an extant people for several centuries by the time of its writing) but at the Israelite people.3 The violence of the text is a means of exerting social control over those who might question the boundaries imposed by the priestly class on Israelite culture.

This monograph will explore the intersection of these themes through a variety of critical methodologies. Beginning with a traditional historical-critical study and moving into more contemporary methodologies, the monograph will follow the approach advocated by John Collins and modeled by many scholars in recent years, including Anthony Rees and Jan Jaynes Quesada in their work on Numbers.4 This model acknowledges the foundational nature of historical-critical methodologies, while also encouraging the use of newer methodologies, termed “postmodern” and “reader-oriented,” among other names, to read the texts on a deeper, more creative level. After examining the text from a historical-critical perspective, the monograph will turn to contemporary theories of horror narratives to explore Phinehas as a monstrous figure, Numbers 25 itself as a horror narrative (with particular connections to 1980s slasher films), and the early readers of Phinehas as responding in similar ways as the viewers of contemporary horror films.

In many ways, reading the Bible as a horror text is a more natural procedure than it might appear at first. Rudolf Otto’s early twentieth-century work The Idea of the Holy already introduced the idea of God as a figure of dread,5 and several monographs have appeared in recent years that apply the models of contemporary horror theory to particular texts of the Hebrew Bible.6 For Amy Kalmanofsky, the rhetoric of horror is a “persuasive strategy” to terrify the reader as a way to induce conformity.7 For Timothy Beal, “we can learn something about a religious tradition by getting to know its monsters, and we can learn something about monsters by getting to know their religious backgrounds.”8 Exploring the dark corners of the Hebrew Bible wherein monsters might dwell can help us to figure out what the ancient Israelites were afraid of, to reflect on what common fears have endured through time, and to ­explore how these dark corners may reflect some aspect of the divine.

This monograph will explore horror in Numbers 25 from the perspective of the rhetoric of control as well as view horror as a marker of anxiety. As Quesada has noticed, Numbers 25 is largely a text about priestly control.9 The horrifying rhetoric of Phinehas’s murder of Cozbi and Zimri is one way that the text seeks to impose this control on its readers. But in addition to this, the horrifying narrative of Numbers 25 reveals some very deep psychic disturbances within the P narrative, disturbances that have strong resonances to the societal unrest explored (and simultaneously repressed) by the slasher films of the 1980s. Much can be learned about a culture from an analysis of what scares it. Along with an anxiety about Jewish identity in a postexilic world, we find anxieties about the centers of control in Jewish society and an attempt to establish the legitimacy of priestly authority.

After this brief introduction, chapter 1 will explore the history of scholars who have wrestled with questions of violence in the biblical texts, laying the groundwork for both the historical-critical work to come as well as the connections between Numbers 25 and horror texts. The chapter will start from the observation that most readers feel a degree of discomfort with Hebrew Bible texts depicting violence on the part of YHWH or violence perpetrated by humans that is either commanded or approved by YHWH. From this premise, the chapter will look at different strategies that have sometimes been employed in the past to address such passages, from avoidance, to apologetics, to outright rejection of the texts, and will explore the hermeneutical frameworks that allow these types of interpretive moves to be made. From the general overview of violent texts, the chapter will then narrow its focus to explore responses to Numbers 25 in particular, using the same heuristic lens. The chapter will end by proposing a hermeneutical model that begins with a historical-critical approach but adds a reader-oriented approach to this historical-critical foundation.

Chapter 2 will apply traditional historical-critical analysis to Numbers 25 through the twin focus of Moses’s authority and the function of the Midianite other within the text, and demonstrate that these two themes are intricately related. By exploring both Numbers 25 itself and patterns found in the rest of the book of Numbers, the chapter will argue for Frank Cross’s theory that Numbers 25 represents a critique of Mosaic authority from the priestly establishment, serving to legitimize the Aaronic priesthood.10 Next, the chapter will proceed to an overview of Israel’s relationship with Midian, starting with the biblical texts and reconstructing what we can plausibly infer about their historical relationship from these texts. This section will demonstrate that the earliest strand of biblical literature depicts Israel and Midian as closely allied nations, a relationship that fell apart as the Israelite monarchy was established. In fact, Moses’s Midianite wife serves as one of the subtexts of Numbers 25. Moses’s marriage to her not only suggests a close relationship between Israel and Midian but, as we will see, is also one of the key reasons that later priestly writers sought to transition the community from Mosaic authority to priestly control. The line of authority cannot flow through Moses, since his bloodlines are tainted with a Midianite other. This chapter will make clear that the two anxieties of the racial other and social authority are intertwined in this narrative.

With this historical-critical foundation in place, chapter 3 will turn to horror theory. The chapter will provide an overview of monster theory and theoretical approaches to horror narrative, starting with Freud and moving into more modern appropriations of psychoanalytic theory as they have been applied to monstrous figures and horror narratives. Particular attention will be paid to the counterculture horror films of 1960s and 1970s America, as well as the reactionary “slasher” films of the 1980s.

Chapter 4 will use these theories to analyze Numbers 25 as a horror narrative. Beginning with the observation that Moses was married to a Midianite woman, we will use Freud’s theories to look at Numbers 25 as a “primal scene,” with Zimri and Cozbi as thinly disguised stand-ins for Moses and Zipporah. Moses is, in effect, murdered in this episode as a way for the Priestly writers to erase the continued presence of Moses’s Midianite bloodline and to ensure continued control through Aaronide succession. In the field of horror, the slasher films provide the closest parallels with Numbers 25. These texts will all be read as reactionary narratives, responding anxiously to societal upheaval and attempting to use a brief outburst of rhetorical violence to reestablish the tenuous control of the ruling class (the traditional family unit in slasher narratives, the priestly class in Numbers 25).

In chapter 5, we will turn to some of the early readers of Phinehas, focusing on Philo, Pseudo-Philo, and Josephus. These authors variously reveal anxiety over questions of authority and control in Numbers 25 and Jewish identity in their current cultural context, titillation at the sexual conquest of the Midianite other, and discomfort with the violence of the narrative, particularly as this violence might serve as a model for legitimizing violence in the authors’ current setting. These authors deal with these anxieties in various ways that can be mapped on the responses of viewers to modern slasher films, involving shifting points of view and a play of desire, repression, and guilt assuagement.

While the modern theoretical approach might be surprising at first, Numbers 25 is, indeed, a text of horror and has been experienced as such for generations. While Phinehas is ostensibly the hero in the biblical text, few modern readers are comfortable with his act of murder, particularly as a response to an interracial marriage. While this monograph will not attempt to quell those feelings of discomfort or offer an apologetic explanation for the text, it will provide a reading of Phinehas and the narrative of Numbers 25 that places them in the context of a priestly struggle for control and that names Numbers 25 as a text of horror.

NOTES

1. But with a very complicated history, which is outlined in ch. 2.

2. Lori L. Rowlett (Joshua and the Rhetoric of Violence: A New Historicist Analysis, JSOTSup 226 [Sheffield: Sheffield Academic, 1996], 11–12) uses Foucault’s analysis of power to read Joshua through this lens. In her reading, Joshua is not an account of “‘historical’ events,” but “a document of anxiety: anxiety about control, insurrection, and chaos.”

 3. This monograph will use the terms “Israelite” and “Israel” throughout, while acknowledging that these and similar terms are problematic due to the overlap between spheres of ethnicity, nationality, and religious identity. As Shaye J. D. Cohen and others have argued, the designation “Jewish” cannot be used until the second or first century BCE, and the term “Judean,” while perhaps appropriate for the cultural context of the P source in the postexilic period, is inappropriate for the literary context of Numbers 25, which is set during the wilderness wanderings before the establishment of the state of Judea. However, the people still referred to themselves as “Israelites” based on their ancestral lineage through Jacob. For a discussion of the beginnings of “Jewishness” as a designation, see Shaye J. D. Cohen, The Beginnings of Jewishness: Boundaries, Varieties, Uncertainties (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1999), 109–39.

 4. John J. Collins, The Bible after Babel: Historical Criticism in a Postmodern Age (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2005); Jan Jaynes Quesada, “Body Piercing: The Issue of Priestly Control over Acceptable Family Structures in the Book of Numbers,” BibInt 10, no. 1 (2002): 24–35; Anthony Rees, [Re]reading Again: A Mosaic Reading of Numbers 25, LHBOTS 539 (London: T&T Clark, 2015).

 5. Rudolf Otto, The Idea of the Holy, trans. John W. Harvey (London: Oxford University Press, 1950).

 6. See, for example, Timothy K. Beal, Religion and Its Monsters (New York: Routledge, 2002); Amy Kalmanofsky, Terror All Around: The Rhetoric of Horror in the Book of Jeremiah, LHBOTS 390 (New York: T&T Clark, 2008). Kalmanofsky also makes use of horror theory in her article “The Monstrous-Feminine in the Book of Jeremiah,” in Jeremiah (Dis)placed: New Directions in Writing/Reading Jeremiah, eds. A. R. Pete Diamond and Louis Stulman (LHBOTS 529; London: T&T Clark, 2011), 190–208, and her more recent monograph Dangerous Sisters of the Hebrew Bible (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2014).

 7. Kalmanofsky, Terror All Around, 137.

 8. Beal, Religion and Its Monsters, 4.

 9. Quesada, “Body Piercing,” 24–35.

10. Frank Moore Cross, Canaanite Myth and Hebrew Epic: Essays in the History of the Religion of Israel (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1973), 201–3.


Chapter One

History of Exegesis

Ancient Readings of Numbers 25

The narrative of Numbers 25 is disturbing for readers on many levels for its hostility toward outside ethnic groups and its extrajudicial violence. This discomfort with the text is not new; for centuries, readers have taken various approaches to Numbers 25, including downplaying the violence of Phinehas’s action in favor of a focus on his “zeal” for YHWH, and adding to the biblical narrative to emphasize the necessity of Phinehas’s actions.

Frequently, ancient readers offered an affirmative reading of Phinehas, although these readings still often contain an implicit recognition of the ethical difficulties inherent in his story. Notably, the earliest references to Phinehas outside of Numbers 25 are in other passages of Scripture. In all of these passages, Phinehas is primarily held up as a model servant of YHWH, even as aspects of the texts suggest some degree of discomfort. Phinehas also plays an important role in the writings of Philo, Pseudo-Philo, and Josephus, but the interpretations of these authors will be discussed in greater detail in chapter 5.

Psalm 106

Psalm 106 presents a brief history of Israel’s relationship with YHWH, focusing on times when Israel has failed in its obligation to the deity.1 Incidents narrated include Egypt, when Israel forgot YHWH but YHWH saved them anyway (vv. 6–12), grumbling about food in the desert (vv. 13–15), the people’s jealousy of Moses and Aaron (vv. 16–18), the golden calf (vv. 19–23), grumblings about the land of Canaan (vv. 24–27), the Baal of Peor story of Numbers 25 (vv. 28–31), and the incident at Meribah (vv. 32–33). The remainder of the psalm features more generalized charges of idolatry.

For many scholars, Psalm 106 is a later commentary on the story preserved in Numbers 25.2 In v. 47, the psalmist prays to YHWH to “gather us from among the many nations,” indicating an exilic setting; many modern scholars argue that the psalm is even later than its exilic setting, proposing a postexilic date of composition.3 If Psalm 106 is, in fact, this late, it would be uncertain whether the P author of Numbers 25:6–18 was familiar with this psalm.4 Whether or not this is the case, the reference to Phinehas in Psalm 106 is brief enough that the author seems to assume the reader’s familiarity with this character. With this in mind, it seems most likely that Psalm 106 either comes after the P section of Numbers 25 as a response to the Phinehas narrative of Numbers 25:6–18, or at least after the story of Phinehas was well established as oral tradition. In either case, Psalm 106 presupposes the reader’s prior knowledge of Phinehas. Most interesting for our purpose is what Psalm 106 reinforces from the Phinehas narrative, what it de-emphasizes, and what these similarities and differences indicate about its attitude toward Phinehas.

Psalm 106:28–31 narrates incidents from both the JE and P accounts of Numbers 25, while attempting to reduce the tension between them. Psalm 106:28 refers to the Israelites “joining themselves” (צמד in the 3ms niphal), the same verb used in Numbers 25:3.5 But while we have a clear reference to the Baal of Peor of Numbers 25:3, there is no reference to the Moabite (or Midianite) women or any kind of sexual immorality in the psalm. Instead, Psalm 106:28 states that they “ate sacrifices to the dead” (ויאכלו זבחי מתים). The consequence of this apostasy is the plague sent by YHWH, mentioned in Numbers 25:8–9 as already ongoing but not a part of the JE account of vv. 1–5. In this way, Psalm 106:28–31 establishes the concern of the Phinehas episode as the Israelites’ relationship to Baal of Peor, dispensing with the problem of whether the women are Moabite or Midianite. Furthermore, Psalm 106:28–31 integrates the plague more fully into the narrative, clarifying its initial appearance as a result of the Israelites’ apostasy and affirming that Phinehas’s actions stopped the plague. In these narrative movements, we can clearly see an author attempting to clarify and synthesize the accounts of Numbers 25:1–5 and 6–18.

In vv. 30–31, Phinehas is given unqualified praise by the psalmist. He “stood” (עמד) and “pronounced judgment” (פלל in the piel; see HALOT), and this is “counted as his righteousness from generation to generation forever” (ותחשׁב לו לצדקה לדר ודר עד–עלום)6. Phinehas is clearly a figure held in high regard; along with Aaron and Moses, he is the only Israelite named in the historical accounts of Psalm 106. In both Psalm 106:31 and Numbers 25:13, Phinehas’s reward is described with the temporal עולם, but it is otherwise described differently. The “perpetual priesthood” that is granted to Phinehas is not mentioned in Psalm 106, replaced instead by the more generic “righteousness.” While Numbers 25 is clear that the priesthood is the reward for Phinehas and all of his descendants, Psalm 106 only goes as far as granting Phinehas a good name throughout the generations. This seems to imply that the priesthood of Phinehas and his descendants is a somewhat disputed tradition, as will be discussed more fully in the exegesis section below. Also noteworthy is that all references to Phinehas’s violent actions are removed from Psalm 106; there is no reference to the violence he inflicts in Numbers 25. Without certainty regarding the direction of dependence, it is not possible to tell whether Psalm 106 has revised the tradition of Numbers 25:6–18 to remove the violent actions of Phinehas, or if this violence is a later addition of the P author. But we can ascertain that the violence of Phinehas is a disputed part of the tradition surrounding this character from very early times.

Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha

The Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha do not contain many references to Phinehas, although he is clearly already considered an important figure by this time. He is mentioned briefly in 4 Ezra 1:1,7 where Phinehas is listed as one of Ezra’s ancestors, and in Testament of Isaac 3:15,8 in which Phinehas is listed as an ancestor “whom death took away,” as opposed to the more glorious fate of “our father, Enoch.” Most important are the references found in Sirach 45:23–24 and 1 Maccabees 2:15–26.

Sirach 45:23–24

A significant reference to Phinehas appears in Sirach, a Hellenistic wisdom text usually dated to the early part of the second century BCE.9 The book was originally written in Hebrew and was translated into Greek by the author’s grandson several decades later.10 Much of the book is similar to biblical wisdom texts such as Proverbs, with a focus on the education of the individual, although with a greater focus on Torah.11 A concluding section (chs. 44–50) offers a “praise of the fathers,” praising the great men of Israelite history, from the patriarchs of Genesis to the current high priest. Phinehas finds a place among these important figures.

In a similar manner to Psalm 106, Sirach praises Phinehas for his “zeal” but with no indication of the violent act that demonstrated this zeal.12 Sirach 45:23–24 NRSV lists Phinehas as “third in glory,” behind only Aaron and Moses. The reason for this high praise is simply that he was “zealous for the fear of the Lord,” and for “standing firm while the people turned away.” Unlike in Psalm 106, Phinehas’s reward is spelled out specifically: he is granted a “covenant of friendship” and “he and his descendants should have the dignity of the priesthood forever.” While it is obviously impossible to conclude definitively that the Phinehas tradition was uncomfortable with the violence depicted in Numbers 25 at this point in its development, it seems likely given that both Psalm 106 and Sirach 45:23–24 downplay the violence of Phinehas in favor of his more abstract “zeal.”

1 Maccabees

In contrast, 1 Maccabees exhibits a shift “from Phinehas’ reward to his action,” seeming to reflect “the increasing problem of Hellenizing influences the people of Israel had to deal with.”13 The praise of Phinehas is no longer only for his zeal but also for the act of violence that this zeal brings about.14 In 1 Maccabees 2:15–26, Mattathias sees a Jew offering a sacrifice to the altar at the command of the king. Like Phinehas, Mattathias “burned with zeal” (ἐζήλωσεν), and he kills this man on the spot for his transgression. Phinehas is explicitly recalled in 1 Maccabees 2:26: “Thus he [Mattathias] burned with zeal for the law, just as Phinehas did against Zimri son of Salu.” 1 Maccabees does not attempt to disguise the violence of Phinehas’s actions; the violence, along with the motivation behind it, is what connects Mattathias to Phinehas. However, 1 Maccabees does exhibit an interesting deviation from the tradition of Numbers 25: in 1 Maccabees, Phinehas’s zeal is for the “law” (תורה), not for YHWH. This indicates a subtle shift from advocating violence on behalf of YHWH toward advocating violence on behalf of the Jewish community, and the leadership in particular.15 Phinehas is also mentioned in 1 Maccabees 2:54, with an explicit reference to his “everlasting priesthood.”

Later rabbinic traditions also show a discomfort with Phinehas’s actions, in particular the extrajudicial nature of the executions.16 In several midrashim, including Midrash Sanhedrin, Siphre to Numeri, the two Talmuds, and ­Midrash Rabbah XX, 22-XXI, 3, Phinehas was present when Zimri defended his actions to Moses, and called for the entire community to proceed against Zimri. He only acted himself when his plea for justice was ignored.17 Furthermore, as David Bernat has noted, the rabbinic and targumic passages “decouple” Phinehas’s murder of Zimri and Cozbi from the lifting of the plague, instead focusing on Phinehas’s intercessory prayer.18

This tradition seems to express discomfort with the extrajudicial nature of Phinehas’s murder of Cozbi and Zimri, as the midrashim seek to affirm both the extent of the problem Zimri caused within the community and also Phinehas’s lack of other options. In later traditions and the Talmud, Moses does not know what to do when Zimri makes his case, because he has forgotten the Halakah of m. Sanh. 9:6.19 This similarly casts Phinehas in a more positive light by demonstrating Moses’s failure to act.20 Although the traditions do not agree on the number or exact nature of the miracles, Phinehas’s act is frequently depicted as having miraculous results, often either six (Sifre Num. 131, j. Sanh. 29a, b. Sanh. 82b) or twelve (Midr. R Numeri 20, 25).

Similar to many of the modern interpreters of Phinehas, many of these texts (with the notable exception of 1 Maccabees) exhibit some level of discomfort with the story of Phinehas as preserved in Numbers 25:6–18. From the very earliest readings of Phinehas, we see commentators begin to develop strategies for circumventing these difficulties, including downplaying the violence of Phinehas’s act in favor of a more generalized “zeal” and adding to the biblical text to emphasize the severity of the threat posed by Zimri to the Israelite community. These kinds of discomforts have endured through modern times, and exegetes have developed a variety of hermeneutical strategies for dealing with them.

Modern Hermeneutical Methods for Violence in the Hebrew Bible

Throughout the history of biblical interpretation, scholars and general readers have been uncomfortable with biblical passages that condone violence. This question has seen an explosion of scholarship in recent decades.21 Often, scholars focus on a useful distinction among types of violence found in the Bible: there is violence perpetrated by humans, and condemned; there is violence perpetrated by humans but divinely commanded or sanctioned; and there is violence directly inflicted on humanity by God.22

In the first category (violence perpetrated by humans and condemned) are narratives such as Cain and Abel (Genesis 4). While the violence may be unsettling, it is also easy to see that they are a reflection of real-world problems, and we see God (and the text) standing on the side of nonviolence. Bad things happen in these stories, but there are consequences for the characters involved and attempts to set right the wrongs that have been done. It is the second and third types of violence (human violence that is divinely commanded or sanctioned, and violence directly perpetrated by God) that are the most problematic.

Recognizing that these texts provide moral and theological problems, scholars have developed a vast array of hermeneutical approaches to address the problematic elements. These strategies range from offering an apologetic for God’s behavior to an outright rejection of particular texts on ethical grounds. We will attempt to provide a survey of hermeneutical frameworks for approaching this problem in general, then focus more specifically on responses to Numbers 25. The topic of violence in the biblical texts has received an increasing amount of attention in recent decades; as such, this survey will not attempt to be comprehensive but instead will attempt to lay out the major strategies used by scholars within the framework of this debate.

Apologizing for Biblical Violence

Some modern scholars attempt an apologetic approach in which they argue that the violence portrayed in the biblical texts is, in fact, ethical. As examples of these apologetic attempts, we will focus on the work of Christopher J. H. Wright, Paul Copan, and Matthew Flannagan. Wright includes an appendix in his Old Testament Ethics for the People of God entitled “What About the Canaanites?”23 Wright names the passages in which God commands Israel to destroy the Canaanites and other neighboring tribes as being particularly problematic for modern readers.24 Wright identifies some of the major arguments that scholars use in attempting to defend these texts. First of all, the conquest of Canaan was a “limited event.”25 For Wright and other apologetic readers, this means that it is not to be extended into different circumstances; it only gives divine warrant for this specific conquest of this specific people, not other conquests in history. Simply because God commanded this action within the context of the conquest narratives of the Hebrew Bible does not mean that believers everywhere have license to wipe out enemy nations. Paul Copan and Matthew Flannagan argue this same point more fully, developing an analogy between the narratives of conquest and the story of YHWH’s command to Abraham to leave Ur (Gen 12:1). “So one can plausibly see the author as endorsing Abraham’s actions as a model of faith, but nothing in the text is intended to communicate a command to the reader to leave Ur of Chaldee.”26 The point of the biblical text is, instead, to demonstrate Abraham’s faithfulness to YHWH and encourage a similar faithfulness in the reader, not to make a specific point about Abraham’s departure from Ur. The command to leave Ur is a similar command to the extermination of the Canaanites in that the biblical characters are given this commandment in their particular circumstance. It is not intended to encourage all people everywhere in all times to engage in similar violent acts when they discern the divine has commanded them thus. To make this argument, Copan and Flannagan read Deuteronomy 20:15, referring to “the towns who are very far from you,” as being in opposition to the commands to wipe out “the towns of these peoples that YHWH your God is giving you as an inheritance” in 20:16. The contrast between these two verses is based on the introductory Hebrew particle רק in 20:16 as indicating “an exception to what has gone before.”27 For Copan and Flannagan, this means that the command to “utterly destroy” the people of Canaan is a limited event, because it only refers to the non-Israelite people occupying cities in the promised land, and therefore cannot be extended to Puritan America or other contexts.

Furthermore, Copan and Flannagan note that the Canaanites are not portrayed as innocent in the Bible but are guilty of serious crimes.28 Primarily, they are trespassing on land belonging to Israel, since YHWH has promised this land to the Israelites.29 Additionally, the Canaanites are guilty of human sacrifices, bestiality, and other serious criminal offenses.30 Perhaps most importantly for their argument, Copan and Flannagan argue that the commands to “exterminate” the Canaanites are related to the genre of ancient military accounts, as seen in the accounts written by other cultures of the ancient Near East (ANE), which make frequent use of hyperbole to describe their victories in battle. They contend the biblical accounts employ hyperbole in a way similar to other accounts from the ANE.31 Furthermore, the Bible clearly recognizes them as such. Making much of their argument from Joshua, they note both the frequent use of stock phrases (“utterly destroy,” “leave alive nothing that breathes,” etc.) and the ritualized accounts that frame the narrative.32 Copan and Flannagan also point to contradictions within Joshua, which seem to indicate that the total slaughter described is hyperbole. For example, Joshua 10:20 describes a complete and total slaughter but immediately afterward describes the survivors fleeing.33 Hence, recognizing the generic characteristics of the accounts from Deuteronomy, Joshua, Judges, and other texts allows us to put these actions in context and to realize that we are talking about no more or less than the standard type of warfare that occurred with regularity in the ANE, described in the same types of language.34

As represented by the voices of Copan and Flannagan, apologetic readings of these texts raise crucial issues but remain unpersuasive and incomplete. Much of their argument is built on the foundation of a high view of scriptural authority, where the truth claims of the biblical text are to remain unchallenged. Rather than viewing the conquest of Canaan as ideologically motivated, they are willing to accept at face value claims such as Exodus 13:5, where YHWH promises to give the land of the Canaanites to the Israelites. For Copan and Flannagan in particular, this is enough to describe the Canaanites as “occupying land of which Israel has legal ownership,”35 unwilling to consider that the Canaanites might have competing claims to ownership.36

This demonstrates a basic weakness in these arguments, in that they are only persuasive to readers sharing similar faith claims as the apologetic writers themselves. Readers inclined to view the Hebrew Bible as containing a significant portion of ideological content will remain unpersuaded by such arguments, seeing the gift of the land of Canaan to the Israelites as indicating the nationalistic hopes of the Priestly and Deuteronomistic writers, not necessarily the voice of God. Furthermore, Copan and Flannagan’s argument for the commands to “utterly destroy” as “occasional” really only serve to circumscribe the violence commanded in Deuteronomy 20:10–18 and similar texts by limiting it to the promised land; under this reading, modern-day Israelite violence against Palestinians, for example, would still seem to be acceptable.37

Joshua Berman, in his article on the role of warfare in Deuteronomy, does not go quite as far as Copan and Flannagan in his efforts to justify the ethics of YHWH’s command to exterminate the Canaanites. Instead, his article examines the positive role that texts extolling the virtues of warfare played for the construction of Israelite identity.38 He identifies four positive contributions: “to bolster cultural confidence, to serve as a vehicle of self-reproach, to act as agent of national bonding, and as a spur to greater faith.”39 For Berman, Deuteronomy sees “armed conflict for Israel as a catalyst to four vital spiritual traits.”40 In his conclusion, Berman writes, the task of the biblical scholar “is to come with a clear-headed mind and assess as fairly as we can the role—and sometimes even the constructive role—of physical force as it was conceived within the thinking and the writing of the Hebrew Bible.”41 Berman sees the role of his article, and potentially of the biblical scholar in general, as merely understanding the text within its own historical worldview. This avoids the problem of what these texts say about the overall ethical framework of the Hebrew Bible and the character of YHWH; instead, the discussion is limited to the worldview of the text itself. And it serves as a major limitation for Berman’s argument. By limiting his role to purely exegetical matters, Berman only allows for a single type of reading. These exegetical matters are important, and describing what the war texts of Deuteronomy tell us about Israelite identity is a worthwhile project. But many scholars and readers find value in pursuing these issues further, asking not only what the text meant for its original readers but what other readings might be available to us today, and this task can fall within the realm of the biblical scholar as well. For many scholars, the ethical questions surrounding YHWH’s violence in these texts are too important to simply bracket off as a relic of history.

Six Approaches as Suggested by Eryl Davies

In an essay published in 2005, Eryl Davies identified six common strategies for approaching violent texts.42 Some of these approaches lead to similar arguments as those made by Copan, Flannagan, and Berman, discussed above. For example, Davies describes the “cultural relativist approach,” in which the teachings of the Hebrew Bible are understood as emerging from and being rooted in a particular time, place, and culture. We see evidence of this in Copan and Flannagan when they argue for the limited nature of the conquest commandment and the hyperbolic nature of the biblical text. Davies, however, finds this approach problematic in that it often leaves out the question of how to determine which passages are “culturally relative” and which are “permanently prescriptive.”43

Still, some scholars are very self-conscious of using this cultural-relativist approach as a reading strategy and regard it as the most appropriate. Berman, as discussed above, believes that this type of culturally relativistic approach is, in fact, the appropriate role of the biblical scholar.

We also see this approach in an essay by Hallvard Hagelia, when he argues that Amos should be “read on its own terms.” Hagelia continues: “Its language, not least its metaphors, are part of ancient Near Eastern linguistic habits, which modern man [sic] perceive as strange, foreign, archaic or even brutal.”44 For Hagelia, this means that we do a disservice to the text when we attempt to hold it to modern ethical standards. In Davies’s understanding, the cultural-relativist methodology is not flawed but is too often incomplete and must be combined with one of the other reading strategies outlined below; evidence of this can be found in the ways in which Berman and Hagelia attempt to limit the role of the biblical scholar to describing the culture of ancient Israel, as represented by the biblical text, and see no ethical role or obligation for the biblical scholar. Furthermore, Davies argues that this methodology has a hard time handling the most difficult passages of the Hebrew Bible, such as the commands to exterminate the Canaanites; this difficulty is demonstrated by the ways in which Copan and Flannagan’s arguments concerning the conquest narratives of Exodus, Deuteronomy, and Joshua fall short. For Davies, we should expect more from the Bible than a simple reflection of some of the most atrocious practices of its time.

Most modern scholars are unwilling to defend passages such as Deuteronomy 20:10–18 as strongly as the scholars mentioned above. However, recognizing that these types of texts present ethical problems for many readers, exegetes have adopted other hermeneutical strategies when approaching these and similar texts. Another category of reading strategy identified by Davies is the “evolutionary approach,” exemplified by older scholars such as Julius Wellhausen and others still influenced by him. In this approach, material that is ethically suspect is assumed to be earlier, with a gradual development toward the more refined ethics of the New Testament. As has been pointed out by many, the principles of Darwinian evolution were applied to cultures as well as species, “and on this basis it was concluded that all cultures must have evolved gradually from a lower to a higher level of civilization.”45 Davies describes the application of this viewpoint to biblical scholarship thusly: “Israel’s morality was seen as historically conditioned, and the Hebrew Bible was interpreted as bearing witness to a gradual refining and modification of the people’s ethical understanding.”46 Aside from easily falling into supersessionism, Davies points out that this viewpoint does not adhere with the actual development of ethics in the Hebrew Bible on such topics as warfare and runs into the further problem of being unverifiable, as the dating of the Hebrew Bible’s various traditions is a longstanding point of scholarly contention.47 But Davies’s most strongly voiced concern is that this approach “tends to disparage much of the ethical values enshrined in the Hebrew Bible.” It does not treat the moral perspectives as genuine ethical positions worthy of critical engagement. Instead, the Hebrew Scriptures largely become a simple prelude to the teachings of Jesus.48

A further approach to violence in the biblical text identified by Davies is the “canon-within-a-canon approach.” This is to be distinguished from the sort of canonical criticism offered by Brevard Childs that will be discussed below. As Davies explains it, the canon-within-a-canon approach gives the reader permission to jettison some texts in favor of “those features of the biblical tradition that are more central and relevant to our faith.”49 Davies points out that this is a particularly popular approach with readers who advocate for a particular ideology, whether that be conservative or liberal. For Davies, the limitations of this framework are obvious: it places the individual in a position above Scripture, such that Scripture loses the power to challenge or guide. Instead, “the ethical values we derive from Scripture will turn out to be no more than our own personal preferences.”50 Similarly, Davies finds the methodology to determine what passages should be used as the measuring stick for the Bible as a whole to be lacking.

In a more sophisticated form of the canon-within-a-canon approach, a reader will use a single overarching principle, which they argue is foundational to the whole of Scripture, as a guidepost against which to read all texts. Often, readers adopting this methodology are willing to jettison texts that severely disagree with this overarching principle; other times, readers are more likely to reinterpret texts in light of their hermeneutical key. Davies charges that “the criteria used to decide which parts of Scripture may be deemed acceptable and which may not often appear to be nebulous, ill defined, or arbitrary.”51 But this seems to only apply to poorly constructed canon-within-a-canon approaches; if readings of this type are approached with a careful methodology, they can yield interesting results.

For example, in a pair of recent monographs, Eric Seibert has argued that nonviolence is the guiding principle of Scripture and all passages must be read with this ethical imperative in mind.52 Seibert is open about his perspective as a nonviolent reader of the Bible, and he advocates for an “active” rather than passive reading of the Bible, encouraging critique and dialogue with the text.53 As will be argued further below, this reading strategy also contains much of Davies’s preferred “reader-oriented” strategy. Finding a slightly different lens through which to read the Hebrew Bible, Terence E. Fretheim argues that Scripture must be read through the lens of the reality of God’s relationship with humanity and the freedom that is necessitated by this relationship. Understanding God’s desire for humanity as grounded in relationality rather than domination allows Fretheim to interpret the violence of a prophetic book such as Jeremiah in a more compassionate light.54 While open to criticism on grounds of selectivity, these approaches are much more methodologically rigorous than the type of reading envisioned by Davies.

Copan and Flannagan are harsh critics of the canon-within-a-canon approach in general, and of practitioners such as Seibert and Peter Enns in particular. Copan and Flannagan argue that, in its extreme form, the canon-within-a-canon approach can lead to Marcionism, where entire blocks of text are stricken because they do not adhere to the reader’s idea of what constitutes the proper values of Scripture. They lay this charge directly against Seibert, arguing that he imposes an “interpretive straightjacket” on God and Jesus by insisting that they always be read in a nonviolent manner when this is not the hermeneutics advanced by the New Testament itself.55 Copan and Flannagan see Seibert as practicing a type of Marcionism, in that he attempts to remove problematic ethical elements from the text by appealing to a higher principle.56 But Copan and Flannagan do not adequately address a key portion of Seibert’s argument, namely that violent texts are not to be jettisoned but to be read critically.57 In essence, Copan/Flannagan and Seibert are disagreeing over their view of Scripture itself, not any particular interpretation or even methodology.58 For Copan and Flannagan, the Bible is the “authoritative word of God”; for Seibert, it is a much more human document, “formative and foundational” in his life but still open to critique.59 This fundamental difference in these scholars’ relationship to Scripture is at the heart of their interpretive disagreements.

Whereas a reading strategy such as that used by Seibert consciously privileges some biblical texts over others, Davies identifies the “holistic approach” as seeking to read each particular aspect of Scripture in light of all Scripture. Individual passages should be interpreted in light of the entirety of Scripture, not isolated as individual passages, and no individual theme should outweigh another unless given specific textual warrant. Violent passages become less problematic when read in light of the Bible’s “overarching perspective and overall intention.”60 Brevard Childs’s program of canonical criticism is a well-known example of this methodology.61 While Childs acknowledges that the biblical text is made up of a variety of sources, he is more concerned with the final form of the text, since this is what has become authoritative for the church community.62 Childs describes the concern of the canonical approach as an attempt to “understand the nature of the theological shape of the text,” focusing on the text itself while using the interpretive framework of “those who formed and used it as sacred scripture.”63 For Davies, this method is initially very attractive but suffers from similar hermeneutic limitations to the canon-within-a-canon strategy and frequently ends up looking quite a bit like it. The challenge of determining the interpretive framework of the religious tradition is immensely challenging, and these overarching principles often exhibit an overwhelming similarity to the interpreter’s preconceived notion of the Bible and its overall message.64 Furthermore, according to Davies, readings of this type often have the effect of downplaying the very real differences among the various strands of biblical tradition, resulting in a reading that seeks uniformity and cohesion at the expense of the disagreements inherent between texts.65

Before arriving at his preferred solution to the ethical and theological problems presented by violent passages of Scripture, Davies makes a final stop to discuss what he calls the “paradigmatic approach.”66 This approach is essentially allegorical. In this reading strategy, problematic passages are mined for the truth that might lie beneath the literal reading. An early practitioner of this type of reading is Augustine, as put forth in his “principle of charity,” under which the basic purpose of Scripture is to instill a love of God and neighbor, and everything that does not seem to aid this purpose on a literal level must be interpreted on a metaphorical level.67 Again, Davies acknowledges the appeal of this reading strategy but argues that it is methodologically insufficient, leading too often to a reading that supports the preconceived notion of the reader.

Finally, Davies arrives at the “Reader-Response Approach.” In this type of reading, first advocated by scholars of secular literature such as Wolfgang Isler,68 the reader is both recognized as participating in the construction of the text and encouraged to play a more active role in interpretation. This methodology frees the reader to “read ‘against the grain’ of the text and call its content into account in their own court of ethical judgment.”69 For Davies, the simple fact that the Bible does not agree with itself on major ethical issues, such as polygamy and capital punishment, necessitates a stance that allows the reader to question the text’s ethical assumptions.70 Furthermore, Davies finds support for this methodology within the Bible itself, as “the biblical authors themselves frequently exercise a critical role, questioning past beliefs and querying past judgments.”71

Davies argues that a reader-oriented method of interpretation might be difficult for many scholars who have been trained to question the historicity and textual traditions of the Bible but not its underlying moral foundations. In addition, Davies recognizes that this approach, derived from literary studies, will seem strange to many historical-critical oriented scholars.72 Yet many scholars are, or have grown, quite comfortable with the type of criticism Davies imagines, and other scholars have pointed toward ways to integrate this type of reading with more traditional historical-critical interpretation.73 As we turn to Numbers 25, we will first examine strategies of avoidance perpetuated by modern scholars in an effort to sidestep the ethical problems surrounding the violence of Numbers 25. Then, we will examine strategies that combine reader-oriented approaches with more traditional historical-critical oriented methodologies as a way both to critique the violence of Numbers 25 from an ethical standpoint, while also acknowledging the deeper issues that drive it, and to attempt to understand its place within the biblical tradition.74

Avoiding the Violence of Numbers 25

Few modern scholars attempt to justify the violence of Phinehas’s act.75 Some attempt to avoid the ethical issues altogether, focusing on historical-critical issues to the exclusion of any hermeneutical approach. Some modern commentators avoid discussion of Numbers 25 entirely, even when their subject matter would seem to necessitate such a discussion. Perhaps most common is an attempt to shift the parameters of the discussion, locating the primary issues of Numbers 25 as residing in Phinehas’s zeal for YHWH or in priestly succession, or by simply glossing over the violence of Phinehas’s action in favor of a discussion of other thematic issues.

Bracketing the Ethical

Some commentaries choose the tactic of simply describing the events of Numbers 25 and discussing critical issues of underlying documents and structure without mentioning the ethical issues at all. In his 1903 ICC commentary, George Buchanan Gray, for instance, devotes his discussion to source-critical issues and priestly lineage.76 Martin Noth’s commentary focuses on the difficulty of separating out the underlying sources, with only a brief aside describing Phinehas’s action as “not exactly a heroic deed, but laudable as a reaction on the spur of the moment.”77 Similarly, Dennis Olson’s Interpretation commentary focuses on the place of Numbers 25 in the overall structure of Numbers, continuing the work begun in his earlier monograph. He says nothing at all about the morality of the action.78 These are all important critical issues, to be sure. And while the omission of ethical concerns is understandable in a commentary series that focuses on historical-critical issues, such as ICC, it seems odd to leave these questions out of a series like Interpretation, designed to be of use for preachers and teachers.

Shifting the Emphasis

Another strategy is to attempt to sidestep the violence of Numbers 25. Modern commentators who employ this strategy tend to use one of two means: (1) placing emphasis on God’s desire for loyalty, thereby recasting the text as an ethically positive story;79 or (2) shifting the emphasis away from the violence of Phinehas and toward the issue of priestly succession. In its broad outline, this strategy shares some traits with the allegorizing strategies of Origen and other premodern interpreters80 in that the actions of the story itself become less important than the theological concepts and virtues for which they stand.81 Both instances have the effect of downplaying the text’s emphasis on the violent means through which these themes are expressed.

Waldemar Janzen and Thomas Dozeman have both interpreted Numbers 25 in a manner that attempts to focus on devotion to God while leaving aside the violence of the text. In Old Testament Ethics: A Paradigmatic Approach, Janzen organizes his material around several ethical paradigms; he discusses Phinehas briefly as the model for the Priestly paradigm.82 Janzen notes the discomfort with which the “Christian reader” views this story.83 However, Janzen argues, “Christians” make the mistake of focusing on the violence of Phinehas’s act; on Janzen’s reading, Phinehas’s “spear wielding” is not what he is praised for. Instead, he is given explicit praise because of his jealousy for God and the manner in which his actions serve as an atonement for the people. In these ways, Janzen suggests, Phinehas exhibits the same qualities as Jesus during the temple-cleansing episodes; these are qualities that should be sought by “every member of God’s worshipping people.”84 Indeed, for Janzen the clear point of this story is the expression of fidelity to God, not the violent means through which Phinehas demonstrates this.
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