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Reconnecting with the Ancient World
Ancient-Near Eastern inscriptions, monu-
ments, and artifacts (with the exception of -
the Egyptian pyramids), anid-the knowledge -
of the ancient cultures that theyrevealed,
were largely unknown to Western eulture
throughoutthe Middle:Ages and the Early -~ -
‘Modern period: Atthe close of the 19th cias
the Ottoman empire:was breathingitslast, -
European powers posted many missionsto-.:
the Middle East that included:archeologists: -
At first, essentially they were looters whotook
‘back monuments, many with hieroglyphics. :

‘and cuneiform writings. When these scripts -
‘were deciphered in the mid-1g9thc., the ;7
inscriptions told an eager public aboutthe
‘world in which Israel was formed: -

‘Mesopotamza -

From Nineveh (present day Mosul) in As— L
syria, a cavalcade of rulers mentioned in the :
Bible~~among them Sargon II; Sennacherib, -
‘and Ashurbanipal=took flesh to validate ele-:
‘ments of the biblical-accounts.of the Assyrian
devastation of Israel and Judah. Yetnothing !
‘was as sensational as the presentation George
‘Smith made to the British Society of Biblical
Archaeology on December 3, 1872. Reading
from-a Nineveh tablet, Smith revealed how a
Mesopotamian hero (Utnapishtim; then read
as Hasisadra for Atrahasis) survived a flood
the gods had sent to destroy humanity. The -
news:stunned: Could the account of God’s
command to Noah have been cnbbed from
Babylonian‘antecedents? . si
-+ There were other jolts: abandoned asa’ i
baby, Sargon of Agade was shown (in'1870) to:
have survived in a reed basket, eventually to: -
cearn divine favor. The god Marduk (in some
versions:Assur) conquered Tiamat (possibly
cognate to:Gen. tehom; “the:deep”) and rear-.
ranged:its corpsein terms reminiscent of the

creation in Gen. ch 1(1876). From Susd (1905)
came Hammurabi of Babylon's imposinglaw:
code stelathat questioned the distinctive:::
ness of biblical:divine legislation. With all: "«
these antecedents to:biblical lore, the hot
topic around the First World War was which -
to credit, the Bible or Babylon, for stimulating
our culture? Some of the debate (pressed by
the German Friedrich Delitzsch, and labeled
Babel und Bibel in contemporaneous journal-
ism) degenerated into anti=Semitic diatr:ibes; )
butit did stimulate scholarship(e.g.; Form .-
Criticism; best associated with Hermann
Gunkel) thatiinterpreted biblical tradmons
though comparison with Near Eastern; <
especially Mesopotamian, lore. The aim'was
to illuminate thecontexts for the produc-: -
tion, application, adaptation; and diffusion -
of themes and motifs that excited the mind in
antiquity. In this enterprise; the focus:came:
to beless on when, where and by whom =t
Hebraic traditions were:created (the focus of
theearlier Documentary Hypothesis), but on:
how; why, and under which circumstances .
ideas'commonly shared/in antiquity came -
to have:their particularinflection among the:
Hebrews: Ineffect, the Bible'had come to be
onemore source from: the ancie N"ean Easta )
and alatecomer at thati i /
An industry soon:cameto the fore in the
late 19th-and early:20th: ¢. in'which spemal- 5
ized compilations “paralleled”-the Bible;:
book by book; through excerpts from mostly
cuneiform documents: In this way, a treasure
trove of ancient material-came to the atten=: -
tion of awider public, with-mythological -
(Enuma Elish, Atrahasis), epic (Gilgamesh);
cultic:.(hymns and rituals}); wisdom, juridical,
annalistic, and divinatory contents: These::
publications are:precursors to more recent:
reference sets'such asJ. B: Pritchard’s:An=: : :
cient Near Eastern Texts Relating to the Old .
Testament (3rd ed., 1969) and W. W. Hallo - |
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and K. L. . Younger, The Context of Scriptures . By contrast to evasive historical confir- | deciphered hieroglyphic script. The Hebrew..  to have false foundations. Comparisons that -
(3 vols., 1997-2003). Here, however, trans: rnatrons, Egypt’s literature has contributed | writers got to know them best after Arameans  explained the Laban-Jacob marriage arrange-
lated texts tend to'be complete rather than notable conjunctions with biblical equiva- = | dominated the region; that is why practically ~ ments and their sheep-herding provisions
extracts and are arranged by genre rather lents. Its sun-splashed hymn to the god Aten | all Hittites in the Bible have patently Semitic  have fared better; but they cannot be used to
than following the sequence of biblical (Amama period, 14th c. ) has reminded many ' namesand are not related to the much earher date episodes in Gen. because:such practices
books. In these reference works; too, selec: of the great Ps. 104 (see Ps. 104 1n.); but with j | Hittites of Hattushash. v <1 had long duratlon inthe ancrent Near East
tions come from a broad horizon, including  this linkage came much speculationonan * |  Thebulk of recovered Hittite documents , L L R

lands and subjects only remotely associated ~ Amarnaperiod birthpl‘aceformonotheism as | came fromelite circles, and although they Ugant S S
with the Bible.. Among the translated sources ~ well as sensationalizing rewrites of the early © | contained ritual, legal, as well as literary .~ - This is Ras Shamra, on the Syrlan CO&S’C exca-
are those from ancient Egypt, which out= =+ years'of Moses. Egypt’s courtly love lyrics  texts; the material that has delivered the ~  vated since 1929. Its Late Bronze Age archives

_ most satisfying correspondence with bibli- ~  came from the palaces of merchant-princes
cal thought is historiographic: Embedded in©  and the houses of learned priests. Although
Hittite annals and in penitential prayersarea theyinclude documentsin many languages,
powerful sense of obligation{covenantsand  those preserved in alphabetic cuneiform .

side of Mesopotamia was the other locus of (13th c.) haveillumined the study of the Son,
scholarly attention. . E of Songs, in particular accenting courtly set-:

G ~ s ting and erotic desire. Egypt’s rich display of
wisdom treatises (esp. that of Amenemope

Egy L. 3 sy 5 S : . hasnicelyenhanced understanding of Prov.: oaths), a visceral urge for-expiation, and an = quickly captured the imagination of biblicists.
Givenits accessrble monumental remains and the carpe diem (“seize the day”) urgings: obsessive need for absolution; these themes  Until their discovery, knowledge of Canaanite
(pyramids, temples, tombs, and mummies),  of the Harper’s Songs that are often cited =~ - are exploited extensively by many biblicists (and Phoenician) culture had been drawn

Egypthas:enticed thewider publicwith-: = alongthose of Eccl. Many episodes in Egyp despite the significant chronological gap- largely from the Bible, where it had been

outbeing linked to the Bible: Still, atleast ..~ = arsenal of delightful tales are broughtinto present between the Hittite and biblical texts.  caricatured as fickle (many gods), seductive
since Josephus (1stc. cg), there hasalways: . comparison with those in the Bible, none as Geid st e (cheap thrills), brutal (human sacrifice), and

beeninterestin finding Egyptian sources to frequently as the attempted seduction of an: e Gl higd depraved (orgies). The first charge is' arguably
confirm biblical episodes: Had Josephnot: innocentzfouth bya md)rried ‘woman (“The Northern Mesop otamlaand_‘ Syria true; the others hardlylikely. - :

After the collapse of the Ottoman empire; The Ugaritic literature proved tobe espe-:
western Asia was-administered by the French  cially fresh and stimulating. Among the texts
and British, an arrangement thatfor all prac-  were the saga of a’king, Keret or Kirta, who
tical purposes.came to-an end just after the risked losing it all by making an unnecessary
Second World War. In the interval, anumber  vow;the tale of Danel, who begged for a'son -
of sites began to disgorge tablets. Through only to see him killed by a petulant.goddess;
such outlets as the Illustrated London News and a grand:myth, featuring a dysfunctional
(before it petered out in the 1970s), an eager pantheon, about:Baal’s struggles to deserve
public learned of major finds as they were leadership of the gods. Characters from these
being made and in the process supported texts continue to inspire scholarship; none
investment in more expeditions. These are“ : more soithan Asherah; wife of El, and Anat;,
noted below by the: sequence of therr ﬁrst consort of Baal. Especially since the discovery

governed Egypt, second only to Pharaoh? Did  Two Brothers”), the life that Sinuhe created
Israel notlivein bondage there for centuries?.  for himself in Middle Bronze Canaan, or th
Had God not deployed “signs and wonders” = neat magician’s trick of dividing waters to
when confoeunding Pharaoh? Did Solomon -+ veal dry land (see the “Westcar Papyrus”). In
not marry an Egyptian princess? Sinceithe :**  addition; the 14th c;Amarna Letters have o
deciphermentof hieroglyphicsin‘theearly- ©  fered helpful background forunderstanding
19th-c;; the brunt of biblical focus on Egypt-~  theearlyhistory of Israel, including the ori
has been on the Late Bronze Age, specifically:  of thename “Hebrew,” connected by many
from the Hyksos through the2ist Dynasty (ca:  to the Hapirus/Habirus that were frequent
1630 to 1100). Israel is thought to enter (eis-~  mentioned in those documents. =+ -
odus) andleave (exodus) Egypt during that: - e e i il oyt
interval: In the absence of credible Egyptian: -

testimony, establishing-a date and condis= Anatolla sywiaiviin discovery:: oo cavnome oo of inscribed jars in Kuntilletel-Ajrud (Sinai - -
tion for the exodus (however conceived) = The recovery of cunerform tablets from RACEE SRR Peninsula, since the mid-1970s), Asherah is
has required the juggling of a broad array of ©  Bogazkdy in the heartland of Anatolia (Tur Nuzi R LRt commonly discussed as an-erstwhile partner-

circumstantial evidence; from many sources,’ key) had occurred early in the 20th c. Becaus Nuziis located at' Yorghan Tepe, east Of the of the Hebrew God. Yet, it isnot often keptin .

and not always fully compatible. Not surpris=~ many were in Akkadian and could be rea Tigris River; excavated from 1925 to1931. Its - mind that Ugarit was much more cosmopoli-
ingly, proposals have a limited shelf-life or.-:  they confirmed the site to be Hattushash; family archives were from the 14th c. and they  tan than Israel or Judah ever were. As such,
they appeal to narrow circles: Totally unex-::*  the capital of the Hittites. The Hittites turned gave detailed information on the sociallives = its pantheon was by no means limited:to
pected was the recovery (since the 1890s) of ©  out to be Indo-Europeans; but a disposition of a Hurrian community. They were widely those evoked in the Bible and its mythmaking
Aramaicarchives affirming asth c. Jewish = to connect them with the hitti (“Hittites”).o exploited, at first to give-a late Bronze Age -+ had broader apphcatrons than that shaped in
(mercenary) presencein Elephantine (near = Scripture proved tenacious despite evidence setting for the patriarchal narratives (see i~ Israel.: f ;

works of Ephraim Speiser; Cyrus:Gordon). :-~  The’ language of the alphabetrc texts

Some spectacular Nuzi parallels that clarified  proved especially useful: It shared with Heb
the wife-sister connection between Abraham  a vocabulary (esp. asit.concerned the cult; =
and Sarah (Gen. chs12;20; cf.ch 26) proved -  including the names of deitieslike El, Baal,

Aswan); with contracts formarriage (earliest:  of vast differences. In fact; the Hittites of th
in attestation), syncretistic worship‘(blessings Hebrew Bible were mostly northern Syrian
by Yavi'and-other gods) and references to: . with.populations that included Indo-Europe-
the Passover.. ' 1o (oon b o st an'Luwians, whoralso wielded a just recentt
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and Yam), some grammatical constructions,
and its poetry was comparable to bibli-:

cal psalms: After-a period of undisciplined
exegesis based on Ugaritic; a modest number
of biblical passages have indeed found clarity
through application of Ugaritic principles. .
Still under debate is the value of dating the
production of biblical verse on the basis of
Ugantlc poetlcs ‘

Mari_ _:;,. y : Y
This site is Tel Hariri, on the right bank of the
Euphrates, 50 kms north of the Iraqi frontier;
excavated since 1933. Its palace archives were
largely from the 18th c: and they gave insight
into the lives of Amorite rulers in the age of -
Hammurabi of Babylon, with Aleppo.and .- -
Qatna proving to be major Middle Bronze
powers: The site preserved records of dip-
lomaticrelations with Mediterranean cities
such as Ugarit, Byblos, and Hazor, and docu- -
mentation of trade with Cyprus:and Crete -
(but not yet with Egypt). No direct links can
be made as yet between Mari's Amorites and
the ancestors of Israel, although a Yaminite
tribal branch thatroamed the environs of
Mari may have eventually settled Benjamin: .
territory near Jericho. (The names “DUMU . -
Yamina”-and “Benjamin” are identical in- =
meaning:) An18th c. cuneiform fragment of -
local origin fromthe coastal region (Siyanu,
near Latakia) shows scribal procedures that
are similar to Mari’s: Startling and most un-
likely is a suggestion that: Amutp1e1 of Qatna
is Amraphel-of Gen. ch 14, ; .
Many practices and 1nst1tut10ns recov-
ered from the Mari-tablets:show remarkable
affinity to those in the Bible; albeit without . -
directinfluence. In particular, the biblical : . -
gift for storytelling, with its lively phrasing,
vivid pacing; fine structure, and wordplays, ::
is nicely matched in Amorite letter writing..
Details:on tribal configuration, covenant. - -
ceremonials, battle strategies, third-party. ..
marriage arrangements:(as was Isaac’s); and
matzebot (stone monuments) installations,
have all shed light on biblical passages.In
the Mari age, treaty obligations were limited:
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to the lifetimes of the signatories—unlike-
what would later develop in the Amarna
period, when covenants were deemed to -
be eternal and permanent. This perception
too has had application in studymg Hebrew
historiography.

More widely discussed are the origins
and development of prophecy. During the =
reign of King Zimri-Lim, a concerted effort
to consult the gods left us-a rich dossier of vi:
sions; dreams; and prophecies. None is more
biblically evocative among the latter than -
an admonition attributed to the god Addu
(Hadad) of Aleppo in Wthh a ]ust ruleis the
pnce for d1v1ne support

contribution to elucidating blbhcal passages
s demdedly uneven. 1 =

BibliCiZing . S
More recent are the dlscovenes at Emar (Tel
Meskene-Balis; by the Upper Euphrates;: -
réscue operation 1972-1976; resumed since -
1996) and at Ebla (Tel Mardikh, not far from -
Aleppo; excavated since 1964, but with stun--
ning results after 1975). These two discoveries
exemplify an older phenomenon that has:
spiked in our days, as information is deliv-
ered online with little lead-time for proper
scholarly evaluation, namely a tendency to
biblicize Near Eastern records. . e
To biblicize is to attach Bible-derived
explanations to details in' Near Eastern docu-
ments and artifacts on first exposure to them.
The result then becomes evidence by which
o clarify biblical contexts and passages. The -
ogic is circular; the goal is to draw recipro- -
cal benefits for biblical and Near Eastern lore:
by highlighting proximal parallels-~and over
time such commissions correct themselves. -
Occasionally, however, the process gives per-
manence to misconceptions. For example;
ust after the First World War, Leonard Wool-
ey-excavated Tel el-Mugqayyar in southern -
Iraq; a site that covered Sumerian Ur: There
he found evidence of a flood so'majorthat he
magined it impacting biblical historiography
and his suggestion resurfaces penodlcally in:
he literature. e

Of more consequence was: h1s recovery
of an early dynastic tomb (27th c. ) with the &
remains of a beautiful statue of a- “ram'in the:
hicket” For Woolley, the pose evoked a detail
n the aftermath of Abraham’s near sacrifice -
of Isaac (Gen. 22.13); thenceforth, “Ur of the
Chaldees” (Gen.:ch11) became the nameof
he site. Woolley had actually found a bejew-
eled goatthat was likely paired and balanced:
0 hold a bowl. But the explanation took
hold and it is practically impossible today to
ocate a biblical map ofthe patriarchal period
without finding in'it Abraham trekking from
Southern Mesopotamia, a regionthathas < -

L had glven all the land to (your fa-
ther) Yahdun-Lim and by means of my ;
-weapons he had no opponent. Butwhen
he abandoned me, I gave (his enemy)
Samsi-Addu the land I had handed to
him.... I brought you back to your father’s
throne.and I handed you the weapons
with which I battled against Sea [témtum
=Yam]. I rubbed you with oil from my:
numinous glow so that no.one:could -
-stand up to you. Now listen to my only:
wish: Whenever anyone appeals toyou
for judgment, saying, “I amaggrieved,” be
there to decide his case and to give him -
satisfaction. This is what I desire of you

Alalah

Known as Tel Achana, in the Turklsh Amuq
Valley; excavated intermittently since 193
its royal archives—some from the 17th c. and
others from the 14th c.—include a picaresque
(auto) biography of King Idrimi. A refuge
from Aleppo, Idrimi-grasped fate by the h
and shaped for himself a throne in Alalah
The story, inscribed on a homely likeness; i
full of folldoristic touches; inviting compa
sons with the rise to power of such figures a
Abimelech (son of Gideon), Jephthah, an
especially David: While many individual:

and treaties--are readily presented in the
reference collections mentioned above, thi

ON THE BIBLE AND THE ANCIENT NEAR BAST

hardly any. mention in Hebrew recall ofits : -
origins: Similarly, when Enuma Elish-(often
termed “the Babylonian Creation Epic¢”):
was being deciphered; how Marduk shaped
the cosmos was first read with. Gen. ch 1 as”

a guide. The pattern and sequence of Mar-:7
duk’s creative effort are often used to secure a
Mesopotamian background to Gen. ch 1, even
if no individual'act in‘the accounts matches
securely and no. step in the transm1ssmn 360
charts reasonably. . Tl

The evaluation of Emar s records is stﬂl et
ongoing: The site has delivered a large variety:
of texts from a-building of'an-official titled, -
“diviner of the gods of Emar Along with some
literary documents several elaborate rituals
were recovered, among them a libretto for .-
the installation of the High Priestess of Baal:: -
Gathering the attention of biblical scholars
is the uniquessequence of activities for the - +
zukru-festival. Apparently recurring every -
seven years, the ritualinvelved the citizens
of Emar on the first full moon of the'year; and
extended over a full week. There were proces-
sions beyond the city gate, with stops at blocks
of standing stones, apparently in a renewal of
pledge to the god Dagan. For some scholars, -
this type of ritualicomes from beyond Canaan:
and so mightremind of rénewal ceremonies
among the Hebrews wholikewise moved from
inland Syria:into Canaan.: Yet, as achieved, the
balance between the two institutions relies on
outlines crafted much too accommodatingly.
More significant forrunderstanding the back-
ground of the Bible are juridical documents,
with women playing major roles in guldmg
family life, even with male kin around: :

Logic might have discouraged: hnkmg the ~
extensive Ebla archives with anything bibli- -
cal, for most of them date from the 25th ¢. on,
when Israel was yetito be conceived. Indeed; -
Ebla‘depictsa society where theelite owned
huge herds of sheep,with scant evidence of
the nomadic life that was the remembered
trait of Israel’s ancestry. Ebla was a wealthy ..
city in a region teeming with urban settle-
ments and with influence far and wide. While
the scribes relied on Sumerian formulae to ©/
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maintain their records, we now know that the
written language of the-archives s reminis- -
cent of Akkadian (so East Semitic), but wrth
many West Semitic words. B

William F.-Albright, the architect of amajor
American school of biblical scholarship, had
relied on Near Eastern archives to buttress
Israel’s version of its patriarchal history; but
after his death:in 1971, studies:challenged his
approach and conclusions. His supporters; -
therefore, turned to the Ebla archives to reaf-
firm his vision: Read with the then imper-.-
fectly understood Ebla:syllabary, documents
were thought to reveal the names of cities
thatplayed a role in Hebrew historiography,
among them Sodom; Gomorrah, Jerusalem,
Hazor, Lachish, and Gaza. Ebla personal -
names also.seemed to havea biblical calque
to them, among them Eber, Abram, Esau, Saul,
David, and Israel.-Because some-names ended
in -ya, plausibly a shortened form of Yahveh,
some argued that.the Hebrew god was already
worshipped in Canaan. Even family tombs, :
of the type known at Machpelah; were shown
to be typical of Eblaite culture, hence. proto—
Hebraic. There could be little reason;these -
scholars claimed, to doubt the. Brble s: accurate
memory of Israel’s earliestpast:::

The debate about Ebla’s role in sustain-
ingbiblical historiography was conducted
by eminent scholars on both sides of the - -
Atlantic. It stretched into the mid-1980s be-
fore sharper understanding of Ebla’s records-
took out much of its steam. Better knowledge
of the script soon taught that there wasno.
equivalence to-any personal name found in:
the Bible and nouncontested mention of any
place familiar to us from the land of Israel.-
Eblawas abruptly dropped from several tours
of the Holy Land, alas for the wrong reasons.
When in the early 1990s similar archives were
recovered from Tel Beydar in northeast Syria,
hardlyany, biblical scholar;paid them mind:

nd” of the Matter o

Yet the rrsk of bzblzczzmg must not be over-
stated. Despite the.occasional endurance-.
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of skewed or hyped evidence, the process:
nonetheless brings many discoveries to the
attention of a public that focuses best with
the Bible as lens. The better message here
is how to think of the conjunction “and” in
“The Bible and the Ancient Near East” The:
two entities are frequently linked in this way,
yet there is only coarse equivalence or mate
to the components. The “ancient Near East”
is a geographical area, generally stretching
from Egypt through Iran, with records long
before the invention of writing. The label ha
meaning onlyin reference to an aggregate:
of societies unequal in power, intellectual
worth, and lasting contribution. Some o
these powers achieved regional control or:
tellectual primacy thatlasted over centuries
and occasionally influenced ancient Israel
the process; they have bequeathed human
a treasury of enriching concepts-and ideas a
well ‘as models for evaluating the social ex:
periment that became Israel. These achieve-
ments-and models are for us to reconstruc
by-evaluating theusands of records that th
modern spade recovers. However, none of
the component cultures-has left us anything
remotely comparable to the “Bible,” thati
shared scripture that has codified a people’s
religious, social or religious mores and has
sustained a vision of a narrated past coverin
many-centuries. ,

In contrast, for many the “Brble" isa
distinct entity, with iconic status and spe
cial sanctity. But the Bible also emerges:as
a highly processed compendium of distin¢
efforts, each of disputed origins. When wi
search it tolearn how Israel conducted it
life—how people married, raised children;
worked, and died—we develop insights by
capturing tidbits from across diverse types
of literatures (narratives, love songs, pray
and the like), notall of them as attached to
actual ancient practice as we would wish
So, we welcome what the ancient Near Eas
with its.accumulation of more precisely .

comparison—after all, Israel partook of that )
world. After a century of such proximation, -
the inventory of biblical practices that remain
as yet exclusively Israel’s is now slim but
significant: beyond the adoption of monothe-
ism by'a substantial segment of the popula- -
tion, they include circumcising males a week
after birth, observing a seventh-day Sabbath,”
excluding women from the priesthood-and -
from juridical transactions;legalizing cultic :
instruction, codifying purity and diet taboos,
and regulating aspects of intimacy, dressmg, .
and grooming.
So far, Israel’s'soil has been uncommonly
stingy in yielding independent-and datable ~
records that might confirm the Bible’s march
of events; It is really’jolting for us to acknowl--
dge that so farno record fromIsrael or:its "
ighbors has had direct or specific recall of
anyofIsrael’s storied ancestors and lead-i::+ -
ers;ithe first such-validation surfacing when
Ahabruled Israel (gth c.). We should rea-:
son; of course, that the dearth of evidénce is
never a cogent argument against historicity; -
11; we might also keep:in mind thatwhat =
Israel wanted most to communicate through
ts literature is embedded in momentous
exchanges between God and Hebrew ances--
ors, dialogues that arelargelyimpervious *
o historical appraisal: One day we'might. ="~
recover from some tel a document thatmen-"
ions “Abram son of Terah”; but what pos-
sible source could there be to substantiate
the divine revelations that senthim off to the
promised land or had hnn ready to sacrtﬁce

By

Finally, the arguments detaﬂed in Israel’
accountingof its past aimless'to'chart an

xact accounting:of events than?toepromo‘tea ;
etof principles articulated in'some biblical -
exts, including the ideas that there can only' ;
be one God; with no heavenly lineage or a-
Cogmzable form that th1s God dlsplays

lives of Israel’s neighbors, and try to reac
applicable conclusions through judiciou

ON THE BIBLE AND THE ANCIENT NEAR EAST

divine will through interaction with a cho-

- sen people, that this people must meet an

elevated code of behavior worthy of that God;
and that history progresses by commitment
to a divine covenant rather than by adher-.
ence to international treaties. For this reason,
short of uncovering a nice cache of extrabibli-
cal records from Judah orIsrael that might
give living testimony of their social culture
and historical experience; matching ancient
Near Eastern records.with biblical accounts::
will continue tobe a challenge. Nonetheless;:
as students of Israel and of the ancient Near
East, we cannot deny the accuracy of two mo-
mentous:contentions advanced inour Bible: |
That ancient Israel.has been exceptional in its
capacity to discover the logic of monotheism*
and that it remained stubbornin its resolve to
broadcast it as a hrstoncal truth e

Beyond thrs Essay

A handy and (almost) pamless gurde into the
world ofIsrael’s neighbors is through Jack M.~
Sasson (et al;; eds) Civilizations of the Ancient
Near East (2 volumes; Hendrickson Publish-
ers, 2001). Kenton L. Sparks’s Ancient Texts for
the Study of the Hebrew Bible: A Guide to the
Background Literature (Hendricksons Pub-
lishers, 2005) is a truly remarkable synthe-
sis, for it surveys literary treasures from the -
Levantin‘an elegant and judicious way. Many
of the works mentioned in‘it:can be found in-
Pritchard’s Ancient Near Eastern Texts and in
Hallo's and Younger's The Context of Scrip-:
tures, cited above. Thoseinterested in how"
ancient documents haveaffected our knowl-
edge of Israelite history can now turnto a
masterly, if generally conservative, overview:
The Sacred Bridge: Carta’s Atlas of the Biblical
World {Carta, 2005) by Anson F Rarney and
R. Steven Notley i

[JACK M SASSON]
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