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Preface 

 

An incredibly large number of people are mentioned in the pages of the Bible. 

Some, like Pildash, Azmavet the Barḥumite, and Buzi (respectively, a son of 

Abraham’s brother Naḥor, one of King David’s warriors, and the father of the 

prophet Ezekiel) are mere names to us after all these centuries, unfamiliar 

designations of almost entirely forgotten people of far more interest to devotees of 

crossword puzzles than to serious students of religion. This book is not about 

those paragons of antique obscurity, however interesting it might be to speculate 

about who they really may have been and what they might have offered us had 

some ancient scribe only bothered to bequeath us more than their names. 

Others, like King Jehu’s officer Bidkar or King Ahasuerus’ advisor Memucan are, 

to say the most, minor players whose claims to literary immortality rest on a 

single event in which they played a role of unforgotten, if brief, consequence. As 

interesting as many of the stories in which these obscure personalities appear may 

be, this book is not about them either. 

Still others—the Moseses and Isaiahs and Deborahs—are the famous men and 

women whose exploits are the meat and potatoes of the biblical narrative: famous 

even in the context of the stories that tell us of them and not merely ex post facto, 

their renown has historically derived both from their situational importance in the 

stories in which they appear and also from the sense—one of the few basic 

assumptions about the Bible truly held in common by Jews and Christians—that 

the details of their lives and careers are meant to inspire us to accept them as our 

own spiritual role models. There are countless books that purport to help their 

readers access the biblical data about these individuals and then to use that 

information to enhance their own piety, but this book isn’t one of them. Nor will 

reading any of them ever take the place of a slow, serious reading of the biblical 

text. 

This book, then, is about a fourth category of biblical personality, one little 

written about and rarely singled out for special attention.  The people in this 

category are better known than the obscure and slightly less obscure people in the 
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first two categories, but nowhere nearly as well known as the famous personalities 

in the third. They are members of the supporting cast of characters, the 

background players against whose actions and activities the larger stories of 

Scripture play themselves out. They are not generally held up as serious spiritual 

role models, however. Indeed, if anything, most of the people I intend to write 

about in this book are disliked, dismissed, or held in mild (or not so mild) 

contempt by the biblical authors who tell their stories. These are the Cains, the 

Ishmaels and the Esaus, the Jeroboams and the Nebuchadnezzars, the people the 

Bible specifically does not want its readers to like or to be like or to think like. 

They are the less-than-perfect people whose imperfections inevitably—or, in at 

least some cases, perhaps not inevitably—doom them to bear reputations sullied 

more by the narrators who tell their stories than by the actual details of the stories 

told. 

In their own way, though, it is these supporting actors and actresses that are the 

everyman and everywoman of the biblical narrative and, as such, the real role 

models for latter-day readers attempting to use the biblical text as a framework for 

their own spiritual development. They are the greedy, the stingy, and the cruel.  

The meanspirited and the larcenous. The weak of faith and the lazy, the angry and 

the embittered, the seditious and the arrogant. They are the people your rabbi or 

your priest or your minister warned you over and over not to be like...but they 

were probably also the characters in those Saturday or Sunday sermons who 

spoke the most clearly to you, the ones who made you catch your breath for just a 

moment and say, just to yourself: “Hmmm, the person in that story is a lot more 

like me than I should feel comfortable admitting....” 

To say that the Bible rests at the core of the religious lives of both Jews and 

Christians is to state a commonplace idea that by its very familiarity encourages 

us to view it as a slogan rather than as a challenge to say precisely what it means. 

For most readers, the majority of people I have chosen to write about will be 

familiar only as names recalled faintly from one or another vaguely remembered 

story. Still, even despite their obscurity, these are the men and women of the 

Hebrew Bible who speak the most directly to me, the personalities in whom I see 

more than a little of myself, in whose quirks and foibles, in whose baser qualities 

and errors of judgement, in whose faithlessness and proclivity towards violence, 

arrogance, and obstinacy I see myself most clearly mirrored. I present these 
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essays, therefore, not as sermons or as exercises in literary rebuke, but simply as a 

suggestion as to how one might go about using the biblical text as a road towards 

God and, particularly, towards the kind of intimate, ongoing sense of God’s 

enduring presence within one’s personal and private ambit that Jews (or at least a 

certain sub-category of Jewish people) have come to call d’veikut and which I 

have come to believe must be the ultimate end goal of all honest religious 

endeavor. 

In this book, references to the traditional Jewish commentators on the biblical text 

are mostly made according to the acronyms by which they are known in the 

Jewish world. Rashi stands for Rabbi Shlomo Yitzḥaki of Troyes (1040-1105), the 

most famous of all Jewish commentators on the Bible. Radak is Rabbi David 

Kimḥi of Narbonne (1157-1236), one of the most prominent Provençal rabbis and 

authors. Ramban is Rabbi Moses ben Naḥman (1194-1270), also called 

Naḥmanides, one of the most important Spanish commentators on Bible and 

Talmud and a major kabbalist in his own right. I have used the letter h with a dot 

beneath it to represent the Hebrew letter ח, which has roughly the same sound as 

the ch at the end of Bach. The names of biblical personalities that have a form 

familiar to English-speaking readers are mostly presented in those forms. Other 

names are presented in English transliteration of their Hebrew originals. 

A number of the chapters in this book appeared in slightly different form in the 

quarterly journal, Conservative Judaism.
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Kings 

 

There are almost a dozen different kings of Egypt mentioned in the Bible either 

by name or not by name, but the three pharaohs of the Exodus story are the ones 

that interest me the most. Shadowy even in the stories that feature them, they have 

no names—or rather, they are presented namelessly in Scripture—and with hardly 

any supporting cast or background information: neither the pharaoh who 

welcomed Jacob to Egypt nor the pharaoh who enslaved his—Jacob’s—

descendants nor the pharaoh whom God eventually drowned in the sea is 

described in any physical detail or assigned any specific age in the biblical text. 

No mention is made of any parents, wives or (with the exception of the daughter 

of one of them and the son of another) children. No attempt is made to suggest 

how they dressed or what kind of palaces they inhabited. Nor are the portraits 

drawn of their character anything more, really, than caricatures. And neither is 

any reference made to the kind of gods they worshipped or to the fervor with 

which they worshipped them. 

Still, colorless nonentities or not, they are central figures in the story of Israel’s 

exodus from Egypt, key players who simply cannot be ignored if the story is to 

have any texture at all. 

To make things clearer, I’ll call them Pharaoh Number One, Pharaoh Number 

Two and Pharaoh Number Three. 

The first one—Pharaoh Number One—is the one who elevated Joseph to power 

and welcomed his—Joseph’s—father and brethren to Goshen. The librarian 

would have been more respectful, but the truth is that the story that features him 

depicts him as a bit of a Baby Huey type: an enormously powerful child who, for 

all his immense authority, behaves arbitrarily and childishly and who is pleased—

indeed, thrilled—when Joseph unexpectedly appears on the scene to relieve him 

of the awful authority that destiny has somehow thrust upon his soft shoulders. 

Indeed, when Number One liberates his butler and his baker from prison and then 

whimsically restores the one to his duties, but beheads the other and sticks his 

head on a pole so birds can pick the rotting flesh off his exposed skull, Scripture 
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merely records the event without comment as though this were a normal way for a 

grown man to amuse himself. And when the thirty-year old Joseph tells him, 

almost offhandedly, that there is a God in heaven who can interpret dreams (and 

who can, therefore, see to the welfare of earthly kings) and Pharaoh, delighted, 

embraces the idea, he—Pharaoh—hardly seems to notice that he is shucking off a 

millennium—at least—of Egyptian religious thinking to adopt the imported faith 

of a man he has known for about twenty minutes. Nor does the biblical text 

express any surprise at that development or even, truth be told, at the subsequent, 

amazing, totally unexpected decision of Pharaoh to make Joseph the grand vizier 

of Egypt and to place more or less total authority in hands that were manacled and 

shackled to a prison wall just a day earlier. 

More of a plot device than an actual character, Number One fades in and out of 

the story, disappearing for a while and then returning—but only briefly—to 

welcome Joseph’s brothers and father to Egypt. 

But even that part of Number One’s story has its own unflattering edge: Joseph 

warns his brothers not to say they are shepherds when Pharaoh asks them what 

they do for a living (“for all shepherds are abhorrent to the Egyptians”), but 

instead to lie and say that they are breeders of livestock. Five of the brothers then 

actually do appear before Pharaoh, but, overwhelmed (we are supposed to 

presume, I think) by the incredible majesty of the Egyptian court, they get all 

flustered, forget their brother’s sage advice, and say precisely the wrong thing: not 

only that they are indeed shepherds, but that their people have always been 

shepherds. The best part is that Number One is even more flustered than they are 

and, forgetting even the most elementary taboo of his own culture, he barely 

notices their gaffe and cheerfully suggests they settle in the best, most choice part 

of his kingdom as though he were delighted to have a tribe of Canaanite 

shepherds moving into his country precisely when his countrymen were expecting 

a major famine to hit at any moment. 

And then he dies. 

Scripture doesn’t even pause to mention how he died or any circumstances of his 

death, preferring simply to note that sometime after Joseph’s death “a new king 

arose over Egypt” and that this new king did not know—or, more precisely, did 

not know of—Joseph and the great things he had done for Egypt. Now some time 



 

3 

 

has definitely passed—Scripture makes a point of noting that Joseph was thirty 

years old when he became Number One’s right hand man and that he was 110 

years old when he died in that same pharaoh’s favor—so Number One must have 

lived to be an old man too. But of his death, we do not hear even a single 

detail...merely that a new king replaced him and that this new king was 

sufficiently uninterested in his predecessor’s legacy not even to show passing 

interest in the man who, when all was said and done, had saved his kingdom and 

(to the extent that starving peasants are rarely happy, complacent subjects of their 

absolute monarchs) his throne. 

This new king—Pharaoh Number Two—plays a major role in the story: he is the 

one who fears the ever-increasing Israelite population, who places taskmasters 

over them, who enslaves them, and who orders the Hebrew midwives to murder 

any newborn boys that come their way. Paradoxically—or rather, ironically—he’s 

also the pharaoh whose daughter rescues Baby Moses from near certain death 

either from drowning or exposure or starvation...and who then, years later, seeks 

to kill him after Moses kills an Egyptian he—Moses—finds beating a Hebrew 

slave. What happened to Number Two after that, no one knows. Moses ends up 

living with “the priest of Midian” (did they only have one?) and his seven 

daughters, one of whom he marries. And then, “a long time after that,” Number 

Two dies. No details. No sense of whether he was replaced by a son or a stranger. 

No concept of how long he reigned or what, if anything, he accomplished other 

than enslaving the people his predecessor had so warmly welcomed to his land. 

Not even a snide suggestion that his death was a result of divine displeasure with 

his brutality and murderous cruelty. Just a brief notice, almost a throw-away line 

(in slightly peculiar Hebrew) to the effect that he died. And that the enslavement 

of the Israelites continued even during the reign of the new pharaoh. 

Now it’s this new pharaoh that captures my imagination more than the one who 

knew and esteemed Joseph or the one who tried to murder Moses. His portrait, 

also a kind of a line drawing with only the slightest effort at shading here and 

there, is odd in the extreme and correspondingly intriguing...so much so that even 

before the end of the biblical period, efforts were made to explain (and thus, at 

least slightly, to explain away) its more troubling aspects. But I’m getting ahead 

of myself. 
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Like the others, he gets no name. Was he Ramses II, as so many scholars have 

concluded? I guess he might well have been, but the point here is not what his 

parents might have named him, but precisely that he has no name, that he is 

nameless...that he is merely a king, not any particular one, just as the Eternal One 

of Israel is God with a capital G, not any particular deity, awesomely powerful or 

otherwise. God has a name, but the pious don’t use it. Moses’ parents must have 

given him a name too—it’s Pharaoh’s daughter who names him Moses after she 

rescues him from the river—but the Bible doesn’t reveal it. Pharaoh must have 

had one too, but Scripture doesn’t even bother recording it. I will call him 

Number Three. 

Now Number Three wasn’t the gullible creampuff Number One was and when 

Moses and Aaron mention to him that the God of Israel wishes for the Israelites to 

celebrate some sort of festival in the desert, he could not possibly be less 

impressed and reacts only by increasing the slaves’ workload. Now this disaster is 

at least partially the fault of Moses, who has failed utterly to follow the simple 

instructions God gave him for dealing with Pharaoh by saying the right words or 

threatening him with the death of his first-born son. But still, it’s clearly Pharaoh 

Number Three we are expected to come away from the story loathing and that, if 

little else, is perfectly clear from the way the story is told. 

Now the story of Number Three’s drawn-out pas de deux with Moses (and, to 

some extent, with Aaron, who sort of falls away halfway through the tale to leave 

the spotlight solely trained on his illustrious brother) is one of those stories that is 

so familiar to so many people that it rarely, if ever, actually gets read too 

carefully. It’s the story recited (albeit in a peculiarly edited fashion) every year at 

the Passover seder meals. It’s the meat and potatoes of everybody’s religious 

school education. We annually hear it read in synagogue in its entirety (if we 

attend synagogue services, that is, and show up early enough to hear the full 

lesson from Scripture read aloud). But we are rarely, if ever, invited formally to 

focus on the story as the Bible tells is, thus as it exists unadulterated by latter-day 

scruples or after-the-fact moralizing, by setting down what we know about the 

story and reading only what we see before us in the biblical text. 

Now what comes from such a straightforward reading of the text will trouble any 

number of readers in that Pharaoh is not depicted as the hardhearted villain 

everybody wants him to be, but rather as an insecure politician trying to juggle a 
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dozen different interests and interest groups without dropping any oranges on the 

palace floor. 

The famous plagues that Scripture describes as mere attention-getting devices 

designed to focus Number Three on the Jewish problem in his kingdom can be 

analyzed in a dozen ways, but it is even more interesting to focus on how Pharaoh 

himself actually deals with them. The first plague, for example, in which Aaron 

turns the water of the Nile to blood, thereby killing all its fish and creating a great 

stink in the land, Number Three treats as a mere parlor trick: once his own 

magicians turn some water into blood, he stops being impressed and, in the 

laconic words of Scripture, he just goes home. 

Second plague, same story. Aaron brings a swarm of frogs into the land. The 

magicians do the same. Number Three loses interest, then realizes that he still has 

to deal with Aaron’s frogs. He asks Moses and Aaron to get rid of their frogs 

rather politely, mentioning God’s personal name in his request, and they, so in 

awe (apparently) of his diplomatic finesse that they completely forget even to 

mention what they’re supposed to be bargaining for, agree. Even more amazingly, 

God too agrees and the frogs disappear. 

Round three. Aaron brings swarms of lice on Egypt. The magicians of Egypt 

cannot replicate the feat, but Number Three gets all stubborn and nothing comes 

of it. Even the story fails to end: Scripture doesn’t even bother to record what 

happened to the lice, only that Number Three wasn’t interested in dealing with it. 

His heart, the text reads, became strong. Which is what happened to it—or rather, 

to him—after he saw his own people replicate the water-to-blood trick and 

something fairly similar to what Scripture says happened to his heart once the 

frogs disappeared. Impressed and unimpressed at the same time, he lets it go. The 

story moves on. 

Fourth plague, slightly different story. A terrible thing happens. Number Three 

caves. The people get tentative permission to go into the desert to have their 

festival. Moses gives God the good news. The plague disappears. Number Three 

gets all stubborn again. The Israelites’ furlough is cancelled. 

Fifth plague. More terribleness. More stubbornness. Number Three sticks to his 

guns. No change in Israelites’ status. No furlough. No progress. 
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But now, as we enter the second half of the plague narrative, something 

exceptional happens...and it happens to poor Pharaoh. The basic story is the 

same…but this time it isn’t Number Three who hardens his own heart, but God 

who does so. Now it’s clear enough that this is hardly a throw-away line to be 

read and dismissed lightly, but what does it mean exactly? That the king of Egypt 

is actually inclined to let the Israelites go and only ends up not doing that because 

God prevents him from following his own better instincts? What else could it 

mean? 

Incredibly, this becomes an ongoing feature of the story. It is true that the text 

reverts back to having Number Three harden his own heart when it tells of the 

seventh plague, but after that it’s only God who does the hardening...and that 

applies not only to the other plagues in the second half of the story, but, at least in 

a certain sense, to all of them in both halves...because when Scripture resumes the 

story just before relating the actual story of how Israel left Egypt, it lumps all ten 

plagues together and notes that when Moses and Aaron performed their marvels 

before Number Three, God stiffened his heart so that he would not let the 

Israelites leave his service. Plain and simple.  

Now, as I just said, this is hardly something we can skip over lightly if we don’t 

wish to feel like complete suckers: first, we hear that every first-born son of 

Egypt—babies, little boys, teenagers, grown men with children of their own—

paid with their lives because Number Three wouldn’t listen to the word of God as 

preached to him by the greatest of all prophets...and now we’re asked to accept 

the fact that Number Three wasn’t a free agent in all of this, that he wasn’t acting 

in accordance even with what he himself might have otherwise considered to be 

the right course of action, that he was (I hate this word) a victim of divinely 

inspired intransigence. 

Are we supposed to think that Number Three ought to have been strong enough of 

character to resist this celestially-inspired cardiac sclerosis? Or are we supposed 

to imagine that all those babies died—babies just as innocent (do I have to say 

this out loud?) as the Hebrew babies a different pharaoh tried to murder—that 

they all died merely so that Moses could, finally, get Number Three’s full 

attention? Really! 
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It gets worse. The biblical text is full of throwaway lines—ideas or suggestions or 

remarks just sort of lobbed out at the reader with no particularly clear indication 

that they bear any special importance—and one of the most remarkable ones 

appears in the very brief account of Moses’ return to Egypt. He’s been living in 

Midian for quite some time—the text doesn’t say quite how long, but the feel of 

the narrative suggests decades—and now has had this intense vision of the divine 

presence that has inspired him to feel commanded by God to order Number Three 

to manumit his slaves, at least temporarily, and to send them off into the desert for 

some sort of festival. As a result, Moses decides the time has come to go and he 

packs up his wife and his two sons—there’s a bit of confusion in the text because 

we’ve only heard of the birth of one son and the Moseses appear to be back to 

having only one son just a line or two later—but whatever, he gets his kid(s) and 

his wife, saddles up his donkey and heads back to Egypt with his shepherd’s staff 

(which the text now calls the Staff of God because God has taught Moses how to 

turn it into a serpent on the chance he runs into anybody who finds it hard to 

believe that the God of Israel has chosen this obscure shepherd as the instrument 

of divinely-inspired political upheaval) and, if the silence of the text can be 

interpreted this way, not too much else. 

And then God suddenly adds one tiny detail that really does need to be folded into 

the batter in before Moses actually gets where he’s going. 

“By the way,” the Eternal mentions offhandedly, “don’t imagine that you’re 

actually going to get anywhere with Pharaoh.” There is, it now turns out, a 

different plan than the one God floated to Moses while the latter was still home in 

Midian. This whole thing, it is now openly explained, is an elaborate plan to 

punish Number Three for the horrible enslavement of the Israelites. Never mind 

that it wasn’t this king of Egypt who gave the awful decree enslaving them in the 

first place. Never mind that the punishment God apparently has in mind is going 

to bring unspeakable grief to an entire nation of people, almost every single one 

of whom will have had no connection to the crime for which they are to be so 

severely punished. Never mind that the idea of making political hay by executing 

babies is more or less impossible to interpret as anything other than murder as 

foul as it gets....never mind any of that! 

The plan, at any rate, is a simple one. God is going to harden Number Three’s 

heart, thereby making him incapable of following what would apparently have 
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been his normal inclination to bow before the awesome power of the divine and 

grant the Israelites a few days’ leave to head out into the desert to celebrate their 

festival. (I haven’t stressed this, but it’s probably also worth knowing that the 

whole concept of this mysterious festival is itself a chimera, that Moses knows 

full well that the idea is to liberate his people from bondage, not to cage a few 

days off for them and then return them to their taskmasters to build more 

pyramids. So it’s not only that Number Three is going to be acting unawares in a 

play someone (or rather, Someone) else has written, but that the whole topic he’s 

going to be discussing within that play is phony. And he’s not going to know that 

either.) 

But I digress...and the idea is really quite simple. God, testily (and rather 

meanspiritedly, not to mention counterproductively) is going to inspire Number 

Three not to bow to Moses’ demand. Moses is then to tell Number Three 

something that will no doubt surprise him mightily: that Israel is, at least in some 

extended, poetic sense, the God’s first-born son and that he, Number Three, is 

going to be punished for his excesses with the murder of his first-born son. Never 

mind that Moses never actually shares this news with Number Three, never 

actually utters the striking words b’ni b’khori yisrael (“Israel is My first-born 

son”) to anyone at all, let alone to Number Three, and therefore never actually 

warns his royal nemesis about the true heat of the fire with which he, Number 

Three, is playing. Never mind that, when the cataclysm comes, it isn’t only 

Number Three’s own first-born who pays the price, but the first-born son of every 

Egyptian family, “from the first-born of Number Three who sits on the throne to 

the first-born of the captive in the dungeon” and even the first-born calves of their 

livestock. Never mind that the idea that the whole plan to bring freedom from 

bondage to Israel is presented as much as punishment to the oppressor as it is 

liberation to the oppressed...and that the whole notion that the script was pre-

written, Number Three’s stubbornness pre-planned, and the death of Egypt’s first-

born sons pre-ordained is almost impossible to square with the notion of a God 

who yearns for the repentance of sinners and who is always ready to receive those 

who turn back to piety in faith and devotion. 

Given this basic set-up, other biblical remarks fall right into place. Moses comes 

back to Egypt, whereupon he and Aaron go to see Number Three, who practically 

laughs in their faces and reacts to their phony demand that the Israelites go off 



 

9 

 

into the desert for a bit of a holiday by turning up the heat rather dramatically: not 

only is the slaves’ daily quotient of bricks to be made not to be lessened, but they 

are henceforth going to have to find their own straw to make those bricks with. 

The slaves react by turning on Moses (“May the Lord punish you for making us 

stink even worse than before in Pharaoh’s nostrils”), who responds by 

complaining to God that he did what he was told to do—leaving out that he forgot 

to mention the parts about Israel being God’s first-born and Number Three 

eventually going to have to pay for his intransigence, divinely inspired or 

otherwise, with the life of his own eldest son—and so it is unfair that God didn’t 

respond by delivering His people. God’s response would be chilling under any 

circumstances, but is all the more awful because we, the readers (and Moses too, 

of course, at least in the context of the story) know all too well what price 

Number Three will eventually pay.  Just wait, God says, just wait and see what 

I’ve got in store for poor ol’ Pharaoh.... 

So that’s basically the story: Number Three comes to the throne and inherits a 

couple of hundred thousand Israelite slaves along with, I suppose, millions of 

others. Some guy shows up and orders him to send a large percentage of them off 

to some heretofore unheard of desert festival for three days and Number Three, 

entirely reasonably (and correctly) suspecting that this could just be an elaborate 

ruse to put a very large number of his workers on the freedom train north, turns 

him down. Then all hell breaks loose. The river turns to blood. Dust turns into 

vermin. Hailstones made of burning fire start to fall. Number Three is stubborn at 

first...but although he thinks he is merely being intransigent, it is made perfectly 

clear that he is being made stubborn by a force far mightier even than his own 

obstinacy. Eventually, the text itself recognizes this fact by stating it out 

loud...and, in the end, God’s awful prediction comes true. In spades. 

I remember hearing that story as a child and thinking, even as a little boy, that 

there was something profoundly wrong with the hand dealt to Pharaoh. Then as 

now, he seemed to me to be more of a shmendrik than a Hitler, a basically 

sympathetic character who simply stumbles onto the stage of a play he doesn’t 

even realize is in the middle of a performance. What I didn’t know then, but have 

realized since, is that, for all Moses is clearly presented as the hero of the story 

with whom the reader is supposed to sympathize, it is—at least in the end—
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Pharaoh who is the one that reminds me the most of myself. Does that thought 

shock you? It should—it even shocks me!  

In the beginning, Number Three doesn’t know God or of God. “Who is God that I 

should heed him?” he asks, apparently seriously. But later on, he does know God 

and both speaks of God regularly and appears to have acquired some sort of faith 

in God’s existence. But none of that cuts any ice with the Almighty. “Pharaoh will 

not heed you in order that My marvels be multiplied in the land of Egypt,” the 

text portrays God as saying to Moses, explaining (for the very slow reader) that 

this means that God was personally responsible for hardening Number Three’s 

heart so that he would not—or rather, could not—obey the will of God. 

Everybody knows that Pharaoh Number Three is the archfiend of the biblical text, 

so it must be shocking to hear a rabbi expressing any sympathy for him at all. But 

that’s just my point...but it is also true that the deeper implications of Pharaoh 

Number Three’s story have only suggested themselves to me over the years I have 

contemplated the story and responded to my original sense that Pharaoh’s true 

portrait isn’t precisely as painted. 

Whole generations of Jewish schoolchildren have been trained to overlook the 

fact that no king in his right mind would agree to let hundreds of thousands of 

workers go off without any good reason to expect them back. Ever. Not to 

mention the fact that Number Three was, at least eventually, so convinced of the 

reality of God’s existence and the extent of God’s awful might that he became 

inclined to bow to God’s unambiguously stated commandment to free his Israelite 

slaves...and had to be more or less forced to stick to his own original guns to 

refuse even to allow them a brief three-day desert furlough. 

When I consider the biblical portrait of Number Three without falling back on the 

clichés and slogans to which I was exposed in the course of my own religious 

training as a child, I really do find myself, at least sometimes, identifying more 

with Pharaoh than with Moses or Aaron. Unlike Moses, to whom faith appears to 

come naturally, Number Three needs to have it beaten into him. And then, after 

he does come to it—and after only experiencing two plagues (“Plead with the 

Eternal to remove the frogs from me and my people....”)—he can’t quite bring 

himself to act on it. He wants to act, he believes in God (whom he calls by name), 

he has come to faith...but he still can’t quite knuckle under to the will of God, 
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can’t quite do what he knows God wants, can’t quite behave in the way anyone in 

his right mind would behave if he or she actually were somehow to know what, 

precisely, God wanted of him or her. His knowledge of God is, as is all true 

knowledge of the divine, derived not from books or sermons, but from his own 

personal experience. From the context of his own life. From of the way he 

perceives the world and his place in it. 

So why did God punish him by refusing to let him act on his new-found belief? 

That is, after all, what the Bible says happened even if we all do whatever we can 

to deny that aspect of the story or—worse—simply to ignore it when we 

contemplate the story in its larger terms. 

Well, we rabbis have a dozen answers to that one! 

It was punishment for Number Three’s many other evil deeds! (But what of the 

millions of others who lost their children in the process? And wasn’t it a different 

man who decreed the death of the Israelite babies?) 

It was the inexorable fate of Egypt to release Israel from bondage and this was 

simply the way God decreed for the liberation to happen! (But why couldn’t God, 

as long as he was in his divine cardiologist mode, soften, rather than harden, 

Number Three’s heart so that he would want to stand back from thwarting destiny 

and be inclined, simply, to let the Israelites go? And what of the doctrine of free 

will...isn’t that supposed to apply to all of God’s creatures equally?) 

Or how about this one? Number Three didn’t really want to let them go, he only 

thought he did...and so the Almighty merely assisted him in doing what he truly 

wished to do all along! (Does that really make any sense? But I wish I had a 

nickel for every rabbi who has said just that—and mostly with entirely straight 

faces, I might add—from their pulpits. Plenty of Christian preachers too, I’d 

imagine. But what about the old lesson that the gates of repentance remain ever 

open to receive the contrition of those who turn to God in honest regret for their 

sins?) 

Or this one—my personal favorite—that the plagues were actually unrelated to 

Number Three’s intransigence. That God merely wanted to make known the 

awesome power of the divine realm to the Egyptians and chose Number Three as 

a basically unwilling agent. That when the Bible says that God hardened Number 
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Three’s heart, it was only meaning to say that God chose this particular avenue of 

self-expression, not that Number Three, really, had anything at all of consequence 

to do with the whole thing. (But does any sane person really believe that God 

works that way in history?) 

And so we are left with the story as Scripture actually tells it. With the details that 

Scripture actually does include, not those that I wish were there or those that my 

faith half requires me to dig deep enough to find hidden there or that my life 

would be a whole lot simpler if I could find there. With Number Three as 

Scripture truly portrays him. 

In the end, I think there is a profound spiritual lesson each of us can draw from 

the Bible’s portrait of Pharaoh Number Three, a lesson that is, in its own way, as 

profound as the ones most people are trained as children to think they are 

supposed to learn from the story of Pharaoh’s elaborate pas de deux with Moses 

and his eventual downfall and execution in the sea. 

I’ll get to my point presently, but first I want to introduce another biblical king, 

one who reminds me in certain powerful ways of Number Three and whose story 

can be read as a kind of commentary on the biblical biography of Pharaoh. I’m 

thinking of Ahasuerus, the king of Persia in the days of Esther and Mordechai, 

and although there’s no way to know with absolute certainty what any biblical 

authors may have had in mind while creating the stories we know from Scripture, 

I think I can demonstrate pretty conclusively that this particular author—the 

material comes exclusively from the biblical Book of Esther, which is presented 

in the Bible as an anonymous work and the identity of the author of which is, in 

fact, totally unknown—thought of Pharaoh Number Three much as I do...and that 

that ancient author drew much the same lessons I do from precisely the same text. 

The story of how Esther saved the Jewish people of Persia from annihilation is 

well known, so I won’t recount it here in too much detail. The basic idea is that 

King Ahasuerus gets fed up with his wife and then, acting on his adviser 

Memucan’s advice, gets rid of her entirely. He carries on alone for a while, then 

agrees to his servants’ suggestion that he hold, of all things, a beauty contest to 

find the fairest virgin in the land to become his new queen. Esther, the niece of a 

Jewish fellow named Mordecai, enters the competition and wins it. 
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In the meantime, the king acquires a new advisor.  This advisor, Haman, is a bit 

too arrogant for his own good and, although the entire kingdom bows down 

before him, he focuses on the fact that one single Jew—Mordecai—refuses to 

bow down before him. Haman then decides that the appropriate response to that 

affront would be to exterminate the entire Jewish population of the empire. 

Amazingly enough, he gets the king to agree and the die, more or less, is cast. 

The story is a bit more complicated than I’m making it sound in the retelling, but 

the basic concept is that Esther gets wind of the plan, then finds the courage to 

approach the king and to invite him and Haman to a banquet. Whether she plans 

to plead for her people and then gets cold feet or whether it was her plan all along 

to invite her guests to a second banquet on the following night is left unspecified, 

but she does invite them for a second evening’s feast and it is in the middle of that 

second feast that Esther confronts the king with the fact that her life is being 

threatened and that Haman is the one doing the threatening. (She had been under 

instructions from Mordecai all along not to mention that she was a Jew and, 

strictly speaking, she doesn’t identify herself as a Jew here either. She does refer 

to the Jews as “my people”, however, and we are certainly meant to assume that 

she expects the king to get her point. The king, however, seems moved only by 

the fact that she herself is in danger.) At any rate, the end of the story is more or 

less—but only more or less—as the reader has been led to expect: Haman pays for 

his wickedness with his life and the Jews of Persia are saved. 

More or less, maybe. But surely not precisely as the reader expected. The logical 

thing, once the king is brought up to date on Haman’s evil machinations, would 

be for him to rescind his decree, thereby forbidding the people poised to do 

Haman’s evil bidding from carrying out his nefarious plan. But that isn’t what he 

does...not by a long shot. He explains to Esther that there’s a tiny problem to deal 

with before he can save her neck: “an edict,” he explains, “that has been written in 

the king’s name and sealed with his seal cannot be revoked.” His alternate 

proposal, however, is just as effective: he will simply endorse into law any 

countermeasure Esther and Mordecai wish to propose. It’s not what the reader 

might have anticipated, but it’s still not such a bad deal and, in the end, the upshot 

is that the Jews—who would otherwise have been led like kosher lambs to the 

slaughter—are allowed to defend themselves instead. And that is precisely what 

happens: the Jews defend themselves successfully, killing scores of thousands of 
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their would-be annihilators and suffering, we are led to believe (without the text 

actually saying so) no losses of their own at all. And that’s the end of story. Or is 

it? 

There are some weird features of the story that bring me right back to Pharaoh 

Number Three and his story. For one thing, what is this business about King 

Ahasuerus not being able to rescind his own decree?  Isn’t that the whole point of 

being an absolute monarch in the first place—that you can do anything you 

please? And even in a country governed by laws more powerful than royal 

whims—which the text certainly does not imply, even indirectly, Persia was one 

of—how could even such a monarch be so impotent as to be unable to change his 

own mind and undo a law he himself enacted in the first place without the benefit 

of parliament or plebiscite? 

But what if Ahasuerus is supposed to remind us of Pharaoh? They both are forced 

to deal with political situations not really of their own devising, Number Three 

with the policies of his predecessor on the throne of Egypt and Ahasuerus with the 

genocidal policies of the maniacal Haman. Both of them, we are led to believe, 

would perhaps be inclined to undo the wretched legacies somehow thrust upon 

them, but they are both unable to do so: Number Three because God keeps 

hardening his heart and Ahasuerus because...well, because the text just asserts that 

he cannot. Not that he doesn’t want to or wouldn’t like to...but that he simply 

can’t. It isn’t allowed. It isn’t done. It’s forbidden...although we are neither told 

by whom or for what reason and despite the fact that the very idea that a king of 

Ahasuerus’ might would be unable to rescind a decree he himself promulgated is 

almost too peculiar to take seriously. 

And what, precisely, are we supposed to learn from these twin tales of regal 

impotence? If our basic assumption is that the stories of Scripture are preserved in 

the Bible in the first place because of the impact they can potentially have on the 

spiritual lives and religious bearings of the men and women who read and study 

them—and that is, actually, something I have come to believe wholeheartedly—

then what, specifically, are these stories intended to teach us...not about the 

people who figure in them so much...but about ourselves? 

Both King A. and Number Three are (I really do hate this word) victims. That 

much seems clear...but victims of what? There are different ways to answer that 
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question, but in terms of the lesson these stories have for us as men and women of 

faith, I think the most important way to understand both of these ancient men is as 

victims of their own inability to resist themselves. Of their own weaknesses and 

inadequacies. Of their own baser inclinations and lack of inner strength, of inner 

courage, of moral courage. As far as Ahasuerus goes, there are lots of indications 

that my take on the story is in line with the author’s. The whole central line of 

action takes place...although this is only indicated obliquely and not stated 

aloud...it all takes place during Passover, the annual festival commemorating the 

liberation of the Israelites from Egyptian bondage. (Is that why Esther makes both 

banquets in her own quarters?  So that she won’t have to deal with eating food not 

prepared according to the intricate laws governing the preparation of unleavened 

foods for Passover?) 

There’s another reason to interpret Esther’s tale as a kind of elaborate midrash on 

the Passover story: Esther, poised to denounce Haman and save her people on the 

precise anniversary—also left unsaid in the text, but easily calculable—of the day 

Number Three and his minions drowned (or rather, were drowned) in the sea, 

makes specific reference to the story of her people’s liberation from Egyptian 

bondage: if Haman had only intended to enslave the Jews, she says clearly, she 

would have let the whole thing come down as Haman had intended, but since he 

went one step further and decreed that they all die instead, she simply has to act. 

Are we supposed to believe that she would have cheerfully done nothing if her 

people had been sold into slavery?  The text doesn’t grapple with that question 

either, but the point is clear: it is Passover week and Esther, like every Jew, has 

slavery on her mind. 

And so we have two kings, both shlimazels, both pathetic figures as impotent as 

they are all-powerful, and both as enslaved to their own flaws and faults as they 

are supreme in their royal authority. And because of those flaws and faults, scores 

of thousands die. All of Number Three’s soldiers. All the first-born boys of Egypt 

“from the first-born of Pharaoh who sits on his throne to the first-born of the slave 

girl who is behind the millstone.” Eight hundred residents of Shushan, Persia’s 

capital city. Seventy-five thousand Persians spread out throughout the provinces 

of the king’s empire, citizens who had not necessarily hated the Jews or hated 

God and none of whom could have been considered even remotely responsible for 

Haman’s dastardly anti-Semitism. Number Three himself, for that matter, 
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although not Ahasuerus...but that’s only because his death will deprive both 

Esther and Mordecai of their status and power. And in the Bible, as in so many 

other contexts, the story is always the main thing. 

And what can these two shmendriks teach men and women seeking to commune 

with God through the medium of the biblical text? One moral of the story is that 

we human beings are basically weak, impotent fleas. We feel powerful, even all-

powerful, just as though we were kings of the world...but in reality we are pathetic 

slaves. Weaklings driven to distraction by insatiable needs and desires we neither 

understand nor even really perceive. Fools and knaves, and worse, unable to resist 

even the least alluring temptation that comes into our path or field of vision. 

Slaves dressed up like kings—and Purim, the festival celebrating Haman’s defeat, 

is a traditional masquerade holiday—who are actually neither slaves nor kings, 

but only babies unable to walk, to talk, to decipher the world even slightly without 

the succor and support of the divine realm whether we believe in God or not. 

Whether we devote ourselves to the worship of God or not. Whether we seek a 

life of ongoing communion with God or run away from faith as fast as our feet 

can take us. 

How many of us actually feel that way about our spiritual lives? The answer is 

either none or all or some of us...but the point here is not whether the world has 

learned the lesson Pharaoh and King Ahasuerus appear in the Bible to teach, but 

whether that lesson has retained the ability over all these generations to touch the 

hearts of men and women yearning to know God. 

Number Three, master of all Egypt, was so little the master of his own heart that 

he couldn’t even begin to overcome his own inclination to sin. Ahasuerus, ruler of 

all 128 satrapies of Persia, was so little able to rule himself that he too, no less 

pathetic for being slightly less doomed than Number Three, ended up causing 

endless suffering and pain to the very citizens he thought he was favoring. Both 

looked like mighty men. Both commanded armies. Both wore really big crowns 

on their heads, especially Number Three. Both had all of what most people think 

they want from the world, but in the end neither man had much of anything at 

all...because neither man, powerful (and supremely so) according to every 

measure human beings esteem as meaningful, was master of his own heart. And, 

in the end, that is the lesson for all of us attempting to see God through the prism 

of these two ancient stories: that the barriers to experiencing God in our lives are 
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formed not of bricks or stones, but of arrogance and self-deception...and of our 

own almost endemic inability to acknowledge our real place in the order of things 

as they truly exist in the world God made. 

History, at least Jewish history, recalls Number Three as a fiend and Ahasuerus as 

a fool. But, if you ask me, more than being either fiendish or foolish, both men 

were deeply pathetic and anything but powerful.... 
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N.N. 

 

The one king of Babylon known to all—or at least to all crossword puzzle 

enthusiasts—actually gets two completely different portraits in the Bible. And, 

indeed, the books that feature those completely incompatible portraits actually call 

the king by two different names: he’s Nebuchadrezzar with an R in the Book of 

Jeremiah, but Nebuchadnezzar with a medial N in the Book of Daniel. Scholars of 

the biblical text, always eager to find the “right” reading and aware that both 

Hebrew names are renditions of the original Babylonian name Nabu-Kudurri-

Usur, have determined that the version with the R in the middle is the “correct” 

reading, since it is closest to the original. But that approach, aside from assuming 

that biblical editors and redactors were so completely asleep at the switch so as 

not even to notice a simple spelling error that appears just under five dozen times 

in the same book, misses the point entirely. The man’s name appears in two 

different ways to imply something far more profound than how it was 

pronounced. For the sake of brevity, I’ll call them (or do I mean, him?) N.N. and 

N.R. 

Both names are a mouthful. English-speaking Bible types tend to rhyme both 

versions of the name with “double your pleasure”, but Hebrew speakers favor a 

slightly more authentic version which features a kind of gargling ch-like-in-Bach 

sound in the middle (and a “ts” sound in place of the z) and which rhymes, more 

or less, with “your vest of kevlar”. What his mother called him, I have no idea. 

To go with these two names, the Bible presents two portraits of the man as well, 

one good and one bad. One worse than bad, actually: N.R. is one of the most evil 

of all biblical villains. Not merely a scoundrel or a louse, N.R. is one of the very 

few biblical personalities who are depicted without any redeeming qualities 

whatsoever. An enemy of God. The destroyer of God’s divine Temple at 

Jerusalem. The despoiler of the Holy City and the murderer of its doomed 

defenders. Not a military opponent worthy of his enemies’ begrudging respect, 

but the very incarnation of the demonic with all that notion entails and implies. 

But all that vitriol has a side-effect on the reader who plows through the whole 

Bible rather than the one who merely dips into this or that section in a haphazard 

way: it makes the biblical depiction of N.N. that much more amazing...because 
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there is also another Nebuchadnezzar in the Bible, the not-so-evil brother of his 

evil twin, a man who comes not merely to regret his sins, but to repent himself so 

totally and utterly of them before God that he is, in the end, not merely forgiven 

for his transgressions, but re-elevated to his former station and rehabilitated, the 

reader can only assume, more or less as totally as he had previously been totally 

depraved. 

Let’s read the books. Jeremiah wants his people to understand the coming 

onslaught of Babylon as part of God’s plan to punish Israel and, at least possibly, 

to teach the Jews something important and profound in the process. But that 

doesn’t make N.R. into a saint any more than God’s willingness to harden 

Pharaoh’s heart made him into one. At any rate, the prophet’s first reference to 

N.R. is clear enough: “Thus declares Eternal God: And then will I deliver King 

Zedekiah of Judah and his courtiers and whoever in the city manages to survive 

the plague and the sword and the famine into the hand of Nebuchadrezzar, king of 

Babylon, and into the hand of their foes and into the hand of those who want them 

dead, whereupon he—N.R.—will put them to the sword with neither mercy, 

compassion nor pity....” 

And it’s straight downhill from there. King Zedekiah, the last king of Judah, was 

preceded on the throne by a nephew of his named Jehoiachin, whom N.R. had 

already had at once and who, as a result, ended up exiled in Babylon a good 

decade before the final debacle. And now, the prophet never misses a chance to 

point out, Zedekiah is thinking of taking on the very same N.R. who made King 

Jehoiachin into a loathsome, broken idol wanted by none. Moreover, one must not 

only consider the N.R. of the past, but of the future as well: when he will be 

through with Judah, it will be a desolate wasteland from which the sounds of 

happiness and mirth, of bridegrooms and brides, will be as totally absent as the 

sound of mills grinding up grain into flour or the sight of lamps being lighted as 

people prepare their evening meals. 

And then the news gets really bad. N.R. will be an iron yoke on the necks of the 

people. He will burn alive (and in public) at least some of God’s prophets. He will 

set up officers in the gates of Jerusalem to murder whomever he wishes dead. 

Whether these prophecies come true or not, we never learn. But the story as told 

is even worse: N.R. ends up capturing King Zedekiah and murdering his sons 

while the king is forced to look on and then, just to make his point just a bit 
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clearer, he blinds the king so that the last thing Zedekiah ever sees is the death of 

his own children. And then he puts him in chains and ships him off to Babylon 

too. 

N.R. is not only evil, not only the destroyer of all that is sacred, not only the very 

embodiment of profanity and impurity. He’s not only the annihilator of Jerusalem 

and the decimator of its doomed inhabitants...he’s also totally faceless, utterly 

without personality or emotion. He doesn’t smile. He doesn’t smirk. He doesn’t 

speak a single word in the entire book of Jeremiah. He is the secret curse, the 

unspoken horror that every one of us fears in the night. The shadow. The inchoate 

terror of death, of destruction, of ruin. He is the force that all of us feel coming 

when dread seizes us and, for the briefest of moments, we see past the pathetic 

shields we have erected to guard us from the awful facts of our fragile, doomed 

lives. N.R. is going to destroy God’s holy Temple and he has no face. No voice. 

No shape or form. As he comes across in Jeremiah’s speeches of doom, he is 

desolation itself rather than its (mere) agent...a version of the evil inclination 

designed to terrify instead of merely to menace vaguely with this or that 

unexpected, unwanted potentiality. Because he hardly comes across as a man at 

all, he is less of an Evil Man than Evil itself, or perhaps the Evil One who lurks 

behind every impious thought or disgraceful wish or dishonorable, shameful 

inclination to sin. 

His minions are led by Klingon generals with terrifying nonsense names like 

Nergal-Saretzer, Samgar-Nevo, Sarsechim, Nebushazban and Nebuzaradan, the 

latter of whom the Bible routinely describes by his formal terror-title of Butcher-

in-Chief. Like their king, they too have no faces, no personalities, and no 

redeeming traits to counter the evil they are poised to bring to the world. Nor is 

their readiness to destroy the Holy City mitigated, even slightly, by some pathetic 

reference to their (inappropriate, but heartily felt) sense of national patriotism or 

to their unremitting, endlessly loyal sense of fidelity to their fearless leader. 

Now it is true that Jeremiah comes back over and over to the notion that N.R., like 

Pharaoh, is merely an instrument of God, merely a tool in the hands of the 

Almighty designed to translate one particular—and particularly horrible—aspect 

of the divine plan for Israel from awful prospect into awful reality. The prophet 

returns to this theme innumerable times in his book, but somehow N.R. doesn’t 

end up playing the role of buffoon...which is what I think one normally would 
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expect someone so stupid as not even to realize that he was a marionette to 

become in the eyes of savvy readers in on the joke. The reason why not, however, 

is not that hard to understand: the complete absence of affect, the absolute silence 

he maintains for the entire length of his stay on Jeremiah’s stage, the utter lack of 

physical description, the refusal of the text to present him even slightly as a 

human being with feelings, with hopes, with dreams, with headaches, with 

pimples...all of these non-traits combine to make N.R. into the Darth Vader of old 

Jerusalem: the enemy whose whole raison d’être is to oppose, to destroy, to bring 

down. It’s impossible to think of Nebuchadrezzar taking a nap or eating a plum. 

Impossible to imagine him jotting a few words on a postcard to send home to his 

nine-year-old. Impossible to imagine him drinking a glass of tomato juice or 

scratching his back or worrying about prostate cancer or pausing for a moment 

while putting his socks on to contemplate a painful wart on the sole of his foot. 

So that’s one portrait. But there’s another one as well...and, as I intimated earlier, 

it is so diametrically opposed to the one I’ve just described that Scripture does not 

even use the same name to designate the same individual. And there only is on 

person involved here, one man with two names. And two personas so distinct and 

different from each other than it is a challenge to recall that they are, after all, the 

same individual. 

Nebuchadnezzar is mentioned thirty-two times in the Book of Daniel, every single 

one of them with an N in the middle, not an R. As I noted above, scholars have 

determined that the reading with the R corresponds more precisely to what must 

have been the original Babylonian name the king bore, but—to my mind, at 

least—that leaves unanswered, even unaddressed, the question of why precisely it 

is that Scripture chooses to use two different names for the same individual. That 

the two names are so close only makes the question more interesting: with names 

that similar, it doesn’t seem possible to imagine that we are possibly not supposed 

to think of N.R. and N.N. as the same personality. But what are we expected to 

think? 

The way I read Scripture, N.R. is a concept, but N.N. is a man. And not just a man 

either, but one with a heart and a brain, one capable of compassion and 

consideration, a man who is capable of intellectual, spiritual, and emotional 

growth. N.R. is a bad dream, but N.N. is a worthy opponent, a man one can easily 
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imagine playing squash or eating a cookie when he isn’t out blowing up other 

people’s capitals or plundering their sacred sanctuaries. 

In real time, N.N. reigned from 604 to 561 B.C.E. and was followed on the throne 

by one Evil-Merodoch (the “evil” part is a coincidence, unrelated to the English 

word spelled and pronounced identically), but in Daniel-time, he was succeeded 

instead by a son named Belshazzar. Evil-Merodoch is mentioned in Scripture as 

the king of Babylon who eventually released King Jehoiachin from prison, but 

scholars are uncertain about the precise relationship between the men called Evil-

Merodoch and Belshazzar, and it remains unclear if they are supposed to 

designate the same person or if one served as regent to the underage other or if 

they both reigned in one order or the other in the years following N.R./N.N.’s 

death. The situation is only further complicated by the fact that historians actually 

have located the name Belshazzar in extra-biblical cuneiform texts, but he—or 

someone bearing the same name—appears there not as N.N.’s son at all, but as 

the son of Nabonidus, a different king who came to the throne of Babylon some 

years after Evil-Merodoch’s death. 

I have a simpler solution to propose, one based on my understanding that N.R. 

and N.N. are the same person and different persons at the same time: N.R. was 

followed on the throne by Evil-Merodoch, whose precise relationship to his 

predecessor is left unexplored by Scripture but whom historians understand to 

have been N.R.’s son.  N.N., on the other hand, was followed on the throne by his 

son Belshazzar. Both came to sorry ends too, Evil-Merodach falling to an 

assassin’s dirk only two years after coming to power and Belshazzar coming to 

the same (possibly) unwarranted end after an unspecified number of years on the 

throne. (In real time, the Belshazzar who appears to have been a son of Nabonidus 

may also have been assassinated.) 

As a spiritual role model, however, it’s N.R. himself that interests me. In the 

Book of Daniel, as I’ve already noted, he is presented as a man, not as the 

faceless, wordless embodiment of opposition and enmity. He is still the conqueror 

of Jerusalem, but here he speaks...and has interests other than serving as the 

physical agent of divine destruction. He has a different staff as well—N.R. had 

two Eunuchs-in-Chief, Sarsechim and Nebushazban, but N.N. has a different 

castrato, the semi-famous Ashpenaz, serving as his personal valet in much the 

same way Chief Eunuch Potiphar once served Pharaoh and the castrated septet of 
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Mehuman, Bizzetha, Harbona, Bigtha, Abagtha, Zethar and Carcas would later 

serve King Ahasuerus. N.R. and N.N. are the same person and different people in 

other ways as well: they have different Butchers-in-Chief, for further example: 

N.R., as mentioned above, has Nebuzaradan, but N.N. has one Arioch, called both 

Butcher-in-Chief and Chief Steward in the same chapter of Daniel. They even 

exile different kings of Judah: N.R. exiles Jehoiachin, while N.N. exiles 

Jehoiakim, the latter’s father and predecessor on the throne. 

N.R. has no redeeming features whatsoever, but N.N. is a man who grows and 

learns...and who learns to transform his enormous power into a force for good. 

Indeed, his story, told over only four chapters of the Book of Daniel is the very 

epitome of slow, steady transformation, the tale of a man learning to use his 

authority and his intelligence as a vehicle for coming to know secrets that, for all 

the armies he might command, will never become known to him until he becomes 

powerful enough to unlock the secret chambers of his own all-too-human heart.  

It is this story that I propose to moderns seeking to know, then to encounter, God 

through the pages of Scripture. As far from God as many of us might consider 

ourselves, after all, none of us will have started quite as far from our goal of 

communion with the Almighty as N.N. None of us will have exiled any kings of 

Judah. None of us will have besieged any holy cities or demolished any sacred 

sanctuaries. None of us will have been cursed by untold numbers of people for 

our efforts to oppose God and to wreak havoc on the people Israel. Yet, for all 

that, many moderns feel as distant from God as N.N. would have if he had only 

had enough insight into his own life to see things as they truly were. 

Scripture has any number of stories about people who are depicted as finding the 

existence of God to be a self-evident truth. Abraham, for example, first 

encounters God when he is commanded to pick himself up and move from 

northern Iraq to a distant land God declines even to name...and to settle there out 

of the conviction that God has given him that land as his patrimony for all time. 

This must have come as much as a shock to Abraham as it would be to any of 

us...but he doesn’t appear shocked or stunned—not even a little bit—to discover 

that there is a God in the world who governs the affairs of humankind and 

Scripture makes a point, it would seem, of recording no comment or response at 

all on Abraham’s part other than immediate obedience. And the Bible is filled 

with many similar stories, tales all of them of people who do not seem to have to 
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struggle even slightly to come to faith in the existence of God. That may be meant 

to impress, but for how many moderns will such paragons of insight into the 

reality of God serve as practical role-models...as opposed to culture heroes 

destined to be venerated appropriately without ever really being emulated? 

It is the N.N.s of the Bible who call to me...and whose stories delineate real 

spiritual trajectory I can honestly see myself travelling. It is their various journeys 

from faithlessness to faith that I find arresting, that inspire me to seek God not in 

theory or as a kind of theological exercise but as part of my ongoing effort to live 

a life in God and of God. I tell N.N.’s story here, therefore, not merely to inform, 

but to inspire...and to suggest to moderns that the possibility of being so distant 

from God so as to be beyond redemption and beyond faith is simply not a feature 

of the world as I see it. Or rather, as I have come to see it in the context of my 

work as a teacher and preacher among real people in the real world.  

The story in Daniel begins by painting N.N. as a kind of latter-day Pharaoh with a 

young Jew in his employ who is no less devoted to the dietary laws of his faith 

than Joseph was to its code of sexual decency. And he is just like Joseph in 

another way as well: Daniel is also specifically said to possess wisdom and 

understanding superior to the king’s other magicians and wizards. 

And now the story begins in earnest. It is the second year of N.N.’s reign, the year 

we would call 603 B.C.E. Like Pharaoh before him, N.N. has a dream that he 

cannot successfully interpreton his own...but unlike his Egyptian foil, N.N. 

decides to up the ante a bit by requiring his sages not merely to interpret his 

dream, but accurately to discern its content without the king revealing its 

substance to them in advance. The precise details of the dream and its symbolism 

will take us too far afield to consider in detail, but important point of the story—at 

least for me, writing in this context—is that God comes to Daniel in a night vision 

and reveals the dream’s true meaning, whereupon Daniel gets himself rushed in to 

see old N.N. about eight seconds before he is going to share the fate of the wise 

men of Babylon whom the king has condemned to death as punishment for their 

failure to come up with the contents of his dream, let alone its proper 

interpretation. That, none of them can do. But Daniel tells his majesty the dream 

precisely as he dreamt it and its correct interpretation. The king is impressed. 

Daniel is, no doubt, relieved. The story sounds as though it may be over, but it’s 

actually only beginning. 
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N.N. is getting the idea, slowly we sense but surely, that, for all he may be the 

king of everything he can see, there are forces and powers in the world invisible 

even to his royal blue eyes. He hasn’t gotten it entirely right just quite yet 

however and, making the same initial error that Pharaoh Number One had once 

made regarding Joseph, he attributes the power to look within another’s head and 

make sense of what one finds there to...Daniel himself. Joseph had no problem in 

his day saying things as they were:  “And Pharaoh said to Joseph, ‘I have had a 

dream that none can interpret, but I have heard it said of you that you are very 

good at understanding dreams and interpreting them correctly.’ But Joseph 

answered Pharaoh and said, ‘Not me, but God.…’”   Daniel, on the other hand, 

turns out to have his own slight ego problem...and that turns out to be part of the 

king’s dilemma as well. 

Let’s look at those texts carefully. Number One says to Joseph that he’s had a 

dream that no one can explain and that he’s heard that Joseph has only to hear the 

content of a dream and can then interpret it correctly. Joseph listens politely, then 

immediately responds that he himself has no ability to interpret dreams at all, but 

that God will personally see to Pharaoh’s wellbeing and, presumably, grant him 

the proper explanation of his dream. N.N., on the other hand, hears the 

interpretation Daniel gives to his dream—without having heard its contents in 

advance—and, impressed beyond the telling of it, prostrates himself and bows 

down low before Daniel, then orders that a meal offering and an offering of 

smoking (not smoked) meat be made to him. To Daniel himself, not to God. And 

what does Daniel say to that? Nothing at all! Not a peep. Not a protest. Not a 

pious word to the effect that it is to God alone that all worship is due. 

But N.N. is not as befuddled as sacrificing an animal to another man might make 

him seem, because in the very next verse, we hear him explaining his action: he 

acknowledges that there is a God in heaven who deserves at least some of the 

credit for making Daniel into so potent and successful a revealer of mysteries. 

Now what all this means isn’t all that easy to say, but the basic idea seems to be 

that N.N. is visited with the intimation of God’s existence, but he still can’t 

imagine that he himself might ever approach God or encounter God. Indeed, the 

most he seems to feel reasonable expecting is that Daniel might know God well 

enough to merit being made privy now and then to a secret or two. Not much. 

And only from time to time. In other words, N.N. has seized the notion of a God 
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who exists out there for other people, but has yet to realize that he has the same 

potential to exist in a relationship of dialogic, meaningful communion with the 

God of Israel—Who is also, of course, the God of Babylon—as any other human 

being. So he’s begun his journey...but he hasn’t gotten very far on his way. 

N.N. appears in four chapters of Daniel and in each one, he takes one baby step 

forward in his spiritual development. In the first chapter, he is vouchsafed the 

most subtle hint of the existence of God through his contact with the impressive 

wisdom of the handful of Jewish boys he gets to know. In the second, he begins to 

realize in a far more profound way that there is a God, only it has yet to dawn on 

him that this fact has much to do with him personally. 

In the third chapter, he learns a little respect. The story is another long one, but 

the basic idea is that the king sets up this enormous, ninety-foot-tall statue in the 

plain of Dura somewhere near Babylon. What was it a statue of? Scripture omits 

to say, but it appears to have been some sort of insanely big idol. Was it a statue 

of one of the pagan deities of Babylon? That’s what all the commentators seem to 

think and it’s not that illogical an assumption in that the king does seem to want 

everybody to fall down on his or her face to worship the statue when they hear the 

signal from the musicians the king has hired to play at the statue’s dedication. But 

the name of the deity is not given and neither is there any reason to think it was a 

statue of N.N. himself...so I wonder if this whole incident isn’t best to be 

construed as another step forward for the king. 

He knows there is a God, but he doesn’t yet realize that the Almighty is not 

whatever the faithful below—or rather the would-be faithful below—wish their 

God to be. That being the case, he wishes God to be an absurdly large golden 

statue that people will see from all over and be drawn to and fall down in prayer 

in front of. Does that sound crazy? I can assure you the world is full of people 

who think precisely the same thing today: not that God is a big golden statue, but 

that God is a cosmic chameleon capable of bearing whatever shape or form the 

faithful wish. 

At any rate, the Jews balk and their enemies, delighted, take this splendid, 

unexpected opportunity to denounce them—and specifically the famous trio of 

Daniel’s friends, Shadrach, Meshach and Abed-Nego—to their common royal 

patron. The king, royally irked and apparently completely unused to being 
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disobeyed, has the three of them flung into a fiery furnace so hot that the men 

bearing the prisoners are themselves burnt to a crisp when they approach the 

flames. But the three not only survive—the text hints that God, or perhaps an 

angel of God, shows up to rescue them personally—but they walk out of the oven 

with their hair unsinged, their clothing uncharred and without even the odor of 

smoke clinging to their unburnt bodies. 

And now N.N. takes his next step forward and issues the following proclamation, 

quoted in its entirely in Scripture:   

I, King Nebuchadnezzar, greet all the nations, peoples and 

language groups that dwell in every land and write today to declare 

that I have personally experienced the signs and wonders of God 

Most High. How mighty are God’s signs, how great God’s 

wonders! Indeed, God’s kingdom is eternal, God’s governance a 

feature of every generation. 

In other words, the king has determined not merely that there is a God or that God 

exists in some sort of relationship to other people, but that he, the king, personally 

exists in the same kind of relationship with God he had previously imagined only 

others could merit. He doesn’t know God yet, only perceived the divine hand in 

one specific episode in his life. But he’s moving forward...step by step by baby 

step….towards spiritual adulthood. 

In the fourth and final story about N.N. in the Book of Daniel, the king pushes the 

narrator out of the spotlight and takes over the storyteller’s role in order to tell us 

his tale personally. The effect is odd in the extreme—the Bible only has a very 

few examples of extended first-person narrative—but also very compelling: here 

is a man somewhere on his spiritual journey towards God who no longer can bear 

for others to speak on his behalf or for even sympathetic outsiders to tell his story. 

He realizes, as every spiritually mature person must, that, in the end, either one 

lives alone with God in a lovers’ universe of two that becomes somehow 

superimposed on the real world in which one lives with one’s spouse, children, 

and dog...or one lives without God is a world that only appears real from the 

outside, but which is essentially illusionary, derivative, and false. 

And so the king speaks. He begins, like any amateur author might, by setting the 

scene. He is alone. It is late at night, but the king is feeling well in his palace and 
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secure in his bed when he is suddenly, unexpectedly—wholly unexpectedly—

visited by a kind of night vision. Unlike the previous time, he sends for the wise 

men of Babylon and tells them the dream—it really was a bit much, the king now 

seems to realize, to expect them to divine its content and come up with its 

meaning—but none of them can offer a cogent interpretation until Daniel steps up 

to the plate, takes a few swings, and connects with the king’s dream almost 

immediately. 

There’s good news and bad news, Daniel tells his royal patron...and the good 

news is that the bad news won’t be as permanently awful as it could be. The king, 

it seems, is going to have to learn a difficult lesson: that everything comes from 

God and returns to God, that wealth is a chimera, that armies are powerless, that 

existence itself is a kind of extended midrash on the love of God as it exists 

independently both of those who love God and of the God who accepts their love 

and returns it endlessly.  

“You will be driven away from human society,” Daniel informs N.N. ominously, 

“and your home shall be with wild animals. You shall eat grass like an ox and be 

wet down with the dew of the heavens...and you shall exist like this for seven 

seasons until you truly come to know that the Exalted One governs the world of 

human beings and doles out governance at will.” 

It comes to pass as Daniel said it would. Just a year later, N.N. is out strolling on 

the roof his palace. Looking out at the incredible wealth of his capital, the king is 

moved to utter an imprudent boast: “This is Babylon the Great,” he enthuses just a 

tad precipitously, “the city I personally have built by my mighty power and 

splendid wealth as one large residence for my majesty.” That’s it...the king’s 

words are still hanging on the air when the king finds himself running away from 

his own palace into the fields that surround the city on legs that he feels powerless 

to control...to a destination he knows himself not to have chosen. 

It’s tough sledding at first for the pampered monarch: naked as the day he was 

born, his hair long and unkempt, his finger nails and toe nails more like birds’ 

claws than human fingernails, cold at night, and wet and clammy each and every 

day in the morning dew, the king takes some time to get used to a diet of un-pre-

plucked grass. But he does get used to it...and, just as Daniel forecast would be 

the case, the king eventually recognizes the role of God is his life and is permitted 
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to return to his kingdom and his palace to praise God openly and to acknowledge 

God’s natural right to humble the arrogant. 

And so the story ends up happily. Jeremiah left N.R. as a sour cloud of dyspeptic 

displeasure, but Daniel turns N.N. into a mensch, into a man who grows and 

learns and comes to accept the fact that his humanity makes him no less worthy a 

candidate for a life of ongoing, deeply felt communion with God than any other of 

God’s creatures, rich or poor, mighty or feeble, royal or common. When put like 

that, it sounds like a simple lesson, like the kind of truism that no one could 

possibly doubt or question. But how many of us live our lives as though just the 

opposite were true, as though growth towards God were rationally to be thought 

of as something for other people, for people pre-selected for that kind of thing by 

virtue of the families into which they were born or the education they received as 

children? The lesson N.N. holds for us all could hardly be simpler...or more 

difficult to accept: that the chance to live a life in God is neither a function of 

circumstance nor the good fortune of some special saints in every generation, but 

the common destiny of all who exert themselves to grow towards God every day 

of their lives. 

N.R. is a fool, a puppet, a pest, a thug smart enough to steal ladies’ purses but 

nowhere near clever enough to know what to do with their ATM cards. He’s not 

even a scoundrel, not even a miscreant, not even a Pharaoh who, at least for a long 

moment, comes to know God...just a foul wind that blows over the arid landscape 

of ancient Judah three or four times in the decades following King Josiah’s death. 

(Josiah was the father or grandfather of the last four kings of Judah.) Pharaoh 

Number Three was also a royal pain—and it’s certainly also true that his 

discovery of God turned out to be too little and far too late—but at least it 

was...something. Some movement towards enlightenment. Some sense of the 

grandeur of the divine as it impacts on the lives of actual people as they truly exist 

in the real world of men and women. But N.R. has none of that and remains, in 

every pathetic sense of the term, a wicked marionette. 

N.N., on the other hand, is everyman. He’s starts out in our minds as the 

consummate rogue and fool...a destructive, meanspirited delinquent who doesn’t 

even have the brains to realize that he is playing with fire when he undertakes to 

blow up Jerusalem and to burn down its holy Temple even if such brazenness 

might indeed—possibly—reflect the punitive will of God. But he is capable of 
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greater things and, unexpectedly, he attains them. When he writes, “When my 

sentence was up, I, Nebuchadnezzar, raised my eyes to heaven and my reason was 

restored to me. I blessed the Most High, and praised and glorified the Ever-Living 

One whose dominion is everlasting and whose kingdom endures throughout the 

generations,” it is hard to hate the man. 

And neither is the reader expected to. Just the contrary, I think: it seems to me the 

reader is expected to react with surprise at such a pious thought being placed in 

the mouth of a man such as N.N., then realize that his is a story of spiritual 

development...and that the man in the first chapter of Daniel is a different man 

than the man several chapters later who has come to know God. Scripture says 

just that of King Saul—that communion with God turned him into “a different 

man”—but demonstrates what such an idea can mean most clearly of all, I think, 

in the way the Book of Daniel portrays Nebuchadnezzar, king of Babylon, a man 

that, for all he has done and for all the perfectly valid reasons Scripture presents 

for latter-day readers to loathe his memory, many of us will still pause as we 

contemplate his story to say, yes, that man’s journey...it reminds me a little bit of 

my own.  
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The Worst Man 

 

What is the point of religion? Does it exist so that the individual practitioners of 

any faith might know God or, at the very least, know of God? That certainly 

sounds like the right answer...and it is indeed the answer most people of faith 

would give to justify their lifetimes of effort to become adept at the rituals of their 

faiths and to master its dogmas. 

But is it really the right answer? It is, after all, one thing to recite endless prayers 

in which the pray-er expresses his or her yearning for God...and quite another 

actually to wish for God to appear, perhaps even to speak, to that specific person. 

Even that might sound desirable at first, at least to some people—perhaps it even 

is desirable—but there are problems, and deep ones at that, that come with the 

experience of personal communion with God. What, for example, if God were to 

tell one of the faithful to ignore one of the more sacred rituals of his or her faith? 

Or to break one of the commandments? Or to sacrifice one’s life to prove one’s 

level of devotion? Or one’s child’s life? 

Surely, if faith teaches that God is all-powerful, then it must also hold that God 

cannot be held to be constrained by any prior model of behavior in the world. But 

what if God actually were to speak to any of us...and what if God’s message were 

to put us totally at odds with the spiritual hierarchy that governs the religious 

activities of our co-religionists? Surely the right decision would be to risk the 

anger of human beings for the sake of being right with God...but how, precisely, 

would one go about testing the validity of one’s experience of God? That 

hierarchy would be adamant that the individual involved was delusional and only 

thought he heard God speak...but they too would have no real way to know that 

and their pronouncements, tinged by self-interest as they would inevitably be, 

would themselves be at least slightly suspect. In the end, no one would know...or, 

even more to the point, have any way of knowing whether or not an individual’s 

personal experience of God was or was not authentic. 

The Bible has something to teach about this dilemma...and it teaches it by telling 

stories. I’ve been writing so far about kings of various sorts, so perhaps I should 

stick with royalty just a bit longer....  
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With the occasional exception, the kings of Israel are described in the pages of 

Scripture as being bad and worse, but there is one among them who becomes the 

standard by which others are judged, a kind of walking benchmark against which 

the other apples in the barrel are evaluated based on whether they are almost as 

rotten as, precisely as rotten as or, in at least one remarkable instance, even more 

rotten than the individual McIntosh in question. I am thinking, of course, of King 

Jeroboam ben Nebat of Israel, denier of the Deuteronomic ideal, divider of the 

Kingdom, fiend, idolater, scoundrel, iconoclast, rebel, blasphemer, apostate, and 

miscreant. I sort of like him. 

The author of the great history of Israel that stretches out in our Bibles from 

Deuteronomy to the end of Kings—in its own way, another five-part work of 

ancient Israelite literature, just like the Torah and the Book of Psalms—hated him 

beyond the telling of it. Indeed, hardly ever willing to pass up a chance to mention 

how much he despises Jeroboam, this particular author brings Jeroboam’s name 

up again and again as the very model of regal sinfulness and malignity. 

A few examples will suffice. King Nadab was Jeroboam’s only son to reign and, 

as might be expected, he comported himself in the sinful ways of his father. King 

Baasha did what was displeasing to the Lord and followed in the sinful ways of 

Jeroboam. King Omri was worse than all who preceded him, followed in the ways 

of Jeroboam and vexed sorely the God of Israel. King Ahab was even worse than 

Jeroboam: not content to pervert the national character in the manner of the 

previously worst man, he went even further and himself turned to the worship of 

the Baal, god of his Phoenician wife Jezebel. King Aḥaziah did what was 

displeasing to God, vexed God sorely, and followed in the triply damned footsteps 

of his mother, his father and their spiritual ancestor, Jeroboam ben Nebat. King 

Jehoram was slightly less bad than his very bad father and equally awful mother 

and was either unable or unwilling to depart from the sinful ways of Jeroboam. 

King Jehu was dramatically better than his predecessors, but still unable to 

distance himself effectively from the sins of Jeroboam. 

I could go on and on (the northern kingdom of Israel, which Jeroboam founded, 

had another nine kings before it fell to the Assyrians in 722 B.C.E.), but the basic 

idea should already be clear enough: Jeroboam was the worst man, the paradigm 

of badness, the sinner whose sins were so sinful that they became the measure of 

other people’s sins, the yardstick against which other people’s transgressions 



 

33 

 

against God would henceforth be reasonably measured. That, at least, is one way 

of looking at things. 

So who was this awful person? How did such a bad person ever get to be king of 

Israel? Why does the biblical historian so hate him? How did he ever get to be so 

bad? And what did he ever do to anybody to make himself so deeply and 

paradigmatically despised? 

I want to talk about Jeroboam, but first I’m going to need to tell you about King 

Solomon, a personality everybody thinks of as the embodiment of, well, 

solomonic wisdom, but who actually comes across as a fairly complex character 

in the biblical accounts that feature him. Celebrated as the pious builder of the 

great Temple in Jerusalem, he was also the (dramatically less pious) builder of 

temples to alien deities in direct defiance of the strictures of ancient Israelite 

piety. Said to have been the wisest of all men, he, is nonetheless reported to have 

been sufficiently little wise so as to fall into the worship of pagan gods as an older 

man. Said to have been a saint who experienced visions of the living God on two 

separate occasions, he was so little the saintly master of his own passions and 

desires that he ended up becoming the husband of seven hundred wives and the 

master of three hundred additional concubines. As would befit any husband of a 

thousand wives and sub-wives, Solomon must have had a lot of children, but 

Scripture—mercifully—omits the names of the vast majority of them. And, 

indeed, Scripture concludes its many chapters of information about Solomon with 

the rather laconic remark that he reigned for forty years, then slept with his fathers 

and was succeeded by Rehoboam, his forty-one year old son by his Ammonite 

wife, Naamah. 

Now this Rehoboam was another piece of work, but to explain his place in the 

story, I have to stop and introduce Jeroboam before we all forget that he’s the one 

I wanted to write about in the first place. We first meet him in a story that is all 

innocence and light. Jeroboam of the tribe of Ephraim, the son of the otherwise 

unknown Nebat and Zeruah, is a young man who has ended up in charge of the 

forced-labor brigade from the northern part of the kingdom that Solomon has 

working on repairs in the national capital, Jerusalem. One day, the story goes, the 

strapping youth gets a presumably well-earned day off, puts on a new outfit and—

since there were no movies or pool halls in old Jerusalem—goes off for a nice 

walk in the surrounding countryside. 
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So far, so good. He’s walking along his way when a man unexpectedly comes 

towards him. The reader is informed that Jeroboam is facing a prophet, Ahijah of 

Shiloh, but what Jeroboam himself would have thought is left unsaid. Was Ahijah 

famous? Did Jeroboam know before whom he was about to stand? Was this the 

ancient Israelite equivalent of running down to the 7-11 for milk and running into 

Brad Pitt? Or was our callow foreman clueless about who the guy coming towards 

him was and slightly disappointed to have run into an old man with a beard 

instead of the bevy of secretaries on their days off he had been fantasizing 

about? I don’t suppose we’ll ever know, but what happens next is still pretty 

good. 

The two of them are totally alone in a deserted field. Ahijah, instead of saying a 

friendly (or unfriendly) word—indeed, without saying anything at all—reaches 

out and pulls Jeroboam’s cloak off his broad adolescent shoulders. What Jerry 

made of that, I can’t imagine—or rather, I can—but what comes next must have 

surprised him even more: Ahijah takes the cloak in hand, rips it into twelve pieces 

and hands ten of them back to Jeroboam. God is irritated to hell with Solomon, 

the prophet now announces...and has had more than enough of the king’s 

propensity to worship alien gods. Furthermore, God—the divine Kingmaker—has 

decided to take a cool ten of the twelve tribes—symbolized by the ten pieces of 

Jeroboam’s cloak—and give them to be ruled over by one worthier than any 

progeny of Solomon: Jeroboam himself, as of now the newly appointed king of 

five-sixths of his king’s kingdom. 

Now you have to realize that this would have sounded to Jeroboam roughly the 

same way it would sound to a teenager from some working class neighborhood in 

London cornered unexpectedly by a stranger in a dark alley on the way home 

from his first day at a new job. He expects to be mugged and starts to hand over 

his wallet only to discover to his amazement that the stranger wants nothing more 

than his new leather jacket. He gives up the jacket, then looks on in amazement as 

the stranger cuts it up into four pieces with his switchblade, three of which he 

hands back. God, the stranger announces, is irritated to hell with the new 

generation of Windsors and their disgraceful shenanigans. And although  God is 

prepared to let one of Elizabeth’s boys hang on to Northern Ireland, the rest of the 

U.K. is to wrested from her descendants and given to one worthier than they: 

namely, our terrified boy with the sliced-up jacket. Now is that a clearer picture? 
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Anyway, Jeroboam’s response is...nothing at all. Not a word. Not a peep of 

protest. Not a protest of unworthiness. The prophet, taking (one can only assume) 

silence for assent, continues with the rest of his message: Solomon will remain on 

the throne for as long as he lives as a kind of after-the-fact testimonial to the 

goodness of his father David, but Jeroboam has been chosen by God to rule over 

the ten northern tribes instead of Solomon’s own son. Furthermore, Jeroboam 

may build his capital wherever he wishes and he can also be certain that his 

dynasty will be in power permanently...if he does the right thing, obeys the 

instructions of God, and follows the divine laws. At the end of the day, the 

message is really quite simple: if Jeroboam walks in the way of David, then he 

will acquire the eternal promise of a lasting dynasty that David’s own son lost as a 

result of his inability to walk in his father’s way. 

Jeroboam, therefore, is the walking embodiment of the dilemma I began by 

describing to you: he has been vouchsafed an audience with God—as represented 

by a bona fide prophet of unimpeachable authenticity—and what he has been told 

runs precisely counter to what a loyal subject of the kingdom in which he lives 

ought to believe...if he wants to keep his head on his shoulders. So, modern 

readers are being prompted to wonder, what will he do? And also to ask 

themselves an even more unsettling question: what would they do if God were to 

visit them with the kind of seditious, problematic announcement that runs counter 

to everything they generally think they ought to believe? 

How precisely he finds out, Scripture omits to say, but somehow Solomon gets 

wind of the prophecy and reacts in the way any absolute monarch worth his spurs 

would: he sentences Jeroboam to death, whereupon the latter runs away to Egypt 

and hides out with Pharaoh Shishak until Solomon’s death some time later. 

The biblical narrator doesn’t bother mentioning why Solomon took this whole 

business with Ahijah and Jeroboam so seriously, but my guess is he would 

necessarily have been struck by the fact that his own father came to the throne in 

almost precisely the same way when God decided that Saul had messed up 

beyond the fixing of it and chose David, then a teenaged nobody, to replace the 

king of Israel and sit on his throne. That’s a whole different story.but the basic 

idea is as obvious to the reader as it must have been to Jeroboam himself: nothing 

is permanent, least of all kingship...and God simply doles it out and withdraws it 

at will without any real concern for how the king whose dynasty is being 
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cancelled is going to take it. That, the reader knows, was how God dealt with Saul 

in his day and that’s also how God is going to deal with the house of Baasha in 

the day of Baasha’s son Elah and with the dynasty of Omri in the day of Ahab’s 

son Jehoram, and that’s how God has chosen at this point in the story to deal with 

the dynasty of David in the day of Solomon. Of course, the savvy reader knows 

that precisely the same fate is eventually going to befall the house of Jeroboam, 

but, of course, Jeroboam can’t be expected to know that...or any of the above 

other than what happened to the House of Saul. 

And so Jeroboam, now a divinely ordained fugitive from his own king, heads 

down to Egypt. There he sojourns until after Solomon dies, then undertakes to 

return to his homeland. In the meantime, Rehoboam—Solomon’s son by the 

Ammonite princess Naamah—is showing his true stuff. He’s stupid. He’s 

pigheaded. He’s dullwitted. He’s crude, coarse, and unbelievably uncouth. He 

gets fairly good advice from the elders who served his father about how to deal 

with the people, then rejects it in favor of witless, imprudent advice he gets from 

his own chums. He speaks to the people in a cruel, hardhearted way, showing 

himself to have at least some royal qualities only by refusing to repeat the almost 

incredibly vulgar comparison between the relative sizes of his little finger and his 

father’s penis that his own friends advise him to make in public as a way of 

stressing the degree to which he intends to rule over his people far more firmly 

than his wimpy, underendowed father ever had the nerve to. 

And it was precisely at that moment—I love it when biblical authors allow 

themselves to wander, even for just a moment, into this kind of implausible 

synchronicity—it’s precisely at this moment that Jeroboam arrives at Shechem 

knowing full well that God has already given him five-sixths of Rehoboam’s 

kingdom. Rehoboam hasn’t reigned for a week yet—he actually hasn’t reigned at 

all since the whole confrontation at Shechem is depicted as taking place as the 

nation is gathering to acclaim him as his father’s successor—but he’s already 

alienated his people precisely when he should be desperate to court their favor. 

Now it isn’t always the case, but sometimes a kingdom really can be lost with a 

word or a single gesture and that’s just what happens here. The people are 

disgusted with Rehoboam and murder the emissary sent to appease them. 

Jeroboam arrives at precisely the right moment to get himself acclaimed as king. 

Rehoboam flees for his life to Jerusalem. And, when the dust finally settles, ten of 
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the twelve tribes have cast in their lot with Jeroboam (just as Ahijah had 

predicted) and only Judah and Benjamin remain loyal to the House of David. 

And so we have the answer to our question. Jeroboam was right to believe the 

word of God, right to stick to his guns, right to believe that God’s promise to him, 

no matter how unlikely it must have sounded, was worth his faith. Or do we? The 

situation becomes a whole lot more complicated before that question can be 

answered at all, let alone definitively. 

At any rate, Rehoboam is ready to go to war to win back his kingdom and actually 

goes so far as to muster an enormous army of 180,000 soldiers. Again God 

intervenes to save the day, however, and another prophet—the otherwise 

unknown Shemaiah—appears on the scene to announce that “this thing”—by 

which he clearly means the “thing” of the kingdom being split in two—has been 

brought about by God. That does it. Everybody goes home. Rehoboam makes his 

peace with ruling over Judah (and Benjamin, now more or less totally folded into 

the tribe of Judah) and Jeroboam is left as king of ten of the original twelve tribes. 

Did Jeroboam hear of Shemaiah’s speech? I suppose he would have...but that 

would have only made him more certain that he was on the right track: forecast by 

Ahijah of Shiloh and confirmed by this mysterious Shemaiah, there really can’t 

have been much doubt left in Jeroboam’s mind, if there had ever been any at all, 

that he was chosen by God to rule...and that divine invitation trumps heredity and 

basically every other conceivable claim to the throne of Israel.  

Let’s develop a snapshot of Jeroboam at this juncture. He’s young. He’s invested 

with divine pre-approval. He’s got the Camelot family: a pretty wife, a couple of 

adorable kids, adoring subjects. He’s pals with the king of Egypt. He’s got a 

lifetime appointment to a great job. Nothing, it seems, can go wrong. 

yyy Gingerly at first and then with more and more confidence, he begins to chart 

public policy. Acting entirely logically, he establishes himself in the manner of 

kings starting off new dynasties. He fortifies some cities. He builds himself a 

palace in Shechem, the capital of the new northern kingdom. He realizes that he 

can’t get very far if everyone—or at least every man—in his kingdom is 

shlepping back to Jerusalem every three minutes to offer this or that sacrifice, so 

he has temples built at Bethel and Dan. He needs priests to serve at his new 

national shrines, so he looks around and finds the perfect applicant pool in the 
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army of priests connected with the various shrines and high places put out of 

business by Solomon’s Temple at Jerusalem. Everything is working out 

splendidly: he’s got his temples and his priests and now all that’s lacking is a 

national holiday of some sort, some sort of celebration that will celebrate the 

unique nationalism of the new north strong and free. I suppose he must have 

given the matter some thought, then come to the decision that the best way to 

justify that kind of new celebration would be just to invent a new festival himself, 

which he does, scheduling it precisely thirty days after the big Sukkot holiday in 

Jerusalem. And so he starts off acting just as kings are supposed to act: boldly, 

decisively, innovatively, with daring and respectful allegiance to tradition. He’s 

off to a good start. 

 It all lasts about twelve minutes. 

 Part of the problem is that the historians who wrote about Jeroboam were 

so implacably hostile to him and everything he tried to accomplish that it’s hard 

to know where their vituperative animosity stops and reality starts. It’s amazing 

enough, frankly, that the author of Kings actually mentions that two separate 

prophets of God—men whose prophetic charism the author apparently considered 

valid and true—endorsed Jeroboam’s right to reign over anything at all, let alone 

five sixths of the tribes of Israel. The Chronicler—the author of the Bible’s other 

history, which we called the Book of Chronicles—doesn’t tell the story of 

Ahijah’s encounter with Jeroboam at all, apparently unable (or rather, unwilling) 

even to imagine that God could possibly have made such a colossal error in the 

first place, and only mentions Shemaiah in his account of Rehoboam’s reign 

because he apparently feels obliged to explain why his guy didn’t go after a 

villain like Jeroboam when he split up the kingdom and set himself up to rule in 

the north. 

 It must have felt just fine to Jeroboam that things worked out as they did. 

Saul had been king of all twelve tribes, but he screwed up and God had taken the 

kingdom—all of it—from his family and given it to David and his descendants. 

And then they screwed up—both David who was guilty of both adultery and 

murder and Solomon who was guilty of worshipping alien gods—and God took 

the kingdom—or at least most of it—from their family and gave its largest share 

to the family of Jeroboam. End of story. And as for the rest—if David built a 

palace in his capital and Solomon, a temple...then why shouldn’t Jeroboam do the 
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same in his capital? Wasn’t he chosen by the same God to rule in most of the 

same place? Wasn’t he just the new David in precisely the same way David 

himself had been the new Saul? Is there a problem here? 

 Apparently. It’s a crisp fall day in Bethel. The workmen have been 

working throughout the night to get the new shrine ready for the public 

inauguration ceremony scheduled for this very day. Mighty Jeroboam himself is 

scheduled to offer up the first sacrifice. The crowds have been gathering from first 

light.... 

 Jeroboam, decked out in all his best royal robes, arrives at the temple. He 

makes directly for the great altar he has had constructed as the focal point for 

sacrificial worship in his new shrine. He approaches the altar, climbs up to its top 

and is standing atop the sacred platform when a prophet arrives. Who this prophet 

is, Scripture doesn’t say. (The rabbis later on assumed it was the mysterious Iddo 

who is indeed described elsewhere in the Bible as a prophet whose visions 

concerned Jeroboam ben Nebat.) It must have been some scene...this Iddo (or 

whoever) pushing to the front, the people making room for an uninvited man of 

God, the prophet taking his stance and then speaking...not to king or people...but 

to the altar itself. And what precisely is the message that old Iddo (or whoever) 

has for the altar? That there will eventually be a king of the House of David—the 

implication for Jeroboam of Not-David’s-House being obvious—that there will be 

this wholly legitimate king one day whose name—Josiah—the prophet actually 

mentions, this Josiah will eventually murder all the illegitimate priests of the 

various high places and shrines that Jeroboam had appointed, he thought cleverly, 

to serve at his new shrine in Bethel and burn their bones on this very altar. 

 And then he gives a sign to prove the authenticity of his vision: the altar 

itself is going to come apart and the ash atop it be spilled to the ground. Jeroboam, 

entirely reasonably, is livid, hardly able to believe that this, this nobody, has dared 

to interfere with the most important ceremony of self-identification and self-

authentification to which his kingdom has as yet treated itself. He can barely 

contain himself, but then he realizes that kings can deal with things like this easily 

enough and orders his officers to arrest the prophet. And it is precisely as he raises 

his arm up into the air to lend urgency to his order (“Grab him!”) that something 

happens to his arm such that he can’t lower it and is left looking ridiculous with 

his arm jabbing up pointlessly into the brisk, fall air. And then, just for good 
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measure, the prediction comes true: the altar falls apart and the mountain of ash—

the sacrifices apparently having gotten started before the king arrived—collapses 

all over the ground. 

 After such a dramatic surge, the story finishes up rather prosaically. 

Jeroboam asks the prophet if he could possibly get his arm back to normal. The 

prophet agrees, the appropriate prayer is said, the arm lowers. Jeroboam invites 

the prophet for dinner, but the invitation is declined and the prophet goes on his 

way. And later that very day, that same prophet is killed (although, Scripture 

scruples to note, not eaten) by a lion. That, however, is a whole different story. 

 So, okay, Jeroboam must have thought, maybe hiring the priests of the 

high places for the Bethel shrine was a little much...but still, he must have 

thought, the basic idea of having a temple, of worshipping in it, of using a golden 

statue to symbolize the majesty of God resident in that place...all of that must be 

acceptable in the eyes of God: He did send a prophet to make a fuss about the 

priests, but surely the fact that he didn’t have anything to say about the rest of it 

was encouraging. I dare say that Jeroboam went to bed, sore arm and all, a bit 

chastened but still basically in good spirits. 

 Which of us would have behaved differently? God spoke to him and he 

took the ball and ran with it. So he got slightly off course...surely that doesn’t 

invalidate his own personal experience of God’s communicative presence, does 

it? Surely not! But, if that is the case, then what follows is indeed odd in the 

extreme.... 

 Because other bad things—far worse things—begin to happen. Jeroboam’s 

kid gets sick and he needs a prophet’s insight into the prognosis. He turns...not to 

Iddo (if that’s who he was), but to old, reassuring Ahijah of Shiloh, the prophet 

whose words to Jeroboam had gotten him started in the king business in the first 

place. He wants to make sure that Ahijah doesn’t just give him the answer he 

wants, however, so he sends his wife to inquire of Ahijah and he instructs her to 

come in disguise so that the prophet, who is blind anyway, won’t know who is 

approaching him for help. 

 It doesn’t work as planned. Incredibly not so, actually. Ahijah, for all his 

blindness, recognizes his visitor immediately. And the information he has to 

impart is as terrible as Jeroboam’s worst nightmare: the sick child is going to die. 
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He, the child, will be buried...but no one else in Jeroboam’s family is going to be 

so lucky: the ones who die in town will have their corpses eaten by wild dogs and 

the ones who die in the field will be eaten by birds of prey. Indeed, the prophet, 

trying to use vulgarity to underscore the coarse nature of his message, has another 

horror to throw in for good measure: the whole family—every last member of it—

will be swept away utterly like the unwanted pile a naughty pet might leave on the 

living room rug if his master is too late coming home one day from the shuq. The 

nation itself will eventually face exile beyond the Euphrates in a land not their 

own. The Lord will strike Israel until it has no more will to resist than a reed 

growing in a marsh can resist the wind. You may have a decent audience share, 

but the network is cancelling your show anyway.... 

 It all comes to pass. The boy dies and the people lament his death in the 

appropriate way, but it doesn’t seem to mean that much to Jeroboam. Scripture 

reports nothing more of him—the silence is, in its own way, eloquent—other than 

that he managed to hang on for twenty-two years before he died and passed the 

throne along to a surviving son, Nadab. 

 So it seems abundantly clear that the story of Jeroboam is meant to teach 

us about the dangers inherent in our naive efforts to cultivate personal 

experiences of God, in our hopeful attempts to hear God’s voice...without 

knowing what we might end up hearing. That much sounds vaguely reasonable, 

but people of faith will have to ask what, precisely, is the lesson here? That God is 

to be sought but never found? Surely there can be nothing wrong with living a life 

of ongoing communion with God...but what, then, is the specific point of 

Jeroboam’s story? And how can moderns use this particular Bible story as a 

guide on their personal journeys towards God? 

 Let’s go back to the story of King Jeroboam as told in Scripture. He starts 

out as a dark horse candidate for the throne plucked from total obscurity and 

secretly charged by Ahijah of Shiloh, a bona fide prophet, to take five-sixths of 

Solomon’s kingdom from the latter’s son and to rule over it as its legitimate king. 

He does precisely what anyone reasonable would expect of him: he accepts the 

throne of the newly constituted northern kingdom, builds a new capital city and a 

new temple, installs a new priesthood and develops a new, specifically northern 

festival to celebrate the national identity of the new northern kingdom. All this 

makes perfect sense and is then confirmed, at least tacitly, by a second prophet 
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who tells Rehoboam, Solomon’s son and successor, to back off, to let Jeroboam 

be, to resist the urge to go to war to bring the breakaway kingdom back under the 

aegis of the throne of Judah. 

 So far, so good...and then disaster. Jeroboam does what he is supposed to 

do, but then, suddenly, unexpectedly, everything goes awry. And why would that 

be? Well, I think I know...but to make the point I want to make cogently, I need to 

explain that the lessons the Bible has to teach are often embedded in the 

information it openly imparts...but are sometimes hidden within the folds of the 

story itself. The modern reader, therefore, can never fall back on secondary 

sources that merely summarize what Scripture has to say about this or that thing 

and assume that the information presented in a given text constitutes the full 

picture. Just to the contrary, the reader intent on using Scripture as a vehicle for 

spiritual growth must insist—always—on reading the book itself. The actual text, 

you see—the biblical word itself—is a player in all of this...and has its own 

message for moderns, a message sometimes quite distinct from the story actually 

being told in a given chapter or passage. 

 Let me show you how this works. There is something peculiar about the 

second half of Jeroboam’s story, the part that chronicles his downfall. The prophet 

who approaches him at the altar of the new temple at Bethel is anonymous. The 

name of Jeroboam’s wife who goes to seek out Ahijah after their son falls sick, 

missing. The name of the son, also not mentioned. More to the point, the speech 

Ahijah gives damning Jeroboam has an oddly derivative ring to it, almost as 

though it were merely being inserted here from some other context. 

 Let’s think about that speech for a moment and consider the fact that it is 

overflowing with references that don’t quite fit. 

 Ahijah accuses Jeroboam of worshipping false gods, but the account that 

actually tells of the establishment of the shrine of Bethel has the king specifically 

dedicating his new temple to the worship of the selfsame God who brought Israel 

up from Egypt. Ahijah accuses Jeroboam of having cast God behind his back. It’s 

easy enough to intuit what that means, but the comment doesn’t really fit too well 

into the story either in that there simply is no evidence from what we know about 

Jeroboam that he abandoned the worship of God, only that he sought to institute a 
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national cult that would carry out that worship independently of Solomon’s 

Temple and, especially, independently of its priests. 

 There’s a secret. And its key lies in the most glaringly problematic of all 

the difficult passages in the text, the one in which Ahijah accuses Jeroboam of 

being worse, of having done more bad things, of having been more evil than all 

those who have come before him. It’s a stock phrase used elsewhere of other 

kings of Israel...but when it is used of Omri or Ahab, it makes sense: they were 

the sixth and seventh kings of their nation, so it is reasonable to damn them as 

more evil then any of their five or six predecessors on the throne...but what sense 

does it make to say the same, that he was worse than any of his predecessors, of 

the first king of a nation? And which predecessors precisely would those be? Now 

Ahab—husband of Jezebel, archenemy of the prophet Elijah, malign sponsor of 

his wife’s villainy—was a whole different story, but my point here is simply this: 

the speech Ahijah gives about Jeroboam to his wife doesn’t belong here...and is 

nothing but a reworking of a speech Elijah himself is going to give about King 

Ahab a few chapters down the pike. 

 More or less every point Ahijah makes has a parallel of some sort in the 

biblical accounts of King Ahab’s reign. Jeroboam was worse than any of his (non-

existent) predecessors? So was Ahab. Jeroboam worshipped alien gods (although 

no story actually presents him as doing so)? That is precisely what Scripture says 

of Ahab—that he worshipped the Baal. Jeroboam’s misdeeds had the specific 

effect of angering God? So did Ahab’s. 

 Wait, there’s more. God will bring evil against Jeroboam? So will he 

against Ahab, using precisely the same term in precisely the same context. Even 

the vulgar reference to the men of the king’s retinue as “wall-pissers” is the same. 

As is the mysterious phrase `atzur va`azuv, which is also applied to the king’s 

men. It could refer to servants and free men...or it could refer to the state of their 

bowels...but whatever, the expression only appears five times in the Bible and two 

of those times have to do precisely with Jeroboam and Ahab. 

 There’s actually more than just a whiff of feces floating through the 

passages in question: Ahijah promises Jeroboam’s wife that God will sweep his 

house away with the same total efficiency that a farmer brings to the task when he 

sets to sweeping the dung from his barn, which is precisely what Elijah means 
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when he promises Ahab that the Lord is planning to “make a clean sweep” of him 

and his house. 

 There are dogs running through both passages as well: dogs, Ahijah 

promises, will eat those of Jeroboam’s descendants unlucky enough to die in 

town, just as Elijah promises Ahab that dogs will lap us his blood after his death. 

Even the motif of the dead son is shared by both biblical accounts: although his 

son dies as soon as his wife returns to the capital, Jeroboam lives...and Ahab too 

lives long enough to die with his boots on, leaving his son Joram to be the one 

who ends up shot in the back with an arrow through his heart. The two are 

connected lexicographically as well by the famous word he .hti’, used in biblical 

texts to indicate that a specific person was not only a sinner, but one who led 

others to sin as well: so often used of Jeroboam that one barely takes notice of it 

after a while, it is used of Ahab as well...and the parallel is as chilling as it is 

significant. 

 Then, on the off chance the reader has failed to pick up the parallels, 

Scripture actually makes the point that Jeroboam was, so to speak, Ahab’s 

spiritual ancestor explicitly not once, but twice. 

 Somebody could possibly use all this data to reach some interesting 

conclusions about the way the Book of Kings was put together, but the point I 

would like to stress here is that there is also a profound spiritual dimension to the 

parallels I’ve just collected. 

 Jeroboam was plucked from obscurity, invested with potential greatness, 

given every opportunity to do what he was told in the name of God was to be his 

unexpected destiny to accomplish, but it still came to no good. His kingdom, with 

its capital at Samaria and its famous shrines at Bethel and Dan, was eventually 

destroyed by the Assyrians in the year 722 B.C.E. The great history of Israel—the 

first of the two preserved within the pages of the Hebrew Bible—was written (or 

rather, woven together) by a historian who lived, clearly, long afterwards. And so 

poor Jeroboam gets to be fodder in somebody else’s philosophical mill: since his 

kingdom was called into existence by God, yet was eventually destroyed, 

someone—and certainly not God—must logically be responsible. And who might 

that someone be? Well, if God sent Ahijah to commission Jeroboam to bring the 

northern kingdom into existence, then the ultimate burden for failure must rest on 
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the shoulders of the king himself, a man chosen for greatness who nonetheless 

failed utterly in the task God selected as his personal destiny. 

 The Bible refers so negatively to the northern kingdom—and so often—

that it is often easy to forget that it was established by a man who perceived 

himself as having been specifically commissioned by God to do so. After the fact, 

everyone is a genius...but the more pointed question has to do with how we 

evaluate Jeroboam’s actions in the context in which they are depicted as actually 

unfolding. A man is walking in the country when he experiences the unexpected, 

unprovoked, unanticipated word of God. He is told to do the unthinkable: to 

betray king and country, to consider himself—himself!—the recipient of five-

sixths of the kingdom of his sovereign liege with all the inevitable death and 

destruction it will inevitably involve to split Solomon’s kingdom in two. And he 

does it! How precisely he pulls it off is a matter for historians to glean from the 

maddeningly meager biblical data, but the more salient point is that he does do it. 

Solomon’s kingdom is split in two and, somehow, from one kingdom emerge two. 

 For moderns contemplating this story, the point has to be that Jeroboam 

experienced the word of God in a real, deeply informative way. We are always 

saying that we long for precisely the same experience, that nothing would be more 

desirable for any man or woman of faith than actually to experience the 

communicative presence of God, that communion with God through the medium 

of intelligible language is the great goal of our religious lives. Jewish liturgy 

refers to this over and over, but I suspect that very few people of other faiths 

would argue: what, in the end, could be more fulfilling, more spiritually 

validating, more intensely satisfying than to hear the voice of God? 

 Less often do we dare contemplate the larger implications of that 

yearning. We want God to be manifest in our lives...but do we really want God to 

speak? What if the word we hear is disturbing? Or seditious? Or dangerous? 

What if the information we are vouchsafed runs counter to what everybody thinks 

is right and decent? What if we are given information that requires us to split the 

kingdom in two...and not merely to be supportive of the new order, but to become 

its author? 

 In telling Jeroboam’s story at length, the Bible is laying down a profound 

challenge to all people of faith. Are you really ready for God, the text means to 
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ask. Do you truly yearn for God with all that yearning might possibly entail...or is 

your faith in God merely a smokescreen for your own desires and hopes? Is your 

God real, the text challenges each of us to ask out loud, or merely the projection 

of your own inner self? 

 The text, by damning Jeroboam with borrowed invective, is helping you 

answer these questions. You see, the text is suggesting—but in such a subtle way 

that only the most careful student of the narrative will notice—Jeroboam needed 

to be formally condemned. He destroyed his king’s kingdom. He acted in 

accordance with the will of God as he personally perceived it, but it came to 

naught. His kingdom ended up being destroyed, hence it was not supposed to have 

existed in the first place. All of this is logical and reasonable...but speech is form 

as well as content...and by using language to condemn Jeroboam that is clearly 

borrowed, clearly derivative, clearly being used to condemn formally rather than 

specifically...the biblical text is also implying that Jeroboam’s badness was only 

an after-the-fact sort of thing. That what he actually did in his actual life wasn’t 

all that bad after all...and, far more to the point, it was what each of us not only 

might do under similar circumstances, but what each of us is precisely trying to 

do: to live a life of ongoing communion with God that involves the kind of 

intellectual intimacy that makes all who know God into His prophets...just as an 

ancient prophet featured in a different biblical book predicted would eventually 

be the case. 

 The moral of the story is clear. Communion with God is the consummation 

of love. And it entails much of the vulnerability and potential for misery that 

human love honestly entered into and experienced with total integrity inevitably 

also entails. Being vulnerable, being open to the love of God, becoming a servant 

of the Almighty in the real (as opposed to the formal) sense of the word—all of 

this, like the love that exists between earthly lovers, has the potential to transform 

a lover entirely...but there is also the possibility of disaster that comes from 

wanting to love without being fully capable, from allowing oneself to commune 

totally with the beloved, from giving up some of what one is for the sake of uniting 

in love with another. 

 The Torah commands us to love God...but which of us really takes 

seriously the ultimate challenge in those so—perhaps too—familiar words? Love 

means ultimate fulfillment to lovers, but it also means surrender—and that is part 
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of the lesson here as well. Was what happened to Jeroboam fair? Perhaps the 

point of the story is to challenge us to consider his plight in light of what we know 

of love and to ask ourselves not whether his fate was fair, but whether, in the end, 

the vulnerability to destiny inherent in loving another (let alone an Other) is 

worth the pleasure it inevitably promises...and sometimes even delivers. 

 

* 

 

 When I think of poor Jeroboam, I tend to imagine him on the night 

following the fifteenth day of the eighth month in the third year of his reign, the 

year we would possibly call 919 B.C.E. The theme of the day had been newness 

and renewal: a new festival, a new temple, a new country. The preparations alone 

had taken months and months to organize—new banners hanging from every 

house, new paving stones in the streets, new booths for the new guards at the 

city’s newly refurbished gates. Even Jeroboam himself was being billed as 

something totally new: a new king to replace the old, basically useless Solomon 

whose idea of governing wisely was to spend week after week either shut up in his 

seraglio with one or several of his thousand ladies or else cloistered in his library 

with one or more of his tens of thousands of scroll. 

 “Nice work if you can get it,” Jeroboam had once crooned to a reporter 

who asked him what he thought of Wise King Sol...but that was when he had first 

come back from Egypt and the people hadn’t yet quite forgotten how much they 

disliked their dour philosopher king and his endless rejection of their problems 

and needs as nothing more than vanity and wind. In the intervening years, 

however the passage of time had burnished, rather than tarnished, Solomon’s 

memory...and Jeroboam, the consummate politician, had intuitively known to lay 

off the sarcasm and treat his rival’s father as a revered predecessor rather than 

as the depressive cynic he personally knew him to have been. After all, people can 

generally only be repulsed by one leader at a time...and Jeroboam needed them to 

focus their dislike on Rehoboam, Solomon’s nerdy son. 

 The festival had been planned, Jeroboam and his advisors had thought, 

from top to bottom. Security was tight. Arrangements to lodge and feed the twenty 
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thousand tourists who were expected to descend on Bethel had been in place for 

months. The king’s parents had been installed in the palace’s royal guest suite 

along with his brothers and their wives and both his grandmothers. The music had 

been carefully chosen, the various color schemes of the scores of different 

uniforms that were to be on display, meticulously coordinated. If he had wished to 

know, Jeroboam could have asked for a complete work-up of precisely where 

every single one of his several thousand personal guards was going to be 

standing at any given moment and what he was supposed to be doing while he 

was there and who was in charge of knowing that he had showed up a the right 

place and was doing that specific thing assigned to him and doing it properly. 

Nothing, every single one of his advisors had assured him, could possibly go 

wrong. 

 Except that no one expected the altar to fall apart. 

 The whole thing had happened so quickly that it was a while before even 

Jeroboam himself could take it all in. There had been a few glitches before the 

prophet—whose name Jeroboam’s security forces hadn’t quite discovered even 

hours later—showed up: the goat the king was scheduled to offer up messed all 

over the king’s special sacrificial robe, which meant a delay of more than an hour 

while the royal dry cleaner worked his magic, and one of the timbrel players—a 

guy from Abel Mecholah named Paltiel—had a fatal heart attack just when things 

were finally getting under way, which meant another delay while they tried to 

revive him with what passed back then for CPR and then, realizing the situation 

was hopeless, brought in a stretcher to remove his lifeless body. 

 “So tell me again what happened.” Jeroboam was sitting up in the royal 

sauna late that same night with his brothers, their father and their father’s oldest 

friend, Lemuel. The king wasn’t a handsome man, but he had a certain vitality 

that animated his stocky figure and made him look far more lithe than a more 

sedentary type with the same box of a body could ever have managed. His hair—

curly, thick and jet black—lay limp against the sides of his head. His chest hair—

also black, but with a sprinkling of grey that suggested, the king hoped, maturity 

rather than senescence—sparkled with beads of clear sweat. His skin was red and 

wet, hot to the touch and almost unnaturally taut. 
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 The heat was turned up to its highest setting, but it still wasn’t hot enough 

for Jeroboam, who kept pouring pitcher after pitcher of cold water on the stones 

despite his brother’s protests that the steam was already almost too much to bear. 

The men were draped in white sheets in the Canaanite style...but no one was 

being too concerned about style after a day of such possibly momentous events 

and the overall effect as the men lay on their backs on the marble benches and 

talked was of six men waking up in the morning in dishevelled beds made with 

white sheets after having discarded their pyjamas in the course of an 

exceptionally hot night. Jeroboam’s question, at any rate, could have been put to 

any of his companions, but he turned to face his father directly to make it clear 

whom he was addressing. 

 “You’re asking me what happened?” his father replied. “You’re the one it 

happened to.” 

 “I know, but I need to know how it looked from someone else’s 

perspective. I know what I thought was happening....” 

 “It wasn’t exactly a private incident—there must have been twenty-

thousand onlookers. Each saw the same thing, don’t you think?” 

 “The first thing you learn in politics is that twenty thousand people never 

see the same thing.” 

 “Boy...and they say Solomon was the philosopher king. Wait until they get 

a load of....” Jeroboam’s oldest brother, Agur, interrupted. 

 “That’s enough. Really...I don’t know how important this whole thing 

was....” A certain anger in Jeroboam’s voice. 

 “The altar did fall apart when the guy said....” 

 “That doesn’t prove anything.” 

 Nebat clears his throat. “I thought I had the floor.” 

 Both men turn to their father. “Sure, Dad,” they say simultaneously, after 

all these years knowing perfectly well the way their father needed to be treated if 

he was going to be at all useful. 
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 “Well, he was a creepy little guy, that’s for sure. I thought he looked 

suspicious when I saw him...maybe that he was a spy or an assassin...but I saw 

that the security guys were on to him, so I didn’t bother saying anything. But if he 

had tried to climb up onto the altar, they would have been on him like a dirty 

shirt.” 

 Jeroboam sits up, pours some more water on the steam. His sheet falls 

down to the bench, so he appears more to be sitting on it than draping himself in 

it as he leans forward, anxious to hear every one of his father’s words. “But he 

didn’t try to come up to where I was.” 

 “No, not at all. He just elbowed his way up to the front and started talking 

to the altar. And everybody listened, thinking he was part of the show. I thought 

so myself....” 

 Jeroboam stands up, leaving his sheet on the marble bench. He is totally 

naked, totally exposed as he comes closer to his father to conduct the rest of their 

conversation face-to-face and squats down so low in front of him that his buttocks 

are only an inch or so from the marble floor. “To the altar? How did you know he 

was addressing himself to the altar. And not, say, to me directly.” 

 “He said what he was doing. ‘O, altar,’ he began. And then he said it 

again in case somebody missed it the first time. And then he said what everybody 

heard about some guy named Josiah murdering all the priests on the altar one of 

these days and burning their bones...and then he says that the sign that he’s 

telling the truth is going to be that the altar is going to fall apart and the ashes be 

spilled on the ground.” 

 “It didn’t exactly break apart.” 

 “It was worse, to be honest with you. If it had really fallen apart, you’d 

deal with it by beheading the contractors, making a federal case out of the shoddy 

workmanship and giving some big speech about why it isn’t always the best idea 

to give a contract to the lowest bidder. That would have been easy, but it didn’t 

fall apart, just this big fissure in the middle starts to grow out of nothing and 

although the side you’re standing on isn’t affected so you aren’t in any danger of 

falling, the ashes themselves start to fall through the crack to the floor of the 

sanctuary. It was weird...and the weirdest part was that you were just left 
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standing there, almost like something was holding you up and you just couldn’t 

fall. And when you raised your hand to signal the guards to arrest him and then 

couldn’t lower it...you looked pretty damn weird, let me tell you....” 

 Jeroboam turns to his oldest brother. “Is that what happened? I 

thought....” 

 “No, Dad’s got it wrong. First the guy said what he said about the altar, 

then you raised your hand to get him hauled away, then the altar broke open, then 

you were able to lower your hand.” 

 “The guy said....” 

 “I know what he said. He was already saying it when they were carting 

him off...that you had begged him to pray for your arm to be released and that he 

had arranged it personally. With whom, he didn’t say.” 

 “With the Divine Arm Doctor, I imagine.” 

 “So now what are we gonna do?” 

 “What we are gonna do? What I’m gonna do, you mean.” 

 “Okay, Your Royal Highness, what are you gonna do?” 

 “Actually, I’m not gonna do squat. The world is filled with maniacs, after 

all. So why grant this guy any credence just because he predicted something that 

actually happened. He probably had some buddy inside the altar ready to blow it 

up when he gave the signal anyway.” 

 “Not a smart move...for the guy inside, I mean.” 

 “I guess...but what we’re going to do is proceed with our plan. Strengthen 

the kingdom. Keep everybody happy and hope that Rehoboam digs his own grave 

and that somebody down there has the bright idea of joining us up together and 

reuniting the kingdom.” 

 “You think that’s likely?” 

 “Not particularly.” 
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 “So we’re gonna keep this up? Forever? North is north and south is south 

and never the twain shall meet?” 

 “Something like that.” 

 “And you’re gonna be king?” 

 “I am the king, you dunce. King of the Independent Kingdom of Israel. 

The true north strong and free.” 

 A lull in the conversation. Jeroboam, now entirely naked, pours more 

water on the hot rocks in the center of the sauna, then goes back to his belly stone 

and lies down on his stomach. For a long while, no one says a word. Then 

Jeroboam himself farts, letting a long, loud tekiah that is so tremendously pungent 

that all anybody else can do at first is to giggle nervously and then, as the stink 

fills the furthest corners of the room, to join in joyously like naughty schoolboys 

thrilling to the dissolution of yet another societal convention they had  

previously been led to believe was unbreakable.  
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Lepers 

 

 Do all lovers make love in the same way? I suppose the honest answer 

would have to be yes and no, they do and they don’t, they use a common set of 

physiological givens to create something that somehow feels as unique, personal 

and deeply idiosyncratic as something five billion earthlings share as part of their 

common fund of things humans do can’t really be. 

 Do all the world’s faithful love God in the same way? I suppose the honest 

answer would have to be...what? That they do because the yearning the pious feel 

for communion with God is part of the common heritage of humanity, something 

that springs forth from the deepest wellsprings of human consciousness to inspire 

specific individuals to seek lives in and of God, something that trivializes the 

differences of dogma and ritual that the various religious groupings into which 

humanity has organized itself have designated as the paving stones of their 

specific highways to heaven? Or is the honest answer that they don’t...or perhaps 

even that they can’t, that each individual human being has no real choice but to 

invent some sort of private universe in which to live alone with God, to be loved 

by God, to be the lover of God in a way that is totally specific and private? 

 It sounds good. It actually sounds great...but does anything in the way our 

religions have organized themselves make this even remotely possible? We harp 

endlessly on the notion that the great goal of religion is to enable ordinary men 

and women to express their love for God...but which of the great religions 

actually encourages people to let the dictates of their own hearts lead them 

forward towards the divine realm? We—and by “we” I mean clergypeople of all 

stripes and varieties, not just rabbis—we all talk a good line about how important 

it is to let the love of God be the motivating factor behind ritual and rite...but 

which of us actually feels comfortable encouraging people to express their love 

for God with the same freedom we not only allow, but endorse as almost 

indispensable, when it comes to intra-human love affairs? 

 The Bible acknowledges in a number of different contexts the great 

disparity between the kind of stultified paint-by-the-numbers religion we sell to 

the gullible as divine worship and the true love of God honestly explored and 
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candidly and idiosyncratically expressed...but it presents the issue more forcefully 

and with far more engagement, I think, in the realm of story than in the realm of 

law and legal principle. 

 Are the rules of religion made to be broken? Is the goal to be obedient—or 

to be transported by the love one feels for the divine above and beyond the 

strictures of normal behavior? Can the desire to serve God totally, absolutely, 

with neither regard for nor interest in the rules others have set be evil...or is it the 

greatest good? And another question as well: does the fact that Scripture portrays 

God as occasionally punishing those who step outside the system to engage the 

divine on terms previously forbidden, does that fact mean to challenge, to terrify, 

to embolden or to dare the reader to stand against the tide and to love God with 

every fiber of his or her spiritual creativity...or all of the above? 

 The Bible tends to express itself on these questions by telling the stories of 

individuals who dared to defy convention...and, for the most part, who were 

subsequently obliged to bear the burden of their decision to ignore the strictures 

and to seek God freely. There are many different stories of this kind I could relate, 

but I think there are three that, especially when played off against each other, can 

provide a very fertile context for moderns seeking to develop their own thinking 

on the matter. I will write about two of them here, King Uzziah and Miriam, then 

leave the story of Aaron, Miriam’s brother, and the story of two of his sons for the 

next chapter.  

 I’ll begin with Uzziah, he of whom it is said briefly—in about half a 

verse—that, as a young man, he took lessons in seeing God. 

 I look piano lessons as a boy from a fairly long succession of teachers, 

some of whom came to the house (like the plump, inexplicably winsome Mr. 

Scarlotti, who kept winking at my mother) and some of whom taught in their own 

homes (like Mrs. Dichter, who kept time with a riding crop and sipped lemon 

juice laced with vodka from a silver cup during my lessons, or Miss DiMarinis, 

whom I still revere as the single individual who taught me more about making 

music than anyone else ever has.) There were others as well, some of them (like 

Miss DiMarinis) fine pianists in their own rights and others merely 

knowledgeable lesson givers. Still others, whose names I mostly can’t remember 
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since they were usually terminated almost immediately by my watchful mother, 

weren’t really pianists or serious pedagogues at all, just hacks who figured that all 

that was really necessary to give music lessons to children for (in those happy 

days) eight dollars an hour was that one knew more about music than one’s young 

pupils. Which they mostly did.... 

 Were there people in ancient Israel who gave lessons in seeing God? Not 

in the correct way to interpret His laws. Not in the history of His people. Not even 

in the history of inquiry into His holy nature...but in the cultivation of the 

prophetic experience of actually seeing God? As you can imagine, that idea 

intrigued me the moment I first came across the mysterious half-verse that says 

just that tucked away in almost total obscurity in the second book of Chronicles, 

the biblical equivalent of the attic that has no lock on the door but which no one 

ever bothers climbing up to anyway. I don’t know what reaction the author was 

hoping for, but when I get to that line I always follow the same brief trajectory 

from amazement (there were?) to curiosity (you can?) to envy (and where 

precisely does one sign up?) 

 The Hebrew isn’t as clear as it could be and can be translated in several 

different ways, but the basic gist seems to be that there was a man who lived in 

the time of King Uzziah—we’re talking the middle of the eighth century B.C.E., 

give or take a few obscure decades—there was a man in those days named 

Zacharyahu—the English version would be Zachariah—who was, the Bible says, 

a m vin bir’ot ha’elohim, an individual who had somehow become good at 

conjuring up visions of God. The commentators, sensing something potentially 

troublesome (or do I mean dangerous?), scramble to defuse the situation. Rashi 

undoes the passage entirely, slightly emending the text to read that Zachariah was 

skilled in teaching others how truly to fear God rather than how to cultivate visual 

communion with Him. Radak, less willing than Rashi to add letters to the biblical 

text, falls quickly back on a passage in the Talmud in which Rabbi Nachman is 

heard to dismiss old Zachariah as merely (merely!) a prophet. That is: a prophet 

who had visions of God as part of his prophetic experience of the divine...and 

nothing more. 

 None of those interpretations is impossible, but the simplest way to read 

the passage would be to take it to mean that there was once a man named 
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Zachariah who was adept at seeing God, at cultivating visions of God, at initiating 

the kind of intimate communion with the divine rooted in visual experience rather 

than in (mere) faith or (mere) book learning or (mere) belief that others, 

occasionally, have had sensory (rather than merely intellectual) experiences of 

God.  And King Uzziah was wont to seek out God in...in some way. The text is 

maddeningly ambiguous, but my take on it is that Zachariah was the teacher and 

Uzziah, his pupil. Uzziah, whose later history more than bears this out, was not 

content with knowing God by reading about Him or by serving as the royal patron 

of His Temple worship. He wasn’t interested, or perhaps wasn’t solely interested, 

in knowing God through other people’s experiences or in feeling secure that he 

knew what God wanted of him just because other people told him so, usually (just 

like today!) without saying precisely how they knew what they were telling him 

to be true. 

 Since I didn’t know Uzziah personally, it’s hard to say what might have 

motivated him. But, just for the sake of moderns seeking a biblical role model 

against whom to measure their own spiritual worth...let’s allow ourselves to 

wonder what would have happened if Uzziah, possessed of deep faith in God’s 

existence, had been unprepared merely  to love God in theory or by serving as the 

patron of the priesthood. Let’s suppose—just for the sake of theorizing—that he 

wanted to come to love God in the way people come to love each other...  

 What if the situation was that the boy king of Judah—Uzziah was all of 

sixteen when he came to the throne—what if the young monarch was so possessed 

of longing for God that he was inspired to seek out a teacher to introduce him to 

the sensually perceptible God just the same way I took lessons with teachers to 

learn to play the piano when I was more or less the same age? And, even more to 

the point, what if the king’s plan worked? “All the days he sought God, the Lord 

made him prosper,” Scripture reports mysteriously, tantalizingly, obscurely. (Not 

that it really matters, but my piano lessons also worked, although in a less 

dramatic way. I kept up my lessons until I finished my B.A. and I still play.) 

Scripture doesn’t mention how long these lessons went on or when it was that 

Uzziah gave up his studies with Zachariah. Perhaps it was when he left Jerusalem 

to do battle with the Philistines of Gath on their own turf.... 
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 This Uzziah is one of those unsung heroes of the Bible. Most people have 

never heard of him. Others, in my experience of talking or teaching about him, 

either confuse him with the archangel Uriah or take him for the inventor of an 

Israeli submachine gun. But he’s become a real symbol for me, someone whose 

life trajectory I can empathize with and sympathize with and whom I think I can 

identify with more than just slightly. The Bible, after all, is filled almost to 

overflowing with warnings and admonitions about the dangers inherent in seeking 

to gaze on God...and with a couple of stories about people who didn’t care, whose 

love for God led them wherever it did lead them, who loved, just like people really 

do love, with all their hearts...and without regard to the strictures on love other 

people insist simply must be in place for love to flourish in the context of decency 

and normalcy.... 

 Uzziah was just a kid when he started in the king business. Not a five-

year-old like le Roi Soleil, but not an eighteen-year-old like Victoria either...or 

even a seventeen-year-old like Nero. Sixteen is a funny age...not quite a baby, not 

quite a man, not as involved with the whole process of adolescent growth as, say, 

an eighteen or nineteen year old, but not quite a smooth-cheeked lad trying out his 

father’s shaving gear for the first time either. Was Zachariah his Mazarin—or his 

Rasputin—or was he just his Miss DiMarinis? If the Bible knows, it’s not saying. 

If I knew, I’d say...but I don’t either. 

 So we have this teen-wonder-king of Israel taking lessons from a shadowy 

figure whose name is basically all that he left behind. What else do we know?  

Only that the author of the notice that we find in the Book of Chronicles 

presumed that God found it so pleasant to be sought and found by the young 

monarch that He granted him success in his every endeavour. 

 And it worked pretty well at that...at least for a while. Uzziah, even not for 

a kid, was pretty accomplished. Even very accomplished.  He smashed the 

Philistines, tearing down the walls of their major cities. He rebuilt Elat. He 

subdued the Arabs of Gur-Baal and the Ammonites and even the Meunites, 

whoever they were, and made the kingdom he inherited from his father a safer 

place than it previously had been. He embarked on large-scale building projects—

he seems to have had a thing for towers and built two of them over the Corner 

Gate and the Valley Gate in Jerusalem and other ones in the desert to protect the 
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water cisterns he had had hewn to water his cattle. The Bible notes, however, that 

he didn’t only love the things he built on the ground—he loved the ground itself 

and was known as an ‘oh v ‘adamah, literally a “lover of the land”, who 

employed a veritable army of vine dressers and cattleherds and farmers to look 

after his royal estates. 

 It wasn’t only farm hands the king kept busy, however. He had an 

enormous army of 307,500 fighting men organized into 2,600 divisions, outfitted 

to the hilt with shields and spears and helmets and armor and crossbows and 

slingshots and this army was run for him (when he was out digging cisterns in the 

desert or taking God lessons with Zachariah, I suppose) by two underlings under 

the direction of a third. And he was also an inventor—the Bible credits Uzziah 

with having designed some sort of machine that could hurl boulders and shoot 

arrows at an advancing enemy force. (Incidentally, that’s why the Israeli gun is 

named after him: because he was the first inventor—certainly the first Jewish 

inventor—of a shooting machine.) 

   I suppose you could say Uzziah had it all: youth, fame, power, an 

inventive mind, an enormous fighting force, success at home and abroad...and, if 

Zachariah was a good teacher, an ongoing relationship with God grounded not in 

book learning (or at least not solely in book learning), but in the sensual 

experience of a living God whose presence the king had learnt not merely to 

perceive intellectually or emotionally, but actually to see. With his eyes. 

 As is so often the case with great men, however, it wasn’t enough. He had 

a lot, but he still lacked...not money, not success, not power, but something. One 

thing. Almost nothing, really...but still, not precisely nothing. A right. A status. A 

privilege. For most of us, it wouldn’t have been worth carping about, not with so 

much else to crow about. The Bible’s own point of view on this is clear though: 

for a man used since his mid-teens to having it all, the very fact that anything at 

all was closed off to him was too much to bear, so he did what any absolute 

monarch worth his salt would do when faced with something he wanted, but was 

told he couldn’t have: he took it anyway. But I’m not at all sure that’s the only 

way to read the story. It could be so...or the Bible could be challenging us to take 

sides, to wonder what’s right and what’s wrong when an individual seeks to 

worship God in a way that defies convention and norm...and is founded on 
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nothing more real than the yearning of the human heart to serve God totally and 

without hindrance. 

 Whatever it ultimately means, it’s a good story. To understand the tale, 

however, the reader needs to know that there were two altars that stood in the 

Temple in Jerusalem: the great one of acacia wood covered with molten copper in 

the forecourt upon which the various kinds of sacrifices were offered up and the 

other one, also made of acacia wood but this one covered in pure molten gold, 

which was reserved for the burning of incense. Now that kind of ritual activity 

was strictly controlled in old Jerusalem and was the sole prerogative of the High 

Priest—this point is made forcefully in the Torah and presumably reflects the 

standard practice in the Temple in Uzziah’s time as well—but the king in our 

story was not in the mood to recognize the privileged position of others after all 

he had done for his people. He had rebuilt Elat! He invented the shooting 

machine! He had breached the walls of Gath! He could do all that but not burn a 

few cones of incense on some golden table somewhere?  Impossible! And let’s 

not forget that he also took lessons in seeing God. So what if we were to suppose 

that the underlying question here is not whether or not Uzziah was powerful 

enough—or worthy enough—to break the rules, but whether or not the human 

heart seeking to worship God in a hithertofore unexplored, unexperienced context 

should ever be denied, squelched or held back. Isn’t the unrestrained, unheld-

back human heart emblematic of love most exalted? Or is the love of God 

different from the love human beings feel for each other? 

 The way the story is told in the Bible makes it clear where the author 

stands on the issue. For one thing, the book comes right out and says that the 

whole incident was nothing but a function of Uzziah’s arrogance and haughtiness, 

which in turn were functions of his great military successes. For another, there’s 

no question where the storyteller (who lived centuries later and wrote from much 

safer ground than he ever could have in Uzziah’s place and time) stands on the 

issue: against the king and for the priests and their privilege. Is that the Bible’s 

point, then? That the maintenance of the prevailing rules and regulations, of the 

existing hierarchy of status and privilege, that that constitutes the worship of 

God? Really! 
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 The story itself is short enough. Uzziah decides one day that he’s had 

enough of standing outside while the High Priest offers up his daily incense and 

he comes to the Temple to assert his royal right to do as he pleases within the 

confines of his kingdom, to worship God as his own heart prompts him to even if 

it prompts him to break a rule someone once made up. 

 But things don’t always go as smooth as planned, even for kings, and he is 

met head-on by the High Priest, one Azariah, who stands to oppose him...together 

with eighty warrior-priests who have come along for back-up. Now what 

precisely warrior-priests are, I’m not sure...but, whoever they were, the storyteller 

is making it clear that Azariah wasn’t just a rogue refusing the king his due, but 

the representative of a powerful lobby of irritable (and irritated) priests intent on 

preserving their own rights and prerogatives. Anyway, these eighty warriors with 

Azariah at their head bar the king’s way and basically tell him, and none too 

politely either, to get lost. Now Uzziah is already halfway into his deed and he’s 

actually holding an incense censor in his hand when he gets steamed and, no 

doubt, starts giving them a piece of his own mind right there in the most sacred of 

all precincts when.... 

 Something happened. The storyteller, a great proponent of the worship-as-

obedience concept and no friend at all of King Uzziah’s reputation, puts it simply: 

as he got angrier and angrier, the king’s forehead began to break out in leprous 

welts. The priests took one look and hustled him out of the Temple as quickly as 

they could...and that, more or less, was that. He lived in some sort of leper 

colony—the Bible calls it, slightly obscurely, a b t hah. ofshit (“a freestanding 

house” or “an isolation ward” or something like that)—and his son, Jotham, took 

over. Other ancient and medieval authors add or subtract this or that detail, but 

that, more or less, is Uzziah’s story as told through the filter of the biblical 

narrator’s own prejudices and preconceptions. King does good. King gets too big 

for his ermine britches. King does bad. King gets what’s coming to him. King 

dies. End of king. Or is there more to it? Well, you have to read your Bible really, 

really carefully...but there just might be. 

 The awful words that decree death to any non-priest who dares participate 

in the worship service in the Temple—or at least the ones traditionally reputed to 

have raised Uzziah’s hackles so violently—are repeated several times in the 
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Bible, but only in the portions of the biblical text that have come down to us from 

priestly circles. Now it’s abundantly clear why the ancient priests would have 

wanted everybody to take this restriction as the kind of self-evident, axiomatic 

truth that hardly needs to be defended at all...but was theirs the only way? And, 

more to the point, should their way be ours as well? We are so used to 

considering obedience to pre-existent rules as the yardstick by which we measure 

(and evaluate) the level (and worth) of the piety of a specific individual, that it 

comes as a kind of shock even to consider that there might be another way. But, in 

the end, perhaps this story and the others of its ilk are goading us to come to a 

conclusion no less reasonable than it is iconoclastic in the extreme: that there is 

no such thing as worship at all, only love. Can love flourish—or even exist—

within pre-set boundaries? In most contexts, most people would say no. And, if 

they were being honest, they’d say so fairly forcefully, even perhaps 

emphatically.... 

 Here and there, sprinkled throughout the extremely minimal amount of 

material that has come down to us relating to the centuries the First Temple stood 

are some fairly strong indications that there wasn’t quite the unanimity about the 

issue of priestly prerogative that priestly legislation would suggest there ought to 

have been. 

 King Saul, for example, was a non-priest of the tribe of Benjamin and 

Scripture describes him offering sacrifice naturally and with impunity. (Indeed, 

the story goes that when the prophet Samuel arrived on the scene shortly 

thereafter, all he did was yell at Saul for not having waited for him, Samuel, to 

arrive before get the sacred slaughter started.) David, a non-priest of Judah, 

offered sacrifice as well, as did his son, the non-priest Solomon, and, at least 

possibly, others of his fifteen sons. Nor did the building of the Temple change 

things that much: there is some indication that even King Ahaz, Uzziah’s 

grandson, reserved the older of the two altars in the Temple—he had personally 

commissioned the newer one himself—for his own royal use. 

 And that was only in the southern kingdom—the kings of the north seem 

all to have felt free to offer sacrifice. Our old friend Jeroboam certainly did. And 

Scripture relates that all his successors followed him in his ways...which, in the 

context of the biblical narrative, clearly refers not only to the allegiance they felt 
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to the shrine at Bethel, but also to their willingness to accept the legitimacy both 

of the non-Levitical priests he appointed and of their own right to serve 

personally as priests when the spirit struck as well. (Indeed, Scripture makes this 

point specifically when it sums up the history of the north and tries to catalogue 

the sins that led to its destruction.) 

 There’s more. Moses, a non-priest, offers sacrifice. So, for that matter, 

does Scripture imply regarding Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, the three patriarchs of 

Israel. So does Samuel, a non-priest from Ephraim. For its part, the Psalter 

specifically calls Moses a priest and implies that Samuel is to be taken as one as 

well and that can only mean that they saw themselves that way, that they acted 

that way, that they seized the prerogatives of the priesthood for themselves when 

they needed to or wanted to or when the opportunity presented itself and the light 

was right...and it is the very same Book of Psalms that talks glibly of the kings of 

Israel—presumably, meaning all of them—as priests as though this were a normal 

way to think of them as well. 

 What all this means isn’t hard to figure, as upsetting as it all might be to 

readers mired in the notion that uninhibited love is inimical to divine worship 

properly undertaken. The priests in ancient Israel claimed the exclusive right to 

serve God at His holy altar and their torah says as much in as forceful language as 

anyone could come up with...but there were others in the ancient world who saw 

it otherwise. There were patriarchs and kings and assorted other non-priests 

whose deciphered their experience of the communicative presence of God on 

earth to lead them to different conclusions about the exclusivity of the priesthood 

and to seek God along the contours of their own understanding and of the 

yearning of their own hearts...and in the context of their own desire to encounter 

God in an atmosphere of total spiritual and intellectual integrity. 

 Of course, I didn’t know Uzziah personally, so the $64,000 question has to 

be what was pushing Uzziah to claim the priestly prerogative in his royal regime. 

Was it love or arrogance? Was he being pushed by the need to encounter God 

maximally regardless of the rules or merely to assert his royal prerogative to do 

whatever he wished in the central shrine of his own capital city? Was he a servant 

of God in the ultimate sense or merely a willful pup marking out his territory in 

the manner of dogs seeking to make unfamiliar turf their own? It’s hard to say, of 
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course...but I’ve thought about the issue for a long time now and it strikes me that 

I just might know...or at least that I have an idea that strikes me as cogent. 

 Uzziah studied with his mysterious mentor and learned to see God. In 

other words, he wasn’t to the prophetic guild of Israel born, but he bought his way 

in and I imagine that Uzziah must have thought of himself, therefore, as at least a 

kind of a prophet. (Mind you, he was hardly the first king of Israel to experience 

visual communion with God—that would have been David, who is specifically 

said to have been a prophet in Israel at the same time he was invested with the 

kingship and who is specifically reported to have seen God. The Bible also reports 

that Solomon saw God not once but on two separate occasions. And who knows 

what Saul saw in his trance at Naioth when he rolled around naked in the dust in 

prophetic ecstasy?) Still, Uzziah had every reason to presume that God was 

delighted with his efforts. He had cultivated this specific, intimate kind of 

communion with the divine and had prospered. Financially. Militarily. Politically. 

He was the revered king of a successful kingdom and I wonder if he didn’t chalk 

it all (or at least most of it) up to his special, sensually real, empirically verifiable 

relationship with the God of Israel. Most teenagers, it’s true, are more concerned 

with experiencing the love of a boy or girlfriend than with the love of God...but I 

wonder if Uzziah wasn’t the exception, perhaps, that proves the rule: as a 

monarch in his late teens or early twenties who had already experienced God in 

the manner of the ancient prophets, would it not have seemed logical to him to 

express his devotion and allegiance to God in a manner as unrestrained and totally 

uninhibited as the erotic love teenagers spend so much of their time fantasizing 

about? I’ve never been a king, but I was once a teenaged boy.... 

 But I digress. We know all too well that the priests and the prophets of 

ancient Israel didn’t get along too well with each other. The Torah, a priestly 

document through and through, can barely get itself to admit that the prophetic 

caste even existed...and what it does say is mostly unfavorable and 

demeaning...except as regards Moses, whose successor is specifically said to be 

the non-prophet Joshua, whose children do not follow in his prophetic footsteps 

and who is described as half of a priest anyway. (Not to mention that he—

Moses—specifically invests his brother Aaron’s family with the charism of the 

priesthood and instructs them to become the spiritual masters of the people.) I’ve 
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written in several other places about this enmity—and about the implications of 

owning up to it in a variety of contexts, not the least important of which has to do 

with the politicized way I think we ought to read the Book of Psalms—and I’m 

not going to rehearse all of that material here as well...but I will say that there 

were priests and prophets in ancient Israel, each organized as a kind of 

independent spiritual guild that supported and encouraged a different kind of 

Israelite spirituality. Uzziah was neither a professional prophet nor the son of 

one...but he had somehow made himself into one anyway. So why not a priest as 

well? How, after all, better to bring together these fractious factions than to unite 

them in the institution of the monarchy? And who better than the king to represent 

the fusion of all that was best in both schools of spiritual endeavour? 

 When moderns read this story, then, they are being challenged to ask 

themselves where they stand on the concept. Do we wish to countenance a world 

in which people either serve or know God? In which people either observe the 

commandments scrupulously or spend their lives seeking the deep sense of God’s 

ongoing, communicative, utterly real presence in their lives? In which people 

must, needs be, choose between being priest or prophet? What if our model was to 

be, at least slightly, bad-boy Uzziah? What he really was, I have no idea. But 

what he could conceivably have been...that appeals to me mightily as the kind of 

spiritual role model moderns can and may embrace. 

 Even sceptics will have to admit that there is a certain logic to the concept 

here. Rashi relies on an old rabbinic midrash to imagine the king’s reasoning as a 

kind of logical imperative: God is a king and I am a king, he imagines Uzziah 

thinking, and who if not an earthly king should conduct the formal worship of the 

King of Heaven? When put that way, the logic sounds arrogant, self-referential 

and insolent. 

 But what if we put different words in the king’s mouth instead and imagine 

him thinking, first, that worship is more of a privilege than a right. That the right 

to worship must be earned, not inherited. That the key to earning the right to 

worship is inventing a relationship with God that is personal and real, not in 

memorizing a million rules about the precise distinction between the way one 

offers up a goat as a wellbeing sacrifice and the slightly different procedure for a 

sheep. That the notion of a heritable charism of priestly prerogative is, in and of 
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itself, a kind of an offense against the notion that the worship of God can only be 

undertaken in the context of an ongoing, deeply personal, totally idiosyncratic 

love relationship between the would-be worshipper and his or her God. And that 

the key to loving well, then as now, is knowing...and knowing intimately. 

 God was not amused. Or was he?  One biblical author, the individual who 

wrote the Book of Chronicles in the mid-fourth century B.C.E., connects this 

offence of Uzziah’s with his subsequent leprosy, going so far as to say that the 

first visible infection began to spread out over the king’s body precisely as he was 

holding his impromptu debate with Amaziah and his warrior-priests. But other 

authors were less certain. The author of the Book of Kings, universally 

acknowledged as the earlier source, makes no such connection and simply, almost 

laconically, notes that the Lord struck the king with the plague of leprosy and 

leaves it at that. Probably, since he doesn’t describe the leprosy as punishment for 

any particular offense, he was simply attributing the king’s illness to God, the 

Author of Wellbeing and Sickness...but I wonder if the story in Chronicles isn’t a 

kind of midrash on the author of Kings’ offhand phrase. In other words, if the 

Chronicler (as the author of Chronicles is known) knew the story of the king’s 

infraction and also knew the story of the king’s leprosy, I wonder if he didn’t just 

find the connection so obvious as to be worth stating without any indication that 

he himself had discovered, so to speak, the precise relationship between the two 

tales. And even the Chronicler stops short of saying out loud that God punished 

Uzziah for his hubris. He implies it. He hints at it. He certainly wants his readers 

to think it. But he doesn’t say it. Not precisely. Not in so many words.... 

 Now there’s another personality in the Bible who finds herself questioning 

the spiritual hierarchy of her time and place...and who also ends up as a leper, 

albeit less consequentially than poor Uzziah and less permanently. I’m talking 

about Miriam, the woman widely thought of as the sister of Moses and Aaron. 

 Who this Miriam was is not as easy a question as anyone who once went 

to Hebrew School or Sunday School might think. I know that every children’s 

Bible textbook ever written identifies her as Moses’ and Aaron’s sister, but the 

situation is a bit more complicated than that. 
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 In the most famous of all the Miriam stories, the one in which she ends up 

getting Pharaoh’s daughter to hire Baby Moses’ mother to be his wet nurse, her 

name doesn’t appear at all. And there’s something suspect about the character 

anyway in that, although Scripture repeatedly refers to the girl in question as the 

baby’s sister, the actual story of Moses’ birth (“A certain man of house of Levi 

went and married a Levite woman who conceived and bore a son...”) strongly 

suggests that Moses was, at least on some level of the story’s development, his 

parents’ firstborn son. (Eventually, the same priestly genealogies that make 

Miriam into Moses’ sister also make Aaron into his brother, but that’s also 

suspect...for reasons I have written about elsewhere and won’t rehearse here.) 

 When Miriam is actually named for the first time in Scripture, she is 

referred to specifically as the sister not of Moses at all, but of Aaron even though 

he isn’t playing any role at all in the narrative. Now Aaron may be absent from 

the story—it’s the account of the Israelites joyous hymn after the miracle at the 

Red Sea—but Moses is right there leading the singing and, presumably, 

composing the hymn on the spot...and I wonder if that isn’t just the point: that the 

text identifies Miriam there as Aaron’s sister and as “the prophetess”, a term that 

can refer both to a woman prophet (as when it is applied to Deborah, Huldah and 

Noadiah) or the wife of a male prophet (as when it is used to refer to Isaiah’s 

wife.) Could the term mean here what it means there?  At a certain early stage of 

the story’s development, was Miriam Moses’ wife rather than his sister? 

 It makes sense, you know. Later on, in the story I’m about to dwell on 

(which is the only other place that Miriam appears by name in any sort of 

Scriptural story), she is featured complaining about Moses’ new wife, the kind of 

thing that a less new wife would certainly complain about, but which is hardly 

really a sister’s business at all. Now the motif of a wife expressing displeasure 

when her husband takes a second spouse is hardly unknown to Scripture: that’s at 

the heart of Sarah’s relationship to Hagar (even if Abraham never actually marries 

her) and is certainly echoed in the story of the tension between Jacob’s two wives 

as well. And if Miriam had been unable to bear children—and if Moses had taken 

a second wife precisely to deal with that question—then Miriam’s irritation would 

be all the more understandable. And, although arguments from silence are 
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notoriously weak, Scripture does fail to ascribe any other husband to Miriam...or 

to mention that she ever bore any children at all. 

 It was noticed a long time ago, after all, that the unnamed Cushite wife 

that so exercised Miriam (and possibly her brother Aaron although the story 

clearly appears to be about her, not him) might well have been none other than 

Zipporah herself.  Elsewhere, after all, Scripture does call Midian, Zipporah’s 

homeland, by the name Cushan. And the Israelites did pass through Midian on 

their wanderings.... 

 She’s hardly ever mentioned again. Scripture devotes half of one single 

verse to her death, where she is not identified as being anybody’s sister. The 

prophet Micah mentions her together with Moses and Aaron, but without saying 

precisely what her relationship to each of them was. Other than those few 

references and the two genealogical ones I’ve already mentioned, she isn’t 

mentioned at all...except in this one story I keep skirting around in which she is 

presented as being highly irritated with Moses. Scripture says she was angry with 

him for taking another wife, but leaves unspecified the precise reason that 

marriage vexed her so sorely. Then, when we tune back in after that interesting 

detail, we are surprised to find that Miriam and Aaron aren’t really concerned 

with any of Moses’ wives, but with another issue entirely. They don’t say 

precisely what they want, but their argument is that God hasn’t only spoken 

through Moses, but also through them. (When? In different contexts, Scripture 

calls them prophet and prophetess without ever thinking to ascribe even a single 

word of prophecy to either of them.) Perhaps they were thinking of their presence 

at Sinai, when the entire people heard God speak. Or perhaps they really were 

prophets, only ones whose prophecies were somehow not preserved in the pages 

of Scripture. 

 Whatever, God is not amused by their whining even one little bit. He calls 

them forth to the tent of prophetic communion outside the camp, gives them a 

stern lecture on the nature of prophecy (in which He doesn’t betray even the 

faintest awareness that He is speaking to prophetic types who would presumably 

have known what He has to say even before He says it aloud) and then disappears. 

But there’s more. When God goes and the pillar of protective cloud lifts off from 

where it had settled as a sign of divine presence in the tent, Miriam is completely 
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leprous, her skin, the text notes poetically, as white as snow. (Left unexplored in 

the text is how, precisely, Israelites born as slaves in Egypt and currently 

sojourning in the Sinai Desert would know what snow is...but that is an issue for a 

different essay.) 

 The end of the story isn’t that important for my purposes here, but the 

short of it is that Moses’ prays for Miriam’s recovery (also a husband’s 

prerogative more than a brother’s, by the way...as for example when Isaac prays 

to God that his wife’s barrenness be cured) and, after a week’s quarantine, she is 

cured. The whole incident apparently made quite an impression on Moses—

Scripture specifically cites his admonition years and years later that the Israelites 

make a specific point of recalling Miriam’s disease and its cure—and that, more 

or less, is that. 

 I like them both. They were coming from different places, but Miriam and 

Uzziah were both iconoclasts, both stubborn renegades and non-conformists who 

weren’t prepared to let anything other than their own will towards God and the 

depth of their own spiritual vision dictate the depth or breadth of their experience 

of the divine. As such, they are both worthy spiritual role moderns for moderns 

seeking God in an atmosphere of total integrity...even despite the scrim of 

disapproval through which the biblical narrative obliges us to view them. Indeed, 

to the extent that the Bible is meant to inspire the faithful of all generations to 

seek God honestly and forthrightly, then I wonder if the point of these stories 

being told in the first place might not be that we be provoked to ask ourselves...all 

the right questions. 

 Miriam, if I’m right about who she was, must have hated being called Mrs. 

Prophet as much as my wife hated being called Frau Professor when we lived in 

Germany (and still does hate being called by the Yiddish term rebbetzin, as 

though no matter what else she might be in the world, her major identity, her real 

identity, were as her husband the rabbi’s wife and not as a person in her own 

right.) 

 Uzziah, for his part, must have felt thwarted and irritated every time he 

saw that smug prig Amaziah and his gang of warrior-priests sweeping through the 

Temple on their unearned way to eviscerate an ox or to behead some poor dove. 
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 In the end, both stories point us towards the same truth: that God can 

certainly be approached under terms imposed from without...but can only truly be 

encountered in the context of a relationship that is as unique as the human player 

in it. 

 Was God really so irritated with that idea that He sent one of His favorite 

plagues down to punish the prophetess and the king? Well, about Miriam, we only 

have the word of our distinctly priestly Torah. Its authors have no problem with 

the idea: there are rules in the world, there is a hierarchy of spiritual dominance 

that must be observed and maintained at all cost and those renegades and rule-

breakers that display even a marginal lack of respect for that hierarchy are going 

to have to learn their lesson one way or the other. And the price of that kind of 

insolence, of that kind of iconoclasm, of that kind of daring to yearn for God on 

one’s own terms is going to be high: Aaron’s sister got a week of leprosy, but two 

of his sons paid with their lives for having the unmitigated chutzpah to worship 

God according to their own rules. (I’ll turn to that story presently.) So it’s clear 

that the priestly Torah is going to treat anyone who would challenge the existing 

order of things with nothing but dismissive contumely...but, one supposes, 

Miriam must have had her own view of things as well. 

 Is it possible that the story just of Miriam’s rebelliousness and subsequent 

punishment might only be a priestly myth, a cautionary tale made up by nervous 

priests who weren’t above making a wife into a sister—another biblical motif 

with three separate attestations in the Book of Genesis, by the way—for the sake 

of scaring the pants off of anyone who would dare challenge their privilege? I 

suppose that could well be the case...but, if it is so, then I think it’s fair to say the 

plan backfired fairly royally. For me, you see, Miriam’s isn’t the story of a who 

did wrong and was punished, but a challenge to ask myself all the most difficult 

questions...and to seek answers for them as well within the chambers of the same 

heart that motivates the spiritual journey towards God that is my life. 

 About Uzziah, there exists a bit of scant extra-biblical evidence. One of 

the great prizes on display at the Israel Museum in Jerusalem, for example, is a 

burial stone that was found on the Mount of Olives that reads “Hither were 

brought the bones of Uzziah, king of Judah—do not open.” Now it seems highly 

unlikely that the bones of ancient kings were just moved around willy-nilly from 
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site to site, so many scholars have concluded that there must be some historicity 

to the biblical account of how the king was buried “in the field of burial which 

belonged to the kings,” that is: on royal property (because he was, after all, a 

king), but not in the usual royal cemetery (because of his leprosy.)  The stone 

could also mean a lot of other things, but at least there is some historical basis for 

believing that the king’s burial was at least slightly different from his 

predecessors’ and successors’ and leprosy could have well been the reason. 

 But does that mean that the king’s leprosy was a punishment sent by God 

as a specific response to his royal hubris? That’s what one of our two biblical 

sources says, but that, in and of itself, hardly makes it true. For me, the Chronicler 

was doing his best to make sharply a point he held dear: that the priestly hierarchy 

was a divinely ordained institution with which none, even a king, could trifle 

lightly. Look, he appears to be saying with his story, even the mighty Uzziah 

couldn’t fight the system...how much the less you puny non-royal readers who 

might have been wondering about the precise basis of the priests’ exclusive right 

to worship! Does that make his story true? If his source—the Book of Kings—

makes no mention of the king’s leprosy being a divine punishment and we can 

think easily why one author would fabricate this story, but not so easily why the 

other one would suppress it, then we have half an answer right there. And, as I’ve 

tried to demonstrate, there is another, (for me) far more profound way to read the 

story.... 

 

* 

 

 When I daydream about Uzziah, I like to think of him as a seventeen or 

eighteen-year-old teenager sitting on his ivory throne in the Winter Palace 

outside Jerusalem. It’s cold, maybe November or early December...fall is over 

and winter is coming. (I’ve spent those months in Jerusalem and the cold, damp 

wind taught me what the words “bone chilling” are all about.) I can see the king 

dressed up in his leopard-skin britches and, given that he was a teenager and this 

is a fantasy, a blue Nike t-shirt and really, really expensive running shoes. I see 

him sitting on the lion throne—the one Solomon built—and listening to some 
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incredibly boring report about the Arabs of Gur-Baal or the Ammonites or some 

other uppity nation in need of subduing, but what he’s really doing, what is really 

occupying the royal mind, is the word that someone whispered to him just the day 

before to the effect that the God of Israel doesn’t have merely to be believed in or 

aspired to, doesn’t have only to be the bedrock upon which religion rests or the 

mythological coming together of hope and remembrance or the exalted, but 

shadowy, confluence of being and creativity...that God can exist as a real force 

that actual people can perceive and relate to, as Scripture does (after all) say is 

possible, “as one individual might speak to another.” 

 It was only a passing comment over a meal in the royal cafeteria, but 

Uzziah, who had been exhibiting signs for months of that peculiar kind of ennui 

that is almost emblematic of the very pampered older teenager, was enthralled. 

And how, the boy asked, how might one actually go about seeking to know God 

sensually, sensorially, intimately? The king’s luncheon companion, a eunuch-

butler who occasionally accompanied his master to lunch, leaned over the 

wooden table so that his lips practically touched the king’s ear. Lekh ‘etzel 

zacharyahu hamm vin bir’ot he’elohim, he whispered, trying to sound as though 

he were doing the king a great favor His Majesty would surely wish to reward. 

“Go see Zachariah the Seer....” 

 Segue to Zachariah’s studio. The decor is spare. A table. A lampstand. A 

bookcase with some old scrolls in it, their names embroidered on their velvet 

covers in old Hebrew script: The Chronicle of Nathan, The Prophecies of Ahijah 

of Shilo, The Midrash of the Prophet Iddo, The Words of the Seer Samuel. 

 Zachariah, knowing that it is forbidden to be seated in the presence of the 

king, is standing. Uzziah is standing too, the two of them huddled by a smoky 

brazier that is filling the cold room with blue smoke as they speak. The king’s eyes 

are watering from the smoke; Zachariah, used to his own digs, merely blinks 

away his tears. It is very cold in the room, but neither man appears to notice. 

 “You understand,” the seer is saying, “you understand, your majesty, that 

the experience is transformational. That you can’t ever go back to where you 

were. That human beings lack the capacity to unlearn this kind of thing once 

they’ve experienced it. That your chances of accepting the status quo in matters of 



 

 

lxxii 

religion will be nil once you’ve experienced...once you have the....you 

understand—or perhaps the point is that you don’t understand, but you must 

accept anyway that the only true knowledge of God is formed of lessons 

experienced, not simply mastered. That although it’s certainly true that everything 

we know about God is a kind of midrash on His Being as it truly exists, the 

experience of peeling back even one layer of the onion’s skin is a kind of 

transfiguration....” 

 Uzziah looks perplexed, solemn. His royal brow is a bit wrinkled. The 

king’s eyes are staring off into space as he, presumably, contemplates the series 

of strange warnings he has just heard. 

 “And there’s also some danger here,” Zachariah is saying, his own voice 

a bit muffled now as though he were slightly afraid even of mentioning the 

danger. 

 “Danger? What kind of danger could there be in knowing God?” 

 Zachariah leans up against the cold wall. The grey sky just outside the 

window seems leaden and heavy. The temperature drops a bit. The lamp sputters. 

A certain melancholy creeps over the seer’s eyes. “Miriam was stricken with 

leprosy,” he says quietly, “and her only sin was envying Moses’ ability to see....” 

 “To see?  To see what?” 

 “To see God. Temunat hashem yabit, Scripture says: Moses saw the very 

image of God before his eyes. Not a shadow, not a projection, not a silhouette, not 

a reflection...but the image of God, the parts he could comprehend and the parts 

no human being can ever fathom, just as a man standing beneath an apple tree 

can see both the apples he can reach and also those that are too high up for him 

to grasp.” 

 “And what happened to her?” A certain uncustomary catch in the king’s 

voice. 

 “To Miriam?” 

 “Yes, to Miriam.” 
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 “I already told you. God punished her with leprosy.” 

 “And was she ever cured.” 

 “Cured? Of course, it only lasted a week and then she was fine.” 

 “A week?” 

 “Look, if a little girl spits in her father’s face, they don’t put her away for 

life, do they? So why should Miriam have gotten a life sentence for wanting to see 

God’s image?” 

 “A life sentence? What I meant was to ask why should she have gotten any 

rebuke at all. She should have gotten a medal.” 

 “I think so too.” 

 “So you’ll teach me?” 

 “Come back tomorrow and I’ll tell you my decision.” 

 “I could make you. I am the king, you know.” 

 Zachariah smiles, but his heart isn’t in it. The king turns to leave, takes a 

few steps, then turns again and comes back to Zachariah’s side. He looks as 

though he is going to say something and actually opens his mouth, but then he 

closes it again, turns on his heel, grabs his ibex-skin parka off the hook by the 

seer’s front door and leaves Zachariah’s garret. 

 “What an old fool,” the king thinks as he makes his way down the narrow 

lane towards his palace. 

 “What a young fool,” thinks the seer, as he locks his door from the inside 

and sets a dented copper kettle on the hearth to make tea.  
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Silent Man with Bells On 

 

 

 So what is it? Is the relationship Judaism appears to wish to foster 

between every individual Jew and his or her God an honest goal to be striven for, 

worked towards, perhaps even eventually attained? Or is it a chimera? Or worse 

than that: a fraudulent attempt to get people to toe the party line by promising 

them something grand that it can neither deliver nor even really endorse...and 

which would, were anyone actually to achieve the kind of intensely informational 

communion with the divine Scripture suggests over and over is reasonable and 

possible, undo precisely the kind of ritual and dogmatic solidarity that seems so 

essential to Jewish survival and—to utter the loathsome word—continuity? 

 Perhaps that, more than anything, is the riddle the Bible wishes to present 

to its readers between the lines of Miriam’s story. What, after all, was Miriam 

guilty of...really? Was she merely overstepping the limits of her own station in life 

(and, as such, inviting her own punishment by behaving arrogantly and without 

respect for the way God wished things to be) or was she daring to hope that she, 

as a human being created no less than her famous brother in the image of the God 

they both served, that she might know that God no less intensely than he? 

 The same could be asked about King Uzziah...or about any number of 

others whose stories are told in the pages of the Bible. For moderns 

contemplating these stories, however, the challenge is even greater than the 

ancient authors probably anticipated it would be: for those of us living in the 

post-modern era (for Jews, modernity began in 70 C.E. and ended in the late 

spring of 1945), the great challenge concerning religion is not, after all, the 

further refinement of halachic norms (which are already, with the possible 

exception of issues balanced on the cutting edge of modern technology, over-

defined to the point of insipidity in most areas of Jewish observance), but the 

search for meaning within the context of the covenant itself. 

 And the questions stretched across that loom almost ask themselves. Is 

there a God? (Or are the faithful merely neurotics with a penchant for creative 
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mythology?) If there is a God, what evidence is there that a special bond exists 

between that sole resident of the Jewish pantheon and the people Israel? (Or are 

those who base their spirituality on the hopeful sense that such a bond exists 

merely unwilling—or unable—to face the fact that they are totally on their own in 

the world...with all the fear and disorientation that realization must inevitably 

entail for the thinking individual?) Is God all-powerful? (Or are those who claim 

that God lacks the power—or is it the will?—to intervene in history merely the 

ones who refuse to subjugate hope to reality?) Can individual human beings know 

God? (Or are those who claim that the only way for a Jew to know God is 

through ritual observance fools and/or liars? But how could anyone know the 

answer to that question other than by knowing God?) 

 And so we come to the crux of the matter. What are the goals of the 

religious life? Surely not the endless perpetualization of ritual for its own sake, 

but what then? Knowing God? Feeling God’s presence in one’s life in an 

empirically verifiable, meaningful, easily interpretable way? Experiencing not 

merely the conviction that God exists, but the tangible evidence that there is a 

God...because one has heard the voice of the divine, because one has felt oneself 

bathed in the light of the divine face, because one has survived the experience of 

God in a way that simply does not bear interpretation in any other reasonable 

framework of ideas? I have come to think these are indeed the issues, but they 

engender questions I not only feel unable to answer, but which I hesitate to 

declare answerable at all. Is the knowledge of God possible for average people? 

And if so...what does allegiance to pre-set rules have to do with attaining that 

exalted state? 

 The most basic of Jewish notions is that one accesses God by following the 

rules, by being obedient and faithful to the norms, by seeking communion with the 

divine though the faithful performance of the hundreds upon hundreds of rituals 

ordained by Scripture...but what if an individual’s love for God leads him or her 

to seek God in a way that is personal and idiosyncratic? We consider it pathetic 

when one human being attempts to awaken the love of another by following some 

third party’s rule book instead of letting his or her own heart soar free and 

wide...but do we think the same of human beings in search of the love of God? 

The party line—that we most emphatically do not—is clear enough, but one of the 
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challenges I would like to lay down to my readers in this essay is the one that 

grows from the most awful (or rather, threatening) of all the questions that beg 

asking in this particular context: why not? 

 As I said, there are any number of biblical personalities whose stories 

prompt me to ask this highly disturbing set of questions, but, of them all, the two 

who are perhaps the most emblematic of the issue are Nadab and Abihu, the two 

sons of Aaron whose deaths are described in one of the most chilling—and 

shortest—narratives in the entire Torah. I want to tell their stories in detail...but 

first I think I ought to introduce Aaron himself to you....  

 He’s an odd one. 

 Specifically called a prophet, the man isn’t depicted as uttering even a 

single word of prophecy. 

 Said to be Moses’ brother in a few passages here and there in Scripture, he 

is not only completely missing from the story of Moses’ birth (in which the latter 

is clearly described as his parents’ first-born son), but is referred to by God 

Himself (when He wishes to assure Moses that he won’t have to face Pharaoh 

alone) as Moses’ “brother Levite”, hardly the way anyone would refer to 

someone’s real brother. 

 Said to have been appointed as Moses’ spokesperson before Pharaoh, he 

never actually says anything—at least not on his own—to Pharaoh and only 

appears throughout the narrative as the guy standing next to the other guy. 

 Said to be the high priest of Israel (and invested as such in a terrifically 

bloody ceremony that is described in great—and presumably loving—detail twice 

in Scripture), he is never actually depicted as serving as a priest or as sacrificing 

any offerings on any altars at all. 

 Revered by tradition as a paragon of virtue and spirituality, the only story 

that features him in a starring role portrays him building a golden calf in direct 

defiance of the second of the Ten Commandments. 

 Recalled by tradition as one of the true intimates of God, the rabbis of 

classical antiquity—even when they exerted themselves mightily—could only 
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come up with three instances in which God spoke to Aaron independently of his 

illustrious brother. 

 He was a silent type, Aaron (as portrayed in the biblical narrative) was. In 

fact, one of the few times Scripture shows Aaron doing anything at all other than 

shoring up Moses, he is doing just that: being silent in the face of what most of us 

would consider the most devastating of all disasters, the death of two of his 

children. Indeed, of the roughly twenty-nine dozen times Aaron is mentioned in 

Scripture, less than six references are to him saying anything at all. And this from 

the man tradition recalls as being Moses’ equivalent in spiritual greatness and 

superior in elocutionary eloquence. 

 All that being the case, it’s hard to say precisely who (or what) this Aaron 

is supposed to be, but—at least to me—Aaron is the real hero of our priestly 

Torah. He’s the rule-man, the by-the-book-man whose worship is obedience, not 

intimacy, and who says little or nothing because that was what priests, especially 

high priests, did in Israelite antiquity: their jobs. Carefully. With great precision. 

With attention to thousands of minuscule regulations. In the precise way any 

priest worth the salt on his meal-offering will tell you God wants His creatures to 

worship Him: with unstinting, uncomplicated, unreserved obedience of the kind 

that will prompt the Almighty to respond with the choicest of His blessings. 

 I wonder if the whole idea behind idea of describing Aaron’s priestly 

vestments twice (once to explain how God wished them to be made and once to 

insist that they actually were manufactured precisely as ordained) might not be 

Scripture’s way of assuring us that Aaron turned into precisely the kind of priest 

God commanded him to become. 

 The texts that treat of that priestly outfit are a bit difficult to follow, but 

the basic concept is clear enough. Instead of the jockeys they came to work in, for 

example, the priests first have to put on these linen boxer-briefs that “extend from 

the hip to the thigh”. On top, they wear something Scripture (obscurely) calls an 

ephod—a kind of sideless undershirt (the front and back have to be tied together) 

made of gold, blue, purple and crimson yarns with the names of the tribes of 

Israel engraved on two stones fastened to the shoulder straps. 
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 Over that comes the famous breastplate. The description in Scripture is 

hard to follow, but the basic idea seems to be that this was a kind of pendant made 

of woven linen onto which twelve different semi-precious stones were sewn, each 

one engraved with the name of one of the tribes of Israel. How precisely the 

whole thing worked is a bit obscure. We read, for example, that the Urim and 

Thummim are to be put “in” the breastplate so that they (or it) will be precisely 

“over Aaron’s heart when he comes before the Lord”. What the Urim and 

Thummim are, the text doesn’t say. Moses doesn’t ask. How they are supposed to 

get “into” the breastplate, no one appears to care. Nor does anyone seems to 

notice that the terms are so relentlessly obscure that what they precisely mean, 

either individually or together, is anyone’s guess. But it was done—or Scripture 

scruples to say it was: in the description of how Aaron was invested as High 

Priest, the text duly notes that the Urim and Thummim were indeed put into his 

breastplate. Somehow. 

 The rest of Aaron’s outfit is less remarkable.  There is a blue robe to be 

worn under the ephod that has golden bells and tiny little pomegranates made of 

blue, purple and crimson yarn hanging from its lower hem and there’s also a kind 

of a belt worn over the ephod and a larger robe that goes over the whole 

ensemble. And then there’s some sort of elaborate turban-crown left more or less 

undescribed in Scripture, but which later authors called Splendid. Not to mention 

a golden headband marked “Holy to God” around Aaron’s forehead. 

 The whole get-up must have weighed a ton. It was apparently so hot in 

there that the prophet Ezekiel, when he gets to work dreaming up a “new” 

priesthood to go with his “new” temple, makes a point of saying that in his 

temple, the priests won’t wear anything at all that makes them sweat. And one 

gets the sense that Ezekiel, himself a priest, knew whereof he spoke. Man, it must 

have been hot in there. 

 But hot or not, the message of all that finery seems clear. Here is religion. 

Here is ritual. Here is the service of God. And here, I think I have to add, beneath 

all that fabric is the man who embodies the notion that the high road to God is 

through formal worship of the kind promulgated by the ancient priesthood and 

fostered, even today, by their spiritual descendants. 
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 And so we come to another truth, to another challenge. When I wrote 

above about moderns having to decide for themselves if they are going to orient 

their own spirituality towards knowing God through the intimacy of personal 

communion or through communal worship, what I really meant to ask was 

whether moderns yearn to be prophets or priests. Whether they find cogent and 

reasonable the notion that God—in this woefully post-modern era, at least—can 

be accessed, either primarily or perhaps even solely, through service and 

commitment. Does God yearn to be known? To be loved? To be sought...in the 

manner of a human lover seeking to awaken reciprocal, dialogic love in the 

breast of the beloved. Does God want the hand or the heart? It is, after all, one 

thing to declare with prophet and psalmist that God prefers obedience to 

sacrifice...and quite another to imagine that the notion that love and obedience 

are the same thing would have made any more sense to the ancients than it does 

to us moderns. And so we return to the question that Aaron’s outfit prompts: in all 

its incredible detail and sumptuousness, it symbolizes the very essence of the idea 

that God must be known through formal worship. Did that idea appeal to 

everybody in ancient times? It certainly must have grabbed some of the people, 

but surely not all of them.... 

 The prophets, for example, it wouldn’t have grabbed. They didn’t have 

such splendid garments to wear while seeking God’s word. In fact, they didn’t 

necessarily wear anything at all: when Saul stripped naked and rolled around on 

the ground in a self-induced ecstatic trance, the Bible notes (without a trace of a 

smirk) that the onlookers merely paused to ask themselves when it was, precisely, 

that Saul had become a prophet. 

 But the language of the narrative is also worth considering: when the Bible 

notes that Saul “too stripped off his clothes” and that he “too spoke in ecstasy” as 

he lay naked all day and all night, the implication—that prophetic nudity was a 

well-known, familiar phenomenon in ancient Israel—is clear enough. And at least 

one other story seems to bear this out: Isaiah, not otherwise known for his 

exhibitionism, is described wandering naked around old Jerusalem. (The context 

does suggest, however, that this was unusual behavior for him—so perhaps the 

prophetic guild had clad and unclad prophets in its ranks.) 
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 Now it’s true that other prophets are specifically described as being 

dressed during their prophetic experiences of the divine, but the point here is not 

whether all the prophets of Israel needed to roll around naked in the dust in order 

to experience the communicative presence of God in their lives, but that that kind 

of behavior—unselfconscious, shameless, spontaneous, instinctive, involuntary, 

impetuous, impulsive, unprepared and unrehearsed—is the direct opposite of the 

spirituality of the ancient priests, whose worship was rehearsed, scheduled, 

programmed, pre-ordained, regulated, routinized and characterised not merely by 

rules, but by endless and endlessly detailed rules governing every conceivable 

aspect of the divine worship service. 

 When I read about Aaron’s amazing vestments, I think about the man 

under all that twisted linen who somehow became the incarnation of Israel’s 

propensity to worship by the book...and who lost half his progeny to those rules. 

 Reading through the story won’t take long, since Scripture spends a whole 

two verses on the narrative. The setting is telling: Aaron and his four sons have 

just been installed formally as the priests of Israel. Aaron lifts up his hands 

towards the people and blesses them, whereupon he and Moses enter the Tent of 

Meeting, now identified totally with the priestly sanctuary. The sensitive reader 

can almost feel the institution of prophecy slipping away into unlamented 

desuetude as the Tent of Meeting that was the locus of prophecy outside the camp 

becomes, almost before the reader’s eyes, the priestly Tabernacle in the center of 

the camp. And the underlying message couldn’t be clearer: God wants to be 

worshipped, even perhaps to be loved, formally and by pre-ordained rite and 

ritual...not by the untamed heart of the unkempt prophet seeking to know God in 

ecstasy and euphoric delirium. That is clearly what the Torah—a book that can 

barely even bring itself to admit that there are prophets in the world, let alone 

endorse their deeply idiosyncratic brand of spirituality—wishes us to think...but is 

it what we truly do think? For moderns seeking to know God, that—and, 

ultimately, nothing else—will be the question to ask. 

 Both what Moses and Aaron do in the tent and how long it takes them to 

do it are left unsaid. More to the point is that they bless the people when they 

come out, whereupon the presence of God (the biblical symbol par excellence of 

the sensually perceptible prophetic experience of the divine) appears in full view 
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of everybody—Scripture scruples to make this point explicit—and fire falls down 

from heaven (another traditionally prophetic touch) to consume the offering that 

had been left on the altar. The people, stunned, take one look, shriek in delight 

and fall down in utter amazement. 

 Now this story is about the investiture of the priests of Israel, but every 

detail in it is prophetic. And that is part of the point as well. The fact that Moses 

the Prophet enters the tent is meant to imply that it has only almost entirely been 

transformed from prophetic nexus point into priestly sanctuary. The fact that fire 

falls from heaven to validate the actions of the players in this particular story is 

meant to be reminiscent of the way fire springs from the rock to validate Gideon’s 

experience of the communicative divine presence or the way fire falls from 

heaven to endorse the decision of David—a bona fide prophet in every way—to 

purchase Ornan’s threshing floor as a site for the future Temple or to validate 

Elijah’s opposition to the prophets (not the priests) of Baal at Mount Carmel or to 

indicate divine acceptance of Solomon’s prayer. The uncensored notion that the 

glory of God—the famous kevod hashem that indicates the palpable presence of 

the divine—appeared openly to all who were present is meant to indicate that the 

people were all endowed, at least for the moment, with the charism of prophecy. 

And indeed, the various references in biblical texts to the divine glory filling the 

Temple are all instances of priestly authors and storytellers trying to prove that 

God not only looks with favor on their works, but actually rewards them for their 

efforts by making them into prophets—thus making the actual prophetic guild as 

passé as the reality of a flourishing priesthood makes it unnecessary. Even the 

shrieks of delight in the story are meant, I think, to be taken as instances of 

ecstatic/prophetic pleasure of the divine rather than something staid or 

priestly/formal.... 

 And so, in this context of a priestly author begging his readers to 

understand that the priests of Israel were more or less the heirs to the prophetic 

tradition (and not those irritating Levites whose hymnal—our Book of Psalms—

suggests just the opposite—that they, not their priestly colleagues, were the latter-

day practitioners of Israel’s prophetic art in the days when both the Psalter and the 

Torah reached the literary form in which they were bequeathed to the 

generations), the text finally turns to the death of Aaron’s sons. 
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 Like I said, it’s a short story. A very short story. Aaron and Elisheva had 

four sons: Nadab, Abihu, Eleazar and Ithamar. And it was immediately after their 

investiture as the priests of Israel that something terrible happened and two of 

them died. The beginning of the story is simply that Nadab and Abihu each took 

censors, kindled fire in their bottom compartments and put some incense on the 

grating over the fire so that the incense would burn properly. The only problem 

was that they had not been commanded specifically to do this particular thing, 

which made of their offering what the Bible calls “strange fire” and hence not 

merely unnecessary, but highly unacceptable. The end of the story is that God, 

apparently forgetting for the moment that He is slow to anger, reacts with 

unexpected rage: fire comes forth from “before the Lord” and that fire engulfs the 

hapless lads and burns them to death. 

 I suppose the moral of the story is that serving God is a bit like playing 

with fire: if you’re careful, it will fall from heaven to immolate your ox...but if 

you’re not careful, it’s going to be you who gets barbecued in the backdraft. And 

don’t say we didn’t warn you! 

 The rabbis couldn’t quite believe it either and vied with each other to 

identify the boys’ real crime. Was it that they were drunk? The fact that Scripture 

turns almost immediately to the issue of drunken priests seems to make that 

explanation, if not obvious, than at least cogent.  Was it that they were usurping 

Moses’ prophetic authority by deciding all on their own how God wishes to be 

worshipped? The context could, I suppose, sustain that interpretation as well. Was 

it their contentiousness and their unwillingness to work together as a team? Or 

had they come improperly dressed into the sanctuary? Or that they had forgotten 

to wash their hands and feet properly before entering into the sanctuary? Or was it 

something as simple as that they weren’t married and really ought to have been 

lest their passion for God be sullied by impure thoughts? (But does God really 

execute people for having impure thoughts? I certainly hope not....) 

 None of these makes no sense at all—although not all of these rabbinic 

approaches are equally well grounded in the actual text of Scripture—but I favor 

a different approach. To me, Aaron’s sons divided down into the two great groups 

that characterized ancient Judaism itself: the priests and the prophets. And their 

story is told in the Bible precisely with that distinction in mind that latter-day 
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readers might be challenged to decide where, precisely, on the long spectrum that 

stretches out between these two distant poles of religious experience they 

themselves would situate themselves. The answer the Torah wants us to give is 

clear enough...but there is another, even more pressing (and more than slightly 

upsetting and disorienting) question to consider: what, precisely, is our answer 

going to be? 

 Eleazar and Ithamar were the good boys, the rule-followers, the straight-

as-arrow by-the-book guys who did what they were told: God wanted to be 

worshipped according to a precise protocol and their job was to learn it, to 

internalize it, to accept it as divine in origin and the to follow it down to the least 

significant detail. They were the ones who found God in the rules—or who were 

wise enough to say they did—and who believed (or convinced themselves they 

did or who wished they did or who felt they were supposed to believe) that God’s 

greatest pleasure was in barley offerings and smoking ox carcasses. 

 Nadab and Abihu were, by comparison, the bad boys, the rule-breakers, 

the iconoclasts. The ones who thought that true worship would have to be a kind 

of love...and who knew, as some precocious boys always do find out too soon, 

that love can’t be charted in advance, can’t be scheduled, can’t be achieved by 

following even the most carefully worked out set of rules and regulations. They 

understood that the heart has its own rules—rules that are no-rules at all, 

actually—and they understood all too well and all too tragically that love based 

on respect rather than desire is not only not love, but isn’t actually anything at all 

except maybe obedience. 

 The rabbis had a peculiar image of how precisely the boys died: two 

strands of fire came out of the Holy of Holies and divided into four so that each 

one could enter one of the boys’ nostrils and fry them from the inside out while 

still leaving their outer bodies totally intact. How they could have known such a 

thing, I don’t know...but let’s suppose their image is right and let’s work Aaron 

into the picture. The scent of roast ox is still on the air, as are the joyous shrieks of 

the people treated to a glimpse of the divine effulgence. What happens next 

happens quickly: the boys are carried away by their own fervor, by their own 

desire to worship God in a way that is as idiosyncratic and as deeply personal as 

acts of true love must always be. They take up fire pans and load them with 
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incense, then ignite them...and, in a moment, they are lying dead on the ground, 

the tracer lines of the flames that killed them still almost visible in the cool 

morning air. 

 Aaron, unable to take in what has just happened and still dressed to the 

nines, waddles over to where the boys’ bodies are lying intact on the ground. The 

tinkling of the bells hanging from his hem is the only sound in the place: 

everybody but Aaron is stunned and motionless. Eleazar and Ithamar are 

immobilized. The people are dumb in amazement. The horrible smell of the boys’ 

roasted innards has displaced the sweet savor of their father’s and uncle’s 

sacrifice of only a few minutes earlier. For a long moment, no one moves.... 

 Aaron says nothing, but Moses starts barking orders. The bodies have to 

get moved away. Mourning by the family is forbidden: they were killed by God 

and the only appropriate response is silence. The people, slightly paradoxically, 

are to be allowed to mourn. 

 Aaron remains silent. Tellingly, Scripture actually says as much: instead 

of merely portraying him as not saying anything, the Bible scruples to note 

Aaron’s silence formally as though it were part of the larger meaning of the 

narrative. As well it must be. 

 Aaron, in his own way, is a complex figure. Is he a priest or a prophet? 

(Scripture calls him by both names to encourage us to think of both as the same 

thing, or perhaps as two aspects of the same thing...and to accept that the high 

road to the intimate, sensual knowledge of God held out by the prophets of old as 

the Great Goal of Spiritual Experience is actually attainable in this world only 

through the formal worship service promulgated—and carried out—by the priests 

of old Jerusalem.) To moderns, however, the narrative prompts an entirely 

different set of questions: is the image of Aaron the Silent obeying Moses’ 

injunction not to mourn his boys formally as he stoops wordlessly over their 

lifeless bodies noble or ridiculous? Or is it only pathetic, the ultimate caricature of 

the obedient sucker who can’t quite fathom why it is the rule breakers end up with 

the money and not the plodding do-gooders who neither stray from the predictable 

path nor even really wish to? 
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 Complicating the matter mightily is the fact that there is a story Scripture 

tells that shows Aaron in quite a different light: bold, innovative, daring and 

entirely unfettered by other people’s rules of worship. It’s a famous story, but one 

more mistold than told and rarely, if ever, considered in terms of what it tells most 

strikingly by not telling at all. 

 It’s the story of Aaron and the golden calf. The very term “golden calf” 

conjures up all sorts of weird associations for most people, but, like a red herring 

or a black sheep, the calf wasn’t an animal at all. It was a statue of one, but its real 

importance lies in the fact that its production constitutes Aaron’s first (and last) 

hurrah as an independent thinker. As an innovator. As someone for whom 

worship was spontaneity rather than rite by (even meticulously carried out) rote. 

As the prophet Scripture names him as, before he was so totally weighed down by 

his priestly vestments so as to lose his prophetic status altogether. 

 The story starts innocently enough. Moses is atop the mountain getting the 

terms of the covenant the people were too overwhelmed by their up-front 

experience of the divine to risk hearing themselves. The text is a little vague about 

the details, but the commentators fill them in easily enough. Moses had meant to 

say that he was going to return after forty full days were going to pass, but the 

people hadn’t listened carefully enough and had ended up anticipating his return 

on the fortieth day after he left, a day before he had meant for them to expect him 

back. Then, when he doesn’t show up, the people start to panic and end up 

ganging up on Aaron. The reason they are so unnerved is because Moses hasn’t 

returned—this is stated explicitly—so it’s only reasonable to assume that the calf 

that Aaron proceeds to fashion is meant to speak directly to that set of worries and 

anxieties. Even that is made explicit, actually: the people, in asking for a new 

leader “who will go forth before us” in place of the missing Moses are using the 

same language Moses himself will use later on to describe the leader he hopes 

will replace him after his death. 

 The obvious thing to do would be for Aaron to step into the fray and seize 

the reins of leadership for himself. “Moses may be missing in action,” he could be 

portrayed as having said, “but I will take his place and go out before you as he 

would have.” He could be depicted saying something like that, but he isn’t...and is 
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instead shown choosing instead to build something, well, exceptional. Something 

extraordinary.  Something highly peculiar. 

 He builds a golden calf. The people are with him—he fashions it of the 

golden jewelry that they themselves donate to the effort—and from their joint 

effort comes a statue that will lead the people in Moses’ stead. “This is your 

leader,” Aaron declares, using the slightly ambiguous Hebrew term for leader that 

God Himself used several times of Moses, “the very one who brought you forth 

from Egypt.” 

 What? Were the people such complete dunces that they took such a bizarre 

assertion to mean anything at all? Surely whatever Aaron was trying to say, he 

couldn’t have meant that this statue led them forth from Egypt, could he have? 

Where had it been? And why hadn’t anyone ever seen it before? And how could a 

golden statue do anything at all, let alone lead a people from bondage to freedom? 

 For his part, could Aaron have been so incredibly naive that he imagined 

he could just tell the people that this statue had taken them forth from Egypt and 

that they would take his word for it? It’s hard to know who comes off sounding 

more gullible in this story...but there’s a secret, I think...and that secret lets them 

both, at least slightly, off the hook. 

 Aaron couldn’t possibly have expected anyone to believe his story. It was 

just too weird, too impossible to swallow...but what if the lesson he was trying to 

teach was a different one, perhaps even a profound one? What, for example, if he 

wanted them to see that the little-l leader is only able to lead by virtue of the 

support lent by the big-L Leader. He wanted them to understand why Hebrew 

uses the word ‘elohim, which usually means “God”, to refer occasionally to 

human leaders as well. He wanted them to accept that, in the absence of the little-l 

leader, the led can always make another symbol, another totem, another emblem 

of the divine presence in their midst. He wanted them to realize that human beings 

come and go, but God is always present. 

 It works a charm. Aaron creates this thing and the people respond. He 

builds an altar and the people sacrifice. He declares a festival and the people feast. 

And drink. Some of the people, getting just a tad carried away, work some sacred 

fornication into the mix just on the off chance that the introduction of a new icon 
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might occasion a slight relaxation of some of the stricter taboos about that kind of 

thing. Rashi’s incredibly bizarre assertion that the calf actually comes alive in the 

midst of all this general carousing is as weird a take on the story as they come, but 

even without it, the plot is still cogent. 

 The rest of what happens is less interesting. God has a fit and tells Moses 

what is going on at the foot of the mountain. (The Almighty delicately leaves out 

the fornication part, but there’s more than enough to relate without having to 

resort to vulgarity.) Irritated sorely, God then threatens to destroy the people for 

their infidelity—not to their faith, for it is openly God in whose holy name the 

people are celebrating and offering sacrifice—but to Moses, whom the people 

have replaced with, of all things, a metal ox. Moses, showing his greatness, 

refuses to be insulted and pleads with God to change His mind, which He 

eventually does. But it’s still not over. Moses goes down to the people, sees the 

calf, hears the people singing and dancing...and flings the tablets of the law down 

to the ground, breaking them and thus, symbolically, rupturing the covenant their 

codicils would otherwise have established. 

 He’s still not done. He burns the calf, then grinds the burnt hull into dust, 

then mixes it up with some water and makes the people drink it. Then he sends 

the Levites through the camp to execute anyone who crosses their path, be they 

“brother, friend or relation”...and apparently without bothering to identify those 

Israelites who may actually have sinned or making any effort to spare those who 

didn’t: the whole point is that the people sinned and the people must pay.  But 

wait, there’s more: after the Levites manage to slaughter three thousand of their 

compatriots, God tops it all up with a plague of, well, biblical proportions. And 

what precisely is Aaron’s response to all of this? 

 Scripture paints a pathetic portrait by saying almost nothing. When Moses 

first arrives on the scene and lets have at Aaron, the latter’s first response is to 

attempt to shift the blame onto the people: “This people is given to evil,” he tells 

his brother conveniently, thereby neatly sidestepping any responsibility he himself 

might otherwise have had to bear for the whole mess. Moses doesn’t buy it. Aaron 

continues unperturbed. They forced my hand. I tossed their gold into the fire and 

this...this thing came out all on its own. Moses, entirely reasonably, ignores this 
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ridiculous excuse and turns to his Levite executioners, telling them to start 

strapping their swords on their thighs.... 

 What it all means to me is that Aaron starts out as half a prophet, which is 

to say, as someone who knows the value of spontaneity, inventiveness and 

idiosyncrasis in the worship of God. He’s called a prophet...and by God Himself, 

no less. He’s also called Moses’s brother Levite, which in the parlance of the 

period in which the Torah took on its final form, would have meant something 

like prophet. His priestly outfit includes the mysterious Urim and Thummim I 

mentioned above, but which I omitted to note somehow became a reliable oracle 

when placed inside the High Priest’s breastplate. And, indeed, we see him 

creating a golden leader through which the people can focus their longing to 

worship their divine Leader, the God of Israel in whose name Aaron proclaims his 

newly invented festival. 

 They knock it out of him good. They weigh him down with vestments that 

must have weighed a ton...and which are even heavier than that when taken 

symbolically. They put bells on his hems lest he take even a single step in the 

wrong direction. They put a golden headband marked “Holy to God” on his head 

lest he be tempted to imagine that one could seek holiness by breaking the rules 

rather than by following them. But most of all, they scissor out his tongue and 

leave him mute. 

 Aaron becomes a manikin...all dressed up in the shop window, but without 

anything to say or do. Let’s watch his progression from the story of the calf to the 

death of his boys and we’ll see just how Scripture goes about knocking sense into 

priests who long to be prophets. 

 The story of the calf is in the thirty-second chapter of Exodus. In the next 

chapter, we see Moses setting up his tent of prophetic communion with God...but 

it’s little Joshua (“a lad”) who lives there, not Aaron, whose prophetic stock is 

already waning. And neither is Aaron featured in either of the stories that 

conclude that chapter, stories in which it is Moses who is depicted as longing for 

prophetic communion with God...and more or less achieving it. In the next couple 

of chapters, Aaron is entirely absent. Moses commissions...not Aaron, but two 

nobodies whose names Scripture hasn’t even bothered to mention to this point to 
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build the priestly tabernacle that is to constitute the other pole of Israelite 

spirituality. Aaron isn’t heard from. Doesn’t say a word. Is as good as absent from 

the narrative even though he is destined to be the chief priest who serves in that 

sanctuary. 

 The sanctuary gets built. Aaron remains absent. In chapter 39, we read 

about the priestly vestments. They are made, but it’s not clear by whom.  The text 

relies on verbs with obscure subjects (“...and they made the sacred garments...and 

he made the ephod...and they made the breastplate...and they placed on it the four 

rows of gemstones...and he made the robe for the ephod...and they made the 

tunics of fine linen, etc.) to make its point: these things got made, but it wasn’t 

Aaron who made them...and neither was it his boys. In chapter 40, we read about 

the final setting up of the Tabernacle. Moses is in complete charge: Aaron is 

nowhere to be seen, the fact that this is his priestly sanctuary that is being 

inaugurated notwithstanding. “When Moses finished the work,” the text relates, 

“the cloud covered the Tent of Meeting and the Presence of the Lord filled the 

Tabernacle.” 

 Leviticus begins. Moses is called to his prophetic tent and is instructed in 

endless, almost mind-numbing detail precisely how the sacrificial system of 

worship is to be conducted. Aaron’s name doesn’t appear, except with reference 

to Moses telling him specifically what he and his sons are to do. The last thing 

Aaron is to be trusted with is any freedom of choice. He is...a servant.  God does 

speak, of course...but not to him. Moses is the prophet, but he has no successors. 

Not his own sons, who disappear from the narrative. And not little Joshua who 

eventually grows up and takes over as military leader, but who is neither the 

prophet nor the son of a prophet...and to whom God grants so little of His time 

that the Book of Joshua doesn’t even get to be part of the Torah although it is the 

obvious culmination of the story that occupies four-fifths of the Torah itself. 

 Over and over and over we have God telling Moses to tell Aaron what to 

do. How to behave. Where to stand. What to wear. Which animal to offer up 

under which circumstances. How to dress. Which parts of which animals to 

immolate on the altar and which choice bits to keep for supper. And then, finally, 

in the eighth and ninth chapters of the book, we have the elaborate investiture 

ceremony whereby Aaron and his sons actually become the priests of Israel. 
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 Oh, it must have been impressive watching Moses dipping his hands in the 

blood of the ram of ordination and smearing it on the lobe of Aaron’s right ear 

and on his right thumb and on the big toe of his right foot...and on the lobes of his 

sons’ right ears and on their right thumbs and on the big toes of their right feet. 

But far more impressive is the complete, utter passivity of Aaron in the ritual: 

Moses does the doing and Aaron and his boys just stand there and get done to. 

 Moses takes some of the interior fat of the ram plus its tail and part of its 

liver and its kidneys and its right thigh, then puts some matzah, some oil bread 

(whatever that is) and a wafer of some sort on top of the bloody mess...then “all 

these, he placed on the palms of Aaron and on the palms of his sons”. And then 

what happens? Aaron gets to wave it around a little bit, then Moses takes it all 

away and burns it all up on the altar. 

 The ritual is weird enough, but the more interesting detail is that Aaron is 

completely silent throughout. He’s learned his lesson, he’s given up any hope of 

innovating, of worshipping in the style of the ancient prophets. He might long to 

roll around naked in an ecstatic trance, but what he is being signed up for as he 

stands there with some ram’s bloody kidneys in his hands is just the opposite: 

ritual by rote, endless rules, squelched spontaneity, the eradication of desire, of 

longing, of hope. 

 The next day, his sons die. They also stood there in their sacerdotal finest 

contemplating the protuberances of ram livers as Moses gave them their final 

instructions, but the point of the exercise somehow escaped them and they came 

away with the sense that they were supposed to take the trappings of ritual and 

master them, make them their own, turn them from rules and regulations into the 

stuff of worship, of service, of love.  So what happens? So you know what 

happens: God fricassees them from the inside out and leaves their father to 

contemplate their lifeless, burnt out shells. And what does Aaron say to that? 

“And Aaron was silent” Scripture says: even then, even when faced with the most 

awful of all crises a human being can have to face, even in a situation in which 

most human beings would be incapable of not wailing, of not mourning, of not 

crying out almost involuntarily against fate, against destiny, against God...even 

then, Aaron—now fully a priest, as the narrative has just said explicitly—knows 

how to follow orders. He knows that the rules are what count. He knows how God 
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wishes to be worshipped. And he knows that people who can’t swallow their just 

desserts should avoid dinner parties. 

 Aaron’s own death is reported in the twentieth chapter of Numbers. 

Between the death of his sons and the story of his own death on Mount Hor, his 

name appears in Scripture dozens of times, but he hardly ever speaks.... 

 The growth within Jewish life has always been towards formality. The 

people began as a nation of prophets who heard the voice of God at Sinai...but 

ended up becoming the kingdom of priests Scripture insists God wished it to 

become all along. The tent of prophecy—the very term ‘ohel mo` d can only 

have originally applied to a place in which communion with God’s 

communicative presence was actively sought—slowly turns into the priestly 

Tabernacle in the center of the Israelites’ camp. The way of Judaism became the 

way of commandment, law and service instead of spontaneity and ecstasy. The 

ancient liturgists created the single most important of all Jewish prayers, the 

Shema, of three originally unrelated biblical passages brought together in 

precisely the right way to suggest that the way a Jew may attempt to love God is 

to be obedient, dutiful and compliant. Does it matter that no one really thinks that 

love ever grows when one party seeks to inspire it in the other by promising to be 

obedient? Not to the liturgist, apparently. But moderns will have to face the music 

on this one and ask themselves if they truly concur that the love of God is destined 

(or do I mean doomed) almost to be the precise opposite of the love between 

human beings.... 

 

* 

 

 That very day, the day the boys died, Moses has one final piece of news for 

Aaron and his remaining sons: they are to remain permanently in the Sanctuary 

and never leave. It is...if not formally a prison, then still a place they may not go 

out from, a place they must remain in, the place in which they must dwell forever. 

And so, when I think of them, I think of them that very evening. Not sitting shiva in 
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the traditional way since Moses forbade that, not mourning in the traditional 

mode since that was forbidden to them as well, not quite knowing what to do.... 

 I can see them in their make-shift barracks-tent within the confines of the 

Tabernacle. The boys, Eleazar and Ithamar, are stripped down to their linen 

boxers and just sitting there trying to take it all in. Enduring the death of one 

brother is hard enough, but two at once is almost unbearable. They don’t know 

what to say, don’t know quite what to do with themselves. They’re handsome 

boys, both of them: good builds, their mother Elisheva’s wavy auburn hair, trim 

beards (a Van Dyke for Ithamar and a full, very short beard for Eleazar). They’re 

not sitting or standing, but sort of crouching on the ground in their shorts, their 

buttocks resting on the backs of their heels as they squat and wait for something 

to happen. Aaron, still wearing his whole get-up, is, of course, silent. 

 “So that’s it?” Ithamar has spoken, but the question is both boys’. 

 Silence. 

 “Just like that?” 

 Silence. 

 “And we’re just going to take it? I mean, is that how it’s going to be? One 

false move and you’re dead. I mean, we’re dead. I mean, that’s how it’s going to 

be? You’ve signed us up for a lifetime in this...in this thing Uncle Moe got built 

with no hope of parole forever and the most we can hope for is that we don’t get 

ourselves killed by lighting the wrong incense thing at some other than the 

precisely correct time? That’s some great deal you negotiated....” 

 “I’ll say.” Eleazar puts his two cents in for the sake of saying something, 

not because he really has anything to add. 

 Silence. 

 “Look, I know how you must feel. Dad...look, they were our brothers too, 

not just your sons. And I’m sure that business about having to stay here was only 

for a while...I mean, they can’t really expect us to live out our lives in this place. 

What about Mom? What about our prospects for getting married? Married? What 
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about our chances of getting a date when all we’re doomed to live forever in 

this...in this boys’ club. Honestly, Dad....” 

 Aaron looks up as though he’s only just now become aware of the fact that 

he’s being addressed. He has sadness in his eyes...he can still remember that 

whole business with the calf. And Rashi was right...that damn thing did move. It 

moved its feet and it opened its golden eyes and it made a kind of low lowing 

sound that was...it was real, damn it. He can actually remember what it was like 

when he made the calf and then it became alive...it was a...a miracle. And he 

behaved just like anyone would have: he proclaimed a festival...not to the Baal or 

the Buddha, but to the God of Israel. To the Big Y.H. To the Lord of Hosts, to El 

Shaddai.... 

 Did he know people were going to use his festival as an opportunity to 

celebrate in some highly inappropriate ways? Did he know that all that pent-up 

libido was going to come pouring out when he needed it least? Did he know that 

when he said “festival” nine-tenths of his people were going to hear “party”? 

 All these thoughts pass through Aaron’s mind in a matter of seconds. He 

turns to look at his boys and wants to say something, but he can’t think of what, 

precisely, there is to say. 

 The boys are handsome lads. Strong. Strapping. Goodlooking. He loves 

his boys...but he loved the other ones too and although he is overcome with 

affection for little Lazerl and Isumar—he smiles as their mother’s pet names cross 

his mind—he still can’t find the words to express any, let alone all, of his 

emotions. 

 And now his thoughts turn to poor Elisheva. Those were her boys too who 

were killed. Where is she that same evening? What is going on at home, Aaron 

suddenly wonders...what is the scene like in their tent? She wasn’t commanded 

not to mourn, so she must be doing what any mother would be doing on the night 

following the death of half her sons...mourning, ululating, weeping, martialling 

the strength to say Kaddish with the minyan that must surely have gathered for 

her in the Aarons’ tent, then collapsing in shrieks of unrestrained misery as the 

awful reality reasserts itself again and again in her frayed consciousness. Just the 

thought of Elisheva makes the pain all the worse...as Aaron wonders what Moses 
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meant when he said that he and the boys must not leave the tent “lest they die.” 

Surely this can’t be a life sentence, surely they can’t really be there forever. What 

about the boys’ hopes to wed? What about children? What about Elisheva? What 

about having a life? 

 All these questions assail Aaron as he stands there in his mass of twisted 

linen and contemplates his boys, living and dead. Sacrificers and sacrifices. 

Inventory-takers and inventors. Ritual slaughterers and slaughterers of ritual. 

Priests and prophets. Obeyers and dreamers. As though in so doing he could 

possibly shed his life and its torments, he sheds his clothing...one sacred article at 

a time. The robe. The girdle. The turban. The breast plate. The ephod. The 

headband. The sacred pantaloons. And there he stands in the dim light of the tent 

he and the boys have pitched inside the sacred precinct where they must dwell 

until permitted to leave, his sacred vestments in a pile at his feet. 

 The boys are uncertain how to respond. They’ve only rarely seen their 

father naked before and those few instances were always at the mikveh or in the 

shvitz. But here he is, completely exposed, bare, shorn of the dignity his official 

robes afford, trembling in the cool night air, alone, afraid, clearly unnerved by 

the danger inherent in serving God. 

 “Dad?” Ithamar. 

 “Come on, Dad. Get dressed.” Eleazar. 

 “You’ll catch a cold. Come on. You’re probably not supposed to walk 

around like that inside the mishkan anyway, you know. Dad? Dad?” Ithamar. 

 “Dad? You okay?” Eleazar. 

 Silence. 

 “Earth to Dad...come in, Dad.” Eleazar. 

 Silence. 

 “Daddy?” Ithamar. Whimpering. 

 Silence.  
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Jews With Horns 

 

 

 That Shakespeare was a pretty smart guy in a thousand different ways, but 

there are times I think his greatest skill was saying with incredible eloquence 

things that all people know to be true...but which they say dramatically less well 

when they try to express themselves out loud. When, for example, the bard wrote 

that he was disinclined to admit impediments to the marriage of true minds 

because, in the end, “love is not love that alters when it alteration finds” what 

was he doing if not saying something well that anyone who has ever tried to love 

already know? 

 Everybody does know that, after all. That confusing loving another human 

being totally, with a full heart, with neither reservation nor hindrance...to confuse 

that kind of loving with merely (merely!) being willing to take on the task of trying 

to mould another individual into the kind of person who might, with a bit of work, 

meet all (or, in a pinch, most) of one’s requirements in a lover is among the 

biggest mistakes human beings can make when they undertake to find love in this 

(mostly) loveless world. Unless, of course, one’s conception of love is something 

as crass as being made love to in a certain, pre-scheduled manner instead of 

allowing one’s soul to become intertwined with another’s in a way that is 

transformational and profound...and as suffused with vulnerability as laying 

down one’s weapons and standing naked and completely exposed to another must, 

I think, inevitably be. 

 Does the love of God function among human beings in the same way? The 

ancients imagined that love itself is not an accident, but something God created in 

the world for a purpose...and that the purpose was to demonstrate to individuals 

what it means to give oneself totally to another...for such is not only the way 

earthly lovers engage each other, but also the way human beings can, if they 

wish, engage God. When Scripture commands human beings to love God, after 

all, does it not presume that the concept is clear to them? That they know what it 

means to love? That they understand that to love means to give of oneself utterly 
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and absolutely to another...and, in so doing, possibly learn how to use that 

information to come to love an Other as well? 

 And here we come to the single biggest malfunction (or do I mean 

paradox) in the way the religions of the world, Judaism absolutely included, 

function: we teach that the point of observance is the eventual ability of the 

observant individual to experience communion with God at the same time we 

abhor the possibility of that experience actually bearing real fruit of any sort at 

all. 

 I’ll explain how it works. A woman in a normal synagogue community in a 

normal suburban setting spends twenty years immersed in study and prayer. She 

calls out to God in times of trouble, seeks refuge in her faith constantly, seeks to 

focus her perception of the world through the prism of her own conviction that 

God is real, is potent and omnipotent, is a force not only within the confines of 

her own consciousness, but in the great world out there as well. In other words, 

she has willed herself to become not only a believer, but an intimate of God...and 

a worshipper of God too in every single one of the pre-ordained ways we are 

constantly touting as the high road to the divine realm. And then, after decades of 

effort, God rewards her with the experience of hearing the divine voice.... 

 The next day, her rabbi runs into her in the supermarket buying a package 

of pork chops. 

 Rabbi: Sandy, I’m shocked. Don’t you have a kosher home? 

 Sandy: Of course. But I have the most wonderful news.... 

 Now the problem here is basically insurmountable. Either God is 

omnipotent or not. Either human beings are capable of attaining a state of 

intimate communion with God akin to the love they know from their own 

(terrestrial) relationships or they aren’t. And either the notion that God is as 

incapable of experiencing a change of heart as old King Ahasueros is ridiculous 

or it isn’t. Taken together, the right answers to all of the above constitute a big 

problem for anyone in the business of teaching or fostering religion in an 

organized, hierarchal setting. Or rather, to anyone who attempts to do so in an 

atmosphere of absolute spiritual and intellectual integrity. 
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 Now the way the Bible tries to tackle this particular conundrum is by 

presenting the stories of individuals in a state of conflict over irreconcilable 

differences with respect to the will of God in a particular instance...and by 

showing that, in the end, one of them was right and the other wrong. The fact that 

the wrong party didn’t know he or she was wrong is deemed irrelevant. The fact 

that even the least sophisticated conception of what God is and how God 

functions in the world requires—and requires absolutely—that we accept that 

God can act in the world with total, unrestrained freedom, that nothing at all can 

be deemed a priori impossible or inconceivable if God should will it or make it 

so—or say it to one of the faithful—this is all dismissed as nonsense...or worse 

than nonsense. And yet, when challenged to explain precisely how it is the faithful 

know that their personal experience of the divine is valid and the guy next door’s 

is the insane projection of his own self-interests focused through the scrim of faith 

onto a screen as wide as his own ego, they usually sputter and moan a bit, then 

come up with something vague about the unchangeable nature of God. As if that 

concept could possibly have meaning when applied to an all-powerful God.... 

 That Jews have the nerve to limit God’s capacity to act to the rehashing of 

past edicts (and, occasionally, the enforcing of them) is slightly (but only slightly) 

less peculiar than hearing that kind of reasoning from, of all people, Christians—

and one hears it constantly from the clergy of both groups—but it’s still hard to 

imagine anyone taking seriously that kind of self-serving, self-referential, self-

validating pap (and that line of thinking really is both those things.) 

 But why talk in theoretical terms when the Bible is replete with real stories 

that tell of actual individuals who were obliged either to resist or knuckle under to 

this kind of odd thinking about God? 

 I’ve been writing mostly about well-known biblical personalities up to 

now, but now I’ll turn to two more obscure gentlemen. Most readers won’t have 

heard of either of them, but they, almost more than anyone else mentioned in the 

Bible, have come to symbolize—at least to me—the question of whether the 

communion with God for which the spiritually adept earthling fancies him or 

herself to be striving can exist at all...or rather, whether it can exist as more than 

just obedience, more than just getting God to make it rain by following certain 

pre-ordained rules and regulations. Can there be love—real, mature, dialogic love 
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unfettered by precondition and prerequisite—between human beings and God? 

Well, I’ll tell you what I think...but first I want to tell you two stories, both about 

individuals of whom you’ve never heard. I’ll start with Zedekiah ben Kenaanah. 

You’ve heard his name before? I don’t think so...but if you think Pharaoh got a 

raw deal, then wait until you hear about this guy. 

 Let me start by providing a bit of background. Our story is set in the ninth 

century B.C.E. during the reign of King Ahab. Now this Ahab has a terrible 

reputation in biblical annals, most of it more than well earned, but he isn’t 

depicted as a fool, just a knave. He married a foreign princess and walked (to put 

it mildly) in her ways. He worshipped Baal in a temple in Samaria he built 

himself. He gave his wicked wife leave to kill off as many prophets of God as she 

pleased...and to support as many prophets of the Baal and Astarte as she wished. 

He wasn’t above letting a man be killed so that he could take possession of a 

piece of real estate which had caught his—the king’s—fancy. But when he saw 

the handwriting on the wall, he saw things clearly enough to regret enough of his 

sins for God to defer his punishment to his son’s generation instead of visiting it 

upon his own. 

  An endless war has been going on for years between Israel and Syria—so 

what else is new?—but our story opens in the course of a three year lull in the 

fighting. Now readers will want to recall that there were two Israelite kingdoms in 

those days, one in the north called Israel (with Ahab as its king) and one in the 

south called Judah (with Jerusalem as its capital and nowhere-in-Scripture-

actually-said-to-be-jumpin’ Jehoshaphat as its king.) They didn’t always get along 

too famously, but Ahab had taken the clever step of marrying his daughter to the 

crown prince of Judah, which made Jehoshaphat and him, if not quite kissing 

cousins, then at least the relations-by-marriage of each other’s children. 

 Now it happened one day that Jehoshaphat came a-calling in Samaria to 

see what his son’s father-in-law was up to now that the fighting with Syria had 

calmed down a bit. And that, as they say, was his first mistake.... 

 Ahab doesn’t waste any time with small talk. In fact, he doesn’t waste any 

time at all getting right to the point: he’s still smarting because one of his cities, a 

place called Ramoth-Gilead, had somehow ended up under Syrian control. Now 
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the king wants his city returned to him a lot, but he isn’t quite prepared to commit 

military suicide to get it back. If, on the other hand, King Jehoshaphat were to be 

prepared to join forces with him, then his chances would be dramatically better. 

 Jehoshaphat, regal to the core, is non-plussed.  “Sure,” he says, almost 

without losing a beat. “Not a problem. What are in-laws for? Horses, 

soldiers...whatever. There’s only this one thing, a detail really....” 

 The one thing was that Jehoshaphat wasn’t going anywhere without some 

confirmation from God that the siege would be successful. In-laws are in-laws, 

after all, but there’s also the matter of a king’s responsibility to his own people, to 

his generals, to the foot soldiers in his own army who are going to be on the front 

lines in what could easily be a doomed enterprise, to the parents of those 

soldiers.... 

 Now the story gets good. Ahab—who, for some reason, is not actually 

named in the entire story, merely referred to over and over as the King of Israel—

anyway, Ahab agrees and summons four hundred prophets to see if they can get 

some sort of oracular confirmation that the campaign will be successful. 

 Who precisely these four hundred prophets Ahab produces were isn’t 

entirely clear in the text, but the fact that both King Jehoshaphat and—more to the 

point—Michayah ben Yimlah (I’ll get to him in a moment) accept them as valid 

spokespeople for the God of Israel suggests that Ahab, in addition to his 

predilection for the pagan gods of his wife’s people, also maintained his interest 

in, and his formal allegiance to, the God of Israel. These four hundred prophets, at 

any rate, speak with complete unanimity: go ahead, do it, seize the city and don’t 

give the Syrians a moment’s thought. 

 Ahab, one can only assume, must have been delighted. He had recently 

had a slight change of heart, after all, and had done a bit of highly uncharacteristic 

teshuvah, tearing his clothes and wearing sackcloth as an outer sign of his inner 

resolve to sin no more. Who knows what was all about, but God takes it seriously 

and mentions en passant to Elijah that He has decided to defer the disaster He was 

planning to bring against Ahab to the next generation. Never mind that Scripture 

insists in any number of other passages that God doesn’t do that, that children 

never have to pay for the sins of their parents...the whole point, apparently, of 
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being the Author of Being is that, at the very least, you get to make the occasional 

exception to your own rules. (I heard that! But there are also biblical traditions 

that insist that God does indeed work just like that, precisely visiting the sins of 

the parents on their otherwise innocent children’s heads.) 

 So anyway Ahab is primed to receive good news from the prophets and 

that’s precisely what he gets. Jehoshaphat, on the other hand, is less impressed. 

Unimpressed, actually. Or maybe he’s a little bit impressed, but he certainly isn’t 

convinced. And impressed and convinced, as anyone knows, aren’t always—or 

really ever—the same thing. 

 Not irrationally, he wants a second opinion. Some corroborating oracle to 

confirm the suspicious unanimity of the four hundred. Some prophetic 

reinforcement of the unexpected news that the God Ahab has served so little has 

chosen to reward him so well. Ahab, to his credit, doesn’t react poorly. He doesn’t 

throw a fit, doesn’t take it personally. Probably, he’s just a bit leery of his good 

fortune himself. But whatever, he admits that there is one prophet left to whom 

they could turn....but the good news and the bad news is the same news: this 

particular individual can’t stand Ahab, never has anything too good—or good at 

all, for that matter—to say to or about Ahab, will definitely not slip into the role of 

fawning sycophant. So he’s not likely to join the four hundred out of habit or 

ulterior motive...but if he does give the same message, then that will certainly 

mean that the battle is won almost before it is even joined. Jehoshaphat is 

delighted. Ahab, less so. But, to his credit, the king does follow through, sending 

a trusty eunuch to fetch the dour seer. 

 The scene that follows is so compelling that the narrator actually goes to 

the trouble of describing it to us in detail. The kings (one supposes) couldn’t cram 

all their doubled finery into one palace, so the two of them are seated on twin 

thrones in some sort of threshing floor not far from the gate of Samaria. While the 

eunuch is off digging up this prophet of the second opinion, the prophets continue 

with their show. They’re whirling and twirling and speaking in ecstasy, dropping 

to the ground either naked or not, singing their melismatic, mesmerizing 

hymns...when suddenly one of them, one Zedekiah ben Kenaanah, shows up 

wearing a pair of iron horns. “With these,” he declares to Ahab in the solemn, 
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proud manner of a shaman knowingly critiquing his own act, “you shall gore the 

Syrians until you finish them off altogether.” 

 The other 399 prophets chime in immediately. They’re all inspired, all 

entirely certain of the word that has come to them. Ahab is to be victorious. Ahab 

is going to restore Ramoth-Gilead to the Kingdom of Israel. The Divine 

Warrior—they use the personal name of God lest their be any 

misunderstanding—will do this thing. Case closed. A done deal. Just a few papers 

to sign, Billy, and the car is yours...and the CD player too! 

 Meanwhile...the messenger has located that other prophet, whose name 

was Michayah ben Yimlah, and advised him to say something nice for once. Who 

this eunuch actually was and why he was so interested in getting Michayah to sign 

on to the message the others had already delivered is hard to say. Maybe he was 

looking forward to a few week’s peace if the king went off to battle. Or maybe he 

loved his king. Or maybe he just didn’t want to have to deal with the king if he 

didn’t get the message he wanted. Unanimously. In the style of kings whose 

prophets know their place. 

 Anyway, Michayah is unimpressed. “I’ll say what God tells me to say,” he 

answers plausibly, leaving unsaid the rest of his sentence: and not what I glean 

I’m supposed to say to support that simpering toady Zedekiah and his platoon of 

bootlicking dolts. 

 Now listen closely. The prophet comes before the king. The question is 

put to the prophet. What precisely he does—or, indeed, if he does anything at 

all—to inspire God to answer him is left unsaid, but he has his (presumably 

divinely inspired) answer almost by return mail: “Up and at ‘em,” he assures the 

king, “for the Lord has delivered them into your hand.” Is he smirking? Grinning? 

Delighted, finally, to be on the right side of the fence for once or horrified to be 

encouraging a monster like Ahab to consider himself, even slightly, blessed of 

God? Scripture leaves out any reference to Michayah’s reaction to his own 

prophecy, but Ahab’s is specified: he is completely unimpressed. And he wants 

the truth. The real truth. The truth he somehow knows is lurking behind the 

prophet’s happy prediction. 
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 Why wouldn’t he have been delighted to hear the unanimity of the four 

hundred endorsed by the one prophet who “never” has anything encouraging to 

say? Why wouldn’t he have had his eunuch slip Michayah a couple of twenties 

and get him away from Jehoshaphat before he could say even one more syllable? 

Why does he keep doing this to himself? Maybe he had a moment of insight into 

the nature of prophecy...or maybe he just wanted to avoid getting his own head 

shot off in a battle God was not going to make go his way no matter how many 

prophets rolled around in their own drool on the threshing floor near the gate of 

Samaria. Whatever.... 

 But now Michayah, challenged to resume his role as speaker of truth, has 

a different tune to whistle. He closes his eyes. He does whatever it was prophets 

in his day did to travel psychically into the divine presence. He experiences—one 

way or the other—the communicative presence of the God of Israel. And he 

translates his experience into human speech without any trace of self-interest or 

ulterior purpose. “I see,” he says, seeing something, “I see Israel scattered over 

the hills like little lost sheep with no shepherd.” And Michayah doesn’t only see, 

he hears as well. And what does he hear? He hears God saying that lost sheep 

with no master should best return home. End of prophecy. The army of Israel like 

lost lambs whose shepherd has vanished. Not good news. Not for the sheep and 

certainly not for the shepherd. 

 A-hah! Ahab, pale, turns to Jehoshaphat. I told you so, he tells him. I told 

you this one would never, ever have anything positive or encouraging to say. I 

suppose that he was about to launch into a speech about how four hundred 

outweigh one. About how he hardly really needs divine permission to recapture 

his own city in the first place. About how Jehoshaphat was going to have to be a 

complete wimp to back out now on the say-so of one single prophet. Why, I can 

almost hear Ahab saying indignantly, he doesn’t even have any good props.... 

 But none of that gets said because Michayah, knowing perfectly well that 

Ahab won’t think twice about solving his problem with the prophet the only really 

permanent way, launches into his own speech. His vision, you see, isn’t quite 

over. 
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 And now he can see God Almighty seated on the divine throne. The 

heavenly minions are arrayed out on either side of the throne. The splendor, we 

are to assume, is overwhelming. But this vision too has an auditory component. 

As the prophet peers in from his imaginary perch, he can actually overhear God 

speaking to His hosts and asking for, of all things, a volunteer. 

 “Who will go seduce Ahab?” God is asking. “Who will go seduce him to 

go up against Ramoth-Gilead and get himself killed in the bargain?” 

 It isn’t a rhetorical question. God apparently means for His court to 

discuss the matter seriously and that, the prophet reports, is what happens. This 

one, the Bible says, says this and the other says that and it goes back and forth for 

a while until one of the divine spirits—the text calls this being The Spirit, but 

without any particular indication who or what that being actually is—comes 

forward and stands before God. “I’ll go,” he (or she or it) says helpfully, “I’ll go 

and seduce him.” 

 God is fascinated by the offer. “How?” He asks, apparently willing 

Himself for once not to know everything. 

 “I’ll go down,” The Spirit says, “and I’ll become a lie in the mouths of all 

the prophets.” 

 God is delighted. “Do it!” He commands enthusiastically. “Do it and 

succeed at it.” And get going already and why are you still here? 

 And now the vision ends and the prophet is left in the presence not of God, 

but of his king. “So you see,” he concludes sweetly, “it’s bad news after all.” 

Well, gotta run. Meter’s up. Take care! 

 Not so fast. Zedekiah, the one with the horns, has heard enough. He comes 

up to Michayah and slaps him on the face. Hard. “Who took the spirit of (honest, 

reliable) prophecy from me and gave it to you?” he asks, his voice dripping with 

the sarcasm of the soon to be resentfully unemployed. 

 Michayah’s response is a bit hard to translate...or even to understand in the 

original, but the basic thrust is clear enough. “You can run from the truth,” he 

more or less says to his doomed colleague, “but you can’t hide from it forever.” 
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 Ahab, by this time, has heard more than enough. He orders Michayah to 

be arrested and pitched into jail. He’s to get bread and water—and not much of 

either—until Ahab returns victorious from battle. 

 Michayahu is unimpressed. “That’s just perfect,” he sort of says as they’re 

leading him off, “let’s just leave it precisely like that...if you come back, we’ll 

know I was lying.” (Left unstated is the prophet’s awful corollary: and if not....) 

 Anyway, the rest of the story is less interesting. What precisely 

Jehoshaphat made of all this is left unexplored in the biblical text, but he agrees in 

the end to go into battle with Ahab and the campaign, of course, is a complete 

disaster. Jehoshaphat survives, but Ahab is killed in his own chariot by a stray 

arrow. 

 Now the fate of Ahab is a good yarn, but the more interesting detail for me 

is the part about God sending The Spirit to mislead the prophets so that they 

prophecy falsely. They are clearly prophets of the God of Israel. They refer to 

God by name. Michayahu, certainly a legitimate prophet, doesn’t have anything to 

say about their fidelity to the God he himself worships as well. Nor does 

Jehoshaphat. Nor, for that matter, is there any indication at all that they are 

anything but normal court prophets who, under other circumstances, would have 

offered legitimate prophecies to their sovereign lord and liege. Just to the 

contrary: the story about God sending The Spirit to mislead them implies 

precisely that, under more normal circumstances, they would have not been 

misled and would not have offered anything but legitimate, reasonable 

prophecies. 

 So how’s a prophet to know? If a vision is real and authentic? If an oracle 

is from God and legitimate or, possibly, from God but somehow nonetheless 

illegitimate anyway? Or, if not quite illegitimate, then still false? 

 These are profound questions...and no less so for moderns who want to 

feel that their religious observance reflects the will of God to be sought, to be 

worshipped, to be loved. We know those things—or rather we think we do—

because we somehow find the nerve to translate the experience of God’s presence 

in our lives into the language of longing...but how precisely we know that 
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translation to bear any accuracy—or legitimacy—at all is another question 

entirely. And it isn’t one most of us relish answering honestly.... 

 Prophecy, simply put, is the ability of an individual human beings to 

express their experiences of God in the medium of human language. To take their 

palpable, empirically verifiable sense of divine presence and to translate it, not 

into the language of gesture and unspoken yearning, but actually into one of the 

many languages of humankind. Italian. Urdu. Cree. Hebrew. Even English. 

Telling the future is the very least of it...especially for the kind of moderns who 

think of prognostication, to the extent they think of it at all, as nothing more than 

the least believable of a phoney magician’s phoney tricks. But if prophecy is the 

art—or is it the skill?—of focusing the reality of God through the prism of 

language, then it doesn’t sound at all like something moderns intent on 

developing their own spirituality will want to treat dismissively. Perhaps, they 

might ask themselves instead, we are working towards becoming a kingdom of 

prophets after all....  

 That is, after all, how prophecy is mostly described in the pages of 

Scripture. If God exists, then He exists in all our lives. Most of us are totally 

insensitive to His presence, but some among us aren’t...and some few within that 

select group possess the ability to translate that sense of God’s presence into the 

heady realm of meaning. Of significance. Of reality not only as it is, but as it 

might yet be. 

 Now this sheds some pretty dour light on all that business about false 

prophets: to my mind, to be a false prophet requires being a true charlatan, being 

prepared to claim one is sighted when one is really totally blind, being prepared 

to lie. But if one isn’t a charlatan or a liar, if one is truly able to translate the 

physical weight of God’s presence into the domain of human speech...then what 

precisely would it mean to be a false prophet? That God has sent The Spirit to 

mislead? Does God do that? Can love honestly felt, honestly nurtured, openly 

proclaimed, deeply sensed, sincerely experienced...can the words one finds to 

express that love honestly be false anyway? I suppose they could be unwanted. 

Maybe unrequited. Perhaps little eloquent. Certainly unexpected. But false? If the 

words prophets speak are nothing more (or less) than the translation of the love 
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they feel for God and the sense they have of God into the domain of human 

language, can the idea of falsehood truly apply? 

 And how does any of this apply to those of us devoting our lives to 

cultivating the perceptible presence of God in our lives? Are we doomed never to 

know if we are being vouchsafed insight into the being of the divine...or fooled by 

a lying spirit sent specifically to lead us down the garden path to some horrid 

cesspool in which we can logically expect to drown in a miasma of arrogance, 

misplaced self-reliance and, yes, hope? Can we ever know God and be certain the 

divine force we perceive in our hearts and minds is truly God and not some 

grotesquely duplicitous spirit sent in specifically to lead us astray?  

 Scripture has lots of stories about false prophets, not just the one about 

Zedekiah ben Kenaanah. Some of them are more compelling than others, but the 

personality I thought I’d like to contrast with Zedekiah is an equally obscure 

fellow called Hananiah ben Azur. He wasn’t a contemporary. I’m not even sure 

he would have heard of his misled predecessor...but he would have understood 

what he went through and he would have, no doubt, had his own thoughts on the 

topic. I think of him often when I rise in synagogue to say my prayers...and 

wonder what, precisely, it is I am hoping to achieve by lifting up my heart in 

prayer to God. 

 But I digress...and Hananiah’s story requires us to zoom ahead two and a 

half centuries. The last king of Judah, King Zedekiah (no relationship to the 

earlier prophet) is sitting on the throne. He’s a well-connected fellow—his father, 

a full brother and a half-brother have already sat on the lion throne when he 

comes to power—and he is in a position to do great things...but he is overtaken by 

events that are simply too much for a king in the first flourish of manhood—he 

was only twenty-one when he came to the throne—to handle. And because he 

can’t handle them, his nation ends up destroyed, his palace sacked, his capital and 

its Temple burnt to the ground.... 

 The specific story I want to tell, however, comes from an earlier part of 

King Zedekiah’s reign, long before the true awfulness began. Jerusalem is in 

turmoil. King Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon has just managed to defeat the king of 

Egypt at Carchemish and is, therefore, on his way to becoming the undisputed 
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master of all the smaller countries of western Asia, Judah included. The people 

are terrified, but also electrified by the challenge facing them: surely, they reason, 

God will never let anything happen to His house or to His people. 

 Now many years earlier (or maybe just a few...the biblical text is a bit 

confused at this point), the word of God came to Jeremiah and commanded him to 

get a wooden yoke of the kind that would usually be used to guide oxen, to attach 

ropes to it and to put the whole apparatus on his own neck. And thus was he to 

wander about in Jerusalem, encouraging the people by example to accept their 

fate, to knuckle under to the judgement of God, to interpret the rise of Babylon as 

the divine response to their sinful behavior. 

 It didn’t go over very well. For one thing, it was treason Jeremiah was 

preaching. For another, he was personally destroying the fighting morale of at 

least some of the people. For a third, he was flying in the face of the establishment 

and its obvious interest in self-preservation. Now Jeremiah was one of the world’s 

leading experts in being unpopular, but even for him, this was something special. 

 Jeremiah and King Zedekiah had a long, complex relationship, but the 

particular story I wish to tell takes place when the king was still a young man of 

twenty-five. Jeremiah, who may well have written the account himself, sets the 

scene in a few words. It’s summertime. It’s hot. Stiflingly so. Jeremiah himself is 

standing in the forecourt of Solomon’s Temple wearing his wooden yoke, but 

otherwise minding his own business. Whether he had been wearing it for four or 

sixteen years is a matter of scholarly dispute, but whatever...he had certainly had 

it on plenty long enough for everybody to understand what it meant. So he didn’t 

have to add a word, just stand there and plead his case, as it were, in total silence. 

 What happens next won’t take long to tell. Another prophet, a fellow by 

the name of Hananiah ben Azur, takes up a position across the courtyard from 

Jeremiah and announces that he too has been visited by the word of God and that 

his vision is in absolute contradiction to Jeremiah’s: God plans to break the yoke 

of Babylon. King Jehoiachin, Zedekiah’s exiled nephew and predecessor on the 

throne of Judah, will be brought back to his land. The various vessels of gold and 

silver that the Babylonians took from the Temple will be returned. “Yes,” he says 
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with total confidence in the ability of God to intervene in history, “I shall break 

the yoke of the king of Babylon.” 

 Jeremiah, perhaps a bit bowed by the heat, is willing to let the incident 

pass. “If it were only so,” he says listlessly. But then, perhaps hearing his own 

words, Jeremiah is roused to make a point that is as strong as it is, in the end, 

meaningless. There have always been prophets who forecast all sorts of things, he 

notes. But the prophet who forecasts peace—and he must have spoken these 

words while staring directly into Hananiah’s face—can only be considered as 

authentic when the prophecies he has uttered actually come true. Now this is quite 

in accord with the law of the Torah, but it doesn’t really make much sense. Can’t 

God change his mind after issuing a decree through a faithful prophet? And why 

would such a test only apply to prophets of peace...oughtn’t prophets of doom 

(like Jeremiah) be put to the same test? But the logical issues here aren’t 

paramount because Jeremiah isn’t trying to give a lecture on prophecy, only to 

provoke Hananiah, to get his professional goat and to make him squirm. 

 Hananiah, no fool, understands immediately what Jeremiah is saying. 

About him. About the authenticity of his calling. About the legitimacy of the 

message he preaches. And he is not amused. Not even a little bit. He steps 

forward, rips the wooden yoke of Jeremiah’s sore neck and, breaking it in two, 

declares that God will similarly break the yoke of the king of Babylon and restore 

His people’s fortunes. What response he expected, I don’t know. But he gets, I 

think, the one he probably hadn’t expected even slightly: none at all. 

 Jeremiah writes that he didn’t say a word, didn’t summon up his 

considerable oratory skills to denounce his opponent, didn’t pay Hananiah back in 

anything like the same coin he himself had just been handed. Instead, he writes, 

he just slithered off in complete silence. 

 Now let’s follow the text a bit more closely. Jeremiah leaves silently, but 

shortly thereafter—the Bible subtly suggests that this account was written at a 

different time than the first story—the word of God comes to him and he is told 

that he was right all along. And not only was he right, but he was more right than 

even he had realized: he is to go back to Hananiah and taunt him with the thought 

that although he—Hananiah—is very good at breaking up wooden yokes, he will 
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be significantly less good with the iron yoke God is now planning to place on the 

necks of the nations that Nebuchadnezzar is going to invade as part of his 

imperialist plan to become master of the world. 

 Whether he does as commanded or not, the Bible doesn’t say. We’re 

probably supposed to assume he did, but what he is explicitly said to have told 

Hananiah is bad enough: he’s a phoney prophet, a false messenger from the God 

of truth...and, as a result, he—Hananiah, not Jeremiah—is going to die that very 

year as a consequence of having preached apostasy. Which he does, a scant two 

months later. So the fact that Jeremiah’s prophecy comes true practically 

immediately, while Hananiah’s doesn’t come true at all—and, the savvy reader 

knows, won’t ever come true—lends a nice sheen to the surface of the story: a 

good guy takes on a bad guy and wins by being good at precisely what the bad 

guy wasn’t any good at. So it’s all very fair and all that...but it only all works out 

in the end if we assume that Jeremiah was the real prophet and Hananiah was the 

phoney. 

 Now I am proposing a fair number of unorthodox approaches to biblical 

stories in this book, but nothing I am suggesting sounds quite so shocking—even 

to me—as this. And yet...the situation is nowhere near as simple as it appears to 

be. Let’s assume that Hananiah was a real prophet, a bona fide member of the 

prophetic guild who had learned as part of his training how to focus his 

experience of God through the prism of human language to paint his experience 

not in color, myth or symbol, but in language. Jeremiah—who elsewhere rails 

against prophets he considers to be frauds and fakes—doesn’t say that about 

Hananiah at all, preferring meekly to mutter a vaguely sarcastic “yeah, right” 

under his breath, to repeat the highly illogical (and theologically impossible, if 

repeatedly and enthusiastically endorsed) thought that the only true mark of 

prophetic authenticity is the ability to excel at the seer’s version of the party trick 

and manage to predict something that actually happens after (if not quite because) 

one says it will. 

 Of course, how Jeremiah knows that the experience of God’s presence 

from which he learns that Hananiah is a fraud is itself a true encounter with the 

divine—and not the other way around—is not only left unsaid in the biblical text, 

but totally unexplored. We readers, I think, are just supposed to know that 
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Jeremiah is for real and Hananiah is a pathetic wannabe...but, of course, this is 

Jeremiah’s book we’re reading and neither Hananiah’s nor an unbiased outside 

observer. Did Hananiah write his own book? If he did, it’s certainly permanently 

lost to us (and neither is there any trace of its existence in Scripture), but I can 

assure you that if Hananiah’s account of the yoke incident did ever exist, it didn’t 

read at all like Jeremiah’s. Not even slightly like it, I wouldn’t imagine. In the 

end, neither man had the right to assume that his experience of God was as totally 

legitimate as the other’s was inauthentic...but, even more to the point, both men 

had to realize that they were building their own reputations on hope and personal 

conviction rather than on empirical evidence. Is it the same for moderns? How 

could it note be? 

 Later in the book, Jeremiah has yet another experience of the divine. And 

when this experience is somehow strained through the alembic of human 

language, it proclaims precisely the same news: Nebuchadnezzar is coming—

N.R., not N.N.—and the Babylonians are going to place a yoke of iron on the 

necks of those few Judahites that manage not to die in the coming debacle. 

 History bore out one prophecy and not the other, but unless this Hananiah 

was a complete charlatan—which even Jeremiah doesn’t suggest—his decoding 

of his personal experience of the divine presence into the language of prognosis 

and destiny (instead of, say, myth or symbol) can’t be labelled as dishonest or 

inherently false just because it didn’t jive with somebody else’s...even if that 

somebody else’s ended up coming true after all. 

 Can one individual’s experience of God be better than another’s? More 

legitimate? More profound? Can one person hear the voice of God more 

accurately than another? When it comes to music, some of us do indeed have 

more acute senses of hearing than others of us. But does that difference between 

individuals have a parallel when it comes to listening with the heart instead of the 

ear? When it comes to love? When it comes to longing? Can one human being 

yearn for God better, more effectively, more profoundly than another? What 

would it mean to insist that one human heart resonates more deeply with the echo 

of God’s voice than another’s? These are the questions that Scripture hopes to 

challenge us to answer as we read the stories of Zedekiah ben Kenaanah and 

Hananiah ben Azur. That this or that thing happened to some specific people 
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millennia ago is interesting in its own right to know, I suppose, but the Bible is 

not a book of ancient history in anywhere near as potent as way as it is—or can 

be—a book of modern spirituality.  

 And the questions that spring out at us from these stories themselves have 

the ability to engender even other, more difficult questions. Are there gradations 

of love? Scripture almost dares us to ask ourselves the question. How about of 

fear? When the human heart is filled to overflowing with desire for God, can the 

measure of that kind of endless yearning be meaningfully compared with the 

contents of another’s heart in the way cardiologists can measure the capacity of a 

specific auricle or ventricle in millilitres and declare the specific chamber of one 

person’s heart capable of holding more or less blood than the analogous chamber 

of another person’s? Do the secret chambers of the heart—the ones that contain 

the overwhelming desire for love, for union, for wholeness...and for God—do 

those chambers have specific capacities that can be measured in their own 

specific ways? 

 Can beauty be measured? Can desire? Can the attraction one human 

being feels for another be measured? Can hope? Or hunger? Can the degree to 

which one human being craves communion with God be said to be greater or 

lesser—or even more or less worthy or profound—than the degree to which 

another person experiences that same sense of being filled to overflowing with the 

tension that results when the love of God coincides with the love for God to 

produce the potential—no matter how slim or unlikely—for an ordinary person to 

live a life in God and of God? 

 

* 

 

 In my dream, I can just see Hananiah coming home after his confrontation 

with Jeremiah, a man no less devastated by failure as he had been exhilarated by 

success earlier in the day. I see him eating something, packing his wife off to a 

movie with a girlfriend, sending the kids off to sleep at his brother’s, having a 

cool shower. He shaves, dries his hair, puts on a pair of flannel boxers and a t-
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shirt, then goes back into the kitchen. He makes a pot of coffee. He does the 

dinner dishes. He sits down to think. 

 That lasts about three seconds. He feels healthy, feels well, feels strong. 

He’s got his balance back now...and he knows that he is hardly going to wither 

and die because Jeremiah ben Hilkiah—a traitor to his people and probably 

worse than that—just because a man like Jeremiah says he was going to. Is 

Jeremiah’s sense of the future any more or less based on his personal sense of 

God’s communicative presence in his life than Hananiah’s own charism of 

prophecy is rooted in his own sense of what it means to be enveloped totally in the 

liquid light of the divine face and to hear—if not quite with the ears, then 

certainly with the mind—the voice of God speaking? Is Jeremiah, for all his 

gloom and doom, any more reliable a vessel than Hananiah? He shudders at the 

thought, thinking of what the Babylonians would do in Jerusalem if God really 

were to abandon His city and His temple and let the foe have at it without having 

to care that they were making kosher mincemeat out of the people of God. 

 Although he had made such a tzimmes about getting rid of his wife and 

kids, Hananiah now finds himself unhappy to be alone. He thinks of heading over 

to the Temple to see what’s going on there or maybe to the police station to check 

in with old Pashchur ben Immer, a pal he knows he can always rely on to help 

him through a narrow strait. In the end, though, he just throws on some trousers 

and shirt and heads out to an inn just down the block. 

 The scene in the tavern is just as he knew it would be. Elamites. Edomites. 

Locals with and without their wives. A few priests. Some royal cops and some 

municipal ones. A fat guy at the bar. A bartender that looks just a bit too much—

although Hananiah would not realize this—like Woody Harrelson. A waitress or 

two showing just a bit too much cleavage for their own good. A couple of 

whores.... 

 “Yo, Ben Azur!” 

 Hananiah looks up. 

 “Over here, man.” 
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 Hananiah looks over at Ahab ben Koliah, a guy Hananiah had known 

almost since coming to Jerusalem. He’s relieved that Ahab is alone—he’s usually 

hanging around with a tiresome prig named Zedekiah ben Maasiah whom 

Hananiah can’t stand—but he’s also slightly irritated that he’s obviously going to 

have to spend time shmoozing with Ahab that he had hoped to spend working out 

the whole scene that had played itself out earlier in the day. (For a moment, he 

thinks to ask himself what kind of Judahite parents would name their kid Ahab in 

the first place. But the thought doesn’t really take root and is gone before he can 

even really address it.) 

 One thing leads to another. One beer to another. One confession to 

another. They talk about their fathers, about their decisions to go into the 

prophetic guild professionally and not just as Sunday amateurs. They share some 

secrets and tell some lies, then retract the secrets—as though you can take words 

back and make them unsaid—and embellish the lies. By closing time, they’re both 

drunk. They leave together, each half draped on the other’s shoulder for support. 

Neither man lives too far away—Hananiah only a block or two and Ahab just a 

bit beyond that—but neither is ready quite to go home just yet. 

 Suddenly aware of their bladders, they step into a public latrine to relieve 

themselves. Ahab, a tall, lanky fellow with dark, sunken eyes and pale, almost 

eerily translucent skin, almost falls, then rights himself and somehow manages—

but only barely—to do his business without soaking himself. Hananiah just leans 

forward and hitches up his skirt while he rests his head on the cool blue tiles over 

the urinal trough on which somebody has written NEBUCHADNEZZAR 

WEARS GIRLY PANTS in crude, white letters. 

 As he stands there for no more than twelve seconds, a thousand thousand 

thoughts pass through his aching brain. Does God really only speak to one or two 

in every generation? If everybody keeps quoting that line in the scroll about God 

commanding His creatures to love him—however one is supposed to go about 

loving on command, that is—but if that line about everybody being called to the 

love of God has any meaning at all, then doesn’t it follow that God is prepared to 

love each one of his pathetic creatures back? Somehow. And, really...what kind of 

love is it that functions without words? Without telling? Without even echoes of 

confession...and therefore without vulnerability, without ambivalence, without the 
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fear of intimacy and the yearning for intimacy commingling in the kind of unified, 

surge of romantic incongruity that human beings call love, revere as love, long 

for as love? 

 Can human beings love at all then without speaking? After all, it’s one 

thing to say that love is doing not telling...but quite another to imagine deep, 

abiding love that exists without communication, without dialogue, without one 

single word of any sort passing between the lovers. Hananiah considers his 

relationship with his wife, with some of the girls he loved before he met Hamutal. 

He considers the issue for the briefest of moments and then concludes, as any man 

would, that when one strips the world away, the desire for love is merely a kind of 

hormonal midrash on the desire to speak. Is sex then a kind of speech? Hananiah 

gives himself a final shake, then shudders as he lets his skirt drop, then smiles 

slightly. 

 He lets Ahab ben Koliah lead him home, the sense of drunkenness already 

dissipating as he approaches his own front door. He wonders where Jeremiah 

sleeps, where he finds a place to rest his head. He wonders if anyone other than 

the guards is awake in the Temple or in the royal palace. He bids Ahab good 

night, then steps inside. 

 All is quiet. Hamutal must have come home and gone to bed. The children, 

Hananiah recalls, are sleeping at his brother’s. The servants won’t show up for 

hours. In the cool nighttime air of his own atrium, Hananiah strips off his clothes 

and approaches the large standing mirror in the west hallway. There is almost no 

light, but the skylight provides enough for him to see the barest outlines of his 

own shape. He peers into the mirror, seeing his own ghost in the pale light of 

distant stars, recalling the priests’ lesson that human beings are made in the 

image of God. Is God there? Not theoretically, Hananiah asks himself, but really. 

Palpably. Absolutely. Empirically? Verifiably? Unconditionally? 

 Naked and alone, Hananiah sits down on the cool ceramic tiles Hamutal 

had imported from Tyre when they first got married. Drawing his knees up, he 

leans forward and drops his head down until he can feel his forehead pressed up 

against the floor. He can smell the slightly acrid scent of his own groin combining 

in his nostrils with the lingering odor of the lye-based cleaning solution Hamutal 
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has the servants use on the tiles. Feeling a bit dizzy, he lifts his head to the point 

at which he can feel the soft flesh of the inside of his own thighs pressing up 

against the sides of his head, then drops his head again to the ground. 

 “I see God before me always,” he begins to chant, choosing the Levites’ 

hymn as his mantra. He repeats the words, then repeats them again, then again 

and again. After the eighth repetition he falls silent and waits for God. 

 By morning, he is still naked, still sitting on the cool tiles of his own home 

when the servants arrive at his doorstep. He hears a key in the door, scurries off 

to his bedroom lest they find him as naked as he has spent the night. He feels well, 

but the tumour has already begun to grow in his liver. And he has no way of 

knowing....  
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Letter from Enochville 

 

 

 What is the story of Cain and Abel really about? Why, precisely, is it in the 

Bible? That it has to do with murder, or rather with the invention of murder, is 

clear enough...but is the story there principally—or perhaps even only—to 

discourage people from premeditatedly killing each other? I suppose that could 

be—the prohibition of murder is, after all, one of the really big thou-shalt-nots—

but there’s a lot more than murder in the story and, if the condemnation of 

homicide were its sole point, almost none of those details would be necessary. 

 I’m all for discouraging people from killing each other, but I also think 

that there are profound lessons about our own spiritual lives to be learnt from 

what is, essentially, a very brief story. But getting to that lesson means taking the 

details of that story to heart...both the ones that we all remember easily and the 

ones that we either forget (or will ourselves to forget) or, even worse, blithely 

dismiss as points the narrative simply can’t want us to take seriously. I’ll show 

you what I mean...but let’s begin with the story itself as it is (quickly, laconically, 

one might almost say anxiously) told in less than two dozen sentences in the 

fourth chapter of Genesis. It is, after all, a simple story.... 

 Cain and Abel are brothers, the sons of Adam and Eve. Cain, the older 

one, is a farmer, but Abel is a shepherd. Inspired by the bounty of the good earth 

to worship its Maker, they both light on the idea of bringing offerings to God...but 

God rather arbitrarily looks with favor on Abel’s bloody sacrifice of the first-born 

of his flock and turns His divine nose up at Cain’s fruit basket. Irritated by his 

younger brother’s success—and who wouldn’t be?—Cain lures Abel to a deserted 

field and murders him, thereby becoming simultaneously the first murderer, the 

first fratricide and the patron saint of sibling rivalry. 

 God, of course, is intensely irritated with this first son of the second 

human generation and at once punishes Cain with a horrible life sentence: the 

earth he once tilled with great success will now refuse to yield its bounty and he 

will therefore end up wandering about in the world aimlessly and endlessly until, 
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presumably, he dies broken, lonely, utterly bereft and totally friendless. When he 

complains that he’ll be a sitting duck for highwaymen and hooligans, God puts 

some sort of mysterious mark on him that is intended, although Scripture doesn’t 

specify precisely in what way, to protect Cain lest his roaming be cut short by 

some villain’s violent rage. So far, so good.... 

 The only problem is that the story then goes off in an entirely different 

direction, one quite hard to square with what has come before. Cain, instead of 

taking up his cane and setting forth on the long journey to nowhere, settles instead 

in the mysterious land of Nod. (Where Nod precisely was is hard to say, but 

Scripture locates it east of Eden, which would put it around where Afghanistan is 

today. Eden itself was probably somewhere in what we call southern Iraq.) He 

marries—I’ll come back to the question of Mrs. Cain presently—and produces a 

child, a son named Enoch. (There’s a more famous Enoch in Scripture mentioned 

just a chapter or two later, but this is a different person with a different father and, 

presumably, a different set of problems. Of Cain’s boy, we are told nothing at all 

other than that he eventually fathered a son named Irad.) Of Cain at Nod, we 

know just a bit more, however. He builds a city and names it after his son, then 

presumably lives out his days there as the mayor, or at least the founding father, 

of Enochville. No wandering. No cursed soil. No need constantly to show his 

secret mark lest he be killed by criminals. (No need to pause here to ask who 

these would-be murderers might be since Scripture has only reported on the 

existence of four human beings in the world and one of them, Abel, is dead. I’ll 

get there.) 

 Everybody sort of glosses over the fact that the beginning and middle of 

the story don’t seem to match the end, but that’s because of the tendency—the 

almost universal tendency—to take Cain’s story as a kind of allegory about 

murder most foul and its awful consequences...and the fact that it is the first of all 

brothers who are perpetrator and victim only makes the story, if not really any 

more appalling, then at least a tad more piquant. 

 But what if the fact that the story’s two halves don’t quite fit is meant to 

point us to another story (almost) altogether, one (almost) hidden just behind the 

tale as told? 
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 What if the narrative is trying to signal something to us, something 

provocative and slightly scary, something designed to have an impact on all men 

and women who, like Cain and Abel, seek to know God through worship...and not 

merely those few who dare to do so with murder in their hearts? 

 What if also embedded in the story is something about hiding from the 

hidden God, about seeking God and running away from God at the same time, 

about simultaneously dreading and yearning for intimacy, for love, for the succor 

that comes (only) from being loved...regardless of whether one’s lover is human 

or divine? 

 What if there were also to be something here about the difference between 

being a man and becoming one, about perceiving masculinity as prize rather than 

compromise, about learning (the hard way) some specific lessons about how 

things in the world of men and women work: why (and how) gender matters, why 

incest is bad, what sex and violence have to do with each other, what being a son 

has to do with being a father? 

 And, finally, what if we were to hold foremost in our minds the simple (yet 

easily overlooked) detail that Cain’s is a boy’s story that has something about the 

relationship between children and parents at its narrative core...not to mention 

about the relationship between being a boy and being a man...and about the 

precise ways boys grow up to become men? 

 It’s also worth noting before we go any further that the fact that the 

beginning and end of the story don’t quite match is only one of many different 

problematic details in the story and that there are others as well. It is left entirely 

undisclosed, for example, why precisely it was that God didn’t accept Cain’s 

offering in the first place. Obviously, one can make up lots of reasons that sound 

plausible enough—Cain’s offering could possibly have been made up of blighted, 

rotting fruit, it might have been offered without a full heart...or for some ulterior 

motive or cynically—but none of these plausibilities is mentioned in the text and, 

in the end, the fact that no real reason is given is part of the story. It’s an easy 

point to miss, however. 

 And there’s also the fact that a few very important words are missing from 

the story. After God delivers this odd, almost contextless speech to Cain about 
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how sin can always be overcome even if it is always crouching down by the front 

door waiting to be asked (or rather, let) in, the text begins “And Cain said to his 

brother Abel....”, then leaves off without saying what Cain actually said and starts 

again: “And it came to pass when they were in the field....” What field? Why were 

they there? Did Cain entice his brother to come out to the field with him precisely 

so that he could kill him there? Why couldn’t he kill him wherever it was they 

were? Were Adam and Eve around? Did Cain imagine he could hide his crime 

from his parents if he only had the good sense to commit it in the backyard 

instead of right there in the boys’ bedroom? Some ancient translators provided an 

end to the sentence that revealed what Cain said to his brother—usually 

something fairly innocuous like “Let’s go out to the field” or something like 

that—but that’s also missing the point a bit: when Scripture leaves a hole like that 

in its narrative, it can never be plugged up lightly as though the Scriptural 

storyteller may possibly simply have forgotten to finish the sentence. 

 It’s also worth saying out loud—if one may say such a thing at all, that 

is—that God’ speech is itself a bit problematic. There are these two sacrifices. For 

reasons left unspecified, Abel’s is accepted and Cain’s rejected. (The Hebrew is 

actually a bit obscure as to what precisely God does to Abel’s offering that He 

doesn’t do to Cain’s, which is why I’m translating vaguely. For what it’s worth, 

so does everybody else.) At any rate, Cain’s fruit is not esteemed by God, 

whereupon we read that he—Cain—becomes (not unreasonably) enraged. God 

then delivers this obscure speech in highly ambiguous Hebrew in which He asks 

why Cain is having such a fit and if he—Cain—doesn’t realize that if he does 

good, then he’ll be able to bear anything. If he fails to do good, however, sin will 

always be there at the door waiting to slither its way in towards the object of its 

unwholesome desire—presumably Cain himself—and even though he—Cain—

will still be able to overcome the temptation to transgress, it’s obviously going to 

be a lot tougher sledding than avoiding the situation in the first place would have 

been. 

 What sin? Cain hasn’t sinned—at least not in any way Scripture reveals. 

Just to the contrary, he’s done his best to offer something to God. A fruit basket. 

Wrapped up in yellow cellophane. With cans of macadamia nuts and mangos and 

papayas...and with one of those big ribbon bows on it. And a gift card that read 
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“Thanks for inventing fruit. Have a nice day, Cain.” And what does he get in 

return? A punch in the stomach and a lecture on how sin squats down at the 

entrance to people’s houses (or are we talking about their hearts rather than their 

homes—the text just says mentions an entrance of some sort) waiting to lure the 

innocent into its wily clutches. I’m not entirely sure what that’s supposed to mean 

to us, but neither am I at all sure what we’re supposed to imagine Cain himself 

would have made of such a strange, contextless sermon on the nature of sin. One 

way or the other, God finishes his speech—Scripture doesn’t say where this scene 

takes place, although it is presumably out of doors near where the two offerings 

were attempted—whereupon Cain calls out immediately afterwards to his brother 

and says something Scripture is (choose one: hesitant, embarrassed, ashamed, 

reticent, unwilling) to report...and the next thing you know, Abel is dead and his 

blood is seeping into the alluvial soil of the Iraqi delta. 

 And, finally, there is also a strange discrepancy between the story as told 

by its narrator and the detail of that same story as recounted by a character from 

within that narrator’s narrative. After he kills his brother and hears his threefold 

punishment—that he is going to be even more cursed than the ground that soaked 

up his brother’s blood, that the land will never be bountiful for him no matter how 

much manure he spreads and that he is to wander the world forever—Cain, 

entirely logically, feels desolate and miserable. This is going to be more than I can 

take, he moans, then explains why, precisely, he is feeling so low: he’s been 

kicked off the land (although that’s not quite what God said), he is going to have 

to hide from God’s face (although God certainly didn’t say that, whatever it 

means), he’s going to have to wander the earth (God did say that) and anyone who 

comes across him will thus be in a splendid position to kill him without further 

worry about any consequences (which God absolutely didn’t say.) So one might 

almost say that Cain has heard something slightly other than—something similar 

to, but not precisely identical to—what we readers have read that God said to him. 

 All of these points are meaningful to me. None of them makes the story not 

about murder...but, together, they suggest that there is more here than a simple 

just-so story intended to demonstrate graphically to readers struggling with their 

own homicidal tendencies what, precisely, may happen to those who disobey 

God’s injunction not to kill wantonly or with malice. 
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 Let’s start again. Adam and Eve screw up in the garden and are sent out 

into the world to till the soil and grow up. Scripture doesn’t say precisely where 

they go, but since God places a few cherubim and a magically rotating sword on 

the east side of Eden to keep the Adamses out, we can assume that Adam and Eve 

left the garden for points east. As I mentioned above, they aren’t presented as 

babies, but as adolescents just figuring out who they are and what their bodies are 

there for. 

 They’re apparently quick studies: almost immediately after reporting that 

Adam and Eve were pitched out of the garden, Scripture mentions that Adam 

knows his wife and Eve, successfully known, conceives a child. (The child’s 

name, Cain, derives from her exclamation at the moment of parturition to the 

effect that she has, somehow, created a child with the help of God. What she 

thinks Adam had to do with the production of the child is left unsaid.) 

 And then they do it again and a second son is produced. Who is this 

mysterious second child? He doesn’t appear even one single time outside of the 

half-verse that tells of his birth and the few verses later on that tell of his murder. 

His name means Nothing (or perhaps Breath), but Eve, whose explanation of 

Cain’s name Scripture can hardly wait to tell us, isn’t heard to explain even en 

passant why she gave her second son such a peculiar name. (When Qohelet 

remarks a few millennia later that everything is vanity and wind, the word he uses 

for “vanity” is precisely the same as Abel’s Hebrew name.) He was, however, 

well named: little Nothing says nothing at all, not one single word, in the entire 

story of his life and death. He doesn’t do much either, only offer some animals as 

sacrifices to God, then get himself killed by his brother as a result. Is he a real 

person? Hold that thought.... 

 It sometimes surprises even me to realize how complicated a simple tale 

can become merely be reading it over and over. But perhaps that is part of 

Scripture’s narrative technique as well: what it wishes us to learn well, it 

encourages us to draw out of the story for ourselves. 

 And so...let’s go back to the beginning of the story (again!) and read a bit 

more carefully. Adam and Eve leave the garden for points east, then, presumably, 

settle into a homestead somewhere east of Eden and discover sex. Nine months 
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later, little Cain is born. A short while after that—Scripture doesn’t say precisely 

how long, but it suggests the brevity of the time involved by passing over it in the 

white space between the end of one verse and the beginning of the next—we hear 

of Abel’s birth. Any number of ancient commentators, seeing a desperate need for 

some girl children if the story is going to make much sense, simply dream them 

up—it being one thing (and plenty bad enough) for the Adamses’ boys to have to 

marry their sisters, but simply too much for Eve herself to be the only female in 

the world. But one principle of biblical interpretation I’ve learned to esteem above 

all else is to take Scripture seriously both in terms of what it says and, sometimes 

even more to the point, what it doesn’t say...and never, ever, to assume that an 

interpretation, especially one based on logic, simply must be true because 

Scripture could never, ever, have meant what it appears to be saying most clearly. 

 So there’s this big world out there east of Eden and there aren’t any people 

in it yet, just one single family. (Even Rashi writes that Cain was afraid of being 

killed by animals later on, not other people. And we’ll get to Cain’s wife later on.) 

The garden itself may well have been a hothouse of tropical delight, but the rest of 

the world is just getting off the ground and the Adamses are in on the ground 

floor. Everything is new, pristine, shiny, unblemished. The world is not just 

young, but virginal, untouched, unpolluted. Adam and Eve, created as adults, 

have never known adolescence. Adam’s bones never creaked with unexpected 

growth spurts. His chin didn’t suddenly start to spurt untimely peach fuzz. Eve’s 

hormones didn’t propel her from eight to eighteen in the space of the three or four 

weeks around her twelfth birthday. The two of them, therefore, must have been 

fairly odd birds: adults without belly buttons, without childhoods, without the 

kind of mature psyches shaped even years later by the tormented recollection of 

adolescence. 

 How they figured out sex, the Bible doesn’t say. But whether they took 

their lead from the animals or were just doin’ what came naturally, they got things 

organized soon enough for two boys to be born almost immediately: Cain and 

Abel, Older and Younger, Creation and Breath, Something and Nothing, Someone 

and No One. 

 As children, the boys wouldn’t have realized just how odd their world 

really must have been: one can only assume that the boys, like all children, would 
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have focused so totally on their parents and on each other than it would only have 

dawned on them years later that it was a bit odd that no neighbours ever dropped 

by for tea. Ever. Or that there was a suspiciously odd lack of baby pictures of their 

parents in the family album. Or that no one ever seemed to mention grandparents, 

let alone invite them over for a meal or a birthday party. These, however, would 

be mere details, curious pieces of a larger puzzle the boys would only eventually 

be able to perceive, let alone solve. 

 And then adolescence. The best and worst part of everybody’s life. The 

tragedy of childhood’s end obscured by the unbridled hope for personal success 

that pushes everybody forward into years of endless self-analysis, almost 

unbearable self-doubt and merciless self-scrutiny. The boys’ growth would be 

speeded up now, their hormones racing, their thoughts (in that basketball hadn’t 

been invented yet) focused more or less solely on sex. I can remember what it was 

like—who can’t?—but I can only barely imagine what it would have been like in 

a world in which my mother was the only woman. It would have been one thing, 

after all, for the boys to have had to invent adolescence, but quite another—to put 

it almost absurdly mildly—for them to have had to do so in a world without girls. 

 And here we come to the first point that the Bible makes clearly without 

stating at all (and then leaves for readers to pursue on their own and in the context 

of their own experience): that the world in which Cain and Abel grew up was 

totally girlless. Now it’s true that this girllessness is traditionally passed over as a 

kind of amusing detail that the story simply can’t mean to be taken seriously, but 

I’m not at all so sure that it isn’t a profound part of the puzzle. I’m sure it would 

have been for me.... 

 No doubt at their confused parents’ suggestion, the boys throw themselves 

into their work. But, just as it never does, it doesn’t work. The boys try to lose 

themselves in their work—Cain, as befits the elder child, follows in his father’s 

footsteps and becomes a farmer, while Abel invents animal husbandry and 

becomes a shepherd—but their thoughts keep returning to the incredibly 

confusing matrix of objectless sexual yearning (in a world without girls), utterly 

contextless sibling rivalry (in a world without friends) and riveting ambivalence 

about the place of Mother Eve herself in the course of what eventually must have 

been years and years of sexual daydreaming (in a world without Freudian 
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therapists.) The tools of their trade are the same as any teenaged boy’s would be, 

but the knowledge that there are no girls in the world, that there is therefore no 

possibility at all of ever dealing with what eventually must be an incredible 

amount of pent-up (and never really totally released) sexual tension, that the 

specter of Mother (the world’s only female human being) will somehow always 

be floating over the whole situation, coloring it with unwanted, slightly sickening 

shading and coating it with distinctly unsettling overtones...it must, eventually, 

simply become too much to bear. Naturally enough, the older one would be the 

first to succumb. 

 So let’s say one day Cain simply can’t face heading for the barn again. He 

can’t even think of his mother as a sex object—who could?—and his eye falls on 

Abel. A thought, hithertofore so totally suppressed as to feel novel, strikes him. 

His heart begins to race just a bit. Unexpected color comes to his cheek. He 

adjusts his kilt, feeling himself falling into a witches’ brew of desire, shame, 

confusion and affection. He calls over his brother—just to sharpen the image, let’s 

imagine them as seventeen and sixteen—he calls Abel over and says something to 

him. And what does he say? Scripture, saying (as ever) what it means, won’t say. 

And what is it that Scripture won’t say that he said? How should I know? But 

whatever it was, the two of them headed off into the fields shortly thereafter. And 

shortly after that, Abel’s blood was calling out to God from the earth. 

 Did Cain really kill his brother? That would explain how Abel’s blood 

ended up calling out to God from the loamy soil into which it was slowly seeping. 

Or did Cain merely violate his little brother and leave him in a bloody heap on the 

ground for his blood to call out to whomever it could? Is the single Scriptural 

word vayaharg hu (“and he killed him”) to be taken literally or is it also a kind 

of scrim to be looked through rather than at? God’s response, after all, is not to 

indict Cain of Abel’s murder, but to ask him calmly, almost ambiguously, where 

Abel was. And Cain’s answer is equally ambiguous: “How should I know? Am I 

his guardian?” 

 This approach, slightly unsettling though it may be, could possibly solve a 

few issues I raised earlier. For one thing, it would explain why God lectures Cain 

about the innate ability of the human being to overcome sin even when it’s about 

to come through the front door before Cain has done anything even remotely 
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untoward to his brother. (God, as the Bible notes elsewhere, may well be able to 

look within the human heart and see what might be lurking in its secret chambers, 

but at the point in the story at which God delivers his gnomic remarks on the 

ubiquity of sin, Cain and Abel haven’t been presented in any sort of relationship, 

conflicted or otherwise, at all.) For another, it would make the punishment God 

doles out a bit more logical: the punishment that the earth be no longer fertile for 

Cain would match, more or less, his own inability to control his own sexuality. 

 And something else: God’s willingness to sentence the perpetrator to a 

dire punishment (because rape and incest are serious crimes) and then forget 

about enforcing its awful terms (because, in the end, it was God—an 

inexperienced, first-time parent—who created the world without giving sufficient 

thought to what it was going to be like to raise an adolescent boy in a girlless 

world) suggests a certain unspoken acceptance of His own role in bringing 

matters to the specific head to which they eventually came. 

 And then there’s the issue of Cain’s spiritual life that keeps getting drawn 

into the picture. I’ve already mentioned that although the three-fold punishment 

God doles out is entirely clear enough—Cain will be cursed, the land he tries to 

till will grant him no yield and he’s going to have to wander the earth 

ceaselessly—Cain, when he repeats the terms of the punishment aloud, refers to 

the earth being barren and to the endless wandering more or less as heard, but 

interprets the part about being cursed as a sentence always to have to hide from 

God. The two Hebrew words involved—umipanekhah ‘essat r—are clear 

enough in terms of their grammar and syntax, their thrust slightly less so. One 

ancient translator simply took them to mean the opposite of what is written—that 

Cain is bemoaning the fact that one can’t ever successfully hide from God—but 

that’s not what the text says. Nor is it what it means to say, I don’t think. But 

these two words are, in their own way, the key to the story as I understand it. They 

are the invitation in to moderns hoping the find in Scripture advice about their 

own spiritual lives: more than being a warning-story directed at potential 

murderers, the story of Cain and Abel (which is, of course, really the story of 

Cain) is a story about hiding from God. 

 Now hiding from God, the Bible wants us to understand, is always a 

function of the shame the hider feels...or perhaps of his or her guilt, or of a sense 
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of missed potential and lost opportunity. Hiding from God, for all its futility, is 

what people do when they know that they could have overcome the desire to sin 

and didn’t, not what they do when they realize the security camera has caught 

them full-face and that the police are already encircling the building. Murder may 

be foul and morally repugnant, but it is more likely to leave regret and remorse 

than shame in its bloody wake once the adrenalin stops flowing. Shame, I think, is 

a function more of lust than rage...and then, when Scripture reports more or less 

clearly that Cain actually left the presence of God after they were through having 

their conversation and headed east towards Nod, thus never having wandered 

aimlessly in the world at all, we are left wondering—or at least I am—how much 

more clearly God could have accepted His role in the debacle other perhaps than 

by saying so in so many words out loud for all to hear. Which brings me to my 

more specific point: is the story of Cain and his brother a cautionary tale about 

what can happen when sexual energy is used to effect the domination of others 

rather than to build a relationship of deep, abiding, selfless love? Are we 

supposed, perhaps, to read the story and learn from it the dangers of indulging in 

sexual gratification outside the context of a mature, fully dialogic relationship? Is 

Scripture warning us that sex, of all human drives, is the one most capable of 

effecting the worst pain when it is used to subjugate rather than to achieve 

intimacy of the deepest and most compelling kind? 

 We may well pause, at least now and then, to wonder about the place of 

sex in the world. The ancients taught that everything that exists was created as a 

potential tool that clever enough human beings may use to worship God. Now this 

applies to emotions and hormonal drives as well as physical things...and, mostly, 

the application is obvious. Love exists, for example, so that people may 

understand the devotion with which God wishes to be adored. Hunger exists that 

people may come to recognize in God the author of sustenance. Insight exists that 

people might come to recognize in God the source of intelligence in the world. 

But why sex? 

 Surely not for its procreative potential! (If God had wanted there to be five 

billion humans, He could certainly just have created them and left it at that.) If 

you ask me, sex is there not to make it appealing for the human race to propagate, 

but to teach human beings a thing or two about passion. About loving so intensely 
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that the yearning for intimacy borders on being a kind of pain. About wishing to 

unite with another human being in a way that is so absolute and so deeply 

attractive that no price seems too high to pay to bring it about...nor any risk too 

great to consider. Sex exists so that human beings can know what it means to love 

so utterly and without limit or self-imposed boundary that no other human 

relationship seems more profound...or more real...and so that earthly lovers may 

learn from each other’s embrace how precisely it is that God wishes to be 

worshipped and loved. 

 That human sexuality is fraught with the most serious dangers is 

something every human being (other than teenagers) know. What those specific 

dangers are is also known to all (ditto) and taken seriously, if not precisely by all, 

than at least by all thinking, caring people. And how does one go about 

channelling one’s sexual yearning in such a way for it to yield its maximum 

spiritual potential? Scripture has an answer...but it tells it to us with a story 

instead of preaching us a sermon.... 

 In a certain sense, it is Abel who’s the real mystery in all of this. Called 

Nothing for no stated reason, he lived admirably up to his name. He says nothing, 

not here and not anywhere in the whole Hebrew Bible. He does nothing except 

offer up some lambs to the Creator and then sit back to bask in His favor. He 

doesn’t interact (even slightly) with his parents, doesn’t marry, doesn’t produce a 

line like his brothers Cain and Seth. (Seth is the son born to Adam and Eve after 

whatever happens to Abel happens.) To the extent that he is portrayed as a real 

person, he must have had likes and dislikes and he must have looked one way or 

the other, but the biblical narrative awards him neither personality nor physical 

beauty, neither strength of character or weakness of spirit. In the end, he doesn’t 

really do much of anything other than be born, take up a trade, offer up some 

animals and get himself attacked by his older brother. His name means Nothing, 

but also Breath. Wind. Smoke. Air. 

 I wonder if he really existed at all...not in history (that’s a different 

question), but even within the story itself...or is he a kind of smoky screen 

introduced into the narrative to hide someone else? Was it Eve whom Cain 

violated? If it were Adam, it would more likely have been Abel, but perhaps we 

should stay with Eve for just a moment longer.... 
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 She is not only Mother Eve and Mother Earth, she’s Womanhood itself. 

She’s Miss Universe, Mother Theresa and every local stop in between: the Only 

Woman who is (at once) Adam’s sister (in a certain sense) and offspring (in 

another sense), but also his bride and the mother of his progeny. Therefore, 

although she is presented as Cain’s mother in the normal sense of the word, she’s 

also his half-sister (in that they share a common father, although in slightly 

differing senses of the term) and his aunt (in that she is also, at least in some sense 

of the term, his father’s sister.) In a world of forbidden fruit, who knows which 

apple the first of all adolescents would pick? For that matter, we might even ask if 

Cain himself truly exists within the story:  his line is so suspiciously similar to 

Adam’s that there are two identical names and another three highly similar ones 

out of only half a dozen or so generations in the parallel passages that detail their 

progeny...which is fairly odd for two parallel lists of the same man’s descendants 

through his two surviving sons. So perhaps we can wonder if Cain is merely 

Adam written dark and little Nothing, nothing more than a screen serving to 

protect his mother’s virtue by masking her identity within the narrative. But 

we’ve come too far afield of the story as it is told in Scripture, a story which could 

be about Adam and Eve, but which is told about their two sons, Cain and Abel. 

 Even in the context of the tale as it actually is told, I think the plot may 

well be more about sex than murder. Let’s say, for example, that Cain didn’t 

literally murder his brother, that he merely violated him and then left him in a 

bloody heap in the field. Let’s imagine that Abel was so traumatized by this act of 

fraternal betrayal that he never did marry, never did learn to stop fearing sex or 

intimacy. Let’s imagine that he has no line in Scripture not because he was dead, 

but because he never produced a family for other reasons and was, therefore, as 

good as dead. Let’s imagine that our story isn’t about murder most or least foul, 

but about growing up and becoming a sexually mature human being. About 

learning to live with the limits imposed by morality and decency without 

becoming a hermit or a recluse. About learning not merely to endure with a single 

partner, but flourish within in a sexual universe given shape and meaning by 

limitation. By frustration. By longing. Even perhaps with a bit of inhibition. 

 Let’s imagine our story is about coming to terms with the awful truth 

about sexual passion: that it is neither good nor bad, but neutral: a tool to be used 
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to come closer to God or to distance oneself from God in accordance with the 

wishes of the individual wielding it in his or her hand. 

 Let’s assume that what was wrong in those days wasn’t that Cain was bad 

and Abel, good, but that there was no context at all for healthy sexuality. The 

concept of being male adolescents in a totally girlless world was—is!—too 

peculiar to imagine...but what was lacking back then, the Bible suggests 

obliquely, wasn’t this or that thing, but a reasonable context for either boy, or for 

both of them, to become men. To become mature sexual beings. In a world 

without girls, in a nightmare where every woman (and there’s only one) is your 

mother, in a closed society that fails to present even the remotest possibility of 

finding an appropriate partner—in such a place, Scripture is teaching, there was 

also no possibility of worshipping God...which is why the words umipanekhah 

‘essat r are as chilling as they are: Cain is acknowledging a great truth when he 

utters them as he admits, to us and to himself, that God can either be hid from or 

sought...but not ignored or sidestepped...and that sexuality is the great gateway to 

passion, to love and to worship. That is what the story says, after all: that because 

he had no sexual outlet worth the name—and this story, I hope I don’t have to say 

out loud, is about incest and violence, not homosexuality—Cain was doomed to 

spend his life apart from God. And that, finally, is what this odd story is 

about...and why its meaning for moderns is as real and profound as it was for the 

ancients. 

 In the end, God signals His tacit, perhaps even unwitting complicity in the 

whole horrible episode—if an omniscient God can be still all-powerful enough to 

will Himself to act unwittingly, that is—by going suspiciously easy on old 

Cain...but, ruined one way or the other by his brother, little Nothing still vanishes 

from the narrative in a gust of hot wind. And, in the end, whether it is murderous 

rage fuelled by envy or the blinding, unyielding hormonal lust of the terminally 

randy teenager that prompts Cain to do whatever it is he did to his poor brother, 

the message for us all is quite the same: grow up or face immeasurable sadness 

and unrestorable loss. Become a lover of God by becoming a lover on earth...in a 

relationship that celebrates human sexuality at the same time it accepts the limits 

inherent in mature, dialogic love. Treat your sexuality as potential rather than 

burden, as a gift of inestimable value rather than as a contest or a challenge or a 
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battle. Use your innate, God-given ability to yearn totally for your lover as a key 

to open the gate to God...or, to switch metaphors, as a path to travel on towards 

God with every step you take. 

 Cain, like all of us, lived in an impossible world not due to any fault of his 

own, but he used that fact as an excuse for using his sexual potential to dominate 

another, to kill another, to make him either dead or as good as dead. And, in the 

end forgiven or not, he paid an awful price for his folly. And so, for me at least, 

the lesson that comes of contemplating Cain’s story is that sexual energy can be 

used for noble or hideously ignoble ends. There is, however, also something deep 

to learn from the fact that the mark God placed on Cain “so that none who meet 

him kill him” is entirely superfluous in that there are no other people in the world 

to do him ill. In the end, I think we are intended to intuit that it is only Cain 

himself who will see the mark...and then, only if he can find a mirror. And so we 

end with a potent truth: that the only exile that matters is the one from oneself, 

from one’s own heart, from friendship, from love, from the God in whose image 

each of us, somehow, is made and whose image we therefore all bear whether we 

wish to or not.  

 

* 

 

 After the Adamses get Abel safely settled into the group home (or, if you 

insist, buried) and Cain and his sister (whose birth Scripture forgets to record, 

but who simply must have come along sometime after the death of Abel) marry 

and move to Nod to get to work on the Enochville project, the folks were—as so 

often happens—left alone in their farmhouse east of Eden. 

 At first, the whole empty-nest thing was actually a bit of a lark for both of 

them—Adam liked having the house quiet when he sat down to read after dinner 

and Eve liked the freedom to walk around at night without a bra—and everybody 

was, more or less, satisfied. Since there were no other people in the world, no 

postman ever brought any mail from the Cainses...but that was not as harsh on 

either parent as you might have expected. Eve, it’s true, kept a hand-drawn 
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picture of her wayward boy in a bdellium locket she sometimes wore around her 

neck, but that was really more than enough for her...and Adam didn’t even bother 

with that kind of sentimental stuff: for him, it was quite enough to know that Cain 

was off seeing the world while Abel was languishing in some sheltered workshop 

(or, if you insist, in his earthen grave.) “This is what having children is all 

about?” he would ask over dinner every so often. “Feh and feh!” To which Eve, 

whom I always picture for some reason as a plump Cher lookalike, would sigh 

wordlessly and nod her head as though in total agreement. 

 One day, long after Enochville was built but before the Cainses had 

enough descendants living there for the city to require any sort of active 

governance, Cain did come home to his parents’ home. Eve was delighted, Adam 

slightly less so. And it was that very night that Cain and Adam finally had it out 

once and for all. 

 It was late at night on a ridge overlooking the Gulf. Summertime. Humid. 

Sweltering. Sultry. So hot that it was only really at night that the temperature 

dropped down into the twenties from its usual daytime average somewhere 

around forty Celsius. Both men—Adam was just over four hundred when Cain 

came a-calling, Cain himself about seventeen years younger—they both knew all 

too well that the day would start to heat up within minutes of sunrise and were 

savouring what passes in southern Iraq for the cool of evening. Cain stripped 

down to his Calvins, Adam wearing a kind of loose white burnouse with the 

Hebrew legend ADM LHVL DMH embroidered across the back like a boxer’s 

name on the traditional satin robe. But whether the words were intended by their 

embroiderer—who, by this time, could have  been Adam, Eve or any number of 

their descendants through their third son, Seth—to refer back to their well-known 

source in the 144th psalm (since the words can mean “Life Is But A Dream”) or 

to serve as an informal reminder of an important truth about fathers and sons 

(since they can also mean something like “Adam is Willing and Abel”) was a 

question Cain, shocked to see his father wearing Abel’s name on his sleeve (or 

rather, his back), knew better than to ask. 

 “It wasn’t my fault,” Cain begins cautiously, not thinking for a minute 

that he needs to explain what he’s talking about to a man wearing a robe that 

reads ADM LHVL DMH across its back. 



 

 

cxxxiii 

 “You’re almost half a millennium old, laddie...don’t you think it might be 

about time to grow up?” 

 “Look, don’t start. I am grown up. I’m more grown up than I ever 

expected I’d be. I’m not the kid you used to catch going at it with the cows, you 

know. I’m a grown man with a wife and a kid of my own. I’ve built a city with my 

own two hands. And don’t think it’s been so easy for us either. I mean, Lebuda is 

a good girl and we’ve both done our best, but it hasn’t been easy being all alone 

in the world. At least you have Seth and Qelimah and their kids and their kids’ 

kids living around here. Who do we have? A few rabbits. A camel or two. 

Otherwise, just ourselves. And Enockl and his wife—where she came from, I can’t 

even begin to imagine—and their kids and grandkids. Lamech—their grandson 

Mehujael’s oldest boy—is a really good boy, by the way. Tall, clever...but randy 

as the day is long and that’s going to be a problem too once he figures out...once 

he figures out that his two choices are a sister or a really close cousin.” 

 “Look who’s talking.” 

 “Yeah, well, that’s why I’m here, actually.” 

 “To kidnap a wife for your grandkid?” 

 “My double-great, if you want to keep things straight. But, in a nutshell, 

yes, that’s why I’m here: to talk to Kenan and Barbara...they’ve got a daughter 

just the right age for Lamechl.” 

 Adam raises an eyebrow. “Catherine?” 

 “Adah.” 

 “Ah.” 

 A long pause. “Well, do your best.” 

 Cain reaches into his jockeys to adjust himself, then sits back to look 

directly at his father. “It wasn’t me, you know.” 

 “I know.” Unexpected calm, almost gentleness in Adam’s voice. 

 “You do?” 
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 “Of course, I do. Look, I was alone for a little while too...and I didn’t love 

it either. But then there was this whole thing with my rib and I somehow ended up 

happy. Not that I had much of a choice about it, but when you’re all alone in the 

world and a woman comes along who’s savvy enough to know how to love and 

self-confident enough to allow herself to be loved, you don’t turn your nose up 

because you don’t love the way her hair is braided. She looked great to me—not 

that I had any basis for comparison, mind you, but she really did look good to me. 

Warm, friendly, good. Can I say another word to you without making you blush?” 

 “Dad!” 

 “Okay, then, I won’t. But I took to your mother right away and she made 

me happy. But then she ended up pregnant and nine months later, you popped out. 

Believe me, you can’t imagine what that was like...we thought she must have been 

eating too much—I had put on some weight too, actually—and we were just 

getting started on this super-duper low-fat, high-fibre diet of beans and broccoli 

when suddenly she thought she was dying, but she wasn’t...and only sixteen hours 

later, you hit the sheets and there we were: a family. Now don’t take this all 

wrong—we may have had only the foggiest idea where you came from, but we 

loved you from the first moment we saw you. You were wrinkled and cranky...and 

you kept leaking all over the floor until we invented diapers...but we eventually 

got things organized and we truly did come to love having a kid. And then Abe 

came and we were four....” 

 “You shouldn’t have stopped there, you know.” 

 “Well, everyone’s a chokhom after the fact, Professor Freud. Of course, 

we shouldn’t have stopped there. In fact, we didn’t. Mother—didn’t we ever tell 

you this?—Mother had two miscarriages after Abie was born, so we decided to 

take a little break until she was feeling a bit stronger. But you know how these 

things go...unless you don’t, I suppose...but how they go is that you take a few 

months off and the months turn into a year, then a second year, then eight, then 

twenty. In the meantime, Mother had figured out...well, it doesn’t matter what she 

figured out, but she had this big insight into the whole thing about where babies 

come from and we got pretty good at her not getting pregnant and that’s where 

things stood when...when Abie...when you....” 
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 “Look, Dad...it was a long time ago.” 

 Tears in a father’s eyes. “So what? A son is a son.” 

 Cain, not having expected to come to the point so quickly, hears his own 

voice breaking. “I was nuts.” 

 “Yeah, I know.” 

 “But you don’t know, Dad. You had Mom. You had somebody to love. To 

sleep with. Somebody to help you, to be with you, to care for you...and what did I 

have? A barn full of cows and a box of Kleenex. So how long did you think that 

was going to go on? Not for bloody ever, that’s for sure.” An unexpected overtone 

of defiance in Cain’s voice. “Well, not really forever...you didn’t think that, did 

you?” 

 “I thought you loved him.” Adam’s voice breaking.... 

 “I did love him. I do love him. He’s...I don’t know what else to say. I loved 

him and I still do. I visit him, you know. And I send stuff along...money, 

sometimes. Sometimes other stuff. I’ll always love him. And what I did...you know, 

I just didn’t know what I was doing. And I also didn’t know what else to do. I 

mean, it’s not like he’s dead, although I suppose—I know—that he’s pretty 

damaged goods. But still..it was all so long ago, you’d think....” 

 “You’d think what? That he’d get over that kind of betrayal, that kind of 

absolute betrayal of a brother’s trust? Of a brother’s love? Of a brother’s 

reliability? He might as well be dead. In fact, in every way that counts...in every 

way that a man counts, he is dead. And you’re the one who killed him.” 

 “Whoa, get a grip. He’s not dead. I didn’t kill him. I was eighteen....” 

 “Seventeen.” 

 “Whatever. I was a teenager, for God’s sake. And there wasn’t anyone in 

the world for me.” 

 “Every teenager thinks that.” 
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 “But there really wasn’t anyone for me. I was alone. Horny as an owl and 

utterly, totally alone. Mom was the only female on the planet. In the galaxy, as far 

as I could tell. There was you and her and me and Abie...and if I was going to 

date a female human being of any sort, then that....” 

 Adam snorts into his chest, then spits on the ground. “Don’t even go there, 

son.” 

 “Fine. But that left Abie. And I had no choice.” Tears now, flowing freely 

as the sun rises over Pakistan. “No choice of any sort. None. Do you know what it 

means to face forever without love? Without sex? Without any reason to expect a 

date any Saturday night for the rest of time? I was lonely. And randy. And Abie 

wasn’t all that bright...to tell you the truth, I thought he might not even really 

notice.” 

 “He wasn’t that dumb.” 

 “He could have been. I mean...remember when he set up that stand in the 

road trying to sell goat pellets? It would have been crazy enough to try to sell 

stuff like that under any circumstances, but in a world with no people....” 

 “Okay, point made. But you still shouldn’t have.” 

 “Agreed, Dad. But I did. And I’ve regretted it for four centuries now. 

More. I loved him and I cared for him and now I’m screwed out of the one 

relationship that might have had meaning in my life outside of my marriage and 

the love of my own kid. So I’m sorry.” 

 “I’ve waited a long time to hear you say that.” 

 “So there it is. Satisfied?” 

 Adam doesn’t answer, just gets to his feet and turns to face his oldest son. 

The sun is more than half risen in the eastern sky by now and the temperature is 

already climbing. Adam’s face is glowing in the red light as he lifts his hands and 

places them on Cain’s shoulders and draws his four-hundred-year-old boy to his 

breast. “Satisfied isn’t the word,” he says, his voice so laden with emotion as to 

sound half-choked. 
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 Cain rests his head on his father’s right shoulder. “Then what is it? What 

is the word?” he asks in a whisper, his own voice hoarse with emotion. 

 “Finished.” 

 As if on cue, the sun lifts over the horizon and hovers in the sky like a 

spotlight. Neither man says another word, but for a long moment, they stand in 

each other’s embrace thinking about several different things: the difference 

between repentance and regret, the difference between the love of fathers for their 

sons and the love of sons for their fathers, the difference between desire, need and 

love.  
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 Dancing with Esau 

 

 

 Asking how someone holding an apple knows that he isn’t holding a pear 

is the kind of question only a philosophy major could love. For the rest of us, 

however, it’s not a particularly big deal to know what a particular thing in the 

world is: we see it with our eyes (or smell it with our noses or touch it with our 

fingers or taste it with our tongues or hear it with our ears), our brains interpret 

the image (or the scent or the touch or the taste or the sound) and somehow draw 

on our vast internal catalogue of images (and scents and tactile sensations and 

tastes and sounds) to identify the specific thing in question and: voil : 

knowledge. It sounds a bit complicated in the explanation, but it isn’t really...and 

the truth is that, one way or the other, we spend almost every waking moment of 

our lives perceiving the world around us by collecting data (sensually) and 

interpreting it (intellectually.) 

 But how do we know that what we see (or feel, etc.) is what’s really there? 

It’s a bit of trick question because, in the end, perception can’t ever be more than 

a kind of midrash on what really is...a kind of commentary on reality as it comes 

funnelled into our brains based on the size of our eyeballs and the specific 

sophistication of our optic nerves and the particular way our eyes see some kinds 

of light and not others. Which is not to say, of course, that our brains themselves 

don’t function in specific, particular ways to attribute texture, depth, color and 

size to perceived things, then to create the illusion (or do I mean delusion) that 

the perception in question is not image, but object. This kind of thinking can make 

a sober body crazy, so I’ll leave the matter to epistemologists and undergraduates 

to ponder on their own time (and in their own books)...but I do wonder what 

impact this kind of thinking about things can—or, perhaps, should—have on the 

way we think and feel about God. 

 If we did not perceive the presence of God in our lives, one way or the 

other, then there could be no faith, no religion, no concept of the worship of the 

divine. But what man or woman could be possibly arrogant enough to declare 

that his or her specific perception of God is the right one—not the right one as 
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opposed to the wrong one, but the right one in the sense that it is grounded in 

absolute reality rather than in that individual’s perceptive capabilities—and that 

anyone else’s perception is, by definition, flawed? The obvious answer—no one 

with even the slightest shred of spiritual or intellectual integrity—is easy enough 

to come to...but what are we to do with the awful corollaries of that terrifying 

idea? Hold that thought.... 

 Jews—and many, many others in countless other religious settings—have 

sought to deal with the problem by hiding behind the shield of fundamentalism 

and proclaiming (from behind that flimsiest and least dignified of paper shields) 

that their perception of God and, especially of the various and sundry things God 

wants of human beings, is most emphatically not the result of the way God 

appears within their perceptive consciousnesses, but a reflection of absolute 

reality. Is that likely? Is it even possible? I suppose it must be possible...but 

strangely lacking from all the sermons I’ve heard preached by fundamentalist 

rabbis over the years is any indication of how, precisely, they know that to be the 

case. I dare say the same must be true of fundamentalists and religious fanatics of 

other kinds and types as well...but my point is that not only is the obvious 

challenge to such people—put up or shut up!—never met, but that, somehow—at 

least in Jewish circles—a virtue is somehow made of refusing even to 

acknowledge the problem in the first place. 

 Still, no matter how many times and how forcefully the fundamentalists of 

this world insist otherwise, the Bible does acknowledge the problem and does 

deal with it...in a series of interconnected stories. And not only does it deal with it, 

but it almost could be said to focus on it especially by presenting story after story 

about somebody being pushed out of his or her rightful place in the scheme of 

things because of other people’s perception of the way God wants things on earth 

to be. Sometimes these people fight back...but most of the time they slink off never 

to be heard from again. Sometimes Scripture has a kind parting word for 

them...but more often not. But the underlying message of these stories is always 

the same: walking away from God because of how someone else perceives God’s 

will or God’s reality is never justified and is, therefore, always as much an act of 

spiritual turpitude as it is, inevitably, one of moral weakness. 
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 Esau is a good example of how this works. The first born son of Isaac and 

Rebecca, we are led to dislike him from the start: even the story of his birth is told 

in a way that hints broadly that even such an incontrovertible detail as his place in 

the birth order of his own father’s sons was reasonably to be deemed somehow 

suspicious and suspect. His mother betrayed him. His brother despised him. His 

father, while more than capable of enjoying his eldest son’s regular, tasty gifts of 

fresh killed venison, allowed himself to take part in a phoney deathbed charade 

(which preceded Isaac’s actual death by decades) in which he actually managed to 

bestow the potent blessing destined (at least in biblical times) for a first-born son 

on his younger child without actually having to claim any role in—or accept any 

responsibility for—the deception or its potentially awful consequences. 

 Everything Esau does right ends up wrong. 

 He marries two nice Hittite girls only to realize that his parents hate their 

daughters-in-law. Easygoing to a fault (and in apparent, unoutraged deference to 

his parents’ wishes), he then marries a girl from the right family—his own—but 

even that fails to win him his people’s favor: Scripture can’t even get her name 

straight (she’s Mahalath in one passage and Basemath in another) and the reader 

is left with the distinct impression that she is functioning as a mere conjugal 

afterthought, a woman of genealogical potential who nonetheless fails to bring her 

wayward husband around to the values for which his famous parents and their 

famous family stands. 

 He allows himself to become so enraged at his brother’s (and mother’s) 

treacherous subterfuge that he actually threatens to kill his brother and, although 

Scripture hastens to cover its tracks by admitting almost en passant that Esau’s 

words were not actually spoken aloud (and omitting to mention how, then, 

Rebecca was able to know what her wayward son was thinking), this threat is 

taken dead seriously both by his potential victim and their wily mother.  That, 

everybody remembers.  But when Jacob finally returns to Canaan and encounters 

his formerly enraged brother for the first time, Esau forgives the treachery and 

embraces his brother as...well, as a brother. That story, at least, is told in a more 

or less straightforward manner...but the biblical text can’t leave it at that and 

places—we are speaking about the received Hebrew text here, not the English-

language paperback version—the text puts six mysterious dots over the six letters 



 

 

cxli 

of the Hebrew word vayishak hu (“and he [Esau] kissed him [Jacob]”) as though 

to suggest that even in his reconciliation mode, there was still something 

incredible (and therefore logically, reasonably) suspect in the good will Esau 

appeared to be showing his brother. 

 Esau can’t win for losing. 

 That encounter with the returning Jacob basically says it all. Esau does all 

the right things. He politely declines, then allows himself to be convinced to 

accept his brother’s gifts...but this is presented in the text without comment, 

almost as though to suggest that Esau was being motivated more by greed than by 

any desire to behave with graceful etiquette. 

 He offers to slow down his people so that they travel at the same pace as 

his brother’s much larger entourage, but this offer is rejected in language that 

suggests that there was something duplicitous, perhaps even malign, in the offer. 

 He offers to provide some of his men to protect Jacob as he, Jacob, 

attempts to re-establish himself in the land God promised to his father and 

grandfather, but this offer too is fobbed off as mere window dressing and it is 

clear, I think, to any savvy reader of Scripture that Jacob is being clever (rather 

than unnecessarily wary) in driving his cattle straight to their new homestead in a 

place called Succoth when his brother, courteously but coldly dismissed, heads 

home to Seir. 

 Of Esau’s spiritual life, the Torah has nothing to say at all. Did he adopt 

the gods of his foreign wives? Was he faithful to the God of his father, Isaac? Did 

he have any particular allegiance to any set of religious dogmas or rituals? He 

gave names to at least some of his five sons that reflect traditional Israelite piety. 

But among the ten of those five boys’ sons whose names are recorded in 

Scripture, none has an overtly Israelite name and none of their names begins or 

ends with one or another name of God in the traditional Israelite manner. In other 

words, Esau let himself be pushed out. 

 He was the bad son. The angry son. The hunter son whose kill was 

gratefully accepted by parents who preferred not to dwell on the fact that all that 



 

 

cxlii 

fresh meat came to them because their son was...a hunter, a killer, a man of 

violence and death. 

 There is something profound about our own spiritual lives the Bible 

wishes to learn from Esau’s story, but first I want to focus a bit on his father-in-

law, the luckless wild-ass-man, Ishmael. 

 His story is also pathetic. His mother, an Egyptian girl named Hagar, was 

a servant in Abraham’s household. Things are going along in their normal way 

when, one day, Sarah, Abraham’s barren wife, has a bright idea: why doesn’t 

Abraham just mount the maid instead and they can just raise the child, should one 

result, as though it were their own. 

 Things doesn’t work out quite as Sarah had planned, however. Hagar, 

young and fertile, does conceive...and after only one encounter with her master. 

Only now that she is pregnant, Sarah is so outraged by the situation that she 

actually becomes abusive (certainly verbally, undoubtedly emotionally, probably 

physically as well) and Hagar, terrified, runs away only to learn she is being 

watched over by no less of a guardian than an actual “angel of the Lord” who 

orders her back to her meanspirited mistress “to submit to her torments.” 

 There’s also a decidedly mixed blessing thrown in. (The good news: it’s 

going to be a healthy boy, Hagar will have other children—although the angel 

delicately doesn’t mention whom with—and the child’s very name, Ishmael 

(“God hears” or “God heeds”), will testify to the fact that God has taken note of 

his mother’s troubles and travails. The bad news: the boy will grow up to be a 

wild ass of a man who will be everybody’s enemy and who will end up living an 

isolated, miserable, lonely existence wallowing in his own alienation and 

misanthropy....) 

 And so Ishmael comes into the world, a pre-wild-ass of a baby boy born, 

somehow, to three parents: an eighty-six year old man, a seventy-six year old 

stepmother (if that’s what you’d call Sarah in all of this) and a nubile maidservant 

whose efforts to escape from her torments were thwarted by God Himself. 

 What Ishmael’s childhood and adolescence must have been like, one can 

only imagine. (Scripture skips over his first thirteen years in the space between 
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the period after one sentence and the first word of the next.) Loathed by his 

stepmother, loved but unprotected by his powerless birth mother (who was 

probably not much more than an adolescent herself), a walking symbol of his 

elderly father’s own slightly ignoble lust for an heir above all else...if after all 

that, all that Ishmael grew up to be was a neurotic teenager divested of even a 

shred of self-esteem and imbued with a sense of self-loathing so intense so as to 

make it reasonable for him to wonder if he even deserved to be alive, then he got 

off lucky! 

 But, for all that, Ishmael isn’t pushed out—at least not at first—or treated 

dismissively. Indeed, when God declares that the sign of His special relationship 

with the Jewish people is to be circumcision, Ishmael himself is the first of all 

people in the clan to be circumcised by his father. That point cannot be glossed 

over lightly because, in its own way, it suggests a point of profound importance: 

Ishmael is, to speak slightly anachronistically, an Israelite. A man with the sign of 

the covenant carved into his flesh. A man all of whose children will inevitably be 

conceived beneath the sign of that covenant. A man endowed with the destiny of 

his people. A messenger from the past to the future. A Jew. 

 To understand where all this came from, you need to remember that 

although we generally refer to Abraham as a patriarch, he was more than just a bit 

of a prophet as well. He saw God. He heard God’s voice. He was able to speak to 

God and receive unshakable evidence that God heard his voice when he did. He 

came to Canaan as a result of a prophetic experience of God’s will focused 

through the medium of language and voice. And he didn’t perceive himself 

merely to have been commanded to move there, but also that God promised him 

specifically in the context of a covenant ceremony in which he heard the voice of 

God and experienced His presence as the triply impressive confluence of heat, 

smoke and light that the land in question was to become his and his children’s and 

his children’s children’s forever. 

 And then, one day, Abraham has a prophetic experience of God that is 

both visual and auditory.  What precisely Abraham sees, Scripture doesn’t say 

(although it must have been pretty scary, since Abraham immediately throws 

himself down on the ground to avoid having to look.) But what he hears is 

reported in Scripture without any particular difficulty or reticence: a covenant has 
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to have two sides and what Abraham and his descendants, at least the male ones, 

are going to have to give up as their side of the bargain are their foreskins.  Now 

you might think this was a pretty good deal: an eternity of divine protection and 

one land of milk and honey given over forever to an immigrant clan plucked from 

Mesopotamian obscurity against a mountain of tiny, useless rings of hardened 

flesh. That is not, however, how I suspect Ishmael saw things, but the more 

important point is that he was circumcised, was entered into the covenant, was 

vouchsafed his personal piece of the paternal pie. 

 So what happened to little Ishmael? It’s hard to say with any real precision 

because, almost immediately after telling of his circumcision, Scripture loses 

interest in him almost entirely. Abraham has a prophetic experience of God in 

which he perceives God to be promising that Ishmael, even without his foreskin, 

will be man enough to father “exceedingly numerous” offspring. He too will 

father princes and become the progenitor of a great nation, Abraham perceives 

God as saying of Ishmael, but that nation is not going to be the nation of 

Abraham’s “real” descendants, the ones who will come into existence through a 

child the extremely old, by her own admission decidedly post-menopausal Sarah 

will somehow manage yet to bear. 

 And then, almost as if to assure us that Abraham’s perception of God’s 

will was absolutely and empirically correct, Scripture proceeds to show more or 

less no interest at all in poor Ishmael except to note, en passant, that it was some 

time after Sarah finally did (miraculously) give birth that she found the presence 

of Ishmael and his mother truly unbearable.  No less pleasant than when her 

original scheme worked and backfired at the same time, Sarah is hardly going to 

sit around and wait for Hagar to get fed up enough to run away a second time, so 

she begs Abraham to get rid of her himself. Abraham, to his credit, hesitates, but 

once he gets the divine nod to do as he (or rather as his wife) pleases, the die is 

pretty much irrevocably cast and Hagar and her son (described in this particular 

passage not as a strapping, foreskinless adolescent, but as a little boy more or less 

totally in his mother’s ineffective thrall) are cast out into the wilderness where it 

takes God Himself to save them from death by exposure. 

 And then?  More nothing. Ishmael survives his ordeal in the wilderness of 

Beersheba, later identifying with the scene of his degradation and dismissal so 
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totally that he actually chooses to spend his life dwelling, as Scripture says, “in 

the wilderness.” He becomes a good archer. He marries an Egyptian girl his 

mother picks out for him. He is as fertile as God promised both his father and his 

mother (on separate occasions) he would be, eventually becoming the father of 

twelve sons and at least one daughter before he died at the ripe old age of 137, 

dramatically less than his soft-living half-brother’s eventual 180 years, but still 

not really very bad at all for an ass of a man who lived in the wilderness and who 

was, by divine fiat, the enemy of everybody he knew. 

 He emerged from the wilderness long enough (and endured his half-

brother’s company for as long as it took) to bury their father when Abraham died 

at the ripe old age of 175. Eventually, his daughter Mahalath/Basemath married 

Esau, his half-brother’s eldest son.... 

 One might reasonably ask why Ishmael’s story—or Esau’s, for that 

matter—is told at all in the Bible. I suppose we could suppose that Scripture 

merely wishes to present a wider, rather than a narrower, picture of the forebears 

of Israel by including the ancillary tales of some background characters. Or 

perhaps we could imagine that the biblical authors were writing for their own 

contemporaries and simply wished to make the point that the Ishmaelites and 

Edomites (as Esau’s descendants were called) were kin to the Israelites in a 

biological, rather than merely ethnic way. But I don’t think any of that is so. Or 

maybe it is so, or some of it is, but I think there is a more profound reason that 

these stories are featured in the biblical texts and that their more sublime function 

is to serve as cautionary tales directed specifically at those who would presume to 

base their notion of what constitutes authentic spirituality based on their own, 

personal, idiosyncratic, private perception of what God is and, more to the point, 

what God wants of humanity. 

 To me, Ishmael and Esau are symbols, paradigms of the pushed-out, the 

too easily convinced, the dismissed and demoted and disregarded. 

 Ishmael had the sign of his father’s covenant with God carved into his 

flesh just as he entered puberty and thus before he fathered any children of his 

own. That means that all of his children—Nebaioth, Kedar, Adbeel, Mibsam, 

Mishma, Dumah, Massa, Hadad, Tema, Jetur, Naphish, Kedmah and 
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Mahalath/Basemath—were conceived beneath the sign of the covenant in no less 

physically real a way than were Isaac’s twin boys. Why, then, did they not inherit 

the spiritual destiny of their grandfather Abraham? 

 Let’s go back to the biblical text and read slowly through a story known to 

any Jew who ever sat in synagogue on the first day of Rosh Hashanah and 

followed along when the Torah was read aloud.  On the day Isaac is finally 

weaned from his mother’s ancient breast (the miracle of Sarah’s rejuvenation 

having apparently included lactation as well as ovulation), Abraham and Sarah 

make a nice party—the Bible calls it a mishteh gadol (“a great feast”)—for all 

their family and friends. Things go well at first, but then, later, Sarah notices 

Ishmael playing with some of the other children in the clan and this, for some 

reason, incenses her to such a wild degree that she actually drags her husband 

away from their guests and insists then and there that Abraham get rid of Ishmael 

and his mother, whom Sarah, unable even to utter her rival’s name without 

choking on it, refers to only, contemptuously, as “that servant girl”. 

 That Sarah couldn’t stand the sight of Hagar is not that hard to 

explain...and her lame excuse for wanting Hagar and Ishmael out of her home 

(“...lest the son of that servant girl inherit our estate along with Isaac, my son”) 

fails to make her sound any better, foundering, as it must, on the reader’s inability 

to fathom what could possibly be wrong with all of Abraham’s sons—he later on 

had another six with a second wife, Keturah—sharing in his estate. Indeed, later 

on in the story, we discover that Abraham has total discretion over his estate and 

ends up leaving everything to Isaac anyway. 

 And then God gets involved. It’s true that Scripture does note, slightly 

pathetically, that this request upset Abraham greatly “because it concerned a son 

of his”. But what matter that? God, perceiving Abraham’s ambivalence, steps in 

precisely to prevent any untoward dilly-dallying and, rather without being asked, 

puts His oar into what were certainly already muddy enough waters. “Don’t give 

yourself a hard time,” He says reassuringly to Abraham, adding that Abraham 

should do whatever Sarah wants because, in the end, it is through Isaac that he 

will have descendants. That is, descendants who really count. 
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 Now this is a total non sequitur—God could every bit just as reasonably 

told Abraham not to obey Sarah’s heartless command for precisely the same 

reason—but that doesn’t seem to occur to anybody in the story at all and Abraham 

(no doubt excusing his cruelty under the general rubric of obedience to the word 

of the Lord) proceeds to do precisely what Sarah asked him to do, within twenty-

four hours pitching Hagar and Ishmael out of the camp to fend for themselves. 

(Abraham, to give him his due, does give them “some bread and a skin of water”. 

And God, to give Him His due, does step in after the water is gone to help Hagar 

find a conveniently located well in the vicinity.) But by then Scripture has long 

since challenged us to ponder the (unasked) question that I perceive at the heart of 

the story: will Ishmael accept his destiny? Will he claim his part in the covenant 

or allow himself to be shoved out by somebody else’s impression of God’s will? 

Will he fight for his patrimony or refuse to invest his own circumcision with the 

meaning it was intended to have? Will he grow to be a man or remain, no matter 

how old he gets, a little boy who’s impression of God is whatever his father says 

it is? 

 It doesn’t require great literary insight to note the heartlessness, cruelty, 

rejection and inner-familial malignity in the story, but what we make of Ishmael’s 

fate depends more on what we think a prophet is than on what we think of any of 

way any of the characters in the story are depicted. After all, the narrative doesn’t 

really tell us what God said or thought, only what Abraham perceived the word of 

God to be or, more precisely, how he took his experience of the divine and 

managed to capture it within the confines of human language.  In other words, the 

story only appears at first blush to be presenting to its readers a picture of 

Abraham acting in accordance with the will of God, but what it really presents is a 

picture of Abraham acting in accordance with what he perceives the will of God 

to be as a result of his own experience of the divine. Is that a pedantic, 

meaningless distinction? Not only do I think that, but I think it is the notion that 

rests at the heart of the story. And it is certainly where the great spiritual lesson 

for moderns contemplating the story lies. Or should lie.... 

 Indeed, instead of worrying about Abraham and asking how the man who 

plead before God for the sinners of Sodom could have forgotten to beg for 

permission not to send his eldest child off to what he must have (entirely 
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reasonably) expected was going to be death by exposure and dehydration in the 

desert, we might spend our ruminatory time more profitably by contemplating 

Ishmael himself and his role in all of this. Where was he standing up, fighting 

back, reacting to what was being done to him? Where was he insisting that the 

sign of the covenant was carved into his flesh as well as into his half-brother’s?  

Where was he insisting to Abraham that it was patently impossible to imagine that 

God could possibly countenance anything as heartless as sending a boy to an 

inevitable death in the desert? In other words, where was Ishmael refusing to go 

into the wilderness, refusing to cede his patrimony to Isaac, refusing to give up 

being his father’s son? 

 The point of the story is that Ishmael declined to encounter the divine on 

his own, failed to seek God, to chase God, to live a life of his own in God...and 

because he did none of those things and, especially, because he allowed himself to 

accept another’s experience of the divine as legitimate, conclusive and ultimately 

unimpeachable, he lost everything he might theoretically have had. He lost his 

patrimony. He lost his place in his father’s home. He lost his faith (or rather, the 

faith that would have been his, that could have been his, that should have been 

his.) And, solely because he didn’t resist when the idea that only other people’s 

experiences of the divine are legitimate was crammed down his throat over and 

over as a child, he ended up just as his mother recalled the angel of the Lord as 

having forecast when she ran away from Sarah that first time: a wild ass of a 

man, the enemy of all, a recluse anything but splendid in his barren, desolate, 

arid isolation. 

 He was the perfect father-in-law for Esau!  Esau, after all, was in a similar 

situation.  His father was also an old man of sixty when he was born, not quite as 

amazing as Abraham’s ninety-nine, but still impressive enough, apparently, for 

Scripture to bother recording. (I’ll return to this thought when I’m sixty.) And his 

conception, just like his future father-in-law’s, also took place under exceptional 

circumstances: unlike Abraham who simply went in unto the maid when his wife 

failed to conceive, Isaac sought to solve the problem (as do so many men today) 

by praying for it to go away. Of course, being a patriarch of Israel, Isaac was able 

to get better service than most: God responded without delay and Rebecca became 

pregnant almost immediately. 
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 It was straight downhill for poor Esau after that. Scripture reports that 

Rebecca, while she was still pregnant, had her own prophetic experience of God’s 

communicative presence and survived that encounter with the divine with enough 

of her wits still about her to make it possible for her to try to focus its majesty 

through the prism of human language. Unfortunately for Esau, the message she 

perceived herself as having received from on high was that the unborn Esau was 

already doomed to serve his equally unborn younger brother.... 

 The best part of the story, however, comes later on when Isaac suddenly 

finds himself in a position to act on his conviction that God has already chosen 

Jacob as his real heir. Now there are many ways to read the story, but I personally 

am convinced, as I mentioned above, that the story reads best if we assume that 

Isaac was more than aware of the fact that Jacob and Rebecca were conspiring to 

trick him into offering the blessing of the firstborn son to their younger boy, Jacob 

himself, instead of to Esau. Why do I think so? Other than the fact that the 

subterfuge is so lame as to make it almost impossible to take seriously and the 

fact that Isaac says out loud that he can identify Jacob’s voice, the bottom line is 

that he ends up offering Jacob (whom circumstance is allowing him to pretend he 

doesn’t recognize) precisely the blessing he undoubtedly wanted to offer him in 

the first place. The blessing, at any rate, is perfectly in sync with the unhappily 

pregnant Rebecca’s perception of the meaning of her encounter with the divine. 

It’s the blessing that Isaac would never have offered the real Esau if he had truly 

thought that his eldest son was standing before him. The blessing that, in the end, 

forms the middle link in the chain of favoritism and undeserved partiality that had 

allowed Abraham to renounce all but one of his sons in the previous generation 

and would allow Jacob to be blind a generation later to the likely consequences of 

his favoring Joseph over his other boys. 

 “Be master over your brother,” Isaac says to Jacob, echoing the oracle 

Rebecca had no doubt reported to him when she first received it and then repeated 

over and over for years to anyone who would listen: “One shall be mightier than 

the other and the older shall serve the younger.” 

 Just like his father-in-law a generation earlier, Esau’s response is to slink 

off. But this is a different story and things don’t quite work out the way the 

innocent reader of Scripture probably expects: like so many sons who only find 
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the strength to prosper when they finally learn to expect nothing from their 

fathers, Esau prospers while Jacob is off in Mesopotamia shlepping around after 

his second cousin Laban’s sheep and getting himself married to two of his 

grandfather’s great-grandnieces. He becomes rich. He becomes powerful. He 

grows out of his anger at his brother’s treachery and is quite able to make peace 

with him twenty years later when the latter finally returns home. But, in the end, 

he doesn’t contest his brother’s special place as the spiritual heir to the family’s 

covenant with God and this is where the lesson moderns can learn from Esau’s 

story lies. He doesn’t challenge his mother over and over until she is forced to 

admit that the oracle she received from God while pregnant was her own personal 

attempt to strain an experience of the communicative presence of God through her 

own consciousness rather than a telegram she received from the Almighty. He 

doesn’t come back, at least not as far as Scripture reports, and simply refuse to 

accept his father’s second-best blessing in place of the one that even Isaac felt 

obliged to pretend he, Esau, had coming to him. 

 In other words, he lets other people decide what God wants of him. He 

must have been circumcised too—why in the world would Isaac and Rebecca have 

ushered one twin into the covenant and not the other?—but he refuses to claim his 

place in the faith community founded by his grandfather and destined to be known 

only by his brother’s second given name, Israel, and not by his own. He sees 

himself, at least spiritually, through the eyes of others...and pays the (awful) 

price—both in terms of his story as told in Scripture and the way he was 

remembered forever after within Jewish tradition. 

 The rabbis hated them both. 

 Ishmael was filth and his lifestyle was repulsive. Furthermore, his sins 

were hideous: he was an idolater and a thief and a murderer. Even in recounting 

his good points, the rabbis can’t think of much to say: he had some modicum of 

respect for his father and he accepted, no doubt begrudgingly, his brother’s 

ascendency as a fait accompli to be lived with and somehow digested rather than 

to be contested endlessly as a matter of personal honor. 

 Esau didn’t do much better. He too was a murderer, even a regicide, and a 

thief. He was the middle link in the depraved chain of murder and impiety that 
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began with Cain and continued through the most degenerate of all Israel’s kings, 

King Manasseh. He was a blasphemer and an atheist, an ignoramus, a 

crossdresser and a boor who somehow found the time and energy to embody 

every single one of the sins most hated by the Almighty. Even the willingness of 

the rabbis to acknowledge Esau’s great zeal in showing his father honor and 

respect has the peculiarly hollow, odd ring of praise too lavishly ladled out to it. 

 Whatever, both these ancient personalities speak to me. Both Esau and 

Ishmael were outcasts. Both were their parents’ sons and both, their brothers’ 

brothers. And both were the victims of other people’s oracles dooming them to 

dismissal from the stage of Israelite history. Both went off into the night, Ishmael 

to Paran and Esau to Seir, and neither was ever heard from again in any 

meaningful way. Both had every right to insist that their patrimony, spiritual and 

otherwise, not be denied to them...but neither man had the insight into the nature 

of religion or, especially, into the nature of God’s presence in the world, to insist 

that those who perceived the will of God to require that they—Ishmael and 

Esau—be excluded from their family’s heritage be themselves required to 

acknowledge that no human perception of God can be reasonably treated as 

definitive or as encapsulating the solely correct interpretation of God’s 

communicative presence on earth. Ever. 

 And that, more than any biographical detail, is what I’ve learned from 

these stories. Does this particular lesson impact on the way I worship and the 

precise way I feel about my own religious observance? How can it not? And, even 

more to the point, why shouldn’t it? 

 

* 

 

 I think of them both sometimes, especially late at night when my thoughts 

turn to the nature of history and the place of individual men and women, 

especially Jewish men and women, in it. I wonder what dinner at the Esauses 

must have been like when the larger version of the clan gathered together. I can 

almost see them all in some sort of large octagonal canvas tent in the middle of a 
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desert moonscape in suburban Seir.  The Hittite wives, bored, are huddling in a 

corner drinking coffee and gossiping about some friend or another. Esau himself 

is seated next to Basemath/Mahalath (who is seated next to her brother, 

Nebaioth) and across from his father-in-law, Ishmael. To the side are some of 

Ishmael’s equally displaced half-brothers, sons of Abraham’s second wife, 

Keturah. The ouzo is flowing, the faint, but pungent, odor of roast mutton now 

mostly—but only mostly—displaced by anise. The subject turns to the other 

family. The blessed ones. The favored ones. The ones who wouldn’t be caught 

dead dining at the Esauses’. The ones so full of themselves and their fantasies 

about the destiny they are constantly insisting God has chosen for them or, more 

precisely, has chosen them for.... 

 For the thousandth time, the conversation settles on the story of Abraham 

and Isaac at Moriah. Ishmael observes, for no one can count the how many 

hundredth time, what a prize his father was—pitching out the faithful son and 

then attempting to show his devotion to the remaining one by trying to offer him 

as a sacrifice to the God. Esau, whose mistrust of his brother and contempt for his 

mother have somehow long since combined to grant him the happy conviction that 

his father was merely their unwilling dupe, speaks lovingly about his father, about 

Isaac, about how wonderful it was that he, Isaac, was saved at the last moment 

from his father’s zeal. 

 The atmosphere in the tent is heavy with resentment and envy. Both men, 

each a tragic figure in a slightly different way, feel hard done by, pushed out, 

dismissed, disliked, discarded. Nebaioth launches into a bitter diatribe about his 

cousin Jacob so familiar to them all that the others, bored, amuse themselves at 

his expense by mouthing the words as he, too drunk to notice that he is serving as 

the butt of his family’s ridicule, declaims them aloud. 

 The words echo through the tent. “That prig...and that phoney limp...so 

self-assured...and all those children...and what children...those hooligans Simeon 

and Levi and that fop Joseph, that Dinah and her inexplicable thing for 

uncircumcised men....and that insufferable confidence in destiny, in fate, in their 

right to flourish in the land that God gave our fathers, our mothers, in that land 

that was supposed to be ours.... 
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 Nebaioth ben Ishmael gets up to deliver the last few lines of his drunken 

peroration standing, but the liquor is too much for him and he begins to topple 

over almost as soon as he is on his feet. His sister looks on without moving a 

muscle, all too aware what the Hittitekehs are going to say if she touches her 

brother in her husband’s presence and not willing to give them the chance to 

spend the next six months gossiping about her instead of the neighbours. 

 Finally, Esau gets up, the crumbs of bread and shreds of mutton falling to 

the floor as he wipes them casually off his kilt. He approaches his brother-in-law 

kindly, feeling himself almost physically stained with Nebaioth’s impotent, 

unproductive rage, but knowing better than to say anything at all. He comes 

towards him, his arms held out in what passes in Seir for brotherly love and, as 

happy as he can be, Nebaioth collapses onto Esau’s broad chest. For a moment, 

they just stand there in the dim light of the tent’s smoking oil lamp and, although 

one man is crying and one is merely enduring the other’s tears, they sway back 

and forth together in a kind of brotherly dance.  
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White Man Sweating 

 

 

 Ishmael and Esau were on the inside, yet allowed themselves to be pushed 

out. But what about people like most of the rest of us who start out on the outside? 

After all, for all religious communities like to be seen as welcoming and friendly 

to interested newcomers, the truth is that most of them, my own most definitely 

included, harbor a certain ambivalence towards outsiders who want in. In a 

sense, one might even interpret the endless (inner-Jewish) debate about whether 

the Jews are a blood group or a faith group or an ethnic group as the more 

dignified corollary of the only issue of practical consequence motivating the 

debate in the first place: the question of conversion. That whole issue is (luckily, 

thankfully) far beyond the scope of this book, but the questions that (because they 

have no clear answers) make the whole “who is a Jew” issue such a hot, divisive 

topic are, slightly paradoxically, ones I do wish to write about. 

 What does it mean to be on the outside? Does it specifically mean not to 

believe? Or does it mean not to practice? Or does it have more to do with who 

you’re related to than either with faith or ritual? Does being on the outside mean 

not being a member of the tribe no matter how attractive or logical one finds the 

various dogmatic beliefs that bind the members of the tribe to each other? And 

what, precisely, is the function of those dogmatic beliefs in the establishment and 

maintenance of the tribe? Is the tribe a family? And, if so, then what kind of 

family is it that outsiders can join by adopting patterns of belief and behavior 

without actually marrying into it? 

 The Bible has a lot to teach us about the nature of religion, but—as 

usual—it omits the speeches and cuts to the chase by telling us a story. I suppose 

one could start in any number of different places in Scripture—and with many 

different stories—and come to the same end, but the place I’d like to begin is with 

a biblical personality most casual readers of the Bible will not have heard of, 

Laban ben Bethuel, and tell what his story teaches me about my own religion, 

about my own spirituality and, especially, about what (if not who) is a Jew. 
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 Who? Well, Laban may be obscure to 99% of some of the people most of 

the time, but he wasn’t exactly a total nobody. He was Isaac’s brother-in-law. And 

Jacob’s double father-in-law. He was Abraham’s grandnephew, the grandson of 

Nahor (one of Terach’s other sons) and his equally obscure wife, Milcah. And he 

is, if not quite famous, then at least pivotal in the way I have come to read the 

stories of Genesis. 

 Laban first comes onto the biblical stage in a perfectly respectable way. 

Abraham, having bowed to his wife’s meanspirited wishes and gotten rid of 

Ishmael (and, presumably, not knowing for sure that God has scrambled to save 

the boy from death by exposure in the desert), suddenly realizes that he’s not 

going to end up with any progeny, numerous as the grains of sand at the beach or 

otherwise, unless he gets his younger son, married off. Or perhaps we are to 

imagine that it is just old age that is finally getting to him—although he still has 

thirty-five years to live, he is already 140 at this point in the story and, even in 

biblical terms, no spring rooster. Or perhaps he was just afraid that God might 

have in mind to send him off to sacrifice Isaac for real the next time...which act of 

ultimate obedience was going to be marginally more palatable if Isaac could be 

coaxed into producing some children before his possible date with destiny. Or 

maybe it was nothing more complicated than that an awful sense of mortality 

seized Abraham after the ordeal of witnessing his wife’s death (from undisclosed 

causes, but presumably not from remorse) and arranging for her splendid burial. 

 For whatever reason, Abraham decides to act. He sends his major-domo 

off to his people back in Iraq to find a suitable wife for Isaac from the only 

acceptable family Abraham could think of: his own.  The whole story is a 

complicated one, but the upshot is that the servant goes off and, almost 

immediately upon arriving in the city of Nahor, comes across a lovely maiden 

named Rebecca who is not only beautiful, but who, as the granddaughter of 

Abraham’s brother, is of precisely the right stock. At any rate, it’s the usual first 

date with a future father-in-law’s manservant: she waters his camels, he gives her 

a golden nose-ring (and, as we learn from the account Scripture presents as his 

own recollection of the event, snaps it on her nose himself)...and it’s a done deal! 

 And then in steps Laban. He takes one look, immediately seizes the 

situation—the nose-ring, the heavy gold bracelets (each one ten times the ring’s 
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weight) and the contented camels appear to have said it all to Rebecca’s watchful 

brother—and knows precisely what to do. He and his father—who steps forward 

this single time into the narrative, then back into deserved or undeserved 

obscurity—agree that Rebecca can go to Canaan with Abraham’s trusty servant. 

They all accept some more presents—some gold and silver trinkets and some 

clothing for Rebecca and some dried fruit—so Rashi—for her brother and mother 

(who has suddenly appeared out of nowhere to replace Bethuel in the story.) 

 At any rate, it all ends well. The servant spends the night, Laban and his 

mother make the appropriate suggestion that he stay on with them for another ten 

days before heading out, then gracefully allow him to decline and leave 

immediately. They go through the formal gesture of asking Rebecca if she will 

give her consent to the union (without mentioning that Laban and his father have 

already given their own unconditional assent—and without theorizing about what 

might happen if she declines) and that, more or less, is that. 

 So that’s how we first meet Laban: a caring brother who knows the finger 

of God when it points at him, who speaks openly about the degree to which he is 

sensitive to the role of God in the affairs of terrestrials below (“...in that the whole 

matter has come from God, who are we even to have an opinion?”), who is 

willing to bid farewell to a beloved sister (wearing a ton of gold that might 

otherwise become part of his family’s fortune) for a bag of trail mix and the 

pleasure of not thwarting the will of the Almighty. More to the point, Laban uses 

the personal name of God in his remark and nobody in the story flinches—not his 

shadowy mother or father, not his nose-ringed sister, not Abraham’s servant or 

any of his own servants—or asks whom it is he is talking about. The Labans, we 

can only presume, were worshippers of the same God as everybody else in the 

family and knew his name just as well as Abraham, of whom Scripture reports 

repeatedly that he “invoked the Lord by name.” 

 The next time we see Laban, half a lifetime has passed and it is Jacob, 

Isaac’s son, who is travelling east to find a bride from his own stock (and, 

simultaneously and conveniently, to save his neck from his brother’s murderous 

rage.) Isaac, who was an aging bachelor of forty in somewhat pressing need of a 

bride when we last looked in on him, is now even older: he was sixty when his 

twins were born and now he’s past the century mark. (Esau, the older of the twins, 
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married his two Hittite brides when he was forty and Scripture declares almost 

explicitly that Esau’s first marriages preceded Jacob’s flight to Mesopotamia.) 

Laban, of course, is at least sixty years older too. Indeed, whereas he was a man 

who lived with his mother and father the last time we looked, he is now a grown 

man with his own marriageable daughters (and enough adult sons to step onto the 

stage and make their presence felt at least briefly before disappearing back into 

the wings) and no parents in sight. Of a wife, Scripture says nothing at all. 

 And so Jacob arrives on Laban’s turf. He runs first of all into Laban’s 

beautiful daughter Rachel and manages to kiss her before he is overcome by 

emotion and bursts into tears, but Laban himself isn’t long in showing up and his 

behavior is, as always, impeccable: he embraces and kisses his nephew, then takes 

him home, puts him up for a month and, lest Jacob take his warmth for just 

everyday, come-as-you-may hospitality, acknowledges him specifically as “his 

bone and his flesh,” i.e. as his kith and kin, as family. 

 Jacob, like any decent guest, makes himself useful in his uncle’s home—

so much so that Laban finally offers to pay him a salary. Jacob, however, has 

another idea: he’ll work for his uncle, but he wants Laban’s younger daughter 

Rachel as his wife. Now this sounds reasonable enough to the reader: the text has 

already paused both to note Rachel’s great beauty and to damn poor Leah with the 

faintest of praise by noting that, well, she had nice eyes, the biblical equivalent of 

my mother’s “...but she has such a lovely personality!” 

 The rest of the story is the well-known part. Jacob serves his uncle for 

seven long years to earn her bride-price only to find on his wedding night that he 

has ended up with the wrong sister.  Now that whole story is so well known that I 

hardly have to recount it...except that I don’t think the story as everybody knows 

it is quite correct.  In fact, I think there’s something quite unusual at work here, 

something that requires just a bit of slightly vigorous, slightly outrageous textual 

archeology to uncover, something that, I think, has within it the larger point for 

the sake of which the story is preserved in Scripture in the first place. 

 Let’s read the text together for a moment. Laban offers Jacob the salary. 

Jacob declines, or rather makes a counter-offer: he’ll work for seven years to pay 

off (in advance) the bride-price of a delectable young virgin like Rachel and they 
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can call it square. Laban agrees, observing that the whole thing is a win-win 

situation: he gets seven years worth of indentured servitude and a groom for his 

daughter from the only truly acceptable family—his own—and Jacob gets to 

marry the woman he loves.  Now Scripture makes this quite explicit, saying in so 

many words that Jacob loved Rachel and was, therefore, not unhappy to be in a 

position to earn her as a bride no matter how high the price.  Then, as though the 

reader might possibly be unfamiliar with the extremes to which men will 

sometimes go to marry the women they love, the text observes that Jacob’s 

longing—the text says “his love”—for Rachel was such that he barely even 

noticed the time as it passed. 

 Now the story gets good. The seventh year ends—Scripture suggests just 

how quickly the time fled by covering all seven years in the space between the 

last word of one verse and the first of the next—and Jacob wants his bride. Laban, 

the text says, doesn’t respond in words, but merely gathers his clan together for a 

feast. Night falls. Laban, the text says explicitly, then takes his elder daughter, 

Leah (she of the lovely eyes) and brings her to Jacob, who “goes in unto her,” 

which we all know what that means. 

 Now this is all strange enough, but what follows is even weirder. The text 

pauses now to note that Laban gave his maidservant Zilpah to Leah as a wedding 

present, but without making clear why, precisely, this detail needs to be 

mentioned at this precise moment. Surely Laban didn’t wait until Jacob was busy 

going in unto his fiancée’s sister to present her with her human wedding gift! 

 Whatever the detail about Zilpah is supposed to suggest, the text then 

undergoes an unexpected sea change. Morning comes and Jacob, the books says, 

is outraged to discover Leah lying next to him. He complains bitterly to the wily 

Laban—I’ll return to this in a minute—who fobs off his complaint by noting 

rather laconically, as though this were a perfectly cogent thought, that families “in 

his place” marry off their older daughters before the younger ones. He doesn’t 

mention if this is an absolutely incontrovertible rule that may never, ever be 

broken or simply a handy peg on which to hang his treachery, but he does—

conveniently—have a solution to propose: Jacob can marry Rachel in just a 

week’s time if he’ll agree to another seven years of service. Now later on Israelite 

law would prohibit simultaneous marriage to two sisters, but this story does not 
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appear to know of any such prohibition and the deal goes through. Jacob waits a 

week, marries Rachel and then proceeds to get back to work for his double-father-

in-law. Laban gives Rachel another of his servants, a maid named Bilhah. Rachel 

too, the text delicately notes, gets gone in unto and, apparently on the spot, 

becomes the favored, more loved wife. End of story. 

 The story, as I said, is so well known that it’s almost a shock actually to 

read it in its original setting. Because there is another story peeping through the 

lines of Scripture, one not entirely different from the one I just told, but different 

enough to make a difference...and to teach us a deep lesson about ourselves as 

people of faith. 

 Let’s start again. Jacob finishes working off his seven years and he’s more 

than ready to go in unto his new bride. (Who wouldn’t be?) He ticks off the days 

on his time card until he’s finished a solid seven years of service, then approaches 

Laban with the good news. Laban, far from being amazed, responds with his 

customary good grace and organizes a wedding feast. Everything is going 

according to schedule. 

 “But when evening fell, he—Laban—took his daughter Leah and brought 

her to him—to Jacob—and he—Jacob—went in unto her.” Not: he waits until 

Jacob is too drunk to know the difference, then switches brides on him. Not: he 

waits until the night is its darkest and then switches girls on the hapless Jacob, all 

the while hoping that Leah is going to have the brains to keep her mouth closed—

or rather hermetically sealed—while being gone in unto. Not: the wily Laban, 

seeking to fool the naive, innocent Jacob, hatches a diabolical plot.... 

 What the book does say clearly and in so many words is that Laban 

brought Leah to Jacob. Was Jacob such a complete dimwit that he could spend his 

wedding night with his sister-in-law instead of his bride without noticing that he 

was going in unto the wrong woman? (Were Rachel and Leah twins? Certainly 

not identical ones—that, the biblical text makes clear when it makes a special 

point of noting that they didn’t look alike, that Rachel was beautiful and Leah 

had, well, pretty eyes. Now it’s so that the way the Bible speaks of them—”the 

name of the older daughter was Leah and the name of the younger, Rachel”—

leaves open the possibility that they were fraternal twins—and multiple births did 
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indeed run in that family—but how would that explain Jacob’s inability to 

recognize his own beloved fiancée? And even if the comment about Leah’s eyes 

means that they were weak rather than comely—the Hebrew could go either 

way—that would only excuse her not recognizing him, not the other way around. 

And not too convincingly in the her-to-him direction either, I don’t think. I mean, 

really....) 

 So let’s get back to the nuptial tent. It’s dark in the wigwam...and it’s true 

that Scripture does refer elsewhere to Jacob as a simpleton...but still, did the 

sisters have the same texture to their skin?  Were their breasts shaped precisely 

the same way? Did they both wear their hair in identical styles? Did they wear the 

same perfume and have such similar lips that no one could tell them apart, not 

even someone sharing a kiss with them in bed alone at night with no outside 

distractions at all? 

 And what about all that going in unto stuff?  No pillow talk at all? Not a 

word? Not a few erotic suggestions whispered into a long longed-for lover’s all-

too-willing ear? And while we’re on the subject...what was Leah’s precise role in 

the deception? Surely no matter how poor her eyesight may have been, she knew 

she wasn’t supposed to be gone in unto by the groom on the night of his marriage 

to her own younger sister! Was she a willing partner in the deception? Was she 

herself in love with her handsome second-cousin-once-removed and therefore so 

happy to get into his bed that nothing else really mattered? More to the point: is 

the question perhaps not whether she was in love with Jacob at all, but only 

whether she was in love with him enough to make it possible for her to betray her 

own sister on her—Rachel’s—own wedding night? 

 And while we’re asking questions, we might also ask where Rachel slept 

that night.  Surely she must have noticed that her husband wasn’t by her side 

when she went to bed on her wedding night! And where, precisely, did she think 

Jacob was if he wasn’t next to her? Did she take note of Leah’s mysterious 

absence from the festivities? Did she put two and two (or rather, one and one) 

together? And why, precisely, does Scripture not say that Laban deceived Jacob, 

merely that he brought him his elder daughter? 
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 Now it’s true that Jacob himself accuses Laban of tricking him. “Why 

have you swindled me?” he asks semi-pathetically the very next morning as he 

takes formal note of the identity of the woman he woke up next to. But nothing in 

the story really suggests that he was as amazed upon awakening as he professes to 

be...and, frankly, none of the story’s details hang together all that well if we take 

the charge at face value and assume that this was all nothing more than a clever 

con job by a sly father out to get an elderly ugly daughter married off before the 

younger one leaves them both at home alone to grow old together. 

 I think Jacob knew all too well what he was doing. As did Laban. As did 

Leah.  And as probably did Rachel. And I think I can guess what inspired the 

whole subterfuge, who planned it, who granted it some odd sort of before-the-fact 

legitimacy...and what it may well have all been about. I also think I can intuit why 

this story is presented in Scripture...and what we’re supposed to learn from it 

about our own spiritual lives. 

 What if Jacob and Leah had already been intimate with each other? Rashi 

says that Jacob was eighty-four years old when this was all happening, but he 

isn’t portrayed in the story as an old man at all. On the contrary, he is depicted as 

a young, vigorous herdsman who has just walked (by himself!) from Canaan to 

Iraq, who is about to father more than a dozen children on four different women 

and who will still have the physical strength decades later to wrestle with a 

powerful opponent for hours. So let’s imagine it this way instead. He’s young. 

He’s robust. He’s in love...but he can’t defile his beloved before their marriage, 

can’t even allow himself to get in a situation where he might be overcome by his 

desire for her. He worships the beautiful Rachel from afar—they are all living in 

Laban’s compound, after all—but he won’t go near her. And her brothers, whom 

Scripture mentions only twice without naming them or otherwise giving us any 

information at all about them, are floating around in the periphery should he 

abandon his scruples and decide to jump the gun even by a little bit. 

 Leah, of course, is another story. I think of her as tall and gangly, myopic 

and very, very thin. Scripture notes that Rachel was not only beautiful, but that 

she also had a great figure...but about Leah’s looks, the book can only muster the 

energy to offer the shallowest of compliments about her eyes. She’s older than 

Rachel, but in my mind’s eye I see her as more than merely older: I see her as the 
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elderly, flat-chested sister, the one with sallow skin, bug eyes and slightly sour 

breath, sort of like the ancient Mesopotamian version of Olive Oyl. The same 

voice, too. 

 But no man is entirely impervious to desire. And when there’s an 

inaccessible love object putting it all on daily entirely inaccessible display and an 

alternate choice available who isn’t getting so many other dates anyway, who is 

half in love with a man whose passions are being aroused and doused so 

frequently that even he can’t keep track of their ebb and flow, who is more or less 

willing to do anything, easily including surrendering her unwanted virtue, to 

avoid getting left at home one day with an aging, incontinent father...who knows 

what can’t happen? And what if her brothers, anxious to hook her up with 

anybody at all, had the brains (for once) to hang back, hoping against hope that a 

situation might constitute itself in which said frustrated man might not have, in 

the end, no choice but to marry their ugly sister if he even had been hoping to end 

up in bed with the sister any man would naturally prefer? 

 So let’s say it did happen. And let’s say that Leah, no fool for all her 

willowy bad looks, lets Laban know that it happened. And her brothers too, for 

that matter. All of them. Could that be why Scripture doesn’t take even a single 

breath after reporting that Jacob ended up going in unto Leah on the night he 

ought have been going in unto her lovely sister before noting that Laban gave one 

of his slave girls to Leah as a maidservant—to let us know that Leah had her price 

as well?  (It’s true that Laban gives another slave girl to Rachel when she finally 

does get herself married and gone in unto, but what could he do by then? Any 

parent knows you can’t take the kids to the mall and buy only one of them a 

toy....) 

 If we assume that the whole thing was planned in advance, everything 

makes sense. Laban brought the right girl to Jacob’s tent precisely in the same 

way his sister, Rebecca, had endeavoured to bring the right son to Isaac for his 

super-duper reserved-for-the-firstborn blessing. Both siblings, after all, had a 

higher purpose in mind: Rebecca knew (because she felt deeply that God had told 

her so) that her younger son was somehow to become her firstborn—and inherit 

the blessings that come with that august position in the birth order—and Laban 

knew (because he wasn’t a complete idiot) to make the best of the fact that the 
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fates (he would have said: God) had handed him an opportunity to marry off his 

(now deflowered, hence even less marriageable and, in any event, remarkably 

homely) elder daughter. Jacob, of course, knew all too well what he had done and 

that he had no choice but to agree to what Laban suggested. Leah, for her part, 

had even fewer options than Jacob. Even Rachel couldn’t really object—if she 

made too much out of the whole arrangement, she would be doing her sister an 

enormous disservice...and if she refused to participate in the charade entirely, then 

she might well end up as the sister-in-law instead of at least a wife of the man she 

loved and who, if Scripture can be believed, loved her dearly. 

 So that’s Laban as Scripture presents him. His sister’s brother. His (sons’ 

and) daughters’ father. His second cousin’s second cousin. Was he motivated by 

faith in God? Tradition holds him in contempt, but the Bible itself is just a bit 

unclear on the point.... 

 When Laban finally does take leave of Jacob, the story gets even more 

complicated. Clearly told from Jacob’s point of view, Scripture relates some 

incredible tale about how, after agreeing only to take the speckled and spotted 

goats and sheep as his due, Jacob then creates some sort of magic trough—I’ll 

spare you the details—as a result of drinking from which the ewes and nannies in 

the herd only give birth to...you guessed it!...speckled and spotted young. What 

really happened is anyone’s guess, but Laban is pretty enormously angry when he 

finds out that Jacob has decamped with his entire entourage and all those sheep 

and goats to boot. He goes after him with his brothers.... 

 The story can be told from a variety of vantage points (as my favorite 

English teacher in high school used to say), but let’s focus on Laban.  Jacob 

claims that an angel told him it was time to go back to Canaan, but it’s Laban, not 

Jacob, who is depicted—begrudgingly, perhaps, but still unmistakeably—as a 

prophet. And that single point, for all it appears to be a minor detail in the story—

and an unstated one at that—becomes the linchpin in my understanding of what 

the story can teach moderns interested in using the biblical narrative as a 

guidebook in their journeys towards God. 

 Let’s consider Laban’s spiritual life seriously. First of all, God appears to 

him: “And God came to Laban in a nighttime dream....” And speaks to him: 
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“...and said to him, ‘Don’t even get started one way or the other with Jacob.’” 

Now the reader has already heard about the prophetic vision of God Jacob 

experienced when he was leaving the Land of Israel for the east, but this time it’s 

Laban’s turn to experience the communicative presence of the divine: although 

readers schooled in Jewish tradition will expect to find Jacob serving as God’s 

spokesperson, it is actually Laban to whom God speaks. “It was more than in my 

power to do evil to all of you,” Laban says to Jacob when he catches up to him, 

gesturing with an enormous hand towards the rest of his entourage, “but the God 

of your father spoke to me last night....” 

 Was Laban was a believer? That’s the conclusion any unbiased reader 

would come to, I think...and it’s a deduction more than confirmed by the 

subsequent scene. Finally finished—emotionally, legally, probably historically as 

well—with his double son-in-law, Laban sets up a stele on land that belongs to 

neither of them and, giving it an appropriate name (“Look-Out Rock”), utters the 

famous words in which he calls God by His personal, secret name, the four-letter 

name that only truly adept worshippers know: “May the Lord look out for us 

both....” 

 Now it’s true that there’s an alternate story about that final encounter, one 

that features a pile of stones (“Witness Mound”) instead of the stele—and in 

which Laban doesn’t mention God at all...but I wonder if that isn’t the point: that 

the story in which Laban was portrayed as a true believer was deemed 

unacceptable in certain circles and so an alternate version of the tale was 

developed, only to be intertwined with the original in the text of Scripture as it has 

actually come down to us. Indeed, when it’s all through telling us the stories of 

the stele and the mound, Scripture starts all over again and tells us a story that 

features both of them...and in this one, Laban says something even more 

mysterious: “May the God of Abraham and the God of Nahor judge between 

us....” 

 That phrase, “the God of Abraham and the God of Nahor”, stuck in the 

craw of any number of commentators anxious to push Laban out of the magic 

circle of believers. Rashi, for one, digs up an old midrash to insist that they refer 

to two different deities and that Laban, for all his intimate knowledge of the true 

God, is—at least in his heart of hearts—a pagan. Ibn Ezra, for another, says the 



 

 

clxv 

same thing. Even the biblical narrator gets in the act, shoving the exquisitely 

ambiguous words ‘eloh  ‘avihem into the middle of Laban’s speech where they 

hardly belong. Unfortunately, those words can either mean “the gods of their 

fathers” or “the God of their fathers”, so we’re not really that much further along 

for that effort. And, at the end of the day, we don’t really have any reason to think 

that the God of Nahor—there being only one God and all—is any different from 

the Feared-One of Isaac mentioned elsewhere in the chapter or, for that matter, 

the Mighty One of Jacob (or Israel) mentioned several places in the biblical text. 

There is only one God, the text seems to be saying, but different individuals, 

perceiving Him as their personal God, will inevitably refer to Him by different 

names. 

 It doesn’t seem that hard to fathom, after all, that the worship of the One 

God would have developed in Iraq along different lines than it did in Canaan. Or 

that different branches of the same family would find divergent (but also 

remarkably similar) ways to express their sense of God’s presence in their lives. 

(And while we’re on the subject, the text doesn’t actually say anywhere that 

Abraham “discovered” the existence of God. Just to the contrary, the first 

Abraham story portrays God as coming to him, as it were, out of the blue and 

there isn’t any sign at all that Abraham is surprised, much less amazed. So, all 

those endless rabbinic embellishments notwithstanding, isn’t it just as likely to 

imagine that Abraham and his brothers—triplets, I think—who grew up in the 

same house learned of the same God from their same father?  It wasn’t like 

Abraham was the first to set forth for Canaan either, for that matter: Scripture 

specifically notes that it was their father who left his ancestral home for that 

distant land and who just had the misfortune to die in Haran before he got there.) 

 And then there’s the business with the terafim.  What precisely they were, 

I don’t know. They had to be some sort of small representations of divinity 

because Scripture makes a point of noting that Rachel stole her father’s and hid 

them in her saddle bag when she and the rest of them fled Laban’s house. But 

what, precisely, were they?  Scripture mentions them just a few more than a dozen 

times, each time (almost) adding some intriguing detail. 

 As I already said, they were small enough to fit in a saddle bag. (And the 

semi-famous story about how Princess Michal stuffed her terafim in her and 
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David’s bed to make it look like he was there when King Saul’s assassins came to 

call doesn’t mean that those terafim were the size of people, only that she used a 

lot of them to create the impression that there was a man in the bed. If the reader 

is wondering why King David, of all people, would have kept terafim in his 

house, that’s a good thing to wonder about. Let me know what you come up 

with!) More to the point is that they were definitely used, at least in some circles, 

in the worship of the One God rather than in pagan worship of alien deities, a 

point that comes through clearly in the Book of Judges, where it is specifically 

said of one Micah both that he had a House of God and that he inducted one of his 

sons to be his priest and that he fashioned his own terafim for use (one way or the 

other) in the worship service there. But that is not to say that there were not 

circles where the use of terafim was frowned on: when the prophet Samuel refers 

to “the iniquity of terafim” and suggests that using them is the equivalent of 

rebelling against God, his point is somehow as crystal clear as it is obscure. 

 And what precisely did these terafim do? It’s hard to say after all these 

years, but they appear to have been some sort of conduit between those who used 

them and God, some sort of clay prism through which an individual could focus 

his or her experience of the communicative presence of the Deity to produce a 

version of that encounter cast in the framework of human language. Later 

prophets may have had any number of unfriendly, discouraging things to say 

about the use of terafim, but who can really say how much of that is invective 

being hurled at other people’s religious rituals and how much, valid criticism of 

something truly nefarious? David, sweet singer of Zion and its most worthy 

prophet-king, did keep a set at home, after all. 

 Were terafim an import from some alien culture? The authors of some 

biblical texts appear to want us to think so. Ezekiel suggests that they were 

imports from Babylon. And the story about Laban and Rachel also suggests, at 

least obliquely, that the terafim we later hear about in Israel were an alien import 

from the east. But that’s only what most of the Bible wants you to think....and 

another prophet, the exquisitely iconoclastic Hosea, simply mentions them in the 

same breath as the other paraphernalia of Israelite worship and leaves it at that. 

 Also left for us to ponder is the precise reason Rachel took her father’s 

terafim in the first place. Rashi simply indicates that terafim were idols and that 
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she took them because she was trying to wean her father away from idolatry, but 

that doesn’t really explain why she didn’t just destroy them on the spot. But Ibn 

Ezra is far less quick to dismiss them as nonsense and takes them quite seriously 

as conduits of divine speech: his explanation for Rachel’s theft is based on the 

assumption that she took them along with her (instead of just burying them 

somewhere along the way) precisely because she was afraid her father would find 

them and use them to learn what road his daughters, son-in-law and grandchildren 

had taken to flee. Ramban, also taking them seriously as the kind of thing a 

seriously religious man seeking to commune with God would wish to own, took 

them to function as a sort of mystic clock that collected the passing hours 

(whatever that means) in some way he leaves mostly unexplained. Other 

commentators have other approaches, some of them bizarre in the extreme. The 

Tziyyuni, for example, basing himself on a strange series of ancient rabbinic 

midrashic texts, writes that he found written in a secret scroll that the pagan 

ancients “used to take a first-born son, a red-head, and slaughter him and cut off 

his head and salt it with salt and with certain spices and write an impure name on 

a tablet of gold and place it beneath his tongue and hang it on the wall or in a 

window in the wall of a city and spread out a floor mat before it and light candles 

in front of it and then it would speak....” 

 Most other commentators fall into line one way or the other behind one or 

more of the above, but the most obvious explanation is simply that Rachel took 

her father’s terafim because they were of value, because she was already adept at 

seeking to focus her experience of God through them to provoke a kind of 

prophetic communion with the divine rooted in language rather than in a mere 

sense of the divine presence, because they were—at least for Rachel—the key to 

worshipping God and, as such, something she simply was not prepared to leave 

behind. 

 Nor does the story censure Laban for owning terafim. Or hint that Rachel 

pitched them and continued on her way without them after she cleverly convinced 

her father not to check for them in her camel’s saddlebag by saying (honestly or 

not) that she was having her period and couldn’t get off the beast gracefully. And 

what then was their fate? Rachel herself died in childbirth almost immediately 

after getting back to Canaan, but no further mention is made of the terafim.  
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Presumably, they were just part of her estate and who knows what happens to 

people’s possessions once they’re not around to supervise things any longer? 

Least of all to their terafim.... 

 But we’ve gotten away from Laban and he’s the one I want to talk about. 

Everybody hates him. As was the case with Ishmael and Esau, the rabbis couldn’t 

say enough rude things about him. In their eyes, he was a swindler, a cheat and a 

villain, an idolater and the enemy of God. Jacob, they certainly thought entirely 

justified in his appraisal of his father-in-law’s character. And even Laban’s 

daughters knew him, naturally enough, for what he truly was. Which is why they 

couldn’t wait to run as far away from him as possible. And why Rachel stole his 

gods, for that matter: to save him from himself and his inclination to sin. 

 But that’s not how I see him. He was, by his own admission, a worshipper 

of the one God, whose name he knew and to whose service he was apparently 

devoted. Now this Laban was an early diaspora type: he didn’t live with the 

perception so loudly trumpeted by the other side of the family that God had given 

him the land on which he and his family lived as an eternal possession, but that 

hardly means he had no faith in the reality of God’s existence. Come to think of it, 

maybe that’s what drew him to the use of terafim in the first place: the sense that 

if he was going to have any ongoing relationship with God, he was going to have 

to provoke it himself. Somehow. 

 For all everybody thinks ill of him, it’s hard to condemn him much. When 

Abraham’s servant came a-calling and conceived of the idea of taking his sister 

back to Canaan to marry an unseen groom, Laban conducted himself honorably 

and, in the end, gave his sister the right to choose her own destiny as she saw fit. 

When his second cousin showed up a generation later with similar plans, he 

behaved with similar grace...either inventing or participating in an elaborate 

scheme—not unlike the one his sister cooked up to allow Isaac to bless the right-

wrong child—to arrange for Leah to end up married to the man who I suspect 

must have seduced her and for Rachel to end up married to the man she loved. 

And if the way he chose to commune with God was through the slightly hokey 

medium of talking figurines...then how differently, really, is that from the idea of 

hearing God’s voice from between the wings of the golden cherubs that sat above 
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the holy ark in Aaron’s tabernacle or from within the talking pillar of cloud that 

graced the entrance of Moses’ tent? 

 For me, Laban is another biblical personality in the mold of Esau and 

Ishmael. A worshipper of God and one who, apparently, knew how to commune 

with God directly and personally and a descendant of Terach no less than 

Abraham, Isaac or Jacob, Laban was poised to create a dynasty of the faithful in 

Iraq just at the same time that his cousins created one in Israel. He had that 

potential, I think...but like Ishmael (his father’s first cousin) and Esau (his own 

second cousin), he let himself be pushed out. He knew God. He experienced both 

auditory and visual communion with God. He knew God’s holy name and spoke it 

aloud. But he failed to express his outrage when his cousins proclaimed that their 

perception of God’s will meant that only their particular branch of the family had 

any claim to spiritual legitimacy. He failed to insist that there can never be any 

real meaning to one individual’s claim that his or her experience of God’s 

communicative presence is more legitimate than another’s. That the notion that 

people can find their way to God and their place in God by excluding other 

seekers of the divine presence from their midst is, by its very nature, impossible. 

God spoke to Laban and appeared to him...but, in the end, it didn’t matter 

because Laban himself appears to have accepted as reasonable the notion that 

“real” religion is what happens to other people in other places...and not what 

happens within his own spiritual ambit when God appears or speaks to him. 

 Moderns contemplating this story should be moved, I think, to ask 

themselves what they consider the hallmark of spiritual legitimacy. Does one 

acquire it simply by insisting that one already has it? That one was born into it? 

Is religious authenticity the reward one gets for behaving a certain way or doing 

a certain set of things? Does one acquire that kind of unimpeachable authenticity 

simply by hewing to rules...or by breaking others’ regulations for the sake of 

establishing a relationship with God that is as bound by personal, deeply 

idiosyncratic rules as any love affair worth the name.... 

 

 

* 
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 When I think of Laban, whose name (rather obscurely) means White Man, 

I think of him sitting up late one night with his sons and brothers—the ones he 

took along to catch up with the fleeing Jacob and whose existence Rashi feels 

obliged for some reason to deny—in their communal sweat lodge on the open 

plains just outside Haran. It’s late at night and the steppes outside the tent are 

absolutely silent as the fire inside smoulders and hisses beneath an enormous 

copper cauldron as the men, lying naked in the steam, reminisce about their odd 

status as the Other Family’s other family. 

 At any event, the sons and brothers are lying on their white bellies, their 

heads resting on wet rags they douse periodically with balsam scent and only 

some of their buttocks covered with torn red towels usually used to keep the 

camels’ saddles from chafing. Laban, however, is lying on his back with his knees 

raised and slightly bent. His stomach is peculiarly white for someone who lives on 

the range, as are his legs and his shoulders. His beard is also white, and so is the 

hair on his chest and what little of it he’s got left on his head. He isn’t 

circumcised—why would he be?—and his penis, slightly swollen from the wet 

heat, lies nestled in a thatch of white hair like some fat albino worm. 

 “You hear from anyone since we parted company with them at Mitzpah?” 

It’s impossible to tell which brother has spoken—or if it was one of Laban’s 

dozen-odd sons—but it’s more than obvious who is being addressed. 

 “No. Not lately.” A strange sort of catch in Laban’s voice, as though he 

were afraid of the emotion he might be investing almost subconsciously in his own 

words. 

 “You’ve heard then? But just not lately?” 

 “Not a word.” 

 “Nothing?” 

 “Nada.” 

 More silence. The brothers suffered plenty when their sister Rebecca went 

off with their great-uncle’s servant, basing her hopes for a prosperous, happy 
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future on a nose-ring, a promise and a bunch of golden bangles. For a long time, 

they kept expecting her to keep in touch, to drop them a line...perhaps even to visit 

when the opportunity presented itself to have a holiday back home. They held onto 

their hope for years, but the reality of the situation eventually sank in and, one by 

one, they came to terms with the fact that they were never going to see their sister 

again. 

 And then, when enough years had passed to make Rebecca herself seem 

like a kind of dream they had somehow had in common, Cousin Jacob showed up. 

He was filled with all sorts of stories about his crazy brother Esau, about his 

gullible fool of a father, about his wily mother, the much lamented Rebecca. The 

mother he described sounded just like their sister—I see Rebecca as a kind of 

slightly semitized, plumpish Kirstie Alley—and, at least at first, they were all quite 

happy to have him around. It was almost like having Rebecca back...and the fact 

that Jacob had her smile only made the pleasure that much more intense. 

 And then it started.  He wasn’t their second cousin, Jacob began to 

suggest quite openly, they were his second cousins. The poor relations. The 

outsiders. The other side of the family from the other side of the tracks with the 

other destiny to fulfill. They could all remember the first time he had joined them 

in the sweat lodge. It was in the winter, after a long day they had all spent on the 

range. All their muscles had ached. And the steam had felt very good. 

 “So what’s with your...guy?” Laban had asked the question, but it had 

been on all of their tongues. 

 “What?” A look of (totally bogus) amazement. 

 “The end of it is hanging out...” 

 “Can’t be too big, gentlemen....” 

 “Did you hurt yourself?”  Kemuel was always the soft-hearted one, but he 

wasn’t always as with it as the rest of the men. 

 “No, I didn’t hurt myself.” A mocking tone all to suggestive of what was 

about to come. 

 “So what then? It looks like you got it caught in....” 
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 “I didn’t get it caught in anything, you imbecile. It’s supposed to be like 

that. That’s how you can tell the us from the them, the ins from the outs, the for-

reals from the wannabes. It’s called circumcision and my grandfather, you great-

uncle, had this vision from....” 

 “It looks stupid,” Utz chimed in. “Does it hurt when...you know...when....” 

 A look of pity mixed with contumely mixed with the kind of arrogance the 

boys hadn’t yet learned to expect always from that side of the family. “No, it 

doesn’t hurt.” 

 “You mean you did that on purpose.” 

 “My father did it.” 

 “With what, a guillotine?” 

 “Like they’ve invented the guillotine yet. But if you must know, he did it 

with a knife. A flint, actually.” 

 “Ouch!” 

 “I was just a baby.” 

 “Double ouch.” 

 “Actually, I don’t remember a thing.” 

 “At least that.” 

 “I guess....” 

 That was the beginning, but it went on from there and it never really 

stopped. And it got worse. Before long, Jacob had revealed a few things to his 

cousins that they would remember for a very long time. That his side of the family 

didn’t use terafim (unless absolutely necessary...in which case they had the good 

sense to lie about it.) That his side of the family had been chosen by God to settle 

a lovely land the aboriginal inhabitants of which He was going to airlift on 

eagle’s wings to Laos or Peru or somewhere. That his side of the family was 

convinced that they existed in a special, totally unique relationship of at least 

potential intimacy and communion with the God who made the world and who, 
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therefore, has the right to parcel out its pieces to whichever families and nations 

He chooses. 

 At first, they argued with him. A lot. Surely that kind of arrogance, they 

suggested gently, has to be inimical to true religion. Surely he could see that his 

grandfather and father had simply focused their own aspirations for the future of 

their clan through their collective sense of the caring nearness of their God. 

Surely he would agree that it was highly illogical that the Almighty would show 

such exaggerated interest in one branch of a family and none whatsoever in the 

other. And it wasn’t like God wasn’t among them as well anyway...hadn’t the 

terafim answered when Bethuel had used them to solicit the word of God? And 

wasn’t Laban practically an expert in provoking divine speech? 

 It all came to naught. Nothing could dissuade Jacob from his unshakable 

faith in the notion that his family had been selected from all the families of the 

earth to enter into a covenant with God that would, ideally, become the model for 

seekers of God in every generation. The brothers, who had so welcomed their 

cousin when he had first sought refuge among them, came to think of him as an 

irritating fop, as a dilettante in the world of men, as a self-righteous, self-

absorbed, incredibly self-referential creep. Most infuriating of all, however, was 

that Jacob didn’t seem to care even slightly what they thought of him.  They didn’t 

matter, you see.... 

 Years passed. Everybody grew older. Bethuel died. Decades came and 

went. Jacob got himself married not to one, but to both of Laban’s daughters. His 

boys also married, mostly within the clan. One or two of Laban’s brothers died 

and were replaced in the sweat lodge by their own sons and grandsons. 

 Eventually, Jacob got sufficiently homesick to take what he could and run. 

His wives. His dozen children. A goodly portion of his father-in-law’s flocks. 

Laban mounted a posse of brothers and caught up to him, but he was too 

tenderhearted in the end to do much to anyone and they all ended up agreeing to 

part company peacefully, whereupon Laban left on his journey homeward and 

Jacob continued on to Canaan. Among Laban’s people, Jacob’s memory began to 

fade within minutes of his departure. The whole business with the missing terafim 

exercised everybody for a while, then died down. New terafim were purchased. 
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God spoke as rarely and cryptically as ever. Laban got even older and then he too 

died. As did his brothers. And their wives. 

 The members of the new generation were the third cousins of Jacob’s 

sons, but the connection seemed at best recherché and, in the end, colossally 

unimportant. The other family had their own mythological self-conception that 

Laban’s clan heard about from time to time...but it all sounded like nothing more 

than the petty, semi-delusional, totally self-engrossed fantasies of people 

convinced that God loves them best of all...the secret wish/dream/hope/fantasy of 

all children with siblings. Talk in the sweat lodge occasionally turned to those 

people with their insufferable sense of self-importance and their almost 

unbearable arrogance, but the topic came up less and less often as the years 

began to pass. Eventually, it stopped coming up entirely, although some oldtimers 

recalled when it had been all anyone ever talked about. Eventually, however, even 

those memories were lost....  
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The Bible as Text and Context 

 

 

 Like most of the Jewish boys I knew growing up in New York in the 1960s, I 

became a bar-mitzvah at age 13. But it didn’t come all that easily: for me to be allowed to 

stand before the congregation and acknowledge my majority, I had first to sit through 

five years of attendance in compulsory Religious School classes.  Unlike most of my 

peers, however, I didn’t loathe my time spent studying there. But I did find myself, at 

least occasionally, wondering why precisely it was that the major areas of curricular 

emphasis throughout all the years of instruction were the study of the Hebrew language 

and the mastery of the narrative portions of the Hebrew Bible, neither of which spoke 

even indirectly to the school’s theoretical goal of producing observant Jewish boys and 

girls. 

 One of our teachers would occasionally schedule a group session for the children 

in her charge somewhat in the way kibbutz types were thought, at least by us—I had no 

idea at the time how funny this was—to sit around after a long day picking grapefruit or 

whatever to discuss the ideals of Labor Zionism or to sing fast songs in minor keys to the 

accompaniment of slightly broken concertinas...and it was in the context of one of those 

discussions that, at least in a certain sense, this book was born. So what if that was well 

over thirty years ago? Some ideas need time to germinate before they can take root and 

flourish.... 

 In one of those sessions, someone—it may have been me—asked our teacher why 

it was that we spent so much time studying the stories of the Bible. Wouldn’t it have 

made more sense, the questioner continued, to spend our time on something more 

practical, something related to Jewish life as it is—or ought be—actually lived, 

something rooted in the real experience of the actual children in the class?  Mrs. B. 

answered, speaking (I think) in all seriousness, that the point was to inspire us to be good 

Jewish people by instructing us about the exploits of the righteous men and women—she 

used the Hebrew word tzaddikim—of previous generations. The stories of the Bible, she 

said, had been passed down to us precisely so that we would have a record of the great 

accomplishments of exceptional people and, thus, a set of spiritual (she would have said 

“religious”) role models to emulate even after all these many centuries. 

 It sounded reasonable enough—I must have been eleven or twelve years old at the 

time—but I think that even then I smelled a rat. I had read the stories about which Mrs. 

B. was speaking. I had read them and considered them and passed the various tests our 

class had had to take about them. But, at least for the most part, they didn’t sound like 
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such ideal models at all...and that was even with having read their stories in Religious 

School textbooks rather than in the unsanitized, uncensored, unrevised biblical text. 

 It’s hard to remember precisely, but I don’t think we would have been taught 

about Noah rolling around naked and drunk on the ground after inventing wine or about 

Lot being seduced by his own daughters...but we certainly were taught about Abraham 

sending his oldest boy off to die in the wilderness when asked to do so by the mother of 

his second son and then being willing to execute that second son, his only remaining 

child, when God asked him to. We probably wouldn’t have learned about David 

arranging the murder of his new girlfriend’s husband, about Solomon building temples to 

alien gods or about Elisha cursing schoolchildren with death for making fun of his bald 

head. But we certainly would have learned that Aaron, whom we were taught to revere as 

the first High Priest of Israel, also built a Golden Calf that eventually led to thousands of 

Israelite deaths...and that Moses himself had disobeyed God’s specific command on at 

least one occasion (even though the punishment he suffered for his disobedience was so 

far out of sync with the magnitude of the crime committed that it defied any rational 

explanation we children could invent.) 

 None of this sounded too kosher to me. And then I moved on, stopped reading the 

Bible, became interested in different things. In time, I returned to the study of Scripture, 

but Mrs. B.’s happy assumption that the stories of the Bible are meant to inspire us to 

emulate their heroes stayed with me—and stays with me still. I suppose there is, after all, 

a lot to learn from each of the stories we all know so well. And there’s certainly 

something deep, even profound, that we can all learn from the willingness of Scripture to 

present its heroes with all their ethical shortcomings, moral failings and spiritual 

weaknesses. But as the years have turned into decades and I continue to find the stories of 

Scripture, both those I learned from Mrs. B. and those I later discovered on my own, at 

the core of my ability (such as it is) to generate a personal, totally idiosyncratic 

spirituality, I’ve been quite surprised to discover that it isn’t the nominal heroes of the 

text who inspire me the most, not the Abrahams and the Moseses whose stories get me to 

look up for a moment and think, “Hmmmm, that fellow is just a bit like me....” The 

people whose stories Mrs. B. told us with such fervor stay with me...but, in the end, they 

aren’t the personalities who serve me the most potently as my own spiritual or religious 

role models. And those who do, certainly don’t in the way Mrs. B., let alone Mrs. R. or 

Mrs. T., intended them to. 

 For reasons even I can’t quite name, it is the Ishmaels and the Esaus and the 

Labans with whom I identify when I read the Bible. The marginalized. The dismissed. 

The people whom tradition invests with great potential and then leaves hanging. The 

Pharaohs and the Nebuchadnezzars, who seem to play out roles contrary to their own 
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natures and who are, therefore, remembered almost completely differently from the way 

they are actually described in the biblical text. The Cains and the Jeroboams who become 

symbols of something quite other than what they may really have been. The people 

whom tradition has labelled and repudiated without any particular interest in 

remembering who they may truly have been or what they may actually have stood for. 

 Of all the biblical books, the one that has been the most important for me 

spiritually has been the Book of Psalms. The Torah, after all, is a tree of life in that it is 

the story of how terrestrials may serve God. But the Psalms are the story of people who 

yearn for God...and not merely to worship and to obey, but to love, to hear, to see and to 

know God in the visceral, empirical, absolutely real way people know—and love—each 

other. The Torah is a book of life, but the Psalms are the stuff of desire...and although 

desire without life may be meaningless, life without desire is pointless and, to be frank, 

neither sounds like too much of a prize. In the end, I don’t suppose I wish for my spiritual 

journey to be either—meaningless or pointless—but there is still something about the 

Psalter above all that draws me to its poetry...and to the authors of those ancient poems. 

In a sense, those anonymous poets are my true spiritual guides, the men (and perhaps 

women) whose legacy forms both the bone and the meat of my own journey towards 

God. 

 The psalmists knew that the broken heart is the most valuable of all visas one 

needs to undertake this particular journey. The self divested of ego and pride. The interior 

landscape bathed in the clear, cool light of self-knowledge and, even more daunting, self-

acceptance. The positive kind of spiritual alienation that comes from focusing one’s sense 

of the world through the prism of unvarnished realism and a totally honest worldview. 

The spirit divested of its endless—and endlessly protective—layers of self-serving 

arrogance and self-aggrandizement. 

 This book, then, is about those characters in the biblical pageant who embody 

those ideals. Ishmael, bearing the sign of the covenant in his flesh...but sent off into the 

desert nonetheless because of other people’s sense of his worthlessness and absence of 

spiritual potential. Esau, cheated both out of his birthright and his father’s rightful 

blessing by a brother whose very name means Wily and then obliged to look on from afar 

as Wily becomes the father of the people of God. Pharaoh, knowing himself to be 

possessed of a desire to obey God and yet doomed for reasons he can’t possibly 

comprehend to disobey his own higher inclinations again and again and again until he 

pays for his own inability to overcome God, first, with the life of his child...and then with 

his own. Nebuchadnezzar, whose evolution from savage destroyer of the city of God to 

the deeply pious monarch who “blessed the Most High and praised and glorified the 

Eternal One” didn’t keep the rabbis from recommending that any mention of his name, 
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even the most casual one, be followed by a brief prayer that his bones be pulverized and 

his name thereby be cursed again and again for as long as Scripture is read by Jewish 

people. 

 These are the broken-hearted. These are the personalities who call to me from the 

depths. These are the biblical characters who seem to embody the inner conflict and 

spiritual struggle of which the knowledge of God may, at least occasionally, be born. I 

have written this book not as an exercise in biblical scholarship and not as a how-to book 

for people seeking to undertake their own spiritual journeys towards God. I have written 

it instead as a kind of introduction, albeit probably an excessively complicated one, to 

what is essentially a simple idea: that the text of the Bible can, even today, be the context 

in which people who yearn for God can seek—and find—solace, sustenance and counsel 

if they are only willing to read slowly enough and with enough care...and to divest 

themselves of Sunday School slogans, shopworn cliches, pious preconceptions and the 

sappy residue of childhood religious training. 

 It is for those people that I have written this book...and if any of them finds him or 

herself able to take a step forward on that journey because of what I have written, then I 

will consider the effort to have been worthwhile. The study of the Bible has become the 

single most important vehicle for my own spiritual progress...and I have written this 

book, at least slightly, to explain why that is and how it works. At least for me. The 

Bible, you see, isn’t the inscrutable monolith or the forbidding castle most people 

assume, only the very long story of all sorts of people, some of whom are surprisingly 

just like me....  
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Bibliographical Notes 

 

 

(In the following notes, the initials BT refer to the Babylonian Talmud and PT refer to 

the Palestinian Talmud.) 

 

Epigraph: Genesis 33:12. 

 

“Kings”: References to the pharaoh in the Joseph stories are as follow: Pharaoh 

restores the butler to his former post: Genesis 40:21; he impales the baker’s head: 

Genesis 40:22 (note that the part about the birds eating his flesh is part of Joseph’s 

prediction, which is said to have come true, but not actually part of the narrative 

regarding the baker’s fate); “all shepherds are abhorrent to the Egyptians”: Genesis 

46:34; Pharaoh offers Joseph’s brothers the choicest part of Egypt to settle: Genesis 

47:6 and 11; famine comes to Egypt shortly after Pharaoh welcomes Joseph’s father and 

brothers: Genesis 47:13. Scripture notes that Joseph was thirty when he enters 

Pharaoh’s service at Genesis 41:46 and that he was 110 when he died at Genesis 50:26. 

The details about the career of the second of the three pharaohs of the Exodus story are 

as follow: Pharaoh fears the Israelite population: Exodus 1:9-10; he enslaves the 

Israelites: Exodus 1:11-14; he orders the midwives to kill the newborn Israelite boys: 

Exodus 1:16; Pharaoh’s daughter rescues Baby Moses: Exodus 2:5-10; Pharaoh seeks to 

kill Moses: Exodus 2:15; Moses flees to Midian: ibid.; Moses lives with “the priest of 

Midian”: Exodus 2:21; the priest has seven daughters: 2:16; Moses marries one of them: 

Exodus 2:21. The phrase “a long time after that” appears at Exodus 2:23. (The Hebrew, 

vayehi vayyamim harabbim hah m, however, is peculiar, cf. Ramban’s explanation in 

his comment ad locum.) References to Moses’ interaction with his second pharaoh are as 

follow: Pharaoh reacts to Moses’ plea by increasing the slaves’ workload: Exodus 5:6-9; 

Moses doesn’t follow the precise instructions of God: Exodus 5:1-3 in light of 4:21-24; 

Aaron turns the Nile to blood: Exodus 7:20; the fish die: Exodus 7:21; the river stinks: 

ibid.; Pharaoh’s magicians turn water to blood: Exodus 7:22; Pharaoh goes home: 

Exodus 7:23; the second plague: Exodus 8:1-11; the third plague: Exodus 8:12-15; the 

fourth plague: Exodus 8:16-28; the fifth plague: Exodus 9:1-7; the sixth plague: Exodus 

9:8-12; the seventh plague: Exodus 9:13-35; the eighth plague: Exodus 10:1-20; the 

ninth plague: Exodus 10:21-29; the tenth plague: Exodus 12:29-32. The paragraph that 

extends the concept of God hardening Pharaoh’s heart even to those plague narratives 



 

 

180 

that don’t actually include it is Exodus 11:9-10. The story of Moses’ return to Egypt is 

told at Exodus 4:20-26. The birth of Moses’ son Gershom is mentioned at Exodus 2:22. 

Scripture refers to Moses and Zipporah’s sons in the plural at Exodus 4:19, but formal 

reference to a second son is only made once in the Torah, at Exodus 18:4 and there only 

appears to be one son in the narrative at Exodus 4:24-26, cf. the references to a second 

son at 1 Chronicles 23:15 and 17 and 26:25. The revelation on the road to Egypt is told 

at Exodus 4:21-23. The remark that the tenth plague affected the first-born sons of Egypt 

“from the first-born of Pharaoh who sits on the throne to the first-born of the captive in 

the dungeon” and even the first-born calves of their livestock appears at Exodus 12:29. 

The story of Moses and Aaron’s first encounter with Pharaoh is told in Exodus 5 and 

God’s response at Exodus 6:1. The people’s curse that God should punish Moses for 

making them stink in Pharaoh’s nostrils is found at Exodus 5:21, where the text actually 

reads rather oddly that Moses has made them stink in Pharaoh’s eyes rather than his 

nose. Other references are as follow: dust turns into vermin: Exodus 8:12-13; hailstones 

of burning fire: Exodus 9:24; “Who is God that I should heed him?”: Exodus 5:2. 

Pharaoh makes reference to God in the following passages: Exodus 8:4 (“Plead with the 

Lord to remove the frogs from me and my people...), 21 and 24 (“your God” and “the 

Lord your God” respectively); 9:27-28; 10:8 (“the Lord your God”), 11, 16 (“the Lord 

your God”) and 24. The rabbinic tradition, cited in the name of Rabbi Samuel bar 

Nachmani, to the effect that the gates of repentance are never closed is preserved at 

Devarim Rabbah 2:12 and chah Rabbati 3:60. References to the Book of Esther are as 

follow: King Ahasuerus gets rid of his queen on Memucan’s advice: Esther 1:21; the king 

carries on alone, then decides to find a new queen: Esther 2:1-4; Esther wins the contest: 

Esther 2:17; Haman is elevated: Esther 3:1; Mordecai won’t bow down or kneel before 

Haman: Esther 3:2; Haman plots genocide: Esther 3:6-7; the king agrees to Haman’s 

diabolical plan: Esther 3:11; Esther invites the king and Haman to a feast: Esther 5:4; 

Esther invites them to a second feast: Esther 5:7; Esther confronts the king: Esther 7:1-4; 

Haman pays for his wickedness with his life: Esther 7:10; the Jews are saved: Esther 

8:9-14; an edict written in the king’s name and sealed with his seal cannot be revoked: 

Esther 8:8; the Jews may defend themselves against their enemies: 8:11-12; scores of 

thousands are killed: Esther 9:6 and 15-16; the Jews suffer no losses of their own: Esther 

9:22 (implied rather than stated.) That the story of Esther’s mission to save her people 

takes place during Passover is indicated, but not formally noted, in the text at Esther 

3:12, 4:16, 5:4 and 5:8. Esther’s point that she would have remained silent if all Haman 

had planned for the Jews was slavery is made explicitly at Esther 7:4. The whole issue of 

the relationship between the story of Esther and Passover is discussed in detail by 

Michael Graetz in his wonderful essay, “The Passage of Time in the Book of Esther,” 

which is my source for much of what I have written here. Rabbi Graetz’ essay was 

published in the 1994 Proceedings of the Rabbinical Assembly.  
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“N.N.”: The king who is the subject of this chapter is mentioned ninety-one times in 

Scripture, slightly less than twice as often as Nebuchadnezzar than as Nebuchadrezzar. 

All thirty-two references to the king in Daniel use the name Nebuchadnezzar.  Of the 

thirty-seven references to the king in Jeremiah, all but eight use the name 

Nebuchadrezzar. The rabbis used the phrase “may his bones be ground up” for enemies 

other than Nebuchadnezzar, but the tradition relating to Nebuchadnezzar is preserved at 

Ber shit Rabbah 49:1, Esther Rabbah 6:4 and PT Megillah 27a. The first reference in 

the Book of Jeremiah either to Nebuchadnezzar or Nebuchadrezzar is at Jeremiah 21:7, 

but it is obvious that the order in which the prophet’s speeches appear in his book do not 

reflect the chronological order in which they were originally delivered. Jeremiah refers 

to King Jehoiachin as a loathsome, broken idol at Jeremiah 22:28, taking the slightly 

obscure Hebrew `etzev as the singular of the more familiar `atzabim in light of Isaiah 

48:5. References to verses from Jeremiah are as follow: sounds of happiness and mirth 

and of bridegrooms and brides will be totally absent from the land after it laid waste by 

the Babylonians: 25:10; the light of lamps and the sound of mills grinding will be absent 

from the land: ibid.; “the whole land shall be a desolate ruin”: 25:11; an iron yoke on 

the neck of the people: 27:8 and 28:12-14; Nebuchadnezzar will burn some of the 

Jerusalem prophets alive: 29:22; the capture and blinding of Zedekiah: 39:5-7 and 52:9-

11 (cf. 2 Kings 25:6-7); the murder of Zedekiah’s sons: 39:6 and 52:10 (cf. 2 Kings 

25:7). The names of some of Nebuchadnezzar’s officers are given in Jeremiah 39:3, 

where it is noted that there were two different men named Nergal-sarezer, one of whom 

bore the title of Rav Mag and one of whom didn’t. Nebuzaradan is mentioned fifteen 

times in Scripture, three times in the Second Book of Kings and thirteen times in 

Jeremiah and he is always called Butcher-in-Chief (Hebrew: rav taba .him; JPS: chief of 

the guards.) Nebushazban is mentioned in Jeremiah 39:13. Evil-Merodoch is mentioned 

at Jeremiah 52:31 (=2 Kings 25:27), but the circumstances of his death are only known 

from cuneiform inscriptions, not from biblical record. Belshazzar’s murder is mentioned 

at Daniel 5:30. Potifar is referred to as Pharaoh’s chief eunuch at Genesis 37:36 and 

39:1. The names of Ahasueros’ septad of faithful eunuchs are given at Esther 1:10, where 

they are collectively referred to as “the eunuchs who served before King Ahasueros.” 

Arioch is called Butcher-in-Chief at Daniel 2:14 and Chief Steward (Aramaic: shalita di 

malka) at 2:15. Jeremiah refers repeatedly to Nebuchadrezzar exiling King Jehoiachin, 

e.g. at Jeremiah 22:24-30, 24:1 or 27:19-22. God commands Abraham to leave the city 

in Iraq in which he is dwelling and move to an unnamed land he will be shown later on at 

Genesis 12:1. References to the Book of Daniel and some of the parallels to the story of 

Joseph are as follow: Daniel possesses greater wisdom than the king’s other sorcerers: 

1:20 (cf. Genesis 41:16 in light of 41:8); the king won’t tell the substance of his dream: 



 

 

182 

2:5 and 8-9 (cf. Genesis 41:8); God comes to Daniel in a night vision: 2:19; the king 

attributes Daniel’s ability to interpret dreams to Daniel himself: 2:46 (cf. Genesis 41:15, 

where Pharaoh, albeit before the fact, thinks the same of Joseph); the king offers a meal 

offering (Hebrew: min .hah) and an animal sacrifice (Hebrew: nihohin) to Daniel: 2:46; 

the king realizes that Daniel is being inspired by God to interpret dreams correctly: 2:47; 

the king sets up a golden statue in the plain of Dura: 3:1; the command to worship is 

given, but the identity of the idol is not mentioned: 3:6; Shadrach, Meshach and Abed-

nego are accused of refusing to bow down to the king’s idol: 3:12; they are flung into the 

fiery furnace: 3:23; the men carrying them are burnt to death: 3:22; a fourth man, called 

a divine being (Aramaic: bar ‘elahin) is seen in the furnace: 3:25; the king’s decree: 

3:31-33; the king is alone in his palace when visited by a night vision: 4:1-2; Daniel’s 

interpretation of the king’s dream: 4:21-24; the king’s boast: 4:27; the king’s condition 

in the field: 4:30; the king’s willingness to acknowledge God’s ability to make humble the 

arrogant: 4:34. Joseph makes it clear that it is God, not he personally, who can provide 

the correct interpretation of dreams at Genesis 41:15-16. The verse beginning “When the 

time had passed...” is Daniel 4:31. Daniel and his three friends are called “handsome 

and without blemish” at Daniel 1:4. Saul is called “a different man” at 1 Samuel 10:6, 

cf. verse 10. 

 

“The Worst Man”: References to the kings of Israel in the Book of Kings with respect to 

the degree to which their villainy either outstripped or failed to measure up to 

Jeroboam’s are as follow: Nadab: 1 Kings 15:26; Baasha: 1 Kings 15:34; Omri: 1 Kings 

16:26; Ahab: 1 Kings 16:31; Ahaziah: 1 Kings 22:53; Jehoram: 2 Kings 3:3; Jehu: 2 

Kings 10:29. The biblical references to my remarks about King Solomon are as follow: 

builder of the Temple in Jerusalem: 1 Kings 6:1-38, cf. 2 Chronicles 3:1-17; built 

temples for alien deities: 1 Kings 11:7-8; the wisest of all men: 1 Kings 5:11; worshipped 

alien gods in his old age: 1 Kings 11:4-5; vouchsafed visions of God on two different 

occasions: 1 Kings 3:5-15 (cf. 2 Chronicles 1:7-12) and 1 Kings 9:1-9 (cf. 2 Chronicles 

7:12-22). The story of the initial encounter between Jeroboam and Ahijah of Shiloh is 

told in 1 Kings 11:26-39 (cf. the vague reference to Ahijah at 2 Chronicles 9:29.) 

Jeroboam is called a young man (Hebrew na`ar) at 1 Kings 11:28. Other references from 

1 Kings 11 are as follow: Jeroboam in charge of the northern forced labor brigade: verse 

28; Jeroboam and Ahijah are alone in a field: verse 29; the prophet cuts Jeroboam’s new 

cloak into twelve pieces: verse 30; he announces God’s intention to give ten of the twelve 

tribes of Israel to Jeroboam to rule over: verses 31-32; losing five-sixths of his kingdom 

are to be Solomon’s punishment for worshipping alien gods: verse 33 (and cf. the 

comment ad locum of Radak, who explains the peculiar use of the plural verbal form in 

the verse); two tribes will remain as Solomon’s kingdom: verse 32 (and cf. the comment 
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of Radak ad locum explaining why the text keeps referring to one tribe instead of two); 

Jeroboam may reign from wherever in the realm he wishes: verse 37; Jeroboam’s 

dynasty will last forever if his behavior warrants it: verse 38; Solomon sentences 

Jeroboam to death: verse 40; Jeroboam seeks refuge with Pharaoh Shishak: ibid. The 

various stories of how God sends prophets to cancel out one royal dynasty and install 

another are told in Scripture at the following locations: God sends Samuel to anoint 

David as Saul’s replacement: 1 Samuel 16:1-13; God sends Jehu ben Hanani to 

announce the end of Baasha’s dynasty: 1 Kings 16:1-4; God sends Elijah and Elisha to 

announce the end of the dynasty of Omri because of the excesses of Ahab: 1 Kings 19:16 

and 2 Kings 9:1-14 (where the implication is that Elisha is fulfilling the command to his 

late master Elijah and cf. the note at 1 Kings 21:27-29 attempting to explain why the 

dynasty didn’t actually end with Ahab himself.) The story of how Rehoboam rejected his 

father’s advisors’ sage advice in favor of the advice of “the young men who had grown 

up with him and were serving him” is told at 1 Kings 12:1-15 and 2 Chronicles 10:1-15; 

the comment about the size of Solomon’s penis is at verse 10 both in 1 Kings 12 and 2 

Chronicles 10. The murder of Rehoboam’s emissary, Adoram (called Hadoram in 

Chronicles and Adoniram at 1 Kings 4:6 and 5:28), is mentioned at 1 Kings 12:18-19 

and 2 Chronicles 10:18. The prophecy of Shemaiah is recorded at 1 Kings 12:22-24 (=2 

Chronicles 11:2-4, where the prophet is called Shemayahu, but cf. 2 Chronicles 12:7 and 

15, where he is called Shemaiah.) The story of Jeroboam’s first royal initiatives is found 

at 1 Kings 12:25-33 (cf. the brief reference at 2 Chronicles 11:15.) The golden calves 

Jeroboam erected at Bethel and Dan are described at 1 Kings 12:28-30. The 

commentators who identify the prophet mentioned at 1 Kings 13:1 as Iddo are Rashi and 

Radak (who assumes that the Jeddo mentioned at 2 Chronicles 9:29, of whom it is said 

that he had visions concerning Jeroboam, is the same as the Iddo mentioned at 2 

Chronicles 12:15 and 13:22.) The story of the prophet’s prophecy against the altar at 

Bethel is found at 1 Kings 13:1-10. Ahijah’s response to the wife of Jeroboam is given at 

1 Kings 14:6-16. The phrase “You have pitched me behind your back” appears at 1 

Kings 14:9 and is echoed at Ezekiel 23:35 and Nehemiah 9:26, cf. Psalm 51:13.  . King 

Hezekiah’s poem is preserved at Isaiah 38:9-20; the reference to God pitching all the 

king’s sins behind His back is at verse 17. References to 1 Kings 14 are as follow: 

Jeroboam’s son will die: verse 12; the child who dies will be the only member of the 

family to be buried in the ground after death: verses 11 and 13; Jeroboam has failed to 

live up to the standards of David: verse 8; the people will face exile beyond the 

Euphrates: verse 15; Israel will be as a reed in a marsh: verse 15. The words “you have 

done more evil than all those who came before you” are from 1 Kings 14:9. Scripture 

refers to Omri and Ahab as having been worse than any of their predecessors at 1 Kings 

16:25 and 30 respectively. Parallels between Ahijah’s condemnation of Jeroboam and 

similar texts relating to Ahab are as follow: the king is worse than any of his 
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predecessors: 1 Kings 14:9 (Jeroboam) and 1 Kings 16:30 and 33 (Ahab); the king 

worshipped alien gods: 1 Kings 14:9 (Jeroboam) and 1 Kings 16:31 (Ahab); God will 

bring evil against the king: 1 Kings 14:10 (Jeroboam) and 1 Kings 21:21 (Ahab); the 

king’s men are called “those who urinate on the wall”: 1 Kings 14:10 (Jeroboam) and 1 

Kings 21:21 (Ahab); God will make a clean sweep of the king’s house: 1 Kings 14:10 

(Jeroboam, with the added explanation that this means that God will sweep away the 

house like a farmer sweeps away manure) and 1 Kings 21:21 (Ahab, and cf. verse 26, 

where Ahab’s fetishes are referred to as balls of dung); dogs: 1 Kings 14:11 (they will 

eat the flesh of Jeroboam’s descendants who die in cities) and 1 Kings 21:19 (they will 

lap up the dead Ahab’s blood), cf. 22:37; dead sons: 1 Kings 14:12 (prophecy about 

Jeroboam; cf. the fulfillment at verse 17) and 1 Kings 21:29 (prophecy about Ahab; cf. 

the fulfilment at 2 Kings 9:24); heh. eti: 1 Kings 14:16, 15:26, 30 and 34, 16:26, 22:53, 2 

Kings 3:3, 10:29 and 31, 13:2, 6 (with respect to the House of Jeroboam) and 11, 14:24, 

15:9, 18, 24 and 28, 23:15 (except as noted, all with respect to Jeroboam) and 1 Kings 

21:22 (with respect to Ahab.) The phrase is also occasionally used of others, e.g. of King 

Basha and King Elah at 1 Kings 16:13, of King Zimri at 1 Kings 16:19 or of King 

Manasseh at 2 Kings 21:16. Scripture makes the relationship between Jeroboam and 

Ahab explicit twice, at 1 Kings 16:31 and 1 Kings 21:22. The exclamation of Jacob at 

Bethel is given at Genesis 28:17. The prophecy to the effect that all Israel will one day 

become prophets of God is found at Joel 3:1-2. 

 

“Lepers”: The brief reference to King Uzziah’s studies with the otherwise unidentified 

Zachariah is at 2 Chronicles 26:5. The passage in the Talmud in which Zachariah is 

briefly discussed is BT Sotah 48b. Uzziah is hardly mentioned in the Book of Kings, 

where he is called Azariah and his entire reign is covered in seven short verses (2 Kings 

15:1-7), but his life and times are described in much more detail in the twenty-sixth 

chapter of the Second  Book of Chronicles. The references to Uzziah’s career in 2 

Chronicles 26 are as follow: fights the Philistines: verse 6; subdues the Ammonites: verse 

8; rebuilds Elat (called Eloth in the text): verse 2; subdues the Arabs of Gur-Baal and the 

Meunites: verse 7; builds towers in Jerusalem over the Corner Gate and the Valley Gate: 

verse 9; builds towers and cisterns in the desert: verse 10; is called an ‘ohev ‘adamah: 

verse 10; employs vine dressers, farmers and cowherds (the latter only by implication in 

the text): verse 10; an army of 307,500 soldiers: verse 13; the army organized into 2,600 

divisions (the text only makes reference to 2,600 clan chiefs [Hebrew: rash  ha’avot 

legibbor  h. ayil]): verse 12; army run by two underlings: verse 11; the two under the 

direction of a third: ibid.; army outfitted with spears, shields, helmets, armor, bows and 

slingshots: verse 14; the king’s bolder-tossing and arrow-shooting machine: verse 15; 

Uzziah achieves great fame: verse 15. The two altars are described in the Bible in the 
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Book of Exodus, the very large one for sacrifice at Exodus 27:1-8 and the smaller one for 

incense at Exodus 30:1-5. The point that only Aaron may offer incense on the golden 

altar is made at verse 7. The reference to Uzziah breaching the walls of Gath is at 2 

Chronicles 26:6. The observation that the incident with the incense altar was a function 

of Uzziah’s arrogance is made at 2 Chronicles 26:16. The story about Uzziah being met 

in the Temple by Azariah and his eighty warrior-priests (Hebrew: kohanim lash m 

shemonim ben  h. ayil) is told at 2 Chronicles 26:17. The priests’ message to Uzziah 

(“Get lost”, Hebrew: tz ’ min hammiqdash) is found at verse 18. Azariah is called the 

koh n harosh, i.e. the head priest at verse 20. (The term koh n harosh also appears 

elsewhere in Scripture, e.g. at Jeremiah 52:24 (=2 Kings 25:18) and at 2 Chronicles 

19:11, 24:11 and 31:10. Aaron himself is called the koh n harosh at Ezra 7:5.) The 

reference to the king’s leprosy and subsequent confinement in the b t hah. ofshit is at 2 

Chronicles 26:21, cf. 2 Kings 15:5. The connection with the earthquake that Scripture 

mentions (at Zachariah 14:5, cf. Amos 1:1) occurred in Judah during the reign of Uzziah 

is made by Josephus in his Jewish Antiquities 9:223 and appears in rabbinic literature in 

the Midrash Tanh. uma to Parashat Noah, chapter 13. The verse that the Tanh. uma 

imagines so offended Uzziah is Numbers 1:51, cf. 3:10, 3:38 and 18:7. The story of King 

Saul offering sacrifice at Gilgal is told in 1 Samuel 13:8-14. The point that Samuel was 

irritated specifically because Saul hadn’t waited for him to arrive is obvious from the 

context, cf. the comments of Rashi to 1 Samuel 13:12, s.v. va’et’apak and the elaborate 

effort of Radak to justify Saul’s action in light of the law forbidding non-priests to 

sacrifice in his comment to 1 Samuel 13:9, s.v. hagishu ‘ lai. Scripture describes David 

as offering sacrifice at 2 Samuel 6:17-18 and Solomon as doing the same at 1 Kings 3:15 

and 8:63. Scripture also notes that others of David’s sons functioned as priests at 2 

Samuel 8:18. The names of David’s fifteen sons and one daughter by his various wives 

are given at 1 Chronicles 3:1-9, where it is noted that he also had children by his various 

concubines. The story of how Uzziah’s grandson, Ahaz, commissioned a new altar for the 

Temple is told in 2 Kings 16:10-16.  The hint that the king used the older one for his own 

purposes is in verse 15 and hangs on the meaning of the obscure expression umizbah.  

hanneh. oshet yihyeh li levaqq r which could be taken in a variety of ways, cf. the 

comments of the Metzudat Tziyon, ad loc. Scripture reports that Jeroboam considered it 

licit for himself to offer sacrifice at 1 Kings 12:33 and this view was held by almost every 

single one of his successors. (The references are as follows: Nadab: 1 Kings 15:26; 

Baasha: 1 Kings 15:34; Omri: 1 Kings 16:26; Ahab: 1 Kings 16:31; Ahaziah: 1 Kings 

22:53; Jehoram: 2 Kings 3:3; Jehu: 2 Kings 10:29; Jehoahaz: 2 Kings 13:2; Jehoash: 2 

Kings 13:11; Jeroboam II: 2 Kings 14:24; Zachariah: 2 Kings 15:9; Menachem: 2 Kings 

15:18; Pekahiah: 2 Kings 15:24 and Pekah: 2 Kings 15:28.) The non-condemnatory 

accounts of other non-priests offering sacrifice are as follow: Moses: Exodus 24:4-8 and 

Leviticus 8, passim; Samuel: 1 Samuel 16:3 (where the ruse will only work if nobody 
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finds it odd that Samuel should preside over a sacrifice; note however that Samuel, who 

is clearly said to be of the tribe of Ephraim at 1 Samuel 1:1, is provided with Levitical 

ancestry at 1 Chronicles 6:13); Moses called a priest: Psalm 99:6; the same implied 

about Samuel: ibid.; Abraham: Genesis 12:7 and 8, 13:18 (where the text only remarks 

that he built altars, not that he actually sacrificed on them); Isaac: Genesis 26:25 (also 

regarding an altar he built, delicately omitting what he did once it was made); Jacob: 

Genesis 33:20 and 35:1-7 (also without reference to sacrifice.) The Book of Psalms 

refers to the kings of Israel as kinds of priests at Psalm 110:4. The verse that specifically 

notes that David became a prophet is 1 Samuel 16:13.  The Bible mentions that David 

saw God at 2 Chronicles 3:1 (but cf. 2 Samuel 24:15-17) and that Solomon did so twice 

at 1 Kings 3:5, 9:2 and 11:9. I’ve written at length about the relationship between the 

priests and prophets of ancient Israel in my Travels on the Road Not Taken: Towards A 

Bible-Based Theory of Jewish Spirituality (London [Ontario], 1998). Amos remarks that 

he was neither a formal member of the prophetic guild nor the son of such a member at 

Amos 7:14 in the context of his famous altercation with Amaziah, priest of Bethel. The 

rabbinic midrash Rashi cites is the passage from the Tanh. uma cited above. The laws 

governing the offering up of a sheep as a wellbeing sacrifice (Hebrew: shelem) are 

presented in the Torah at Leviticus 3:6-11; the analogous, but not precisely identical, 

laws governing the offering up of a goat follow in verses 12-16. The Chronicler (i.e. the 

author of the Book of Chronicles) says at 2 Chronicles 26:19 that Uzziah developed his 

leprosy precisely as he was arguing with Amaziah. The author of the Book of Kings notes 

that Uzziah (whom he calls Azariah) became a leper at 2 Kings 15:5. The story of Moses’ 

birth is told in Exodus 2; the verses cited are Exodus 2:1-2a. The priestly genealogies 

that make it explicit that Moses, Aaron and Miriam were siblings are few and far 

between, but cf. the texts that are preserved at Numbers 26:59 and 1 Chronicles 5:29. 

I’ve written about the problems inherent in identifying Aaron as Moses’ brother in my 

book, In Search of Wholeness: The Pursuit of Spiritual Integrity in a Delusional World 

(London [Ontario], 1996, pp. 50-55 and 106-107. Scripture refers to Miriam as Aaron’s 

sister at Exodus 15:20, which is also where she is called a prophetess (Hebrew: 

hannevi’ah). Scripture uses the term prophetess to refer to Deborah at Judges 4:4, to 

Huldah at 2 Kings 22:14 and 2 Chronicles 34:22 and to Noadiah at Nehemiah 6:14. 

Scripture refers to Isaiah’s wife as hannevi’ah at Isaiah 8:3 (“...and I lay with the 

prophetess and she conceived and bore a son....”) The Scriptural source for the tension 

between Jacob’s wives is at Genesis 30:14-18. Midian and Cushan are given as 

synonymous names at Habakkuk 3:7. The story of the Israelites passing through Midian 

in their desert wanderings is told in Numbers 31. Scripture reports Miriam’s death at 

Number 20:1. Aaron is called a navi’ (“prophet”) at Exodus 7:1. I have written about the 

nature of the specific tent near which this story takes place in my essay, “Deconstructing 

Leviticus 16: Implications for Latter-Day Jewish Spirituality from an Ancient Ritual 
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Text,” which was published in Conservative Judaism 48:3 (1996). Isaac prays to God 

that Rebecca’s barrenness be cured at Genesis 25:21. Moses’ admonition to the people 

that they recall Miriam’s affliction and cure is preserved at Deuteronomy 24:9. The story 

of the death of Aaron’s two sons and its aftermath is told at Leviticus 10:1-7. The three 

stories in Genesis that feature wives being converted, at least temporarily, into sisters are 

found at Genesis 12:10-20 and 20:1-18 (regarding Sarah) and at 26:1-11 (regarding 

Rebecca.) The translation given of Uzziah’s burial plaque is Albright’s; see his remarks 

in the Bulletin of the American School for Oriental Research 44(1931), pp. 8-10. The 

biblical reference to the lion throne of Solomon is at 1 Kings 10:18-20. The reference to 

Ahab’s ivory palace is at 1 Kings 22:39. Scripture refers to God speaking to an 

individual (Moses) as “one man speaks to another” at Exodus 33:11. The scrolls in 

Zachariah’s cupboard are all books mentioned in the Book of Chronicles; the references 

are as follow: The Chronicle of Nathan: 1 Chronicles 29:29 and 2 Chronicles 9:29; The 

Prophecies of Ahijah of Shilo: 2 Chronicles 9:29; The Midrash of the Prophet Iddo: 2 

Chronicles 13:22; The Words of the Seer Samuel: 1 Chronicles 29:29. 

 

“Silent Man with Bells On”: Aaron is called a prophet (Hebrew: navi’) at Exodus 7:1 

(where the context leaves the force of the term unclear) and is referred to as Moses’ 

brother in several places in Scripture, e.g. Exodus 6:20 or 7:1-2, but cf. Exodus 4:14, 

where the text tellingly depicts God as referring to Aaron as Moses’ brother Levite. The 

Bible has Aaron speaking to Pharaoh only in tandem (and presumably, in unison) with 

Moses at Exodus 5:1 and 10:3, cf. Exodus 6:27. The accounts of the investiture of Aaron 

and his sons as priests are at Exodus 29:1-42 and Leviticus 8 and 9. The rabbis counted 

the three single instances in which God spoke to Aaron alone at the very beginning of the 

section of the Mekhilta Derabbi Ishmael devoted to the Torah section Bo  (and cf. the 

comment of the Torah Temimah to Exodus 12:1.) The rabbis speak of Aaron as a 

paragon of virtue in many different places, e.g. M Avot 1:12, BT Taanit 9a or Ber shit 

Rabbah 1:15 (which is where it is noted that he and Moses were on the same spiritual 

level (Hebrew: shequlin zeh kazeh.) The story of the death of two of Aaron’s sons is told 

at Leviticus 10:1-2. Scripture refers to Aaron speaking on his own only at Exodus 4:30 

(where he merely repeats what Moses tells him God has said) and 32:22, Leviticus 10:19 

and Numbers 12:11. The priests’ outfits are described in detail in the 28th and 39th 

chapters of the Book of Exodus. Scripture refers to the Levites as the slaves of the priests 

at Numbers 3:9, 8:16, 8:19 and 18:6, cf. 1 Chronicles 6:33. Scripture ordains that the 

Urim and Thummim be put in the breastplate “over Aaron’s heart” at Exodus 28:30. The 

description of this actually being done is at Leviticus 8:8. The specific note that Moses’ 

successor will have to depend on the priest to get any straight answers from God is at 

Numbers 27:19-21. The story of King Saul using the Urim and Thummim is at 1 Samuel 
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14:36-42, cf. 1 Samuel 28:6. The Hebrew text in 1 Samuel 14 is understandable, but 

appears to have been obscured on purpose; a far clearer version obviously underlies the 

Septuagint’s reading. The robe of the ephod is described in Exodus 28:31-35 and 39:22-

26, cf. Leviticus 8:7. The belt, called a girdle in the more traditional translations, is 

mentioned at Exodus 28:39 and 39:29. The outer robe is described, briefly, at Exodus 

28:39-40. The turban is mentioned at Exodus 28:39 and 39:28, cf. Ezekiel 44:18, where 

the term for the priestly headgear is derived from a term meaning “splendid.” The 

headband is described at Exodus 28:36-38 and 39:30-31. Ezekiel’s vision of his new 

temple is preserved at Ezekiel 40-48. His reference to garments that won’t make the 

priests sweat is at Ezekiel 44:18. The prophet Samuel declares that God prefers 

obedience to sacrifice at 1 Samuel 15:22, which sentiment is echoed in the Psalms, e.g., 

at Psalm 50:7-15 or Psalm 51:19. For my discussion of the two tents in Scripture, cf. my 

essay, “Deconstructing Leviticus 16: Implications for Latter-Day Jewish Spirituality 

from an Ancient Ritual Text,” which was published in Conservative Judaism 48:3 (1996). 

The story of Saul rolling around naked on the ground in a prophetic trance is told at 1 

Samuel 19:18-24, cf. 1 Samuel 10:9-13, where the same story, more or less, is told but 

without mentioning the royal nudity. The story of Isaiah wandering about naked in 

Jerusalem is told in Isaiah 20. The phrase “twisted linen” is the JPS rendition of the 

Hebrew sh sh moshzar, which appears at Exodus 28:15 and another twenty-nine times 

in Scripture, all of them in Exodus and all in connection to the Tabernacle or the priestly 

vestments. The story of Aaron’s investiture and his sons’ is told in Leviticus 8 and 9. The 

story of the death of Nadab and Abihu is told in the first two verses of Leviticus 10. The 

details about Moses and Aaron entering the Tent of Meeting and the divine presence 

making itself manifest to the people when they emerge is told at Leviticus 9:23. The 

reference to the people shrieking with delight is based on taking the word vayyaronnu at 

Leviticus 9:24 in light of Isaiah 24:14, where the reference is clearly to shouting with joy 

rather than simply rejoicing. The reference to fire miraculously springing up from a rock 

to validate Gideon’s experience of the divine is at Judges 6:21. References to fire falling 

from heaven are as follow: to endorse David’s choice of Ornan’s threshing floor: 1 

Chronicles 21:26 (but cf. 2 Samuel 24:25); to indicate divine acceptance of Solomon’s 

prayer: 2 Chronicles 7:1 (but cf. 1 Kings 7:54); to indicate divine approval of Elijah’s 

actions: 1 Kings 18:38. References to the divine glory appearing in the Tabernacle or 

Temple are as follow: Exodus 40:34; 1 Kings 8:11 (=2 Chronicles 5:14), Ezekiel 43:1-5 

and 44:4 (both of which describe prophetic visions) and 2 Chronicles 7:1-3. The glory is 

said to have appeared to individuals and groups of people as well outside the sanctuary: 

to Moses and Aaron at Numbers 20:6 and to all the people at Exodus 16:10 and 24:16, 

Leviticus 9:23, Numbers 14:10, 16:19 and 17:7, cf. the idea that the messianic era will be 

characterized by mass experiences of prophecy as symbolized by common visions of the 

glory at Isaiah 35:2, 40:5, 58:8 and Habakkuk 2:14 and also the many references in 
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Ezekiel to the prophet’s personal perception of the kevod hashem as emblematic of his 

prophetic experience of the divine at Ezekiel 1:28, 3:23, 10:4 and 18-19, and 11:23, as 

well as the references to Ezekiel 43 and 44 already cited. Readers interested in the role of 

the Levites as the latter-day practitioners of Israel’s prophetic heritage can consult D.L. 

Petersen’s Late Israelite Poetry: Studies in Deutero-Prophetic Literature (Missoula, 1977) 

or my Travels on the Road Not Taken: Towards a Bible-Based Theory of Israelite 

Spirituality (London [Ontario], 1997) for a fuller exposition. The sons of Aaron are listed 

(and his wife’s name given) at Exodus 6:23. God is said to be slow to anger at many 

places in the Bible, cf. Exodus 34:6, Numbers 14:18, Joel 2:13, Jonah 4:2, Nahum 1:3, 

Psalms 86:15, 103:8 and 145:8 and Nehemiah 9:17. The various explanations of Nadab 

and Abihu’s real sin are cited as follow: they were drunk: Vayyikra Rabbah 20:9; they 

didn’t show proper deference to Moses: BT Eruvin 63a; they were fractious with each 

other: Vayyikra Rabbah 20:8; they weren’t dressed properly: Vayyikra Rabbah 20:9; 

they didn’t wash their hands and feet properly: ibid.; they weren’t married: ibid. The 

rabbis’ theory about how precisely Nadab and Abihu were killed appears at BT 

Sanhedrin 52a. References to the story in Leviticus 10 are as follow: Aaron is silent: 

verse 3; the bodies must be moved: verses 4-5; the family may not mourn, but the people 

may: verse 6. The story of Aaron’s golden calf is told in the thirty-second chapter of 

Exodus. Specific references to details within that chapter are as follow: Moses did not 

return on the expected day: verse 1 (and see Rashi’s explanation of the precise reason for 

the delay in his comment ad locum, based on the comment of Rabbi Joshua ben Levi 

preserved at BT Shabbat 89a); the people ganged up on Aaron: ibid.; a leader who will 

go forth in front of the people: ibid.; Aaron fashions the calf of people’s golden jewelry: 

verses 3-4; Aaron refers to the statue as the people’s leader: verse 4; Aaron builds an 

altar: verse 5; Aaron declares a festival: ibid.; the people sacrifice on the altar: verse 6; 

the people feast and drink: ibid.; the people participate in some sacred intercourse: ibid., 

taking the Hebrew letzah. q in light of the use of that verb at Genesis 26:8, cf. the 

possible sexual sense at Genesis 21:9 and Judges 16:25; Moses grinds up the calf and 

makes the people eat the ground powder mixed with water: verse 20; “this people is 

given to evil”: verse 22; Aaron threw the gold into the fire and the calf came out: verse 

24; the Levites are to strap their swords on their thighs, then go out to slaughter 

“brother, friend and relation”: verse 27; the punishment is carried out: verse 28; God 

sends a plague to punish the people further: verse 35 (but cf. Ibn Ezra’s comment ad 

locum). Moses refers to his successor as someone who will go forth before the people 

(and come in before them and take them out and bring them in) at Numbers 27:16-17. 

Scripture cites God’s use of the term ‘elohim, which often denotes the Deity, to refer to 

Moses at Exodus 4:16 and 7:1. Rashi’s assertion that the calf actually became alive is 

found in his comment to Exodus 32:5, s.v. vayyar’ ‘aharon, and is based on Psalm 

106:20. The use of the word Levite as a synonym for prophet comes through in a 
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comparison of 2 Kings 23:2 and 2 Chronicles 34:30. The story of Moses setting up his 

tent of prophetic communion is at Exodus 33:7-11, where Joshua is called a lad at verse 

11. The twin stories of Moses’ longing for intimate, sensual communion with God are 

told at Exodus 33:12-16 and 17-23. “When Moses finished the work, the cloud covered 

the Tent of Meeting....” is Exodus 40:33-34. The description of Moses dabbing the blood 

of the ram of ordination (Hebrew: ‘ l hammil’uim) on Aaron and his sons is at Leviticus 

8:22-24.  

 

“Jews With Horns”: Shakespeare writes that true love will not alter when it alteration 

finds in the beginning of the 116th sonnet. Scriptural references to King Ahab’s career 

are as follow: he marries Jezebel of Phoenicia: 1 Kings 16:31; he builds a temple to Baal 

in Samaria and worships there: 1 Kings 16:32; he gives his queen leave to kill the 

prophets of God: implied by 1 Kings 18:4; he allows Jezebel to support prophets of the 

Baal and Astarte: implied by 1 Kings 18:19; murdering to acquire real estate: 1 Kings 21 

(the story leaves open the question of whether Ahab was part of the plot his wife hatched, 

but the prophet’s words at verse 19 suggest that the king was, at the very least, not 

unaware of his wife’s machinations); Ahab’s daughter married to Jehoshaphat’s son: 2 

Kings 8:18. “Sure, not a problem...horses, soldiers, etc.” is my paraphrase of 1 Kings 

22:4. The story of Jehoshaphat, Ahab, Michayah and Zedekiah is told in 1 Kings 22 and 

2 Chronicles 18. References to the story from the biblical text are as follow: Jezebel has 

killed off all the prophets of God except for the hundred Obadiah has saved: 1 Kings 18:4 

and 13; the four hundred prophets answer Ahab unanimously: 1 Kings 22:6; Ahab needs 

to gather up the four hundred prophets: 1 Kings 22:6 (cf. 1 Kings 18:20); Ahab gathers 

about four hundred prophets to satisfy Jehoshaphat: 1 Kings 22:6; Ahab has recently 

done teshuvah (“repentance”) for some of his misdeeds: 1 Kings 21:27-29; Michayah 

never has any good prophecies for Ahab: 1 Kings 22:8; Ahab sends a eunuch (Hebrew: 

saris; JPS: officer) to fetch Michayah: 2 Kings 22:9; Zedekiah ben Kenaanah appears 

wearing iron horns: 1 Kings 22:11; the eunuch encourages Michayah to speak positively 

before the king: 1 Kings 22:13; Up and at ‘em: 1 Kings 22:15; Israel scattered like lost 

sheep with no shepherd to guide them: 1 Kings 22:17; God asks who will seduce Ahab: 1 

Kings 22:20; “the Spirit” responds: 1 Kings 22:21; “How?”: ibid.; “Do it and succeed 

at it” is my paraphrase of 1 Kings 22:22; Zedekiah slaps Michayah on the cheek: 1 Kings 

22:24; “You can run....”: 1 Kings 22:25; the story of Ahab and Jehoshaphat going into 

battle and the story of Ahab’s death: 1 Kings 22:29-36; whores bathe in his blood and 

dogs lap it up: 1 Kings 22:38 in light of 1 Kings 21:19 (where Elijah predicts the part 

about the dogs, but doesn’t mentions the whores.) The rabbinic tradition that groups of 

prophets never deliver the same message in precisely the same words is mentioned by 

Radak in his comment to 1 Kings 22:7, cf. the briefer comments of Rashi to that same 
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verse. Scriptural references to prophets of God existing in Israel during the time of Ahab 

are scattered throughout the chapters that tell of his reign, e.g. 1 Kings 20:13, 22, 28 and 

35. In the reign of King Jehoram, Ahab’s second son to succeed him, there are lots of 

bands of legitimate prophets roving around the country, cf. 2 Kings 2:3, 5 and 7 and cf. 

also 2 Kings 3:13. For biblical verses that note that divine policy is never to make 

children pay for their parents’ sins, cf. Deuteronomy 24:16, Jeremiah 31:27-30 and 

Ezekiel 18:1-4, but also cf. Exodus 20:5 and Deuteronomy 5:9, where just the opposite is 

stated explicitly. That the final editor of the Book of Kings subscribed to the former 

theory is apparent from the reference to Deuteronomy 24:16 at 2 Kings 14:6. The 

specific identity of The Spirit who suggests to God how to seduce Ahab is discussed by 

Rashi in his comment to 1 Kings 22:21, s.v. vayy tz  harua .h, but cf. the comment of 

Radak to verse 20, s.v. vayyom r hash m mi yifateh ‘et ‘a .hav, which attempts to 

explain Rashi’s rather cryptic remark. For a brief account of the reign and fate of King 

Zedekiah, see 2 Kings 24:18-25:7 or 2 Chronicles 36:11-13. The destruction of 

Jerusalem and its capital is described at 2 Kings 25:8-17 and 2 Chronicles 36:14-21. 

When Jeremiah was commanded to put on his ox’s yoke is unclear: the text says it was at 

the beginning of the reign of King Jehoiakim, who came to the throne in 609 B.C.E. Since 

this was several years before Nebuchadnezzar defeated Pharaoh Neco at Carchemish in 

605 (as mentioned at Jeremiah 46:2), the only options are either to follow Rashi and 

assume that Jeremiah was simply revealing the future to his countryman or to assume 

that the text meant to write that the incident with the yoke took place at the beginning of 

the reign of King Zedekiah, who came to the throne in 598. (This latter possibility is 

strongly enhanced by Jeremiah 28:1, which describes the end of the yoke incident and 

begins with the words “And it came to pass in that same year at the beginning of the 

reign of Zedekiah, king of Judah...”). “Yes, I shall break the yoke of the king of Babylon” 

is the end of Jeremiah 28:4.  References to the story of Hananiah ben Azur and Jeremiah, 

all in the twenty-eighth chapter of Jeremiah, are as follow: Hananiah forecasts that the 

yoke of Babylon will be broken: verse 2; Jeremiah wishes it were only so: verse 6; 

Hananiah takes the yoke of Jeremiah’s neck and breaks it: verse 10; God promises to 

place a yoke of iron on the people’s neck: verse 13; Jeremiah predicts Hananiah’s death: 

verse 16; Hananiah dies two months later: verse 17. The Book of Jeremiah presents 

sermons about false prophets in chapters 14 and 23. 

 

“Letter from Enochville”: Details of the story of Cain and Abel are found in the Book of 

Genesis as follow: Cain and Abel were brothers: 4:1-2; Cain is a farmer: 4:2; Abel 

becomes a shepherd: ibid.; the brothers make offerings to God: 4:3-4; God favors Abel’s 

offering, but not Cain’s: 4:4-5; Cain lures Abel to a field and kills him: 4:8; Cain’s 

punishment: 4:11-12; Cain settles in the land of Nod: 4:16; Cain marries and fathers a 
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son: 4:17; Cain builds a city and names it after his son: ibid. The comment that Adam 

was made “of the dust of the earth” is made at Genesis 2:7. The tradition that Eve was 

made of one of Adam’s ribs is preserved at Genesis 2:22. The etymological explanation 

of Cain’s name at Genesis 4:1 is a bit obscure, but I have explained his name to mean 

Created based on the use of the verbal root reminiscent of Cain’s name to mean just that 

in several places in Scripture, e.g. Genesis 14:19 and 22, Deuteronomy 32:6, Psalms 

78:54 and 139:13 or Proverbs 8:22. The unfinished sentence “And Cain said to his 

brother Abel” is the beginning of Genesis 4:8. The Hebrew terms used to denote God’s 

pleasure in Abel’s sacrifice and displeasure with Cain’s are forms of the verb sha`ah, 

used with the preposition ‘el only here and at Isaiah 17:8, but cf. the use of the term with 

the preposition `al at Isaiah 17:7 and 31:1. God’s remark about sin crouching at the door 

is found at Genesis 4:6-7. Cain’s response to being cursed by God is given at Genesis 

4:13. The reference to Eden being “in the east” (Hebrew: miqqedem) is at Genesis 2:8 

and the reference to the cherubim and the floating sword guarding the way back in on the 

east side of the garden is at Genesis 3:24. Qohelet refers to everything in the world as 

some variety of hevel at Ecclesiastes 1:2 and 14, 2:11 and 17 and 12:8, then repeats the 

idea using the same word another thirty times or so throughout the course of his book. 

Rashi’s suggestion that Cain was afraid of being killed by wild animals, not people, is in 

his comment to Genesis 4:15, s.v. davar a .h r kol motz’i yeharg ni. God’s question to 

Cain about his brother’s whereabouts and Cain’s answer are both found at Genesis 4:9. 

The biblical remark that, unlike His creatures, God can look straight into the heart is 

found at 1 Samuel 16:7. The words umipanekhah ‘essat r are found at Genesis 4:14; the 

ancient translator to took them to mean that one may never successfully hide from God is 

the author of the Aramaic Targum Onkelos as printed in the standard rabbinic Bible. The 

Bible outlaws intercourse between two men at Leviticus 18:22 and 20:13. Neither 

Leviticus 18 nor 20 makes reference to the sexual taboo laws being revealed to Moses at 

the Tent of Meeting, but the context in which these chapters appear makes that almost 

certain: the opening to the entire book (at Leviticus 1:1) makes specific reference to the 

Tent and the fact that almost every new section of the book opens with some variation of 

the phrase “And the Lord spoke to Moses” (e.g. Leviticus 4:1, 5:14, 6:1, 6:17, 7:22, 

7:28, 8:1, 11:1, 12:1, 13:1, 14:1, 15:1, 16:1, 17:1, 18:1, 19:1, 20:1, 21:1, 21:16, 22:1, 

22:17, 22:26, 23:1, 23:9, 23:26, 23:33, 24:1, 24:13, 25:1 and 27:1) is probably intended 

to imply that the setting was the same for all these subsequent revelations. Scripture 

records the names of Cain’s descendants at Genesis 4:17-22 and Adam’s line through his 

third son, Seth, at Genesis 5:1-32. The names Lamech and Enoch appear on both lists. 

Four other pairs appear to consist of variations on the same name: Cain and Kenan, Irad 

and Jered (the assonance is more obvious in Hebrew than in English), Mehujael and 

Mehalalel, and Methusael and Methuselah. For a handy survey of ancient authors who 

solved the question of whom Cain married simply by asserting that Adam and Eve had 
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daughters as well as sons, see James L. Kugel’s book, The Bible As It Was (Cambridge 

[Massachusetts], 1997), pp. 87-88.  The names Lebuda and Qelima are taken from the 

Dead Sea Scroll text called “The Cave of Treasure,” where they are presented as Cain 

and Abel’s sisters and wives. The reference to God placing a sign on Cain so that none 

who come across him will kill him is at Genesis 4:15. Scripture omits to say what kind of 

sign it was precisely, but Rashi (ad locum, s.v. vayyasem hashem leqayin ‘ot) writes that 

God chiselled a letter of His own divine name on Cain’s forehead. Other commentators 

offer other suggestions, cf. Ibn Ezra’s brief survey in his comment ad locum. 

 

“Dancing with Esau”: The story of Esau’s birth is told in Genesis 25:24-26. Scripture 

relates how Rebecca and Jacob conspired to deprive Esau of blessing due to him in 

Genesis 27:1-40. Esau’s marriage to the two non-Israelite maidens is recorded twice, at 

Genesis 26:34 (where their names are given as Judith daughter of Beeri the Hittite and 

Basemath daughter of Elon the Hittite) and at Genesis 36:2 (where their names are given 

as Adah daughter of Elon the Hittite and Oholibamah daughter of Anah daughter of 

Zibeon the Hivite.) Esau’s marriage to his half-uncle Ishmael’s daughter is mentioned at 

Genesis 28:9 (where her name is given as Mahalath) and at Genesis 36:3 (where her 

name is given as Basemath). Esau’s threat to kill his brother is recorded at Genesis 

27:41. The story of Esau’s meeting with Jacob when the latter returns from Mesopotamia 

is told in Genesis 33. The word vayishaq hu appears at Genesis 33:4. That Isaac 

survived until Jacob returned to Canaan is stated explicitly at Genesis 35:27-29. The 

names of Esau’s five sons are given at Genesis 36:2-5.  The names of the sons of two of 

those five sons are given in that same chapter in verses 10-13. The story of Ishmael’s 

conception and birth is told in Genesis 16.  The phrase “...raise the child as though it 

were their own” is my paraphrase of Sarah’s ‘ulai ‘ibbaneh memmenna (“perhaps I 

shall have a son through her” in the 1985 translation of the Jewish Publication Society.) 

Scripture more or less says that Hagar became pregnant after only one sexual encounter 

with Abraham at Genesis 16:4. My thought that Sarah’s abuse of Hagar was probably 

physical as well as verbal is based on the Hebrew word vate`anneha (“and she abused 

her”), which as often as not refers to physical torment in classical Hebrew as, e.g., at 2 

Samuel 13:22, where it refers to rape, or Psalm 105:18, where it is used of the tortures to 

which Joseph was obliged to submit in Egyptian prison. The phrase “to submit to her 

torments” (said by the angel of the Lord to Hagar with respect to Sarah) is the Hebrew 

vehit`ani tah. at yadeha at Genesis 16:9.  Sarah’s age isn’t given in the story of Ishmael’s 

birth, but it is noted at Genesis 17:17 that she was ten years younger than Abraham. 

Scripture moves from Ishmael being born to his being thirteen between chapters sixteen 

and seventeen of Genesis. Abraham is called a prophet at Genesis 20:7. Scripture notes 

that Abraham saw God at Genesis 12:7, Genesis 17:1 and Genesis 18:1. It is similarly 



 

 

194 

noted that Abraham heard God’s voice at Genesis 12:1, 13:14, 15:1 and other passages. 

Abraham is said to have engaged in a dialogue with God in which it was obvious God 

heard and responded to him at Genesis 18:22-32. It is reported that God manifested 

Himself to Abraham as heat, smoke and light at Genesis 15:17.  The phrase “exceedingly 

numerous” used of Ishmael’s offspring is the Hebrew vehirb ti ‘oto beme’od me’od at 

Genesis 17:20.  Scripture says that Ishmael spent his life in the wilderness at Genesis 

21:20. The remark that both Ishmael and Isaac buried Abraham is made at Genesis 25:9. 

The names of Ishmael’s sons are preserved at Genesis 25:13-15 and 1 Chronicles 1:29-

30. The name of the piece of wilderness Ishmael inhabited is given at Genesis 21:21. The 

reference to the great feast Abraham and Sarah made on the day Isaac was finally 

weaned is at Genesis 21:8. Sarah refers to Hagar as ha’amah hazzot (“that servant 

girl”) at Genesis 21:10. The names of Abraham’s second wife, Keturah, and her six sons 

are given at Genesis 25:1-2. Abraham’s disposition of his estate entirely to Isaac is 

recounted at Genesis 25:5. Abraham’s retort to God, “O that Ishmael might live by Your 

favor” is the 1985 JPS translation of the Hebrew lu yishma` l yih. yeh lefanekhah at 

Genesis 17:18.  Isaac’s age at the birth of Jacob and Esau is given at Genesis 25:26. The 

oracle about the relative destinies of Rebecca’s sons is given at Genesis 25:23.  Isaac’s 

blessing to the son he claims to think is Esau is at Genesis 27:29, reading ‘ah. ikhah 

(“your brother”) for the odd masoretic ‘ah. ekhah (“your brothers”) because, although 

both words have the same consonantly text, only the former makes contextual sense. (The 

phrase “and let your mother’s sons bow to you”, which follows, cannot be dealt with so 

simply, however.) The rabbis refer to Ishmael as filth (zuhama) at BT Shabbat 146a and 

to his lifestyle (Hebrew: ma`asav, literally “deeds”) as repulsive (Hebrew: ke`urim) in 

Ber shit Rabbah 71:3. Ishmael is described as an idolater and a thief in Shemot Rabbah 

1:1 and as a murderer in Ber shit Rabbah 53:14. Ishmael is said to have had some small 

amount of respect (Hebrew: qetzat yir’ah) for his father in the Yalqut Shimoni to Lekh 

Lekhah, section 76, and he is said to have accepted the reality of his brother’s 

ascendency in Ber shit Rabbah 62:3. Esau is described as a murderer and a thief in 

Ber shit Rabbah 65:16 and as a blasphemer and an atheist at Ber shit Rabbah 63:13.  

He is linked to Cain and King Manasseh in the Talmud at BT Sanhedrin 101b and is 

called the embodiment of all the most heinous sins in the Midrash Tanh. uma to Toldot, 

section 8.  A good example of the rabbinic praise of Esau’s devotion to his father would 

be the famous remark of Rabbi Simeon ben Gamliel preserved at Devarim Rabbah 1:15 

to the effect that if anyone ever surpassed him in the devotion he showed his father, it 

could only have been Esau. The rabbinic source of the idea that Esau was also a 

crossdresser is in the Midrash Leqah.  Tov to Genesis 27:15. 
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“White Man Sweating”: The Bible lists the eight sons of Nahor and Milcah (along with 

the names of the former’s four sons with his concubine Reumah) at Genesis 22:20-24. My 

remark that Abraham was 140 years old when he sent his servant off to find a wife for 

Isaac is based on the fact that Scripture specifically notes (at Genesis 25:19) that Isaac 

was forty when he married and that Abraham was 100 when Isaac was born (at Genesis 

21:5).  This fits nicely with the fact that Sarah, who was Abraham’s junior by ten years, 

died at 127 and it appears from the way the story is structured that the events described 

in Genesis 24 follow the ones in the preceding chapter by a few years. The story of the 

servant’s adventures in Mesopotamia are described in Genesis 24:10-27; the references 

to Rebecca watering his camels and to him giving her a nose-ring (and some bracelets) 

are at verses 19 and 22 respectively. The servant notes that he snapped the nose-ring on 

Rebecca’s nose himself at verse 47. The weights of the nose-ring and bracelets are given 

in verse 22. Rashi explains the obscure Hebrew  migdanot in his comment to Genesis 

24:53, s.v. umigdanot and cf. also Rashi’s explanation of the sudden appearance of 

Rebecca’s mother in the story and the slightly different version of the same story at 

Ber shit Rabbah 60:12. Laban’s rhetorical question “In that the whole matter has 

unfolded by divine behest, who are we even to have an opinion?” is my rendition of 

Genesis 24:50. Scripture says of Abraham that he invoked the Lord by name at Genesis 

12:8 (Hebrew: vayyiqra’ besh m hashem), 13:4 (Hebrew: vayyiqra sham ‘avram 

besh m hashem) and 21:33 (Hebrew: vayyiqra sham besh m hashem ‘ l `olam). The 

story of Jacob’s arrival in Laban’s homeland is told in Genesis 29. Esau’s age at the time 

of his marriage to the Hittite women is given in Genesis 26:34. Isaac’s age at his 

marriage is given in Genesis 25:20; his age when his twins were born is given in Genesis 

25:26. That Esau married before his brother fled to the east is obvious from Rebecca’s 

remark at Genesis 27:46. The sole references to Laban’s sons are at Genesis 30:35 and 

31:1, but they are only heard to speak in the latter passage. Laban calls Jacob his bone 

and flesh at Genesis 29:14. Laban’s offer of a salary to Jacob is mentioned at Genesis 

29:15. The text makes mention of Rachel’s great beauty at Genesis 29:17, where Leah’s 

eyes are also mentioned. The references to the story of Jacob and Laban’s negotiations 

for the two brides, all from Genesis 29, are as follow: Jacob’s counter-offer of seven 

years’ service: verse 18; the win-win situation: verse 19; Jacob loved Rachel: verse 18; 

Jacob barely notices the time passing: verse 20; Jacob demands his bride: verse 21; 

Laban makes a feast: verse 22; night falls: verse 23; Laban “brings” Leah to Jacob: 

verse 23; he goes in unto her: ibid.; Jacob awakens to find Leah in his bed: verse 25; 

Laban’s defence of his subterfuge: verse 26; Laban offers Rachel to Jacob if he will 

agree to work another seven years: verse 27; Jacob goes in unto Rachel: verse 30; Jacob 

accuses Laban of swindling him: verse 25.  Israelite law prohibits marriage to the sister 

of a present or even former wife (unless the latter has died) at Leviticus 18:18. Scripture 

uses the Hebrew phrase ‘ish tam (“simpleton”) to describe Jacob at Genesis 25:27. (The 
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word could also refer, more generously, to his guilelessness or his integrity; the same 

phrase is used, for example, of Job, hardly a simpleton, at Job 1:8 and 2:3. Rashi gives 

Jacob’s age at the time of his marriages as eighty-four in his comment to Genesis 29:21, 

s.v. mal’u yamai, basing himself on the midrash preserved in the name of Rabbi Aibo at 

Ber shit Rabbah 70:18. My thought that Scripture notes that Rachel was both beautiful 

and had a great figure is based on the assumption that the phrase yefat to’ar vifat mar’eh 

at Genesis 29:17 refers to two different kinds of physical beauty; cf. the comments of Ibn 

Ezra and Rashi ad locum. The consecutive verses in which we learn that Jacob slept with 

Leah on the night of his marriage to Rachel and that Laban gave Zilpah as a maidservant 

to Leah are Genesis 29:23 and 24. God’s oracle to Rebecca about the relative status of 

her sons is presented in Scripture at Genesis 25:23. Scripture makes special note of 

Jacob’s love for Rachel at Genesis 29:18 and mentions that this love far outweighed his 

affection for Leah at verse 30 of that same chapter.  References from the thirty-first 

chapter of Genesis are as follow: Jacob reported that an angel had come and told him to 

return to Canaan: verse 11 (note that by verse 13, Jacob is claiming that God Himself 

spoke to him); God appeared to Laban: verse 24; Laban and his brothers pursue Jacob: 

verses 23 and 25; God instructs Laban not to deal with Jacob one way or the other: verse 

24; I am the God of Bethel: verse 13; Laban sets up a stele: verse 45; he calls it Look-

Out Rock (Hebrew: mitzpah): verse 49; “May the God of Abraham and the God of Nahor 

judge between us”: verse 53. Rashi identifies the God of Nahor as other than the God of 

Abraham in his comment to Genesis 31:53, basing himself on Ber shit Rabbah 74:16. 

God is referred to as the Mighty One of Jacob at Genesis 49:24, cf. Isaiah 49:26 and 

60:16 and Psalm 132:2 and 5 and cf. the phrase “Mighty One of Israel” at Isaiah 1:24. 

Scripture refers to God as the Feared-One of Isaac at Genesis 31:42, cf. verse 53 and 

also Esther 8:17 and 9:3, where the phrase is possibly being used as a kind of learned 

double entendre. Scripture notes that Terach, the father of Abraham, Nahor and Haran, 

was on his way to Canaan when he ended up settling in Haran at Genesis 11:31. The 

possibility that Abraham was one of triplets derives from the note at Genesis 11:26 that 

Terach was seventy years old when all three of his sons were born, but cf. the use of that 

same kind of language with respect to Noah at Genesis 5:32. References to terafim are as 

follow: Rachel hid her father’s in a saddle bag: Genesis 31:34; Michal used them to 

fashion an image of a sleeping man in her and David’s bed: 1 Samuel 19:13; Laban 

refers to the terafim as his God (or his gods): Genesis 31:30; the terafim in the House of 

Micah: Judges 17:5; Ezekiel’s reference to the terafim: Ezekiel 21:26; Hosea’s 

reference: Hosea 3:4. Rashi’s explanation of why Rachel stole the terafim is found in his 

comment to Genesis 31:19, s.v.vatignov rah. l ‘et hatterafim, which is based on the 

rabbinic midrash preserved at Ber shit Rabbah 74:5. Ibn Ezra’s discussion of the nature 

of terafim is found in his comment to Genesis 31:19. The Tziyyuni is Menachem Tziyyuni 

(late 14th-15th century) of Cologne, author of a kabbalistic commentary to the Torah 



 

 

197 

first published in 1559. His comments come in his analysis of the Torah portion Vay tz  

and his sources were the Targum Yonatan to Genesis 31:19 and the Pirq  Derabbi 

‘Eliezer, ch. 36 (and cf. the S fer Hayyashar to Parashat Vay tz , ed. Venice 1624, pp. 

58b-59a.) Ramban’s comment is found in his commentary to Genesis 31:19. The sources 

of the rabbinic comments on Laban are as follow: Laban was a swindler and a cheat: BT 

Megillah 13b; a villain (Hebrew: rasha`): PT Nazir 9:1; an idolater: ‘Avot Derabbi 

Natan, chapter 8. The reference to God speaking from between the cherubs’ wings in the 

Tabernacle is at Exodus 25:22, cf Numbers 7:89. The reference to God speaking through 

a pillar of cloud at the entrance to Moses’ tent is at Exodus 33:9. Rashi denies the 

existence of Laban and Rebecca’s other brothers in his comment to Genesis 31:23, s.v. 

‘et ‘e .hav. The phrase “Laban left on his journey homeward” is taken from Genesis 32:1. 

 

“The Bible as Text and Context”: For a more comprehensive view of my approach to the 

Psalms, see my Journey on the Road Not Taken: Towards a Bible-Based Theory of 

Jewish Spirituality (London [Ontario], 1997). Nebuchadnezzer’s reference to God as the 

Most High and the Eternal One is found at Daniel 4:31.  


