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The Gift of the Land 

and the Fate of the Canaanites 

in Jewish Thought 





Introduction 

r Katell Berthelot, Joseph David, and 

Marc Hirshman 

Jewish thought over almost three millennia has reflected repeatedly on biblical 

legislation and historiography regarding the gift of the land of Israel and the 

fate of the Canaanites. It is stimulating to explore the Jewish intellectual efforts 

that have been invested over the millennia and the collection of the diverse 
approaches and interpretations presented here is extremely instructive. The 

scholars who joined us in this effort to depict Jewish reflection on this subject 
did so as part of their scholarly commitment to research Jewish thought in as 

objective a manner as possible. We hope that this volume will shed light on 
this important topic in the history of Judaism. 

Most of the essays of this book were delivered in a conference convened 
jointly by the Centre de Recherche Frangais a Jérusalem (CNRS-MAEE), the 
Van Leer Jerusalem Institute, and the Yad Izhak Ben Zvi Institute for Research 

on the Land of Israel, to which we express our gratitude for their support, 

concerning both the organization of the conference and the publication of this 

volume. We were gratified by the participation of many of the leading scholars, 

comprising historians, philologians, and philosophers, whose areas of exper- 

tise cover antiquity through modern times. The program of the conference, 

which took place in Jerusalem on December 8-10, 2009, is appended at the 

end of this volume. At the reviewers’ requests, we have added essays to give an 

even more comprehensive treatment of the subject. It is our conviction that 

these learned analyses of Jewish thinking on this subject will evince an appre- 

ciation of a religious tradition grappling with the moral and theological issues 

raised by its holy sources, while sustaining a firm belief in them. It is fascinat- 
ing to follow the threads of the interpetations and arguments, polemics and 

apologetics as they are spun and re-spun over the millenia. 

We have tried here to provide a sustained treatment of the various strate- 

gies and positions held in Jewish thought from biblical times through our 

own times. This volume is a comprehensive, though surely not exhaustive, 
analysis of major Jewish thinkers grappling with the biblical accounts of the 

gift of the land of Israel and the fate of its putative original inhabitants, the 

Canaanites. 



2 Introduction 

Dwelling in the Land: Theological and Ethical Issues 

The bitter fate of the Canaanites, as portrayed in some of the biblical sources, 

raises both ethical questions about the justification of the conquest of Canaan 

by Israel and theological questions about divine justice. Part I of this volume 

presents diverse approaches to these issues, from those suggested implicitly or 

explicitly in Scripture itself and on through modern times. The uneasiness felt 

by some committed readers of the Bible with these issues involves a clash of 

moral intuitions and commitments; the normative status of the Bible seemed 

to be inconsistent with some readers’ ethical standards and theological prin- 

ciples. Coping with the tension between the prescripts of the texts and the 

morality of its addressees has led to the development of various interpretative 

strategies vis-a-vis what appeared to be problematic texts. 

First, it must be recalled that there is a great deal of diversity within the 

biblical corpus itself, which reflects to some extent internal self-criticism. 

The disclosure of inner tensions among the biblical texts—the existence of 

counter-accounts, or what George Steiner termed “alternities,”* within the Bible 

itself—might then serve to soften or alleviate difficulties for some of the read- 

ers. Concerning the Book of Joshua, for example, Nili Wazana, in Chapter 1, 

shows that it contains more than one account of the Israelite conquest and 

the fate of the Canaanites. In the first account, the conquest consisted of a 

series of tribal, or individual, missions that eventually left Canaanite enclaves 

in peaceful coexistence alongside the settlements of the Israelites. In the other 

account, which corresponds to the dramatic promises given to the patriarchs, 

the conquest of the land is described in a spectacular way and in miraculous 

terms as a national task that was fully completed by the total expulsion of the 

Canaanites. 

During the Second Temple period, when the biblical texts became more 

established and fixed, biblical rewriting and biblical commentary developed 

also as a strategy for coping with difficulties within the texts. In dealing with 

the theological and ethical issues connected with the Canaanites’ fate, Jewish 

authors sometimes indulged in apologetics. Some scholars have argued that 

Josephus, for instance, refrained from formulating a “land-centered covenantal 

theology” out of apologetic concerns, in order to de-emphasize Jewish nation- 

alistic trends. In Chapter 2, Michael Avioz challenges this scholarly assessment. 

The little weight Josephus gives to the “biblical land theology,’ Avioz argues, 
should not be taken as an expression of apologetics, but rather should be under- 
stood against the background of the varied accounts within the Bible itself. 

Within the world of rabbinic literature, we actually hear voices of criticism 
and dissatisfaction with the biblical story of the conquest.” The rabbis not only 
envisaged the existence of the remaining Canaanites in the land of Israel, as 
Eyal Ben-Eliyahu shows (see below), but also held intensive discussions about 
the accurate meaning of the biblical imperative “and you shall destroy their 
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name out of that place” (Deut 12:3). As the close reading by Ishay Rosen-Zvi 
in Chapter 3 reveals, the Tannaitic schools of Rabbi Ishmael and Rabbi Akiva 
debated the meaning of the biblical demand to destroy idols. The two schools 

were debating the question of whether the obligation is to destroy idols or 

rather to keep one’s distance from them. Rosen-Zvi demonstrates the polemi- 

cal efforts of the Mishnah to introduce a different ethics of idolatry in opposi- 
tion to the biblical demand to destroy idols. 

Menahem Kister, in Chapter 4, examines the fate of the Canaanites and 

the despoliation of the Egyptians as case studies to explore some apologetic 

debates originating in the Second Temple period and transformed in Late 

Antiquity and beyond. His deep and extensive analysis demonstrates how 

the theological-ethical problems rooted in the Bible were discussed in the 

Hellenistic and Roman periods, partly in response to Gentile accusations. 

However, he doubts that these debates developed in the specific context of the 

Hasmonean wars of territorial conquest, and he demonstrates that nothing in 

the sources themselves supports this hypothesis. Instead he suggests focus- 

ing on the interplay between biblical motifs and Second Temple apologetic 

motives against anti-Jewish indictments. His analysis of the Jewish traditions 

shows that the debate about the Canaanites and that about the despoliation 

of the Egyptians are closely intertwined, both as far as the sources of these 
traditions are concerned and the later texts that associate them; both attempt 

to cope exegetically with Gentile indictments that were based on biblical nar- 

ratives—and probably also with some innate Jewish uneasiness. Finally, he 

demonstrates that many assertions in rabbinic literature transform earlier tra- 

ditions, which emerged as early as the Second Temple period (documented, 

for example, in the Book of Jubilees and Philo), and that similar traditions are 

attested in early Christian literature, in various contexts (notably as part of 

anti-Gnostic polemics). The debates about the fate of the Canaanites and the 

despoliation of the Egyptians therefore represent remarkable cases of both 

continuity and transformation of apologetical exegetical traditions and motifs 

that operated for several centuries in different historical contexts. 

Compared to the Mishnaic polemic discussions, post-talmudic reactions to 

the theological-ethical problems raised by the fate of the Canaanites seem to 

be much less audacious, and apologetics becomes again a prominent strategy 

for coming to terms with the textual difficulties. Thus medieval Jewish think- 

ers and commentators endeavored to bridge the ethical gap between their own 

moral senses and the biblical descriptions by their hermeneutical faculties and 

exegetical creativity. 
In Chapter 5, Meira Polliack and Marzena Zawanowska examine the exege- 

sis of Canaan’s curse (Gen 9:25) by central Karaite thinkers of the “golden age” 

of this Jewish movement (tenth and eleventh centuries c.z.), in light of their 

scriptural ideology, individual moral principles, and Mu'tazilite theology. One 

of the intra-biblical accounts associates the Canaanites’ fate with the curse 
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that Noah had placed upon his grandson, Canaan (Gen 9:25). Accordingly, 

the settlement of the Israelites and the expulsion of the Canaanites are both 

justified in terms of cross-generational retributive justice. This reasoning 

contradicts the principles of Mu'tazilite theology. The justification of the 

Canaanites’ expulsion thus provided the Karaites with the opportunity to dis- 

cuss and elaborate on several topics, including divine retributive justice, the 

notion of freedom of choice, and the meaning of divine foresight. Polliack and 

Zawanowska trace the hermeneutical efforts of the Karaite school of exegesis 

(including Ya‘aqub al-Qirqisani, Yefet ben ‘Eli, Yasuf ibn Nah, Abt al-Faraj 

Harn and Yeshu‘ah ben Yehudah) in grappling with the biblical description, 

their individual solutions and their attempts to harmonize the biblical text 

with the rationalistic (Mu‘tazili) worldview which formed part of their intel- 

lectual millieu and heritage. 

Reflecting on medieval exegetical and halakhic developments concerning 

the Canaanites, Menachem Kellner, in Chapter 6, calls the reader's attention to 

the limits of apologetics. He points out that, despite the fact that medieval com- 

mentators acknowledged the hermeneutical potency at their hands, they did 

not always use those means to reduce, or to soften, the problem raised by the 
Deuteronomic command to eradicate the Canaanites. Kellner’s analysis renews 

questions about the effectiveness of interpretation when confronting explic- 

itly problematic texts within Scriptures. Living in peace with problematic texts 

brings puzzling questions of hermeneutics back to the forefront: the weight of 

the interpreter’s values, motivations, and intentions; the objective constraints of 

interpretation; the independency of the text and its reader; and so on. 

Through the case of the Canaanites, we contemplate the constitution of the 

notion of “otherness” in the religious imagination of Scripture-based societies. 

As such, the biblical relationship between Israel and Canaan in fact consti- 

tutes the fundamental categories of identity: us/them, self/other. Canaan, in 
that respect, designates the “other,” whose conduct Israel is warned not to fol- 

low, whose idol Israel is commanded to destroy, and whose people Israel must 

dominate and kill. In Chapter 7, Joseph David describes the legal-theology of 

the thirteenth-century kabbalist and jurist Nahmanides (Moses b. Nahman, 

1194-1270) and his attempt to construct a territorial notion of the halakhah. 

This innovative move revives biblical perceptions about the internal related- 

ness of law, land, and God, and corresponds to the Christian propaganda of 

the Crusades in his days. Interestingly, the territorial notion of the halakhah 
introduces new meanings to the self/other dichotomy, not on the basis of eth- 
nic identity, but rather on the basis of territorial belongings. In that respect, 
the Canaanites’ fate reflects the possible fate of any inhabitants who transgress 
the divine laws on God's land, be it the Jews or the Gentiles. This is perhaps the 
medieval meaning of the phrase “we have met the Canaanites and they are us” 
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Another strategy for coping with the ethical-theological problems of the 
Canaanites’ fate is by de-historicizing the tension between Canaan and Israel 
and ascribing them spiritual meaning. Yoram Jacobson, in Chapter 8, in his 
analysis of the Sefat Emet, a late nineteenth-century work that shaped the 
theology of Gur Hasidism, identifies the two territorial belongings, the land 
gf Canaan and the land of Israel, as representing two spiritual phases in the 

process of the redemption of reality. Inspired by the Zoharic Kabbalah and 

the thought of Maharal of Prague (Yehudah Loew b. Bezalel, 1520-1609) the 

Canaan-Israel juxtaposition comes to represent the theosophical dichoto- 

mies of natural/supernatural, impure/sanctified, unified/diverse, and so on. 

Within impure “nature,” represented by the land of Canaan, there is hidden 

divine sanctity, represented by the land of Israel. The mission of the exiled 

people of Israel, therefore, is to open wide the locked gates of “nature,” to 

expose the concealed sanctity, and to spread it over the entire world. By that, 

the sanctification of “nature” will turn all the world’s territories into a holy 
land of Israel. Accordingly, the conquest of the land of Canaan was not an 
actual aggressive act, but rather an act by which the natural, impure, and 

fragmented conditions of reality were redeemed to become a supernatural, 

sanctified, and united order. This spiritualized interpretation not only escapes 

ethical and theological difficulties, but also redefines the relationship between 

Canaan and Israel as one of reciprocal cooperation within the divine plan and 

the cosmic order. 

Identification with the Israelites’ conquest against the Canaanites played 

a political role in various historical contexts. In the modern period, though, 

the issue of the fate of the Canaanites and of biblical texts that have recourse 

to violence in general became more problematic in a European context. 

Matthias Morgenstern, in Chapter 9, introduces us to nineteenth-century 

German-Jewish thinkers who found that the biblical accounts of the con- 

quest of the land contrasted with their endeavors to portray Judaism as a 
tolerant, peaceful, and enlightened religion and their own unquestioned 

commitment and sense of belonging to Germany. Refering to biblical criti- 

cism, interclass struggles, historical materialism, and international law, 

each of the four analyzed thinkers—Heinrich Graetz (1817-1891), R. Samson 

Raphael Hirsch (1808-1888), Isaac Breuer (1883-1946), and his brother 

Raphael Breuer (1881-1932)—had to cope with the tension between bibli- 

cal descriptions of the conquest and modern moral standards. Against the 

backdrop of their existential circumstances as a homeless minority in what 
they took to be an enlightened Europe and with an either implicit or explicit 

refusal to rely on apologetics, these orthodox authors focused their reac- 

tions on the morality of belonging and the ethical-theological statuses of 

“homeland,” “fatherland, and “birthplace,” rather than the Promised Land. 
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The Changing Uses of the Category “Canaanites” 

Through the ages, and depending on the historical context, the category 

“Canaanite” has appeared to be astonishingly flexible. The chapters of Part II 

explore the changing uses of the category “Canaanite” and show that an essen- 

tialist understanding of the term should be proscribed. Katell Berthelot, in 

Chapter 10, shows that during the Second Temple period, apart from biblical 

quotations or the rewriting of biblical texts, Jewish literature hardly refers to 
the Canaanites. Moreover, a tendency toward anachronism can be observed, 

since many Jews writing in Greek refer to the land of Israel in biblical times 
using names that are contemporary, such as “Syria” or “Syrian Palestine.” 

As a consequence, the ancient inhabitants of the land are sometimes called 

“Syrians, “Phoenicians,” and so on. There are only two cases in which the 
name “Canaan” or “Canaanite” is used in connection with contemporary peo- 

ple living on the fringes of the land. First, the name appears in 1 Maccabees 

9:37, where “one of the great nobles of Canaan” designates the father of a bride 

who is to marry one of the enemies of the Maccabean brothers Jonathan and 

Simon. Only one person is designated in such a way, and he is not person- 

ally involved in the fights between the Hasmoneans and their enemies. The 

second instance in which “Canaanite” is used corresponds to the passage in 

the Gospel of Matthew in which Jesus encounters a Syro-Phoenician woman 

whose daughter is possessed; in this case, the use of the adjective “Canaanite” 

certainly has a pejorative connotation and is meant to emphasize that Jesus 

extends God's grace to people who were antagonistic to Jews. In general, it 

appears that during the Second Temple period the category “Canaanites” was 
largely irrelevant as a means of reflecting on the Jews's relationship with the 
non-Jews in the land. 

In Chapter 11, Eyal Ben-Eliyahu tackles the issue of the meaning of 
“Canaanites” in rabbinic literature, arguing that the Sages not only used the 
term “Canaanite” in connection with the ancient inhabitants of the land, by 
characterizing ancient cultic objects or places as “Amorite” or “Canaanite” 
for instance, but also considered that some descendants of the Canaanites 
still inhabited the land of Israel in their own time (the time of the Sages). 
Ezra 2:43-58, which mentions a man called “Sisera,” is taken by the Sages as 
referring to some descendants of the Canaanites, who are even considered 
to hold lands. They constitute the category of the “taxpayers” which prob- 
ably goes back to the biblical story of the Canaanites who were subjected 
to taxes by King Solomon. Through this story, the Sages were able to elabo- 
rate a halakhah that allowed the Canaanites to stay in the land, despite the 
explicit commandments not to let them do so, found in the Pentateuch. In 
contrast with the literature from the Second Temple period, rabbinic sources 
thus testify to the idea that it is possible that Canaanites may still be living 
among Jews. 
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A meaning of “Canaanites” partly estranged from its original biblical con- 
text can be found in medieval Jewish texts that deal with “Canaanite slaves,” 

that is, non-Jewish slaves in Jewish households—a notion that goes back 

to rabbinic literature. Evyatar Marienberg, in Chapter 12, shows that in the 

Middle Ages, there were two ways of interpreting the notion of a “Canaanite 

glave”: for some Jewish commentators, all non-Jewish slaves, regardless of 

their ethnic or geographical origin, were called “Canaanite”; for others, the 

term “Canaanite” designated the actual biological descendants of the bibli- 

cal Canaanites, whether they were free or enslaved. The rabbinic story of the 

Canaanites who went to Africa was used in this context, but also was further 

developed, so that the African Canaanites were said to have reached Central 

Europe, where they eventually become the slaves of both the descendants of 

Shem and the descendants of Japhet, thus fulfilling the curse of Genesis 9. In 

Chapter 5 (in Part I), Meira Polliack and Marzena Zawanowska mention the 

fact that some Karaite exegetes solved the discrepancies between Genesis 

and Deuteronomy “by making a distinction between [the Canaanites] who 

remained in the land of Canaan and were to be erased and those who fled 

and were to become slaves.” Karaite exegetes thus seem to have favored the 

idea that slaves in Jewish households in Europe were the descendants of the 

Canaanites who had fled, and not simply non-Jews. 

Descendants of the Canaanites were thought to have inhabited not only 
Europe, but also North Africa. In Chapter 13, Paul Fenton shows that, from 

the Middle Ages onward, certain Arab historians came to identify the North 

African Berbers with the Middle Eastern Canaanites. No doubt influenced— 

at least in part—by rabbinic traditions which upheld that the Canaanites 
emigrated to Africa, their accounts are mixed with other legends that repre- 

sent the Berbers as descendants of Goliath, hero of the Philistines. According 

to the famous historian Ibn Khaldun (fourteenth century), the Canaanites and 

the Philistines were all descendants of Ham, and the former helped the latter 

in their wars against the Israelites. The identification of the Berbers with the 

Philistines is also found in medieval Jewish sources; in later times, even the 

North African Jews originating from the Berber regions came themselves to 

be called Philistines! This again shows how traditions travel and evolve with 

the passing of time and according to the different contexts in which they are 

reformulated. 

So far we have seen that the name “Canaanite” was mainly applied to peoples 

who were imagined to be descendants of the biblical ethnic group(s) designated 

as such (with the exception of the “Canaanite slaves,’ who could be non-Jews 

in general). In his study of the cultural-political movement of the “Young 

Hebrews” created by Yonatan Ratosh in the twentieth century, David Ohana, in 
Chapter 14, tackles a very different case, that of Jews called “Canaanites” by their 
adversaries, who then retained the name as a self-designation. They considered 
themselves “Hebrews” rather than Jews, connected first and foremost with the 
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land of Canaan/Israel, not with Judaism (viewed as a Diaspora phenomenon), 

and they wanted to go back to the original relationship between the ancient 

people of Israel, the land of Canaan, and the Hebrew language. As part of the 

revival of the Hebrew nation, “Canaanism” also aimed at the Hebraization of 

the entire Middle East. David Ohana’s chapter exposes the complexity of the 

Canaanite ideology (which extends beyond Ratosh’s group), including its con- 

nections with the different streams of Zionism and with post-Zionism. 

The Gift of the Land and the Fate of the Canaanites in the 

Modern Context of the Construction of the State of Israel 

The chapters gathered in this third and last part of the book analyze the ways in 

which Zionism, both religious and secular, left-wing and right-wing, reflected 

on the new problems and the possible solutions linked to the encounter with 

the Arab population in Palestine and the construction of the modern state of 

Israel. Two major Jewish figures from the Diaspora, the American rabbi and 

legal thinker Moshe Feinstein and the French philosopher Emmanuel Levinas, 

who both reflected on the Jewish tradition and the modern state of Israel, are 

also included in these studies. 

Dov Schwartz, in Chapter15, deals with the connection of religious 

Zionism to biblical sources and with the question of whether acquaintance 

with force changed attitudes to the seven nations in religious-Zionist thought. 

When confronting secular-national arguments, religious Zionism has fluctu- 

ated between a religious-halakhic and a religious-spiritual approach. From a 

halakhic point of view, different views have been advocated. For Rabbi Reines, 

the founder of the Mizrahi (the religious faction within the Zionist move- 

ment), conquest is a means, whereas legal possession and settlement of the 

land are the end. The presence of other nations in Eretz Israel may therefore be 

accepted if those nations reject idolatry and acknowledge Jewish rule as legiti- 
mate. But for other rabbis—Rabbi Nussenbaum, for instance—the nations 
have to be gradually expelled. And for Rabbi Waldenberg, whose views are 

similar to those expressed in the Sefer ha-Hinukh (an anonymous commentary 

of the commandments written in thirteenth-century Spain), the destruction 

of the seven nations is an unambiguous command, leaving no room for leni- 

ency, which applies everywhere and at any time. However, Rabbi Waldenberg 
represents an exception; on the whole, most religious-Zionist views, be they 

militant or moderate, have endorsed the contextual approach, meaning that 

the destruction command is context-bound rather than absolute. From a 
haggadic perspective, on the other hand, the view that the seven nations had 

unlawfully settled a land that belonged to the children of Israel prevailed in the 

religious-Zionist movement, along with the notion of a mystical link between 
the people of Israel and the land. 
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The significance of the thought of Rabbi Reines (1839-1915) is also studied 

by Zeev Harvey in Chapter 16. Harvey argues that Rabbi Reines tried his best 
to sever all connections between modern political Zionism and the ancient 

Israelites’ war of conquest against the Canaanites. Based on Nahmanides and 

Ribash (1326-1408), the position of Rabbi Reines was that it is a divine com- 

mandment to settle the land, in the present as in the past, but, in opposition 

to the time of Joshua and David, the settlement must be done only by peace- 

ful means, such as purchasing land, for God has now forbidden conquest of 

the land “with a strong hand” (b. Ketub. 111a). One important authority who 

did follow Rabbi Reines’s interpretation of the oath “not to storm the wall” 

was Rabbi Abraham Isaac Ha-Kohen Kook, the first Ashkenazi Chief Rabbi 
of Mandatory Palestine, for whom the settlement could be achieved only by 

peaceful means. Harvey argues that in religious Zionist circles today, however, 

the oath “not to storm the wall” is not usually understood according to the 
interpretation of Rabbi Reines and Rabbi Kook, but is considered anachronis- 

tic, irrelevant, and nonexistent, insofar as the nations have endorsed Jewish 

sovereignty in the land of Israel. 

In Chapter17, Avinoam Rosenak expounds in a detailed way the 

religious-Zionist doctrine of Rabbi Abraham Isaac Ha-Kohen Kook (1865- 

1935) and that of his disciples, challenging previous views, like those of Elie 

Holzer, who consider the disciples to have deviated from the pacific ideas of 

Rabbi Kook. Rosenak expiores a theoretical matter concerning Rabbi Kook’s 

complex attitude toward the inhabitants of biblical Canaan; the conquest of 

the land of Israel, past and present; and the potentially troublesome moral 

questions thereby raised. The article examines these issues on a number of 
levels. It examines Rabbi Kook’s writings on the seizure of ancient Canaan 

from its inhabitants, his assessment of the morality of that action, and his view 

of the connection between the biblical conquest and contemporary historical 
events. The article notes two reactions on Rabbi Kooks part to the morality 

of war and the conquest of the land of Israel. His attitude with respect to the 

issue in the biblical period appears to be the polar opposite of his totally non- 

violent attitude in modern times. The gap between these reactions is evident 

and might well be taken as an internal inconsistency. Rosenak traces Rabbi 
Kook’s dialectical logic, considers the complex attitude of academic scholar- 

ship toward these issues, and probes the ways in which Rabbi Kooks disciples 

have tried to apply his logic in the here and now—a context that Rabbi Kook 

did not know and could never have imagined. 

With Baruch Alster’s study, in Chapter 18, of the responsa of Rabbi Moshe 

Feinstein, we turn to a major figure of American Jewry. Focusing on a par- 

ticular responsum of Rabbi Feinstein connected with the Israeli-Arab con- 

flict, Baruch Alster shows that this strictly Orthodox rabbinic authority has 
in fact a very bold interpretation of the rabbinic teaching on “obligatory war” 

(milhemet mitzvah), such as the war against the seven nations and Amalek. 
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Rabbi Feinstein actually understands halakhah as effectively forbidding any 
current Jewish government to wage war (except in the case of a defensive war), 

implying that the prevention of war accomplished by a political agreement is a 

worthy goal in and of itself. By arguing that the kings of ancient Israel did not 

initiate a war against the Canaanites or against Amalek, and by requiring that 

before a declaration of war one must consult not only a High Court, but also a 

prophet, as well as the Urim and the Tummim, Rabbi Feinstein virtually can- 

cels a biblical (and thus divine) commandment, without formally annulling it. 

According to Alster, he does so out of a desire, common in rabbinic literature, 

to see Jewish law as moral. The commandment to eradicate the seven nations 

or Amalek seems to be so morally problematic in Rabbi Feinstein’s eyes that 

in this case he considers that God must manifest himself and clearly express— 

through a prophet as well as through the Urim and the Tummim—that such 

a war is undoubtedly his will. However, in this responsum Rabbi Feinstein 

presents his answer as a theoretical opinion, rather than a formal ruling with 

halakhic or practical consequences. 

Finally, Annabel Herzog, in Chapter 19, tackles Levinas’s reflection about 
the existence of the state of Israel, especially the contradiction between the 

idea that politics implies murder, the ethical imperative not to murder, and 

the necessity to be involved in politics in order to create a society that pro- 

motes universal justice, considered to be the core of the Torah. Levinas’s read- 
ing of Numbers 13-14 (the exploration of the land of Canaan by the Hebrew 

emissaries) shows that the state must never be taken as an end in itself. It is a 

means to reach a higher goal, which consists in “care and responsibility for the 
other.” Therefore “the state should be established not only for the sake of those 
who build it and fight for it, but also for the sake of the other—those who are 
not part of the political enterprise, those who lost everything, those who are 
defeated,” including the Canaanites. 

Notes 

1, See George Steiner, After Babel: Aspects of Language and Translation (London: Oxford 
University, 1975), 222. 

2. See for instance Sifra Qedoshim on Lev 20:24 and y, Shevi it 6:1 (36c). 
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The Land: Theological and 
Ethical Issues 
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“Everything Was Fulfilled” versus 
“The Land That Yet Remains” 

CONTRASTING CONCEPTIONS OF THE FULFILLMENT OF THE 

PROMISE IN THE BOOK OF JOSHUA 

Nili Wazana 

Introduction 

Biblical Israel perceived itself as a nation whose origins lay outside its land, 

and whose right to the land was founded upon an ancient divine promise.’ 

This initial separation between people and land is one of the key features in 

the pentateuchal presentation of the formation of the triad God-people-land, 

the dominant theme of the majority of biblical writings.” In Priestly sources, 

the Promised Land is even named after its former inhabitants—‘“the land of 

Canaan” (e.g., Gen 17:8; Num 34:2)—thus representing this fundamental inde- 

pendence of people from land and vice versa. 

The divine promise of the land is a central motif in the traditions of the 

Pentateuch, yet in the ten patriarchal promises concerning the land in Genesis, 

there is but a hint regarding the fate of the Canaanites, or addressing the ques- 

tion of why the former inhabitants are to lose their rights to the land.’ It seems 
that the promissory texts that construct the quasi-legal right of the people 

to the land do not address the possibility of the rights of the autochthonous 

peoples to it.4 The somewhat secondary excuse for the disinheritance of the 

former population of the land appears only in the account of the “covenant 

between the pieces, which alludes to the “iniquity of the Amorites” which 

must be completed before Israel may inherit the land (Gen 15:16). This concept 

is developed in non-promissory Priestly sources, such as Leviticus 18:24-29, 

or Deuteronomic texts alluding to the people before their entry to the land, 

which conclude in a fashion similar to Deuteronomy 9:5: 

It is not because of your virtues and your rectitude that you will be able to 

possess their country; but it is because of their wickedness that the Lord 
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your God is dispossessing those nations before you, and in order to fulfill 

the oath that the Lord made to your fathers, Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.’ 

Thus, the iniquity of the former inhabitants of the land becomes a basis for 

fulfilling the oath to the fathers, which initially needed no justification; at the 

same time, this passage also provides a clue as to the reason for the eventual 

expulsion from the land of the people of Israel themselves. In the pentateuchal 

traditions, the Canaanites dwelling in the land are fated to be either gradually 
expelled (Exod 23:27-32, 34:11) or, according to the Deuteronomic viewpoint, 

proscribed and annihilated (Deut 7:2, 7:20-24). Yet for the details of how this 

came about, we must turn to the historiographical texts that are set in the 

period of the presumed entry of the Israelites into their Promised Land.° 

An entire biblical book and a chapter in the following book describe the 

realization and fulfillment of the promise of the land—that is, the book of 

Joshua and Judges 1. Scholars have long pointed out the different concep- 

tions of the inheritance of the land reflected in each of these sources: Joshua’s 

depiction of a heroic national and total blitzkrieg, resulting in complete ethnic 

cleansing, versus Judges’ account of tribal initiatives accompanied by some 

successes (mainly by the tribe of Judah) and many failures, which resulted in 

Israel's dwelling in the land alongside remaining Canaanites in Judges 1.7 

The book of Joshua depicts the fulfillment of the promise of the land, begin- 

ning with Joshuas appointment as commander of the conquest and ending 

with his death after the settlement of Israel in the land. The protagonist, Joshua, 

is thus presented as the leader of the conquest par excellence in the book dedi- 

cated to the generation of the entry into the land. Yet a closer look reveals that 

the different parts of the book do not offer a single, straightforward view of the 

way that the land was conquered. 

As a whole, the book of Joshua presents the process of inheritance in two 

distinct stages—conquest followed by settlement. This is reflected foremost 

through the general scheme of the book, which is very clear: First the land was 
conquered in its entirety, and all its inhabitants killed (chapters 1-12, and in 
particular 6-12), and then it was apportioned and settled by the tribes 
(chapters 13-21).° The conquest of the entire land is depicted through four 
schematic sweeping battles. The first two are mounted against individual 
towns, Jericho in the east and Ai in the central area; the last two are sweeping 
and “sudden” (oxnp, Josh 10:9, 11:70)° campaigns against coalitions of kings in 
the southwest and in the north, which result in the complete overtaking of the 
entire land and its population. 

Like Judges 1, the second half of the book of Joshua presents a tribal, at 
times even individual, point of view, versus the national outlook of the first 
half. Each tribe receives its own territory, and each tribe deals with its lot. This 
viewpoint is apparent even in the choice of literary actors characterizing each 
part of the book. The story of the conquest in Joshua 1-12 presents Israel as 



“Everything Was Fulfilled” versus “The Land That Yet Remains” 15 

acting together, as one body under the leadership of Joshua who alone stands 

in the spotlight, heading the campaign. While non-Israelite characters such as 

Rahab or Adoni-zedek, king of Jerusalem, are given names and voices, Israelite 

individuals who play a role in events, such as the two spies sent by Joshua to 

Jericho (chapter 2), remain anonymous. The only story that presents another 

Israelite individual by name and tribal affinity in this part of the book is that of 

the antihero Achan, from the tribe of Judah, the exception that proves the rule. 

The moment that this sinner acts on his own initiative and violates the law of 

herem (nnn), all Israel suffers defeat (chapter 7). It seems that successful and 

total conquest can be achieved only when the people act as a whole, obedient 

to and united by one leader. In contrast, the second half of the book mentions 

many individuals by name; note, for example, Eleazar the priest, who is listed 

as a leader alongside and even preceding Joshua (14:1, 17:4, 19:21, 21:1), along 

with such individuals as Caleb, Achsah, Othniel (14:6-15, 15:13-19), and the 

daughters of Zelophehad (17:3-4), who take an active part in the conquest and 

settlement of their inheritance. 

Besides the national versus tribal/individual orientation, there are also 

other differences within the book of Joshua itself in its depictions of the pro- 

cess of conquest and settlement and the resulting scope and success of this 

process, which may be summarized under the following three questions: 

1. What is the relationship between the two stages of the inheritance, 

conquest and settlement—separate or contemporary? 

2. What is the fate of the original inhabitants of the land—total 

annihilation or something else? 

3. Did the Israelites succeed in conquering all the territory of the 
Promised Land, or did some of the territories of the Promised Land 

“remain’? 

While the two last questions are related, they are not identical. Enclaves of 

foreign peoples within a conquered territory do not necessarily contradict the 

claim of a complete territorial takeover of that area, and land that remains 

unconquered is an issue by itself, whether it is inhabited by foreign people 

or not. 

The Résumés That Recapitulate the Two Final Battles 
(Joshua 10:40, 11:16-20) 

The model of conquest before settlement is given expression throughout the 

narrative of the first half of the book. In this part of the book, the Israelites 

do not settle the areas they overcome. During the preparatory stage and 

most of the conquest, they camp at Gilgal, the site where Israel had first 

encamped after having crossed the Jordan River (Josh 4:19-20). This thus far 
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unidentified site, located in the territory of Benjamin somewhere between 

the Jordan River and Jericho on the threshold of the Promised Land (4:19-20, 

5:9-10), is the bridgehead for the conquest campaigns (9:6, 10:6, 10:7, 10:9, 

10:15, 10:43).°° After each conquest, marked by annihilation of the conquered 

enemy, the entire people return to their base camp. Thus, conquest of the 

land is portrayed as a self-contained operation that does not “bleed over” into 

settlement. 

Statements regarding the successful completion of this first stage—the con- 

quest of the land—appear explicitly at the end of the two final episodes of the 

conquest narratives: the accounts of the campaigns against the southern and 

northern coalitions. Summing up the conquest of the southern country (which 

will later constitute the kingdom of Judah), the author claims: “Thus Joshua 

proscribed the whole country, the Negeb, the Shephelah and the slopes, with 

all their kings; he let none escape, but proscribed everything that breathed, as 

the Lord the God of Israel had commanded” (Josh 10:40). The total conquest 

of both territory and people is described without any reference to settlement, 

which has not yet begun. 

In the second summary, set at the end of the account of the final battle 
against the northern coalition, a slight reservation is expressed in regard to the 

Gibeonites, a comment that is missing from the Septuagint, but the concept 

remains the same—a picture of total and complete conquest of both territory 

and population: 

Joshua took the whole of this land: the hill country, the Negeb, the whole 

land of Goshen, the Shephelah, the Arabah, the hill country of Israel, and its 

low land, from Mount Halaq ascending to Seir, to Baal Gad in the valley of 

Lebanon at the foot of Mount Hermon. And he captured all those kings and 

executed them. Apart from the Hivites who dwelt in Gibeon not a single city 

made terms with the Israelites; all were taken in battle. For it was the Lord’s 

doing to stiffen their hearts to give battle to Israel, in order that they might 
be proscribed without quarter and wiped out, as the Lord had commanded 
Moses. (Josh 11:16-20; emphasis added) 

The second summary recounts both taking possession of the territory, using 
the root Igh (np) (11:16, 11:19), and the capture and proscription of the popula- 
tion, denoted by the roots /kd (125), nkh (n>3), mwt (nv; 11:17), hrm (pon), and 
shmd (7nw) (11:20). It is followed by a final, abbreviated résumé commencing 
in the same language, and this time referring briefly to the successive process 
of settlement as well: 

Joshua took the whole country, just as the Lord had promised Moses; 
and Joshua assigned it to Israel to share according to their tribal divisions 
[o7~Iw) ONPonID Dxwy monab wir mann]; and the land had rest from war. 
(Josh 11:23)" 
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Thus the final appended summary reinforces the picture of the separation of 
the two processes, conquest and settlement, as implied in the former résumés 
and in the general organization of the book. 

, Conquest and Settlement according to the Second Half of the 
Book (Chapters 13-21) 

The second part of Joshua deals with the distribution of the tribal portions, 

and it reflects a different conception from the first part of the book, in relation 

to the first two organizing questions. While the land was eventually conquered 

in its entirety, the relationship between the two stages of inheritance—con- 

quest and settlement—is not necessarily the same as that which characterizes 

the first half of the book. In some cases the conquest of a specific area, a mere 

part of the whole land, is followed immediately by settlement, and there is no 

overall distinction between the two stages. This part of the book also presents 

a different picture regarding the fate of the inhabitants of the land. While the 

land was indeed conquered, foreign peoples remained in enclaves in parts of 

it, alongside the new Israelites. 

The settlement of the tribes in the land is depicted as taking place in three 

stages.” 

Stage 1: The first stage is a flashback to the days of Moses. While still in the 

Plains of Moab, Moses gave the tribes of Reuben, Gad, and half of Manasseh 

their land east of the Jordan.* This event is related in the book of Numbers and 

concludes with the lists of cities belonging to the tribes of Gad and Reuben 

(Num 32:33, 32:40); it is recalled in the book of Joshua and includes a detailed 

description of the territory of each tribe (13:8-32). 

In the case of the two and a half trans-Jordanian tribes, the relationship 

between conquest and settlement is clear: Settlement followed directly upon 
the conquest of the territories; the tribes did not have to wait until the entire 

Promised Land was taken. Yet this situation had been made conditional by 

Moses, following the proposition of the tribes themselves (Num 32:16-24; see 

also Deut 3:18-20), and the condition was reinstated by Joshua (Josh 1:12-16; 

see also 4:12-13). Both leaders stipulated that the fighting men of the two and 

a half tribes needed to join the conquest of the Promised Land west of the 
Jordan River; only after its subjugation would they return to their children, 

wives, and the livestock they had left behind. As Samuel Loewenstamm argues, 
this reservation reflects the concept that “service in that army [i.e., participa- 
tion in Joshua’s conquest campaigns in the Promised Land] was the only rea- 
son that could justify the status of a tribe within the people of Israel,” in other 
words, the pan-national war of conquest led by Joshua was deemed a forma- 
tive and crucial stage in the making of the nation of Israel. Furthermore, this 
stipulation reflects the opinion that settlement before completion of conquest 
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was seen as problematic indeed, as in need of special authorization. The story 

of the settlement of the two and a half eastern tribes reflects, therefore, the 

same concept of a two-stage process, that is, full conquest of the entire land 

before settlement, but allows an exception to the rule—the families of these 

eastern tribes are to be left behind, outside the “real” boundaries of the land, 

and not incidentally “in the fortified towns, because of the inhabitants of the 

land” (Num 32:17). Clearly the territories in trans-Jordan were not conquered 

in full before settlement, and the tribal portions there contained both people 

and land that remained unconquered. Since they dwelt in an area not initially 
part of the land that was promised, the persistence of non-Israelite inhabitants 

there should not surprise us. 

Stage 2: The second stage involves the settlement of another group con- 

sisting of two and a half tribes, yet never designated as such (chapters 14-17). 

Although this tradition is connected, probably secondarily, to Gilgal (14:6),* 

it reflects a different concept of the process of inheritance than that of the first 

half of the book. The large tribes, Judah and the house of Joseph (Ephraim 

and the other half of Manasseh), receive their inheritance from representatives 

of the priestly (Eleazar), military (Joshua), and civilian (heads of the ances- 

tral houses of the Israelite tribes) leadership, enumerated in this order. This 

three-tiered leadership structure is mentioned four times altogether in the 

second part of the book (14:1, 17:4, 19:51, 21:1), twice in introductory/summary 

passages (14:1, 19:51). Other passages, however, involve Joshua alone (14:6, 14:13 

15:13, 17:14-18), a fact that points to the secondary nature of the concept of 

shared leadership. Yet Joshua does not act here as a military leader. His role is 

to allocate and define tribal or individual portions, before the completion or 

even the inception of the conquest of these territories. 

There are many similarities, even parallels, between Judges 1 and this por- 

trait of tribal and individual initiatives, intertwined with the descriptions of 

the two and a half western tribes’ inheritances.’* Yet though the two accounts 

share a non-unitary version of the conquest contrary to Joshua 1-12, the use 

of similar sources should not obscure the fact that they do not present the 
same process of conquest. Unlike the account in Judges 1, which contains no 

border descriptions or territorial definitions, Joshua's version of the settlement 
in 14-17 is an amalgam of descriptions of tribal portions alongside conquest 
accounts and other types of inheritance initiatives by individuals, some of 
which are of a non-military nature. I will illustrate this through an analysis of 
the literary components that make up the portrayal of the inheritance of this 
group of tribes: Judah, Ephraim, and western Manasseh. 

First, eighty-five-year-old Caleb approaches Joshua at Gilgal, demanding 
that Joshua assign the hill country to him, in line with Moses’ promise. His 
words emphasize his physical fitness: “I am strong today as on the day that 
Moses sent me, my strength is the same now as it was then, for battle and for 
activity” (14:11).” Caleb then dispossesses the Anakites who were in Hebron, 
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after which it is stated that “the land had rest from war” (14:15)."8 Clearly this 
story is ignorant of the entire process of conquest conducted by Joshua, and 
Caleb confronts exactly the same situation as that observed earlier by the 
spies: The land is inhabited by Anakites living in great fortified cities (Num 
13:22, 28; see also Josh 14:12). 

y this story precedes the description of the borders of Judah and may also 

be alluded to in Judges 1: “They gave Hebron to Caleb, as Moses had prom- 

ised; and he drove the three Anakites out of there” (Judg 1:20). Caleb’s achieve- 

ment is mentioned again between the border description and the list of the 
Judahite towns: 

Caleb son of Jephunneh was given a portion among the Judahites, namely 

Kiriath-arba that is Hebron....Caleb dislodged (w>) from there the three 

Anakites: Sheshai, Ahiman and Talmai, descendants of Anak. (Josh 15:13-16) 

In contradiction to the earlier explicit statement that after the dispossession 

of the Anakites the land had rest from war, Caleb now promises to give his 

daughter Achsah in marriage “to the man who attacks and captures Kiriath- 

sepher (Debir)” (15:16), and the lucky man is his kinsman, Othniel. The story 

ends when Achsah asks for and receives from her father a better tract of land, 

with water. It seems that this story is an elaborated version of the one preced- 

ing the description of the borders of Judah (14:6-15). This incident involving 

Caleb, Othniel, and Achsah is repeated in Judges 1. Here, however, it is the 

tribe of Judah that takes the initiative, and not Caleb the individual (Judg 1:10- 

15). It is the only tradition in Judges 1 that involves a non-military initiative; yet 

its inclusion in a chapter focusing otherwise only on military matters may be 
explained by its setting in a narrative framework that highlights the conquests 

of the tribe of Judah, the major protagonist of Judges 1. 

At the end of the description of the Judahite lot according to its borders and 

town lists, a remark noting the tribe's failure to dispossess the inhabitants of 

Jerusalem explains why the Jebusites dwell in Jerusalem amidst the Judahites 

“to this day” (Josh 15:63). This statement is also paralleled in Judges 1, although 

this time the failure is attributed to the Benjaminites (Judg 1:21). Similarly, 

the two Josephite tribes, Ephraim and Manasseh, fail to dispossess some of 

the Canaanites within their territories. Thus Canaanites remain in Gezer, in 

the territory of Ephraim (16:10), although they perform forced labor. Like the 
Judahite failure, an account of this state of affairs is appended to the descrip- 

tion of the tribes’ borders in Joshua. Following the description of the borders 

of the tribe of Manasseh we learn that the conquest failures of this tribe were of 

a more complicated nature. According to Joshua, the tribe of Manasseh inher- 

ited regions within the territories of Issachar and Asher—Beth-shean, Ibleam, 
Dor, En-dor, Taanach, and Megiddo and their dependencies—that remained 

Canaanite. “When the Israelites became stronger they imposed tribute on the 
Canaanites; but they did not dispossess them” (17:13). The Ephraimite failure to 
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capture Gezer appears in Judges 1:29, and information regarding the Manassite 

failures appears in Judges 1:27-28, where the alien enclaves are assigned, how- 

ever, directly to Manasseh, rather than to the other tribes. 

Prior to the description of the borders of Manasseh, we hear of another 

female initiative. The daughters of Zelophehad appear before Eleazar the 

priest, Joshua, and the chieftains, asking them to fulfill Moses’ ruling to grant 

them a portion among their male kinsmen (17:3-6) as recounted in Numbers 

27:1-11. This episode is not paralleled in Judges 1, presumably because it has 

nothing to do with the military takeover of the land. . 

The final episode of this kind of tribal initiative appears at the end of the 

recounting of the Josephite tribal inheritances. The Josephites complain to Joshua 

that they are too many for one portion and that the Canaanites who live in the 

valleys of Beth-shean and Jeezreel have iron chariots. Joshua acknowledges their 

claim and suggests they clear the forest for themselves in the land of the Perizzites 

and the Rephaim (17:14-18). Although this story is not repeated in Judges 1, there 

is a note concerning the Canaanites’ iron chariots in that chapter. According to 

Judges 1, however, it is the Judahites who take possession of the hill country but 

are unable to dispossess the dwellers of the valley, “for they had iron chariots” 

(Judg 1:19). Since Judah is reported to have captured Gaza, Ashkelon, and Ekron 

and their territories (Judg 1:18), it is not clear which valley dwellers are indicated 

in this apologetic note. This note clearly makes more sense in the context of the 

conquests in the northern valleys of Megiddo and Beth-shean, which points to its 

secondary character in Judges (compare Josh 17:16 with Judg 1:19, 1:27). 

In addition to their need to act in order to implement their settlements, 

another important characteristic of this group of the two and a half large tribes 

is that they did not receive their inheritances through a process of casting lots 
before the Lord. Although the Masoretic text categorizes the determination of 

their inheritances as like that of the remaining seven tribes—“The portion that 

fell by lot to the various clans” (Josh 15:1, 16:1, 17:1; compare 18:6, 8-10)—the 

Greek version is to be preferred here. According to the Septuagint, they were 

assigned territories, but without mention of the casting of lots: 

Kal éyéveto Ta Spta PvAfis ‘Iovda / vidv “Iwo / vidv ’Egpaip / gvdfjs 
vidv Mavacoy} 

[this is the border of the tribe of Judah / of the sons of Joseph / of the sons of 
Ephraim / of the tribe of the sons of Manasseh]. (15:1; 16:1, 5; 17:1)?° 

Dividing a conquered territory for inheritance was based on real customs, 
connected either to the issue of private inheritance,” or to the practice 
of dividing the spoils achieved in war among the victorious. In the book 
of Joel it is said that God will punish the nations and contend with them 
“over my very own people, Israel, which they scattered among the nations. 
For they divided my land among themselves and cast lots over my people” 
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(Joel 4:2-3; see also Isa 34:17; Mic 2:5; Obad 11). In the context of con- 
quest and settlement, one can divide and allot a territory that is already 
in one’s possession, like the distribution of land by lot (kijpos) among 
the Greek citizens of a colony.” But according to Joshua 14-17, Judah and 
the Josephite tribes were assigned territories before these territories were 
iy Israelite hands; they had to actively take possession of their shares, and 

therefore the concept of lot was irrelevant for them.” Allocation rather 

than inheritance through the casting of lots is related to the fact that their 

portions had not yet been conquered. This is also reflected by the account 

in Judges 1. In that version of the conquest, the tribes inquire of the Lord 

who should go first to realize their allotment. The tribal territory is called 
“Sua” (Judg 1:3, twice), yet goral here means “estate.” It does not indicate 

the process of allocation by lot. 

Thus, the allocation of territory is connected with a picture of gradual sub- 
jugation of the land and its peoples, whereas the conception of separation 

between the two stages of conquest and settlement is connected with that of 

dividing the land by lot, as the book of Numbers suggests: 

In the steppes of Moab, at the Jordan near Jericho the Lord spoke to Moses 

saying: Speak to the Israelite people and say to them: When you cross the 

Jordan into the land of Canaan, you shall dispossess all the inhabitants 

of the land....And you shall take possession of the land and settle in it 

[Ma-0n2w) YNA-nX onWrin], for Ihave assigned the land to you to pos- 

sess. You shall apportion the land among yourselves by lot, clan by clan 

[p>nnswn> Syiaa yINA-nx on>ninm]. With larger groups increase the share, 

with smaller groups reduce the share. Wherever the lot falls for anyone, that 

shall be his. You shall have your portions according to your ancestral tribes. 

(Num 33:50-54)” 

Division by lot is accordingly reserved for the next stage in the process of tribal 

inheritance (18:6), as well as for the allocation of the Levitical cities (Josh 21:4, 

21:6, 21:10, 21:20), when the land is already in Israelite hands. 

Joshua 14-17 thus reflects a process of conquest and settlement simi- 

lar to Judges 1, yet without the Judahite penchant we find there. Another 

major difference between these passages is that while Judges 1 focuses only 

on the military aspect of the conquest-settlement process, the author of 
chapters 14-17 presents the settlement of the two and a half large tribes 

as involving the need to cope with difficulties of a diverse character. The 

challenges are indeed often military, as when local enemies possess supe- 

rior technology or fortified towns, but they are also ecological or environ- 

mental, as when they must fight in dry or forested terrain. The story of the 

daughters of Zelophehad directs attention to an inner-Israelite legislative 
and governmental matter, arising due to a lack of male successors. These 

stories, as well as remarks about individual settlements or tribal failures, are 
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intertwined with the description of borders and town lists in what seems 

like a deliberate order: 

Joshua 14:6-15: Story of conquest initiative of Caleb in Hebron; 

Joshua 15:1-12: The border description of the tribe of Judah; 

Joshua 15:13-19: The capture and settlement of Hebron and Kiriath-sepher 

by Caleb and Othniel, and the initiative of Achsah, Caleb’s daughter, for 

a tract of land with water; 

Joshua 15:2-62: Town list of the tribe of Judah; 

Joshua 15:63: Note on Judah’s failure to capture Jerusalem, a Jebusite enclave; 

Joshua 16:1-9: The Josephite portion: border description of the tribe of 

Ephraim; 

Joshua 16:10: Note on Ephraim’s failure to capture Gezer, hence a Canaanite 

enclave; 

Joshua 17:1-2: The Manassite portion; 

Joshua 17:3-6: A reference to the inheritance of the daughters of Zelophehad 

among their brothers; 
Joshua 17:7-10: The border description of the tribe of Manasseh; 

Joshua 17:11-13: Note on failure to capture towns allocated to Manasseh in 

the territories of the tribes of Issachar and Asher, Canaanite enclaves; 

Joshua 17:14-18: The Josephites’ query regarding military difficulties is 

answered with a suggestion to clear the forest for themselves. 

The result is an intentional amalgam of genres—stories, geographical lists, and 

notes of military failures—that depicts a prolonged and complex settlement 

process undertaken by the two and a half major and central Israelite clans. 

Stage 3: The third stage is connected to Shiloh in the territory of Ephraim 

(16:6), where the seven smaller tribes—Benjamin, Simeon, Zebulun, Issachar, 

Asher, Naphtali, and Dan—eventually receive their allotments (chapters 18-19). 

According to the text, “the land was now under their control” (o77259 nwadi yAXM 

18:1), and there are no reports of alien enclaves within these tribal portions. How 

this state of affairs came about, we are not told. Was the land conquered through 
earthly means, or by divine miracle, or by a combination of both? In any case, 

it is clear that these tribes need not embark now on any conquest initiatives, 
whether tribal or national.”° Yet they are depicted as “slack” (18:3 o»p1nn) for fail- 

ing to take the initiative in taking over their empty land; they are in need of the 

chastisement and encouragement of Joshua. He in fact sends them out to survey 
the land and divide it into seven parts; the tribal representatives then return to 

Joshua at Shiloh, who casts lots before the Lord to distribute the portions. 
The silence on the subject of alien enclaves in the territories of the seven 

northern tribes is telling. Since Judges 1:30-33 tells us of such enclaves, located 

in the tribal shares of Zebulun, Asher, and Naphtali, their absence from the 

account in Joshua seems deliberate, reflecting this section’s overall concept of 

how the land was inherited. 
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The organizing scheme of this part of the book points to the importance of 
Shiloh. At the initial stage, individuals and tribes need to do their parts toward 
the fulfillment of the promise through earthly efforts. The large central tribes 

have yet to conquer parts of their territories or to prepare them for habita- 

tion with varying degrees of success. It is only after Israel has made its way to 

Spiloh, in the territory of Ephraim (Josh 16:6), and set up the tent of meeting 

there that the third and final stage of settlement can begin: “The whole com- 

munity of the Israelite people assembled at Shiloh, and set up the tent of meet- 

ing there. The land was now under their control” (18:1). Only after this human 

initiative can distribution and settlement—under God’s control through com- 

plete conquest of the land followed by the casting of lots—begin. 

Of the nine times that Shiloh is mentioned in the book of Joshua, six define 

it as the place of the casting of the lots and dividing of the land before the 

tent of meeting (18:1, 18:8, 18:9 [missing in the LXX], 18:10, 19:51, 21:2). The 

place of Shiloh in this scheme may point to the circles in which this mate- 

rial originated—the priests of Shiloh. The centrality of Shiloh to the distribu- 

tion of the land is an organizing principle imposed upon material stemming 

from different sources. This can be seen from the stylistic differences between 
the descriptions of the inheritances of the southern tribes, Judah (including 

Simeon) and Benjamin on the one hand, and the inheritance of Ephraim and 
Manasseh on the other. The former use detailed reports of the territories on 

all four sides, together with town lists that are at variance with these reports, 

whereas the latter incorporate only border reports. Clearly the editor incorpo- 

rated earlier, probably administrative documents, into a different ideological 

scheme that joined Judah with the Josephites in one group, and Simeon and 

Benjamin with five of the northern tribes—Zebulun, Issachar, Asher, Naphtali, 
and Dan—in another. As claimed by Shmuel Ahituv, Shiloh continued to exist 

throughout the Iron Age, and as the book of Jeremiah witnesses, the tradition 

that it served as God’s first dwelling place in the land persisted until at least 

the end of the First Temple period (Jer 7:12, 7:14, 26:6, 26:9, 41:5).”” It may well 

be that during the sixth century B.c.z., Shiloh was the source of the version of 

the conquest-settlement process dominating the second half of the book of 

Joshua. 

The Résumés Following the Settlement (Chapters 21, 23) 

A Deuteronomistic summary retelling the complete conquest of the land 

appears at the end of the chapters describing the settlement, and refers back to 

the promises to the forefathers: 

The Lord gave to Israel the whole land [y1xn 92] which He had sworn to 

their fathers that He would assign to them; they took possession of it and 
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settled in it [n2 12¥" mw]. The Lord gave them rest on all sides, just as He 

had promised to their fathers on oath. Not one man of all their enemies 

withstood them; the Lord delivered all their enemies into their hands. Not 

one of the good things which the Lord had promised to the House of Israel 

was lacking. Everything was fulfilled. (Josh 21:41-43) 

Here again we find expression of the idea that the land in its entirety was con- 

quered. However, although the victory was complete, for “not one man of all 

their enemies withstood them,’ the summary does not state that the popula- 
tion was entirely proscribed—in contrast to the earlier résumés that follow the 

accounts of the two final battles (Josh 10:40, 11:16-20; see also the section “The 

Résumés That Recapitulate the Two Final Battles [Joshua 10:40, 11:16-20]” 

above). 

Does the summary in Joshua 21 refer to the relationship between conquest 

and settlement? The roots used in this case, yrsh (w1) followed by yshb (av), 

are absent from the earlier résumés. The root yrsh can denote both taking 

possession of land (Lev 20:24; Num 21:24, 33:53), and dispossessing its native 

peoples (Num 33:52, 33:55; Deut 2:12, 2:21).%% While the phrase “they took 

possession of it and settled in it” [ma 12 mw] (Josh 21:41b) may express 

sequential action—they took possession and then settled in it?®—and thus fit 

the pattern of separation we have noted in the first half of the book, it seems 

that the two stages can also be contemporaneous, as in the Deuteronomistic 

synopsis (2 Kgs 17:24) that follows the account of the downfall of the northern 

kingdom. This passage describes the diametrically opposite case, when Israel 

lost its land and was driven out of it to be replaced by other people: 

The king of Assyria brought [people] from Babylon, Cuthah, Avva, Hamath, 
and Sepharvaim, and he settled them in the towns of Samaria instead of 
the Israelites. They took possession of Samaria and settled in its towns 
[awa aw) TAw-nx Ww]. 

In this passage, the same pair of verbs is used, in the same order—yrsh fol- 
lowed by yshb—and the sequence of events is clear: The Israelites were driven 
out of their land (2 Kgs 17:23), then other people were brought to the land to 
inherit it by settling in Israel's towns. The same relationship between yrsh and 
yshb could be noted, therefore, for this Deuteronomistic summary. It does not 
emphasize the separation of the two processes of conquest and settlement, nor 
does it make a claim of complete annihilation of the population of the land; it 
asserts only total conquest of its territory: “The Lord gave to Israel the whole 
land [y>xn 52] which He had sworn to their fathers that He would assign to 
them” (Josh 21:41a),°° 

In discussing chapters 14-17, we noted that some of the former inhabit- 
ants of the land still dwelt among the tribes and had not been subjugated. 
This refers to the native peoples that remained, and not to territory still 



“Everything Was Fulfilled” versus “The Land That Yet Remains” 25 

unconquered. The description of the tribal failures does not portray areas that 

were left outside of the tribal territories. The latter are connected and con- 

tinuous. The same concept, of alien population enclaves left within Israel, is 

reflected in the Deuteronomistic farewell speech of Joshua, in chapter 23, in 

which he again claims that every good thing God had promised has been ful- 

fpled (23:14, 23:15), reminding his followers yet again that “not a man has with- 

stood you to this day” (23:9). Joshua always mentions the “nations that still 

remain” (o™Xwin onan) in the plural form (23:4-5, 23:7, 23:12-13)" and points 

to the danger they pose due to religious pollution, forbidding “intermingling 

with these nations that are left among you” (23:7). 

Although Joshua 23 does not specify precisely where the “nations that still 

remain” dwell, it is plausible that they reside in foreign enclaves within the 

territory of the tribal allotments (21:42, 23:1). An intimation of such a circum- 

stance exists in 23:4, which locates these “nations that still remain” in the ter- 

ritory “from the Jordan to the Great Sea in the west.’ In this farewell speech 
then, the remaining peoples serve the same ideological role as the remain- 

ing Jebusites and Canaanites within the territories of the two and a half large 

tribes. It appears that this late Deuteronomistic stratum was well aware of the 

failures of conquest enumerated in the second half of the book.” The notion 

of separation between the two stages—conquest followed by settlement, inter- 

twined with the notion of complete ethnic cleansing of the local population— 

reflected in the arrangement of the book as a whole, finds expression thus 

only in the first half of the book, reflected in the stories and in the conquest 

résumés. 

It is noteworthy that even the persistence of the remaining peoples does not 

blemish the Deuteronomistic author’s concept of complete fulfillment of the 

divine promise: “Acknowledge with all your heart and soul that not one of the 

good things that the Lord your God promised you has failed to happen; they 

have all come true for you. Not a single one has failed” (23:14). It is obvious 

that according to the farewell speech of Joshua, the complete conquest of the 

land is territorial in essence and does not encompass the total annihilation (or 

expulsion) of the former inhabitants of the land. 

Other biblical texts offer various reasons for the phenomenon of the 

“remaining peoples.’ Two of the promise texts themselves touch upon this 

question. In the Deuteronomistic addition to the book of the covenant in 
Exodus 23, God promises: 

I will not drive them out before you in a single year lest the land become 

desolate and the wild beasts multiply to your hurt. I will drive them out 

before you little by little, until you have increased and possess the land. 

(Exod 23:29-30)3 

This concept is repeated in Deuteronomy 7:22: “You will not be able to finish 

them at once, else the wild beasts would multiply to your hurt.’ Judges 2:21-23, 
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continued in 3:4, states that the peoples were left in the land as a test for Israel, 

to see whether or not Israel would walk faithfully in the ways of the Lord (see 

also Judg 2:3). Immediately following this (Judg 3:1-2), another explanation 

is offered, interpreting the word mp1) not as a “test,” but as “experience”: God 

left the remaining peoples for “all the Israelites who had not known any of the 

wars of Canaan, so that succeeding generations of Israelites might be made to 

experience war.” Whatever the reason, it is clear that the very concept of the 

remaining peoples was not deemed to contradict the fulfillment of the promise 

of the land. According to both parts of Joshua, the land was conquered in its 

entirety: For the first half of the book, this meant that its population was com- 

pletely proscribed; for the second half, that foreign enclaves remained within 

the settled land. 

“THE LAND THAT YET REMAINS (JOSHUA 13:1-6)34 

Wedged between the two major parts of the book, the complete conquest (1-12) 

and the settlement (13-23), a unique unit, different from both, was added. This 

surprising section, Joshua 13:1-6, features a divine appeal to the aging and not 

very successful Joshua to go ahead and give the land to Israel as an inheritance, 

even though it had not yet been conquered in its entirety: “And very much of the 

land still remains to be taken possession of” (13:1).3° Unlike the concept of the 

“remaining peoples,’ always in plural, who are left in enclaves within the Israelite 

territories, the “remaining land” (mixwin yrxn), in the singular, describes areas 

bordering on the conquered territory, to the south (13:2-3) and to the north 

(13:4-6). While the concept of the “remaining peoples” is compatible with a 

description of the promise fulfilled, in this passage God himself postpones the 

completion of the territorial conquest to a future, unspecified time (13:6). 

Although this text mentions peoples who remain in the land (“all the inhab- 

itants of the hill country...all the Sidonians, I Myself will dispossess those 

peoples for the Israelites”; 13:6), it refers mainly to the territorial aspect of the 

promise, rather than the ethnic one. There is no reference here to the reli- 

gious problem of the remaining peoples, while the land is constantly referred 
to: “Much of the land still remained to be taken possession of. This is the land 

that still remains” (Josh 13:1-2); “you have only to apportion it [nb »n ps, “it” 
here translates a feminine singular demonstrative pronoun, which denotes the 
land] to Israel as an inheritance” (13:6).° The very combination “the remaining 
land” (mixwan yrxn), unique to this document, is an innovation derived from 
the concept of the remaining peoples. From a semantic viewpoint the term 
“remaining peoples” fits well the meaning of the root sh’r (1xw) in the niph ‘al; 
in other contexts it appears in participial form and designates groups of people 
who remain after disaster, known sometimes as m™xw. The concept that it is 
not native peoples, but the land itself, that survives the conquest, is innovative 
both linguistically and conceptually. 
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Contrary in outlook to both parts of the book of Joshua, the divine mandate 
in Joshua 13:1-6 constitutes an act of postponing the “expiration date” of the 
divine promise of the land.” This innovative concept probably answers an ide- 
ological need of the community of returnees in the Persian period, to validate 
their right to the land.** In so doing, it reverses the major organizing principle 
ofthe book of Joshua: It offers not a perfectionist viewpoint demanding total 
conquest of peoples and land followed by settlement (an impossible ideal to 
imitate), nor the model offered by the second half of the book, of complete ter- 

ritorial conquest, while admitting the continuing existence of enclaves of for- 

eign peoples, but a realistic advocacy of temporary compromise—settlement 
within the limited but available territory, with a promise of total fulfillment in 
the future. 

Conclusion 

The book of Joshua touches upon one of the central issues of Israelite iden- 

tity—the people's relationship to their land. It is not surprising, therefore, to 

find different conceptions and ideologies pertaining to that relationship within 

this not so large book, presented through a depiction of the people's past in 

one of their most crucial periods, the entry to the land. 

Reconstructed chronologically, it appears that the second half of the book of 

Joshua contains the earliest portrayal of the process of the conquest and settle- 

ment. This Shiloh-oriented composition, formulated during the last decades 

of the First Temple period, depicts the process in two stages. In the first (Josh 

14-17), the two and a half large central tribes, Judah, Ephraim, and Manasseh, 

engage in an active pursuit of their territorial allotments; address various mili- 

tary, environmental, and legal challenges; and complete their task by settling 

their territories to the full, while incorporating various foreign enclaves—con- 

quest failures—within them. These tribes are initially assigned their territories 
by Joshua, and not via lot, perhaps according to tribal size (see 17:14, 17:17), 

before they have actually taken over the designated inheritances. Individuals or 
tribes initiate the settlement process, rather than a national unified body. While 

Joshua plays the role of a national leader who allocates the territories to tribes 

and individuals, the process of settlement is local in character. This stage is the 
closest to a realistically probable reconstruction of the historical process of the 

initiation of the first Israelite (or proto-Israelite, as some prefer to call them) 

settlements. Cumulative archaeological data show that between the thirteenth 

and eleventh centuries 3.c.z. there was a dramatic shift of settlement patterns 

in the land of Israel. Rather than several large urban centers, a few hundred 

new small settlements appear in the area of the hill country. These egalitarian, 

unfortified hamlets, populating the less convenient settlement areas, exhibit 

the way in which the first Israelites dealt with the harsh ecological conditions. 
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Instead of a violent entry into a populated land, archaeology presents the first 

Israelite settlements as inhabiting a mostly empty territory.” 

As the tribes reach Shiloh and erect there the “tent of meeting” as God's dwell- 

ing in the land, the narrative changes dramatically (Josh 18-19). The remaining 

seven tribes receive a portion from conquered territory and have only to senda 

mission of surveyors to write down its borders and then to receive their shares 
by lot. This section of the book, then, describes a process of conquest followed 

by settlement according to lot, fully successful in both geographic and ethnic 

terms, which is distinct from the process of intertwined conquest and settle- 

ment, totally successful geographically but not ethnically, described in the ear- 

lier chapters. According to this two-stage depiction of the entry to the land, 

the land was taken in its entirety, but Canaanite enclaves were left within the 

territories of the large two and a half large tribes, Judah and the house of Joseph. 

A late Deuteronomistic hand added the final résumés at the end of chapter 21, 

and in chapter 23, Joshua's farewell speech. While acknowledging the existence 

of “remaining peoples” in the land, this later writer still claims that everything 

was fulfilled, indicating that the promise to the patriarchs was understood as 

preeminently geographical rather than ethnic. The remaining peoples are at the 

center of various other biblical texts outside the book of Joshua, which consti- 

tute apologetic attempts to explain their continuing presence (see Exod 23:32- 

33; Deut 7:22-26; Judg 2:22, 3:4-6).*° This part of Joshua does not intimate how 

the final conquest of these remaining peoples will eventually occur. 

Perhaps in order to provide this missing story, the first part of the book 

focuses on the process of conquest alone. It takes the paradigm described for 

the seven smaller tribes, of total geographical and ethnic success followed by 

settlement by lot, and applies it to the entire land. According to this depiction 

of the entry to the land, there were no Canaanites left in the land by the time 

of its settlement. This Deuteronomistically oriented stratum was probably cre- 

ated from earlier traditions, more or less at the same period as the second half 

of the book, and as a Judean response to it.” 

At a later stage, the community of returnees in the Persian period added 
the description of the “land that yet remains,’ wedged between the two parts 
of the book. According to this text the promise had not yet been fulfilled; there 
were large tracts of land left for later generations to possess. This passage does 
not itself offer a different depiction of the process of conquest and settlement; 
rather it delimits the notion of past geographic and ethnic conquest, extending 
the “expiration date” of the promise into an undetermined future. 
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Josephus Land Theology 
A REAPPRAISAL 

Michael Avioz 

In his important monograph The Territorial Dimension of Judaism, William 

Davies writes: “The Land is so embedded in the heart of Judaism, the Torah, 

that—so its sources, worship, theology, and often its history attest—it is finally 

inseparable from it. Similarly, Walter Brueggemann sees the theme of the 

land as “a central, if not the central theme of biblical faith.” 

The land of Canaan was promised to the ancestors in the Pentateuch, and 

the promises are depicted as being fulfilled in the biblical books from Joshua 

to Kings.? In these books the people of Israel change their status twice from a 

landless to a landed people. The exile makes them landless again, but the return 

to Zion in the period of the Second Temple once more defines them as landed.+ 

Betsy Halpern-Amaru published a paper entitled “Land Theology in 

Josephus’ Jewish Antiquities” in 1981,° arguing that Josephus downplayed the 

nationalist dimensions of a covenant theology that focused on the land. This 

conclusion is supported by a thorough examination of various citations from 

Josephus, mainly his Antiquitates judaicae. 

This chapter seeks to reexamine the texts analyzed by Halpern-Amaru and 

to contest her conclusions regarding Josephus’ land theology. 

Halpern-Amaru’s Thesis 

Halpern-Amaru analyzes “the development of land theology in Hellenistic lit- 
erature through an examination of Josephus’ Jewish Antiquities” and notices 

that the word na, or d1a61Kn, is absent from Josephus’ rewriting of the bibli- 

cal sources that deal with the Promised Land.’ In her opinion, Josephus has 
deleted the notion of a covenanted land because this would have been offen- 

sive to his Roman patrons, who had just reconquered that land. He does not 
want the land to be the main focus, given its significance for the revolutionary 
theology of the Zealots and the Sicarii, who both insisted that the land of Israel 
must be freed from foreign rule. 
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In the book of Genesis (Gen 15:18-21) there is a covenantal promise by God 
that Abraham's descendants will possess the land of Israel, whereas in Josephus 
(Ant. 1.185) there is merely a prediction that Abraham’s descendants will van- 
quish the Canaanites and possess the land. 

Halpern-Amaru also points to the fact that Josephus does not use the poetic 
atfribute “land of milk and honey,’ but rather uses the general word yi, mean- 
ing “land? She claims that: 

Josephus ignored the theology of covenanted land because he did not want 
the land to be a focal point, as it was for Davidic messianism, with all its 
revolutionary implications in Josephus’ day. Josephus feared and despised 
the messianism of the Zealots, and he structured his account of the Jewish 

origins and beliefs in such a way as to remove the theological basis for that 
messianism, 

In conclusion, she argues that Josephus “simply does not portray the land as 

the heart of the Jewish experience. Instead, Judaism for Josephus is a religion 

of law, or virtue, of obedience to God’s statutes.” 

Critical Analysis 

ALTERNATIVE EXPLANATIONS FOR THE OMISSIONS MADE 

BY JOSEPHUS 

Several scholars have followed Halpern-Amaru’s thesis and have cited her 

in their own studies. However, her explanations for the omissions of the 

so-called land theology from Josephus’ rewriting of the biblical sources are 

not conclusive. 

The omission of the word na from Josephus’ rewriting of Genesis 17 seems 

to be connected to Josephus’ ambiguous stance toward circumcision.? He does 

not emphasize this issue, in contrast to the rabbinic sources.’° This is not the 

only place where the subject of circumcision is blurred; we find this to be the 

case in additional sources: He omits both the Shechemites’ circumcision in 

Genesis 34 and the Israelites’ circumcision in Joshua 5. 

The word na appears in the biblical account of Isaac, Rebecca, and 

Abimelech, the king of Gerar, in Genesis 26. Josephus omitted this particu- 

lar story, not because of its relation to the issue of land theology, but most 

likely for two other possible reasons: First, it contains a lie told by Isaac to 
Abimelech. Second, this story resembles the story of Abram and Sarai in 
Genesis 12 in a way that may have caused Josephus’ audience to wonder how 

both Abram and Isaac could be involved in the same episode with the same 

scenario.” 

Halpern-Amaru (p.212) mentions also the omission of the biblical 

notion that the land has a particular nature and distinct qualities, a concept 
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that was excluded by Josephus. However, one aspect of the land’s nature is 

the link between incest and possession of the land, which appears twice in 

Leviticus: 18:25 and 20:21-24. Since one of Josephus’ strategies is to avoid rep- 

etition, he mentions the prohibition of incest only in his rewriting of Leviticus 

20 (Ant. 3.274-275). In addition, Josephus omission of the phrase “the land of 

milk and honey” does not necessarily stem from a negative view of the land 

of Israel. Josephus may have not understood the exact meaning of this diffi- 

cult phrase.” However, Josephus does designate the land of Israel in Contra 

Apionem 1.195 as beautiful and fertile. He also praises the fruitful soil of Jericho 

and Jerusalem (Ant. 5.77; B. J. 1.138; 4.459-475) and the fertility of the Galilee 

(B. J. 3.42). He describes the dates of Jericho; according to some interpreters, 

the honey in the phrase “milk and honey” is made of dates.” 

Regarding the book of Deuteronomy, indeed the word n12 does appear here 

many times in reference to the covenant with the Fathers and the inheritance 

of the land, although Josephus repeatedly omitted it in his rendition (4:31, 7:9, 

7:12, 8:18, 29:12).'4 The concept of nna occurs also via the root yaw, or oath, in 

Deuteronomy 6:10, 6:18, 7:1, 8:1, 9:5, 10:11, 11:9, and 11:21. Here, the reason for 

Josephus’ omissions of references to land theology may be connected to the 

fact that Josephus is a historian, and the speeches of Moses, important as they 

may be, cannot be incorporated into a historian’s account.*® 

As to the book of Joshua, Halpern-Amaru overlooked Josephus’ rewriting 

of Joshua 7 in Ant. 5.38 ff., where he clearly mentions the divine promises given 

to Moses and to the people of Israel to inherit the land. In fact, in this passage, 

Josephus adds claims to Joshua's prayer before God, that are absent from the 

biblical story. 

Josephus may have omitted references to the salvation oracles found in the 

Latter Prophets for the same reason. According to his conception, as a whole 

they do not contain significant historiographic material with the validity that 
is necessary for the authentic reconstruction of Israel’s history. He did retain 

sections from Isaiah and Jeremiah when rewriting the book of Kings, since 

they fit nicely into his historical reconstruction of the period of the monarchy.” 

The book of Jeremiah was of great importance for Josephus, since he found in 

it ideas similar to his own concerning the need to accept the dominion of a 

foreign nation.’ One also must not forget the fact that the Jewish ancestors 

are seldom mentioned in the Latter Prophets.’ We cannot, therefore, expect 

Josephus to allude to these sources regarding the Promised Land theme. 

BERITH AND AlafHKH 

It seems to me that Josephus did not necessarily avoid using 5ia8yKn due to his 

anti-messianic agenda, as Halpern-Amaru claimed.” In his article “Sia8qKn” 

in the Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, J. Behm writes that “Aquila, 
Symmachus and Theodotion later substituted what seemed to them to be the 
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more literal suntheké?™ Thus, it is not unreasonable to suppose that in choos- 
ing ovvOnxn as the Greek equivalent of ma, Josephus did not diverge from 
the accepted rendition: it is the common translation for this word. The idea 
that precedence in the establishment of the covenant belongs to God, and that 
he exclusively imposes his covenant on man, was absent from the normative 
Grek translation; hence the substitution of the term that prominently conveys 
this idea. Thus, S1a81jxn, like many other words, received a new meaning when 
it became the vehicle of divine thought.” 

Josephus does not use dta81Kn even for “the ark of covenant” (e.g., Josh 3:6, 

3:8, 3:11, 3:14; Ant. 5.17), which is not by any means connected to the covenant 

with the Fathers. Josephus does use the word “promise” (énayyeXia) in Ant. 

2.219, when speaking of the need to save Moses and not “dissolve God’s prom- 

ise”; he also cites this term in Antiquitates judaicae 2.275 and 5.39. 

THE CONDITIONALITY OF THE PROMISES TO THE FATHERS 

According to Halpern-Amaru, one of the changes that Josephus introduces 

into the biblical record is that his “alliance structure makes acquisition of the 

land conditional on morality and obedience, or even on the fortuitous swing 

of God's rod.” 

However, the conditionality of the land promises can hardly be assigned 

to Josephus’ own innovation. The promises to Abraham are conditional 

according to Genesis 17-18 as well as Leviticus 26; Deuteronomy 5:30, 6:17, 

9:4—6,”4 11:17, 30:17-18; and in other occurrences in the Pentateuch and in the 

Deuteronomistic history (Josh 23:13, 23:15, 23:16; 1 Kgs 9:7, 13:34, 14:15). 

Therefore, even if we accept a radical dating of the Pentateuch to the days 
of the Hasmoneans, one cannot deny that Josephus saw the conditional 

rephrasing in the biblical text before him.” Biblical scholars are probably 

familiar with Moshe Weinfeld’s division of the biblical covenants into oblig- 

atory covenant and promissory covenant. In his view, the original prom- 

ises to the Fathers were unconditional, and only in post-exilic times were 

they transformed into conditional promises.”* However, this differentiation 

was challenged by certain scholars who hold that all biblical covenants are 

conditional.” 

Josephus could have used Ezekiel 33:25-26 as his source as well.” Ezekiel 

claims in those verses that those who remained in the land of Israel after the 

exile are not automatically defined as Abrahams heirs, since they do not match 
the ideal of obedience to God.” Another possible source for Josephus may be 

found in the book of Chronicles. In 1 Chronicles 16, the impression is that God 

has done his part when he adhered to the promise with the Fathers. The peo- 

ple’s duty is reiterated in 1 Chronicles 28:8: “And seek all the commandments 
of Yahweh your God so that you may possess this good land and leave it as an 
inheritance for your sons after you for ever.’ The Chronicler wishes to remind 



40 ; _ The Land: Theological and Ethical Issues 

his readers who came from exile that staying in God’s land means adhering to 

his commandments.*° 

THE COMPLEXITY OF THE BIBLICAL LAND THEOLOGY 

One of the problems with Halpern-Amaru’s thesis is that it does not take into 

consideration the complexity of the biblical land theology. She refers at the 

beginning of her paper to the “classical biblical theology of land”? However, 

one should remember that there are many nuances and different theologies, 

and one need not present the covenant idea as the sole idea connected to the 

land theology. For instance, consider the differences between these asser- 

tions: Yahweh owns the land; the land was given to Israel as a gift; the occu- 

pation of the land will be achieved through military conquest rather than 

through a gift; fulfilling the commandments is a condition for receiving and 

possessing the land.” 

This complexity enables Josephus, as well as other commentators, great flex- 

ibility in retelling the biblical version. One should not speak of “downplaying” 
or replacing ideas, but rather should use words like “choosing” or “stressing.” 

Josephus was probably not far from the correct understanding of the biblical 

verbs wy and jm, which may denote military action in order to occupy the 

land (Deut 6:18-19).# 

JOSEPHUS’ ATTITUDE IN COMPARISON WITH HIS 

CONTEMPORARIES 

Reading Halpern-Amaru’s paper leads to the impression that Josephus is 

unique in affording little importance to the theology of the nna. However, it 

seems that in the rabbinic literature the connection of the nna with the Fathers 

and the acquisition of the land is also not stressed, as we might have expected. 

In fact, only in a few passages do the rabbis stress the historical right of the 

Jews for their land. 

Interestingly, Halpern-Amaru expresses a similar opinion concerning this 

topic in the Book of Jubilees: There, too, she concludes that the author down- 

plays the significance of the land.** However, James Scott rightly claimed that it 
is surely not the case in Jubilees, where “the Land obviously occupies a promi- 

nent position.” The concept of covenant is also very dominant in Jubilees. 

This book may serve as a contrast to the tone of the references to land and cov- 

enant in Josephus. Also, in Jubilees, Israel did not conquer a land that rightfully 

belonged to another nation; they were merely taking back territory that had 

been theirs all along.** The difference between Josephus and Jubilees is over the 
question of to whom the land originally belonged (see Jub. 8:11-9:15; 10:27- 

34). Josephus does not seem to know the “midrash” told by Jubilees about a 
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Canaanite who seized a land that did not belong to him. However, the Book of 
Jubilees, like Josephus, stresses, rather than land theology, the importance of 
observing the Torah as God’s people.” 

In this regard we may cite Katell Berthelot in her paper on the books of 
Maccabees.* She concludes that there is no necessary connection between 
the promises made to the Fathers or the memory of the conquest with Joshua 
and the Hasmonean wars and politics of conquest. Even 1 Maccabees 15:33-35, 

where Simon the high priest speaks of “the heritage of our fathers,” does not 

necessarily imply a reference to the biblical promises found in the Pentateuch. 

The notion that Israel is given the land conditionally also appears in the 
Temple Scroll from Qumran: wx yuRXT AX ANwI ANNA Ann Yynd WIN pry pty 
pan 52 Anwid nad jm Nn (LI 15--16).° In general, when compared with 

Josephus, there are many Qumran texts that deal with the different forms of 
the covenant.*° 

In the rabbinic literature we find the concept of the conditionality of the 
promises to the Fathers stated in the same way as it is in Josephus.” The idea 

of the covenanted land in fact gives way to the idea that the observance of the 

Torah is more important than the ancestral covenant.” Also important in this 

regard is the depiction of the land of Israel as a “land of milk and honey.’ It is 

important to note that the rabbis used this phrase only after the Bar-Kokhba 

revolt, so there is no reason to expect Josephus to use it frequently. 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, I suggest that scholars not emphasize the absence of the word 

nna in Josephus’ writings, but rather give due attention to the element that 

he wanted to highlight: The connection between the Jewish people and the 

land of Israel may be maintained only through observance of God’s command- 

ments. One should not regard this formulation as a radical change of the bibli- 

cal text by Josephus.“ It is one thing to see a change in focus in Josephus, but it 

is another to conclude that he downplayed the significance of the land. 

As I have shown elsewhere,* scholars tend too easily to adopt a simplis- 
tic solution with reference to Josephus’ rewriting of the Bible. According to 

the prevailing view, the changes that Josephus introduced into the biblical 

text stem from the political, cultural, and historical circumstances in which 

Josephus found himself. I do not argue that this view is untenable, but rather 
suggest that we should first examine the possibility that the motive for his 
modifications is exegetical and determine whether they are based on a legiti- 
mate understanding of Scriptures. Only when we are convinced that this is 

not the appropriate explanation for the changes can we suggest alternative 

explanations. 
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Rereading herem 

DESTRUCTION OF IDOLATRY IN TANNAITIC LITERATURE 

Ishay Rosen-Zvi 

The biblical God is a jealous God, and his jealousy is manifest first and fore- 

most in his unwillingness to bear the presence of other gods and their statues, 

and in the demand, which appears several times in the Bible, to be jealous 

for him and to do away with all images.‘ Mishnah Avodah Zarah, however, 

presents an entirely different picture, in which the obligation to destroy idols 

is replaced by an imperative to keep away from idols and to derive no benefit 

from them. Scholars attempted to locate the roots of the great chasm between 

the biblical and Second Temple ethic of idolatry, on the one hand, and that of 

the Mishnah, on the other. There were those who wished to see it as a conces- 

sion grounded in simple political weaknesses,’ or an economic move designed 

to facilitate adequate commerce.) Others saw it as an ideological sea-change 

that set the stage for “coexistence with the enemy,’* and even as a theological 

understanding that there is no point in destroying idols when those who wor- 

ship them are not cognizant of their futility.° 

In this chapter I will demonstrate that the biblical imperative to destroy idols 

is not entirely absent from the Mishnah but can be found between the lines. 

A careful reading of these clues will help reconstruct a wide-ranging polemic 

over this imperative, grounded in the Tannaitic midrashim and reflected in 

the Mishnah. Exposing this polemic will allow a better understanding of the 

exact move made in the Mishnah and will shed new light on the alternative it 

presents to biblical zealotry. Beyond the question discussed by many scholars, 

of the motivation for the rabbinic reform, it is important to understand the 

precise nature of the alternative the rabbis offered to the biblical model and the 

exegetical moves that allowed for the transformation of biblical annihilation to 

the rabbinic avoidance of idols. 
The case through which this issue is examined here is the biblical concept 

of the herem (on). Originally, herem designates anything that is consecrated 

to God, and therefore out of bounds for profane use. However, in some cases 

this status brings about an obligation to destroy the herem (expressed by the 
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derived imperative: o1nn).‘ In Deuteronomy the term applies specifically to 

the inhabitants of Canaan (Deut 7:2, 20:17; cf. Josh 6:17). According to the 

Deuteronomist, the dangers posed by the Canaanites lay first and foremost 

in the anxiety that contact with them will bring the Israelites to adopt their 

gods and their worship. It is thus not an accident that the two main places 

in which the command of herem appears regard idolatry—Deuteronomy 7 

regarding the Canaanite gods and Deuteronomy 13 regarding a subverted city 

(nn7in y);7 in both cases, it is connected to a total destruction of the enemy 

and their property.*® The analysis of the Tannaitic homilies on these verses will 

shed light on the rabbinic revision of the biblical ideology of the total destruc- 

tion of the Canaanites and their gods. 

My claim will be developed in two stages. In the first half of the chapter, 

I will expose a central polemic between the Tannaitic schools of Rabbi Akiva 

and Rabbi Ishmael regarding the obligation to destroy idolatry, as reflected 

in the parallel homilies of Sifre and Mekhilta Deuteronomy to Deuteronomy 

12:1-3. The Mekhilta to these verses has been preserved in Genizah fragments, 

and they reflect a conception substantially different from that of the Sifre. In 

the second half of the chapter, I will analyze the Mishnah’s view on the mat- 
ter as laid out in Mishnah Avodah Zarah, chapters 3-4. I will claim that the 

Mishnah does not disregard the imperative to destroy idolatry, but rather con- 

ducts a subtle polemic against it, using sophisticated hermeneutic techniques 

to limit it. The Mishnah is debating the Ishmaelian approach explicated in the 

first half of the chapter. 

The second part of the chapter focuses especially on the verses cited in 

Mishnah Avodah Zarah, which have not been until now part of the scholarly 
discourse about the tractate. I would claim that the homilies in the tractate are 

segments of this polemic and—among other techniques—do so by reinterpret- 

ing the term herem, which is used in its biblical source to denote the imperative 

to totally destroy objects. I will therefore argue that Mishnah Avodah Zarah is 
an attempt to offer a systematic alternative to the Deuteronomic commandment 

to destroy idols which was accepted in the school of R. Ishmael at face value. 

The Homilies in Mishnah Avodah Zarah 3:3-4 

Mishnah Avodah Zarah (3:4) tells a famous story about Rabban Gamaliel and 

Proklos, son of Phlaslos, at Aphrodite’s bath. Scholars produced much litera- 

ture about this story,’ but most of it focused solely on R. Gamaliel’s answer and 

overlooked the important innovation that appears already in Proklos’s ques- 

tion: “Proklos b. Phlaslos asked R. Gamaliel, as he was bathing at the bath- 

house of Aphrodite. He said: your Torah says and none of the herem shall cling 

to your hand; why therefore are you bathing in the bath of Aphrodite?” Proklos 

quotes Deuteronomy 13:18, which discusses ‘Ir Hanidahat, a city in which the 
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majority of the populace worshipped foreign idols. The citation of this verse in 

Proklos’s question looks simple, but in fact is based on a hidden homily: The 

words “and none of the herem shall cling to your hand” are interpreted as an 

obligation to distance oneself from the statue (and thus the surrounding bath- 

house). Such an interpretation may seem quite innocent, but it is not the only 

possible legal reading of the verse. An alternative reading is indeed attested 
already in the previous Mishnah unit (3:3), which reads: 

If one finds utensils with the shape of the sun, or the shape of the moon, 

or the shape of the dragon, he should take them to the Dead Sea. R. Simon 

b. Gamaliel says: [if they are found] on the dignified [utensils] [then] they 

are forbidden, [but] on the common [utensils]—they are permitted."° R. Jose 

says: he should file them down and scatter [the dust] to the wind or throw 

[the whole utensil] into the sea. They told him: it, too, becomes fertilizer, 

[and is forbidden], as it says and none of the herem shall cling to your hands. 

R. Jose offers two techniques for handling utensils with forbidden shapes on 

them: filing them down or throwing them into the sea (the entire vessel, for 

dust is not “thrown, 5°vn). The Sages (worried from the possible usage of the 

forbidden dust, nxpnw), disagree with the first method, approving only the 

alternative: throwing the whole vessel into the sea. The entire Mishnah offers 

various methods of destruction, which should be discussed in detail," but 
I would like to focus on the common fact that all are actions that are focused 
on the vessel itself (and the forbidden shape that it holds). 

Toward the end of the Mishnah, the Sages buttress their objection to filing 

down the shape and throwing the dust into the wind with the same verse from 

Deuteronomy 13:18, which Proklos cites in the very next Mishnah unit: “and 

none of the herem shall cling to your hand.’ The full meaning of this prooftext 

is uncovered in a baraita, found in the Tosefta and both Talmuds,” in which 
R. Jose presents a list of biblical precedents to support his opinion that there 

is no need for the total destruction of the vessel and that filing the forbidden 
shape is enough, but they are all refuted by the Sages. This baraita clarifies that 

the Mishnah should be viewed against the backdrop of the biblical command- 

ment to destroy idolatry and that the dispute is about the possible manners of 

implementing this commandment. 

Thus, two successive mishnayot present two very different readings of the 
same biblical verse: In one, herem should be destroyed; in the other, it should 
just be kept at a distance. In both cases, herem is a prohibition, but according 
to Proklos, the prohibition means keeping away from the statue and not acting 
upon it, as in the previous Mishnah unit. This is why Proklos asks “Why are 
you bathing in the bath?” and not “Why are you not destroying the bath or 
the idol?” In fact, this alternative reading of the biblical verse seems to be the 
very reason that the story about Aphrodite's bath is juxtaposed to the dispute 
in Mishnah 3:3. 
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This difference becomes even clearer when Proklos’s question is compared 

to the question of the elders in Rome, at the end of the “Laws of Idols,” in 

Mishnah 4:7. The elders there ask: “If [God] does not will an idol to exist, why 

does he not cancel it [n>v2]?” The meaning of “cancel” here is undoubtedly 

“destroy,” as becomes clear in the Sage’s response: “He should destroy his world 

forgthe mindless?” (pwwn7 -»n mdiy Tax°?).3 Proklos, on the other hand, does 

not discuss the statue at all and instead focuses on the alleged prohibition to 

use the bath. R. Gamaliel and Proklos may be at odds over whether the bath 
is permitted or not, as scholars emphasized, but they both agree that herem is 

not to be destroyed, but simply kept at a distance. In light of the dispute in the 

previous Mishnah unit, and the dialogue with the elders in Rome in Mishnah 

4:7, such interpretation is far from being trivial.“ 

The Mishnaic rereading of the biblical imperative to destroy idols as noth- 

ing more than a prohibition to enjoy it—as seen in the narrative of Aphrodite's 

bath—is not limited to the case of herem but appears in various other con- 

texts. Thus, in the next Mishnah unit (3:5), R. Jose the Galilean infers from 

Deuteronomy 12:2—“their gods on the mountains’—that “the mountains are 

not their gods.” The Mishnah uses this homily to teach that “gentiles who wor- 

ship the mountains...they are permitted and [only] what is on them is forbid- 

den.” The Mishnah then asks about the case of asherah, a sacred tree, which 

is forbidden, although the same verse, which says “on the mountains,” also 

says “under the tree,’ and thus one could infer that the tree itself, just like the 
mountain itself, is not forbidden. The Mishnah clarifies the difference: “For 

[in the case of asherah] human hands intervened [01x 7 novn 12 vw], and any 

human intervention creates a prohibition.” A similar discussion is found in 

Sifre Deuteronomy 60, with a slight change (using “blemish,” Dio», instead of 

“prohibition,” 10x). In Mekhilta Deuteronomy, however, the homily appears in 

a profoundly different manner: 

You shall surely destroy—this should be understood as including the moun- 

tains and the hills and the oceans and the rivers and the deserts, but scrip- 

ture says “and you shall break etc.” the altars and high places and groves of 

v. 3—these were singled out to teach that just as these are unique, since they 

are a product of human intervention, and they must be destroyed, anything 

that is a product of idolatrous intervention must be destroyed. 

Mishnah, Sifre, and Mekhilta all single out “human intervention” as being the 

source of the problem, therefore distinguishing man-made idols from natural 

objects. But the Mekhilta is different on two counts. ‘The first is the exegetical 
basis of the homily: Mishnah and Sifre adduce the law from the word “on,” an 
inference that characterizes R. Akiva’s school, while the Mekhilta uses a middah 
typical of the school of R. Ishmael. It is the second difference, however, that is 
mostly significant in our context: While Mishnah and Sifre use the homily to 

decide the prohibition of various idolatrous objects, the Mekhilta uses it to apply 
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the obligation to destroy them. The biblical statement, “You shall surely destroy” 

(;1aXn TaN), is read as “prohibition” or “blemish” in the Mishnah and Sifre, while 

the Mekhilta maintains the simple reading: “destroy and annihilate” (12x 723). 
Both the herem from Deuteronomy 13 and the obligation of destruction 

from Deuteronomy 12 are thus reread by the Mishnah as mere prohibitions. 

This reading is far from being self-evident, and we have indeed seen compet- 

ing readings in other sources. Herem was read in another way in the Mishnah 

itself (in fact, in the preceding Mishnah unit), while j772Nn 72x was interpreted 

differently in the parallel Mekhilta. This second case deserves further atten- 
tion. Chapter 12 in the book of Deuteronomy presents one of the most severe 

and comprehensive descriptions of the obligation to destroy idols in the Bible: 

You shall surely destroy all the places where the peoples worshipped, those 

peoples which you are displacing, their gods, on the high mountains, and 

the hills, and under every green tree. And you shall splinter their altars and 

break their monoliths, and burn their asherim, and uproot the statues of 

their gods, and you shall remove their names from that place. (Deut 12:2-3) 

These verses are expounded in Sifre 60-61, but this source adds very little 

to our discussion since most of the homilies there parallel our Mishnah and 

are probably dependent on it. However, we have another Midrash on these 

verses, a Genizah fragment of the Ishmaelian Mekhilta to Deuteronomy,® and 

the homilies there are much more elaborate and radical. A comparison of 

these homilies shows that the difference we have discussed above between the 

prohibition espoused by the Mishnah and Sifre and the obligation to destroy 

appearing in the Mekhilta is not an isolated case but rather part of a systematic 

dispute between the corpora. Let us skim through some examples. 

SIFRE VERSUS MEKHILTA 

a. Deuteronomy 12:3 reads: “And you shall splinter their altars” The Mekhilta 
expounds: 

I understand [or hear: »2x pnw] [from this] that he should splinter them 
and leave them, therefore the verse adds [1m tmnbn], break their monoliths. 
Tunderstand [from this] that he should break them and leave them, the 
verse adds and their asherot burn with fire. | understand [from this] that 
he should burn and leave them, the verse adds uproot the statues of their 
gods. I understand [from this] that he should uproot and leave them, the 
verse adds destroy their name from that place, a destruction of annihilation 
[Axda npax]. Annihilate and obliterate and burn and destroy and remove 
from the world. 

This homily reads the multiple verbs in the verse, demanding that various 
forms of idols be destroyed, as a sequence of instructions directed at the same 
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object. As a result, all forms of destruction in the verse are applicable to all 
forms of idols. Sifre has no such homily, and instead forms the mirror image 
of the Mekhilta: “You have splintered the altar? Leave it. You have broken the 
monolith? Leave it” The Sifre here is definitely closer to the plain meaning 
of Scripture, which uses different verbs for each object: break the monoliths, 
spljnter the altars, burn the asherot, and so on. In fact, the Sifre’s reading is 
exactly the one that the Mekhilta’s homily rejects in its Talmud Lomar infer- 
ences. Moreover, the language used by the Sifre’s homily, “leave it” (n/15 nan), 
is atypical and looks like a direct polemic against the more active reading of the 
Mekhilta, commanding one to “annihilate and obliterate and burn and destroy 

and remove from the world.” Thus the two tendencies are pitted against each 
other in both midrashim. 

b. Mekhilta of R. Ishmael, Pasha expounds the verse “and I will perform 

wonders on all of the gods of Egypt,’ thus: “They will rot, they will become 

disjointed, they will be uprooted, they will burn.” This annihilation is here 

ascribed to God himself, but it seems as but a reflection of the laws of destruc- 
tion of idolatry according to the school of R. Ishmael, laws demanding that 

various forms of destruction be applied to the same object. 

Furthermore, Mekhilta Deuteronomy continues and cites a Mishnaic 

source that is not included in our Mishnah, and thus may be an Ishmaelian 

Mishnah: “From here they said: whatever can be burned—burn. And what 
cannot be burned, file down and throw into the wind or throw into the sea 

or rub against the ground until it disappears.” According to this source, “file 

down and throw into the wind or throw into the sea” is not a special halakhah 

for vessels, as is Mishnah Avodah Zarah 3:3 cited above, but is an imperative 

for all idols.’® 
c. Sifre 60 expounds Deuteronomy 12:3 thus: “A tree originally planted for 

idolatry is forbidden, as it says and their asherim you shall burn in fire? Here, 

as above, the imperative of destruction (burning) is supplanted in the homily 

with a prohibition. The source for this prohibition is Mishnah Avodah Zarah 

3:7, to which the Sifre only adds prooftexts. In Mekhilta Deuteronomy cited 
above, however, the verse is read as an obligation to completely destroy the 
idol: “Break their monoliths. | understand that he should break them and leave 
them, the verse says and their asherot burn with fire” As we have already seen, 
this homily reads the obligation to burn as applying to all forms of idolatry, not 
only asherah. In order to understand this radical interpretive move, we should 
notice that Deuteronomy 12, demanding burning for an asherah, contradicts 
other verses, which demand that they be chopped down (Exod 34:13; Deut 7:5). 

Sifre Deuteronomy indeed mandates chopping for the asherah in one place: “R. 

Eliezer says, how do we know that the chopper of the asherah should uproot it 

as well? The verse says: destroy their name.’ The Mekhilta also uses the verses 
demanding the chopping of the asherah as proof that the tree itself must be 

destroyed, and not just what is under it: “And under every green tree—but not 
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every green tree [itself]? [Therefore] the verse adds: and their asherim you 

shall chop down, adding also these [n1pm 5>].” Both midrashim read the verses 

requiring that the asherot be chopped down at face value, while reinterpreting 

the contradictory verse in Deuteronomy 12. However, while the Sifre rereads it 

as referring to prohibition; Mekhilta reads it plainly as an imperative to burn, 

but applies it to idols in general rather than to asherah specifically. This dif- 

ference reflects, once again, the more stringent demands of destruction of 

idolatry in the Mekhilta. 

d. The Mekhilta expounds the words you shall surely destroy (y12Xn 72%) 

thus: “And why, if he destroyed them once, should he destroy them many 

times? The verse says ‘surely destroy, in the words of R. Akiva. And why even 

if he destroyed them in one place, they should be destroyed in all places? The 

verse says ‘surely destroy: R. Ishmael says ‘all of the days that you live on the 

earth, you shall surely destroy: ” The two Sages are not disputing a point of law 

here, but only of prooftext. Both Sages agree that idols should be destroyed “as 

many times as it takes,” but R. Akiva expounds the double verb here, as is his 

habit, while R. Ishmael adduces the law from the joining of the end of the pre- 

vious verse (“all of the days”) with the current one. Thus in the Mekhilta, “all 

Sages agree” that idols must be destroyed. However, in the Sifre, the words are 

adduced very differently: “From where do you say that if he pruned an asherah 

and it grew out, even ten times, that he must prune it? The verse says: you shall 

surely destroy. Although this homily, too, adduces the need to act several times 

to eradicate idolatry, and corresponds to R. Akiva’s homily in the Mekhilta in 

both its technique (reading a double verb to signify double action) and style 

(“even ten times,” “many times”), the substance of the homilies is quite differ- 
ent. The Sifre does not discuss an obligation to eradicate idols in general, but 

only to prune the new shoots that grew since the tree was consecrated as an 

asherah, with accordance to the ruling of Mishnah 3:7 (“he should remove 

what grew anew, ponnw mn 5v13). Since the view of R. Akiva in the Mekhilta 

has a parallel in neither the Mishnah nor the Sifre, and the latter even presents 

a different homily for the verse, it is not improbable that the Mekhilta reshaped 

R. Akiva’s homily, and in fact the entire dispute, to reflect its view that idols 
must be completely destroyed. Indeed, it is not uncommon in Tannaitic 

midrash that the words of Sages of the opposing school are framed in the ter- 

minology and methods characteristic of the school in which the midrash is 
formed.” 

e. At the beginning of the Mekhilta we find this homily: “You shall surely 
destroy: The verse is applicable [only] after conquest and settlement.” Later, the 
Mekhilta elaborates: 

All the places where they worshipped etc. | understand [from this that] even 
out of the Land, the verse says: those that you conquer—Peoples [30] whom 
you conquer, you may destroy their idols.” A similar homily appears in Sifre 
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61: “Is it possible that you are commanded to pursue them outside the land? 
The verse says and you shall destroy their name from that place—In the Land 

of Israel you are commanded to pursue them, and you are not commanded to 

pursue them outside of the Land. 

Both homilies are based on the tension between the beginning of the verse, 

which requires that “all places of worship” be destroyed, and its end, which 

restricts the commandment to those peoples whom “you are conquering.” 

But while Sifre is categorical in its restriction of pursuit to the land of Israel, 

Mekhilta presents it as a matter of political expediency, and so the restriction 

is to the peoples who are to be conquered, not to the land per se. Such a view, 

keeping the demand to destruct idolatry in accordance with political situation, 

appears one more time in the Mekhilta, in a statement cited in the name of 

R. Yohanan b. Zakai: 

Do not rush to break the bemai of the gentiles, lest you build it with your 

own hands, lest you break one of brick and they tell you to make it of stone, 

of stone and they tell you to make it of wood. And scripture also says: and 

with this the iniquity of Jacob shall be atoned for (Isa 27:9). 

While the Sifre follows here the Deuteronomistic ideology that limits the need 

to destroy idolatry to the Holy Land, the Mekhilta knows only of political 

restrictions but does not know of limitations in principle to the destruction 

imperative. Note also that the Sifre speaks generally about “pursuing” (517) 

while the Mekhilta specifically about “destroying” (12x)). 

A far-reaching dispute between the schools, on whether certain mitzvot 

became binding upon Israel immediately when they entered the land or only 
after “conquest and settlement,” is recorded in several homilies. The midrashic 

techniques that elicited these different responses have been studied in depth, 

but their practical meaning remains a riddle. Thus, Menahem Kahana, in his 

dissertation, wonders “why the Sages saw a need to debate the ‘historical’ ques- 

tion when exactly each mitzvah became binding upon Israel” and hesitantly 
suggests that “relevant questions of the time” may have a role in the discussion. 

Our matter is exactly such a “relevant question.” The same “conquest” (nw17) 

that seemingly appears in one homily as a solely “historical” academic issue 

(“The verse is applicable [only] after conquest and settlement,’ n2wn nw) 

appears later as a directive: “Those peoples whom you conquer [omx pwr], 
you may destroy their gods.” 

This dispute uncovered above regarding Deuteronomy 12:2-3 may explain 

other homilies as well. One example is the discussion of the sin offering in 

Numbers 15, read by the school of R. Ishmael as directed specifically for one 

sin—idolatry.* Another one is the difference between the two Mekhiltas on 
Exodus 20, regarding the prohibition on the creation of images and sculptures. 

Mekhilta de-Rabbi Ishmael Bahodesh 6 (p. 225) explains the great length in 



58 : . The Land: Theological and Ethical Issues 

which the verse details all the various images that one should avoid creating 

(“of what is in the heavens above and on the earth below and in the water 

under the earth”), noting that “scripture pursued the evil yetzer so far, so as 

not to give it room to find a pretext of permission.” E. E. Urbach suggested 

that this homily may be conducting a polemic with other, more lenient, views 

regarding the prohibition to make images.” I would suggest that it is directed 

against the school of R. Akiva, whose lenient views may indeed be seen as a 

“pretext of permission.” 

The position of the school of R. Ishmael, which demands total destruction 

of idolatry, is not only closer to a simple reading of Scripture, but also to tradi- 

tional attitudes reflected in Second Temple literature. Various episodes related 

by Josephus and others”? show that this was not only a theoretical position, 

and that idolatry was indeed destroyed when possible.” The Akivan homilies 

are thus a deviation from both practical and interpretive earlier traditions. It 

is thus necessary to dig deeper for a new, revolutionary, position. In order to 

do so, we must turn back to the laws of images in Mishnah Avodah Zarah, 

chapters 3 and 4. 

The Mishnah of “All Images” 

In his work on Mishnah Avodah Zarah, Moshe Halbertal claimed that the 

basic innovativeness of the Mishnah lays in its complete disregard for the 

obligation to destroy idols, an obligation that is most basic in the Bible.” Our 

analysis above, however, reveals a somewhat different picture. The Mishnah 

does not “disregard” the imperative of destruction; rather, it contains a latent 

polemic against this imperative. This polemic was recovered in the narrative on 

Aphrodite’s bath and can be further exemplified from the homilies appearing 

in the next Mishnah units (3:4-5). The word j77bx, “their gods,” is expounded 

in a pair of mishnayot in chapter 3. Mishnah Avodah Zarah 3:4 expounds 

Deuteronomy 7:25 (“the statues of their gods you shall burn in fire”) and 

comments: “Those which are treated like gods are forbidden, but those which 

are not treated like gods are permitted.” Mishnah 3:5 expounds Deuteronomy 

12:2 and reads: “Gentiles who worship mountains and hills, they are permitted, 
and what is on them is forbidden... their gods on the mountains, but the moun- 

tains are not their gods.” The first homily, though not necessarily attributable 

to R. Gamaliel, is another Mishnaic answer to Proklos, limiting the prohibi- 
tion on derivation of benefit from statues only to dignified ones (excluding 

those standing in the bathhouse). The second homily is attributed to R. Jose, 

and distinguishes between objects on the mountains, which are forbidden, and 

the mountains themselves, which are not. The two homilies share a herme- 
neutic move, which though barely noticeable is in fact crucial. Both read the 

verses, which, in context, command to destroy idols, as referring merely to 
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prohibition of taking advantage from them. Note especially the transforma- 

tion in the first case between the language of the verse—“the statues of their 

gods you shall burn in fire’—and the language of the homily: “Those which 

are treated like gods are forbidden.” Since we have already seen that both verses 

are read according to their plain meaning in Mekhilta Deuteronomy from the 

schgol of R. Ishmael, we can view them as a Mishnaic polemic against this 

view, similar to the polemic found in the Sifre. 

In the case of the herem verses, the picture in more complicated, for the 

debate appears in the Mishnah itself. While Proklos read herem as a mere 

prohibition, the preceding Mishnah read it as plain destruction. The two 

mishnayot may not be in agreement, as indeed suggested by G. Blidstein 

in his dissertation.* But the context of the two mishnayot are markedly dif- 

ferent: Mishnah 3 discusses only utensils that are in a person’s hand (thus 

the Mishnah emphasizes that the issue raises only “if one finds utensils, 

o> xxion, but not with those that are on the market). Mishnah 4, on the other 

hand, is about statues in public areas (such as the public bath); it is only in this 

last context that destruction is supplanted by prohibition. The combination 

of these two mishnayot thus indicates that destruction is limited to items that 

one owns, while in the public sphere it is substituted by an obligation to dis- 

tance oneself from the prohibited item. This is apparent also in the different 

attitude of the Mishnah to the distinction made in these two Mishnah units. 

Both R. Gamaliel in 3:4 and his son Simon in 3:3 distinguish between cultic 

and non-cultic contexts,” but the Mishnah chooses to end its argument with 

R. Gamaliel’s opinion (thus accepting it), while refuting that of R. Simon, his 

son. The distinction is thus accepted in the public sphere while being rejected 

in the private one. 

Such hierarchy between the public and the private, between what is under 

one’s control and what is not, also accounts for the structure of chapters 3-4 in 

the Mishnah. Chapter 3 begins with the prohibition of statues, both whole (3:1) 

and broken (3:2), as well as the images on vessels (3:3). The discussion then 

moyes to the prohibition of mountains (3:5), houses (3:6-7), asherot (3:7—-10), 

and stones (4:1-2), and lastly, grove and bathhouse (4:3). The motion is thus 

from defined and delimited idols and idolatrous utensils to their surround- 

ing zones: mountains, buildings, trees. This order is further evidence of the 

Mishnaic attempt to distinguish between different spheres, limiting the bibli- 

cal herem command only to the most personal sphere of 0°92 xxin. It is thus 

not surprising that these chapters end with the laws of cancellation of idolatry 

(S102, 4:5-7), which are a functional alternative to the biblical imperative of 

destruction.” 
This reading shows that while scholarship focused on R. Gamaliel's 

far-reaching distinction between forbidden and permitted arenas, the more 

significant move is essentially present already in Proklos’s question, which 

disregards the obligation to destroy the herem and discusses the prohibition 
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inherent in it alone. Proklos’s stance, moreover, is typical of the Mishnaic rul- 

ings in these two chapters in general. Its attribution to Proklos, a foreigner, 

in a debate with R. Gamaliel, should thus be read as a determination of the 

limits of the discourse. The whole debate is limited to questions of prohibi- 

tion—which statues one should distance oneself from and which not—not the 

imperative to destroy idols.” 

Homilies that read the herem verses in Deuteronomy 7 as a mere obligation 

to keep idols at a distance appear in the Mishnah in several other places.” Thus 

Mishnah 1:8 introduces Deuteronomy 7:25 as a prooftext that idols may not 

be placed in homes rented to Gentiles (“and you shall not bring an abomina- 

tion into your home”). Mishnah 3:6 reads Deuteronomy 7:27 as support for 

the ruling that idols render impurity (“you shall wholly abhor it,’ uxpwn ypw). 

Deuteronomy 7:25 is cited in Mishnah 3:5 as a proof for the rule that hills and 

mountains are not made forbidden by worship. The innovativeness of these 

homilies is revealed when they are compared to the homily on herem in 3:3, 

which reads it in its simple meaning as “destruction.” Furthermore, in light of 

the homilies from Mekhilta Deuteronomy discussed above, we can identify the 

target of the Mishnah’s polemic—the school of R. Ishmael. 

Various scholars read R.Gamaliel’s position as an expression of a 
second-century leniency, and contrasted it with more stringent, earlier opin- 

ions.3° Our discussion demands a double correction of this image: (1) The leni- 

ency of Raban Gamliel is but one component of a much larger move in these 

chapters in Mishnah Avodah Zarah; and (2) the adversaries of this move are 

not only older traditions but the contemporaneous school of R. Ishmael. The 

basic move of the Mishnah—rereading the commandment to destroy idols as 

mere prohibition—limited the biblical herem to items held in a person’s hand 

alone. The basic Mishnaic innovation thus lays not in Raban Gamliel’s answer 

to Proklos, but in the whole framework of the debate between them: One 
requires absolute abstinence from idolatrous surroundings, while another 

allows leniency in certain contexts; none, however, requires that idols be ban- 
ished from the land or the earth. 

Some wished to reduce the Mishnah’s stance to economics or politics,» 

but the comparison with R. Ishmael’s school makes such reductionist expla- 

nations unlikely. Considerations of realpolitik appear in that school also, for 

only peoples “whom you conquer” may be subjected to destruction of idols. 

The school of R. Akiva goes much further. The dispute is not about their own 

time, when the “hand of Israel is not strong,’ but about the most basic aspi- 
ration, and the perception of space lying behind it. Mishnah Avodah Zarah 
and Sifre Deuteronomy, unlike the Mekhilta, contain no vision for a future 
time in which idols shall be destroyed again. This concession requires a dif- 
ferent understanding of the reality surrounding the Sages. Those who are 
interested in destruction, delaying them only for practical reasons, are differ- 
ent from those who gave up this option completely, Only the second attitude 
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encourages the formation of alternative strategies to cope with a public arena 
full of a pagan presence,” strategies that occupy these chapters in Mishnah 
Avodah Zarah. 
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that the object be destroyed “properly,” whereas the homily requires that many destructive 

actions be performed on the same object consecutively. As is common in Rabbi Ishmael’s 

midrashim, there are several discrepancies in this segment between homilies and mikan amru 

that follow them. See Rosen Zvi, “Surely Destroy,’ 97-98, n. 30. 

17. See Kahana, “Halakhic Midrashim,” 35-36. 

18. Sifre Numbers 112 (ed. Horowitz, p.121) and b. Hor. 8. On the Ishmaelian view that 

“I am the Lord” and “Thou shall have no other gods” are one commandment regarding 
idolatry, see B. Schwartz, “We Heard ‘I Am’ and ‘Thou Shall Have No’ from the Almighty? 
in The Bible in the Mirror of Its Exegetes: The Sarah Kamin Memorial Volume, ed. S. Yefet 
(Jerusalem: Magnes, 1994), 170-197. Cf. A. Shemesh, Punishment and Sin: From the Bible to 
Rabbinic Literature (Jerusalem: Magnes, 2003), 94, and in Rosen-Zvi, “Surely Destroy,’ 100. 

19. See Urbach, “Laws, 154. 

20. See Josephus’ description of the Jews’ protest at Herod’s introduction of Roman tro- 
phies to the theater in Jerusalem (Ant. 15.275-279), as well as their willingness to die rather 
than let Roman soldiers enter with Caesar’s effigies to Jerusalem (Ant. 18.55-59; B.J. 169-174). 
Cf. a similar story in Philo, Legat. 299-305. (For the relationship between these two stories, 
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see D. Schwartz, “Josephus and Philo on Pontius Pilate? in Flavius Josephus: A Historian of 
Palestine, ed. U. Rappoport [Jerusalem: Zalman Shazar Center 1983], 217-236). Cf. also the 
martyrdom of Judah of Zippori and Matthias b. Margalit, who broke the golden eagle Herod 
placed over the temple gates, a narrative that Josephus relates quite sympathetically (Ant. 
17.149-167, B.J. 1.648-655). See also Josephus’ Vita 65, in which he relates his own mission to 
destroy the palace of Herod Antipas, which was decorated with images of animals. 

#21. This was the situation in both the Maccabean Wars (1 Macc 5:68), and in the Kitos 
War, which was contemporary with the Sages of Yavneh. See G. Alon, A History of the Jews 
in the Land of Israel in the Talmudic Period [in Hebrew] (Tel Aviv: Hakibbutz Hameuhad 
1959), 1:139-2405 V. (A.) Tcherikover, The Jews in Egypt in the Hellenistic Period in Light of 
Papyrology (Jerusalem: Magnes, 1963), 177; S. Appelbaum, Jews and Greeks in Ancient Cyrene 
(Jerusalem: Mossad Bialik 1969), 235-237. 

22. Halbertal, “Coexisting,’ 163. 

23. The Mishnah only quotes “their gods,” but the parallel in t. 6:6 quotes “the statues of 

their gods [the Printed edition alone adds you shall burn in fire|—those which are treated like 

gods are forbidden.” This quote suits both Deut 7:25 (“you shall burn in fire”) and 12:3 (“you 

shall uproot”). However, the verse indicated seems to be the former rather than the latter, 

since the context of the homily is the herem, which only appears there. 

24. The Mishnah (but not the parallel Tosefta) may be referring here in fact to the statue 

itself, which “acts” (ama) like a god. 

25. Blidstein, “Studies,” 15, 25-27. 

26.Most scholars attribute this story—though without definite proof—to Rabban 

Gamaliel of Yavneh (see the references cited in Wasserstein, “Rabban Gamaliel? 260- 

261, n.9, cf. M. Hirshman, Torah for the Entire World [in Hebrew] [Tel Aviv: Hakibbutz 

Hameuhad, 1999], 158: “most literary evidence of dialogs between Sages and gentiles in 

Tannaitic compilations were connected to the house of the patriarch and the character of 

Rabban Gamaliel of Yavneh in particular’ Wasserstein, “Rabban Gamaliel,” suggests that the 

character in question is R. Gamaliel the son of R. Judah the Patriarch, but his claim that it is 

not plausible that Rabban Gamaliel of Yavneh would sit in a bathhouse in Akko and converse 

with a Gentile only one generation after the destruction is far from convincing. 

27. On these laws, see Zohar, “Idolatry.” 

28. Undoubtedly, the purpose of having a Gentile represent the more stringent approach 

is to indicate that the more lenient approach is to be adopted. However, as we have seen, 

Proklos’s approach is also supported by other places in the Mishnah. Presenting the ques- 

tion as the subject of a debate between a Sage and a Gentile achieves thus a double effect: on 

the one hand, the more stringent approach presented by the Gentile is rejected, and on the 

other hand, the framework of the debate is presented as agreed upon by everyone—including 

Gentiles. (See the suggestion of Azzan Yadin, “Rabban Gamaliel,” 166-167, that Proklos here 

is not a pagan who wishes to taunt the Sages, as in the story of the Sages in Rome, m. Avod. 

Zar. 4:7, but a philosopher who believes that the gods should not be represented by images.) 

29. The printed editions of the Mishnah cite only the beginnings of the verses, for brev- 

ity’s sake, but the MSS quote the verses in full, including the word herem. 

30. See the summary in L. Feldman, Josephus and Modern Scholarship (1937-1980) 

(Berlin: De Gruyter, 1984), 512-515. 

31. See the literature in nn. 2-3 above. 
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32. On such strategies, see I. Rosen-Zvi, “Blessings as Mapping: Structure and Content in 

Mishnahh Berakhot Chapter 9” [in Hebrew], Hebrew Union College Annual 79 (2009): 1-24. 
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The Fate of the Canaanites and the Despoliation of 

the Egyptians 

POLEMICS AMONG JEWS, PAGANS, CHRISTIANS, AND 

GNOSTICS: MOTIFS AND MOTIVES 

Menahem Kister 

This chapter discusses the treatment in Second Temple and rabbinic literature 

of the complex theme of the conquest of Canaan by the Israelites and the fate 

of the Canaanites, against the background of the biblical material, on the one 

hand, and contemporaneous non-Jewish arguments, on the other hand.” In 

this particular instance, we can see how the later traditions elaborate upon 

biblical motifs and offer exegesis, theological views, and apologetic attitudes. 

The despoliation of Egypt, which will be discussed in the second section of 

the chapter, is a similar apologetic challenge to ancient Judaism, and there are 

many features of similarity between the handling of the two themes. In both 
cases, there is a remarkable continuum from ancient sources to compositions 

of late antiquity and the Middle Ages. The vitality of ancient traditions may be 

demonstrated in both themes. Both are, according to Jewish sources, responses 

to pagan indictments, and both became arguments of Gnostics against the God 

of the Law, which are answered by Christians. They raise important questions 

concerning pagan anti-Jewish accusations, the relationship between pagan 

and gnostic attitudes, the relationship between the Jewish and the Christian 

responses and their different foci, as well as other profound questions related 

to the history of religious ideas and the contact between particular religious 

groups, especially Jews and Gnostics. I do not attempt to provide a definitive 

solution to these problems, but the data brought forth here might offer a new 

perspective for viewing such complex problems. I will first trace the various 

motifs reflected in the traditions and will then examine the motives to which 
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these traditions owe their emergence, paying attention to their function in the 
dialogue or polemic with opponents. 

My starting point is the rabbinic tradition found in Genesis Rabbah 61:7: 
This text raises and responds to arguments against the Jewish possession of the 
land and the despoliation of Egypt by the Israelites: 

“And unto the sons of the concubines that Abraham had, Abraham gave 
gifts” (Gen 25:6). 

[A] In the days of Alexander of Macedon the Ishmaelites came to dispute 

the birthright with Israel and they were accompanied by two evil families, the 

Canaanites and the Egyptians. “Who shall go to plead against them?” it was 

asked. Said Gevihah b. Qosem: “I will go and plead against them.” “Take heed 

not to let the land be legally declared their property,” they cautioned him... . 

[B] Said the Ishmaelites: “We are the claimants, and we base our claims 

on their own Torah: It is written: “but he shall acknowledge the firstborn, 

the son of the hated’ (Deut 21:17) and Ishmael was a firstborn” Said Gevihah 

b. Qosem: “Your majesty, cannot a man do as he wishes with his sons?” 

“Yes,” replied he. “Then,” pursued he, “surely it is written And Abraham gave 

all that he had unto Isaac’ (Gen 25:5). But where is the legal deed [attesting 

to it]?” He replied: “‘And unto the sons of the concubines that Abraham had, 

Abraham gave gifts’ (Gen 25:6). 

[C] The Canaanites then pleaded: “We base our suit against them on 

their own Torah. It is everywhere written ‘the land of Canaan—then let 

them return our country to us.” Said he [Gevihah]: “Your majesty! Cannot a 

man do as he wishes with his slave?” “Yes,” replied he. “Then surely it is writ- 

ten ‘a slave of slaves shall he [Canaan] be to his brethren’ (Gen 9:25), hence 

they are now our slaves.” Thereupon they fled in shame. 

[D] Then said the Egyptians: “We base our suit against them on their own 

Torah. Six-hundred-thousand left us, laden with silver and gold utensils, as it is 

written ‘and they despoiled the Egyptians’ (Exod 12:36)—let them return our silver 

and gold to us.’ Said Gevihah b. Qosem: “Your majesty! Six-hundred-thousand 

men served them two-hundred-and-ten years, of whom some were silversmiths 

and some goldsmiths. Let them pay us [for their labor] at the rate of a dinar 

per day.’ Thereupon mathematicians calculated [what was owed for their labor], 

and they had not reached a hundred years before Egypt was found to be [forfeit 

for the sum due] to the treasury, and so they departed in shame.’ 

In the context of this chapter, we are mainly interested in sections C and D. The 
plaintiffs in this imaginary scene are the Canaanites, according to Genesis 

Rabbah. In a parallel tradition (b. Sanh. 91a), they are “the Africans” (i.e., the 

inhabitants of North Africa). This reflects a well-known tradition, which will 

be discussed at length later, that the inhabitants of the land emigrated from 

Canaan to North Africa. An analysis of the tradition reveals, however, that 

originally it was about “Canaanites” rather than “Africans.” 
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The Land of Canaan 

THE BIBLICAL BACKGROUND 

The land of Canaan was promised by God to the patriarchs. The fate of the 

Canaanites, its former inhabitants, was depicted differently in various tradi- 

tions of the Bible.’ It is worthwhile to observe at the outset that the ways in 

which this problem is addressed in the different biblical strata do not seem 

to be a reaction to a specific political situation or claim; rather, as far as I can 

judge, these various biblical formulations seem to arise from internal motiva- 

tions alone. This observation will be of some significance later, when apologetic 

motives for the solutions of the same problem in the Second Temple period 

and later will be considered together with the internal motives, some of which 

are a heritage of biblical thinking. The Canaanites were expelled, or—accord- 

ing to other passages—exterminated (either by God, in a supernatural way, 

or by the Israelites themselves, with God’s help).° According to Genesis 15:16, 

the promise of the land cannot be realized in Abrahams lifetime; Abraham's 

descendants will inherit the land only “in the fourth generation, for the iniquity 

of the Amorites is not yet complete.’ The iniquity of the inhabitants of the land 

of Canaan is mentioned in several passages (e.g., Lev 20:22-24; Deut 9:4-5) as 

justifying their being uprooted, and, by extension, also predicting a similar fate 

for Israelites who commit iniquity in the land.” According to some biblical pas- 

sages, the case of the conquest of the land of Canaan by the Israelites and of the 

fate of its original inhabitants is similar to other historical cases in which new 

inhabitants took the place of autochthonous peoples (see, for example, Amos 

9:7,° and especially Deut 2:10-12, 2:20-22).? Noah's curse of Canaan is an etiol- 

ogy for the inferiority of the Canaanites and their enslavement,” albeit not for 
their being driven out of the land: “Cursed be Canaan, a slave of slaves shall 
he be to his brothers.... Blessed be the Lord, God of Shem, and let Canaan be 

his slave [1m> tay]. God enlarge Japhet[’s lot] and let him dwell" in the tents of 

Shem, and let Canaan be his [or their] slave [115 tay]” (Gen 9:25-27). 

SOME INTERPRETATIONS TO CANAAN’S CURSE 

In the Second Temple period, the curse of Canaan became a justification for 

the uprooting of the Canaanites.* Thus we read in a work found at Qumran: 

On nx Sop NV PND TPP OPTAY Tay Id TN WAM yopA AWA MWY WK AX pT PN mM yp 

VAN OAIAND 12 PAX jaw? ow SAND ma NX dN AD WARK? 

And Noah awoke from his wine and knew what his youngest son had done 
to him. And he said: “Cursed be Canaan! A slave of slaves shall he be to 
his brothers.” But he did not curse Ham, but his [Ham’s] son, because God 
blessed the sons of Noah, and in the tents of Shem may He dwell, [the] Land 
He gave to Abraham his friend.“ 
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Canaan's curse (Gen 9:25) is juxtaposed here with 2 Chronicles 20:7: “You, 

our God, drove away [nwnin] the inhabitants of this land from before [n»5n] 

Your people Israel, and gave it forever to the descendants of Abraham Your 

friend [yanx].’’ The land was transferred by God from the cursed Canaan to 

God's friend, Abraham, a descendant of Shem. Whereas the Chronicler gives 

no justification for the replacement of the Canaanites, 4Q252 seeks to justify it 

by Canaan's curse. Philo writes very similarly concerning Canaan’s curse in a 
comment on the verse “Ham was the father of Canaan” (Gen 9:19): 

It may be that [Scripture] foretells...that He [God] will take away the land 

of the Canaanites after many generations and give it to the chosen and 

god-beloved race." 

The similarity between the two passages, one in Hebrew and composed in 

Palestine and the other in Greek and written by a Hellenistic Jew, is indeed 

striking. Josephus also considers Noah’s curse of Canaan as the reason for the 

destruction of the Canaanites.” It is therefore evident that Genesis 9:25-27 was 

a significant, even central, passage for explaining Israel’s inheritance of the 

land and the destruction of the Canaanites. In 4Q252 the emphasis is on the 

words “let him [God] dwell in the tents of Shem” (Gen 9:27)."® The same verses 

are used as a nuanced legal argument in the rabbinic tradition with which we 

are dealing here.” This argument might be a refinement of the usages of these 

verses in sources of the Second Temple period.” 

CANAAN’S TWO CURSES IN THE BOOK OF JUBILEES 

The Book of Jubilees deals with the destruction of the Canaanites in a num- 

ber of passages. Abraham warns Jacob” not to marry a Canaanite woman, 

“for through Ham’s sin Canaan erred, and all of his descendants and all of his 

(people) who remain will be destroyed from the earth” (Jub. 22:20-21).” The 

scene in Genesis 9 is once again of central importance for the destruction of 

Canaan, but the emphasis is on its being uprooted in the Day of Judgment 

rather than on the Israelite conquest of the land or any historical conquest. In 

another passage, however, similar phraseology is used for the destruction of 

the Amorites in trans-Jordanian territories by the Israelites: “they no longer 

have life on earth” (Jub. 29:11). The original inhabitants of these territories, the 

Refaim, were destroyed by God because of their wickedness, and the Amorites 

settled in their place (Jub. 29:9-11; based on Deut 3:13 and Deut 2:20-21); the 

Amorites in their turn “no longer have life on earth” because “today [i.e., in 

Moses’ time] there is no nation that has completed all their sins” (Jub. 29:11); 

this seems to be an allusion to Genesis 15:16 (“for the sin of the Amorites is not 

yet complete”). 
Unlike these passages, the main passage justifying the Israelites’ inheritance 

of the land and the dispossession of the Canaanites uses an original argument, 
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not drawn from the Bible. A detailed analysis of the passage may be instruc- 

tive. The Book of Jubilees has a long narrative concerning the division of the 

earth by Noah between his three sons and the division of inheritance between 

Noah's descendants.” The relevant passage reads: 

(9:1) Ham divided [his share] among his sons. There emerged a first share 

for Cush to the east; to the west of him [one] for Egypt; to the west of him [a 

share] for Put; to the west of him [a share] for Canaan; and to the west of him 

was the sea. (10:29) When Canaan saw that the land of the Lebanon as far as 

the stream of Egypt was very beautiful, he did not go to his hereditary land 

to the west of the sea....(10:30) His father Ham and his brothers Cush and 

Mitzraim said to him...(10:31) Do not settle in Shem’s residence. ... (10:32) You 

are cursed and will be cursed* by all of Noah's children” through the curse by 

which we obligated ourselves with an oath before the holy judge and before 

our father Noah, (10:33) But he did not listen to them. He settled in the land 

of Lebanon—from Hamath to the entrance of Egypt—he and his sons until 

the present. (10:34) For this reason that land was named the Land of Canaan. 

The following notes are worthy of consideration: 

a. Canaan should have settled in North Africa, where there was a 

Punic (i.e., Phoenician, Canaanite) population at the time of the 

composition of the Book of Jubilees. If Canaan and his sons settled 

in Phoenicia and Palestine, how is the Phoenician settlement in 

North Africa to be explained? The answer must have been that 

the Canaanites emigrated there (or fled there) when the Israelites 

conquered the land of Canaan.” There was nothing wrong in 

conquering the land and expelling its inhabitants, this tradition 

explains, for the emigration of the Canaanites to Africa was simply 

an act of repatriation.** Thus the Book of Jubilees contains the most 

ancient (if implicit) evidence for a new interpretation of the book of 
Joshua. 

b. The wording “for this reason that land was named the land of 
Canaan” proves that the name of the land in the Bible, “the land 
of Canaan,’ posed a problem, because it could imply Canaan's 
ownership of it; the solution of the Book of Jubilees is that the land is 
called “the land of Canaan” not because it belonged to Canaan, but 
rather because the Canaanites unlawfully settled in it. The argument 
from the name of the land, “the land of Canaan,’ to which the Book 
of Jubilees responds is precisely the argument found in the rabbinic 
tradition cited at the outset of this article (Gen. Rab. 61:7) in the 
name of the Canaanite plaintiffs. 

c. The Book of Jubilees makes it clear that Canaan settled unlawfully in 
Phoenicia and Palestine because this territory was “very beautiful,” 
much better than the one allotted to him in Africa. 
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d. It has been observed that a medieval haggadic collection, Midrash 
Haggadah, is similar to the tradition of the Book of Jubilees. 
According to this source, 

When the Holy one, blessed be He, divided the world among them, Noah 
made his three sons swear [nnn] that none of them would enter the terri- 

tory of the other. And the Seven nations passed through the land of Israel 

and transgressed the oath [nonn]. Therefore the Holy One, blessed be He, 

commanded “You shall utterly destroy them” [1mnn pinn; Deut 7:2].2° 

I think it is quite likely that the word for “oath” in the Hebrew origi- 
nal of the Book of Jubilees was herem.>: Thus the annihilation (herem; 

verb: heherim) to which the Canaanites were doomed, according to the 

Torah, could be justified as a measure-for-measure punishment, as in 
this medieval haggadic passage.” 

e. When Canaan does not settle in his inheritance, his brothers 

say: “Do not dwell in the dwelling of Shem” (10:31). These words 

probably allude to the words “God enlarge Japhet and let him dwell 

in the tents of Shem, and let Canaan be his [or their] slave” (Gen 

9:27). Indeed Japhet dwelled, according to the Book of Jubilees, in 

Shem’s residence: Madai, a descendant of Japhet asked to settle 

near Elam, in the share of Shem (Jub. 10:35-36).® According to this 

interpretation the words “let him dwell in the tents of Shem” apply 

not to God, but rather to Japhet! 

Elsewhere in the Book of Jubilees we read: “Noah was very happy 

that this share had emerged (by lot) for Shem and his children. 

He recalled everything that he said in prophecy in his mouth, 

for he said: “May the Lord, the God of Shem, be blessed, and 

may the Lord dwell in the dwellings of Shem’” (8:17-18, see also 

8:20); here the words “let him dwell” unequivocally refer to 

God. Two interpretations were combined in the Book of Jubilees 

(one reading “him” as referring to God, the other as referring 

to Japhet).* Noah’s blessing is considered a prophecy in the 

latter passage. The transformation of a curse into a prophecy is 

attested already in the Hebrew Bible: Joshua's curse (Josh 6:26) is 

interpreted as prophecy (1 Kgs 16:34).*° Similarly, blessings of the 

patriarchs are conceived of as words of prophecy elsewhere in the 

Book of Jubilees (25:13, 31:12). 

Now, the tradition of Jubilees 10:31 (if indeed it alludes to Gen 9:27) might be 

best interpreted under the assumption that Noah's curse was in fact a prophecy 

that Canaan would dwell illegitimately in Shem’s residence and that harsh con- 

sequences would follow this transgression. 
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THE MIGRATION OF THE CANAANITES TO AFRICA 

The story implied in the Book of Jubilees, namely that the Canaanites emi- 

grated to North Africa when Israel conquered and inhabited the land, is men- 

tioned in Tannaitic works. Thus we read in the Tannaitic midrash Mekhilta 

de-Rabbi Ishmael: 

[A] “And when the Lord brings you into the Land of Canaan” (Exod 13:11). Canaan 

merited that the land should be called by his name. What did Canaan [i.e., the 

Canaanites] do? As soon as Canaan heard that Israel was about to enter the 

Land, he moved away from before them [o7mpa nym Tay]. God said to him: You 

have moved away from before My children; I, in turn, will call the Land by your 

name and will grant you a land as good as your country [Dy yANT NX NPN 7X 4X 

3YIND TD PAX NN Wow]; and which is this? Africa [px]. 

[B] Likewise it says: “And Canaan begat Zidon his first-born and Heth” 

(Gen 10:15), and it is written: “And the children of Heth answered Abraham, 

saying unto him: ‘Hear us my lord, [you are God’s prince among us; bury your 

dead in the choicest of our sepulchres] (Gen 23:6). God then said to them: 

You have shown respect towards My beloved [Abraham; 77 nx on722 ony}. 

I, in turn, will call the Land by your name and grant you a land as good as 

your country.* And which is it? Africa. 

According to this passage, the Canaanites moved away from their land volun- 

tarily so that Israel would settle in it. The Canaanites settled in Africa (i.e., in 
the Punic territories of North Africa), this being the territory given to them by 
God as a fair substitute at the time of Joshua. Unlike the Book of Jubilees, this 

tradition does not imply that their original lot was in Africa; rather, it implies 

that they were willing to evacuate their own land for Israel. We shall see that a 
strikingly similar tradition occurs in one of Philo’s works. In contradistinction 
to the Book of Jubilees, where Canaan's lot in Africa is worse than the good land 

that he unlawfully inhabited, in the midrash discussed here, Africa is described 

as a land that is as good as the land of Israel.*° The justification of the name of the 

land—“the land of Canaan” —is central for this passage no less than for the Book 

of Jubilees and the rabbinic story on Gevihah ben Qosem in Gen. Rab. 61:7, cited 

at the beginning of this chapter;* in the Mekhilta and its parallels, this name of 

the land is considered a reward for the Canaanites’ forfeiture of their land. 
One of the components shared by the two traditions is the notion, 

expressed explicitly in the Mekhilta and implicitly in the Book of Jubilees, that 
the Canaanites left the land for Africa—that is, the Punic settlements in North 
Africa and especially Carthage**—in Joshua's time. Interestingly, a similar syn- 

chronism exists in a passage of Apion cited by Josephus: 

Apion, however, the surest authority of all, precisely dates the exodus in the 

seventh Olympiad, and in the first year of the Olympiad, the year in which, 

according to him, the Phoenicians founded Carthage. 
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Now, according to Apion’s chronology, the year of the Exodus from Egypt is 
also the year of the conquest of Canaan: 

“After six days’ march,’ he says, “they developed tumors in the groin, and 

that is why, after safely reaching the country now called Judaea, they rested 

on the seventh day* and called the day sabbaton.”** 
C 

Compare also Tacitus: “They then marched six days continuously, and on the 

seventh seized a country, expelling the former inhabitants?” 

To be sure, there is no indication that Apion blamed the Jews for the expul- 

sion of the Phoenician population. I do not contend that Apion made such an 

accusation, or even that he considered the foundation of Carthage a conse- 

quence of the conquest of Canaan; this notwithstanding, the synchronism 

is evident, and it dovetails the Jewish sources (from the Book of Jubilees to 

rabbinic sources) concerning the emigration of Canaanites from the land of 

Canaan to North Africa due to the same event. 

As has been noted long ago,* a similar account is known from a passage of 

Procopius (sixth century Cz.) in his History of the Wars: 

When the Hebrews had withdrawn from Egypt and had come near the 

boundaries of Palestine...by displaying a valour greater than that natural 

to a man, [they] gained the possession of the land. And after overthrow- 

ing all the nations he [Joshua] easily won the cities, and he seemed to be 

altogether invincible. Now at that time the whole country along the sea 

from Sidon as far as the boundaries of Egypt was called Phoenicia. And 

one king in ancient times held sway over it, as is agreed by all who have 

written the earliest accounts of the Phoenicians. In that country there 

dwelt very populous tribes, the Gergashites and the Jebusites and some 

others® with other names by which they are called in the history of the 

Hebrews. Now when these nations saw the invading general was an irre- 

sistible prodigy, they emigrated from their ancestral homes and made 

their ways to Egypt, which adjoined their country. And...they proceeded 

to Libya. And they established numerous cities and took possession of 

the whole of Libya as far as the pillars of Heracles, and there they have 

lived even up to my time, using the Phoenician tongue. They also built 

a fortress in Numidia, where now is the city called Tigisis. In that place 

are two columns made of white stone near by the great spring, having 

Phoenician letters cut in them which say in the Phoenician tongue: “We 

are they who fled from the face of Joshua, the robber, son of Nun.’ 

[Hyeic gopev oi pvuydvtes and MpodwmoVv Inood tod Ajetod viod Navi}. ]* 

The last sentence is by all probability an imaginative reading of an ancient 

unintelligible inscription.” The Semitism® amd mpoownov (Hebrew, 7150, 
“from before”) in the alleged text of this inscription has been noted. Could it 
be due to pagans of Punic origin who “read” the inscription in this manner?* 
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Be it as it may, according to this narrative the Phoenicians who reached North 

Africa were not refugees of war, but rather emigrants who evacuated the land 

because they realized the superiority of Joshua, and yet they did not do so 

quite willingly: Joshua is referred to as “the robber.’ 

THEOLOGICAL JUSTIFICATION 

A similar accusation of the Jewish people as “a nation of robbers” occurs in a 

well-known passage of Genesis Rabbah 1:2: 

Rabbi Joshua of Sikhnin [ca. fourth century cz.) said in the name of Rabbi 

Levi [ca. fourth century c.z.]: “He has recounted to His people the power of 

His works, to grant them the inheritance of the nations” (Ps 111:6)—Why 

did the Holy One, blessed be He, reveal to Israel what was created on the 

first day, and on the second day, and on the third day? So that the nations of 

the world might not taunt Israel [bx1w> nx on] and say to them: “You are 

a nation of robbers [ninta>w nmx]!” Israel can retort: “And do you not hold 

yours as a spoil, for surely ‘the Caphtorim that came forth out of Caphtor, 

destroyed them, and dwelt in their stead’ (Deut 2:23)!” The whole world 

belongs to God. When He wished, He gave it to you, and when He wished 

He took it from you and gave it to us.* 

The accusation of the “nations of the world” is met by two different Jewish 

answers in this short passage. The first is a mundane one: There is nothing 

unique in Israel’s case. Deuteronomy 2:23 does imply this answer. The second 

is a theological one: God is the sovereign of the world, and he grants lands to 

peoples according to his absolute will. The midrash borrows legal terminology 

for theological purposes.® There is no explicit reference here to the iniquity 

of the Canaanites; God's sovereignty is sufficient for explaining His acts. The 

accusation of the Gentiles is clearly aimed at the Jews, not at their God; God’s 

responsibility for the expulsion of the Canaanites is part of the Jewish response 

to the Gentile accusation. We shall return to this fundamental observation. 
Treating the Torah as “the Law,” 6 Nopoc, motivated several reactions to 

the question of why the Torah began with the story of creation. The question 

is already treated by Philo.” Especially instructive, however, is the solution to 

this question offered by Acacius of Caesarea (fourth century c.z.); according 
to him, the Giver of the Law began by describing creation in order to show 

the people who are required to keep God's laws that he is not the god of one 

nation, but rather the creator of the whole universe. For the Jewish rabbi, 

God's deeds, as well as his Law, are always oriented toward his people, while 

the Christian father stresses universalistic concepts and plays down God’s rela- 
tions to one people. The contrast between the two explanations is striking. 

They were offered in Palestine in about the same time (fourth century cz.) and 
probably reflect some Jewish-Christian discourse and debate. 
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POSSIBLE MOTIVES FOR APOLOGETIC MOTIES 

What is the cultural background for the apologetic motifs discerned thus far? 
Hans (Yohanan) Lewy wrote an erudite and insightful article on this sub- 

ject.” He underscored the apologetic dimension of the various passages in 

Second Temple literature and in rabbinic writings® and suggested an actual 

historical and cultural context for the apologetic motifs: The tradition of the 

contest concerning the land, in which Alexander the Great was allegedly the 

judge, reflects, according to Lewy, an actual territorial struggle between the 

Phoenicians and the Jews concerning the ownership of Phoenician territories 

conquered by the Hasmoneans. Hellenized Phoenicians led the contest, and 

Hellenized Jews, represented by the Book of Jubilees, responded to the argu- 

ment.” The Phoenicians, in their dispute with the Jews, used the canonical 

writings of the latter, as Homer and other canonical writings were used in the 

Hellenistic world as proof in various political disputes, for conquest by force 

was not considered legitimate in the Hellenistic world. 

It seems, however, that Lewy’s brilliant and influential suggestion cannot 

be accepted. First of all, the occurrence of this motif in the Book of Jubilees 
does not speak for Lewy’s theory. The Book of Jubilees cannot be considered as 

written by “Hellenized Jews,’ as argued by Lewy, who had accepted Schiirer’s 

position that it was written at the end of the Hasmonean kingdom.” The date 

of the book’s composition is disputed: Some scholars maintain that it was writ- 

ten at the beginning of the Maccabean revolt, or even prior to it; others argue 

that the book was written during the Hasmonean kingdom, several decades 

after the revolt (I tend toward the later dating). However, even if a later date is 

preferred, it seems to me implausible to assume that the narrative of the Book 

of Jubilees is a reaction to Phoenician accusations against the Hasmoneans’ 

conquests of territories under Phoenician influence (if its date is earlier, the 

argument becomes untenable). Moreover, it seems that the passage in the Book 

of Jubilees reflects older traditions, which must be taken as antedating it.® It 
should also be mentioned that the Genesis Apocryphon™ shares with the Book 

of Jubilees not only the tradition of the allotment of Noah’s sons, but also the 
insistence that Canaan is a usurper and that the land is in the lot of Shem.* 

Another Aramaic apocryphon apparently alludes to the seizure of the land 

from the sons of Shem by the sons of Ham.® Second,” it should be noted that 
there is no clear correlation between the Hellenistic accounts of the conquest 

of Canaan and of the Hasmonean conquests. The writers cited by Lewy® do 
not draw a line of similarity between those conquered by the Hasmoneans and 

the Canaanites. Strabo, who accused the Hasmoneans of “seizing the prop- 

erty of others,” did not accuse Moses or his successors of anything similar;° 
on the contrary, they are described as having a friendly relationship with the 
few inhabitants of the land.”? Diodorus,” while accusing the Jews since Moses 

of having “misanthropic and lawless” customs and describing the ancestors 
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of the Jews as lepers, apparently did not mention any claim of robbery of 
the land of the Canaanites. Tacitus’s account of the Jewish people and their 

history included a very brief statement that the lepers expelled from Egypt 

“seized a country, expelling its former inhabitants,” but he does not accuse 

the Hasmoneans of seizing other peoples’ land. It has been suggested that 

anti-Jewish descriptions (by Lysimachus of Alexandria) of the Jews as destroy- 
ing temples on their way to Judaea may be explained as reflecting the destruc- 

tion of pagan temples by the Hasmoneans,’? but even if this were the case, the 

description does not refer to the conquest of Canaan as such. In the sources 

collected in Stern’s book Greek and Latin Authors on Jews and Judaism, I have 

not succeeded in finding any evidence for connecting the accusations against 

the conquerors of Canaan with the Hasmoneans. It is, of course, quite possible 

that there were those who connected the seizing of Canaan with the conquest 

of the Hasmoneans, but such a connection is far from self-evident, nor is it 
necessarily the origin of the apologetic argument in the Book of Jubilees and 

elsewhere. Third, Lewy’s argument that conquest by force was not considered 

legitimate was recently challenged by Israel Shatzman.” 

A different Hasmonean background has also been suggested. According to 

Philip Alexander, “the powerful anti-Canaanite thrust of this section, coupled 

with the assertion of the right of Shem’s descendants to the ‘land of Canaan, 

should surely be seen as a propaganda for the territorial expansion of the 

Hasmonean state.”’> Israel Shatzman has suggested”* that the issue at stake in 

the Book of Jubilees was “an exhortation to take control of Eretz Israel, unjustly 
usurped by ‘Canaan, that is, the nations roundabout Judaea....it is possible 

to regard the polemic as part of a Jewish debate on the merits, dangers and 

religious justification of the expansionist wars.” This suggestion seems to 

me unlikely. There is no clue that “Canaan” should mean “the nations around 

Judaea”; it refers to a specific ethnicity—Phoenicians. An existing tradition 

asserting that the Phoenician colonies in Northern Africa were settled in 
the land allotted to Canaan is reflected in the book, as we have seen. While 
Shatzman is certainly right that the account in the Book of Jubilees makes sense 
only if one considers the whole land as the Jewish homeland, such a notion is 
not necessarily connected to the Hasmonean kingdom;’ it could well have 
emerged centuries earlier.” In contrast to Shatzman, I do not find compelling 
evidence that the Hasmoneans considered their wars as analogous to Joshua’s 
conquest, and that the biblical law of herem was considered as applicable to the 
Gentile inhabitants of the land. In 1 Maccabees, a work that comes closest to 
Hasmonean ideology, there are very few allusions to the nations of Canaan or 
to Joshua." It also does not account for the apologetic overtones of this pas- 
sage in the Book of Jubilees. Francis Schmidt and Daniel Machiela® have sug- 
gested that the concern of the Book of Jubilees is Hellenism, but this does not 
explain most of the details concerning the fate of the Canaanites. 
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OTHER ANTI-JEWISH INDICTMENTS IN GENESIS RABBAH 

After this long but necessary detour, let us return to Genesis Rabbah 1:2. The 
wording of this passage—“So that the nations of the world might not taunt 

Israel and say to them: “You are a nation of..?”—occurs in two other passages 
of the same composition: 

4 
[A] Rabbi Hama b. Rabbi Hanina said: ... Why are there miserable and poor 

people among them [the nations of the world]? So that they might not taunt 

Israel and say to them [07> oi) DxWw? nN DI 1 Xdw]: “You are a nation of 

miserable and poor people” [!?onx oinodwn o»ntdw mix xd]... Rabbi Samuel 

b. Nahman said: ... Why are there people with scabs among the nations of 

the world? So that they might not taunt Israel and say to them: “You are a 

nation of lepers” [!?onx mpmyndw nix xd]. 

[B] Rabbi Shim‘on ben Yohai said:...So that they [the nations of 

the world] might not taunt Israel and say to them [bxw’ nx ov 17 XdwW 

on o-aixi]: “You are a nation of exiles and wanderers” [onx o> dw mmx xd 

lo-budvnbduni?].® 

Although the Sages to whom these utterances are ascribed belong to differ- 

ent generations (Gen. Rab. 1:2 and [A] are supposedly uttered by Amoraim, 
while [B] is attributed to a Tanna), the wording of the three passages of Genesis 

Rabbah is strikingly similar. All three passages refer to vilification and malign- 

ing of the Jewish nation.** The allegation in Genesis Rabbah 88:1 that the 

Israelites who left Egypt were lepers is well documented in the Gentile writings 

and probably originated in Egypt.** We may also note that the passage from 

Procopius’s Wars (sixth century c.z.), discussed at length by Lewy, testifies to a 

tradition far removed both in place and time from Phoenicia and the second 

century B.C.E.*° 

PHILO’S EVIDENCE 

Indeed, we have ancient circumstantial evidence that the issue at stake was the 

scornful and hostile attitude toward the Jews by pagans.” A passage in Philo’s 

treatise Hypothetica reads: 

Which alternative do you prefer? Were they still superior in the number 

of their fighting men though they had fared so ill to the end, still strong 

and with weapons in their hand, and did they then take the land by force, 

defeating the combined Syrians and Phoenicians when fighting in their own 

country? Or shall we suppose that they were unwarlike and feeble, quite 

few in numbers and destitute of warlike equipment, but won the respect 

of their opponents who voluntarily surrendered their land to them and 

that as a direct consequence they shortly afterwards built their temple and 



78 _ The Land: Theological and Ethical Issues 

established everything else needed for religion and worship? This would 

clearly show that they were acknowledged as dearly beloved of God even by 

their enemies. For those whose land they suddenly invaded with the inten- 

tion of taking it from them were necessarily their enemies.* 

This is a fragment of an apologetic work of Philo, “that wishes to meet the 

hostile criticism of the Gentiles.’*? The passage confronts the defamation of 

the Jews as cowards, on the one hand, and as robbers, on the other hand. 

This double defamation can be reconstructed also in an apologetic passage of 

Josephus: “Nor, again, did our forefathers, like some others, have recourse to 

robbery [Anoteta] or to military schemes of aggrandizement, although their 

country contained myriads of courageous men.”®° The apologetic nature of this 
passage of Philos Hypothetica is evident. It probably answers an indictment 

of the Jews. This conclusion neatly dovetails with the later passages in Genesis 
Rabbah 1:2, where a defamation of the Jews is at stake, and it fits Procopius 

account. 

A striking parallel to Philos remarkable narrative occurs also in the Mekhilta 

de-Rabbi Ishmael cited above (in the section “The Migration of the Canaanites 

to Africa”).” According to this narrative, the Canaanites evacuated the land 

voluntarily in order to let Israel settle there. Interestingly, Philo’s wording, that 

the Israelites “won the respect of their opponents...acknowledged as dearly 

beloved of God even by their enemies,’ is strikingly similar to the wording of 

unit B in the Mekhilta, “You have shown respect toward My beloved” (but this 

unit refers to Abraham).” Be that as it may, Philo’s evidence proves that the 

rabbinic material is not the product of the post-7o cr. period.” 

ACCUSING GOD: FROM PAGAN TO GNOSTIC ACCUSATION 

In the dispute between the Jews and other ethnic groups before Alexander 
the Great, according to Genesis Rabbah 61:7, the Canaanites’ indictment of the 
Jews for the illegal seizure of their land is adjoined to the Egyptians’ accusa- 
tion concerning the goods that had been illegally taken from Egypt by the 
Israelites.** As we shall see below, both are ethnic defamations of the Jews. 

In the first centuries of the common era, similar accusations against the 
God of the Law are found in patristic writers.°* Thus Mani (third century C.E.) 
says, according to Epiphanius (fourth century c.z.): 

Some “good” God of the Law! He spoiled Egyptians, expelled the Amorites, 
Gilgashites®* and other nations, and gave their land to the children of Israel. 
If He said, “thou shalt not covet,” how could He give them that which belong 
to others [ta ad6tpta] 2%” 

Here also the two accusations are juxtaposed, but, unlike the midrash, the God 
of Israel is accused rather than His people. Early Christian literature had to 
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answer this challenge of the “heretics.” Epiphanius, using a tradition ultimately 

derived from early Jewish retorts to the Gentile claims, says: “The ignoramus 

[Mani] did not know that they took their own land back, which was seized from 

them, and here follows a paraphrase of the tradition of the Book of Jubilees.** 

The argument continues along the same lines: While Mani’s argument is 

virtyally the same as the pagan accusations of the “nations of the world” in 

Genesis Rabbah 1:2 and the putative Phoenician inscription of Procopius, 

Epiphanius invokes Jewish counterarguments. Another accusation of “rob- 

bery” related to the Israelite conquest is made, according to a tradition in the 

Babylonian Talmud, by a heretic, min, who had read in Balaam’s pinax that he 

had been killed by “Phinehas the robber” (axvo oma; b. Sanh. 106b).2° This 

tradition, like that of Procopius, attests to the existence of counter-histories to 

the biblical account, perhaps originated by Gnostics and pagans, respectively. 

Most of the midrashim, as we have seen, are concerned with the problem 

of why the Israelites seized the land of the Canaanites. This seems to indicate 

that the rabbis felt obliged to answer the ethnic defamation brought forth by 

pagans, while they did not feel threatened by Gnostic arguments (assuming 

that they knew them). Such a conclusion, even though it is limited to a specific 
tradition, is significant for assessing the cultural world of the Sages. Below 

we shall see that the same applies to another case, namely the despoliation 

of Egypt. 

Yet there is an ancient source, a dialogue between the Israelites and their 

God, in which the problem is presented as a theological one. In the Sifra, a 

Tannaitic midrash to Leviticus, we read: 

“[But I said to you: you will inherit their land,] and I shall give it to you 

to inherit it” (Lev 20:24)—I shall give it [the land] to you as an eternal 

inheritance. You [pl.] might say: Can You give us only that which belongs 

to another? [God would say]: In truth it is yours! It is indeed the portion of 

Shem, and you are Shem’s sons, and they are the sons of Ham. What [were] 

they doing in it? They were the guardians of the place until you came.’° 

The argument “Can You give us only that which belongs to another?” is rather 

similar to Mani’s argument, “How could God give them that which belong[s] 

to others?” Yet it is not put in the mouth of Gentiles or minim,” but rather 

it is presented as a hypothetical question of pious Jews put forward to God. 

God’s answer is basically similar to that of the Book of Jubilees. The Canaanites, 

however, are accused neither of trespassing (as in the Book of Jubilees) nor of 

committing any of the moral sins that are mentioned explicitly in the preced- 

ing verse in Leviticus (Lev 20:23), a verse that gives a very good ethical reason 

for the uprooting of the Canaanites. A deep feeling of uneasiness concerning 

the inheritance of the land of Canaan is reflected in this passage, and the solu- 

tion ready at hand in the biblical text does not alleviate it. The Canaanites are 

described here merely as “the guardians of the place” for Israel.” It may well be 
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that this problem bothered some Jews. The option of a polemic between Jews 

and non-Jews and the option of an internal Jewish problem are not mutually 

exclusive; claims of non-Jews could occupy the Jews themselves. The tone of 

the passage sounds apologetic, but there is no indication in the text that this 

was part of an polemic with some other group. 

Indeed, as early as the Wisdom of Solomon (Egypt, not later than the first 

century cz.) the problem is posed in theological terms: 

The ancient inhabitants of Your holy land, who were hateful to You for their 

loathsome practices...it was Your will to destroy at the hand of our forefa- 

thers.... Yet these too You spared as being men, and sent wasps.... Judging 

them gradually You gave them space for repentance, not unaware that their 

seed was evil, and their viciousness innate, and that their mode of thought 

would in no way vary to the end of time, for their race was accursed from 

the very first.... Who shall say to You, “What have You done?” or shall take 

issue with Your decisions? Who shall bring charge against You for having 

destroyed nations of Your own making?... Your might is the source of jus- 

tice, and it is Your mastery over all which causes You to spare all.’ 

The reason given for the destruction of the Canaanites is their wickedness, as 

stated in Leviticus 20,°* while Canaan’s curse in Genesis 9:25-27 is conceived 

as derived from their moral degeneracy: “Their seed was evil and their vicious- 

ness innate.” We have seen (above, in the section “Two Curses in the Book of 

Jubilees”) that Canaan's curse was employed as a reason for the destruction of the 

Canaanites, both in the Second Temple period and in rabbinic literature. In the 

light of these passages, it seems that the allusion to Genesis 9:25-27 in the Wisdom 

of Solomon is but a peculiar use of Canaan's curse. According to this passage, how- 

ever, the Canaanites were not uprooted because Canaan had been cursed; rather, 

Canaan's curse signifies his evil nature and his inability to repent.’ 

Unlike Rabbi Levi's saying in Genesis Rabbah 1:2 cited above in the section 

“Theological Justification’, God’s sovereignty over the world, a central idea in 

this passage, is not perceived in the Wisdom of Solomon as sufficient for justify- 

ing his destruction of the Canaanites.’° The author of this work is clearly both- 
ered about God's justice. Was this passage motivated solely by innate theological 
uneasiness, or was it also responding to pagan accusations against the Jews and 

their God? It is difficult to decide. In either case, the Gnostic argument might 

have seized on the argument to which the Wisdom of Solomon responds. 

I contended above that in rabbinic passages, pagans argue against the Jews, and 

the character of their argument is ethnic rather than theological. In a late midrash, 

what is clearly at stake is God's justice in the light of an apparently polemical con- 

text, in which the older arguments against the Jews receive a new twist: 

[A] You might say: The H[oly One] treated the Canaanites unjustly when 
He gave them into the hand of I[srael] and gave Israel their land. God forbid 



The Fate of the Canaanites and the Despoliation of the Egyptians 81 

that He would have treated them unjustly, “Far be it from God to do evil, 

from the Almighty to do wrong” (Job 34:10). 

[B] The Canaanites are slaves to Is[rael], as it says: “And he said: Cursed 

be Canaan, a slave of slaves shall he be to his brothers. And he said: Blessed 

be the Lord, God of Shem, and let Canaan be his slave.” If a slave acquires 

Pgssess [ions], [the slave] belongs to whom, and the possessions belong to 

whom? Therefore He gave them into the hand of Is[rael] and gave Israel 

their land. 

[C] Furthermore, [they were wicked], and for this they were doomed to 

be destroyed, as it says: “but on account of the wickedness of these nations, 

the Lord will drive them out from before you, to accomplish what He swore 

to your forefathers” (Deut 9:5).1” 

The first solution (unit B), based on Genesis 9:27, is the one we met in the con- 

test before Alexander. The wording of our midrash suits the Babylonian Talmud 
(Sanh. 91a). The second solution (unit C), that the Canaanites were destroyed 

because of their iniquity, is derived from biblical verses such as Leviticus 
20:22-24 cited in this midrash. As we have seen, the two arguments were 

combined to defend God’s righteousness as early as the Wisdom of Solomon. 

(Needless to say, there is no dependence of the late midrash on the Wisdom of 

Solomon!) This late midrash certainly reflects the theological dimension of the 

argument; however, its time and cultural setting are unknown. As we shall see 

below, the apologetic arguments concerning the despoliation of Egypt in the 

Exodus present a somewhat similar, but more persuasive, case. 

THE TRADITION OF THE BOOK OF JUBILEES IN 

CHRISTIAN LITERATURE 

As has been noted above, the tradition of the Book of Jubilees was used by sev- 
eral Christian writers, such as the Pseudo-Clementines'® and Epiphanius.’” 

The latter, who uses it to combat the Manicheans, probably came across 
a Jewish tradition similar to, but not identical with, the one in the Book of 

Jubilees. According to Epiphanius, Noah cast the lots between his descendants 

in Rhinocorura. This is how omxn 5m: is rendered in the Septuagint to Isaiah 
27:12; it is identified as modern al-‘Arish, situated on the border between the 

land and Egypt, omyn 5m, the “River of Egypt’? The meaning of the word 
nahalah in Hebrew is “inheritance.”™ Moreover, this tradition is based not 
only on a Hebrew wordplay, but also on an interpretation of Ezekiel 48:28-29, 

according to the Masoretic Text: 

(28) The boundary shall run from Tamar to the waters of Merivat Qadesh 

[to] Nahalah™ on the Great sea. (29) This is the land which you shall allot 

from Nahalah [7>nim}” to the tribes of Israel. 
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The peculiar reading nbny in the Masoretic Text in this context must have 

been interpreted to mean that Nahalah is where the tribes of Israel will be 

allotted their territories in the future. According to Epiphanius, it is in this 

very same place that Noah allotted the territories of his descendants (and 

divided between Shem and Ham). This tradition is in all likelihood Jewish, but 

it does not occur in the Book of Jubilees."* It would therefore not be implausible 

to suggest that Epiphanius’s tradition, close as it is to the Book of Jubilees, is not 

derived from it. 
The tradition of the Book of Jubilees was used as an anti-Jewish argument 

in a dialogue between a Christian and a Jew. In the Dialogue between Timothy 

and Aquila we read: 

The Christian said: Abraham himself, having seen before in the Spirit the 

one who would come from him in flesh, swore by him the [slave] who was 

in charge of his house that he would not take a Canaanite wife for Isaac (Gen 

24:2-3), but Isaac and Jacob will bless him. 

The Jew said: ...Speak accurately about the commandment of Abraham 

which was given with an oath (ibid.).... 

The Christian said: Abraham, being urged on by the Lord God, was angry 

with the sons and daughters of the Canaanites for two reasons, for the Lord 

was saying to him: “This is pleasing before me.” And everything that was 

not pleasing to the Lord, Abraham hated [A]...Canaan, the son of Ham, 

transgressed the commandment of his father, and the oath, for Noah has 

made them swear. Canaan had this sin: He seized the land of his brother, 

Shem. For the land of Canaan belonged to the lot of Shem.... Canaan... rose 

up and overpowered Shem and took his land. And God was saying to 

Abraham: “The sins of the Amorites are not yet complete” (Gen 15:16). For 

God is waiting and will at some time return the land to Shem and release 

their curse. But they did not understand. [B] This is the second curse of 

the sons of Ham. For the first curse was given by Noah, when Ham saw the 

nakedness of his father.... he cursed him saying: “Cursed be Ham....” (Gen 

9:25)."°.., Ham had these two curses.’” [C] And because of these (curses) he 

caused his sons and daughters to pass through the fire to demons. 

Because Abraham knew these things, he did not want to take a wife for 

Isaac from the Canaanite daughters, so that his seed would not mix with 
these evil people."® 

“The Christian” gives two reasons for Abraham's prohibition that Isaac would 
marry a Canaanite (sections A and B); Section C is, in fact, a third reason 
to avoid intermingling with the Canaanites, as it is written: “When... you 
dispossess them and dwell in their land, take heed that you be not ensnared 
to follow them...for every abominable thing which the Lord hates they 
have done to their gods; for they even burn their sons and daughters in the 
fire to their gods” (Deut 12:29-31). Section C, then, is only a remnant of a 
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much more elaborated argument, which was not well handled by the author 
of the Dialogue as we have it. This demonstrates that the passage depends 
on a more detailed discussion. 

The detailed explanation is based on a source similar to (and plausibly 
drawing on) the Book of Jubilees, probably through mediating source(s). 
The function of the argument is not explicitly defined, but apparently in the 
Christian-Jewish debate its aim was to give a specific reason for Abraham's 
reluctance to intermarry with the Canaanites: It does not imply, as a Jew 
might argue, that the “holy seed” should not intermingle with the Gentiles; 
the prohibition to marry the Canaanites was because they specifically were 

cursed, This is not said in so many words in the Dialogue, but is apparently 

the underlying issue behind it, either in an earlier form of the Dialogue of 

Timothy and Aquila” or in another adversus Judaeos text that was a source 
of the Dialogue. 

NON-APOLOGETIC USAGE OF THE JEWISH TRADITIONS 

Some passages in the midrash literature use the same building blocks of 

apologetic midrashim in a non-apologetic system. Thus we shall investi- 

gate Tanhuma Numbers, Masse’e 11-12, on the words “[When you enter the 
land of Canaan,] this is the land that will fall for you as an inheritance” 

(Num 34:2). A comparison cf the two alternative interpretations suggested 

in Tanhuma Numbers to the passage cited above (see the section “Possible 

Motives for Apologetic Motifs”) in Genesis Rabbah 1:2 is instructive (see 
Table 4.1). 

TABLE 4.1 

Genesis Rabbah 1:2 Tanhuma Numbers, Masse‘e 11-12'° 

He has recounted to His people the power of [12] [“This is the land that will fall for you as 
His works, to grant them the inheritance of | an inheritance”]—this is what Scripture says 
the nations (Ps 111:6)—Why did the Holy _ (elsewhere): He has recounted to His people 
One, blessed be He, reveal to Israel what the power of His works, to grant them the 
was created on the first day, and on the inheritance of the nations (Ps 111:6)—the Holy 

second day, and on the third day? One, blessed be He, said: I could have created 
for you a new land, but in order to show you 
my power I shal! dispossess your enemies 
from before you and shall give you their land. 

So that the nations of the world might not [11] “This is the land that will fall for you 

taunt Israel and say to them: “You are a as an inheritance’—the land is intended 
nation of robbers!” Israel can retort:...The for you.... The Holy One, blessed be He, 
whole world belongs to God. When He said: The Land [y1x] is mine as it is written, 

wished, He gave it to you, and when He “The whole earth [yaxn] is the Lord’s” (Ps 

wished He took it from you and gave it to us. 24:1), and Israel are mine... it is best that 
I will inherit. My land [>y7x] to My slaves, 
my own to my own [wv]. 
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The Tanhuma passage ignores the designation of the land in Numbers 34:2 

as “the land of Canaan? and discloses no apologetic features. Its tone is very dif- 

ferent from Genesis Rabbah, although the two midrashic passages use the same 

building blocks. The emphasis that the whole earth belongs to God suits very 

well the apologetic argument in Genesis Rabbah, that God could give the earth 

to whomever He wished. Plausibly, an apologetic argument was twisted into a 

non-apologetic one. Psalm 111:6 also functions as a non-apologetic proof text, in 

contradistinction to its function in Genesis Rabbah 1:2. The Tanhuma passage may 

therefore serve as an example for a post-apologetic reworking of earlier material. 

The apologetic tradition was alive well into the Middle Ages, and it is well 

represented in the first sentence in Rashi’s commentary to the Torah.” 

The Despoliation of Egypt and the Fate of the Canaanites: Two 
Interrelated Apologetic Challenges 

JUSTIFICATION OF THE JEWS AND THEIR GOD 

In the passage of Genesis Rabbah cited at the outset of this article, the Canaanites, 
the Ishmaelites, and the Egyptians are portrayed as plaintiffs against the Jews 

in Alexander’s court. Whereas the Canaanites and the Ishmaelites have legal 

claims for the ownership of the land of Israel (not “territorial claims” in the 

precise sense of this expression), the Egyptians’ claim is financial: They argue 
that the Jews should give them back the silver and gold that the Israelites took 

with them when they left Egypt. The Jewish answer was that whatever was 

taken by the Israelites was a compensation for many years of slavery. A thor- 
ough investigation of this theme is out of place in the present context; as we 

shall see, however, it gives an additional dimension to the problem with which 

this article is concerned. 
The dominant Jewish argument is known from the Book of Jubilees: Prince 

Mastema, the evil angel, was bound so that he could not accuse the Israelites for 

requesting utensils and clothing from the Egyptians “so that they could plunder 

the Egyptians in return for the fact that they were made to work when they 

enslaved them by force” (Jub. 48:18). The Book of Jubilees envisages an accusa- 

tion against the Jews by the national angel of the Egyptians, and thus presents 

its own apologetic position to such accusations (either real or putative).4 The 

same justification is found in the Wisdom of Solomon (10:17), in a fragment of 
the Exagoge of Ezekiel the tragedian (lines 162-166)° and in Philo:”” 

They took with them much spoil [Agia] ...and they did this not in avarice 

[pthoxpnpatia], or, as one might say, in accusation [ws dv tis katnyopav 

einot], in covetousness of what belonged to others [t@v ddAotpiwv 

émOvpia).... Whether one regard it as...the acceptance of payment [1086s] 

long kept back... or as an act of war, the claim under the law of the victor to 

take their enemies’ goods*—in either case, their action was right. 
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Philos apologetic utterances are again (like in the case of Canaan’s owner- 

ship of the land) circumstantial evidence of an indictment against the Jews. 

Whoever used this argument could not expect the Jews to return the wealth 

that had been taken by their forefathers a little before the Exodus; the purpose 

was rather defamation of the Jews for their avarice and their covetousness of 

whgt belongs to others, an “anti-Semitic” portrayal of the characteristic traits 

of the Jewish people.’ Interestingly, the pagans’ claims against the Jews con- 

cerning the Exodus from Egypt do not criticize their forefathers for making off 

with their neighbor's goods (although some pagan authors try to malign the 

Jews in other ways), with the exception of the report of "the Memphians" cited 

by the Jewish writer Artapanus (second century B.c.£.).* Pompeius Trogus (first 

century B.c.E.—first century C.E., preserved only in an epitome composed in the 

third century cz.) blames them for stealing the Egyptian sacra but not the 
property of their Egyptian neighbors, and this has nothing to do with Philo’s 

apologetic argument.’® Artapanus and Philo imply that such an accusation did 

exist in their time. Was it directly based on the biblical text, “based on the Jews’ 
own Law,’ as it is put in the tradition in Genesis Rabbah 61:7 (and its parallels)? 

This is not necessarily the case—the biblical account could possibly have been 

known from hearsay—but the possibility that the opponents based their attack 

on the biblical text cannot be excluded: Claims against the details of Jewish 

Scriptures, otherwise scarcely known to us in this period, were known to 

Philo.*+ To return now to the issue of the ownership of the land of Canaan, the 

ancient argument (attributed to the Canaanites in Gen. Rab. 61:7 and answered 

as early as the Book of Jubilees) that the land was called “the land of Canaan” is 
also apparently based on the biblical text, although this detail might have been 

known to Gentiles not from reading the biblical text itself 

In the case of the despoliation of Egypt, as in the case of the Canaanites, 

the Jews are accused, not their God; the argument in both cases is in the 

ethnic, not the theological realm. The Manichean argument cited by 

Epiphanius is strikingly similar: “He [God] spoiled the Egyptians, expelled 

the Amorites....and gave their land to the children of Israel. If He said, 

‘thou shalt not covet; how could He give them that which belong[s] to others 

£ & MA pial?” The despoliation of Egypt and the conquest of Canaan are 

juxtaposed here, as they are in Genesis Rabbah 61:7, and the wording of the 

accusation is strikingly reminiscent of Philo’s passage, but the indictment is 

not against the Jews but rather against the God of the Law, that is, the God 

of Israel. The Gnostics, Marcionites, and the Manicheans continue in this 

case the pagan arguments, while transforming the ethnic accusations against 

the Jews into theological ones against God, whereas the Church Fathers use 

the Jewish counterarguments.” It was noted by Israel Lévi that Tertullian 

(ca. third century cz.) had recourse to a haggadah quite similar to the one in 

Genesis Rabbah as an answer to Marcionite claims against the God of the Old 

Testament.”® Tertullian concludes: “If, therefore, the case of the Hebrews be a 



86 . The Land: Theological and Ethical Issues 

good one, the Creator's case, that is His commandment, must be likely a good 

one.”9 

In the Middle Ages, by the time the Gnostic threat had disappeared, 

Christian accusations of the Israelites as thieves and cheats were heard once 

again,™° as one may infer from the polemic of Rashbam (Rabbi Shmu’el ben 

Meir, twelfth century cz.) against such arguments.” Although this passage is 

far beyond the chronological boundaries of the present article, it illustrates the 

dynamics of exegesis of the biblical verses, moving between ethnic anti-Jewish 

accusations, on the one hand, and the need to defend the Hebrew Bible and its 

heroes, on the other hand.'” 

As stated above, the Jews in antiquity scarcely reacted to the Gnostic allega- 

tions against God concerning the despoliation of Egypt.’* A similar dynamic can 

be detected also in the case of the Jewish justification of the conquest of Canaan. 

A MEDIEVAL COMPILATION AND ITS ANCIENT ORIGINS 

Only in a late midrashic source, preserved in a medieval Yemenite commen- 

tary on the Torah compiled by Ya‘akov ben Mansur al-Bihani in the sixteenth 

century c.£.,\44 do we find the Gentiles condemning God for his command to 

take the Egyptians’ property. Scholars have noted ancient material in other late 

midrashic compilations from Yemen.’ The following passage, however, has 

not been discussed in scholarship. It reads:'4° 

[A] A Gentile entered [a Jewish school] and found the students reading: “each 

woman shall ask of her neighbour” (Exod 3:22). He said to them: “Your God 

is a robber, for He said: ‘[and I will give this people favor in the sight of the 

Egyptians], and when you go, you shall not go empty, but each woman shall 

ask of her neighbor.... you shall despoil the Egyptians ” (Exod 3:21). 

[B] One of the students responded: “It is not as you think. It is because 

the Egyptians enslaved the Israelites more than a hundred years, and did not 

give them their payment. Therefore the Israelites took their payment imme- 

diately, and they took only a little of their payment.” 

[C] Said the Gentile: “This would have been known [i.e., justified] had 

the Egyptians enslaved the Israelites, but it was only Pharaoh who enslaved 

them, while the Israelites took the money of all of the Egyptians.” 
[D] Asecond student responded: “No, the Egyptians had slaughtered 

numberless Israelites. The Israelites took but a little of the [compensation 
money] for their [slaughtered] sons.” 

[E] Said the Gentile: “Only Pharaoh commanded killing [the sons of the 
Israelites]. Why were the other Egyptians punished for his sin?” 

[F] The third student responded: “You know that Joseph had gathered all 
the money in Egypt, and he had been the king of the Egyptians, and they had 
been his slaves, and their land and their money had belonged to him, as it 
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is written, ‘[Buy us and our land for food] and we with our land’ etc.” (Gen 

47:19), and we are first in Joseph's heritage.” 

[G] Said the Gentile: “The Israelites took also the money that Joseph did 

not allow [them] to take, that is the money of the priests of Egypt, as it is 

written, ‘only the land of the priests he did not buy’” (Gen 47:22). 

e |H] The fourth student responded: “No, because the Egyptians are our 

slaves, as it is written, “The sons of Ham: Cush, Egypt, Put and Canaan’ (Gen 

10:6); and it is said, ‘a slave of slaves shall he [Canaan] be to his brethren? For 

this reason it was allowed to us that we take all their money, for whatever a 

slave possesses is the possession of his master.” 

[I] The Gentile then admitted: “Your God is just and your Torah is just.” 

Clearly the argument against the justice of the God of the Law is typically 
Gnostic. The argument is well-known from the writings of the Church Fathers, 

as are some of the responses to the Gentile in this passage. Some of the argu- 

ments put forward in responses to the arguments of the Gentile are known to 

us from rabbinic literature (the compensation for the slavery [unit B], that the 

money took by the Israelites had been gathered by Joseph [unit F]; b. Pesah. 

119a). Other arguments are hitherto known only from patristic literature 

(although their origin might well be Jewish). The argument that Pharaoh alone 

is guilty, and there was no justification to take the money of all the Egyptians 

(units C and E) is known from Theodoret of Cyrus (fifth century c.£.), who 

struggles with Gnostic arguments: 

There are those who find fault with God’s command that the Hebrews ask 

the Egyptians for gold and silver vessels....Since the Lord God wanted them 

to receive some recompense for their labors, He ordered them to do this. 

No one should think it unfair that, though it was Pharaoh who wronged the 

people, payment was required of the Egyptians. They had also participated 

in this injustice by imitating the cruelty of their king. 

The wording “the Israelites took but a little of the [compensation] money for 

their [slaughtered] sons” (unit D) is almost literally Tertullian’s wording: “It 

was plainly less than their due which He commanded to be exacted. The 
Egyptians ought to have given back to the Hebrews also [compensation money 

for] their children.”“’ The citation of Genesis 47:19 (unit F) is reminiscent of 

Irenaeus’s words, “the Egyptians were debtors to the [Jewish] people, not alone 

as to property, but also as to their very lives, because of the kindness of the 

patriarch Joseph in former times.”*° 
The concluding argument (unit H) is evidently borrowed from the rab- 

binic argument in the debate about the Canaanites’ possession of Canaan; 

according to this passage the cursed person is Ham rather than Canaan, 

and therefore the argument could be applied to the Egyptians. This passage 

therefore demonstrates the connection between the traditions related to the 
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two apologetic problems, the fate of the Canaanites and the despoliation 

of Egypt. 
This passage, found in a late Yemenite compilation, preserves some intrigu- 

ing, even unique, exegetical and polemical features. It is a striking example for 

the preservation of ancient material in late works. 

THEOLOGICAL JUSTIFICATION 

Another justification of the despoliation of Egypt, found in a sermon of 

Gregory of Nazianzus, (fourth century cz), is that all silver and gold belong 

to God: 

It [the wealth] isn’t theirs. They plundered it, they seized it [éovAnoay, 

ijpracav] from the One who said, “Silver is mine and so is gold” (Haggai 2:9) 

and “I will give it to whomever I wish” (Dan 4:22). Yesterday it was theirs for 

so it was permitted. Today the Lord takes it and gives it to you [ool mpooayet 

Kal 5iS6wotv] who are using it well and with a view towards salvation.* 

This is strikingly reminiscent of the Jewish argument concerning Canaan 

in Genesis Rabbah 1:22 “Israel can retort: ‘And do you not hold yours as a 

spoil...the whole world belongs to God. When He wished, He gave it to you, 

and when He wished He took it from you and gave it to us.” Gregory uses this 

theological argument in juxtaposition to the legal argument of the “fair wages.” 

There are clear lines of similarity between the two themes, concerning the 

dispossession of the Canaanites and concerning the despoliation of Egypt. 

Most of the material in rabbinic literature concerning these two themes is 

not a product of beth ha-midrash;'* rather, it is by and large the heritage of 

Second Temple Judaism. Many of the traditions are of an apologetic nature, 

and they respond to anti-Jewish claims, although a component of internal 

uneasiness is also likely. The two accusations of the Jews (concerning Canaan 
and Egypt) are juxtaposed in Jewish literature, as well as in early Christian 
literature. Moreover, there is a clear resemblance between the two accusations 

and between the responses to them. In both cases, the anti-Jewish indictment 

was inherited by the Gnostics to attack the God of the Law, while Jewish argu- 

ments were adopted by patristic writings answering them, but only late Jewish 

material may be considered as dealing with Gnostic claims. 

NON-APOLOGETIC USAGE 

As we have seen above (see the section “A Medieval Compilation and Its 
Ancient Origins”), in the case of the conquest of Canaan, there are statements 

in rabbinic literature that are not apologetic at all. This is also true in reference 

to the despoliation of Egypt. Some Sages thought that the taking of Egyptian 
property was a compelling divine commandment, and therefore Moses and 
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Aaron would have committed an inconceivable transgression had they not 
participated in it. They took, therefore, Egyptian property that had been 
deposited with them.’* The triumphalist and utterly non-apologetic charac- 
ter of this statement is evident. According to another Tannaitic midrash on 
Exodus 12:36, whose apologetic tone is clear, the Egyptians gave the Israelites 
thejr property “against their will,” (oma by omx o>xwn pn....—oixwn), that 
is, against the will of the Israelites.“* The Babylonian Talmud, however, cites a 
similar midrash on the same word in Exodus 12:36: “They [the Egyptians] gave 

them [their property] against their will” The Talmud discusses the meaning of 

this utterance: Was the property given against the will of the Egyptians, or was 

it given against the will of the Israelites, because they did not to want to have 

too much burden on their way?’ An apologetic statement was interpreted in 

an utterly non-apologetic manner. 

Conclusion 

This chapter has dealt mainly with the Jewish arguments concerning the fate of 

the Canaanites according to the literature of the Second Temple period and rab- 

binic literature (and also, to a limited extent, early Christian writings). While 
the problem is rooted in the biblical period as an internal theological-ethical 

theme, in the Hellenistic and Roman period it was raised again, this time in 

the context of Gentile accusations and Jewish apologetics. The Sages of these 

periods, of course, knew the reasons given in the Bible for the uprooting of 

the Canaanites and made use of them, but other reasons, different from those 
recorded in the Bible, were suggested, and those were mingled with some 

elaborations of tendencies that already occur in the Bible. The similarity of the 

various traditions, Hebrew and Greek, Palestinian and Jewish-Hellenistic, rab- 

binic, pre-rabbinic, and Christian, is striking. The main arguments continue 

for a period of over a thousand years, from the second century B.C. into the 

Middle Ages. The formative period of these traditions, as of many others, was 

the Second Temple period; later sources transmit the ancient traditions. It was 

not out of methodological negligence, but due to this striking continuity, that 
the passages cited in the present article were cited not in a chronological order, 

but according to theme and argument; quite often, a later source enables us to 

understand the full dimensions of an earlier one. 
What was the essential motivation for the emergence of these apologetic 

arguments concerning the Canaanites’ ownership of the land? Most scholars 
have concluded that it was the Hasmonean conquests of territories within 
what was historically Eretz Israel that stand behind the emergence of this 
motif. This, however, seems unlikely. Although it is not impossible to imagine 
that those conquests had some connection to the accusations discussed in this 
chapter, there is no evidence of such a connection in the passages in which 
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these accusations appear. Such a starting point therefore seems doubtful. 

Rather, the context in which this motif appears—in Philo, rabbinic literature, 

and possibly also Procopius—leads us in a different direction: the defamation 

of the Jews as taking hold of what had not been theirs. It is not surprising, 

then, that the accusation of the Israelites’ dispossession of the Canaanites is 

related several times and in several ways to a similar indictment, namely the 

theme of the taking of Egyptian property, known as the despoliation of Egypt. 

Unlike the dispossession of the Canaanites, the Israelites’ taking of their neigh- 

bors’ goods is not given any explicit justification in the Bible. No apologetic 

argument was apparently required for it in biblical times; in the Hellenistic 

and Roman period, however, a justification was needed, and there emerged 

the various apologetic arguments seen above. The subject at stake is ostensi- 

bly judicial, namely, by what legal right did the Israelites take with them the 

property of the Egyptians? Clearly, this problem is similar to the problem of 

the Israelite claim of ownership of the land of Canaan. The apparently legal 

claim of the Egyptians was invoked only as a means to defame the character 

of the Jews; this may be true as well of the claim regarding the Canaanites, at 

least at the end of the Second Temple period (Philo) and later. If this is the 

background to the argument of the Book of Jubilees, then it is one of the earli- 

est attestations of such a debate, a Gentile accusation and a Jewish response, 

at this early date. 

The indictment of stealing the Egyptians’ property is based on an inver- 

sion of the biblical story. It may be inferred from the various sources that the 

biblical name of Eretz Israel, “the land of Canaan,” was a Gentile argument 
with which the Jews had to cope. Pagans could know that the territory of the 

Jews was named Canaan, but it seems that the argument was also that the Jews 

themselves call it by this name, and since it was not used by contemporary 

Jews, it may well be that the pagans refer to the Bible. Anti-Jewish polem- 

ics based on the Bible are quite atypical before the emergence of Christianity; 

I suggest, however, that the existence of such arguments may be inferred from 

Philo’ writings. Yet it might be argued that not only the title “the land of 

Canaan” but also the biblical description of the despoliation of Egypt could 
be known to Gentiles not by any access to the Bible itself, but rather by con- 

sulting Jewish informants. Both polemics demonstrate once again how par- 

tial and fragmentary our knowledge is of anti-Jewish allegations: In the case 

of the Canaan indictment there is good evidence from Jewish sources that 

the polemic endured for hundreds of years, and yet the evidence for its exis- 

tence is merely circumstantial. Inversion of biblical stories is well known from 
Gnosticism, and one wonders whether it might be a continuation of pagan 

anti-Jewish readings of biblical passages. 

In both cases—Canaan and the despoliation of Egypt—it seems that 

Marcionites and Manicheans made use of the pagan anti-Jewish arguments, 

turning them against the God of the Law, while the Christian responses are 
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based on Jewish arguments. Some of the Jewish arguments might have been 
known to the Church Fathers through Philo and the Book of Jubilees or writers 
using them, while other arguments are probably derived from other Jewish 
sources, using at least partly Jewish oral traditions, some of which are recorded 
in rabbinic literature. In at least one instance, an argument borrowed, probably 
indigectly, from the Book of Jubilees (or a similar source) was used by Christians 
against the Jews, displaying once again the kaleidoscopic nature of notions and 
traditions when transferred from one religious context to another in antiq- 
uity. Interestingly, while rabbinic traditions deal with allegations against the 

Jews, they do not mention such allegations against the God of the Jews, that is, 

the Gnostic allegations that troubled Christian authorities at the same period. 

Only in medieval midrashic works do we find responses to such allegations, 
both concerning the ownership of Canaan and the despoliation of Egypt; in 

the latter case there are striking affinities to responses given by several Church 

Fathers that are, in all likelihood, of Jewish origin. 

In this chapter we have seen how biblical heritage, exegesis of biblical pas- 

sages, aggadic and midrashic motifs, polemics with other groups, and ideol- 

ogy and theology are intertwined; how passages of various sources illuminate 

each other and may be interpreted correctly only when scrutinized together; 

and how a thorough analysis of one passage (Gen. Rab. 61:7) leads to drawing 

the contours of a much larger picture. 

Notes 

* The first part of this chapter is an elaboration of my presentation at the conference held 

in Jerusalem on August 12, 2009. Only after I had finished writing the article in its final form, 

in December 2011, did I see the most recent articles by Kateil Berthelot: “The Original Sin of 

the Canaanites, in The “Other” in Second Temple Judaism: Essays in Honor of John J. Collins, 

ed. D. Harlow et al. (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 2011), 49-66; and “The Canaanites 

Who “Trusted in God’: An Original Interpretation of the Fate of the Canaanites in Rabbinic 

Literature,’ JJS 62 (2011): 233-261. The reader will benefit from consulting these articles. 

1. Genesis Rabbah is often thought to have been compiled in the fifth century c.z. The 

parallels in the scholion to Megillat Ta ‘anit and in the Babylonian Talmud (see below) seem to 

indicate that this unit is Tannaitic (first through early third centuries c.z.). 

2. The verse “and unto the sons of the concubines (that Abraham had) Abraham gave 

gifts” refers to the sons of Qeturah. This led the Babylonian Talmud (b. Sanh. 91a, according to 

most versions; see the next note concerning the variant readings of this passage) to add “the 

sons of Qeturah” as plaintiffs. It is not clear to whom the plural form of the word “concubines” 

in the biblical text refers. Gevihah ben Qosem assumes, according to Genesis Rabbah, that it 

refers to Hagar, and that Ishmael is one of “the sons of the concubines.” Jub. 20:11-12, in retell- 

ing Gen 25:6, explicitly mentions Ishmael, together with the sons of Qeturah, as being sent 

away by Abraham, who gave everything to Isaac. 

3. Gen. Rab. 61:7 (ed. Theodor-Albeck, 666-669); the English translation is based on 

H. Friedman, Midrash Rabbah: Genesis (London: Soncino, 1951), 2:545-547. Parallels to the 

story in rabbinic literature b. Sanh. 91a; the scholia to Megillat Ta‘anit (V. Noam, Megillat 
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Ta‘anit: Versions, Interpretations, History, with a Critical Edition (Jerusalem: Yad Ben 

Zvi, 2003], 70-77, 141-147, 198-205). Scholion P of Megillat Ta ‘anit does not include the dispute 

with the Egyptians. The reason for this could be technical. The dispute with the Egyptians, 

however, is missing in a Genizah fragment of the Babylonian Talmud and occurs either after 

the dispute with the Africans (i.e., Canaanites) or after the dispute with the Ishmaelites; in one 

manuscript it was copied in the margin (see Noam, Megillat Ta ‘anit, 143, 145). Noam rightly 

inferred from these data that this pericope may well be a secondary addition in the Talmud 

(Noam, Megillat Ta‘anit, 201). 

4. According to the Talmud, the Jews, who had a limited amount of food because of 

the Shemitah year, ate the crops of their opponents, who fled and deserted them; this does 

not make sense in North Africa (where the shemitah would not be observed), but is perfectly 

intelligible if the plaintiffs are “the Canaanites”; see M. M. Kasher, Torah Shelemah [in Hebrew] 

(New York: 1948, repr. Jerusalem: Beth Torah Shelemah, 1992), 12, 44 n. 569; H. Z. Hirschberg, 

History of the Jews in North Africa (Leiden: Brill, 1974), 1:44; M. Kister, “Metamorphoses of 

Aggadic Traditions” [in Hebrew] Tarbiz 60 (1991): 220. 

5. M. Weinfeld, The Promise of the Land: The Inheritance of Canaan by the Israelites 

(Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California, 1993). See also B.J. Schwartz, 

“Reexamining the Fate of the Canaanites in the Torah Traditions,” in Sefer Moshe: The 

Moshe Weinfeld Jubilee Volume, ed. C. Cohen, A. Hurvitz, and S. M. Paul (Winona Lake, 

Ind.; Eisenbrauns, 2004), 151-170. 

6. M. Weinfeld, “The Ban of the Canaanites in the Biblical Codes and Its Historical 

Development,’ in History and Traditions of Early Israel: Studies Presented to Eduard Nielsen, 

ed. A. Lemaire and B. Otzen (Leiden: Brill, 1993; SVT 50), 142-160. See Amos 2:9; the total 

annihilation of the Canaanites seems to have been carried out, according to this verse, by God 

himself. See also the traditions concerning the mysterious nyry in Exod 23:28, Deut 7:20, and 

Josh 24:12. 

7. Weinfeld, Promise of the Land, 76-96. 

8. See S. M. Paul, Amos: A Commentary on the Book of Amos (Minneapolis: Fortress, 

1991; Hermeneia), 282-284. 

9. J. H. Tigay, The JPS Torah Commentary: Deuteronomy (Philadelphia: JPS, 1996), 27, 29. 

10. See, e.g., J. Skinner, Genesis (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1994; ICC), 186; 1. L.Seeligmann, 

“Aetiological Elements in Biblical Historiography” [in Hebrew], Zion 26 (1961): 156. Note that 

Canaan was punished for inappropriate behavior related to sexual licentiousness, which is the 

sin of the Canaanites according to Lev 18:3, 18:24, 18:27. 

11. Hebrew: j2vn. The word may refer either to Japhet or to God; see commentaries. See 

also below in the section "Canaan's Two Curses in the Book of Jubilees". 

12. The word 199 in v, 26 could also be interpreted in the plural, as referring to “his broth- 

ers” (v, 25), but this is somewhat awkward, because the preceding words refer only to Shem, 

and thus a singular form would be expected. A solution to the various problems of this verse 

(textual, linguistic, and contextual) is of course far beyond the scope of this chapter, I men- 
tion this problem because it is significant for the understanding of post-biblical passages (see 
below, n. 19). 

13. A major reason for that is apparently that the fate of the Canaanites is seldom 
described in the Bible as servitude. While this is not a valid objection for interpreting the 
plain text of the Bible, it could certainly motivate post-biblical exegetes. The centrality of this 
passage in the present context is striking (see also below n. 103 for the use made of it in the 
Wisdom of Solomon). It is possible that in one text of the Second Temple period Noah's curse 
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was interpreted as referring to the enslavement of the Gibeonites; Joshua says, according to 
this text: Sxa[w> o-ta]y tay pnna nfa]m (4Q522 9 ii, 11, according to the reading of E. Qimron, 
The Dead Sea Scrolls: The Hebrew Writings [in Hebrew; Jerusalem: Yad Ben Zvi, 2013], 2.76), 
but the reconstruction n»7ay tay “slave of slaves” is conjectural, and hence the relation of this 
passage to Noah’s curse is tentative). 

14. 4Q252 II 5-8; see G. J. Brooke, “252. 4QCommentary on Genesis A)” Qumran Cave 

4.XVfl: Parabiblical Texts, Part 3 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1996; DJD 22), 198. 

15. Brooke, “252,” 200. 

16. Philo, QG 2.65; see R. Marcus, Questions and Answers on Genesis Translated from 

the Ancient Armenian Version of the Original Greek (London: William Heinemann, 1953; 

LCL), 156. 

17. Josephus, A.J., 1139-142 (trans. H. St. J. Thackeray, Josephus in Nine Volumes, vol. 4, 

Jewish Antiquities, Books I-IV [London: W. Heinemann, 1930; LCL], 67-69). See also L. H. 

Feldman, Judaean Antiquities 1-4: Translation and Commentary (Leiden: Brill, 2000), 50-51, 

who draws attention to Philo and to rabbinic literature. 

18. For a suggestion concerning the main motif(s) of the anthology of para-biblical passages 

in 4Q252, see M. Kister, “Notes on Some New Texts from Qumran,’ JSS 44 (1993): 287-289. 

19. The basic argument is that the land, as well as every possession of the Canaanites, 

belongs to Israel because of Canaan's status of slavery. According to the tradition in Megillat 

Ta ‘anit, however (see above, n. 3), the Canaanites are the servants of Alexander the Great. This 

is not sheer flattery, but a reading of the words 15 tay yy12 7 as referring to Japhet, or to both 

Shem and Japhet (see above, n. 12). 

20. It is not impossible that such an argument was employed as early as the Second Temple 

period, although it is hitherto unattested. A similar legal emphasis is found in unit B, which 

deals with the legal status of Ishmael and his rights as a firstborn. A passage of the Book of 

Jubilees is motivated by a similar problem, namely the legal status of Esau, which is solved in a 

similar legal manner; it makes Esau say: “I sold (it) to Jacob; I gave my birthright to Jacob. It is 

to be given to him. I will say absolutely nothing about it because it belongs to him” (36:14). The 

phrase “I will say nothing about it” is a legal formulation meaning “I have no further claims”; 

for the usage of the word dibber for “suing” see, for instance, 1 Kgs 3:22; for formulae similar 

to the one in the Book of fubilees such as por12 ) px onan pt, m. Ketub. 9:1 (reflecting the 

Aramaic legal expression 2271 7); % Drpx X=] px) pon, Se 8a:12-13 (A. Yardeni, ‘Nahal Seelim’ 

Documents [Beer Sheva: Ben Gurion University, 1995], 103). It should be noted, however, that 

the Book of Jubilees is interested in the legally binding announcement concerning the transfer 

of the firstborn rights and the property that accompanies them from Esau to Jacob, whereas 

the tradition in Genesis Rabbah is interested in the legal aspect of the transfer of these rights 

and possessions from Ishmael to Isaac. 

21. Jub. 20:4: “Because the descendants of Canaan will be uprooted from the earth.” 

22. Compare C. Werman, “The Attitude towards Gentiles in the Book of Jubilees 

and Qumran Literature Compared with Early Tannaitic Halakha and Contemporary 

Pseudepigrapha” [in Hebrew] (PhD diss., Hebrew University of Jerusalem, 1995), 215-221. 

23. Mendels (Land of Israel, 69) considers these verses as pointing to a specific historical 

constellation. I view them as elaborations of biblical motifs that were important for the Book 

of Jubilees on the ideological level. 

24. See J.C. VanderKam, “Putting Them in Their Place: Geography as an Evaluative Tool,’ 

in Pursuing the Text: Studies in Honor of Ben Zion Wacholder, ed. J. C. Reeves and J. Kampen 

(Sheffield, U.K.: Sheffield Academic Press, 1994; JSOTS 184), 46-69. A close parallel for the 
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division of the earth among Noah’ sons exists in the Genesis Apocryphon (the lines concern- 

ing Canaan have not been preserved, but much space is dedicated to the division of the earth, 

and elsewhere Canaan's trespass is mentioned in another context, see below, n. 65); see D. A. 

Machiela, “Each to His Own Inheritance: Geography as an Evaluative Tool in the Genesis 

Apocryphon; DSD 15 (2008): 50-66. . 

25. See below, n. 117. 

26. VanderKam translates the phrase as “more than all of Noah's children,’ as does 

Wintermute (O. S.Wintermute, “Jubilees;? in Old Testament Pseudepigrapha, ed. J. H. 

Charlesworth, 2:77). However, Noah’s children are not cursed; it seems therefore that the word 

emk”elomu means “by all” (Hebrew: mikkol) rather than “more than” 

27. Y. Gutman, The Beginnings of Jewish-Hellenistic Literature [in Hebrew] (Jerusalem: 

Mosad Bialik, 1963), 138-143. 

28. According to the Pseudo-Clementines, Recognitions (1.31), Abraham's ancestors 

were expelled from the land by force; therefore “God promised him that those districts 

should be restored rather than given to them” (1.32 [Die Pseudoklementinen:II: Recognitiones 

in Rufins Ubersetzung, ed. B. Rehm, GCS 51 (Berlin: Akademie- Verlag, 1965), 26-27]). This 

explains why, according to the Bible, Terah, Abraham's father, began the journey from Ur 

to Canaan (Gen 11:31, although this verse is not explicitly mentioned). The Book of Jubilees 

does not give this explanation or hint at it, nor does it mention an expulsion of Shem’s 

descendants from the land. For the passage in the Pseudo-Clementines and the inter- 

pretation of the Book of Jubilees, see R. H. Charles, The Book of Jubilees: Translated from 

the Editor’s Ethiopic Text and Edited, with Introduction, Notes, and Indices (London: A & 

C Black, 1902), 84; J. M. Scott, Geography in Early Judaism and Christianity: The Book of 

Jubilees (Cambridge: Cambridge University, 2002), 97-107 (I am not convinced by the the- 

sis of this chapter). See also below, n. 66. 

29. The name “land of Canaan” should not have bothered the Jewish reader unless 

there was a claim that this name indicated legal ownership; otherwise it would naturally be 

interpreted as “the land of the Canaanites,’ who inhabited it before the Israelites (and were 

uprooted because of their moral behavior). 

30. Midrash Aggadah, ed. Buber, 1.26: NX NTP Xdw Pra nwWd yANT NN T”apn pdnw aAYywa OANA na 

np 3230 Samo nan ow yoy, yan axqy owixd ayaa yd mami, 55°04 xin mpa“n “>> Ano 

“oamnn. J.M. Scott, Geography in Early Judaism, 39; D. Mendels, The Land of Israel as a 

Political Concept in Hasmonean Literature (Tiibingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1987), 65 n. 21. This 

source can scarcely be attributed to the “sages” (of the talmudic period); it is a medieval com- 
pilation of haggadic material, a product of the school of Rabbi Moshe ha-Darshan. This school 
drew mainly on rabbinic midrashim, but also used ancient sources, derived from the litera- 
ture of the Second Temple period, either in its original language or in translation (for refer- 
ences to previous discussions of this matter, see M. Kister, “Ancient Material in Pirge de-Rabbi 
Eli‘ezer: Basilides, Qumran, the Book of Jubilees” in ‘Go Out and Study the Land’ (Judges 
18:2): Archaeological, Historical and Textual Studies in Honor of Hanan Eshel, ed. A. M. Maier, 
J. Magness, and L. H. Schiffman (Leiden: Brill, 2011), 69-93. 

31. According to 1 Enoch 6:5-6 Mount Hermon received its name from the oath of the 
watchers (‘rim), [1]nnx. 4QEn*, J. T. Milik, The Books of Enoch (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1976), 150. 

32. There is a tension in the tradition, if it is reconstructed correctly, between the emigra- 
tion of the Canaanites and their annihilation. 
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33. See VanderKam, “Putting Them in Their Place,” 62. 

34. Early Christian writers understood that the story of Madai is based on this interpreta- 

tion of Gen 9:27; see Charles's note to Jub. 10:35 from Diodore of Antioch (fourth century C.B; 

R. H. Charles, The Book of Jubilees, 85). 

35. The combination of two interpretative traditions is a well-known phenomenon in the 

Book of Jubilees. For instance, the word nx in the geographical name Ur Kasdim is interpreted 

as ref€rring to Ur the son of Kesed (Jub. 11:1) and also as meaning “fire” (12:12). 

36. See also 4Q175, 21-30. 

37. Lauterbach prefers the reading qx1KNa nD yx 7b jnM which he translates: “and will 

give you a goodly land in your own country”; J. Z. Lauterbach, Mekilta de-Rabbi Ishmael 

(Philadelphia: JPS, 1961), 158-159. Lauterbach interprets “your own country” as Africa, the 

original homeland of the Canaanites. This reading, however, is implausible: According to this 

text God granted the Canaanites another land as a reward for their benevolent deed. Moreover, 

the parallel in the Tosefta and in the Palestinian Talmud prove the originality of the reading 

DIYIND / WAXD y1xN (see below, n. 39). 

38. According to a parallel tradition in the Sifra and in the Tannaitic midrash on Leviticus, 

Mekhilta de-‘Arayot, whose text is incorporated into the Sifra, the Canaanites’ respect toward 

Abraham granted them forty-seven additional years in their land, in spite of their wicked 

deeds (Sifra, Ahare Mot, parasha 9, 3-7 [ed. Weiss, 85c]). 

39. MRI Pisha 18 (ed. Horovitz and Rabin 69-70). The translation is based on Lauterbach, 

Mekilta, with several alterations. According to a parallel tradition in t. Shabb. 7:25 (ed. Lieberman, 

29), Rabban Shim‘on ben Gamaliel states that the Amorites “had faith in God and went to 

Africa, and God gave them a land as good as theirs [oynx2 mw yN], and the land of Israel was 

called by their name.’ The Canaanites were replaced in this tradition by “the Amorites,’ but the 

land is called “the land of the Amorites” only very seldom, whereas “the land of Canaan” is the 

usual name of the land in the Bible, and the latter name needed a justification as early as the 

second century B.c.z. (Jubilees). Therefore, it seems that the wording of the Tosefta is secondary 

in comparison with the text of the Mekhilta. According to the Tosefta, the Amorites “had faith in 

God, which also seems a more elaborate form of the tradition. An Amoraic form of this tradi- 

tion occurs in the Palestinian Talmud (y. Shevi it 6:1 [36c]; Lev. Rab. 17:6 [ed. Margulies, 386]) in 

the name of the Amora Rabbi Shemuel bar Nahman (late third century B.c.z.): 

Joshua sent three proclamations to the (inhabitants of) the land of Israel before 

the Israelites entered the land: “Whoever wishes to leave, let him leave; whoever 

wishes to make peace, let him make peace; whoever wants to fight, let him fight.” 

The Girgashites left and had faith in God and went to Africa; “until I come and take 

you away to a land as good as your land” (2 Kgs 18:32 = Isa 36:17), this is Africa; the 

Gibeonites made peace, as it is written, “how the inhabitants of Israel made peace 

with Israel” (Josh 10:1); the thirty-one kings (Josh 12:24) made war and were defeated. 

The phrase “to a land as good as their land” (Mekhilta) was erroneously taken in these 

traditions as an allusion to a biblical verse (2 Kgs 18:32) that is irrelevant in this context (how- 

ever, it does validate the reading noy1Kx2; see n. 37). According to the Babylonian Talmud 

(b. Sanh. 94a), Mar Zutra said that the Israelites of the Northern Kingdom were expelled by 

the Assyrians to Africa; this is clearly the result of the secondary wording of the Palestinian 

Talmud: While in the tradition of the Palestinian Talmud, Ravshake’s words are used because 

of some flaw of transmission, in the Babylonian Talmud it is inferred from them that the 
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Assyrians had expelled the ten tribes to Africa. The Canaanites who went to Africa, accord- 

ing to this tradition, are the Girgashites, because they are almost never mentioned in the 

wars with the inhabitants of Canaan (Josh 3:10, 9:1, 12:8; Judg 3:5; they are mentioned, how- 

ever, in Josh 24:11). The statement of Rabbi Shemuel bar Nahman revolutionarily reformulates 

the biblical narrative of the conquest of the land. The limitation of the annihilation of the 

Canaanites is found also in Tannaitic sources (t. Sotah 8:7; cf. Tosafot b. Sotah 35b s.v. m2); 

Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Hilkhot Melakhim 6:5). See S. Lieberman, Tosefta ki-Fshutah 

Sotah [in Hebrew] (New York: Jewish Theological Seminary, 1973), 702; M. Weinfeld, Promise 

of the Land, 210-213; the bold re-interpretation of the story of the Gibeonites is even more 

intriguing (cf. Tosafot b. Git. 46a s.v. v2; Weinfeld, Promise of the Land, 211-213). See also M. D. 

Herr, “Peace in Rabbinic Thinking” [in Hebrew], in Peace according to Jewish Sources: Lectures 

in the Presidents Residence (Jerusalem: President’s Residence, 1997), 23-39. 

40. Cf. Strabo, Geogr. 16.2.36: “He [Moses] took possession of the place, since it was not a 

place that would be looked on with envy, nor yet one for which anyone would make a serious 

fight” (M. Stern, Greek and Latin Authors on Jews and Judaism [Jerusalem: Israel Academy of 

Sciences and Humanities, 1976], 1:295, 300. 

41. A similar sensitivity to this appellation of the land occurs elsewhere in rabbinic lit- 

erature. According to anonymous Sages (7227) in an Amoraic midrash, the name “land of 

Canaan” was given to the land in order to convey a moral message: As Canaan was inflicted 

because of Ham’s sin, so is the land inflicted because of Israel’s sins; according to another 

anonymous statement, it was called “the land of Canaan” because all its inhabitants were mer- 

chants (Lev. Rab. 17:5; ed. Margulies, 383). Both interpretations detach the name “the land of 

Canaan” from any ethnic identity. 

42. Lauterbach, Mekilta de-Rabbi Ishmael, 107 n. 1. See also S. I. Rapoport, ‘Erech Millin 

[in Hebrew] (Prague: M. I. Landau, 1852), s.v. xp-1px I, 184-185 (this entry includes a number 

of pioneering observations, alongside some curious speculations); L. Ginzberg, Legends of the 

Jews (Philadelphia: JPS, 1968), 6:177 n. 34. 

43. Josephus, C. Ap. 2.17 (trans. H. St. J. Thackeray, LCL); M. Stern, Greek and Latin 

Authors, 1:395-97. See Barclay’s commentary: “Although Josephus does not reveal it, Apion 

apparently reflected a triple correlation between the founding of Rome, the founding of 

Carthage and the Exodus from Egypt. We have to suppose this had some symbolic signifi- 

cance for Apion...[{implying] future hostility between Judaeans and Rome” (J. M. G. Barclay, 

Josephus: Against Apion; Translation and Commentary [Leiden: Brill, 2007], 178 n.59). This, 

however, is mere speculation, and the context in which this sentence was written by Apion is 

a matter of conjecture. 

44. See Stern, Greek and Latin Authors, 2:36. 

45. Note that according to the Jewish chronology, the Israelites marched seven days 
before the crossing of the sea, which is celebrated by the second holiday of Pesah; see, e.g., 
Ezekiel the Tragedian’s Exagoge: “But when at last you enter your own land, take heed that 
from the morn on which you fled from Egypt and did journey seven days, from that same 
morn, so many days a year you eat unleavened bread and serve your God” (167-171; trans. 
R.G. Robertson in Old Testament Pseudepigrapha, 2:815; see also H. Jacobson, The Exagoge 
of Ezekiel [Cambridge: Cambridge University, 1983] 125-126; C. R. Holladay, Fragments from 
Hellenistic Jewish Authors [Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1989], 2:380-381; Seder ‘Olam Rabbah, 
chapter 5). Ezekiel’s wording is based on Exod 13:5: “And when the Lord brings you into the 
land of the Canaanites, the Hittites, the Amorites, the Hivites and the Jebusites.... Seven days 
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[LXX: six days] you shall eat unleavened bread and on the seventh day there shall be a feast to 
the Lord” According to the Jewish material, then, the Israelites marched six or seven days on 
their way from Egypt, and on the seventh day they were relieved, and this has to be celebrated 
when they enter their land (after conquering the autochthonous inhabitants of that land). It 

cannot be ruled out, perhaps, that Gentiles in Alexandria and elsewhere erroneously inter- 

preted a Jewish tradition referring to the seven days of Passover as an etiology for the Sabbath. 

46. C. Ap. 2.21 (see Barclay, Josephus: Against Apion, 179); see also 2.25. 

47. Tacitus, Hist. 5.3.2 (Stern, Greek and Latin Authors, 2:18, 25). 

48. See Stern, Greek and Latin Authors, 1:397, 1:385 on the chronology. 

49. Rappaport, Erekh Millin, 185. 

50. For the particular mention of the Girgashites see above, n. 39. 

51.H. B.Dewing, trans., Procopius: History of the Wars, Book  III-IV 

(London: W. Heinemann, 1916; LCL), 2:287-289. 

52. Most scholars take the text of the ancient inscription to be an imaginative “read- 

ing” of Procopius or his source(s), and rightly so; see P. C. Schmitz, “Procopius’ Phoenician 

Inscriptions: Never Lost, Not Found, PEQ 139 (2007): 99-104. I thank Prof. Israel Shatzman 

for drawing my attention to this article. See also most recently: O. Amitay, “Procopius of 

Caesarea and the Girgashite Diaspora,’ JSP 20 (2011): 257-276. This article gives a helpful sur- 

vey of primary sources and scholarship; the possibility entertained there, that the name of 

Joshua in this inscription has something to do with his Greek namesake, Jesus, seems to me 

quite unlikely. I thank Dr. Katell Berthelot for drawing my attention to this article. 

53. This expression was already noted by Lewy. He considered it “a Hebraism known to 

Procopius and his readers from the Septuagint” (Lewy, “Rechtsstreit;’ 99 n. 4). 

54. An alternative suggestion is that the alleged text of the inscription is influenced by the 

style of Christian chronographers, who in their turn developed the tradition of the Book of 

Jubilees, and of passages of the Hebrew Bible (Schmitz, “Procopius Phoenician Inscriptions,’ 

101; see Georgios Synkellos, Chronography, ed. A. Mosshammer [Leipzig: Teubner, 1984], 

50; English translation: W. Adler and P. Tuffin, The Chronography of George Synkellos 

[Oxford: Oxford University, 2002], 65). Schmitz’s suggestion, that the inscription is depen- 

dent on Christian chronographers, does not easily account for the word “robber” in it; as we 

shall presently see, the accusation of “robbery” is by no means unique to Procopius, and I do 

not think (unlike Schmitz) that the word was added by him. On the other hand, the Semitic 

preposition 252 (and also expressions like »25» 03, literally: “fled from the face”) is common 

enough not to be necessarily an indication of dependence between texts. 

55. Gen. Rab. 1:2, ed. Theodor, p. 4. This midrash has a parallel in Tanhuma Buber Genesis, 

Bereshit 11 (ed. Buber, 7): “Rabbi Isaac said: the Torah should have commenced with [the pas- 

sage] ‘this month is for you...’” [Exod 12:2; the first commandment of the Torah]. Why then 

does it commence with ‘At the beginning...’ [Gen 1:1], to announce the power of His might 

[anniaa na], as it is said “He has recounted to His people the power of His works, to grant them 

the inheritance of the nations’ [Ps 111:6].” The first lemma in the Torah commentary by Rashi 

has a similar midrash, probably taken from some version of the Tanhuma literature, which 

had a closer parallel to the passage cited from Gen. Rab. The passage in Rashi’s commentary 

reads: “The Torah should have commenced with ‘this month is for you...’ [Exod 12:2]... Why 

does it commence with ‘In the beginning?’ Because [of what is implied by the verse] “He has 

recounted to His people the power of His works, to grant them the inheritance of the nations’ 

[Ps 111:6]; for if the nations of the world should say to Israel, “You are robbers [onx ovo"), for 
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you conquered [by force] the lands of the seven nations [of Canaan]} they [Israel] will reply, 

‘The entire earth belongs to the Holy One, blessed be He [xn n“apn bw yrxn 52]; He created it 

and gave it to whomever He deemed proper. When He wished, He gave it to them, and when 

He wished, He took it away from them and gave it to us.” For possible (doubtful) motives for 

opening Rashi’s commentary with this passage see E. Touitou, “The Historical Background 

of Rashi’s Commentary on Genesis 1-5” [in Hebrew], in Rashi Studies, ed. Z. A. Steinfeld 

(Ramat-Gan: Bar Ilan, 1993), 101-102. The Christian parallel discussed in Touitou’s article 

seems to me rather remote. For another parallel in the Tanhuma literature, see belown. 157. 

56. J. C. Greenfield, “NaSu-Nadanu and Its Cognates,” in Al Kanfei Yonah: Collected 

Studies of Jonas Greenfield on Semitic Philology (Jerusalem: Magnes, 2001), 724; M. Kister, 

“Some Early Jewish and Christian Exegetical Problems and the Dynamics of Monotheism,’ 

JS] 37 (2006): 553-563. 
57. Philo, Opif., $§1-3. 

58. R. Devreesse, Les anciens commentateurs grecs de ’Octateuque et des Rois: Fragments 

tirés des chaines (Vatican City: Biblioteca apostolica vaticana, 1959), 106. 

59. H. Lewy, “Ein Rechtsstreit um den Boden Palastinas im Altertum,’ MGW] 77 

(1933): 84-99, 172-180. This article enjoyed great influence also in its Hebrew version: J. H. 

Levy, Studies in Jewish Hellenism (awani nva>iy) (Jerusalem: Mosad Bialik, 1969), 60-78. 

60. Compare: V. Aptowizer, “Les premiers possesseurs de Canaan: Légendes apologé- 

tiques exégétiques,” REJ 82 (1926): 275-286. 

61. Lewy, “Rechtsstreit;” 173-174, 180. 

62. Lewy, “Rechtsstreit;’ 95. 

63. This is clear enough, I think, when one compares the Book of Jubilees with other tradi- 

tions, which have much in common but are not derived from the former. 

64. Recently it has been suggested that the Genesis Apocryphon was a source of the 

Book of Jubilees (M. Segal, “The Literary Relationship between the Genesis Apocryphon 

and Jubilees: The Chronology of Abram and Sarai’s Descent to Egypt;’ Aramaic Studies 8 

[2010]: 71-88); for a contradicting view, however, see J. L. Kugel, “Which Is Older, Jubilees or 

the Genesis Apocryphon? An Exegetical Approach,’ in The Dead Sea Scrolls and Contemporary 

Culture, ed. A. D. Roitman et al., STDJ 93 (Leiden: Brill, 2011), 257-294. See also C. Werman, 
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over the descendants of Japhet or Ham” (“Jewish Representations of the Inhabited Earth dur- 

ing the Hellenistic and Roman Periods,’ in Greece and Rome in Eretz Israel, ed. A. Kasher, 

U. Rappaport, and G. Fuks [Jerusalem: Yad Ben-Zvi and Israel Exploration Society, 1990], 
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Egyptians see, e.g., Manetho and Chairemon [Josephus, C. Ap. 1.233, 1.289, 1.305]), but the point 
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3 [1891]: 354-357). They also noted that “Robbery” is the indictment of the “nations of the 

world” in Gen. Rab. 1:2 and the Tanhuma (above, n. 55). 
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First Book of Epiphanius’ Panarion;? JTS 41 (1990): 472-501, esp. 488-501. Adler suggests 
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123. The similarity in wording between Exod 3:21 and Deut 15:13 may be noted. If the 

two verses are read together, the property of the Egyptians taken by the Israelites is only a 

fair grant given to them as to every freed slave. It is doubtful, however, whether the resem- 

blance between the two verses had an important role in the emergence of the post-biblical 
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from the Jews.... [It] could also be calculated in trillions of dollars and would expose the 

oppressive life the Jews had under the Egyptian slavery” (ReligionNewsBlog.com, August 

29, 2003). While one might suspect that Dershowitz could have access to the rabbinic story, 

this is most probably not the case with the Egyptian jurist, who developed it on the basis of 

the biblical account. The two jurists formulated their claims in legal terms, but there is no 

question that anti-Jewish propaganda is the only thing at stake here. 

131. Artapanus (apud Clement of Alexandria, Stromata 1.36; C.R. Holladay, Fragments 
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polémiques antijuives 4 Alexandrie,” REJ 63 (1912): 211-215. In this passage, Tertullian drew 

mainly, or solely, on a rabbinic tradition similar to the one in Gen. Rab. 61:7. As happens 

quite often, the church fathers’ use of the tradition demonstrates that the tradition is earlier 

than the works in which it is recorded in rabbinic literature. 

139. Mare. 2.20.4 (Tertullianis Opera:1, ed. A. Kroymann, CCSL 1 [Turnholt: Typographi 

Brepols, 1964], 498). The translation is based on A. Roberts and J. Donaldson (eds.), 

Ante-Nicene Fathers (repr. Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1985), 3:313. 

140. Concerning a similar anti-Jewish argument of Christians, see D. Berger, “On 

the Morality of the Patriarchs in Jewish Polemic and Exegesis,” in Understanding 

Scripture: Explorations of Jewish and Christian Traditions of Interpretation, ed. C, Thoma 

and M. Wyschogrod (New York: Paulist Press, 1987), 49-62. Ithank D. R. Schwartz for 

drawing my attention to this article. 

141, Rashbam’s commentary to Exod 3:22. 

142. According to Berger (“On the Morality,” 49-50), the “surprising Christian willing- 

ness to criticize Jacob as a means of attacking his descendants” is “consequently absent from 
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major Christian works. ...On the medieval street, then, Christians did not shrink from such 

attacks on Jews and their forebears.” 

143. The significant distinction between anti-Jewish claims and Gnostic arguments, and 

the fact that the latter are not met by rabbinic midrashim, was overlooked by Allen in his 

discussion of the midrashic literature (e.g., Allen writes concerning a midrash that “it would 

have been inappropriate and ineffective for direct confrontation with the Gnostics” [Allen, 

Despoliation, 162-163]; “If the Egyptians were seeking repayment for their lost valuables, 

this line of argumentation could be effective. It would not, however, completely answer 

the original charges made by the Gnostics and anti-Jews, in terms of the question of the 

morality of the biblical exodus narrative” [Allen, Despoliation, 165]; the midrashim are not 

addressed to “anti-Semitic/Gnostic challengers” [Allen, Despoliation, 176]). 

144. MS Rab. 1652 (Mic 4906) in the Jewish Theological Seminary, commenting on 

Exod 12:36. It has been noted that this compilation used earlier ones (M. Kahana, “The 

Yemenite Midrashim and Their Use of Halachic Midrashim,” Proceedings of the World 

Congress of Jewish Studies, Jerusalem, August 16-24, 1989, Division C, vol. 1, Jewish Thought 

and Literature [in Hebrew] [Jerusalem: World Union of Jewish Studies, 1990], 33). Although 

most of the commentary is not original, I have not found the source of the passage dis- 

cussed in this chapter. 

145. S. Lieberman, Yemenite Midrashim [in Hebrew], 2nd ed. (Jerusalem: Wahrmann 

Books, 1970). 

146. The passage was copied in M. M. Kasher, Torah Shelemah [in Hebrew], 12.44 n. 569. 

147. The verse reads, however, “and we with our land will be slaves to Pharaoh” The 

prooftext cannot be easily explained. 

148. Theodoret of Cyrus, The Questions on the Octateuch, ed. J. F. Petruccione and R. C. 

Hill (Washington, D.C.: Catholic University of America, 2007), 260-263 (Questions to 
Exodus, xxiii), 

149. Marc. 2.20.4; see above, n. 138. 

150. Irenaeus’s brief statement and the statement of the Amora Shemuel in b. Pesah. 
19a clarify each other, yet the two arguments are not identical. Section F combines the two 
arguments. 

151. Gregory of Nazianzus, Oratio in S. Pascha 45.20 (PG 36, 652B), translation accord- 
ing to Allen, Despoliation, 265. Gregory continues: “We should acquire for ourselves friends 
from unrighteous mammon, in order that whenever we are in need, we might receive back 
at the time of judgment (Luke 16:9).” This is another line of argumentation, which follows 
the allegorical interpretation of Irenaeus (the affinity with the latter has been noted by 
Allen, Despoliation, 266). 

152. Rabbi Levi, to whom this saying is attributed, flourished about a hundred years 
before Gregory of Nazianzus. 

153. For a discussion of the background to this saying, see above n. 55. 

154. Contrast Allen, Despoliation, 176-177. 

155. MRShY Exod 12:36 (ed. Epstein and Melamed, 32), which should be interpreted 
according to Midrash ha-Gadol Exod 11:3 (ed. Margulies, 163), which is probably also 
derived from a lost section of this Mekhilta. 

156. MRShY Exod 12:36 (ed. Epstein and Melamed, 31). 

157. b. Ber. ob. 
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“God Would Not Give the Land, but to the Obedient” 

Medieval Karaite Responses to the Curse of Canaan 

(Genesis 9:25) 

Meira Polliack and Marzena Zawanowska 

Introduction 

The curse of Canaan in Genesis 9:25 and its wider episode (verses 18-28) 

form an interpretive crux in the history of Jewish Bible exegesis, encompass- 

ing several textual and theological difficulties, the most salient among them 

being the placing of the curse upon Canaan rather than Ham.’ In the major 

exegetical works of the Karaite Jews, who commented on this verse during 

the tenth to the eleventh centuries c.z.,, the problem of divine justice received 
special attention. The Karaites, as Jewish scripturalists, rejected the sanctified 

status of received tradition (Jewish Oral Law) and concentrated their intel- 

lectual efforts on expounding the Hebrew Bible anew for the purpose of legal 

(halakhic) derivation. To this end they introduced sophisticated linguistic, 

contextual, and literary tools that were meant to ground the explanation of a 

biblical verse or passage in revealed Scripture alone, and to exclude what they 

saw as homiletic (“extra-biblical”) expositions of the biblical text based on 

midrashic tradition.” 
Since the time of Sa‘adyah Gaon (d. 942) adherence to the Islamic system of 

rationalist religious thought known as kalam, and especially to the Mu 'tazilite 

school of kalam, had become a hallmark of Jewish thinkers in the East at large, 

most notably during the tenth to eleventh centuries, though the Jewish recep- 

tion of Mu'tazilite theology was not limited to this period alone. The Karaite 

intellectuals had a dominant voice in its internalization by the Jews. Among 
the leading principles of Mu'tazilite kalam were the primacy of reason and the 
autonomy of human agents in explaining the nature of God and the world. 

Ideas concerning God's omniscience, justice, and man’s ability to determine 

good and evil through reason—as opposed to predetermination—permeate 

the exegetical writings of tenth-century Karaites such as Ya‘qub al-Qirgisani 

and Yefet ben ‘Eli. Their discussions of various biblical passages often point 
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to a kalamic backdrop and reflect a Mu‘tazilite consciousness or worldview, 
even though they do not always employ detailed Mu'tazilite argumentation or 

consistently use its explicit terminology in their running commentaries on the 

Bible.’ The full-fledged theological engagement with Mu'tazilite kalam may be 

found in the non-exegetical treatises of their contemporary Yusuf al-Basir, and 

eleventh century Karaites such as Yeshu‘ah ben Yehudah and Levi ben Yefet.* 

In this chapter, the story of the curse of Canaan serves as a point of depar- 

ture for presenting the varied views of prominent Karaite commentators 

on Genesis 9:18-28, including Ya‘qub al-Qirgisani, Yefet ben ‘Eli, Yusuf ibn 

Nuh (as preserved in an abridgement compiled by Abu al-Faraj Harun, and 

known as the Talkhis), and Yeshu‘ah ben Yehudah.> The comparative analysis 

is arranged according to seven leading thematic-exegetical questions, while in 

each category the exegetical responses are presented in chronological order, 

commencing with al-Qirgisani (first half of the tenth century) and ending 

with Yeshu‘ah (mid-eleventh century). 

Within this theological milieu, the first question—which became central 

to the Karaites’ deliberations over Genesis 9:25 and the story of the curse 

of Canaan at large—is why Canaan was cursed by Noah when it was Ham, 

Canaan's father, who actually committed the sin, or, put differently, whether 

God was just in punishing the progeny for a sin committed by its progenitor 

(section 1). The fragmented portions that have survived of Sa‘adyah Gaon’s 

commentary on Genesis suggest that he, too, as the major Rabbanite mutakal- 

lim of this period, was troubled by this question.® 

Second, the issue of free moral choice, a known Mu'tazilite tenet, is raised, 

since if it was this very curse that led the Canaanites to sinful and punishable 

deeds, then what was their degree of free will in exercising moral judgment, 

and how could God be just in predestining them to such a fate? (section 2).’ 

Third, God’s omniscience, as opposed to the limits of human knowl- 

edge, was also a focus of concern for these exegetes: If the curse was visited 
upon Canaan on account of the presaged sinful behavior of his offspring, the 

Canaanite people, how could Noah know about it? The concept of prophetic 

knowledge as developed in Mu'tazilite kalam is brought to bear in this respect 

also on the Karaite discussions of Noah in the wider narrative of the curse 

(section 3).° 

The fourth question concerns aspects of inner contradiction in the biblical 

text, which also disturbed the Karaite exegetes for whom intelligibility and 
consistency were a central feature of the divine will and hence of the divinely 
originated biblical text. Thus the question of how Noah's curse of Canaan, his 
grandson, could be reconciled with God’s blessing invested upon Noah and all 

of his sons, including Ham, the father of Canaan, immediately after the flood 

and shortly preceding the curse (Gen 9:1, 9:9) troubled the Karaite commen- 

tators since it implied an apparent inconsistency in God’s actions and words, 
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as preserved in Scripture (section 4). Another apparent inner contradiction 

exists between Noah’s curse of Canaan and the dooming of his offspring to 

slavery (Gen 9:25), on the one hand, and the divine instruction to expel (Exod 

23:28-33) and completely eradicate the Canaanites (Deut 20:16-18), on the 

other hand (section 5). 

The overall analysis leads to a discussion of the divine conditions for dwell- 

ing in the Holy Land (section 6). In this context, the question of ethnic as 

opposed to ethical categories by which the Canaanites are discussed is also 

addressed (section 7). It will be shown that while some of these Karaite exe- 

getes upheld the idea of a strict ethnic differentiation between Israel's faithful 

forefathers and the Canaanite “others,” some were more inclined to apply gen- 

eral criteria of moral behavior and values, which they associated with wider 

religious customs and beliefs, such as monotheism or polytheism that charac- 

terized the Israelites and the Canaanites, historically. 

1. Why Was Canaan Cursed instead of Ham? 

A universal question that many Bible exegetes face in interpreting the wider 

story of the curse of Canaan in Genesis 9:18-29 is why Canaan was cursed in 

the first place (verse 25: arur kena‘an eved ‘avadim yihyeh le-ehaw), when it 

was actually Ham, Canaan’s father, who witnessed Noah’s nakedness (verse 

22) and did not take pains to cover it, as did his brothers, Shem and Japhet 

(verse 23).? Should the sin of the father be visited upon the son, when even 

the Bible itself is ambiguous concerning such a “collective” form of punish- 

ment??? And even if it were Canaan who committed an offense against Noah, 

should his offspring be punished because of what he did? In response to this 
complex exegetical conundrum the Karaite commentators provided diverse 
explanations. 

1.1 YA°QUB AL-QIRQISANI 

According to al-Qirgisani, it is not improbable that it was Canaan, rather than 
Ham, who performed the vile deed against Noah, his grandfather: To wit, he 
witnessed Noah's nakedness, and he may even have committed some sexual 
offense, to which al-Qirqisani alludes in another place: 

We say that there is no indication that Canaan was not present at the time of 
the curse. .... It is indicated by the beginning of the story, where it is said: And 
Ham, the father of Canaan, saw [Gen 9:22] and it says And Ham is the father 
of Canaan [Gen 9:18].” [Scripture] would not have mentioned that he li.e., 
Ham] was his [i.e., Canaan’s] father, unless [Canaan] had [already] been 
present [i.e., in the scene]. ... Similarly, the statement And Ham, the father of 
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Canaan, saw [Gen 9:22] indicates the presence of Canaan [i.e., in the scene]. 

This statement necessitates that at that very moment Canaan had done a 

reprehensible deed, deserving [istahaqa bihi] the curse. Scripture alludes 

to that, when it says [And Noah awoke from his wine,] and knew what his 

youngest son had done unto him [Gen 9:24]. For as far as Ham is concerned, 

he,was not his [i.e., Noah’s] youngest son, but the middle [son], whereas 

Canaan was the youngest of Ham’s children, as it is said: And the sons of 

Ham: Cush, and Mitzraim, and Put, and Canaan [Gen 10:6].¥ 

Al-Qirgisani’s solution to the interpretive crux is to present Canaan as justly 

cursed on account of his own deed. He bases this solution on what he perceives 

as textual evidence within the passage, namely, the repetitive presentation of 

Ham as Canaan's father in verses 18 and 22. Such information is deemed by 

al-Qirgisani to be relevant to the scene as a whole, for if Canaan was not pres- 

ent therein, what could be the narrative purpose of his twice being evoked by 

name? Further evidence is found in the wording beno ha-qatan (“his youngest 

son”) used in describing Noah’s awakening consciousness. Such wording can 

only befit Canaan's status among Noah’s extended family. 

While the textual argumentation is compelling, al-Qirgisani’s theological 

argumentation is inconsistent in that it is not carried over to the Canaanites as 

a nation, for if Canaan was punished on account of his own deed, why should 

his future progeny carry his curse? Should they not be judged according to 

their own transgressions alone? As will be shown below (see sections 2.1, 3.1, 

and 4.1), to escape this pitfall, al-Qirqisani—just like Yefet—speculates that 

Noah might have been informed through revelation about their future behav- 

ior and he cursed them in advance of it. 

1.2 YEFET BEN ‘ELI 

Whereas al-Qirgisani suggests that it is probable that Canaan’s presence and 

action in the scene makes him the worthy subject of Noah’s curse, Yefet’s inter- 

pretation turns this probability into a certainty. He firmly admits that at the 

time of Noah’s curse, Canaan had already been born and that he was defi- 

nitely punished by the curse on account of his own deed. In his view, however, 

Canaan was punished not because of what he did to his grandfather, Noah. 

In the scriptural passage under discussion it was clearly Ham, contends Yefet, 

who committed an offense against his father, Noah. Canaan is justifiably the 

one to be cursed, nonetheless, on account of all the transgressions that he 

merely commenced to commit at that time, and which find their continuation 

in the abominable and sinful behavior of his offspring, the Canaanites: 

Next [Scripture] informs [us] that he [ie., Noah] cursed Canaan. This 

indicates that Canaan had already been born and [that] he was not cursed 

because of a deed [that] he had done in that instant. Rather, [Noah] cursed 
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him [i.e., Canaan] for the initiation of his [sinful] deeds, meaning the deeds 

of the seven nations who exceeded all bounds in abominations, and hence 

had necessitated by God their annihilation at the hand of Israel. [Noah] 

alluded to this meaning in his wording: Cursed be Canaan [a slave of slaves 

shall he be unto his brothers] [Gen 9:25]."4 i 

Yefet is reluctant to depart from the literal sense of the passage, which clearly 

describes Ham as the one who saw Noah’s nakedness and hence as the subject 

of the sentence (verse 22). Yet, in order to avoid the possibility, also deriving 

from a literal reading of the passage, that an unjust punishment was inflicted 

upon Canaan, Yefet argues that Canaan also sinned, in some other unspecified 

manner.’ Consequently, the offense he committed at the time of Noah—be 

what it may—was merely a prelude, an initiation of future forms of abomina- 

ble behavior perpetrated by his offspring, the Canaanites, who well deserved 

to be punished. His interpretation hinges on the poetic style of Noah’s Hebrew 

curse, which may be understood as referring to Canaan impersonally (as a col- 

lective) and is expressed in a present continuous-future tense (arur Kena‘an 

eved ‘avadim yihyeh le-ehaw; emphasis added). 

As will be demonstrated further below (see sections 6.2 and 7), Yefet 

upholds that divine retribution—in the form of punishment or reward—can- 

not be dependent on the behavior of one’s ancestors. By the same token, he 

puts in relief the role of human free will and emphasizes the full responsibility 

of each individual for his own lot.* Divine punishment is thus just and unbi- 
ased, measured according to individual deed. 

1.3 AUTHORS OF THE TALKHIS: YUSUF IBN NUH AND ABU 

AL-FARAJ HARUN 

The two great Karaite grammarians, authors of the Talkhis, were of opinion 

that the interpretive crux is best solved by rendering verse 25 not as a declara- 
tive sentence containing a “live curse’—namely, a performative speech act— 
but rather as a descriptive utterance that conveys information that Noah 
received through revelation concerning the future behavior of Ham’s off- 
spring, the Canaanites. The information about the future misfortune of his 
children was meant to punish Ham, by causing him to feel grief and pain over 
their prospective lot:” 

And he said: Cursed be Canaan [Gen 9:25] is not a proclamation [du ‘a] 
made by Noah concerning Canaan, since crime was perpetrated by his 
lie, Canaan’s] father, Ham, and not by him [i.e., Canaan]. Rather, it is an 
account [akhbar] of what [Noah] knew through revelation [‘alimahu bi-al- 
wahi] about his [i.e., Canaan’s future] misfortune, in order to fill his father, 
Ham, with that [ie., knowledge] and [thereby] trouble his heart. 
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Similarly to Yefet—but in distinction from al-Qirgisani, who allowed for 
the possibility that it was Canaan who committed the sin against his father, 

Noah—the Talkhis is of the opinion that it was Ham whose transgression is 

related in this biblical passage. Having stuck to the literal meaning of the text, 

the authors of the Talkhis still endeavored to explain the just aspect of Noah's 

focuging on Canaan in his so-called curse. In doing so, they were even more 
determined than Yefet to reject any possibility of an offense committed by 
Canaan, since there is no mention of it in the text. Their ingenuous solution 

was syntactic in nature: They transformed verse 25 from a declarative sentence, 
proclaiming Noah's curse of Canaan, into a descriptive sentence, contain- 

ing Noahs (prophetic) description of Canaan’s future misbehavior (Canaan 

functions accordingly as a collective narne for the Canaanite peoples). Noah’s 

description, as explained in the Talkhis, was intended as a punishment to Ham, 

not to Canaan, since the foreknowledge it conferred upon him caused Ham to 

grieve over the future of his offspring. 

el YESHU AH BEN YEHUDAH 

In his solution to the interpretive problem, Yeshu‘ah concurs with some other 

Karaite exegetes of Jerusalem in rejecting the possibility that Canaan rather 

than Ham committed the sin. Nevertheless, he, too, cannot accept that Canaan 

could have been cursed instead of his father, Ham, and is the first among 

our exegetes to formulate this problem as a clear exegetical question (“it has 

been asked: How is it that the father sins yet the son is cursed?”). Neither is 

Yeshu‘ah ready to accept that Canaan was in some way present in the scene 

(see al-Qirgisani and to a certain extent Yefet, sections 1.1 and 1.2 above). 

In taking up the direction of the authors of the Talkhis, Yeshu‘ah provides a 

refined grammatical explanation of the verse, suggesting that it has a missing 

syntactical part: 

[Concerning] And he said: Cursed be Canaan [Gen 9:25] it has been 

asked: “How is it that the father sins yet the son is cursed?” One of the 

[deceased] sages, may God have mercy on him, responded that it is pos- 

sible to interpret it via completion [taqdirihi] as “Cursed be the father of 

Canaan” and [the Hebrew word] avi [meaning “father of”] has been elided 

[ikhtasara], [just] as in another place [the word] akhi [meaning “brother”] 

is elided, as it is said and Elhanan the son of Jaare-oregim the Beth-lehemite 

slew Goliath the Gittite [2 Sam 21:19], whereas in another version [nuskhah] 

containing this report in Chronicles it says and Elhanan the son of Jair slew 

Lahmi the brother of Goliath the Gittite [1 Chr 20:5]. 

In pursuing his individual syntactical direction—which he nonetheless attri- 

butes to another Karaite scholar—Yeshu‘ah makes a deft attempt to solve the 

textual difficulty by means of a grammatical reconstruction of the verse.”° 



118 . The Land: Theological and Ethical Issues 

Unlike the authors of the Talkhis, he does not choose to transform the mood 

of the verse. His solution involves the semantic notion of elision (ikhtisar), 

which is amply used by Arab and Karaite grammarians (like Yusuf ibn Nuh) 

to explain a missing element within the sentence structure, especially within 

a construct state, which is assumed by the speaker or author. The exegete’s 

“reconstruction” of this element is sometimes called taqdir.* For the medi- 

eval Jewish grammarians, the missing element, it is important to point out, 

is part of the language structure of biblical Hebrew, and is not the result of a 

mistake in the transmission or copying of the biblical text. In support of this 

interpretation, Yeshu‘ah provides a fascinating parallel example, in his view, 

of the existence of the elided and full structures in the case of the same report 

(khabar) contained in the different version (nuskhah) et goliath versus et akhi 

goliath found in the books of Samuel and Chronicles, respectively.” Yeshu‘ahss 

explanation, corroborated by a textual analogy from another biblical passage 
wherein the same grammatical phenomenon may be witnessed, is meant to 

confirm that it was actually Ham, and not Canaan, who served as the direct 

subject of Noah’s just curse. Nevertheless, Yeshu‘ah is aware that Ham was 

cursed in relation to Canaan, his offspring. For this reason he also accepts (see 

sections 2.2 and 3.4 below), that the saying cursed be Canaan (Gen 9:25) is a 

report (akhbar) about the decline of the progeny of Canaan. Hence, in this 

wider reading of the passage he builds directly on the solution offered by the 

Talkhis. 
All of the aforementioned Karaite commentators provide different exegeti- 

cal responses in order to resolve the exegetical problem, namely, how is it that 

the father sins yet the son is cursed? Their skillful solutions have a common 

motive—their theological and ethical concern with the apparent injustice of 

the curse. They do not suggest a historical solution of the kind that in biblical 

times the visitation of a parent’s punishment upon the child may have been 

considered a just form of divine retribution, as expressed in some scriptural 

passages.” The idea that the Bible may give expression to an ideology that has 

changed over time—even within the biblical period itself, not to mention later 

periods, would have been largely alien to these medieval exegetes’ concep- 

tion of it as a revealed and innately truthful text. As such, Scripture had to 

be shown to reflect theological SSE in the expression it gives to God’s 

justice and logic. 

Whereas the Karaites’ exegetical motivation is in this sense extra-textual 

and uniform, their exegetical solutions are textually based, in that they apply 

strict grammatical and contextual tools in their extrapolation of this passage. 

Their varied solutions are generated within the hermeneutic boundaries set 
by the Karaite exegetical school in the study of the meaning of the biblical 

text.** No midrashic homily is employed in uncovering, as it were, this mean- 
ing, or smoothing out the problematic aspects of the verse, by filling in the gap 
through additional (extra-biblical) “data” regarding the biblical characters.” 
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The syntax, literary style, and immediate context of the biblical verse are the 
criteria employed by the Karaites exegetes in solving the crux. Nonetheless, 

their motives and basic questions stem from their fundamental conviction as 

theologians (mutakallimun) that it is morally unjust, and thus unbefitting a 

just God to curse a child because of a sin committed by his father. 
4 

2. The Problem of Divine Justice: God’s Foreknowledge and 
Predetermination 

Some Karaite authors tried to solve the problem of Canaan's apparently 

unjust punishment by suggesting that the curse was laid upon his offspring 

in advance, due to God’s foreknowledge of the sins that these descendants 

were to commit in the future. Nevertheless, if we admit that the progeny of the 

initial perpetrator were punished by a curse because of their future offenses, 

there arises yet another moral question, whether it is just to punish someone 

in advance, before he has actually committed the sin. Furthermore, under such 

circumstances, the curse itself might be conceived as a partial cause for the 

subsequent transgressions of the Canaanites, in that it was their unjust and 

lowly positioning that engendered, as in a vicious circle, the perpetration of 

further wrongs.” In other words, the curse could have inevitably and irrevoca- 

bly doomed the offspring of Canaan, denying them the exercise of free will in 

their moral choices and thus predetermining their fate. Objection to predes- 

tination was a basic tenet of the Mu tazilite conception of divine justice (adl), 

and as such was shared by Jewish (Karaite and Rabbanite) as well as Christian 

religious philosophers (mutakallimun) of the Islamic milieu.* 

2.1 YA°QUB AL-QIRQISANI 

Al-Qirgisani deals with this question by evoking the concept of divine omni- 

science and God’s foreknowledge, as follows: 

As for [someone] who rejects [the idea of] cursing the absent [person], 

this is not reprehensible if it comes from [the One] from whom nothing of 

what will happen is concealed. Since the Creator, the Almighty and Sublime, 

knows all things prior to [their] coming into being, and informs His holy 

men of these things through prophecy is not objectionable to them to cen- 

sure someone who must be censured, before it [i.e., the sin] occurs as well as 

to curse him, and likewise to praise [the one] who needs to be praised and 

[deserves] blessing.” 

In this passage, God’s omniscience, yet another of his distinctive attributes in 

Muslim kalam, though not specific to Mu'tazili kalam, serves al-Qirqisani to 

ward off the possibility that God doomed Canaan's fate in advance of his future 
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sinful actions. Al-Qirgisani speculates that since God knows exactly what will 
happen, He can inform his chosen ones about the course of events through the 

medium of prophecy (nubuwah), and therefore, if they curse someone, their 

curse is justifiable on the basis of the foreknowledge to which they have been 
made privy by the Almighty.*° 

2.2 YESHU AH BEN YEHUDAH 

Yeshu‘ah is reluctant to accept the somewhat schematic answer provided by 

al-Qirgisani. His primary conviction, similarly to Yefet’s, is that divine pun- 

ishment should be administered not only individually, to each according to 

his own sins, but also not prior to when the sin is actually committed. For 

if we assume that God knows ahead of time about the future sins of every 
man and woman, then it would also be possible to argue that these sins are, 

at least to some extent, determined by God's foreknowledge and that Canaan's 

offspring became sinful as a result of the curse. In order to avoid this circular 

argumentation, Yeshu‘ah insists on determining cause and effect, in that God’s 

punishment must proceed from Canaan's sins. Since these had not yet been 

committed, then the verse cannot be understood as an actual curse, but rather, 

as a descriptive report regarding Canaan’s future: 

It is possible that the father [i.e., Ham] is being punished by what will happen 

to the son [i.e., Canaan], and his heart hurts because of what he is informed 

about his [i.e., the son’s misfortunate] state. Later, the child will be tested 

through what occurs to him and punished for his [own] disobedience, for 

the cursing of Canaan entails his [future] disobedience, And if it is asked: “Is 

it permissible to curse someone who will deserve the curse [only] when he 

disobeys [in the future], before it [i.e., the actual deed] is accomplished or 

before he is disobedient?” The answer is that the saying cursed be Canaan 
[Gen 9:25] is a report [akhbar] about the blighting that will occur in regard 
to the progeny of Canaan, who was the source of [various] tribes.* 

Yeshu‘ah cannot refrain from contemplating the text through the prism of his 
own moral sense, by which God’s deeds must conform to an abstract and uni- 
versal ideal of goodness and cannot be deemed as good merely by the fact of 
His performance of them. Yeshu‘ah’s deliberations differ from al-Qirgisani’s 
unbiased argument for God’s foreknowledge, which leaves no place for doubts 
about God's judgment. In this respect, he is more of a religious skeptic than 
al-Qirgisani, and, as a result, his deliberations are more dialectic. He accepts 
the principle of divine justice as well as God’s foreknowledge. Nevertheless, 
he underlines the problematic nature of the curse put on Canaan as one that 
casts a shadow on the future of his offspring, whose disobedience becomes its 
necessary sequel. Yeshu‘ah’s solution, namely, that Noah's statement was not a 
proclaimed curse but a descriptive report, echoes the syntactic transformation 
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found in the Talkhis (see section 1.3 above). This brings us to a related problem, 
namely, how could Noah know what the future held for Cannan’s offspring? 

3. The Problem of Human Knowledge: Noah's Source 
° of Information 

The limits of human knowledge also pose a concern in relation to Noah’s 
description in the passage. For even if we assume, at least pro tem, that Ham’s 
punishment for what he had done to his father consisted, among other things, 
of being informed by Noah about the future misfortune of his offspring, which 

would result from their sinful behavior over time, and even if we accept that 

Canaan was punished on account of his accumulative sins**—still the question 

remains: How could the drunken Noah possibly know about what happened 

to him or be capable of divining the future transgressions of the Canaanites? 

Moreover, Scripture is silent about his receiving any information from God in 

this respect. The Karaite exegetes found invariable ways to solve this matter, 
as follows. 

3.1 YA‘QUB AL-QIRQISANI 

Al-Qirgisani is prepared to admit the exegetical possibility that Canaan may 

not have committed the sin. In such a case, Noah’s cursing is justified on 

account of his foreknowledge of the future sinful behavior of Canaan’s off- 

spring, the Canaanites, which was revealed to Noah through prophecy: 

And it [i.e., this verse] may have another meaning, which is that if it is true 

that Canaan was absent [i.e., when Noah pronounced the curse] and that 

he did not commit an offense at that time, then it is possible that it was 

revealed to Noah, may peace be upon him, through prophecy that the most 

heretic among the children of Ham, the most wicked [in their] manners 

and the most abhorrent [in their] abominations and breaking of the forbid- 

den customs of the Holy Land, would be the seven nations, [with regard 

to] whom God, the Almighty and Sublime, commanded, that absolutely® 

not one of them shall be spared, and [that] their repentance shall not be 

accepted and [that] they shall not enter the religion [i.e., be able to become 

Israelites]. All of them are the children of Canaan. So Noah, may peace be 

upon him, cursed them [i.e., the children of Canaan], when their ways [i.e., 

in the future] were explained to him through prophecy.** 

In this comment, al-Qirgisani gives expression to his severe conception of 

divine justice, wherein God commands the total annihilation of the seven 
nations (i.e., the Canaanites) as a collective punishment for their sins, leay- 

ing no space for individual repentance. Interestingly, al-Qirgqisani does not 
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exclude the possibility that some of them may wish to repent, but he empha- 

sizes that even if it were so, God commanded that “their repentance shall not 

be accepted” In this sense, he diminishes the role of moral responsibility of 

individuals for their own fate; God seems not merely to know, but also—at 

least to a certain extant—to plan ahead, who will deserve to be destroyed 

(“not one of them shall be spared”), leaving no choice of amendment through 

conversion (“they shall not enter the religion”). The divine decision is irrevo- 

cable, and, in the case of these seven nations, it is not dependent on human 

repentance. 
This stance is strikingly opposed to Yefet’s often expressed conviction that 

God accords to everyone a chance to repent and that if one repents, his repen- 

tance will be accepted and he will be delivered, as found, for instance, in his 

commentary on Genesis 18:21: 

If someone were to say: “What is the reason why God made this mat- 

ter [i.e., the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah along with their inhab- 

itants] dependent on the entering of the messengers to them?” It will be 

said to him that out of compassion for his servants, the Creator, Almighty 

and Sublime, warns them when they exaggerate in terms of offenses, and 

informs them that the time limit [al-ajal]** has already approached, so that 

it be an argument for them [to repent]. If they comprehend and return from 

their offenses, the punishment will not fall upon them. Yet, if they do not 

return [from sin], the punishment will fall upon them.* To the people of 

the generation of the flood [God] had granted a long time limit, that is one 

hundred and twenty years.” [In addition], when the time limit elapsed, and 

they did not repent, He granted them a short time limit, that is a period of 

seven days.** Yet, when they did not return, He destroyed them. As far as 

the inhabitants of Nineveh are concerned, He granted them [a respite of] 

forty days, and they returned to God, so the trial did not fall upon them. 

[As for] these inhabitants of Sodom, God granted them a respite [of] twenty 

five years, but they did not repent. Rather, they exceeded all bounds [in their 

sins] and multiplied the offenses. [Nonetheless], when the time came, He 

granted them [a short term] concurrent with the coming of the messengers 

to them. Had they repented, [God] would not have destroyed them.*° 

According to this passage, Yefet is of the opinion—which he grounds on 

various scriptural reports—that everyone, even the worse sinners, whether 

Israelites or non-Israelites, are warned and given a chance to repent. Moreover, 
after a divine warning, the sinner is granted a respite to have enough time to 
think things over and repent. If he repents, he is delivered. Thus, in the end, 
the deliverance is dependent on human actions, as Yefet in fact admits overtly 
elsewhere.* 
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3.2 YEFET BEN ‘ELI 

While pondering the question of how Noah could know about what would 
happen in the future, Yefet accepts al-Qirqisani’s basic solution, namely, that 
it was through divine revelation. Nevertheless, he goes into greater detail 

in describing the information God provided Noah. Accordingly, Noah was 

informed about Ham's deed but also about two other matters, namely, the 

future sinful behavior of the Canaanites and the future special status of the 

Israelites. The latter would become the worshippers of God, and would be cho- 

sen by Him to be His priests and to abide in His Temple, to witness His signs 

and miracles, to enjoy the divine presence (shekhinah), as well as to receive the 

Torah and the gift of prophecy:# 

[Scripture] informs [us] that when Noah woke up from his wine, he knew 

what Ham had done. It is not unlikely that God granted him this knowledge, 

for in this pericope* three matters are reported [i.e.. what Ham had done 

to him, Canaan's subsequent sinful behavior, the future special status of the 

Israelites] which indicate that he undoubtedly knew this through divine 

revelation.“ 

Yefet infers from the broader context of the story that Noah was informed 

about various issues regarding Israel’s future through divine revelation 

(wahi).* These serve Yefet as proof that Noah also received a revelation that 

informed him inter alia of what had happened to him during his drunken 

spell. This type of reasoning is employed similarly to a gap-filling midrash on 

the part of Yefet, for nowhere in the biblical passage is Noah literally described 

as owning to such a revelation from God.“ Yefet infers that various informa- 

tion was revealed to him mainly in order to justify Noah's placing of the curse 

on Canaan even though Ham, according to Yefet (see section 2.2 above) was 

clearly the one who performed the sin. 

In this manner Yefet adopts al-Qirgisani’s solution—divine revelation— 

as a means of explaining Noah’s decision to curse Canaan, yet he tries to 

connect it to the wider (literary) context of the Noah story at large, in which 

Noah does receive, at various stages, divine instruction from God. Without 

such a solution the only possible option is to admit that Noah made a mis- 

take as a result of his drunkenness and cursed the wrong person. This may 
be an option inferred by the biblical narrative, yet it is not one that can 

be reconciled with a just God whose created world is run according to an 
intelligible plan and not haphazardly and who chooses His human agents 

(Noah) on the basis of their overall merit and worthiness. The possibility 
of a mistake, which renders Noah's curse a haphazard one, even though 

effective, is therefore unfathomable to al-Qirgisani and to Yefet. In order to 

avoid this possibility al-Qirqisani prefers the exegetical option that identi- 

fies Canaan as guilty of the sin related in Genesis 9:25 (see section 1.1 above). 
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Yefet, on the other hand, who cannot accept this exegetical possibility due 

to lack of direct evidence in the text as to Canaan's actual presence in the 

scene has to find a more winding literary route through which to prove that 

Noah nonetheless acted justly and knowledgeably in dooming Canaan and 

his seed to slavery. 

3.3 AUTHORS OF THE TALKHIS: YUSUF IBN NUH AND ABU 

AL-FARAJ HARUN 

The Talkhis is in agreement with other Karaite commentators of the time that 

in this passage Noah must have received some information through revela- 

tion. Yet, its authors emphasize that in this way, Noah learned about what Ham 

had done to him, rather than about the future behavior of his progeny: 

(As for) the statement (And Noah awoke from his wine,) and knew what his 

youngest son had done unto him (Gen 9:24), it is not precluded that he knew 

about that (i.e., what had occurred to him) through revelation.’ 

Whereas Yefet broadened the range of information provided to Noah through 

revelation in order to ground Noah's insights—despite drunkenness—within 

his wider portrayal in the pericope, the authors of the Talkhis narrow this 

revelation to one detail only, namely, to what had happened to Noah, when 

he had been drunk. They stick to the literal meaning of the specific passage 

on the curse, which indeed refers to Noah's retrospective “knowledge” of what 

had been done to him by his “youngest son,” despite his drunkenness (Gen 

9:25). Their solution explains how Noah came to know this fact alone. The 

difference in regard to the scope of Noah’s revelation results from the differ- 

ence in the Talkhis’s answer to the question of why Noah cursed Canaan in 

the first place. As shown above (see section 1.3) the Talkhis authors consider 

the curse to be a descriptive rather than a declarative statement on Noah’s 

part. Hence if there was no curse to begin with, Noah did not need to receive 

specific divine revelation as to Canaan's future misdeeds that would justify 
such a curse. The only thing that Noah knew, which he could not have learned 

in any other way than revelation, was what was done to him while he was 
unconsciously drunk. 

3.4 YESHU AH BEN YEHUDAH 

Similarly to al-Qirgisani and Yefet, Yeshu‘ah also allows for the possibility that 
Noah learned about the future behavior of his offspring through revelation. 
The idea of revelation not only filled in the narrative gap as to how Noah knew 
about what had occurred to him when he had been drunk, but it also rendered 
the cursing and punishment of Ham and Canaan justifiable and well deserved. 
Since in Yeshu‘a’s view the phraseology of the curse elides the element avi, 
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meaning “the father of (Canaan), he, too, has to focus on the insight that led 

Noah to curse Ham as Canaan's father: 

It is likely that the statement and he knew [Gen 9:24] [means] through revela- 

tion. The revelation also included [information about] what Ham will deserve 

for this abomination as well as what would happen to Shem and Japhet. And 

he{i.e., Noah] said, beginning with Ham, Cursed be Canaan [Gen 9:25]. 

Yeshu‘ah’s explanation hinges on the same reference to Noah’s knowledge (Gen 

9:24) that preoccupies the Talkhis. He nevertheless adds the wider theological 

reasoning, akin to al-Qirqisani’s and Yefet’s readings of the curse. Accordingly, 

Noah was informed through revelation about three things: (1) what happened 

to him when he was drunk; (2) what will be the punishment inflicted on Ham 

for his offense; and (3) what will happen to his two other sons and their prog- 

eny. Furthermore, he specifies that the punishment of Ham consists of him 

being informed about his progeny’s future subservience. 

Thus, despite the fact that there is no explicit mention of a revelation made 

to Noah in the curse passage, the Karaite exegetes appear to hold a consen- 

sus that Noah acquired some knowledge about the events that occurred when 

he was drunk through divine revelation. They differ only with regard to the 

extent of this knowledge, and especially as to what further information, if at 

all, this revelation contained, in their explanations regarding Noah's subse- 

quent actions. 

As Mu'tazilite theologians and devout interpreters, none of them allows 

for the possibility that the biblical narrative is deliberately portraying Noah 

as humanly flawed, flippantly fixing his curse upon Canaan rather than Ham 

while awakening from drunkenness, and uttering a mistaken curse, which, 

like a mistaken blessing, once made cannot be revoked. Moreover, the possible 

irony of the biblical narrative in presenting Canaan’s destiny as a stroke of bad 

luck, as that of one who finds himself in the wrong place at the wrong time, is 

also beyond the boundaries of these exegetes’ reading of the Bible, which does 

not focus on its dramatic (imaginative) power.™ 

4. The Problem of Inner Contradiction: The Blessing of Ham 
versus the Curse of Canaan 

The above-cited discussions focus on theoretical problems, which, though 

connected to the text of the curse of Canaan (Gen 9:18-28), are engendered by 

theological (“extra-textual”) considerations, as well as by the need to fill in what 

are perceived as informational gaps within the biblical account. Nevertheless, 

there are also a number of contextual (“inner-textual”) problems in this scrip- 

tural passage, which were spotted and addressed by the medieval Karaite exe- 

getes. They involve two kinds of incongruities, namely those apparent within 
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this particular scriptural pericope and those that arise from its juxtaposition 

with other biblical passages. 

According to the immediate biblical context, right after the flood, God 

blessed Noah and all his sons (Gen 9:1, 9:9). Thus there is an apparent contra- 

diction between the initial divine blessing made toall of Noah’s offspring and 

the subsequent curse of one of their representatives. Nota bene the blessing of 

Ham might provide a convenient excuse to justify why Canaan was the one 

to be cursed instead of his father, Ham, for a deed he did not commit, since 

God had previously invested Ham with a blessing (see sections 4.1 and 4.2 

below). Nonetheless, the question remains of how it is possible that anyone of 

Noah’s blessed offspring should be cursed at all, in contradiction to an ear- 

lier scriptural statement. Furthermore, from a theological perspective, too, if 

God knows everything in advance, why would He bless Ham in the first place, 

knowing that his offspring would sin? At least two of the Karaite commenta- 

tors surveyed above felt compelled to address this contextual and theological 

problem. 

4.1 YA QUB AL-QIRQISANI 

As we have seen, al-Qirqisani admits that it is not improbable that Ham was 

the one who had sinned. Nonetheless, Noah cursed Canaan, instead of Ham, 
precisely because of the divine blessing, which prevented him from putting a 

curse on someone who had previously been blessed by God.” 

Others say that [Noah] cursed Canaan, and did not curse Ham, because 
God blessed Noah and his sons, so it was impossible to curse the one whom 
God blessed.# 

Allowing for this possibility might return al-Qirqisani to square one, to wit, 
is it just to punish the progeny because of the transgression committed by 
its progenitor? In order to avoid this theological pitfall, al-Qirgisani provides 
another, more likely explanation in his view, according to which divine bless- 
ings and curses are never general, but refer to specific individuals, who most 
deserve them: 

Therefore [Noah] singled them out [i.e., the children of Canaan] in the 
curse, excluding the rest of his [ie., Ham’s] children, of whom [he knew 
that] this would not be [their] way, for Scripture permitted the entrance of 
Egyptians in the religion [i.e., their conversion and becoming Israelites] and 
their marriage, when it said thou shalt not abhor an Egyptian [Deut 23:8] 
etc. Thus, his [ie., Noah’s] curse of Canaan was not their curse [ie., the 
Egyptians and other children of Ham, apart from Canaan], since from all of 
his [ie., Ham’s] children, [Canaan] deserved it [ie., the curse] most. Had 
[Noah] cursed them, the curse would be applied to the worse of his children, 
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and [to the one] who is most deserving of it than the others, for it would be 
impossible to afflict [with it someone], who was the most obedient among 
them, especially taking into account [that] God blessed Noah and his sons 
in what preceded, as it is said And God blessed Noah and his sons [Gen 9:1]. 
So Noah did not act contrary to the earlier blessing, but afflicted with the 
curse the one [offspring] of whom he knew would deserve it. Joshua did 
the same when he cursed the Gibeonites [and said] Now therefore ye are 
cursed [Josh 9:23].... Moreover, this story is similar to the story, [wherein] 
God forbade the children of Israel to travel in the land of Edom. For [God] 
had said for I will not give thee of his land for a possession [Deut 2:9] and He 
had said Thou shalt not abhor an Edomite [Deut 23:8]. Next, He singled out 

some of the children of Esau, to wit Amalek, and commanded their eradica- 

tion, as it is said That thou shalt blot out the remembrance of Amalek [Deut 

25:19]. It [was] so, because from [all of] the children of Esau, they [i.e., the 

Amalekites] deserved that [most], [just] as from [all of] the children of 

Ham, Canaan deserved the curse [most].54 

In al-Qirgisani’s view, Noah’s curse, apparently sanctioned by God, was very 

precise and selective. By the same token, it constituted a kind of specifying 

“annex” to the initial blessing administered by God to Noah’s offspring in gen- 

eral.» To prove his claim, al-Qirgisani brings various quotations from other 

scriptural passages, containing similar specifying verses. 

4.2 YEFET BEN ELI 

Like al-Qirgisani, though in a more resolute way, Yefet expresses the opin- 

ion that Noah would not curse someone blessed by God, and therefore it was 

Canaan whom he cursed. Yet, as we have seen above (see section 1.2), Canaan 

was not cursed without a reason: 

[Noah] did not deem [it proper] to curse him [ie., Ham], since God had 

blessed him together with all his brothers. Therefore he made his [i.e., 

Ham’s] punishment over [what] he had done into a token unto him of the 

high rank of Shem and Japheth and of the curse of Canaan as well as the 

decrease in the rank of his children.* 

In this passage, Yefet admits that Ham was not free from blame. As we remem- 

ber, according to Yefet, Canaan was punished by curse not because of what 

he did at that moment to his grandfather, Noah, but on account of the sinful 

deeds that he merely commenced to perform at that time, which will find their 

continuation in the transgressions perpetrated by his progeny. For it was Ham, 

who, according to Yefet’s literal reading of this passage, committed an offence 

against Noah (see section 1.2 above). Yet, Noah could not have cursed him as 

punishment for this offense since it would have undermined God’s previous 
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blessing. Therefore, Ham’s punishment consisted of being informed about 

the misfortune that will occur to his offspring and about the fact that despite 

the blessing, they will not be as distinguished as the progeny of Shem and 

Japheth.” A distinct feature of Yefet’s comment on this pericope is that with- 

out distorting the literal sense of Scripture—Ham is the object of the curse—he 

endeavors to provide a cohesive explanation which, at the same time, concords 

with his moral sensibility. 

5. The Lot of the Canaanites: Slavery or Eradication? 

The contextual difficulties regarding the curse of Canaan are not limited to 

inconsistencies found within the immediate pericope but are also apparent in 

the broader scriptural account. Such are the apparent discrepancies between 

the curse as pronounced by Noah in the book of Genesis and the severe pre- 

scriptions concerning Canaan as formulated in the books of Exodus and 

Deuteronomy. These presented a problem in biblical exegesis at large and espe- 

cially in the contextual reading of the medieval Judaeo-Arabic exegetes,* for 

how could the Canaanites become slaves, if they are to be eradicated? While 

commenting on this passage, two of our Karaite exegetes found it appropriate 

to address this cross-textual problem. 

5.1 YEFET BEN ‘ELI 

Yefet skillfully solves the aforementioned exegetical crux by drawing on the 

data provided in the interpreted passage and on his wider knowledge of the 
biblical background. He suggests a simple solution: Some of the descendants 
of Canaan were killed, whereas others escaped, and those who escaped were to 
become slaves. Thus, he manages to avoid defying the literal meaning of this 
verse, by proposing a harmonizing interpretation of the apparent contradic- 
tion, which seems to rely on a form of specification or narrowing-down (takh- 
sis) of a general category, without invoking extra textual arguments.” 

The statement and let Canaan be [their servant] [Gen 9:26] refers to the 
remaining children of Canaan, who escaped from the Israelites. [Scripture] 
informs [us] that they will become a servant of servants [Gen 9:25] to the rest 
of the children of Ham, that is to Mitzraim [i.e., Egypt], Cush, Put. It means 
that when they [ie., the children of Canaan] escaped from the Israelites, 
some of them spread in these countries. And some of them spread in the 
countries of the children of Shem, that is in the countries of Elam, Asshur, 
Lud, and Aram [Gen 10:22] and in the land of the subdivisions of the tribes 
of Arpachshad, others than the Land of Israel, from which the Master of the 
Universe expelled them. Similarly, some of them dispersed in the land of 
Japheth and became slaves to them [i.e., the children of Japheth].© 
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As opposed to al-Qirgisani, according to whom all the Canaanites should be 
killed and “not one of them shall be spared” (see section 3.1 above), Yefet pro- 
poses a more lenient vision of divine justice, by admitting that the prescrip- 
tion to eradicate the seven nations does not refer to all of the descendants of 
Canaan but only to those who remained in the land of Israel. The Canaanites, 
who a¢cording to the biblical account had previously populated that land, 
were allowed to escape from it without being eradicated, and those who did so 
became slaves, in accordance with Noah's curse. By advancing a more lenient 
interpretation of God's prescriptions concerning the Canaanites, Yefet comes 

across as more respectful of the literal meaning of the scriptural passage under 

discussion, which reads “and let Canaan be their servant” (Gen 9:26). 

5 e YESHU AH BEN YEHUDAH 

Yeshu‘ah also identifies the discrepancy in the biblical accounts of the fate of 

the Canaanites. His explanation is based, like Yefet’s, on the immediate and 

related biblical passages, yet his solution differs from Yefet’s: While only the 

Canaanites that remained in the land of Israel were eradicated, those who fled 

the land became dispersed and fell into decline: 

God, the Sublime, had brought about the eradication of some of them [i.e., 

the Canaanites], prior to the Israelites’ entry to the Land. Next, He sent them 

the hornet [Exod 23:28]. Then Israel killed some of them, whereas many [oth- 

ers] were dispersed between the lands whence they fled from the Israelites 

to the west countries. And they became slaves to Cush and Mitzraim [i.e., 

Egypt] and, at times, also to the children of Shem® and to the children of 

Japheth, for the hand of Greece and others was raised from the children of 

Japheth, as the hand of Ashur and others was raised from the children of 

Shem in the [former] countries of the Canaanites. And [the expression] a 

slave of slaves shall he be [Gen 9:25] is a hyperbole [mubalagah]® of their fall 

and decline, [just] as [the expression] “the king of kings” is a hyperbole of 

elevation.” 

In Yeshu‘ah’s view, what appear as contradictory fates, annihilation and slav- 

ery, may be reconciled—the former befalling a segment of Canaan’s descen- 

dants who remained in the land and the latter pertaining to those who fled 

the land. Yeshu‘ah perceives the expression slave of slaves as a rhetorical trope 

(mubalagah), which typically expresses exaggeration in biblical Hebrew. This 

original interpretation affects Yeshu‘ah’s overall reading of the passage, which 

also contends that Noah’s words should be construed as a descriptive report, 

not an actual curse (see section 1.3 above). In such a reading, Noah is describ- 

ing to Ham the Canaanites’ fate as one of future decline, rather than actual 
slavery. This interpretation lessens the severity of the Canaanites’ predica- 
ment and minimizes the harshness of their punishment. Through the use of 
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linguistic and grammatical tools, it diminishes the apparent cruelty and unjust 

character of Canaan's curse, first since it is an elided form of expression—the 

subject of the curse is clearly Ham (see section 1.4 above). Second, even then, 

it is not an actual curse, but a descriptive report made by Noah to Ham, the 

father of Canaan, regarding the fate of his progeny (see section 2.2 above). 

Third, this fate—at least in regard to those Canaanites who fled the Land of 

Israel—does not specify actual but rather a more general dependency on other 

nations. In effect, says Yeshu‘ah, some Canaanites were annihilated, but many 

fled and were dispersed from their original land and made to live among other 

nations. It is this general state of decline that is presaged by Noah's report and 

which serves as an adequate punishment for Ham's deed. Moreover, the state 

of decline in itself is not vested upon the Canaanites due to the sin of their 

forefather; rather, it is the result of their own accumulative sins over time, of 

which Ham is being made aware, in advance, as part of his punishment. 

6. Who Should Inherit the Holy Land? 

The last moral issue on which our commentators focus is the right of dwelling 

in the Holy Land and taking it into possession. First, is this right dependent on 

a predetermined divine plan—in the sense of God deciding ahead of time who 

should dwell where and who should be eradicated—and so may be deemed 

unconditional, or is it dependent on the fulfillment of certain conditions? 

Second, if there are such conditions, are they determined by ethnic origin (i.e., 
Canaanites versus Israelites) or by religious-ethical values (i.e., polytheists ver- 
sus monotheists)? 

6.1 YA QUB AL-QIRQISANI 

The Bible provides narrative detail, according to al-Qirqisani, when this detail 
is necessary or vital to the understanding of the divinely revealed Law (namely, 
the commandments [furud], be they positive or negative). The purpose of any 
religious person is to live in accordance with the will of God, by obeying His 
commandments. In order to do so accurately, however, the person needs to 
know in detail the exact provenance of each and every nation: 

Therefore, God obliged® us [in Scripture] to do various things concerning 
the matter of [distinct] nations and people. For there are those whom He 
obliged us to eradicate completely, including their children and women, like 
the seven nations. And there are those whom He commanded us to invite 
into peace, and [only] if they do not respond, we [should] kill {all] the adult 
men, and [God] asked us to spare [their] wives and [their] children. And 
there are those, who were permitted to enter the religion [ie., convert and 
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became Israelites] and He authorized us to marry them, after three gen- 
erations, like the Egyptians and the Edomites, and other examples of what 
[God] imposed on us with regard to the rest of nations. Therefore it is abso- 
lutely vital to determine the lineage of every nation and people in order to 
obey to what we were commanded concerning these people, not others.® 

In th€ opinion of al-Qirqisani, Scripture is not only conceived as a repository 

of God’s commandments, but also as a kind of guidebook for their proper 

fulfillment. Accordingly, the divine instructions regarding the seven nations 

of Canaan were of the binding (unrelenting) type, wherein there is no room 

for deliberation, since they must be obeyed. It was only in order that they be 

obeyed correctly that the Bible includes a narrative explanation as to who 

were the Canaanites. According to this conception, individual responsibility is 

overshadowed by God's ultimate plan of justice, which in the case of the seven 

nations gives precedence to a collective form of responsibility (see section 3.1 
above). 

6.2 YEFET BEN ELI 

Yefet is reluctant to express views on the collective (and/or preplanned) 

dimension of divine justice akin to those advocated by al-Qirqisani.© In his 

Bible commentaries he often emphasizes that every individual is responsible 

for his own deeds. This tenet is also apparent in Yefet’s argument that although 

the punishment of Ham consisted of his being informed about what would 

happen to his children, the children themselves will be punished on account 

of their own sins: 

In this story [Scripture] informs [us] [about] the degradation of Canaan and 

[about] the decrease of his rank [below the rank of] the rest of the children 

of Noah. Moreover, it mentions the distinction of the children of Shem. The 

purpose of mentioning Canaan and what will happen to him was to cause 

pain to the heart of Ham in requital of his deed....It resembles [Nathan’s] 

words [directed] to David, may peace be upon him, Now therefore, the sword 

shall never depart from thy house [2 Sam 12:10]. For we should not believe 

that his [ie., Ham’s] children will be killed because of him [i.e., Ham], 

but rather they will be killed because of their [own] deeds, as Ahaziah and 

Amaziah and Jehoiachim and the children of Zedekiah were killed because 

of their [own] deeds. God caused pain to his [i.e., Ham’s] heart as a token 

of that. Similarly, He informs the righteous about what will happen to their 

obedient children, so that they [may] rejoice by it.” 

Yefet goes to great lengths in order to convince the reader that every (bib- 
lical) individual is responsible for his own deeds and that although God is 

omniscient and knows ahead what will happen, He does not predetermine 
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individual fate by deciding that someone’s repentance cannot be accepted (see 

section 3.1 above). Even the land of Israel is not irrevocably “destined” to be 
handed over to the Israelites or unconditionally promised to them. Rather, the 
children of Israel have to deserve the land and gain it by their own merits. For 

sure, these merits are dependent on their belief in God and obedience to Him. 

In Yefet’s view, therefore, the divine promise of the land, as it is described 

in the Bible, is conditional and does not depend on Israel's ethnic origin as 

a “chosen people” but rather on their moral behavior.* This reading can be 

reconciled with the ideology expressed in certain biblical books, especially 

Deuteronomy and Kings, in which Israel’s presence in the land (or their exile 
from it) is dependent on religious-moral behavior.® In this respect, Yefet’s 

reading is hardly paralleled by the other Karaite exegetes of the tenth and 

eleventh centuries. In another place, while commenting on Genesis 15:8, he 

expounds it further: 

Someone may ask, and say: “What does it mean that [Scripture says] and 

he believed in the Lord [Gen 15:6] with regard to the first saying, which is an 

imprecise promise [of offspring], without [Abram] having asked whereby 

shall I know, whereas, regarding this promise [of the land] he asked: whereby 

shall I know [Gen 15:8]. The answer to this [question] is that, when the 

promise is about the great number of offspring, God sometimes does sim- 

ilar [things] to the unbelievers. Yet, [with regard to] the handing over of 

the land, God would not give it, but to the obedient. It was possible that 
Abram’s offspring would be obedient, but it was [equally] possible that 
they would disobey, and would not deserve it [ie., the land]. So God’s 
words: Unto thy seed will I give this land [Gen 12:7] would [only be fulfilled], 
“if [your offspring] are obedient to Me.” Thus [Abram’s] words whereby 
shall I know mean: “I want to know for certain that I will inherit it [i.e., the 
land]. For if I made certain of that, I would know that my offspring would, 
most certainly, be obedient.” Therefore he said in the first statement And he 
believed in the Lord [Gen 15:6], whereas in the second [statement] whereby 
shall I know.”° 

By so stressing the ethical-religious aspect of inheritance, and identifying reli- 
gious obedience (ta‘ah) as a necessary condition, a prerequisite for dwelling in 
the Holy Land and possessing it, Yefet accords to human beings an important 
role in shaping the course of human history and makes them fully responsible 
for their own fate. Even God’s threats to the sinners and promises to His cho- 
sen people are not unconditional, but depend on free decisions and actions of 
individual human agents.” In this, Yefet differs from other Karaite commen- 
tators of the period, especially from al-Qirgisani, who appears to put more 
stress on God's control over history, in that He irrevocably commands in His 
Scripture the complete eradication of certain nations as a collective punish- 
ment for their sins. Yefet, on the other hand, emphasizes the role of individual 
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human beings, and the children of Israel among them, as having their own 

share in shaping history and wielding influence upon their fate by their own 
deeds.” 

The ultimate purpose of human history, in Yefet’s view, is that everyone, 

irrespective of his or her ethnic origin, will come to an understanding of divine 

truthyas revealed in the Torah, and convert or repent. He formulates this idea 

explicitly in his comment ad Numbers 24:17: 

The third meaning [of the word “star”] is the light which the people of the 

world will see from their darkness in the matters of their religions, and they 

will return to the truth, for the Torah is being compared to the light, as it 

is said For the commandment is a lamp, and the teaching is light [Prov 6:23]. 

And [Scripture] [also] compared the Messiah to the light, as it is said I will 

also give thee for a light of the nations, [that My salvation may be unto the end 

of the earth] [Isa 49:6]. Moreover, they will cease afflictions and wars which 

were between them and in this [respect] they will resemble someone who 

went out of the darkness to the light.” 

In Yefet’s opinion, the truth—to wit, the Jewish religion in its Karaite version, 

based on the Hebrew Bible—will in the end shine through. For the time being, 

the ignorance and deficiency of human intellect (symbolized by darkness) pre- 

vents certain people from seeing the truth (symbolized by light). Yet, Yefet is 

convinced that one day all humanity (“people of the world”) will understand 
that the Torah is the unique repository of truth-the Truth-and having realized 

that, they will convert to Judaism (in its Karaite version). Such being, in the 
exegete’s view, the final purpose of human history, his vision of it appears more 

universal (and messianic) than that proposed by other Karaites of this peod, 

espriecially al-Qirqisani. 

6.3 AUTHORS OF THE TALKHIS: YUSUF IBN NUH AND 

ABU AL-FARAJ HARUN 

The interpretation found in the Talkhis resembles the one proposed by 

al-Qirgisani in that it also seems to stress the importance of God's decisions. 

The authors of the commentary do not overtly proclaim in this context that the 

“future misfortune” of Canaan's offspring is justified by their own reprehen- 
sible moral behavior, deserving such a punishment, and hence God's decisions 

take on a more arbitrary dimension in their explanation: 

[About the statement] And he said: Blessed be the LORD, the God of Shem; 

and let Canaan be their servant [Gen 9:26] it is said [that] God, the God of 

Shem and his children, who made the children of Canaan slaves to them [i.e., 

to Shem and his children], is thank-worthy, meaning that He, the Sublime, 

is thank-worthy for what He decided in terms of the decrease in the rank 
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of the children of Canaan [that is to be] below the rank of the children of 

Shem, so that they [i.e., the children of Canaan] become slaves to them [i.e., 

to the children of Shem], for He, the Almighty and Sublime, is just in what 

He decided in this respect.” 

Hence, God made an irrevocable decision as to what would be the lot of the 
offspring of Canaan and that of the offspring of Shem. This decision, more- 

over, does not seem to be dependent, in the Talkhis’s view, on human actions. 

The only thing that human beings can do is to thank the creator and praise 

Him for what He decides. 

6.4 YESHU‘AH BEN YEHUDAH 

Unlike Yefet, Yeshu‘ah diminishes the role of individual responsibility of human 

agents by admitting that the curse of Canaan, which preceded the disobedience 

of his offspring, has in some ways determined the fate of the Canaanite peoples 

(“for the cursing of Canaan entails his [future] disobedience,’ see section 2.2 

above, emphasis added). Thus, Yeshu‘ah'’s initial concern for divine justice, which 
does not allow the punishment by a curse of someone who did not commit the 

sin (see sections 1.3 and 1.4 above), appears to admit to the idea that the punish- 

ment of children may form part of the punishment of the sin committed by 
their father (“The revelation also included [information about] what Ham will 

deserve for his abominations, see section 3.4 above, emphasis added). Moreover, 

Yeshu‘ah puts in relief God's role as the sovereign ruler of human history. It is 

He who “brought about the eradication of some of them (i.e., the Canaanites),” 

who “sent them the hornet” and who, at the end of the day, caused their fall and 
decline (see section 5.2 above). Nevertheless, his interpretation finds other ways, 

as we have shown above, to lessen the severity of the Canaanites’ predicament 

and to minimize the harshness of the divine verdict visited upon them (see sec- 

tion 5.2). This would suggest that he was affected, in part, by Yefet’s overall stance 

on the ethical preconditioning of the land’s inheritance. 

7. The Canaanites as a Reference Point to Ethnic versus Ethic 

Criteria in Distinguishing the True Believer 

Most of the Karaite commentators discussed in this chapter appear to agree 
that, according to the Bible, ethnic divisions between peoples may, to a cer- 
tain extent, determine their fate. In the view of some of these exegetes, God 
explained this to the believers in His Scripture, so that they could fulfill His 
specific commandments regarding these people (see section 6.1 above). 

Against this background, Yefet’s attitude toward “others” appears to stand 
out as much more lenient, depending, after all, on individual responsibility, 



“God Would Not Give the Land, but to the Obedient” 135 

irrespectively of ethnic origin. It is therefore important to clarify who the 
Canaanites were in his view. In this context, it is instructive to quote Yefet’s 
commentary on Genesis 12:8, wherein he emphasizes Abraham’s missionary 
activity upon his arrival in the land of Canaan: 

Two interpretations are said about [the fact that Scripture] adds here And 

[Abram] called upon the name of the Lord: [1] The one is that he called for 

the religion, and summoned people [to come] to him. [2] The other is that 

he called [God] [in prayer]’> with gratefulness and exultation.’® 

The emphasis put by Yefet on the missionary activity of the forefathers (nota 

bene attested also in the Talkhis), gives the impression that he perceived other 

nations, including the Canaanites, as potential proselytes to the monotheis- 

tic (Abrahamic) faith and not as peoples unconditionally doomed to eradica- 

tion in advance by an irrevocable divine decree.’”” Such a view also accords 

with Yefet’s generally more open and inclusive conception of the “children of 

Israel” and, as a result, of Karaite Judaism as a community ready to accept new 
members, irrespective of their ethnic origins. 

This conception finds expression in Yefet’s introduction to the book of Job, 

where he overtly admits that people from other communities might also exhibit 

a most righteous belief in one God, like Job, who, Yefet emphasizes, was not 

an Israelite (i.e., “from the worm of Jacob”), according to his biblical portrayal, 

and yet is the ideal representative of righteous faith. The unique difference, 

in Yefet’s view, between the Israelites and the non-Israelites in this respect is 

quantitative rather than qualitative: Whereas in the case of the Israelite com- 

munity all of its members—or at least most of them—are righteous believers, 
in the case of other communities the righteous monotheists are but isolated 

individuals.”* Accordingly, the line of demarcation that divides between the 

faithful forefathers and “the others” seems to run, in his opinion, along what 

he conceived as ethical values, being dependent upon righteousness, faith in 

one God and obedience to His commandments, rather than encoded ethnic 

bounds. 

A similar open and welcoming attitude to “others,’ which attaches value to 

what Yefet conceived as moral ideals rather than ethnic affiliation, is echoed in 

his comment on Psalm 1:1, wherein he explains that Scripture says Happy is the 
man and does not say “Happy is the nation” for three reasons, the first being 

to include therein everyone, whom God should wish [to include] from one 

of the nations, before the prophet [i.e., Moses], may peace be upon him, as 

well as after him. Therefore, it does not say “Happy is the nation” or “Happy 

is the people; which would be specified to Israel alone.” 

Thus, the community of the “happy man,’ the virtuous, the righteous, is not 

ethnically limited to the children of Israel but encompasses all those who 

believe in the God of Israel, are obedient to His laws, and refrain from sin. 
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Religious-moral behavior, and not ethnic affiliation, is the criterion for their 

inclusion in God's blessing. 

In the same vein, Yefet interprets Habakuk 3:3: “And the earth is full of 

His praise: means among Israel and (among) all those from the rest of the 

nations, who are monotheists (muwahhid).*° Accordingly, “otherness” is 

a feature by which also Israelites may be defined (zar), provided that they 

worship something other than God (‘avodah zarah). Interestingly, if they do 

so, in Yefet’s view, as expressed explicitly elsewhere, they become “like the 

seven nations.” Thus, in Yefet’s understanding of the Bible, the ethnic divide 

between Israelites and Canaanites is superseded by strictly ethical-religious 

values. 

Conclusions 

The story of the curse of Canaan in Genesis 9 as explored by the Karaite 

exegetes aroused theological and moral difficulties, especially with regard to 

divine justice. They also identified in it certain contradictions, within the peri- 
cope itself (the blessing of Ham versus the curse of some of his offspring) and 

the wider biblical context (Were the Canaanites doomed to be slaves or to be 

eradicated?). These exegetes also engaged in reader-response gap-filling, since 

the story is silent concerning some important information (How did Noah 

know what happened to him when he was drunk, and how could he know 

what would be the future fate of his progeny?). As a cross-section of various 

exegetical cruxes, the story constitutes a case study in analyzing the medieval 

Karaites’ varied approaches to the questions of the fate of Canaanites and 

Israel's inheritance of the Holy Land. 

The ethical-theological problem of the curse of Canaan (sections 1 and 2). The 

Karaite exegetes gave different responses to the question of why Canaan was 

cursed: Because it was he who had committed the sin against Noah; because 

he had committed some other transgressions; he was not cursed at all, but 

Noah simply informed him about the future behavior of his offspring, the 

Canaanites, which was meant to grieve him, and this grief served as a punish- 

ment for his deed; the curse actually referred to Ham, but there is a missing 
syntactical part in this verse (i.e., “the father of” [avi]). It has been shown that 

the common denominator behind these diverse interpretations is the concern 

with divine justice, a paramount Mu'tazilite tenet whose general influence is 
apparent in the exegetical discussions. 

Gods omniscience and the prophetic revelation to Noah (section 3). How 
could Noah know about what had happened to him, as well as what would 
be the future lot of his offspring? All the exegetes are in agreement that he 
was informed through prophecy. Nevertheless, they differ in determining the 
nature of the information that Noah received: He was informed only of what 
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had happened to him when he had been drunk, or perhaps also about the 

future elevation of the progeny of Shem and Japhet and the degradation of the 

progeny of Canaan, the son of Ham. 

The textual discrepancies within the story of Noah (section 4). The previ- 

ous blessing of Noah and all of his children (Ham, Shem, and Japhet) ver- 

sus the subsequent curse of Canaan the son of Ham finds different exegetical 

responses: Ham could not be cursed because of the previous blessing and that 

is why Canaan, his son, was cursed; the blessing was general, whereas the curse 

was specific and relative: the offspring of Canaan was not to be as elevated as 

the progeny of Shem and Japhet. 

The textual discrepancies within the broader biblical context (section 5). Some 

of the exegetes solve the discrepancies between Genesis and Deuteronomy by 

making a distinction between those who remained in the land of Canaan and 

were to be erased and those who fled and were to become slaves. 

The problem of Canaanites and the inheritance of the Holy Land (sections 6 
and 7). Regarding the conditions for dwelling in the Holy Land and inheriting 

it, most of the Karaite commentators seem to contend that God determines 

inheritance, in that He is the one who made the decision (namely, to punish 

the Canaanites for their sins by complete eradication); the only thing that his 

believers can do is to be grateful to Him for His resolutions and to attempt 

to contribute to the proper execution of His will by fulfilling His command- 

ments, and by doing so, deserve the inheritance. As opposed to this dominant 

interpretive tradition, Yefet’s interpretation poses inheritance to be strictly 

conditional upon behavior and hence dependent on individual conduct in 

respect of religiously conceived ethics, to wit, the belief in one God and obedi- 

ence to His law. Everyone, including the Canaanites, may be a potential pros- 

elyte to the true monotheistic faith. The ultimate end of human history is that 
all humanity accepts the truth, that is, God’s Torah, converts (nonbelievers), or 

repents (sinning believers). | 

A chronological scrutinizing of all these distinct responses to the prob- 

lematic passage suggests a gradual development of textual consciousness in 

the works of these Karaite commentators, who, over time, appear to be more 

and more concerned with the “plain” or “apparent” meaning of the scriptural 

passage, attempting to adhere to it in their exegesis as much as possible. This 

concern, however, is invariably tilted by the extra-textual, theological-ethical 

considerations, apparently of overriding importance, relating to the concept of 

divine justice. Some commentators employ the concept of God’s foreknowl- 

edge to prove that His decisions are always just. Others are inclined to approve 

of collective responsibility of certain nations for the sins of their members, 

even if not all individuals equally participate in their commitment. 

Against this background, Yefet’s Bible commentaries are exceptional in that 

they display a much more lenient, and thus inclusive, attitude toward “others,” 

leaving the door open for those of them who wish to convert or repent. Thereby 
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he emphasizes individual responsibility in determining one’s fate, at least in 

terms of divine compensation, as completely independent of ethnic origin. 

Finally, all of the commentators try to prove that textual discrepancies are 

but apparent, by providing harmonizing (contextually based) interpretations 

of seemingly contradicting biblical statements, though they each do so in their 

own way. 
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Judaeo-Arabic Texts [in Hebrew] (Jerusalem: Academy of the Hebrew Language, the Israel 

Academy of Sciences and Humanities, 2006), 30a; Hans Wehr, A Dictionary of Modern 

Written Arabic (Arabic-English) (Urbana, Ill., and Ithaca, N.Y.: Spoken Languages Services 

1994), 51. 
34.) M2 > 1X NPD Ox WF 7 OA TD Jo? Od TAN NTV [ND ID 1X M1 AIX WISN ayn 71 

7NI0 YO OMMON SDN WN Noy. OANIPNI RAT OAXNTANI On INN TDN JX AradNA Td ywWrIN x 

Aan ond Sapn xd) Ana XTX o720 "paNd? Xd 4X dh Ty ASK WX pIdxX nyw fyaodx on AotpNdx Prrdx 

Magdx °» ONAMT Ya 7D pan Xd’ "ym OAIYdD .1y39 23 NY; OT PTON » poST Xdi. (Ms. RNL Yevr.- 

Arab. I: 4529, fol. 18b). For the following part of this passage, see below, n. 54. 

35. Other possible translations of al-ajal are “appointed time” and “time of death” The 

phrase refers to the predetermined life span of humans, which constitutes a classical topic 

in Islamic kalam. It is usually discussed in relation to God’s foreknowledge and in relation 

to the question of whether it is mere abstract knowledge or whether it determines the fate of 

humans. See Haggai Ben-Shammai, “Kalam in Medieval Jewish Philosophy?’ 115-148, espe- 

cially 133; Daniel Gimaret, “Mu'tazila? in Encyclopaedia of Islam, new edition, 12 vols., eds. 
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H. A. R. Gibb et al. (Leiden: Brill, 1960-2002), fasc. 127-128, 7:783-793. Cf. also Vajda (ed.), 

Al-Kitab, 582-592 (chap. 40). 

36. Yefet’s theodicy in this passage as a whole also seems to echo the qur’anic statements 

that God never punishes a city by destruction, without sending a messenger to its inhabitants, 

in order to warn them and dissuade them from their sins (e.g., Sura 28:59). 

37. See, for example, Gen 6:3. 

38 See, for example, Gen 7:10. 

39. See, for example, Jonah 3:4. 

40. APDW 110 1X 7d Ox? .om>N DorbN Did7a vu axzdN xn T>5N Dy) 1x 1D vINdx WR OND OND IND 

Aan 7 p> NIT Tp DixdSK 1X DADA oyNyIdN 1D ONDNION NO TY OMTTY Atay yp mdxdin 54 poxddx 

Srxd dix xD) Ampydx ona nbn wi od 1x1 Ampydx ona dr od omyxyn yo wit WanN on |XD omy 

DD NO TID .DNN 7 AT IM yp 54x ond3N 1aIn? 0d) D3XDN NYPIN NNDdD AID /D ‘DP M1 DD dix an wT 

Snax o7p Sax xm .xdabx ona dr od) n55x x 1axnd NY 7 OnDIN MIND m1) SAX NON) .ONDdAN IY 

Dmx 7117? NA ANTPIAA ONdIX NpIdN NAN TWD LYNyMdN 7D TINT DION da iain? od) Ayo nD Mddx omy 

on2dAN NON IANN 1XD .orbx. (Ms. SP IOS B222, fols. 176b-177a). For the sake of comparison, 

while commenting on this passage the authors of the Talkhis focus on counting how long the 

sins of the inhabitants of Sodom and Gomorrah actually did last. See Ms. SP RNL Yevr.-Arab. 

I: 4785, fol. 77b. 

41. See, e.g., Yefet’s comment ad Dan 4:26-27, in David Samuel Margoliouth, A 

Commentary on the Book of Daniel by Yefet ibn Ali the Karaite (Oxford: Anecdota Oxoniensia, 

1889), 23 (Eng.), 0 (Ar.). 

42. 75x» qa xp .Aantna 54x 79x 7IxXd OWA “TNSKXD Nandy yp nD OW pnNnoN NO DT On 

Ayo 1x o9dx AnAD wx d0xdx AAD» FIA ND? 1X mid ow FIA xp TaN IMI yd OW JNA dp? od OW 

WAN apy pnw om AK dA 7DoN TAY wD? OF NATNN 79°) Ny TI PE ow dN» WI XPD PINdN 

ma pw ay po my podsxyox 27 ODN ypIX TN 25X17 75x07 IT OND AAW 99K 1 D5X TRAY UND NIN 

Snnzbxo Axiadx1 onde noxdx dyp 0x ma Pw Xv) OND PRD pd Wan o7aN3 TDN INNS KN 

onem ond mde nnn xmbdoi daw xml mbbx Sy DN Fd S9ox NYDN PND yoo TIININT TNIDNI WTP 

ow bx» 112 xp 7b» ow Tix Yo ND XD padoxydx 3 yy .[ad xp] od yan on» oN? 099. 

(Ms. SP IOS B222, fols. 55a-b). 

43. Yefet seems to be referring to the wider pericope (parashah) of Noah (Gen 6:9-11:32) 

in which Noah receives divine revelations. 

44. Hnbyx nddx 1x Pyar i 0% obydx xm .on Ady No Ody IDOdN yo Pp"NON Nd Ty MX Py 

mp Ww xd oma Tb7 ody max py Stn kw 2a DyDoN NIN 7D ISN Tp 7KXd. (Ms. SP IOS B222, fol. 54a). 

45. On this concept, see, e.g., Ben-Shammai, “On mudawwin—the Editor of the Books of 

the Bible in Judaeo-Arabic Exegesis” [in Hebrew], in Rishonim ve-Achronim: Studies in Jewish 

History presented to Avraham Grossman, eds. Joseph Hacker, Benjamin Z. Kedar, Joseph 

Kaplan (Jerusalem: Zalman Shazar Center for Jewish History, 2009), 73-110. 

46. On Yefet’s tendency to make use of “midrashic” expansions, see Frank, “The Limits”; Ilana 

Sasson, Methods and Approach in Yefet ben li al-Basri’s Translation and Commentary on the 

Book of Proverbs (PhD diss., New York: Jewish Theological Seminary, 2010), 115-128; Miriam 

Goldstein, “The Beginnings of the Transition from Derash to Peshat as Exemplified in Yefet ben 

Eli’s comment on Psa. 44:24.” in Exegesis and Grammar in Medieval Karcite Texts, ed. Geoffrey 

Khan (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), 41-64. See also Miriam Goldstein, “The Struc- 

tural Function of Biblical Superfluity in the Exegesis of the Karaite Yusuf ibn Nuh’ [in Hebrew], 

Sefunot 8, no. 23 (2003): 337-349. On Yeshu‘ah’s tendency to employ such “extra-textual” addi- 

tions also in his translation of the Pentateuch, see Meira Polliack, “Alternate Renderings 
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and Additions in Yeshu‘ah ben Yehudah’s Arabic Translation of the Pentateuch,’ JQR, n.s., 

84 (1994): 209-226. See also Yeshu‘ah’s discussion above (section 1.4). On the Karaite con- 

ception of biblical “gap creation” in the narrative span, see Meira Polliack, “Major Trends in 

Karaite Biblical Exegesis,’ 403-410; Meira Polliack, “The Unseen Joints of the Text: On the 

Medieval Judaeo-Arabic Concept of Elision (rH#71s4R) and its Gap-filling Functions in Biblical 

Interpretation? in Words, Ideas, Worlds in the Hebrew Bible - The Yairah Amit Festschrift, eds. 

A. Brenner and F. H. Polak (Sheffield: Sheffield Phoenix Press, 2012), 179-205. 

47Mdx pr Sy Tbs Ody max pan Xd yopT way Mwy WR NX yp Ip. (Mss. SP RNL Yevr.-Arab. 

1: 1754, fols. 248b-249a; SP RNL Yevr.-Arab. I: 4785, fol. 49a). 

48. See above, n. 19, and n. 31. 

49. 129 yO PD XA NON yak 720dK NAY ON NPNNON Nd RON rmx yo MA MANX Dp? yA Tp 

1y29 WN OND X7ATNAN SND .np1 ow. (Ms. RNL Yevr.-Arab. I: 3204, fol. 53a). 

50. See above, n. 18. 

51. On the biblical worldview that distinguishes humans as limited and flawed by their 

very nature when compared to God, see, for instance, Robert Alter, The Art of Biblical 

Narrative (New York: Basic Books, 1981). The notion that a curse or a blessing, once uttered, 

whether intentionally or by mistake, is irrevocable is an underlying theme in the book of 

Genesis; see, for example, the stories of Isaac’s unconscious blessing of Jacob (Gen 27) and 

Jacob’s unconscious cursing of Rachel (Gen 31:32). 

52. See, for example, Gen. Rab. 36:7. A similar explanation was already put forward in a 

Qumran text commenting upon Genesis (4Q252, col. II, frag. 1 and 3, ll. 5-8). We are thankful 

to Katell Berthelot for drawing our attention to these parallels. 

53. MDX DIA Tp yo Wy? WX Pind? ob PIM ma WA TDoN Xd on yyd? od1 Wr Wd NIN TN TDN ONPI. 

(Ms. RNL Yevr.-Arab. I: 4529, fol. 18a). 

54. prymdx SxdIX TRAN TP ANNDON [RD TN OFd:20 WIT 0 Dx DATS PRD pT Aayddxa ond qb7bp 

yo Xa PNK WA ND IN ond mayd 7 0% yy29 AMayd maxi nN aynn Xd xp Ix Onna pTdN 7 

1X MP XS ND TN AA yO NAA pmx a par aTNdN WK dx ADqwin Fayddx maxad omy yrod Ix 51 XD 

Sryno> odd .p2a AXI MAX OmdN W197 IPd Tad) mad nddx Ad q3 yo OTN Nv yr AyNd) OMI PROX ya pm» 

mnayd °» pwr dpi qbF drm Nn PMX wn MN Ody ya Nx Fayddx soy da Aonadx yo OTPN XD AYpxi m3 

22: 1P1 OTN PAN WD WHddN po DoON 299 nox yon Axp> wd) Aypox TAM....OnN OMAN any I> onprydd 

DN Aman p> OANTNANA WX 1X2 Poay om wy td pya yd on ommTN aynn Xd pI AWD worn 7 nx Nd 

On 791 pa ya AapooX 112 PNNON NOD wy Td pa yo WT onpRpnnoNd Wn poy ror. (Ms. RNL Yevr.- 

Arab. I: 4529, fols. 18b-19a). For the previous part of this passage, see above, n. 34. 

55. For the differentiation between general and particular expressions (‘umum versus 

khusus) in Scripture as an example of Karaite adoption of Islamic hermeneutic, formed on 

the model of Mu'tazilite usul al-figh, as well as for al-Qirqisani’s use of this terminology, see 

Gregor Schwarb, “Meaning of God’s Speech,” 120. 

56, OW MW TD AoXdyR mDyD %>y ANapy dpip nmdx Abi mana tp md>x xd mayd? 1x ~—p od) 

MINDIX Fan ypn 39 my npn. (Ms. SP IOS B222, fols. 56b). For the rest of this passage, see 

below, n. 67. 

57. See above, n. 18. 

58. Oncommon traits in Rabbanite and Karaite Judaeo- Arabic exegesis, see Meira Polliack, 

“Concepts of Scripture among the Jews of the Medieval Islamic World? in Jewish Concepts 
of Scripture: A Comparative Introduction, ed. Benjamin D. Sommer (New York: New York 

University Press, 2012), 80-101. See also Mordechai Cohen, “Bible Exegesis: Rabbanite? in 
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Encyclopedia of Jews in the Islamic World, 5 vols., eds. Norman Stillman et al. (Leiden: Brill, 

2009); 1:442-457. 
59. We thank Gregor Schwarb for drawing our attention to the parallels between the 

exegetical solutions proposed by Yefet (and also Yeshu‘ah; see section 5.2) and the concept of 

takhsis al-umum in usul al-figh. See, for example, above, n. 55 

60. PROD O-TAY Tay THY? OFIN TVD NW? OTP 191907 PAN [Io INN FPA Ma I-A Td 

ongpn ARAN TIN 7D oAyya pron ONWwW? ONTP yO IN Nd ONIN MPIyMI .VD WID OM By? ON TNX 

3 DATION ONT? YIN PA TWIN TNSDN BNIN D1 ONT WR Ody Tha ayK OW 22 Tha.» PIN 

ond ovtay X¥D Nyt ° onsya prpn TID) .oAMN7P po podxydy. (Ms. SP IOS B222, fols. 54b-5sa). 

61. According to the Ms.: “the children of Sheth’—most probably lapsus calami. 

62. Mubalagah and iblag are terms used in Arabic and Judaeo-Arabic poetic works (such 

as Moshe ibn Ezra’ Kitab al-Muhadarah wal-Mudhakarah) in referring to the poetic trope of 

hyperbole, namely, exaggeration. See, for example, Joseph Dana, Poetics of Medieval Hebrew 

Literature according to Moshe ibn Ezra [in Hebrew] (Tel-Aviv: Dvir, 1982), 26-32, 159-161. 

Moshe ibn Ezra singles out the prophetic genre in this respect. See A. S, Halkin’s edition 

of Moses ben Yaakov ibn Ezra, Kitab al-Muhadarah wal-Mudhakarah, Liber Discussionis 

et Commemorationis (Poetica Hebraica) (Jerusalem: Mekize Nirdamim, 1975), 265-267 

(chapter 16, fol. 137b). 

63. on Sxw? dnp on Aynydx omD Aya on .PANdN 7K Sea 5157 Sap onsya pm in yn nddxi 

99397 OY WIDD NPAY INN) DWN WIN ORAW? ONTP ya OTT Ty pIANdN »D on VAD prpnrwbnp ya 

sxda yy ow 2 jo TPA TWX T ndy Nod np? Tdi yo ya PT Ndy Tp Xd KON nD 7251 nD %D [!] nw 

Apprbx 7» Aadbxan ood qb wenp? ND ONOROMINI OMIT] 7p AadNANdN IM OMTAY Tay yD)... INVIDdN. 

(Ms. RNL Yevr.-Arab. I: 3204, fols, 53a-b). 

64. See, for example, Joshua Blau, A Dictionary of Mediaeval Judaeo-Arabic Texts, 421. 

65. O7IONA OFS PA NITAYN yo NAIND DyWdNi ONNDN WK yo Apdndn Kwa NITAVN TP TDdx IX IM 

RIdNp pw 0d XD Andxondx Nx OTT INA NIVON ya OFM .onA Mvaw SA oT om OFDNDoORN yr 

San toen Seodx 3 aya ond ptdx 2 on DNSTN ONIN 79 071270) DXDONDNI NOION NPPINONI PINION ONIN 

Hx >> aNdIN IN yo 7a 127. 0> 3579 TdT ND NSD .OANDN PRD 2D PANDN Nv TT VII pyavTNdNI payor 

DA) YT OFPD NITVAN N2 OP 5d» SAnnad ayn. (Ms. RNL Yevr.-Arab. I: 4529, fol. 20a). 

66. On the Mu'tazilite adherence to free will, and the concepts of qudra and dai, their 

mutual relations and fine tuning, see Richard M. Frank, “The Autonomy of the Human 

Agent in the Teaching “Abd al- Gabbar” Le Muséon 95 (1982): 323-355; Daniel Gimaret, 

“Théories de lacte humain en théologie musulmane,’ Etudes musulmanes 24 (Paris: Librairie 

Philosophique; Leuven: Editors Peeters, 1980); Wilferd Madelung, “The Late Mu'tazila and 

Determinism: The Philosophers’s Trap,’ in Yad-Ndma in Memoria di Alessandro Bausani, 

eds. B. Scarcia Amoretti and L. Rostagno, 2 vols. (Rome: Islamistica Ed., 1991), 1:245-257. We 

are grateful to Sabine Schmidtke for clarifying to us the overall Mu'tazilite stance in reject- 

ing pre-determination and drawing our attention to these works. Apart from the Mu'tazilite 

influence on Yefet’s (and other Karaite) stances toward the Canaanites’ free will, their exegeti- 

cal debates may also have been informed by the rabbinic debates on the integration of man’s 

free will and the ways of Providence as reflected in Rabbi Akiva’s aphorism (m. Avot 3:15) 927 

nnn) mwim npy (“everything is seen and freedom of choice is given”), on which see Ephraim 

E. Urbach, The Sages, Their Concepts and Beliefs, trans. Israel Abrahams (Jerusalem: Magness 

Press, 1979), 256-285. 

67, 127 °D TYPOX JRIV NNN ow Hw IN 3 73 Sxdix PRD py ANAM pen yo 4 Aypdx m7» AyD 

Joby ty yma aan tien xd any S0bx Sy 17d yp I NIM. ....Toy NTH ON Td M2 pay ma p>” Nv1 129 
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[ax1 OPT PON TMX dp xd oFDRypx find pa OMdNP ba NA} yo MINDIN DNP? TaN Tpnys Py cop) 

paTRdix yo po RA proxydx wr 7D 77 Anxdyxa nadp ox yR XIN JondxypN And 1 MpTY 

na 0% pyrxvdx. (Ms. SP IOS B222, fols. s56b-57a). For the elided part of the text, see above, 

n. 56. On the idea that God informs the sinner of his fate in advance, see above, n. 29. 

68. That the granting of special position by God and the gift of prophecy to Israel neces- 

sitates (yastahiq) obedience (taah) is also made clear in Yefet’s comment on Joel 3:2, see 

Lawrence Marwick, Retribution and Redemption: Yefet Ben ‘Eli on the Minor Prophets; A Lost 

Work of Lawrence Marwick (n.p., 2003), 27. 

69. See especially Deut 28-30; 2 Kings 17. 

70. NTT DT YIN MA dp? Od) Dow Tr TT DwNdN Dypdxa ha pronT TIN 7D yNoN WN DPD 9d? PND Dy91 

JND1 INDION yr TPO 75x dyD7 Tp do2dK FAIA TIN [ND Nd TaN 1 HTD ANON YIN N23 SNP TWN 

PDD NPN? Ndp wy? TaN NI NIRV Add] PD? |X NP OAK JNI NOD NOX DDK XTPOY? OD PINDK Ov DON 

YOR NIN ANT PANT Ax 1X Wd mddx dip (Ms. SP IOS B 222, fols. 121b-122a). The emphasis in 

translation is ours. 

71. See, for example, Yefet’s comment on Deut 24:9: PyRm>Xx DX APROX TIN 7D OYA NID 

omd md5x xnonw tx Hddibx. (“In this verse, Balam summarized primary lofty promises that 

God, the Sublime, stipulated to them”; emphasis ours). See Tzvi Avni, “Balaam’s Poetic Verses 

in the Commentary of Yefet ben ‘Eli the Karaite” [in Hebrew], Sefunot 8, no. 23 (2003): 370- 

457, especially 406 (Ar.), 442 (Heb.). Characteristically, Yefet does not say here “the promises 

that God, the Sublime, promised us; but “the promises that God, the Sublime, stipulated to 

us” (emphasis ours). For an additional example in which Yefet emphasizes that the covenant 

between God and Israel is conditional (vw), see his comment ad Amos 2:5 in Marwick, 

Retribution and Redemption, 53. 

72. For Yefet stressing the importance of obedience, see especially his commentary on 

the Song of Songs. See Joseph Alobaidi, Old Jewish Commentaries on the Song of Songs I 

(Bible in History). The Commentary of Yefet ben Eli (Bern, New York: Peter Lang, 2010). For 

another example of Yefet stating that for deliverance one has to deserve it and that it is not 

unconditional and will not come without repentance, see Yefet’s comment ad Dan 12:9 in 

Margoliouth, Commentary on the Book of Daniel, 81 (Engl.), \0-(Ar.). 

73. See, e.g., Yefet’s comment ad Deut 24:17:5mx jnpm Dx 2kdK ‘yan AdNADN 2yndx1 

mM My 13°2 SXp XD TwoNXa TdF ANDY Xd pmdx DN pd onNINT TWN 7D OANNdDD yo OdRYdN 

DAP XD AN anNdNI PNRTWSY yo WIN? OTN NN Oa TWNXd Pann Oxp xd TwdNa MPoMdN SA TN 

1K Hdd Ya 3nd yo Sra W977 OTH pl". See Avni, “Balaam’s Poetic Verses,” 413 (Ar.), 448 (Heb.). 

74. 290 “DX ATKIN OW [TDN =] nNdN TddNK Town xP ad Tay 22 -AN OW *MdN oo TA WANN 

pw TNdIN Hann py iro Nix Han won yo na ON ND Nw NN max [/y9 =] 3 ond Pap 1y22 TRIN 

307 0 12 DIN NID NOINY [np =] div ry maxd on NAY MXWoNN. (Mss. SP RNL Yevr.-Arab. I: 1754, 

fols. 250a-b; SP RNL Yevr.-Arab. I: 4785, fol. 50a). Versions that diverge from the second ms. 

are are provided in square brackets. 

75. On various meanings of the Ar. root da‘awa, see Joshua Blau, Dictionary of Mediaeval 

Judaeo-Arabic Texts, 215; Hans Wehr, Dictionary of Modern Written Arabic, 326-328. 

76, TAN ION POX ONION YINON PIONA NINI TIN NOTIN pyoan ws dp > owa xp. xIAA IKN 

orndN1 12WdKa yt. (Ms. SP IOS B222, fols. 85a-b). 

77. Rabbinic midrash also emphasizes the missionary activities of Abraham and ascer- 
tains that every place wherein Abraham erected an altar was “a centre for his missionary activ- 
ities”; see Louis Ginzberg, The Legends of the Jews, 6 vols. (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication 
Society, 1937), especially 1:219. See, for example, Gen. Rab. 39:16: nwa KPA Tn ‘nN OWA Np" 
mown |ID NNN ooyI771 oa Wan nA LIP XT AA do DA Aap dw (“And called upon the name 



“God Would Not Give the Land, but to the Obedient” 147 

of the Lord: With prayer. Another interpretation of And called: He began to make converts”) 

The English translation follows H. Freedman and Maurice Simon, Midrash Rabbah, 10 vols. 

(London: Soncino Press, 1961), 1:325. For further bibliography, see Ginzberg, Legends of the 

Jews, 1:219, 5:220, n. 61. Similar comments regarding Abraham’s missionary activity are found 

in the Talkhis: yo rawr ndp rp md025 Puxdx Oona Aw AKPDNX Wx NdIN XN BY OWN INy 

oy (na) pw 124 IPD Pmindyo Stydx °K ONIN -YINON MaMdN NID PANN ANXvoM Span 5x0 Ow205K 

™ nwaatipn (“When the Glory appeared unto him [i.e., Abram] and announced to him the 

handing over of the land to his offspring, his heart strengthened and felt secured of the Canaan- 

ites, so he commenced to move and travel about the land. Moreover, he built an altar and sum- 

moned people to justice and monotheism [al-‘adl wa al-tawhid], as it is said and he built there an 

altar unto the Lord, and called upon the name of the Lord [Gen 12:8].’] (Ms. SP RNL Yevr.-Arab. 

I: 4785, fols. 55a-b). This last remark made by the Talkhis constitutes an example of the adoption 

of typical Mu tazilite terminology within a distinctively exegetical Karaite work (see our com- 

ments above and n. 3). In contradistinction to these Jerusalem Karaite sources, al-Qirqisani 

does not mention Abraham’s missionary activity while commenting on this verse, but rather 

he again puts the emphasis on divine planning, and on how history will develop: own tnyn 

yids yo many x21 adap xAaxd) min 53 n95x Toa 77 D1 XNA NOX IRIN NII SN mad OTP mann 

2) NAONA “NMIT NOX NID OSwry iw 7K AaN An 7D NAVD TDN way? TINdN TH eNdN AANNSNDN 

2) NIT TI w> man ow 727 IANA WR NW SNA Aw Nir OAN SAN IP xq dN »%» TD" pan 

277) TWX 97) NN DOWNI RI DDN OFWaN 517? TX DSN ATNAy ye AND ND Tp 7X APANNIDN INANSN 

mana > (“And he removed from thence unto the mountain on the east of Beth-ei [Gen 12:8], 

and also there he built an altar, All that [he did] at God’s command, great be His glory, and 

because [these places] [were meant to be] the places of worship, and as [God] informed him 

about the chosen places, in which his descendants would worship God. Similarly, the mount 

of Moriah, which is [in] Jerusalem. Moreover, he built a third altar in Hebron, and that is [the 

one] by the Oaks of Moreh, as it is said And Abram moved his tent, and came and dwelt by the 

Oaks of Mamre, which are in Hebron, and built there an altar unto the Lord [Gen 13:18]. We 

have found in the scriptural tradition [i.e., testimony] that there was in Hebron a place for 

the worship of God, since Absalom says I pray thee, let me go and pay my vow, which I have 

vowed unto the LORD, in Hebron [2 Sam 15:7].’) (Ms. SP RNL Yevr.-Arab. I: 4529, fol. 27a). 

See also Bruno Chiesa and Wilfrid Lockwood, “Al-Qirgisani’s Newly-found Commentary on 

the Pentateuch: The Commentary on Gen. 12,” Henoch 14 (1992): 153-180, especially 164 (Ar), 

173-174 (Eng.). On the missionary and messianic zeal of the Mourners of Zion, namely, the 

Karaites of the tenth century who called for the return to the Holy Land, see Yoram Erder, 

“The Mourners of Zion: The Karaites in Jerusalem of the Tenth and Eleventh Centuries,” in 

Guide to Karaite Studies, ed. Meira Polliack, 213-235. This may partly explain the Jerusalem 

Karaites’ disparity with al-Qirqisani on the question of Abraham and the Canaanites, as well 

as the wider issues involved. 

78. See Haider Abbas Hussain, Yefet ben Ali’s Commentary on the Hebrew Text of the Book 

of Job I-X (PhD diss., University of St. Andrews, 1986), 4 (Ar.), xiii, xv (discussion). See also 

Joshua Blau, Judaeo-Arabic Literature: Selected Texts [in Hebrew] (Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 

1980), 73-86, especially 79, but also 80; Haggai Ben-Shammai, The Arabic Commentary of 

Yefet ben Eli on the Book of Job 1-5 [in Hebrew] (MA thesis, Hebrew University, 1972), 11 (Ar.), 

12 (Heb.). 

79. TRAN Yo Ma MON NIN yo 99 77 7 DS A RTTNN ANY 9 71371 WRX Sp 0d) WoT WN Dip 7D) 

para pt owes yn? 95x oy AWN XdI aT WRK dp? 0d TTD MIp Ay Siotbx Sap onxdx. See Jean 

Joseph Léandre Bargés, Excerpta ex R. Yapheth ben Heli commentariis in Psalmos Davidis regis 
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et prophetae (Paris: Lutetle Parisiorum [prostat apud B. Duprat], Instituti Imperialis Gallicani 

Bibliopolam, 1846), 15-16 (Ar.), 75 (Lat.). In a similar vein, in his comment ad Joel 4:16 (“but 

the LORD will be a refuge unto His people [ amo], and a stronghold to the children of Israel”), 

Yefet explains that the Hebrew term ‘amo, meaning “unto His people” is used in addition to 

the expression “to the children of Israel? so as to include in it also the converts (gerim). See 

Marwick, Retribution and Redemption, 16. 

80. DONO PND yO TM IND XD dD) Ow? pa XD Aa Ty yaxn mxdn indmm. See Ofer 

Livne-Kafri, “The Commentary on Habakkuk 1-3 by the Karaite Yefet ben “Eli al-Basri” [in 

Hebrew], Sefunot 6, no. 21 (1993): 73-113, especially 90 (Ar.), 107 (Heb.). For a discussion of 

Jewish notions on the universality of the Torah in the East during the tenth and eleventh 

centuries, see David Sklare, “Are the Gentiles Obligated to Observe the Torah?” in Be’erot 

Yitzhak: Studies in Memory of Isadore Twersky, ed. Jay M. Harris (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard 

University Press, 2005), 311-346. Nevertheless, Yefet’s open stance toward “the other” in these 

passages does not make his view of Islam favorable. On the contrary, among the Karaite exe- 

getes he expresses a staunch negative stance toward Islam as a religion, see Yoram Erder, “The 

Attitude of the Karaite Yefet ben ‘Eli to Islam in the Light of His Interpretation of Psalm 14:53” 

[in Hebrew], Michael 14 (1997): 29-49; Moshe Sokolow, “The Negation of Muslim Sovereignty 

over the Land of Israel in Two Karaite Commentaries of the Tenth Century” [in Hebrew], 

Shalem 3 (1981): 309-318. It appears that his exegesis in the above-quoted passages is meant to 

openly encourage converts to Karaite Judaism and in this sense is in line with the proselytiz- 

ing activities of the Jerusalem Karaites in general. 

81. See Yefet’s comment on Hos 5:7 in Meira Polliack and Eliezer Schlossberg, Commentary 

of Yefet ben ‘Eli the Karaite on the Book of Hosea [in Hebrew] (Ramat Gan: Bar Ilan University 

Press, 2009), 179 (Ar.), 325-326 (Heb.). Cf. also Philip Birnbaum, The Arabic Commentary of 

Yefet ben ‘Ali the Karaite on the Book of Hosea, Edited from Eight Manuscripts and Provided 

with a Critical Notes and an Introduction (Philadelphia: Dropsie College for Hebrew and 

Cognate Learning, 1942), 83. 
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And Yet, the Texts Remain 

THE PROBLEM OF THE COMMAND TO DESTROY THE CANAANITES 

Menachem Kellner 

The “vengeful God of the Old Testament” has for generations been unfavor- 

ably compared with the “loving God of the New Testament.” Of late, a group 

of writers whom I like to call “evangelical atheists” have taken up the cud- 

gels. Read, for example, what Richard Dawkins has to say about the God of 
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob: 

The God of the Old Testament is arguably the most unpleasant character in 

all fiction: jealous and proud of it, a petty, unjust, unforgiving control-freak; 

a vindictive, blood-thirsty ethnic cleanser, a misogynistic, homopho- 

bic, racist, infanticidal, genocidal, filicidal, pestilential, megalomaniacal, 

sado-masochistic, capriciously malevolent bully.’ 

When confronted with screeds such as these, one typical Jewish response is 

to point out that Judaism is not a fundamentalist religion and that it reads the 

Hebrew Bible (not the “Old Testament!”) through the lenses of rabbinic texts 

that greatly modify the apparent ferocity of the Bible.? That may be called the 

official response of Jews. For most Jews, however, the immediate response is 

one of amazement: That is hardly the God to whom religious Jews of whatever 

persuasion turn in prayer! This is, I think, an important point: Dawkins’s God 

is simply unrecognizable to believing Jews because of what Judaism itself has 

taught them. Diaspora Jews the world over, for example, know that one takes a 

drop out of the Passover wine cup with the mention of each of the ten plagues, 

out of sympathy with the suffering of the Egyptians.’ 

True enough, but the biblical texts remain holy, revered, and a permanent 

challenge for those who pray to a loving God, not a vengeful and bloodthirsty 
one.‘ Focusing on the Pentateuch alone, and on God's relationship with the 

people called chosen, and on just one book of the Pentateuch, the “Glorious 
Book of Numbers” as Mary Douglas called it,’ we find a horrifying string 
of very unloving passages. Thus, in Numbers 14, God seeks to wipe out the 
Jewish people (as in Exod 32—in both cases, God wanted to wipe out the 
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Israelites and begin the whole story anew with the descendants of Moses*); in 

Numbers 17, over fourteen thousand complaining Jews are killed in a plague; 

in Numbers 21, a great multitude were killed by venomous snakes sent by God; 

twenty-four thousand more died in the plague following upon the whoring 

after the Midianites in Numbers 25 (and the leaders of the sinning were appar- 

ently killed by exposure, thus condemned to a slow and miserable death). The 
Canaanite nations are repeatedly promised extermination in the “Glorious 

Book of Numbers” (and elsewhere), and in Numbers 31, Moses waxes wroth 

with the Israelite army for failing to kill all the Midianite men, women who 

were not virgins, and all male children. 

Jews read these passages every summer in the synagogue and, it is safe to say, 

pay almost no attention to them. Why is that? In the final analysis, I am more 
interested here in raising a “Jewish” question than in asking scholarly and his- 

torical questions of the texts. How do we as Jews handle texts that prescribe the 

destruction of the Canaanites?” On the one hand, the answer is clear. Thanks 

to the writings of the rabbinic Sages, we do not focus on these texts, we read 

them in a very nonliteral fashion, we say that they are no longer applicable—in 

other words, we background them, turn them into backdrop noise, into static, 

as it where, and foreground other texts. But the texts remain, and not only in 

Christian (or evangelical atheist) depictions of the jealous, warlike God of the 

“Old Testament.” There is sadly no dearth of contemporary rabbis who want 

to use these texts in order to instruct Israelis how to deal with their enemies.* 

Let us remember that it is the God whom we revere, in whose love we are 

secure and by which we feel sustained (“With great love have you loved us, 

O Lord” we repeat every morning before reciting the Shma), who condemned 

all of humanity (save a tiny remnant) to death in Noal’s flood, who subjected 
Abraham (characterized as God's lover in Isa 41:8) and his son to exquisite 

mental torture in the Akedah, who wiped out the firstborn of the Egyptians 
(children and animals, as well as adults), who urged the Levites to slay their 

fellows after the golden calf—and these are the people God loves! Repeated 

promises of destruction of the seven Canaanite nations (which the book of 

Joshua claims were actually carried out—against the evidence of the book 

itself?) round out this picture. 

We as Jews are so used to reading the Torah through the eyes of rabbinic 
Sages that looking at it in a “Protestant/Fundamentalist” fashion as I have 
done here can be a shocking experience since God appears cruel—not the God 
whom Jews typically address as “Our Father in Heaven” (or, in Yiddish, as 
tateh ziseh, “sweet father”). 

Why are these texts so shocking? With Abraham, we are convinced that 
the Judge of all the world does only justice. The Torah itself has taught us to 
be shocked. 

Rabbinic texts, as is well-known, moderate many of the Bible's more blood- 
thirsty passages, forcing them into the framework of rabbinic jurisprudence. 
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Perhaps the clearest example of this is provided by the many rabbinic passages 

that turn King David from a womanizer and cruel warrior into a subtle rab- 

binic exegete and decisor.° For the rabbis, David as author of Psalms was in 

the foreground, while David as described in the books of Samuel remained far 

in the background. We find a similar approach in the texts that teach that not 

all of God’s attributes are fit for imitation. Thus (Deut. Rab., Shofetim 5): 

R. Hama son of R. Hanina further said: What means the text: You shall walk 

after the Lord your God (Deut 13:5)? Is it, then, possible for a human being 

to walk after the Shekhinah [divine presence]? Has it not been said: For the 

Lord your God is a devouring fire (Deut 4:24)? But [the meaning is] to walk 

after the attributes of the Holy One, blessed be He. As He clothes the naked, 

for it is written: And the Lord God made for Adam and for his wife coats of 

skin, and clothed them (Gen 3:21) so do you also clothe the naked. The Holy 

One, blessed be He, visited the sick, for it is written: And the Lord appeared 

to him by the oaks of Mamre (Gen 18:1), so do you also visit the sick. The 

Holy One, blessed be He, comforted mourners, for it is written: And it came 

to pass after the death of Abraham, that God blessed Isaac his son (Gen 25:11), 

so do you also comfort mourners. The Holy one, blessed be He, buried the 

dead, for it is written: And He buried him in the valley (Deut 34:6), so do you 

also bury the dead. 

It is apparent that the author of this passage wanted to preserve the idea of 

imitating God, and also wanted to limit those attributes of God that humans 

are to imitate. After all, God is not only characterized as a devouring fire, but 

also as a “jealous” God of vengeance (Exod 20:4, 34:14; Deut 4:24, 5:8, 6:15). 

R. Hama son of R. Hanina wanted to be sure that no one thought it appropri- 

ate to imitate that divine attribute!" 

And Yet, the Texts Remain 

Turning to the Middle Ages, I searched for halakhic and exegetical responses 

to what I take as the challenge posed by the Torah’s violent teachings. Building 
on rabbinic precedents (on which, see the relevant chapters in this volume” ), 

Maimonides adds important qualifications of his own, and sets the parameters 

for much subsequent discussion. 

In “Laws of Kings and Their Wars” 5.1, we read: 

The primary war which the king wages is a milhemet mitzvah. What is a mil- 

hemet mitzvah? It includes the war against the Seven Nations, that against 

Amalek. 

Milhemet mitzvah is usually translated as “obligatory war,’ but the connota- 

tion of the expression in Jewish contexts is wider. It is not only a mitzvah, a 
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commandment, to wage this war, but it is also a mitzvah, a good deed to do so. 

This is so much the case—at least with respect to Amalek—that Maimonides 

opens his “Laws of Kings” with the following statement: 

Three commandments—to be carried out on entering the Land [of Israel] — 

were enjoined upon Israel: to appoint a king, as it is said, You shall in any 

way set him king over you (Deut 17:15); to destroy the seed of Amalek, as 

it is said: You shall blot out the remembrance of Amalek (Deut 25:19); and to 

build the sanctuary, as it is said: Even unto His habitation shall you seek, and 

there you shall come (Deut 12:5). The appointment of a king precedes the 

war with Amalek, as it is said: The Lord sent me to anoint you to be king over 

His people... Now go and smite Amalek (1 Sam 15:1,3). The destruction of the 

seed of Amalek precedes the erection of the sanctuary, as it is written: And 

it came to pass, when the king dwelled in his house, and the Lord had given 

him rest from all his enemies round about, that the king said to Nathan the 

prophet: ...I dwell in a house of cedar but the ark of God dwells within cur- 

tains (2 Sam 7:1-2).4 

Maimonides emphasizes the point in the fourth paragraph of “Laws of 

Kings,” 5: 

It is a positive command to destroy the Seven Nations, as it is said (Deut 

20:17): But you shall utterly destroy them. If one does not put to death any 

of them that fall into one’s power, one transgresses a negative command, as 

it is said (Deut 20:16): You shall save alive nothing that breathes. But their 

memory has long since perished. 

On the one hand, we are told that the commandment to destroy the seven 
nations has a negative corollary: Failing to put any one of them to death 

when we have the power to do so constitutes the violation of a negative com- 

mandment. On the other hand, we are immediately told that fulfilling these 

commandments, positive and negative both, is no longer possible: “But their 

memory has long since perished.” The commandments remain on the books, 

as it were, but their application becomes moot. Is this the beginning of an 
attempt by Maimonides to modify the ferocity of the biblical law? 

Paragraph 6.1 gives one reason to think so. There Maimonides states (and, 

as we shall see below, when we get to Nahmanides’ disagreement with Rashi, 
this is not a standard position): 

No war is made against any person before peace offers are made. This obtains 

both for an optional war and a milhemet mitzvah. 

Suddenly the wars against the seven nations and even Amalek take on a dif- 
ferent hue: War is never the preferred option. War is no longer a mitzvah in 
the sense of good deed, but an unfortunate consequence of idolatrous intran- 

sigence. War is indeed declared against the seven nations and Amalek, but 
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they are given the opportunity to submit. If they submit to Israel, their lives 
are spared. What constitutes submission? Agreement to abide by the seven 
Noahide laws and to pay a tax to the Israelite authorities as a sign of their 
suzerainty. 

There are two Maimonidean innovations here: Peace must be offered to the 
Canaapites and Amalekites before going to war against them,® and part of 
their acceptance of peace terms involves the acceptance of the seven Noahide 
commandments.* That these decisions are innovations is made abundantly 

clear by Maimonides’ irascible glossator, Rabbi Abraham ben David of 

Posquieres (Rabad), and subsequent commentators. Rabad rejects the exegesis 

of verses that Maimonides offers by way of justifying his decisions as shibbush, 
or blunder.” 

Maimonides’ insistence on acceptance of the seven Noahide command- 

ments is not, to put it mildly, universally accepted by other decisors.* It prob- 
ably reflects what I take to be his (unstated) view that the ultimate point of 

Israelite warfare is the spread of monotheism, or, at the very least, the extirpa- 

tion of idolatry and its attendant horrors. Be that as it may, it is clear that the 

obligatory wars against the Canaanite nations and Amalek are wars against 

practices and principles, not against ethnicities.” 

What happens if the enemy does not accept all the conditions demanded 

of them? To our ears, the answer is horrifying; to medieval ears, one assumes, 

much less so: 

V1.4: If they refuse to accept the offer of peace, or if they accept the offer of 

peace but not the seven commandments, war is made with them; all adult 

males are put to death; all their money and little ones are taken as plunder, 

but no woman or minor is slayed. 

In biblical terms, “all adult males” usually means all men eligible for military 
service, and that would appear to be Maimonides’ point here. Such men are 

put to the sword, but the women and children are spared for a life of servitude. 

Butthis “merciful” approach only obtains with respecttonon-obligatory wars: 

This applies to an optional war, that is a war against any other nation; but in 

a war against the seven nations or against Amalek, if these refuse to accept 

the terms of peace, none of them is spared... Whence do we derive that the 

[above-cited] command refers only to those who refuse to accept the terms 

of peace? Because it is written (Josh 11:19-20): There was not a city which 

made peace with the Children of Israel, save the Hivites, the inhabitants of 

Gibeon; they took all in battle. For it was of the Lord to harden their hearts, 

to come against Israel in battle, that they might be utterly destroyed. We infer 

therefrom that the offer of peace had been made, but they did not accept it. 

It is Rabad’s claim that Maimonides’ decisions in these cases reflect determina- 

tions of his own, as opposed to standard received tradition. 
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In Maimonides’ hands, wars of extermination against national enemies 

become wars against barbaric individuals in defense of civilization. But even 

recast in these terms, such wars offend our sensibilities: Men, women, and 

children, combatants and not, all are to be slayed. No quarter is to be given, 

none is spared. For Maimonides, the applicability of the biblical texts may have 

been circumscribed, but the texts remain, and they remain a challenge to Jews 

whose moral intuitions have been framed by those teachings of Judaism that 

emphasize that all human beings are created in the image of God and that all 

human beings will ultimately worship God out of a stance of spiritual equality. 

And Yet, the Texts Remain 

Apologists for Judaism, myself among them, often cite Maimonides’ words, 

“but their memory has long since perished” as proof that he sought to histori- 

cize and thus render null and void the laws concerning the utter wiping out of 

the seven Canaanite nations (and Amalek). The second and third paragraphs 

in the following passage, from Maimonides’ Book of Commandments, do not 

refute this apologetic approach, but make it harder to sustain:”° 

POSITIVE COMMANDMENT 187—The Law of the Seven Nations 

By this injunction we are commanded to exterminate the Seven Nations that 

inhabited the land of Canaan, because they constituted the root and very 

foundation of idolatry. This injunction is contained in His words (exalted be 

He), You shall utterly destroy them (Deut 20:17). It is explained in many texts 

that the object was to safeguard us from imitating their heresy.” There are 

many passages in Scripture which strongly urge and exhort us to extermi- 

nate them, and war against them is obligatory. 

This paragraph introduces Maimonides’ explanation (later to inform his 

above-cited decisions in “Laws of Kings”) that the war against the seven 

nations has nothing to do with racial wars of extermination or ethnic cleans- 

ing as understood today and is more akin to Christian persecution of the Jews 

in the Middle Ages (in which the object of the persecution was to bring about 

the conversion of the Jews to Christianity) than to the Nazi persecution of the 

Jews in the Holocaust (in which the object of the persecution was the eradi- 

cation of the Jew as Jew, with no reference to what the Jew might have done 

or believed).” Small comfort, perhaps, but not unimportant in the context of 

what I am trying to do here. 
The object of the wars of extermination to be waged against the seven 

Canaanite nations is not against the Canaanites themselves, but against their 

ideas (and, of course, the actions that follow from those ideas). The moment 

they are willing to give up those ideas, war against them ceases. What is wrong 

with their ideas? For Maimonides the answer is straightforward: Idolatry is 
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the single most important mistake a person can make. The Jews are charged 
with the obligation to eradicate idolatry, in order to make the spread of truth 
possible. But there is another issue here as well, one central to the Jewish oppo- 
sition to idolatry. Fairly or not, Jewish texts see a deep and unbreakable link 
between idolatry and the worst forms of brutality and sexual immorality. The 
prophets of Israel made this the central focus of their attacks on idolatry, and 
the rabbis of the Talmud were certainly aware of it.4 

An indication of how central this point is to Jewish conceptions of idola- 

try may be found in the reasoning of R. Menachem ha-Meiri (1249-ca. 1310). 

Meiri reasoned as follows: Idolaters are morally corrupt. My Christian neigh- 

bors are not morally corrupt. Ergo, they are not idolaters.* Be that as it may, 

what we have shown to this point is that Maimonides’ position vis-a-vis the 

seven nations, while hardly one to meet with our approval, obviates the need 

to destroy the Canaanites, and, given medieval realities, is far less bloodthirsty 

than it might appear to be at first glance. 

Fine and good, but the next paragraph of positive commandment 187 intro- 

duces a wrinkle that can only upset anyone seeking to find in Maimonides 

support for Jews today whose moral sensibilities—framed, as I have been sug- 

gesting, by Judaism itself—gag at the laws concerning the seven nations and 

Amalek. Maimonides takes up the question of the applicability of the laws 

concerning the seven nations: 

One might think that this commandment is not binding for all time, see- 

ing that the Seven Nations have long ceased to exist; but that opinion will 

be entertained only by one who has not grasped the distinction between 

commandments which are binding for all time and those which are not. 

A commandment which has been completely fulfilled by the attainment of 

its object, but to the fulfillment of which no definite time limit has been 

attached, cannot be said not to be binding for all time, because it is binding 

in every generation in which there is a possibility of its fulfillment. If the Lord 

completely destroys and exterminates the Amalekites—and may this come 

to pass speedily in our days, in accordance with His promise (exalted be He), 

For I will utterly blot out the remembrance of Amalek (Exod 17:14)—shall we 

then say that the injunction you shall blot out the remembrance of Amalek 

(Deut 25:19) is not binding for all time? We cannot say so; the injunction is 

binding for all time, as long as descendants of Amalek exist, they must be 

exterminated. Similarly in the case of the Seven Nations, their destruction 

and extermination is binding upon us, and the war against them is obliga- 

tory: We are commanded to root them out and pursue them throughout 

all generations until they are destroyed completely. Thus we did until their 

destruction was completed by David, and this remnant was scattered and 

intermingled with the other nations, so that no trace of them remains. But 

although they have disappeared, it does not follow that the commandment 



160 The Land: Theological and Ethical Issues 

to exterminate them is not binding for all time, just as we cannot say that 

the war against Amalek is not binding for all time, even after they have been 

consumed and destroyed. No special condition of time or place is attached 

to this commandment, as is the case with those commandments specially 

designed for the desert or for Egypt. On the contrary, it applies to those on 

whom it is imposed, and they must fulfill it so long as [any of those against 

whom it is directed] exists. 

Generally speaking, it is proper for you to understand and discern the 

difference between a commandment and the occasion for it. A command- 

ment may be binding for all time, and yet the occasion [for its fulfillment] 

may be lacking at a particular time; but the lack of occasion does not make it 

a commandment which is not binding for all time. A commandment ceases 

to be binding for all time when the contrary is true: When, that is, it was at 

one time our duty in certain conditions to perform a certain act or carry out 

a certain ordinance, but this is not our duty today, although these conditions 

still obtain. An example is the case of the aged Levite, who was disqualified 

for service in the desert, but is qualified among us today, as is explained in 

its proper place. You should understand this principle and lay it to heart. 

The apologetic approach to this long passage from the Book of Commandments 

(and it is very likely the correct approach as well) is to maintain that 

Maimonides interest here is threefold: to explain why the commandment to 

eradicate the seven nations is counted as one of the 613 commandments of the 

Torah, even if it is no longer applicable; to maintain the integrity of the body of 

Jewish law; and to keep the fight against idolatry (and its associated brutality) 

in the forefront of Jewish consciousness. 

The first point is primarily technical: Maimonides is counting and explain- 

ing the 613 commandments of the Torah—he cannot simply leave out one that 

is explicitly stated as a commandment in the Torah and is regarded as such by 

rabbinic tradition. The second point relates to a broader issue in Maimonides’ 

thought. He explains many of the Torah’s commandments historically. This 

opens him to the objection that once the historical reason for a commandment 

no longer obtains, perhaps there is no point in observing the commandment? 

This argument has been raised repeatedly against Maimonides, and there can 

be little doubt that he was sensitive to it.** Maimonides clearly distinguished 
between the reason that a law was given, and the reason to obey it.” That 
distinction lies behind his argument here. The last point relates to an issue 

emphasized by Kenneth Seeskin in his book, No Other Gods: Idolatry is a 
constant threat to humankind. 

Be this last point as it may, Maimonides’ approach to the question of how 

and when to prosecute war against the seven nations became dominant in 

the Middle Ages. This becomes clear in the commentary of Nahmanides to 
Deuteronomy 20:10 (“When you draw near to a city to fight against it, then 
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proclaim peace toward it”).” Nahmanides opens his commentary, as is wont, 
by quoting Rashi: 

“Scripture is speaking of a[n] optional war [rather than an obligatory war, 
such as the invasion of the seven nations of Canaan], as it is expressly stated 

in this section, Thus shall you do to all the cities which are very far off from 

you Deut 20:15). This is Rashi’s language. Rashi wrote this based on the 

Sifre where it is taught: “Scripture is speaking of a[n] optional war?2° 

Rashi’s point here is to limit the applicability of the verse, which mandates 

making an offer of peace before opening hostilities, to nations “very far off 

from thee,’ and not to the seven nations of Canaan. 

Nahmanides, following Maimonides, differs from Rashi’s position: 

But the intent of our Rabbis with reference to this verse [before us, was 

not to say that the requirement of proclaiming peace applies exclusively to 

optional, but not to obligatory, wars; rather, their teaching in the Sifre] refers 

only to the later section wherein there is a differentiation between the two 

kinds of wars [i.e., in verses 13-14 declaring that if the enemy insists on war, 

then only the men are to be killed, but the women and children are to be 

spared—that law applies only to a[n] optional but not to an obligatory war]. 

But the call for peace applies even to an obligatory war. It requires us to offer 

peace-terms even to the Seven Nations [of Canaan], for Moses proclaimed 

peace to Sihon, king of the Amorites, and he would not have transgressed 

both the positive and negative commandments in this section: But you 

shall utterly destroy them (Deut 20:17), and you shall save alive nothing that 

breathes (Deut 20:16). Rather, the difference between them [i.e., obligatory 

and optional wars] is when the enemy does not make peace and continues 

to make war. Then, in the case of the cities which are very far off (Deut 20:15), 

Scripture commanded us to smite every male thereof (Deut 20:13) and keep 

alive the women and male children, but in the cities of these people (Deut 

20:16) [i.e., the seven nations of Canaan in the event they refuse the call to 

peace], it commanded us to destroy even the women and children. 

Nahmanides continues his argument with Rashi by citing additional 

rabbinic texts: 

And so did our Rabbis say in the Midrash of Eileh Hadevarim Rabbah, and 

it is found also in Tanhuma® and the Gemara Yerushalmi:* “Rabbi Shmuel 

the son of Rabbi Nahmani said: Joshua the son of Nun fulfilled the laws of 

this section. What did Joshua do? Wherever he went to conquer, he would 

send a proclamation in which he wrote: “He who wishes to make peace let 

him come forward and make peace; he who wishes to leave, let him leave, 

and he who wishes to make war, let him make war? The Girgashite left. With 

the Gibeonites who made peace, Joshua made peace. The thirty-one kings 
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who came to wage war—the Holy One, Blessed be He, cast them down etc.” 

And so indeed Scripture states with reference to all cities [including those 

of the seven nations], There was not a city that made peace with the children 

of Israel, save the Hivites the inhabitants of Gibeon; they took all in battle. For 

it was of the Eternal to harden their hearts, to come against Israel in battle, 

that they might be utterly destroyed.® Obviously, if they had wanted to make 

peace, the Israelites would have made peace with them. 

Just as Maimonides had reasoned directly from the biblical text, so does 

Nahmanides here, using different texts. Had they explicit and authoritative 

rabbinic texts on which to rely, it is more than likely that they would have 

cited them. 
But there remain severities that apply only in the case of the seven nations: 

It appears that regarding the terms of peace, there were differences 

[between what was offered the very far off cities and what was offered the 

seven nations], for, with reference to the distant cities, we ask that they 

make peace and become tributary to us and serve, but, regarding the cities 

of these peoples [the seven nations] we demand” of them peace, tribute and 

service, on the condition that they agree not to worship idols. Scripture 

does not mention it in this section, because concerning idolators, it has 

already given the prohibition, They shall not dwell in your Land, lest they 

make you sin against Me, for you will serve their gods (Exod 23:33). It is 

possible that we must inform them only of the peace offer, tribute and 

service; after they are subject to us, we tell them that we execute judgment 

upon idols and their worshippers, whether individuals or the community. 

Similarly, that which is stated here, That they teach you not to do after all 

their abominations (Deut 20:18), and with reference to it the Rabbis said 

in the Sifre,” “But if they repent [of their idol-worship] they are not to be 

killed”—this refers to the Seven Nations.** The “repentance” is that they 

accept upon themselves the seven commandments in which “the sons of 

Noah” were commanded, but not that they must convert to become righ- 

teous proselytes. 

There are a number of interesting implications in this text. Once again, as in 

Maimonides, the objection to the seven nations is not to what they are, but 

to what they preach and practice. Second, it turns out that they are not to 

be treated any more harshly than any other idolatrous nation: Idolatry is not 

permitted in the land of Israel, to any one, Canaanite or not. Third, and to 

me most interesting and suggestive, Nahmanides speaks of the possibility of 

(and, one assumes, would welcome) repentance on the part of the Canaanite 

nations. Repentance in Judaism implies many things, one of which is a return 

to a pristine beginning point. Thus, since Canaanite idolaters have the option 

of repenting, that means that they cannot be seen in any sense as essentially 
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evil, and their little children, who have not yet been corrupted by their societ- 
ies, must be seen as wholly innocent. 

Indeed, Nahmanides reverts to his argument with Rashi to emphasize 
this point: 

Now, in Tractate Sotah (38b) the Rabbis have said that “they [ie., the 

Isrelites upon coming into the Land] inscribed the Torah upon stones in 

seventy languages and that, below, they wrote, That they teach you not to 

do (Deut 20:18). However, [we deduce,] if the peoples were to repent, the 

Israelites would accept them.” Rashi explained this text as follows: “[This 

verse was written upon the stones below] to inform the nations that dwelled 

outside the border of the Land of Israel that they [i-e., the Israelites] were not 

commanded to destroy [populations] except for those [the seven nations] 

that dwell within the borders in order that they [the Canaanites] should not 

teach them their perverted practices. But as to those who dwell outside [the 

boundaries] we tell them, ‘If you repent, we accept you. Those who dwell 

within the Land we do not accept because their repentance was due to fear.” 

This is the language of the Rabbi [Rashi]. But it is not correct, for it was with 

reference to the cities of these peoples that the Eternal your God gives you for 

an inheritance (Deut 20:16)—it was of them that he said that they teach you 

not (Deut 20:18) thus indicating that if they do repent [thereby negating the 

fear that they may teach you] they are not to be slayed. Similarly He said of 

them, They shall not dwell in your Land, lest they make you sin against Me, for 

you will serve their gods (Exod 23:33), which indicates that if they abandon 

their gods they are permitted to dwell there. 

Rashi is unwilling to accept the repentance of members of the seven Canaanite 

nations, since he doubts that their repentance will be sincere. Nahmanides 

rejects this claim and (at least by implication) deduces from the fact that 

the Torab was inscribed upon stones (stelae?)** in seventy languages that all 

idolatrous nations of the world—including the seven Canaanite nations—are 

invited to repent their idolatry. Where Rashi sees a warning, Nahmanides 

appears to see an invitation. 

Nahmanides supports his opposition to Rashi with a further bit of indepen- 

dent textual interpretation: 

This is the project of Solomon concerning which it is written, And this is 

the account of the levy which King Solomon raised; to build the House of 

the Eternal, and his own house, and Millo, and the wall of Jerusalem, etc. 

(1 Kgs 9:15). All the people that were left of the Amorites, the Hittites, the 

Peruzites, the Hivites, and the Jebusites, who were not of the Children of Israel; 

even their children that were left after them in the Land, whom the children 

of Israel were not able utterly to destroy, of them did Solomon raise a levy of 

bondservants, unto this day. But of the children of Israel did Solomon make 
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no bondservants (1 Kgs 9:20-22). This project he did in accordance with the 

Law,” for they accepted the observance of the seven commandments upon 

themselves. Now it is clear that since Solomon was able to draft them as his 

laborers, he had power over them and he could have destroyed them, except 

that it was permissible to let them live, as we have written. 

Solomon would not have violated the commandment of the Torah had it 
indeed insisted upon the eradication of all the seven Canaanite nations under 

all circumstances. That a God-fearing king like Solomon enslaved the rem- 

nants of the seven nations instead of killing them all, when he obviously had 

power over them, proves that killing them is only mandated if they refuse 
to repent their idolatry and accept upon themselves the other six Noahide 

commandments. 

Again, Nahmanides’ position is unlikely to appeal to a modern conscience, 

but it surely represents an important step in that direction, especially against 

the background of medieval realities, of which he was all too personally aware. 
The following points should be emphasized here: 

¢ One must offer peace before beginning even an obligatory war, 

including one prosecuted against any of the seven nations. 

¢ If the seven nations do not accept the offer of peace (which involves 

their dhimmi-like status), then they must be exterminated. 

¢ In the case of the seven nations, acceptance of the offer of peace must 

include the renunciation of idolatry (although, Nahmanides says, this 

may not have to be made known to them originally). 

« Nahmanides emphasizes that the whole point of the war against the 

seven nations is to extirpate idolatry. Thus, if individuals from the 
seven nations repent, they are not to be killed. Repentance in their 
case means acceptance of the seven Noahide laws, not full conversion 
to Judaism. 

And Yet, the Texts Remain 

The only medieval exegete I have found who seems explicitly alive to the moral 
difficulty posed by the commandment to wipe out the seven nations, includ- 
ing the murder of little babies, was Nahmanides’ “grand-student} Bahya ben 
Asher (thirteenth century), but his “solution” leaves much to be desired.” 
Here follow portions of his commentary on Deuteronomy 20:10. Bahya, fol- 
lowing his master Nahmanides, begins by quoting Rashi in order to disagree 
with him: 

It is only with respect to a[n] optional war that Scripture speaks with reference 
to peace overtures, but with respect to the obligatory war of the Seven Nations, 
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no peace overture is made—thus did Rashi interpret this verse. But Scripture 

speaks generally, When you draw near unto a city [to fight against it, then pro- 

claim peace unto it]. Surely this implies every city, and every war, and one is to 

make peace overtures whether in a[n] optional war or in an obligatory war, with 

the exception of the Ammonites and the Moabites, about whom Scripture wrote 

expjicitly: You shall never concern yourself with their welfare or benefit [so long 

as you live] (Deut 23:7). But even with respect to the Ammonites and Moabites, 

even though no offer of peace is made, if they of their volition consented, they 

are accepted, to teach you how great is the power of peace.* 

Bahya follows Nahmanides in rejecting Rashi but uses a different argument to 

do so. I leave it to others to decide if there is any significance to that fact. 

He then turns to his own interpretation of the verse. 

This passage warns Israel not to wage war on any nation in the world with- 

out first offering peace: This is true both of an optional war with any of the 

nations, and of an obligatory war with the seven nations. If they consented 

and accepted upon themselves the seven Noahide commandments and the 

king’s levy, not a single one of them is to be put to death, as it is written: “If 

it responds peaceably and lets you in, all the people present there shall serve 

you at forced labor” (Deut 20:11). By “levy” is meant that they be ready to 

do the king’s work, both with their bodies and with their wealth, such as 

building walls and strengthening fortresses, building the king’s palace, and 

SO ON, as it says: 

This was the purpose of the forced labor which Solomon imposed: It 

was to build the House of the Lord, his own palace, the Millo, and the wall of 

Jerusalem...and all of Solomon's garrison towns (1 Kgs 9:15, 19). But if they 

did not consent, or even if they consented but refused to accept the seven 

Noahide commandments, then all the adult males are to be put to death, 

as it says: If it does not surrender to you, but would join battle with you, you 

shall lay siege to it, and when the Lord your God delivers it into your hand, you 

shall put all its males to the sword (Deut 20:12-13)—but not the children and 

women, as it says: [You may, however, take as your booty,] the women, the 

children, [the livestock and everything in the town...] (Deut 20:14)—this 

refers to male children.‘ But in the case of an obligatory war, such as that of 

the Seven Nations and Amalek, all are to be slayed. 

This is the meaning of: 

In the towns of the latter peoples, which the Lord your God is giving you as a 

heritage, you shall not let a soul remain alive (Deut 20:16)—only in this case 

are you commanded to kill them all, even women and children. 

Bahya moderates the ferocity of the commandments in question by seeking 

to mitigate the overt meaning of the biblical texts. Peace is to be offered to 

all. He makes no exception here for the seven Canaanite nations or even for 
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Amalek: Israel may not wage war on anyone without first offering peace. Only 

when the peace overtures are rejected is war to be waged, and then, in most 

wars, women and children are to be spared. It is only in the case of Amalek 

and the seven Canaanite nations—if they reject peace offers—that total war 

is waged, and women and children are also put to death. In the final analysis, 

Bahya’s position does not differ from that of Nahmanides, but he goes to the 

trouble of finding new arguments and texts to support it, thus strengthening 

the position he shares with Nahmanides. 

This shared position is harsh, but no harsher than what the Allies did to 

Dresden, Tokyo, Hiroshima, and Nagasaki. And it is certainly much less harsh 

than what many Crusader bands did to the Jews of Europe and of Jerusalem. 

I make these comments not in order to criticize the Allies or in order to 

approve of Rabbenu Bahya’s positions, but in order to remind the reader to 

judge him by the standards of his time, not ours. 

On what grounds do I say that Rabbenu Bahya’s prescriptions are harsh? He 
himself draws attention to the harshness of his claims and in so doing dem- 

onstrates a measure of sensitivity that I have not found in other contemporary 

Jewish writers: 

If your heart should ache* saying: In this we act violently** against children 

who have not sinned against us, behold, it is the law of heaven and the decree 

of Scripture.” Furthermore, since the Holy One, blessed be He, uproots their 

power from above, it is as if what we do to them below counts for nothing, 

as the Sages expounded (Sanhedrin 96b): “You have slayed a dead people, 

you have burned a Temple already burned, you have ground flour already 

ground.”** There is no violence in this, and it is not considered killing, since 

they are already as if dead. Further, if they are not considered as already dead, 

there is no violence in killing the children, branches of the root of rebellion, 

that fierce, impetuous nation (Hab 1:6)* since there is no doubt but that they 

will continue in the ways of their fathers, [You shall not act thus towards the 

Lord your God,] for they perform for their gods every abhorrent act that the Lord 

detests (Deut 12:31) and Israel will learn from them, as is mentioned in this 

passage: Lest they lead you into doing all the abhorrent things [that they have 

done for their gods and you stand guilty before the Lord your God] (Deut 20:18). 

It seems obvious to me that when an author brings a series of reasons for an 

action with which he or she is clearly uncomfortable, it means that none of the 

reasons is really satisfactory. Be that as it may, it is clear that Bahya ben Asher 

is in a quandary. The Torah commands that we do things that he finds morally 

repugnant, at least ab initio. 

Our author continues struggling with the text: 

Lest you say, “when they grow up, they might® enter the covenant and 
repent, go forth and learn® who permits shedding their blood—the Lord, 
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Who knows that they will not repent.* And thus did Isaiah of blessed 

memory say explicitly: Prepare a slaughtering block for his sons because of 

the guilt of his father. Let them not arise to posses the earth! Then the world’s 

face shall be covered with towns (Isa 14:21). And thus, if we allowed them to 

live, behold, their lives would be the cause of much greater damage than 

thesdamage involved in their killing, and it is reasonable that a person do 

a small amount of damage in order to forestall much greater damage; thus, 

the good-hearted and intelligent person* will jump off a roof to save himself 

from [greater] danger,® or will amputate an arm or a leg or another limb to 

save his body, or will drink something as bitter as wormwood in order to 

eject illness from him and in so doing does not do violence to himself; rather 

he acts with loving-kindness towards himself by keeping himself alive. In 

that a person can behave thusly towards himself and it is impossible to con- 

vict him thereby of violence, it is all the more so not violence when done to 

others.* It is for this reason that the Torah permitting killing children, doing 

a small amount of damage while saving the world from much greater dam- 

age which would have occurred had they lived. There is no violence in this, 

but will be seen to be rational by one who examines the issue. 

This text is particularly horrifying to anyone living in Israel—the same argu- 

ment is often used by Palestinian murderers of Jewish children, who, they say, 
will grow up to become Israeli soldiers and are therefore fair game. Rabbenu 

Bahya is not the problem here. Given medieval realities, and the policies of 

Christian and Muslim polities toward their Jewish subjects, one can actually 

admire the fact that he thought it necessary to find excuses for the biblical 

commands. The problem for Judaism today is that Rabbenu Bahya is read as 

an authority on moral matters whose positions represent normative Jewish 

teaching vis-a-vis Gentiles to this very day.” 

Returning to Bahya’s text, we find him immediately seeking to modify the 

harshness of the position he has just excused: ; 

When Scripture permitted® the killing of all the women and children, it is 

only in a case where they refused to consent; but if they consented then all 

the nations are equivalent in connection with the issue of peace, even the 

Seven Nations, for it is written in the book of Joshua: Apart from the Hivites 

who dwelt in Gibeon, not a single city consented to the Israelites; all were taken 

in battle. For it was the Lord’s doing to stiffen their hearts to give battle to Israel 

in order that they might be proscribed without quarter and wiped out, as the 

Lord had commanded Moses (Josh 11:19-20). From this it follows that Joshua 

made peace overtures to them, which they rejected. And so we have learned 

in the Sifri:° “Joshua sent three letters before he entered the Land. In the 

first, he wrote to them: ‘All who wish to consent should come and consent’ 

He wrote again: ‘All who wish to leave should leave: He wrote again: ‘All who 

wish to wage war against us should wage war’ In the Jerusalem Talmud it 



168 _ The Land: Theological and Ethical Issues 
~‘ 

is written: “The Gibeonites consented, the Girgashites left, and thirty-one 
»60 

kings waged war. 

Bahya’s discussion closes, then, by subtly reworking the biblical text to permit, 

as opposed to command, the killing of women and children and by emphasiz- 

ing that peace overtures are to be extended to all peoples, “even the Seven 

Nations.” 

Zeev Harvey drew my attention to another passage in Rabbenu Bahyas 

commentary, a passage that shows how very alive he was to the issue 

raised in this chapter. In his exegesis of Genesis 32:8, Bahya teaches that 

it behooves the Jews, when dealing with the descendants of Esau (among 

whom we find Amalek in Gen 36:12), to follow in the footsteps of the patri- 

arch Jacob and to approach all nations descended from Esau with pres- 

ents and prayer; he rejects war as an option in (as I understand him) the 

pre-messianic world. 

In terms of making the biblical texts accord with the values of much of rab- 

binic teaching and of making them accord with many of our moral intuitions 

today, Bahya takes us about as far as the medievals will go—and even he justi- 

fies the slaughter of innocents in certain restricted circumstances. 

And So, the Texts Remain 

Another thirteenth-century work, the Hinnukh,® also wrestles with the moral 

issues raised by the command of destroying the seven nations, although the 
positions it espouses (in commandment 425) are hardly likely to rest softly on 
the consciences of readers of this chapter. 

Like those who preceded him, the author of the Hinnukh offers as a reason 

for the obligation of wiping out the seven nations their connection to idolatry. 

He then raises a question that had not been raised by earlier writers: If they 

were going to be destroyed, why did God create them in the first place? He 

offers a number of reasons: 

e When originally created, the seven nations could have chosen to be 
good—like all human beings, they can choose between good and evil. 

It was their choice to become evil. 
e Alternatively, it might be offered that they were evil all the time, but 

had one opportune time.” 

e A third possibility is that one decent person descended from them, 

and for that reason they were created. 
e A fourth possibility is that they were created as an object lesson for 

other human beings. 

e A final possibility is that they were created so that they could build 
cities and plant gardens and vineyards for the Jews. 
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The Hinnukh concludes its discussion of our issue by emphasizing that, even 
though the seven nationsno longer exist, if one finds a person belonging to 
them, one is obligated to kill that person. That is the direction in which he 
chooses to take Maimonides’ argument, cited above, that the commandment 

has not lost its force, even though the seven nations have long since disappeared. 

By,speaking in terms of “repentance,” Nahmanides and Rabbenu Bahya 

implicitly move the focus of the discussion from the seven nations as corporate 

entities to the individuals who make up those entities. Isaac Abravanel (1437- 

1508) uses that focus to explain why only adult males are to be killed in a “regu- 

lar” war (Deut 20:13): Only adult males can make peace, and only adult males 

(not women, not children, not animals) can be held accountable if Jewish peace 

overtures are rejected. But in the case of the seven nations, if peace overtures are 
rejected, then all must be eradicated. “Let this not be considered cruelty, anger, 

nor quickness to anger,’ Abravanel explains, “because the Torah makes clear 

that the reason for this commandment is: Lest they lead you into doing all the 

abhorrent things [that they have done for their gods and you stand guilty before 

the Lord your God] (Deut 20:18).’ In other words, continuing the line estab- 

lished much earlier, Abravanel makes it clear that there is nothing “ethnic” (in 

modern terms) about the war against the seven nations; it is purely ideological. 

But, like all the other authorities I have found after Bahya, he ignores the moral 

challenge of killing non-combatants with which Bahya ben Asher struggled. 

In the continuation of his discussion, Abravanel draws some interesting dis- 

tinctions between combatants and non-combatants and the chivalrous behay- 
ior expected of soldiers vis-a-vis women (and uses it to explain Alexander the 

Great’s refusal to make war on the Amazons!), but despite this, he justifies the 

extermination of the seven nations if they refuse to make peace “for the reason 
which I mentioned.” 

Because of the way in which the Talmudic rabbis read many of the bib- 
lical texts that lie at the heart of our discussion, Jews find those texts trou- 

bling. One sermonic response to this is to say that Judaism, as a religion, is 

not “fundamentalist” and that just as we are not meant to think that “an eye 
for an eye” means anything other than monetary compensation, so we are not 
meant to think that the Torah really means for us engage in brutal wars against 

idolaters—rather, these biblical commands are expressions of how abominable 

idolatry (and its related practices) are in the eyes of the Lord. Further, just as 
Jacob never really lied to his father, so David did not really sin. 

From my perspective, the problem with this approach is that it does not 

get us very far. The medieval texts we have surveyed show that figures such 

as Maimonides, Nahmanides, Gersonides, Rabbenu Bahya ben Asher, and 
Abravanel all, following the Sages, moderate the biblical texts, but do not come 

close to modern sensibilities concerning targeting non-combatants (especially 

children), the wholesale slaughter of prisoners, and the imposing through 
force of one’s own ideology. 



170 The Land: Theological and Ethical Issues 

Unless one is simply willing to say that the Torah reflects a primitive moral- 

ity,®* we are stuck with a religious/moral problem: The texts remain. The fact 

that talmudic texts wrestle with these problems and propose a variety of solu- 

tions is comforting, but the original texts remain. 

Even Bahya’s exegesis leaves us with the obligation to murder the infant 

children of unregenerate idolaters. Reverting to Maimonides may place us ina 

somewhat better position. As Eugene Korn points out, 

Once the criterion for the object of the biblical commandment becomes 

behavioral, it is a small logical step to restrict the determination of Canaanite 

and Amalekite identity to individuals, not nations or collectivities. Further, 

the category would apply only to informed adult individuals bearing legal 

responsibility for their decisions who by principle promote violence to 

undermine the foundations of civilized society. In other words, the only 

objects of the genocide mitzvah are individual aggressors committed to 

destroying the foundations of the social order. 

On Korn’s reading of Maimonides, then, the biblical imposition of total 

destruction on Canaanite or Amalekite children becomes moot—it cannot be 

applied.® 

But Still the Texts Remain 

Two more steps might be taken. All civilized nations today pay at least lip service 

to the idea that great efforts must be made to avoid harm to non-combatants. 

Is it possible that Judaism might demand less of its adherents today? The 

Talmud (Sanh. 59a) teaches that there is nothing forbidden to an idolater that 

is permitted to a Jew.” If we are to succeed in truly providing a Jewish reading 

of the biblical texts underlying our discussion here, we have no choice but to 
follow this talmudic idea and maintain that what was mandated by the text of 
the Torah, even as modified by our medieval teachers, may have been permis- 

sible to them, but is forbidden to us—and this we learn from the highest ideals 

(if all too rarely the actual practice) of the nations. 

To my mind, however, a more satisfying way of approaching our issue is to 

focus on an idea driven home to me time and again by my late teacher, Steven 

S. Schwarzschild. Maimonides brings his Mishneh Torah to a close with two 

chapters on the messianic era. The last paragraph of that discussion, and thus 

of the Mishneh Torah as a whole, describes the world when the messianic pro- 

cess reaches its completion: 

Then there will be® neither famine nor war, neither jealousy nor strife. 

Good things will be abundant, and delicacies as common as dust. The one 

preoccupation of the whole world will be only to know the Lord. Hence 
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[they]® will be very wise, knowing things now unknown and will apprehend 
knowledge of their Creator to the utmost capacity of the human mind,” as 
it is written: For the land” shall be full of the knowledge of the Lord, as the 
waters cover the sea” (Isa 11:9).73 

Wisdom, apprehension, and knowledge, cannot be achieved by war, only by 
study.’The whole world can become preoccupied with the knowledge of the 
Lord only if war is replaced by teaching. To the extent that it is rational for 
ends to determine means, then the only way to bring about the fulfillment of 
the messianic redemption, at least as it is understood by Maimonides, is to 
make the study of true Torah (which includes ma‘aseh bereshit, physics, and 
ma-‘aseh merkavah, metaphysics) our aim, and not wars of extermination. The 
texts will remain, not as any sort of ideal, but as a permanent reminder of the 
dangers of idolatry: replacing God with humans or human artifacts. Judaism 

calls on us to look forward to the messiah, and not backward to Amalek and 
the Canaanite nations.”4 
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of Jewish Civilization, 1991), 221-256. It must be recalled that in this context the intellectual 

perfection to which Maimonides refers here is relative, not absolute. Human beings, even in 

the messianic era, achieve intellectual perfection to different degrees. When Maimonides says 

here that humans will come to know God kifi koah ha-adam, he means, to translate him liter- 

ally, “according to human abilities” and not “according to human ability” The latter reading 

would involve a miraculous change in human nature. 

71. On the question of what this land is (and for more on the textual issues), see Blidstein, 

Ekronot Mediniim, 246 n. 56. Ridbaz to “Kings,” 12.1 understands the term as referring only to 

the Land of Israel. Maimonides’ use of the verse in Guide 3.11 would seem to preclude Ridbaz’s 

reading. The text there reads: 

If there were knowledge, whose relation to the human form is like that of the faculty 

of sight to the eye, they would refrain from doing any harm to themselves and to others. For 

through cognition of the truth, enmity and hatred are removed and the inflicting of harm by 

people on one another is abolished. It holds out this promise, saying, The wolf shall dwell with 

the lamb, the leopard shall lie down with the kid, and so on. And the sucking child shall play, 

and so on (Isa 11:6-8). Then it gives the reason for this, saying that the cause of the abolition of 

these enmities, these discords, and these tyrannies, will be the knowledge that men will then 

have concerning the true reality of the deity. For it says: They shall not hurt nor destroy in all 

My holy mountain; for the earth shall be full of the knowledge of the Lord, as the waters cover 

the sea (Isa 11:9). Know this. 

Zeey Harvey has pointed out (to my chagrin, since I thought that I had hit upon this 
idea myself) that this chapter of the Guide is a kind of poetic and philosophical rendition of 
the last paragraph of the Mishneh Torah, glossing it in the way Maimonides meant it to be 
read. See pp. 23-24 in Harvey, “Averroes, Maimonides, and the Virtuous State? in Iyyunim 
bi-Sugyot Philosophiot...Likhvod Shlomo Pines (Jerusalem: Israel Academy of Sciences, 1992), 
19-31. Pushing Harvey’s insight one step further, I think that the next chapter in the Guide also 
glosses the last paragraph in the Mishneh Torah. 

72. The verse from Isaiah recalls Gen 6:13. I am tempted to say that just as that verse surely 
relates to humans simpliciter, and not to Jews, Maimonides uses the parallel verse from Isaiah 
in the same way. The prophet is surely alluding to the difference between the messianic and 
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antediluvian eras through the use of the expression ki malah ha-aretz; it is a safe bet that if 

I noticed it, Maimonides certainly did. 

73. Rabbi Jeffrey Bienenfeld pointed out to me (modestly claiming that the idea was not 

his, but it is from him I heard it, so I shall cite it in his name, and, perhaps, bring the redemp- 

tion that much closer) that the meaning of the word “sea” here is “seabed” and that just as water 

spreads to cover every part of any enclosure in which it is placed, seeping into every nook and 

cranny as anyone who has had plumbing problems knows), so too will the knowledge of God 

extend to and seep into every nook and cranny of the world, and, hence, into the hearts of 

all human beings. For extensive discussion of this text, see Menachem Kellner, “Maimonides’ 

True Religion—for Jews, or All Humanity?” Meorot [Edah Journal] 7, no. 1 (2008) http://www. 

yctorah.org/content/view/436/10/, reprinted in Kellner, Science in the Bet Midrash, 291-319. 

74. For a similar approach, see Zeev Harvey’s discussion of Rabbi Reines in Chapter 16 of 

this volume. Prof. Harvey kindly showed me an advance copy of his article. I here record my 

thanks to him and to Eugene Korn and to James Diamond for many helpful suggestions, and to 

Avram Montag for his incisive (and insightful) criticism of an earlier draft of this essay, Raphi 

Jospe and Rivka Kellner were generous in helping me with some tricky translation questions. 
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Nahmanides on Law, Land, and Otherness 

Joseph E. David 

During the course of the past two millennia, the desire to resettle in the land 

of Israel never stopped being a vital ingredient of the Jewish religious mind. 

Sometimes, this desire was opposed by pro-exilic ideologies; on other occa- 

sions, it remained a sentimental or eschatological phantasm. Beside that, vari- 

ous actual endeavors to immigrate and settle in Zion, motivated by religious 

ideas and purposes, are well documented and studied in contemporary histo- 

riography. Nevertheless, in discontinuation with the biblical narrative, accord- 

ing to which the unfortunate fate of the Canaanites is an inevitable outcome 

of the Israelites’ attachment to the Promised Land, most of the Jewish medi- 

eval reflections did not associate these two states of affairs. As such, the fate 

of non-Israelites in the land of Israel was not a significant ingredient of the 
Jewish longing for the Holy Land. In that regard, the approach of R. Moses 

b. Nachman (1194-1270; hereafter, Nahmanides) is an exceptional one. For 

him, the fate of the biblical Canaanites illustrates a significant aspect of the 

very deep meaning of the Holy Land, though not an unavoidable result of the 

Israelites’ existence on the land. Moreover, at the personal level, Nahmanides 

actually left the Iberian Peninsula, traveled to the Holy Land, and developed a 

strong theological motivation to resettle in the Holy Land. More interestingly, 

as we shall see, Nahmanides suggested, accordingly, a new perception of the 

law and an innovative meaning of otherness applied to the Canaanites. 

In fact, Nahmanides’ innovative approach could be fairly taken as a legal 

theology.’ Accordingly, this chapter will articulate the fundamental pillars of 

his approach, which reformulate the traditional relation between law and land. 

Despite the fact that Nahmanides’ theological novelty is well acknowledged 
both in the traditional and scholarly literature, my analysis will propose a new 

perspective about his conceptual and theological sources.’ I will argue that, 

beside the mystical background, he also responded to legal and theological 
doctrines that pervaded in the European Christendom of his days. More pre- 
cisely, I will show that Nahmanides introduces an innovative notion of the 
halakhah as divine law, according to which the divine law is derivative to the 
deity’s association to his territory in terms of feudal lordship. Nahmanides 
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introduces a spatial, or a territorial, notion of halakhah that stands against the 
traditional perceptions of halakhah as a direct prescription.‘ Consequently, 
my analysis will call for a reassessment of the components of his approach 

to the Holy Land’ and of the motives behind his personal voyage to the Holy 
Land (around the year 1267).° 

F 

Law and Polycratic Lordship 

Nahmanides’ legal theology is encapsulated in his branding the fundamental 

notion of the divine law by the biblical idiom “the law of the land’s Lord” (vpwn 

yixn 7>x). This term originated in the biblical tale about the fate of the Cuthim 

who were initially brought by Sargon II, the king of Assyria, to replace the 

exiled Israelites (2 Kgs 17:24-30). The Bible narrates that upon their arrival, 

the Cuthim were attacked by wild lions for their violation of “the law of the 
land’s Lord,’ which they eventually acknowledged by the help of a priest of the 

Israelites, then observed, and thus survived. This miraculous episode provides 

Nahmanides with an opportunity to reveal the territorial dimensions of the 

halakhah, which is valid only within the land of Israel. Therefore, the bibli- 

cal idiom yrxn 75x vewn for Nahmanides not only stands for the local code 
of behavior, but also holds the fundamental rationale of the divine law as a 
territory-mediated law.’ This articulation should not be taken lightly and in 

fact has no solid precedent in preceding mainstream rabbinic literature. In that 

respect, Nahmanides’ legal theology can be fairly taken as a paradigm shift 

that affects the most fundamental concepts of every legal system—jurisdiction 

and sovereignty. 
Nahmanides’ legal imagination is deeply anchored in a heavenly political 

structure that includes astrological powers governed by heavenly constella- 

tions created, designed, and designated by God. As he notes, this should be 

understood against the backdrop of medieval astrology and the parallelism 
between heavenly and earthly political structures, which consequently gener- 

ated the basileomorphic vocabulary of his legal theology.’ 

Indeed, among the varicus ancient representations of God, his image as 

a king is one of the most prominent ones. Nevertheless, even within bibli- 

cal basileomorphic imagery, there is a clear distinction between two types, 

or two metaphors, of God as a king and ruler. The most common of them is 

the monocratic image according to which God is portrayed as imperial king, 

enjoying a centralized and universal control.? Nevertheless, the Bible also con- 

tains remnants of a polycratic image, according to which national gods sub- 

ordinate to God, while each one administrates his own province. Within this 

metaphoric structure, divine domination upon earth is rather a distributive 

power, branching through inferior delegations that govern local domains or 

people. While the deity’s power in the monocratic model is all encompassing, 
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the polycratic image contains a structured hierarchy” and divine agency medi- 

ating between the supreme deity and his subjects." 

The tension between the monocratic and the polycratic images of God's 

kingship is perhaps best demonstrated in the two versions of Deuteronomy 

32:8; while the Masoretic version stresses a monocratic representation of 

God and accordingly the idea that God divided the national boundaries 

according to his elected people, “the children of Israel,’ the versions of the 

Septuagint and one copy of Deuteronomy from Qumran state that the divine 

allocation was in accordance to the “angels of God” or “sons of God.” In 
fact, the theology of a polycratic heavenly structure in which divine power 

is distributed to secondary deities being in charge of particular nations or 

territories has Greek origins. And the confrontation of the monocratic and 

the polycratic images stood for opposing theologies in the first centuries of 

Jewish-Christian’* and Jewish-pagan® polemics and throughout the Middle 

Ages.” 

Against the mainstream rabbinical tendency to overemphasize the monoc- 

racy of God’s kingship, Nahmanides tends to view God's kingship as a poly- 

cracy, rather than an imperial monocracy. Interestingly, Nahmanides approves 

the polycratic image by reference to Deuteronomy 32:8. Being silent about the 

different versions of the last part of the verse, he is not favoring explicitly either 

version, though practically endorsing the polycratic reading of Deuteronomy 

322832 

But the secret of the matter is in the verse which states, When the Most 

High gave to the nations their inheritance, when He separated the children 

on men, He set people etc. For the portion of the Eternal is His people® etc. 

The meaning thereof is as follows: The glorious Name created everything 

and He placed the power of the lower creatures in the higher beings, giving 

over each and every nation in their lands, after their nations some known 

star or constellation, as is known by means of astrological speculation.... He 

allotted to all nations constellations in the heavens, and higher above them 

the angels of the Supreme One whom He placed as lords over them.... Now 

the glorious name is God of gods, and Lord of lords.”° 

Nahmanides, like other medieval thinkers, used the esoteric method to solve 
tensions between widespread traditional perceptions and deeper truths. Here, 
too, he avoids the confrontation of the distinct meanings of Deuteronomy 32:8, 
but he reorganizes them vertically so the monocratic image is evident exoteri- 
cally, while the “concealed truth” is a polycratic one; the pure monocracy of 
God is only an alleged representation, while genuinely divine controlling pow- 
ers are distributive. 

The polycratic image of God’s kingship in fact paves the way for Nahmanides’ 
reconstruction of the God-land-law matrix. It allows the corresponding indi- 
vidualization of the three components. Thus, in the same manner that the 
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divine land is intimately related to God, so, too, the divine law is intimately 
connected with the divine land: 

And the venerable God is the god of gods and the lord of lords over the 

whole world. But the Land of Israel, which is the axis mundi, is the inheri- 

tance of the Eternal designated to His name [iw ninvn]. He has placed 

‘none of the angels as chief, observer, or ruler over it, since He gave it as a 

heritage to His people who declare the Unity of His name [yaw tmz]... . 

Now He [also] sanctified the people who dwell in His Land with the 

sanctity of observing the laws against forbidden sexual relationships [nwitp 

nmyn], and with the abundant commandments. ... He has set us apart from 

all the nations over whom He appointed princes and other celestial powers, 

by giving us the Land so that He, blessed be He, will be our God, and we will 

be dedicated to His Name. 

While the major streams of post-biblical Judaism celebrated the mono- 

cratic perception of God's sovereignty and rejected a polycratic theology, as 

is expressed ultimately in the Masoretic version, Nahmanides is much more 

sympathetic and consistent with the Christian scriptural version. In fact, it 

will not be excessive to view his stance as an attempt to revive the biblical 

option of polycratic theology. Nahmanides’ construction of the God-land-law 

matrix, therefore, is not necessarily a direct outcome of kabbalistic or theur- 

gic ideas.” Here, again, his views appear to be congenial with Christian tradi- 

tional doctrines.” Against the enlightened (philosophical) ethos, according to 

which the religious consciousness has evolved from polytheism to monothe- 

ism, Nahmanides marks an opposite direction, according to which a mono- 

cratic deity is only the external cover for the “concealed truth” of a polycratic 
divine realm. 

The preference for the polycratic model above the monocratic one should 
also be seen against the background of Nahmanides’ contemporary legal 

and political imagination. More precisely, we might consider as relevant the 

decline of imperial structures in favor of feudal order. Through these changes, 

the claim for imperial supremacy of the Holy Roman Empire was challenged 

and replaced by secondary sovereignties in the form of local and territorial 

authorities.” 
The dismissal of imperial lordship hence promoted a legal theory according 

to which the universe is a plural system of mutually independent territorial 

sovereignties.* Medieval jurists emphasized the distinction between a de jure 
overlordship (dominus totius mundi** or rex universalis) and a de facto inde- 
pendent kingship that rejects superior sovereignty (principes superiores non 

recognoscentes). The process of a change from imperial to feudal structures, 

from a unitary politics to localized and varied politics, might accelerate the 

polycratic imagination also in the theological realm. As such, we should not 
abandon the inspirational effects of feudalism and polycratic imagery upon 
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Nahmanides’ construction of the God-land-law matrix and the identification 

of the Holy Land with the concept of “God’s inheritance.’ 

God's Inheritance 

A cornerstone of Nahmanides’ novel perception is his insistence on designat- 

ing the Holy Land not as the “land of Israel” (Sx1w yx) but rather as “the land 
of the Lord” (n prx’) or alternatively, “God’s inheritance” (n n>ny’). Indeed, the 

term “God's inheritance” appears several times in the Bible. In most of the 

appearances it refers to the people of Israel; in fewer cases, it carries a territo- 

rial meaning, referring to a concrete piece of land.” Nahmanides, however, 

ignores the ethnic meaning and exclusively cleaves to the territorial meaning. 

Furthermore, the territorial meaning of “God’s inheritance” becomes for him 

the fundamental pillar of the halakhah as territorial law. It illustrates the prior- 

itization of the land’s belonging to the deity rather than to the people of Israel. 

As seen above, the idea of “God's inheritance” is consequential to the ten- 

sion between the deity’s totality and particularity. In Nahmanides’ sermon of 

the New Year, given during his visit at Acre in 1269, the idea of “God's inheri- 

tance” demonstrates the independence of God’s two images—as the creator 

and as a sovereign. These two images, Nahmanides insists, are not overlap- 

ping, and while God undeniably created the entire universe, his lordship is 

associated with a concrete territory: 

And what is the meaning of [this phrase]: “The Land of the Lord”? Isn't the 

entire universe “The Land of the Lord”? [Behold] He created everything, 

He formed everything and everything is His... but the Land of Israel is the 

axis mundi, is God’s inheritance peculiar to his name [1nw> ntnvn].... He 

bestowed [the land] upon His people who proclaim the unity of His name 

(wow tN). 

Here Nahmanides organizes the God-land-law matrix in two phases. First, 

because of the singularity of the land as the center of the world and of the con- 

nection between heaven and earth, it is then God's special inheritance. Only at 
the second phase are those who proclaim the unity of God’s name, the people 
of Israel, bestowed with His inheritance. The belonging of Israel to the Holy 
Land, therefore, stems from God’s territorial lordship in feudal terms. 

Although the identification of the Holy Land and God’s inheritance did 
not become a widespread concept within mainstream rabbinic thought, it was 
a vital component of the Crusades’ propaganda and ideology. It articulated 
the legal and political justification of the Crusades and was used to encourage 
Christians to join the Crusades and to recover Christian control of Palestine.° 
The terminology of “God’s inheritance” marks the Crusade writings from 
the early versions of Urban II’s (late eleventh-century) sermon at Clermont. 
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Furthermore, after the crusaders’ military defeat and the loss of control over 
Jerusalem and much of Palestine in the late twelfth century, Psalm 79, which 
opens with a reference to the violation of God’s haereditatem, was introduced 
into the daily Mass for an extended period.* Equally, the rhetoric of the 
Second Crusade (1197-1192), such as the Itinerarium Peregrinorum et Gesta 

Regis Ricardi, includes increased references to the identification of the Holy 

Land as God's inheritance.” Accordingly, the believers’ duty to support and 

join the Crusades was often conceptualized in terms of feudal responsibility 

for the lord's patrimony. Such an argumentation can be seen in the way that 

Jacques de Vitry (1160/1170-1240)* motivates potential crusaders by describ- 

ing the duty to crusade as a test of vassalage loyalty:3+ 

The Lord has indeed suffered the loss of his patrimony and wants to test 

[his] friends and find out if you are his faithful vassals. He who holds a fief 

from a liege lord is rightfully deprived of his fief if he abandons him, when 

he is involved in a war and his inheritance is taken away from him [hereditas 

sua illi aufertur]. You hold your body and soul and all that you have from the 

highest emperor, who has you summoned today to come to his aid in battle, 

even if you are not bound by feudal law [iure feodi]. 

I beseech you, brothers...that you come...to the aid of the Lord, who 

has been deprived of his inheritance, like faithful vassals and liege men, but 

also to your own aid, and that you may not receive such great grace in vain.® 

The Holy Land is considered God’s stolen patrimony of which He was also 

deprived. Therefore, the crusaders, as loyal vassals, are called upon to recover 

their lord’s inheritance. Indeed, feudal imagination within Nahmanides’ 

approach was not used to rationalize the establishment of political and armed 

powers or to encourage recruiting soldiers for a long journey. Nevertheless, 

the feudal conceptualizations did serve Nahmanides in articulating his legal 

theology and in accounting for its particular connection with the Holy Land.*° 

We have emphasized the extra-Jewish backdrop of Nahmanides’ legal theol- 

ogy; now we turn to the intra-Jewish aspects. Perhaps the most dramatic point 

here is the fact that Nahmanides advocates the trope of divine sovereignty 
rather than the traditional image of God as the supreme legislator. As we shall 

see, the move from God the legislator to God the sovereign stands at the core of 

Nahmanides reductive claim that the halakhah should be taken as territorial law. 

Land Dependency 

There (in the Holy Land) is the place for fulfilling the commandments and 

receiving upon oneself the Kingdom of Heaven. Our worship there is accept- 

able, for there is the House of our God and the Gates of Heaven.” 



186 The Land: Theological and Ethical Issues 

The candor of a thirteenth-century Spanish Jew who took a vow to emigrate 

to the Holy Land outlines the importance of physical attendance in a concrete 

place for a complete performance of religious duties. Indeed, the reference 

to Jacob’s reaction to the revelation at Beth-el (5x-ma; literally, “God's resi- 
dence”), in his escape to find refuge in Aram, encompasses the two features 

that Nahmanides’ arguments above emphasized: the view of the Holy Land 

as God's residence and the venue at which heaven and earth meet up.** These 

features, he adds, make this place a vantage point in terms of religious worship. 

The Nahmanidean reduction of the entire law to a territorial law, as well 

as the above popular desire to travel and reside in the Holy Land, could be 

understood by tracing the conceptual evolution of the talmudic category of 

Mitzvot Hateluyot Bearetz (yrxa mbna nnyxn; literally, “land-dependent com- 

mandments’). In fact, the categorization of the commandments according to 

their dependency on the land is to be understood in various ways due to the 

ambiguity of the term land, which might denote generally the earth or the 

ground, and particularly, the Holy Land, that is, the land of Israel. This dual 
meaning entails two notions of territorial dependency: 

1. Laws whose practice is restricted to a designated territory, that is, the 

land of Israel (Land-dependent commandments); 

2. Laws which apply to a land with no concrete territorial limits 

(land-dependent commandments). 

In fact, these two notions originate in the talmudic literature in various con- 

texts, and thus they produce different intersections between law and terri- 
tory. The preeminence of the latter notion is well exemplified in the following 
midrash, which acknowledges both notions and subordinates the notion of 
Land-dependency to land-dependency: 

You shall utterly destroy all the places [wherein the nations served their 
gods]: just as [the annihilation of] idolatry is singled out as being a 
corporal-duty*? and not dependent on the land, and is obligatory both 
within and without the Land, so everything which is a corporal-duty and 
not dependent on the land is incumbent both within and without the Land. 

Other talmudic sources, mainly those ascribed to the school of R. Shimeon 
b. Yohai, highlight the notion of Land-dependency:* 

R. Eleazar son of R. Shimeon said: All precept which the Israelites were 
commanded [to practice] before their entry into the Land are operative both 
within and without the Land; [Precepts which they were commanded] after 
their entry into the Land, are operative only within the Land. 

The nomenclature of territorial-corporal duties echoes the typological contrast 
between territorial jurisdictions and personal jurisdictions.*? However, against 
the talmudic legal tendency to view the corporal-territorial dichotomy as 
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reflecting a reasonable taxonomy of the divine commandments, Nahmanides 
associates the dichotomy with rabbinic esotericism and the need to cover 
cryptic truths under unsuspected categorizations. Thus, the dichotomy does 
not reflect types of laws, but rather a covert truth that the halakhah is gen- 

uinely a territorial law, while its external appearance is as corporal law. The 

abgve doctrine of yrxn 75x vpwn is in fact the raison détre of the divine law, 
an explosive truth that cannot be told to a wide audience and for this reason is 
presented as corporal law. 

Commenting on the background of Abraham’ blessings,** Nahmanides 

suggests viewing the corporal-territorial taxonomy as a constructed perplex- 

ity between the genuine essence of the law as territorial, concealed under an 

external image of corporal duties:*4 

Although the commandments had been decreed to us as corporal duties 

[being valid] at any place, they are the law of the god of the land. And our 

rabbis hinted at this secret and I will explain it with God’s help. 

One can understand the urge to cover this explosive truth; it might dismantle 

the traditional conception of the divine law and hence contains a tangible risk 

of undermining the practical commitment to the halakhah. The antinomian 

aspects in Nahmanides’ thought and writings have received attention in mod- 

ern scholarship. As Halbertal has shown, Nahmanides’ antinomian perception 

is strongly evident in his historiosophic picture and the notion of “the period 

of the Torah.’* The antinomian prospect within the above account is even 

more intense and therefore more hazardous.“ 

Nahmanides’ reference to the corporal-territorial taxonomy in other con- 
texts carries an antinomian prospect as well. As such, the biblical restric- 

tions imposed on sexual conducts listed in Leviticus 18 provides him with an 

opportunity to readdress the corporal-territorial taxonomy and fulfill his ear- 

lier promise to further explain this hinted secret. For Nahmanides, the scrip- 

tural narrative that ascribes the Canaanites’ expulsion from the land to their 

illicit incestuous habits” supports viewing the entire body of the halakhah as 

territory-dependent and advocates the general doctrine of yrxn ‘nN vawn. 

This scriptural statement, together with the midrashic idea about the nullity 

of the commandments in exilic circumstances, supplies Nahmanides a solid 

ground for his legal theology. 

Nahmanides begins with a rhetorical questioning of the biblical consequen- 

tial logic:* 

Scripture was very strict in forbidding these sexual relationships on account 

of the Land which becomes defiled by them, and which in turn will vomit 

out the people that do [these abominations]. Now, forbidden sexual rela- 

tionships are matters [are in fact] corporal-duties, and do not depend on the 

Land [so why should the Land be affected by these personal immoral acts]? 
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Then Nahmanides further argues that the Canaanites’ sexual misconducts are 

not considered corporal sins, but rather environmental vices that caused the 

removal of the Canaanites from the land. For the sake of grounding the unin- 

tuitive statement that even sexual behavior is seen as violating land-dependent 

cornmandments, Nahmanides embraces a midrashic account of the different 

meanings of obedience to the halakhah within the land and outside: 

And you perish quickly from off the good land.° Although I banish you from 

the Land to outside the Land, make yourselves distinctive by the command- 

ments, so that when you return they shall not be novelties to you. This can 

be compared to a master who was angry with his wife, and sent her back to 

her father’s house and told her, “adorn yourself with precious things, so that 

when you come back they will not be novelties to you.” 

The midrash here introduces an optimistic sense of the exile by the compar- 

ison with a family crisis ending in divorce. Within this allegory, the recover- 
ability of familial harmony is envisaged even during the darkest moments, 

when the couple separates and the wife is sent back to her father’s house- 

hold. The expulsion of the wife is accompanied by the husband's allusion 
to a possible reunion in the future. However, due to the long distance, the 

husband is still concerned about the prospect of reuniting with his beloved 

divorcée and therefore urges her to keep wearing her garments while sepa- 

rated from him. 

The midrashic allegory outlines a rich imagery of relations between the 

divine law and the land under the metaphor of a household. The image of the 

commandments as garments is very significant and calls attention to the func- 

tionality of the law in the bond between God and Israel as husband and wife.” 
On the one hand, while living together at home, the garments are assigned to 

the husband and aim to keep the wife attractive to her husband. On the other 

hand, during their separation and her stay with her father, wearing the gar- 

ments will remind her and make her ready to come back into relations with her 

husband. The divine law, therefore, has different roles within the divine space 

and the outer space: While the in-home purpose of the commandment is to 

maintain a living attraction between the two, outside the home it is designed 

to preserve a living memory of their coupling. 

Clearly, Nahmanides finds the twofold aspects of the commandments 
coherent with the territorial image of the law. Accordingly, while at the home 

territory, the fulfillment of the divine laws is part of vital relations with the 
deity; in outside territories it is merely a reminder of such relations. Therefore, 

the corporal-territorial dichotomy does not reflect an essential typology within 
the halakhah, but rather two spatial contexts, or two legal modes—exile and 

homeland—in which the law has different ends. In the exilic circumstances, 

only corporal commandments that function as self-referential reminders are 
obligatory. Within the land, the commandments play a different role within 
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the intimate relations with God in accordance with the doctrine of 75x vawn 
52. :yaNn 

Now the verses which state and you perish quickly... and you shall lay up these 
my words etc. make obligatory in the exile only corporal-commandments, 
such as the [wearing of] phylacteries and [placing of] mezuzah, and con- 
€erning them the rabbis explained [that we must observe them] so that they 
shall not be novelties to us when we return to the land, for the main [ful- 
fillment] of the commandments is [to be kept] when dwelling in the Land 
of God. 

The Nahmanidean reading of the midrash introduces a new apparatus of the 

halakhah as divine law, and accordingly, the concepts of sovereignty, legal 

authority, jurisdiction, and being subject to the law are redefined. 

The Fate of the Canaanites: Between Identity and Otherness 

In the same city there are two peoples under the same king, and with the two 

people two ways of life, and with two ways of life two dominions, and with 

two dominions a double order of jurisdiction emerges [duplex iurisdictionis 

ordo procedit].... The two dominions are the institutional Church and secu- 

lar government; the double order of jurisdiction [duplex iurisdictio] is divine 

and human law. (Stephen of Tournai)* 

The tension between territorial jurisdiction (i.e., laws that governed all rela- 

tionships within a geographical area) and personal jurisdiction (applied to 

individuals based on their identity and belonging) is well apparent in late 

ancient times. Broadly speaking, these two types of jurisdiction should not be 

taken merely as principled implementations of the law but rather as forma- 

tive factors in the shaping of cultural identities. Hence, for example, there was 

the ambivalence of early Christians who were identified with the Roman laws 
on certain occasions and alienated from the very same legal system on other 

occasions.* Likewise, the two types of jurisdictions exemplify the complex 

relations between religious nomoi based on an ethnos, or people, on the one 

hand, and imperial nomos that transcends these entities, on the other hand. 

Accordingly, Saint Paul escaped a scourging from the Jewish authorities of 

Jerusalem by claiming a personal jurisdiction, as being born a Roman citizen, 

which exempted him from the Judean territorial jurisdiction.* Moreover, as 
the religious message is taken to be universal and borderless, the jurisdiction 

of the divine law is expected not to be dependent on locality, but rather to be 

dependent on the person's status. 

For Stephen of Tourni (1128-1203), jurisdiction is indeed personal in its 

essence, and for this reason a duplex iurisdictio, or even multitude jurisdictions, 
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in the very same location is not impossible. Similarly, the mainstream of rab- 

binic thought cleaved to personal jurisdiction and approved the possibility of 

a “double order of jurisdiction” for some people in one and the same place. 

This is, perhaps, best demonstrated by the talmudic category of Noahide laws, 

which are designated to the entire humankind against the comprehensive 

halakhic commandments, by which only the Jews are addressed. Thus, while 

Jews, as Bnei Brith (m1 712; literally, “people of [the] covenant”), are obliged to 

observe all the commandments for their covenantal relations, all humans, who 

are Bnei Noah (ni 32; literally, “descendants of Noah”), are obliged to observe 

only the few commandments defined as the Noahide laws. 

Interestingly, Nahmanides’ thick notion of territorial jurisdiction leads him 

to challenge the talmudic division between the Noahide laws and the entire 

body of halakhah. Being loyal to the rabbinic tradition, Nahmanides tiptoes 

when criticizing the talmudic conception of Noahide laws by stating their 

inconsistency with the plain biblical descriptions:” 

Now scripture mentions that the people of the land of Canaan were pun- 

ished on account of their immoral [sexual] deeds. And our rabbis have said 

that they were warned about these matters from the time of creation, when 

these laws were declared to Adam and Noah, for He does not punish unless 
He admonishes first. 

Scripture, however, did not state the admonition, but instead said that the 

Land would vomit them out, for the Land abhors all these abominations.* 

Now the Canaanites were not the only ones who were admonished about 

these matters, and the scriptural section mentions specifically, After the 

doing of the land of Egypt, wherein you dwelt, shall you not do,°° which proves 
that the Egyptians also did all these abominations, and yet the land of Egypt 
did not vomit them out, nor did the lands of other nations vomit them out! 
Rather, this whole subject shows the distinction of the Land [of Israel] and 

its holiness [so that it alone is unable to retain sinners]. 

Nahmanides does not ignore the contrast between the talmudic construction 
of Noahide laws and the scriptural descriptions. As a matter of fact, he even 
stresses the gap between them as a way of criticizing the talmudic concept. 
The presumptions of this concept are: (1) personal jurisdiction and (2) the 
necessity of admonishment of the law®°—two of which are inconsistent with 
Nahmanides’ doctrine of “the law of the land’s Lord” In fact, his autonomist 
approach leads him to acknowledge the universality of the divine law, as seen 
above. Nevertheless, the universality of the law for Nahmanides is in the sense 
of being non-tribal, but not in the sense of being valid and compulsory every- 
where. His insistence on a territorial jurisdiction, in fact, saves him from hold- 
ing a universal perception of the law in the latter sense. 

The fate of the Canaanites, in the biblical narrative, indicates these two 
aspects. First, Nahmanides accentuates the fact that the Canaanites were 
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punished even though they were never warned or notified about their wrong- 

doings. Second, he emphasizes that the law is considered obligatory, not 

only for the Israelites, but also for the Gentiles, who may commit sins in the 
land. Nahmanides brings to our attention the difference in retribution for the 

Egyptians’ deeds and that of the Canaanites. This difference demonstrates the 

extent to which territoriality is indeed a crucial condition to the validity of the 

di¥ine law. Thus, for the same transgressions of incest laws, the Canaanites and 

the Egyptians were treated differently. And while the Canaanites were severely 

punished and eventually vomited from the land, the Egyptians did not meet 

the same fate. So while the talmudic rabbis could endorse Stephen's hetero- 

geneous description, Nahmanides would reject it as a misconception of the 

divine law as a territorial law. 

While difference is a matter of fact, otherness is a matter of discourse. More 

precisely, otherness is the result of a discursive process by which a dominant 

in-group (us/the self) constructs a dominated out-group (them/the other) by 

stigmatizing a difference—real or imagined—presented as a negation of iden- 

tity and thus as a motive for potential discrimination. 

In the context of biblical tradition and post-biblical religious milieus, we 

can observe three meanings of otherness. The first meaning signifies the 

estrangement from God and the refusal to adhere to the order which he had 

given. It is something evil, something to be avoided at all costs. “Thou shalt not 

have strange gods [n1nx 071K; deos alienos] before me” (Exod 20:3).% Further 

on, terms of otherness such as 4AA<dtptos, alienus, or nx, signify Satan and 

other competing gods.® 

The second meaning is estrangement from the common worldly matters. 

Though the above meaning of otherness is charged with a negative value, 

otherness as disengagement from ordinary existential circumstances has an 

ambivalent value. A good example for this meaning can be seen in the Hebrew 

word godesh (wn), very much like the ancient Roman word sacer, which 

basically means anything that is “set apart” from ordinary life.®+ In fact, this 

meaning of otherness corresponds to the biblical idea of Israel as the elected 

son, or chosen people, distinguished from other peoples on earth.® Likewise 

Christian monasticism, and mainly desert monasticism, involved living as an 

other, in opposition to the world, in order to achieve an intimate and abid- 

ing knowledge of God. Being a monk, therefore, demanded renunciation and 
detachment, cutting one’s ties to certain habitual ways of living, including cer- 

tain places, and withdrawing to a marginal existence in the desert. Later, the 

medieval ideal lacking any sense of belonging and implying landlessness, or a 

lack of connection with a particular land—homo viator—is perhaps another 

expression of otherness as estrangement from the world.°° 

The third meaning of otherness is a horizontal estrangement among human 

beings. In that sense, otherness and identity mutually define and exclude each 

other. Otherness in this meaning, as modern thinkers emphasize, signifies 
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the estrangement from “us” or “ourselves.” As Carl Schmitt and other think- 

ers have emphasized, “otherness” and “identity” are in fact two inseparable 

sides of the same coin, as the other exists in relation to the self and vice versa. 
Moreover, some argue that the creation of this type of otherness (i.e., other- 

ing) is deeply linked to asymmetrical power relationships and to the principle 

that allows individuals to be classified into two hierarchical groups: “them” 
and “us.” In this way, the coherency of the out-group is a result of its opposi- 

tion to the in-group’s identity. In other words, only a dominant group is in a 

position to impose the value of its particularity (its identity) and to devalue the 

particularity of others (their otherness). 

The biblical descriptions contain two distinct images of the Canaanites as 

others, which accordingly reflect two competing accounts of the Israelite iden- 

tity.” The Canaanites in the book of Genesis are pictured as decent hosts who 

cause no threat at all to the identity of the ancestors. They are not described in 

opposition to the Israelites’ existence or faith and therefore are not an object for 

polemical attacks. On the other hand, in other books, and mainly in Leviticus 

and Deuteronomy, the Canaanites as a group are stigmatized as horrendous 

sinners, justly dispossessed from the Promised Land. They are portrayed as 

sexually and religiously perverse. Later they are described as practicing child 

sacrifice, necromancy, resorting to soothsayers and diviners,® and worship- 

ping images at hilltop fertility shrines. 

The Nahmanidean legal theology transcends the discourse of otherness. 

Because the law is compulsory for the residents of the Holy Land, with no 
exception for their religious or ethnic identity, the distinction between Jews 

and non-Jews in that regard is softened and even blurred to a large extent. 

Accordingly, the biblical fate of the Canaanites is not a result of their faith and 
religious status, nor an outcome of their otherness, but rather a direct conse- 
quence of their practical behavior. Nahmanides is more consistent with the 
image of the Canaanites in the book of Genesis, much more than their image 
as ultimate others. Against the image of the Canaanites as impure others or 
immoral others, Nahmanides revives the viewing of them as plausible residents 
under the divine law and hence natural inhabitants of the Promised Land. 

This is another radical aspect of Nahmanides legal theology based on the of 
God-land-law matrix: The Canaanites, in the sacred order of God’s inheritance, 
are not strangers, and therefore are not essentially others. The territorialization 
of the divine law, together with the mystification of the Holy Land, in fact 
neutralizes the otherness of the Canaanites and cracks the implication of an 
“us-them” dichotomy within the jurisprudential perspective. In Nahmanides’ 
eyes, the fate of the Canaanites is the same fate as that of the biblical Cuthim 
and Sodomites:’° They were all vomited from the land because of their defiling 
conduct. The distressful fate of the Canaanites is not a result of the Israelite 
conquest, but rather of their violation of “the law of the land’s Lord” In that 
respect, the fate of the Canaanites for Nahmanides illustrates the mechanism 
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belonging to the land of Israel, and the Canaanite-Israelite coexistence under 
the laws of the God of the land is definitely conceivable. 

Notes 
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The Land of Israel and Canaan 

A CASE STUDY OF THE SPIRITUAL WORLD OF GUR HASIDISM 

Yoram Jacobson 

This article intends to deal with one of the most important ideas, or rather, 

aspects, of the spiritual world of Gur Hasidism, as reflected in the relation 

between the land of Israel and Canaan. However, I would like to start with 

some comments concerning the historical-biographical background and liter- 

ary heritage of this important school. 

Gur Hasidism is named, as is customary in the world of Hasidism,* after 

the dwelling place of its rebbe and his court, Gora Kalwaria (known as Ger in 

Yiddish, and Gur in Hebrew), which lies only a short distance from Warsaw 

(about 30 km),? and in the early phase of its development this school was 

indeed an explicitly Warsaw Hasidism. Even in later generations, the dynasty 

of Gur was renowned for its close connections with the Warsaw community.’ 

The founder of the dynasty, R. Isaac Meir Alter,* lived and had been active in 
Warsaw for decades before he began to serve as a rebbe in 1860, after he moved 

and settled in Gur. He is the faithful disciple, follower, and heir of his admired 

teacher, R. Menahem Mendel of Kotzk. Even before he became a rebbe, 

R. Isaac Meir was engaged, with much success, in disseminating Hasidism and 

strengthening its standing among the Jews of Warsaw. He crystallized Warsaw 

Hasidism as an organized force, and from an early stage shaped the character 

of the school, which, in the course of time, he came to lead as a learned and 

profound school of Hasidism, not merely as a popular one. 

Let’s take one step further: The seat of the court of Gur, which has been estab- 

lished for the past seventy years in Jerusalem, started in Warsaw, and shortly 

thereafter, for nearly eighty years, was located in Gora Kalwaria. By the turn of 

the nineteenth century, the school of Gur became the dominant Hasidism in 

Poland: the largest and most influential dynasty in Polish Hasidism. This deci- 

sive dominance found expression not only in the large number of its adher- 

ents and in the broad range of its social scope, which included ordinary Jews, 

scholars, and wealthy and powerful men of the world, but also in its influential 

position in Jewish public life in general, and within the Orthodox public in 
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particular.’ It is true that Gur Hasidism attained this stature primarily under 

the leadership of its third rebbe, R. Avraham Mordecai. But the period of his 

predecessor, R. Judah Aryeh Leib, the admired grandson of the founder and 

the second rebbe of Gur (1870-1905), was also of decisive importance, and the 

rebbe played a crucial role in establishing the path of the school’s leadership 

andq,its social patterns and in setting its ideological system.° R. Judah Aryeh 

Leib’ is the author of Sefat Emet (literally, The Language of Truth), which is the 

canonical text of Gur Hasidism and its most important composition up to the 

present day. As a huge collection of homiletical teachings, which follow both 

the weekly portions of the Torah and the Jewish festivals in their yearly cycle, 

Sefat Emet reflects to a large extent the influence of the author’s grandfather 

and must be regarded as an amazingly profound text of Hasidic spirituality 

and a mature mystical composition of Hasidic thought as a whole.® 

As I have mentioned, the inner circles of Gur represent basically a learned 

school of Hasidism. This description is not fully comprehensive. In its inner 

thought, the school of Gur should be characterized by an intense and pen- 

etrating, but not radical, spirituality. The characterization of the school of Gur 

as a movement of “householders,” presented by M. Piekarz,? may perhaps be 

accepted to a certain degree of understanding in light of the social openness 

of this Hasidism, which was prepared to accept within its ranks anyone who 

was willing to accept the rule of the rebbe and submit to his authority, with- 

out insisting upon the strict and rigid criteria of Przysucha and Kotzk: intense 

spirituality, extreme intellectual honesty, and uncompromising adherence to 

the truth, first and foremost within the soul of the individual, who is immersed 
in his constant existential struggles. But upon a deeper reading of the homi- 

lies of Sefat Emet, whose thought directly continues that of the founder of the 

dynasty, this “householder-liness” evaporates, and in its stead there is revealed 
a demanding and consistent spirituality. This type of profound spirituality, 

which will be presented in this paper by analyzing some of its most important 

ideas, should be clearly distinguished from the radical and daring spirituality 

of early Hasidism, which was ready to confront the traditional patterns and 

values of Jewish life and thought.’° The school of Gur, which was formed dur- 

ing the last third of the nineteenth century, belongs indeed to a very late phase 

of the development of Hasidism, but bearing in mind its canonical composi- 

tion, one should reject its characterization as “householder-liness” as totally 

mistaken. The Hasidic world of Gur seeks to express its profound spiritual 

tendencies within the framework of the halakhah and the stable patterns of 

traditional Jewish existence. This type of spirituality is indeed more moder- 

ate in its concrete conclusions, but not less profound in its search of the true 

meaning of existence in a world in which the Divine dwells everywhere. ‘The 
various leitmotifs appearing once and again in the homilies of Sefat Emet do 

not refer to concrete reality, and the repeated numerous references to the 

Sabbath, for example, are basically not intended to reinforce its shaky status 
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as a result of the growing influence of the circles of Jewish secularism. Even if 

this description does express a certain truth, it must be regarded as only a very 

partial understanding of a far more complex whole, at whose root lies a seri- 

ous and profound effort to uncover the spiritual layer of reality and to experi- 

ence a mystical contact with it. The Sabbath, like the holy land of Israel, as we 

shall learn in the course of our discussions in this article, reflects the emphatic 

spirituality of this Hasidic movement and the mature mysticism developed in 

its inner circles. 

Let us now gradually turn to our main subject, whose understanding 

requires a detailed and elaborate background. 

The focal theoretical assumption of the homilies of Sefat Emet is that of the 
encompassing unity underlying all existence, whose source lies in the divine 

immanence: Divine vitality permeates everything, all the different and diver- 

gent phenomena of all the layers of reality and their manifold manifestations, 

in both the good and the bad, the right and the distorted, the true and the fal- 

sified therein. This assumption finds its expression in Gur’s well-known doc- 

trine of the holy or inner “point,” whose significance I have elaborated in my 
first paper devoted to this school." This doctrine, which in all its complexity 

lies beyond the scope of this article, is to be examined and analyzed within the 
framework of the immanentist tradition of Kabbalistic and Hasidic thought. 

This “point,” which is clearly the later Hasidic transformation of the divine 
spark in Lurianic Kabbalah, refers to the divine vitality that flows through and 
gives life to all things: the Archimedean point upon which reality rests and is 

based, all its manifestations being sustained by it. It is often described as the 

divine root, the center of all the peripheral circles, the beginning, the hid- 

den fountain, the concealed divine light—many images already known to us 

from the Kabbalistic sources. But the main interest of Sefat Emet lies in the 
position of this “point” in the concrete world that is “below”: In this world, 

called “Nature” (a term derived from the influential writings of the Maharal 

of Prague), the point of divine light is immersed in darkness, since the high 

and thick walls of “Nature” conceal it and prevent the appearance of its light. 

“Nature” in the system discussed does not refer to the physical as the object of 
the senses, or as a reality grasped by both empirical experience and theoretical 

analysis and study, but rather designates the law governing the world that sepa- 

rates itself from the Divine, denies its root, pushes it away to a remote and dark 

corner within it, and suppresses it to forgetfulness. This enclosure of “Nature” 

finds its expression first and foremost on the plane of human consciousness. 
“Nature” is a world that encloses itself within its own four walls, shrinks into 
its own realm, knows only itself and desires only the fulfillment of its needs 
and the satisfaction of its urges. “Nature” thus signifies the physical and espe- 
cially psychological law or lawfulness governing one who, by closing himself 
within the narrow limits of his own autonomous existence, becomes, so to 
speak, separated and cut off from the divine root. In this sense, “Nature’—in 
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which the divine life is hidden, remaining abandoned and forgotten behind the 
separating barriers of its matter, corporeality, and carnal needs and desires—is 
the contrast to and the complete opposite of holiness, which constitutes the 

ever flowing and expanding stream of unceasing life.” Whereas the course of 

events within “Nature” is an unchanging routine, in which there will never be 

any,new manifestation, holiness appears in a constant renewal of the spirit.” 

At this point we witness a dialectical move, which we already know from much 
earlier Hasidic sources, based on Kabbalistic thought, namely, that God hid 

the “point,” so that when its light is revealed—or, more precisely, when man 

engages in intense spiritual effort to reveal it—its light will shine more brightly 

and spread forth more powerfully into the entire world, even in the dark 

recesses where it had not previously been known.’ Being the embodiment 

and both the starting point and the goal of the divine will, this “point” is also 

referred to as the cornerstone of “the Kingdom of Heaven,’ whose appearance 

is often identified with the uncovering of the hidden “point.’’ This appear- 

ance finds its most important expression in the emphatic demand of fulfilling 

the divine will as the only true will, while all other human wills should be 

pushed aside, ignored, and negated as false manifestations of “Nature.”* The 

Sefat Emet thus comes to the conclusion that God gave man the free choice to 

establish within himself the reign of flesh and blood, in which he may arro- 

gantly say: “I shall rule” (a well-known phrase that originates from the story of 
the conflict between King Solomon and his bitter rival Adoniyyah in 1 Kings 

1:5 and is frequently cited in Hasidic sources in this context), or “it is I and 

there is none other than me”—in order that he may struggle with himself to 

defeat the imaginary kingdom that he has set up.” In this struggle he sets forth 

against his own nature, acting to nullify the kingdom of “Nature,” which con- 

sists entirely of earthly desires and needs, and which has no true relation to 

the Divine. On the contrary, it is based upon the arrogant detachment from 

God, and this is its very essence. Man will then choose to negate his own free 
will, whose root lies in the distorted logic of “Nature” and whose purpose is 

to decide between its two falsified values, “good” and “evil,” or, if you prefer, 
between what is mistakenly considered “good” and what is conceived as “evil” 

according to the principles of “Nature” and its law, which have nothing to do 

with holiness. Man is expected then to withdraw from himself and from his 

natural urges, to empty himself from his self, to enable the divine will to flow 

and be discovered as the focal point of everything within himself, and finally to 

reveal and establish the “Kingdom of Heaven.’ The departure from “Nature’— 

in the wake of the Maharal and under his influence*—is the central spiritual 

imperative of Gur Hasidism: Man must turn his back on his external matters, 
his life routine and fixed habits (all aspects of “Nature”). This externality, when 
cut off from innerness and uprooted from the immanent divine “point,’ which 

is the only source of a meaningful holy life, is defective and pointless. In this 
separation, the external things move in peripheral circles around themselves, 
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without any activated base in holiness: a barren and chaotic reality, in the rou- 

tine of whose existence no change will take place, and no redemption can be 

achieved.” This is a very important point in Sefat Emet: Being entirely enslaved 

by its unchangeable lawfulness, “Nature” cannot and will never be the realm 

of redemption, since redemption by its very essence is a renewed or rather 

new and totally different order in both the historical and the spiritual realms, 

whereas in “Nature” there is nothing new under the sun (Eccl 1:9), as already 

mentioned. The spiritual imperative means that man must ignore the barriers 

of his separated existence—and thereby bring about their negation. He needs 

to conduct a spiritual journey to seek the Divine within himself. Only when 

he discovers this point, namely when he connects himself to his divine self 

(the “point” within himself), when he accomplishes his own divine integra- 

tion, does he leave “Nature” and is able to rise to the realm that lies beyond or 

above it, or in its depth—the realm of salvation. 

This dialectical move appears repeatedly in Sefat Emet by means of the con- 

cepts of “exile” and “redemption.” It is characteristic of the emphatic mystical 

spiritualism of Gur Hasidism, that the concrete historical significance of these 

concepts is at least of secondary importance to their understanding; their pri- 
mary meaning is manifested in their spiritual interpretation. “Exile” means 

separation from the inner root. When man denies his divine root; ignores his 
“point” of holiness; rejects and forces it into a remote, dark, and forgotten cor- 

ner of his heart; and submits to his own wills and urges as the desires of the 

falsified, distorted, and imaginary human kingdom of flesh and blood—he 

is in exile, thrown into a pointless movement of corporeality detached from 

holiness. But once he abandons this external and meaningless periphery and 

connects all his organs, deeds, interests, and emotions to the holy “point” and 
allows the concealed stream of divine light to burst forth and illuminate his 

existence, he frees himself from the dark prison of unchanging “Nature” and 

merits redemption, which starts with the very existential renewal brought 

about within himself. 

At this point there appears a very intriguing dialectical idea concerning the 

relation between exile and redemption. As the aspect of the “point” that is des- 

tined to be revealed, but is still trapped in the thickness of “Nature,” redemp- 

tion is immersed in the depth of exile and hidden in its darkness. Moreover, 

redemption is the inner life of exile, which exists in “Nature” only, and is a 

phenomenon of the concrete world, covered and wrapped up in its corporeal 

garments. “Nature,” “exile,” and corporeal darkness are all ultimately the same, 
all existing for the sake of the revelation of the inner “point” and the appear- 
ance of its great divine light, redeemed from its concealment. Thus, exile is the 
necessary precondition of redemption, and redemption is the ultimate goal of 
exile and its innermost cause! There is no more an opposition here between 
the two, but a dialectical continuity, guided by the divine will from beginning 
to end, from exile to redemption.”° 
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It is beyond the scope of this article to offer a detailed elucidation to the 

question of what the path toward this crucial discovery is. But three points 

should not be missed: 

it 

A 

The Jewish person has an innate spiritual disposition, as inherited 

from his ancestors, to uncover the inner “point.” Since the time of the 

patriarchs, the Jew alone has had a substantial relation with the Divine, 

which he alone can uncover. The patriarchs were diggers of wells, 

that is, their life within “Nature” was not one of conformance, but of 

refusal to surrender to corporeality and its temptations, and breaking 

through “Nature” and digging into its thick layers, they strove within it 

to uncover its hidden divine wells.” The author of Sefat Emet frequently 

uses Kabbalistic terminology in this context and relates to the gathering 

of the holy sparks, lifting them up from their concealment, which, as 

the opposite of sacred light, signifies the shells and the powers of evil. 

. The doctrine of the “openings of holiness” within the thick walls of 

“Nature, windows of spiritual illumination, is of great importance 

in this context. God sends man (the Jewish man, of course) into the 

exile of “Nature” so that even in its corporeal darkness, holiness may 

be revealed and made known. If opaque “Nature” were only enclosed 

and sealed within itself, man would fumble in total darkness and 

would be unable to find his way to redemption. Hence God tore 

open within “Nature” various openings of spiritual illumination, so 

that even when He again closed them, some light is able to penetrate 

through them, showing man the path of ascent and sanctification. 

From now on, he is commanded to find the locked gate and open it 

wide. There are two such gates within “Nature,” which encompass all 

the manifestations of holiness that are found therein: the Sabbath, 

which is the gate of holiness within the category of time, and the 

land of Israel, which is the opening of holiness within the category 

of space.” The Sabbath in Sefat Emet is none other than the holy 

time that constantly flows as the divine life beneath the external 

wrappings of concrete and secular time of “Nature,” whereas the 

land of Israel, like the Sabbath in the category of time, is none other 

than the holy space under the physical cover of the material world of 

“Nature.” The land of Israel is nothing else but the concrete world in 

its innerness.” 

The third point, regarding the status of the Torah and its 
commandments in the redemptive process, will serve us as a 

necessary preface to the understanding of the relationship between 

the land of Canaan and the land of Israel. 

By the conduct of the Torah and its commandments, man frees himself from 

“Nature,” transcending its bonds to uncover the Divine within its innermost 
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hidden depth, or, if you prefer, to experience the transcendental within the 

concrete world. One may state, as I have already mentioned, that the author 
of Sefat Emet appears in this context as interested in fortifying the traditional 

Orthodox values against the strengthening streams of secularism within 

Polish Jewry. But it is clear that this is only the external aspect of his system, 
which seeks the spiritualization of life, including of course the practical aspects 

within the framework of halakhic worship, according to the divine imperative 

to uncover the ever-renewing spirit and set it free from the prison of “Nature.” 

In certain inner circles of the school of Gur, this spiritualization happened 

undoubtedly to appear as a true mystical experience. In the most generalized 

formulation, the Torah designates the world in its ideal inwardness and spiri- 

tual structure, the divine “point” within “Nature,” the Sabbath, or the sacred 

time, which flows as divine vitality under the cover of secular time. The per- 

formance of the commandments is the willing response to the transcendental 

call embodied in God’s will, when man is delivered from his own private wills 

and empties himself to allow the divine will to be realized and revealed within 

himself: the Kingdom of Heaven instead of the imaginary human kingdom of 

flesh and blood. 
Because of the crucial importance of these ideas for the understanding of 

our subject, it is necessary to elaborate on them in a more detailed discussion. 
The Torah is conceived as the divine plan, the spiritual order and the 

inwardness of everything created. The Torah is not just a structure, but must 

be regarded as divine substance underlying all created worlds. The Torah is 

indeed the root of existence and the sustaining vitality of all creatures, but in 

the concrete world the Torah has been wrapped up, and its light concealed 

within “Nature.” For those who move about and conduct their life only on 

the external layer of “Nature” and do not endeavor to discover the light of the 
Torah within it, “Nature” becomes a reality of exile. The spiritual light of the 
Torah within “Nature” is nothing but “the power of His works” (Ps 111:6), or 

deeds, namely, the divine power that sustains everything, including the mate- 

rial world, the one known by its Kabbalistic term as Olam ha-‘Asiyyah (liter- 
ally, the world of action), which is interpreted in Sefat Emet as the realm of 
concrete and bodily acts. 

Man’s task—as a matter of fact, the task of the Jew, who is the true human 
being according to an ancient tradition, which has its origin in the world of the 
Sages” —is to correct “Nature,” to purify it so thoroughly, that it will not con- 
ceal the Divine anymore, and finally, as the end of the spiritual path, to bring 
about the negation of exile. This task imposed on the Israelite nation is defined 
as its spiritual mission, which is basically a mission of testimony and clarifica- 
tion (through distinguishing and separating), to be performed and fulfilled in 
“Nature” and exile: to testify that everything that exists belongs to God, origi- 
nating from and sustained by His life, and to uncover and bring clearly to light 
the divine immanent root underlying creation,”® even the phenomena and 
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powers that are seemingly opposed to Him. This mission is essentially one, but 
it is presented as directed toward different goals, which are none but different 
aspects of one process, and complement each other: 

Exile is destined to uplift holy sparks from all places and add converts to the 
scattered people of Israel.”9 

Exile is destined to enable Israel to illuminate the whole world and to spread 

the ‘Slory of God's name, after being cleared and separated from any cover of 
doubt and concealment.?° 

Exile exists only in “Nature,” which constitutes the external aspect of 
the created world garbed in corporeality. Inwardness, on the other hand, 

is beyond the access of alien powers. That is precisely why Israel was sent 

into exile: By their inner light and divine power, they can remove the corpo- 

real garments, overcome darkness, bring the true reality to light, and correct 

everything.” 

Exile is destined for testimony, which is needed precisely where existence 

is distorted and falsified and the truth is concealed, whereas lies and doubts 
increase everywhere. In order for the testimony, which signifies the spiritual 

effort to spread the clarified truth of the Divine and its sustaining power and 

rule everywhere, to be fully affirmed, Israel had to descend to the depth of the 

abyss and then ascend to heaven. The correction of this world is modeled on 

the process of creation: first darkness and thereafter light.” 

The worship of the holy patriarchs, who are the prototypes of Israel in 

exile, was to correct “Nature” by clarifying that heaven and earth belong to 

God, the one and only source of life for the whole world. By doing so, Israel 

negates the enclosed and autonomous standing of “Nature,” and the divided 

world becomes one through its close connection with God. Exile is destined 

to bring the revelation of holiness in all the worlds, even in the corporeal 
one, to which Israel were sent, in spite of and precisely because of the much 

higher root of their souls. This material world of concrete action (‘Asiyyah) 

is characterized by a mixture of good and evil, and there should the main 

spiritual effort of separating and clarifying be put forth. The correction of 

the world will be gradually completed by drawing the Shekhinah to dwell 

in the material world of ‘Asiyyah.3+ Man’s worship—which takes place in 

exile only, since only there, within “Nature,” is one forced to struggle to find 

the hidden way of the spirit—is destined to make clear that every human 
deed can be performed by the vitality of God only, since every dynamic 
manifestation expresses the activation of the divine vitality, the only one 

existing: There is no other vitality whatsoever! By connecting “Nature” to 

the power of the Maker (koah ha-po‘el), “Nature” can no longer conceal 
holiness under its thick layers.** By going to Haran, Jacob entered the dark 

and dangerous places, to find there the illuminations, and to turn night into 

day. Jacob corrected all places from the depth of the abyss to the height of 

heaven.*° 
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All these ideas are very frequent in Sefat Emet, connected time and again 
to the spiritual interpretation of the Sabbath and the land of Israel. But before 

reaching this surprising and intriguing interpretation, one further step is to 

be made, to answer a question of decisive importance: How are these goals 

expected to be achieved? What is man really expected to do? 
The answer of Sefat Emet is based on the distinction often made between 

the conduct of pure speculative Torah, on the one hand, and that of deeds and 

commandments, on the other. Moses—and his generation as well—embody 

the inner conduct as the way of Torah and pure spirit. This way is entirely 

directed toward the spiritual elevation of man, who turns his back to the cor- 

poreal, ignores it and detaches himself from it, so as to negate it as an existing 

entity. The generation of the desert, whose highest level is embodied in the 

admired figure of Moses, its spiritual leader, has such a close and intimate rela- 

tionship with God that it merits the level of His sons. Their way is that of Torah 

alone, and they embody the covenant of the tongue.” They knew the advantage 

of being spiritually protected under the Clouds of Glory that dwelled upon 

them, and preferred the spiritual “convenience” of this divine shelter to the 

difficulties, temptations, struggles, and agony entailed in the dangerous adven- 

ture of entering the land, which stands for the entire material world and its 

obstacles. 

As opposed to this entirely spiritual path of the Torah, the author of Sefat 

Emet introduces before his admiring adherents a second, totally different 
path: the conduct of both the patriarchs and those who entered the land, 

which is the conduct of concrete deeds and commandments performed in 

the world of action as bodily acts. They are completely prepared and ready for 

the spiritual endeavor to be made in the harsh and severe struggle with cor- 

poreality and “Nature,” which they yearn to bring to a successful, redemptive 

end. Their covenant is that of flesh, meaning that they strive to find the way 
to the Divine precisely within “Nature,’* and not by separating themselves 
from it. As reflected in the behavior and determination of Caleb and Joshua, 
they are eagerly prepared to enter the land and conquer it for the revelation of 
holiness. This is a clear allusion to the relation between “Nature” and the land 
of Israel before its sanctification, namely, the relation between “Nature” and 
the land of Canaan: The land of Canaan is nothing but the land of Israel in its 
externality and corporeality, or, to put it differently, in its impure cover and 
“shells.’*° As opposed to the Written Torah, which denotes the pure spirit of 
holiness per se, there stands the Oral Torah, which seeks the revelation of the 
divine light in the created world and in all its corporeal manifestations. This 
Oral Torah is performed precisely by the conquerors of the land, whose most 
significant feature is expressed, as already mentioned, in their struggle with 
the corporeal world, so as to pave the way into its inwardness, to tear Openings 
of spiritual illumination in its thick walls, to push away its darkness by let- 
ting the divine light in, and to purify its material reality.* This is the ultimate 
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goal of human existence, and that is precisely why the author of Sefat Emet 

emphatically states that the generation of the wilderness and the acceptance 

of the Torah, both signifying the pure spiritual reality, necessarily preceded 

the entrance of the land, the aspect of concrete deeds (‘uvda in Aramaic), as 

the preparation for it and its precondition. Were we not taught that the pure 

speculative study leads to the practical performance?* The path of the Torah 

asa 4 solely spiritual entity is indeed unique to Israel, but their ultimate goal is 

to correct precisely the corporeal reality, to uplift it and to give its ownership 

to God the Creator and to themselves as His chosen emissaries, so that even- 
tually they merit the “heritage of the nations” (Ps 111:6), which is embodied 
in the land of Canaan.* In spite of the fact that one might detect a kind of 

contradiction between the unique spiritual essence of Israel and their goal 

in the concrete world, the latter derives from this essence and has its origin 

within it. The land of Canaan is nothing but “Nature.’* The spies, who repre- 

sent the generation of the wilderness, were expected to understand that the 

concealment of the Divine within “Nature” was imaginary, to stand up against 

it and to overcome its darkness by the power of their faith. Had their mission 

ended successfully, they would have brought the light of the Torah, the aspect 
of Moses, to the land of Israel, and exile would have ceased to exist.*° The 
“heritage of the nations” would have then belonged to God alone as the only 

owner and ruler of earth. This would have been the very first moment of the 

last and final redemption. 

As deeds to be performed in this world, the commandments serve as a 

shield against the danger of the encounter with the land of Canaan. It is 

through the performance of the commandments that one can survive in 

the swampy mud of the corporeal, whose characteristic feature is to swal- 

low everything up. Thus one can maintain one’s holiness even within the 

profane—on the condition that one’s intent will be directed toward God 

alone.” The author of Sefat Emet underlines the element of struggle, by 
which only can the ultimate goal be achieved and the task fulfilled. God 
created the powers of evil for one purpose only: to serve as a strong rival to 

be fought by Israel and defeated.** One of the basic ideas of Moses Hayyim 

Luzzatto is echoed here as already mentioned: Evil was not created but for 

the sake of its total negation.*® It thus becomes clear, according to Sefat 

Emet, that God could have given the land to Israel from the very begin- 

ning, but He gave it first to the Canaanites, who were the human embodi- 

ment of “Nature,” in order that Israel would conquer it from them by the 
power of their spirit.*° 

The entrance to the land of Israel was difficult. It was difficult for Israel 
to abandon all the spiritual merits and qualities that were theirs in the wil- 

derness, the realm of pure spirituality. But it was the task of that generation 

to turn their backs to their private needs, interests, and desires, and to place 

themselves in God’s hands, so as to fulfill His will, embodied in the spiritual 
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mission. This mission is to be carried out in this world precisely, namely, in the 

land of Canaan!* There are two ideas to be pointed at here: 

1. By his very definition, an emissary has to leave his primary and 

original place in order to perform his mission and complete it 

somewhere else, out of his place—namely, according to the system 

of Sefat Emet, in the outer and external layer of existence, in the 

land of Canaan! For a while, at least, the emissary must give up the 

convenience of his familiar place, arranged according to his taste and 

needs, which he has to leave.” 

2. Only by stepping out of the spiritual shelter of the desert and 

acting as witnesses in the concrete world will Israel contribute 

to the manifestation of God’s rule everywhere. God's kingdom 

will then spread out and become known everywhere, even in the 

concealed recesses and the dark, curved, and distorted side alleys 
of creation. The difficulty of the task originates from the seemingly 

striking contradiction between the spirituality of the desert and the 

corporeality and earthiness of the land, in which too God's rule is 

about to appear and His holiness to be manifested. The generation 

of the spies was indeed ready and fully prepared for the acceptance 

of the Torah, but they had serious difficulties to reach the degree of 
the land of Israel. They were repelled and discouraged by the fact 

that the land was under the rule of the Canaanites, and its holiness 
concealed by covering shells. That is precisely why it should have 

been clear that the entrance to the land of Israel (by then still 
Canaan), signifying the drawing of the divine Torah into the garbed 

primeval deed of God and its revelation therein, was destined 

to be the correction of the whole creation.* This entrance is the 
permanent task of the Jewish nation, and by it Israel is supposed to 

remove the shells, bear witness to God and His all encompassing 

vitality, and uplift earth unto heaven. The emphatic and repeated 

spiritual struggle entails the idea of faith: The land of Israel is 

presented as the aspect of faith and as the realm of its realization, 

since only by means of its strength can the true believer pave the 

path to the hidden divine truth within the darkness of “Nature,” 

break through its barriers and reach the sacred inwardness. Faith is 

nothing but the intense and never ceasing attachment to the truth, 

which is still concealed and unknown; faith is thus man’s path 

toward truth, and by its strength, or when strengthened by it, he is 

able to overcome all doubts and lies of corporeality. The correction 
achieved by faith is highly appreciated as the most elevated degree 

of worship, since it involves, of course, the element of struggle. 

Precisely because of the fact, that in its external reality the land of 



The Land of Israel and Canaan 213 

Israel—in fact, the land of Canaan—devours its inhabitants, were the 
spies expected to understand that the praise of the land and its glory 
were not recognizable from the outside, but the root of the whole 
creation was, and is, as an Archimedean point, hidden in its depth.® 
Is there not a kind of cognitive dissonance, which is so typical of 
the path of the spirit, to be traced here? The wicked Canaanites 
waged wars against Israel, to whose acts to sanctify “Nature” they 

were strongly opposed. But the Israelites were equipped with the 

“power of His acts” (Ps 111:6), that is to say, the aspect of the Torah 

as embodied in concrete and bodily acts, the commandments, and 

by performing them they were able to overcome “Nature” and the 
impurity of its wicked inhabitants, the Canaanites.* 

And there is another aspect of the entrance to the land of Israel, which the 

author of Sefat Emet depicts as an act of extracting all the holy sparks from all 

the places to bring them together in the land of Israel.” This “togetherness” 

is the necessary outcome of their essence, since one of the most important 

features of holiness is that of its fertile and blessed unity, whereas impurity is 
characterized by its division, meaning both divided and dividing, its contro- 

versies and endless quarrels and barren fights. In a way, one may interpret this 

idea as connecting all lands together in their focal point, turning them all into 

one, the holy land of Israel. It is in this context that the land of Israel is repeat- 

edly described as including all other lands: the entirety of them all and their 

root.** The extracted and purified sparks, whose purification lies in and derives 

from the fact that they are no more concealed and separated from each other, 

were not robbed or plundered by the Israeli nation. On the contrary, the new 

situation of the sparks signifies their restoration to their pure origin, bringing 
them to life, so to speak, again, or “opening” them as wells of flowing divine 

life, after they were garbed, hidden, scattered, and buried within “Nature.’® In 

its deep meaning, the process described is the process of sanctification, which 

gradually comes into being by turning the impure land of Canaan into the 
holy land of Israel.®° It thus becomes clear that only when the people of Israel 

enter their land, which as the aspect of holy acts and bodily worship, based on 

true effort and deep devotion, is more favored than the manna, the heavenly 
bread given by divine grace only,” only then is the inner form of the land 

fully completed and corrected.® The land of Israel is the spiritual center of the 

whole world. It signifies the possibility given to man to attach himself to the 

Divine, or, to put it differently, to live a spiritual life even and precisely in this 
corporeal world,® until this world too will be redeemed and elevated to holi- 

ness. The author of Sefat Emet clearly distinguishes between the two aspects 
of the land: According to the act of creation, wrapped up in the garments of 

“Nature,” which is the law of the concrete world, the land was given to the 
Canaanites, but according to the Torah, which is the transcendental law of the 
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spiritual world, the land has belonged to Israel ever since. In the framework of 

this spiritualized interpretation, one might add that the whole world belongs 

to Israel, since both in its entirety and in all of its individual details it was cre- 

ated by the power of the Torah, which is unique to them! The true entrance 

of Israel into their spiritual homeland is possible only by this power of the 

Torah, observed and practiced, whereas its neglect necessarily results in their 

expulsion, and the exiled nation is scattered in other lands, lands of matter and 

impurity. In the beginning everything was spiritual, like Adam’s garments of 

light and the status of Israel after crossing the sea and at Mount Sinai, but after 

the recurrent primordial fall there will be no recovery and redemption unless 

man is entirely engaged in the correction of corporeal deeds, or, if one prefers, 

in drawing the illuminating, purifying, and healing holiness into those deeds 

by connecting them to the “point,” the inner source of divine energy.® Based 

on what has been explained at length in this article, we may also add: There 

will be no redemption unless Israel enters the land by the power of the com- 

mandments, turning the “heritage of the nations” into the sacred land of God 

and His people, the sanctified land. This land is the foretaste of the world to 

come. It transcends all other places and enables its true inhabitants to enter the 

gates of the world to come. God showed His people the power of His creative 

deeds, which is garbed in “Nature.” This frequently used verse means, accord- 

ing to the system discussed, that He taught them the way and imposed on 

them the spiritual imperative to open wide the locked gates of holiness, break 

through exile, and find the hidden land of Israel within it. 

In my final conclusions, some of the ideas will be repeated in a slightly 

different way, while others will be presented in a new light with additional 
references. 

Many of the notions depicted and discussed in this article have their homi- 
letical origin in the famous verse of Psalms 111:6, already cited partially sev- 

eral times in the article.” The verse is frequently quoted together with some 

additional well-known homilies (like Gen. Rab. 1:2) by the Sages (used also 
in Rashi’s commentary, which served as an important source of Sefat Emet). 
Nahalat Goyim, the land of all other nations, was destined, according to God’s 
ideal plan and from the very beginning of creation, to be given to Israel. As the 
territories of those sunk in matter and its earthy lusts, the worldly nations, who 
do not know the path of holiness and will not merit the new order of redemp- 
tion, “the heritage of the nations” signifies unredeemed “Nature,” into which 
Israel was sent with the crucial task to sanctify it. 

According to the doctrine of openings of holiness, one may state that every 
place in which holiness is revealed, and whose gates are open, is the land of 
Israel. And since holiness is meant to be revealed everywhere, and everywhere 
should its gates be opened, every place in the world, and each territory or 
“heritage” of the Gentiles, is the land of Israel. In this interpretation, the land 
of Israel is removed from its concrete and historical-geographical significance 
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and given a new meaning as the possibility to live a spiritual life and worship 
God everywhere. Moreover, since holiness is meant to be revealed in the place 
of its concealment, as explained before, it is clear that only by the worship in 
exile can the land of Israel be revealed and made known.® Thus, the author 
of Sefat Emet says that the main merit of Israel is specifically in exile, and it 
is precisely there that their elevated quality as the witnesses and revealers 
of holiness is manifested. Bearing this spiritualizing tendency in mind, the 
land of Israel is considered as the dwelling place of the blessings of holiness 
only in its inner sense,” while in the aspect of its external, concrete reality, 
it is in fact a land that devours its inhabitants,” and this is precisely what 

the spies failed to understand! The land of Israel is a unique and specially 

chosen place, the root of the whole world,” and it is often referred to as the 

“aspect of the world to come,” which being concealed in the depth of this 

world, allows man to adhere to its spiritual or rather divine dimension even 

within the concrete reality, and in spite of all the temptations of “Nature.” The 

uniqueness of the land of Israel means that it connects and ties together all 

other places, being the source of their divine abundance (the same applies, of 

course, to the Sabbath among all different times) and of holiness expanding 
“to all sides,’ including the remote, distorted, and dark “sides” of “Nature.” 

The land of Israel is indeed God’s chosen place, but as long as its holiness is 

not actualized but hidden and concealed within the thickness of its carnality, 
it is considered as the land of exile. The first name of the land, Canaan, alludes 

to the Aramaic ‘achna (almost the same letters), meaning the cursed snake’s 

and the shells surrounding “Nature.” The author adds that Canaan has to do 

with trade and goods that are imported from far away, meaning that being 

spiritually the most remote area in God’s kingdom, Canaan precisely was des- 

tined to become the place of revelation, or the appearance of the illuminating 
holiness from far away, the depth of its “Nature.””* The Canaanites never saw 

or experienced the true aspect of the land of Israel, the “inner land,” which 

descended from heaven only when Israel entered the land and by their efforts 

transformed it.”” The question of the land of Israel being originally the land of 

Canaan is raised again in another homily, and the answer is a daring and even 

a provocative one: It was the way of the Canaanites, who were traders, to show 

the defective and spoiled goods first!”* When first seen by the Canaanites—or 
even by the Jewish people—in its externality, in its aspect of “Nature,” the land 

of Israel is defective, in spite of all the achievements of its civilization, and 

should be referred to as “waste,” and only in its innerness, which can be seen, 

experienced, and manifested only by the people of Israel, is it holy! Their 

entering the land signifies the “correction of creation,’”® separating good from 

evil and freeing the land from the Canaanites to become the dwelling place of 

God and His property,®° instead of “the heritage of the nations” or the impure 

Gentiles. We have to conclude that, according to the very law of existence— 

both on the metaphysical plane and the human one—the land of Israel had 
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to be Canaan’ first, and only thereafter was destined to become God's holy 

territory, His recognized dwelling place and the embodiment of His absolute 

rule." The origin of this surprising notion is to be found in the doctrine of 

evil developed by the Zohar, which points to a clear parallelism between the 

land of Israel and Bathsheba, one of the many symbols of the Shekhinah, 

who was necessarily Uriyyah the Hittite’s wife first, and only thereafter could 

become David’s spouse.® Is it not clear from these notions that the people of 

Israel must not behave like the Canaanites (signifying all the nations of the 

world), who try to build in the holy land with bricks and concrete as their 

main path?® Should one not see in these formulations the immanent ideo- 

logical basis for the opposition of Gur Hasidism to the Zionist enterprise? 

Years ago I was told by one of the prominent figures in the court of Gur that 

he preferred the search of the true land of Israel in exile, where precisely it 

can be looked for and found, rather than bringing exile to the land of Israel, 

walking there in the footsteps of the Canaanites. Is not this attitude the direct 

outcome of the spiritual doctrines presented here? 
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garment or a name (since the name is not identical with the essence and serves only as its 

partial manifestation). That is why the author depicts creation as the name of the Torah. Since 

the name, as a name (Heb. shem), signifies the spreading of one’s fame to far-lying districts, 

the study of Torah lishmah (namely, for its own sake, but literally, for its name) means the 
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becomes a history of exile, entailing only secretly the redemptive process. 
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condition for the acceptance of the Torah. The clarification of the glory of God’s name signi- 

fies the establishing of the divine kingdom. 

31. SE2, Shemot, 6b. In the following lines the author relates to the task of Israel to open 

the locked gates—the unique openings known to them alone. By fulfilling the request of Cant. 

5:2 “open to me”) Israel merits the status of God’s sister and beloved wife (including undoubt- 

edly Kabbalistic allusions underlying the text). 

32. SE2, Vaera, 18a; see also SE2, Bo, 26a. By the comprehensive testimony it will become 

evident that God is above and below, and there is none else beside Him. The same course is 

reflected in history: First Israel had to be under the enslavement and oppression of Pharaoh, 
and only then could they become God’s worshippers. We shall encounter the same phases in 
the fate of the land of Israel. 

33. SE2, Vaera, 15b. 

34. SE2, Terumah, 72b, 73b. 

35. SE1, Bereshit, 3a. The Hebrew term Ma‘aseh Bereshit, meaning the act of creation, 
but literally “the act of the beginning? alludes to the fact that the power of the “beginning, 
which is frequently identified with the Torah, the Archimedean point of existence, dwells 
in every act and enables its occurrence. This power of the “beginning” is identical with “the 
power of His acts,” God's power immersed in the concrete and corporeal world, which we 
shall encounter below. . 

36. SE1, Vayishlah, 712, 75a. 

37. Whereas the patriarchs were engaged in correcting the external layers of existence, 
the elevated rank of Moses found its expression in the inner conduct, in which no connection 
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with the concrete is sought, the path of the Torah as a pure spiritual entity (SE4, Bemidbar, 
7b). The author of Sefat Emet repeatedly points in this context at the distinction between the 
manna, the heavenly bread, which like the Torah belongs to the purely spiritual realm, and 
the bread which is brought forth out of the land. The former embodies the generation of the 
wilderness whose deepest desire is to be totally detached from the concrete world, whereas the 
latter signifies those who entered the land of Israel. Since they abandoned their high spiritual 

leveland descended to fulfill their mission and sanctify the land, they were given the possibility 

to elevate themselves again by the heave offering (SE4, Shelah, 47a). They were ready for the 

struggles and wars of their mission, whereas the generation that accepted the Torah, character- 

ized by its comprehensive and profound metaphysical wisdom (“Dor De'ah’), is considered as 

the sons of the Lord (SE4, Shelah, 49a) who would apparently stay with their heavenly father. 

The distinction between the two is also reflected in Proverbs 6:23: While the generation of the 

wilderness embodies the Torah as a great and steady light, those who entered the land are sym- 

bolized by the commandment as a small flickering candle (SE4, Shelah, 49b, and see below). 

On the generation of the desert as the keepers of the covenant of the tongue, which signifies 

the correction of the soul, see SE4, Pinhas, 89a, 89b, 90a, etc. There is also another distinction 

that should be underlined: The generation of the desert drew the Torah from heaven to earth, 

while the conquerors of the land were engaged in uplifting earth to heaven (SE4, Shelah, 50a; 

see also SE4, Pinhas, 86b-87a, where the author adds that the former embodies the aspect 

of “we will hear” (Exod 24:7), whereas the latter signifies the aspect of “we will do”: Hearing 

means the acceptance from the upper worlds, and doing signifies the readiness to act for the 

elevation of “Nature”). In the last referred to homily the author of Sefat Emet quite exception- 

ally connects these ideas to the concepts of “Being” and “Nothing”: God created “Nature” as 

Being from Nothing, and man is commanded to negate Being and return it to Nothing (not on 

the ontological plane, of course, but on the religious-ethical one) by his arousal, directing his 

spiritual energy upward and pulling with himself the world that is below (SE4, Pinhas, 86b- 

87a. He attributes this dialectical move to “the wise,’ who probably allude to the writings of 

Habad, or even to earlier Hasidic thinkers. See also SE3, Behar, 98a; SE5, Rosh Hashanah, 76b. 

In this exciting homily the author states that creation of Being from Nothing is the contraction 

of the Divine within “Nature,” under whose corporeal layers it is covered and dressed. This 

means that before creation no limited Being, confined within its borders, existed, and there 

was nothing but the Divine, whose glory filled everything, or, to put it differently, there was 

nothing but the Nothing. Being came into existence by the contraction of the divine light. The 

gradual expansion of the created entities involved and caused the appearance of death, since 

any descent of worlds should be regarded as death (as frequently mentioned in the Lurianic 

writings of Hayyim Vital): The contraction of the Divine signifies the limitation and reducing 

of life, and the appearance of death is its inevitable result. The creation of man as the latest and 

most important phase of God’s creative act was destined for the opposite move of redrawing life 

from the divine origin. Presented as a “vessel” for returning the stream of life to the created and 

gradually “dying” worlds, man gave names to the created entities, and thus reconnected them 

to their root and brought them back to life. Concerning the famous declaration of Israel—“we 

will do and hear”—see SE3, Aharey Mot, 74a; SE2, Yitro, 48a, where another interpretation is 

introduced). The entirely spiritual essence of the generation of the wilderness becomes clear, 

beyond any doubt, according to these discussions, and many more. The formulation of uplift- 

ing earth and connecting it to heaven is repeated in many homilies. See, for example, SE3, 

Behar, 100b; SE4, Shelah, 50a; SEs, Haazinu, 89a. 
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38. Being always attached to the upper divine root (each one to his) and protected under 

the Clouds of Glory (see Rosh Hashanah, 3a), and all their acts performed “at the com- 

mandment of the Lord” (as quoted from Num. 9:18), the generation of the wilderness had 

difficulties in abandoning its “Sabbatical” level (SE4, Shelah, 47b; see also Y. Jacobson, “Exile 

and Redemption,” 211-212) as opposed to workdays awaiting them in the land of Israel. The 

approach of the author of Sefat Emet toward the spies who represent the generation of the 

desert is sometimes very critical. Instead of a mission entirely dedicated to the fulfillment of 

God’s will, intending to perform the commandments for Heaven's sake only and not as an 

expression of their own needs, too, they failed by letting their private wills and interests par- 

ticipate in their acts. They considered their self-correction as an important part of their path 

and did not negate themselves so as to totally obey God’s word and carry out His command 

(SE4, Shelah, 53a). They were confused by the law of “Nature,” according to which the time of 

entering the land had not yet come. Had they been fully attached to the inwardness and drawn 

by the unnatural conduct, or by the divine upper one, they would have been beyond any hesi- 

tation and would have entered the land by the power of the Torah, which is above “Nature,” 

and is the divine law of corporeal reality (SE4, Shelah, 55b, 48a). According to another homily, 

their disastrous failure lies in the fact that they relied upon themselves, having the intention to 

conquer the land by their own power. They did not understand that the war of Canaan could 

not be waged by man’s power, but by negating man’s knowledge to God's will as the only guid- 

ing power of existence (SE4, Shelah, 51a. The homily points at Adam's sin as a parallel situation 

and considers it as the model of the sins of prominent figures). Only by such a decisive step, 

and as its result, can the divine power be activated to flow into the self-emptied human entity. 

The full analysis of the story of the spies lies beyond the scope of this article, and I intend to 

dedicate an elaborate discussion to this subject in the future. 

39. Keeping the covenant is a prerequisite for winning the land, since by its very essence 

the covenant signifies the connection to the Divine, whose manifestation and activation are 

Israel's only way to gain the land. As opposed to the purely spiritual covenant of the tongue, 

the covenant of the flesh requires much more devotion and spiritual power, since it is carried 

out in the place of the foreskin, that is to say—in “Nature” and its covers (SE4, Pinhas, 89a). 

The distinction between the two covenants is the distinction between the correction of the 

soul by the Torah and the correction of the body by the commandments. Through circumci- 
sion, the covenant of the flesh, the body receives holiness. It becomes then clear that the body 
of a Jewish person has also a share in holiness. The covenant of the flesh draws illumination 

from the commandments to the bodily garment (SE4, Pinhas, goa. See also SE3, Kedoshim, 

82a-b), 

40. The identity of the land of Canaan and “Nature” reappears time and again in many 
homilies. See, for example, SE4, Shelah, 44a. In this passage the author interprets the mission 
imposed on the spies to search (Heb. veyaturu) the land of Canaan (Num. 13:2) as an allusion 
to their task to draw the Torah (a pun on veyaturu) into “Nature” As long as the land was 
under the rule of Canaan, the shell was concealing its holiness, and the spies could not see its 
spiritual illuminating quality (SE4, Shelah, 48b). 

41. The relationship between the Written Torah and the Oral one is marked by a kind of 
contradiction between the two, but at the same time they complement each other. The Oral 
Torah is nothing but the extension of the Written Torah into “Nature” so as to sanctify it by 
the commandments. In other words, by means of its oral aspect precisely, the Torah paves 
the way of correcting “Nature. As candles (Prov. 6:23) or vessels containing the light of the 
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Torah, the commandments are considered as a precondition for the bursting forth of the light 
and its steady appearance. Thus, by their obedient performance is the concrete attached to 
the Torah as the inwardness of the created world. Corresponding numerically to the organs 

of the human body, forming its inner structure, and being the expanding radiations of the 

Torah, the commandments enable the drawing of the light of the Torah into all human acts 

and activities. This is the true meaning of the Oral Torah: By the performance of its com- 

manghments it becomes clear that all creatures are none but vessels that are uniquely destined 

to hold the inner divine vitality that is within them and to uplift everything to its root (SE4, 

Behaalotekha, 34b-35a). The author of Sefat Emet distinguishes between the purely spiritual 

essence (“body”) of the Torah, which is the Divine indeed, and the commandments, which are 

the emissaries for its manifestation in the concrete world (SE4, Shelah, 49b. As for the identity 

between the Holy One Blessed Be He and the Torah referred to in the text, see I. Tishby, The 

Wisdom of the Zohar [in Hebrew] (Jerusalem: Bialik Institute, 1961), 2:372; I. Tishby, Studies in 

Kabbalah and Its Branches {in Hebrew] (Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 1993), 3:941-960. See also 

Zohar, 2, 60a~b). The commandments are the aspect of the Torah as reflected and embodied 

in the concrete world (SE4, Hukkat, 71b). As opposed to the soul of the Torah, they embody 

its practical aspect by which the power of the Torah is drawn into all corporeal deeds in order 

to sanctify and correct them (SEs, Sukkot, 100a). By this expanding power of the Torah will 

the land of the Canaanites be conquered and elevated above “Nature.” The conquest of the 

land by the commandments is the correction of corporeal deeds turned into divine com- 

mandments and attached to their root (SEs, Ekev, 22a), a decisive change that involves a lot 

of efforts to overcome the corporeal obstacles that block the path of man’s worship. In that 

moment the corporeal will be subjugated to the sacred. Bearing in mind that the whole world 

is full of commandments, since God created everything for the sake of His honor (according 

to the well-known and frequently used statement of the Mishnah in Abot 6:11), which by its 

very essence vehemently seeks its expansion, it becomes clear that man’s task is to perform 

the commandments all the time, everywhere and in everything. The light will then be mani- 

fested in the entire world, even in the lowest and most remote and forgotten districts of God’s 

kingdom (which are symbolized by the heel [Heb. ‘akev] of the human body), His supreme 

honor known, and the final redemption achieved as the complete expansion of the divine light 

everywhere (SEs, Ekev, 25a). According to a very intriguing distinction, the Written Torah was 

brought down from its heavenly origin by Moses, whereas the Oral Torah as its commentary 

was intended specifically for the conquest of the land and the correction of “Nature.” What 

does a commentary mean? The striking idea identifies the interpretation of the Torah with its 

expansion (the homiletically double meaning of the Heb. mitpareshet) in “Nature,” and the 

flow of streams of life from the divine well to increase the blessing of holiness (SEs5, Devarim, 

5b). As the basic text of the Oral Torah, the Mishnah is referred to as the commentary on the 

Torah and its garbed extended appearance (SEs, Devarim, 6b-7a). 

42. See SE4, Shelah, 50a; SE4, Balak, 79a: The generation of the wilderness was able to 

correct “Nature” only by entirely abandoning it first in order to enter the land afterward and 

rectify “Nature,” thus elevating itself to the spiritual peak of its destination (Yihud Shalem, 

the complete and total unity in all its aspects). This explains the distinction between the two 

names of Jacob and Israel as embodying the two necessary phases: Fighting with Laban and 

Esau, Jacob signifies the correction of “Nature,” whereas Israel points to the purely spiritual 

level unique to God’s people. This distinction frequently appears in many Hasidic homileti- 

cal texts, especially the reference to the name Israel as li rosh (literally, mine is the head, or 
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I have reached the head), expressing a change in the order of the characters and meaning the 

achievement of the highest spiritual level. 

43. Qidd. 40b, Meg. 27a. 

44. SE4, Shavuot, 21b, and especially SE1, Vayeshev, 87b: The Torah was originally given 

to Israel for the sake of the innermost spiritual worship, like that of the ministering angels, but 

there was also “Nature” awaiting its redemptive process to be performed by Israel, that is to 

say, to gather and uplift all the holy sparks, or, as frequently formulated, to open the gates of 

inwardness and find the way to the hidden world to come (SEs, Ki Tetze, 47b), separate good 

from evil, connect all things to their root in holiness and bring them closer to each other (SEs, 

Ekev, 2o0b. All these are divergent aspects of one process: The separation of good from evil 

signifies its reconnection to the source of all things, the sacred meeting point where peace 

resides; only purified entities can adhere to the divine root, which is beyond the touch of evil, 

dross, and corporeal powers). Another formulation points at man’s task to clarify the com- 

prehensive and irresistible power of God’s rule and to return everything to the root of unity, 

which is often depicted as the pure “Beginning” (SE2, Vaera, 18b; SE4, Balak, 80b), concealed 

within “Nature” and to be delivered free by Israel (SE3, Pesah, 41b). Israel’s task is to separate 

and remove the waste of the “Beginning” so as to cause chaos (Heb. tohu), which as a mixture 

of good and evil does not enable any constructive and productive form of life to develop, to 

gradually fade away and disappear (SE3, Pesah, 45b; the homily refers to the phonetic prox- 

imity between the Hebrew reshit [literally, “beginning”] and shirayim [literally, the “residue” 

of waste]). The people of Israel were taught by their holy patriarchs that the correction of 

“Nature” involves the negation of its autonomous self-consciousness by giving the ownership 

of heaven and earth to their Creator (SE2, Vaera, 15b). 

45. See, for example, SE4, Shelah, 44a. 

46. SE4, Shelah, 46a, 48a: Had they entered the land by the power of Moses who was the 

source of their mission (as homiletically indicated by the phrase “send thou” in Num. 13:2), 

they would have been above “Nature,” freed from its obstacles; in such an elevated situation, 
none of those could have stopped them from their spiritual journey. The entrance “by the 
power of Moses” signifies their total adherence to his most elevated spiritual level in spite of 
the apparent contradiction and dangerous collision between the concrete reality and their 
faith. Due to his spiritual radiation, Moses could not endure the concealment and the dark- 
ness of exile (SE2, Vaera, 15b, and below, n. 52). 

47. SE4, Shelah, 46b. 

48. SE4, Shelah, 47a. The powers of the “Other Side” lack any constructive structure and 

true existence and are nothing but a delusive imagination. 
49. See Y. Jacobson, “Moses Hayyim Luzzatto’s Doctrine of Divine Guidance and Its 

Relation to His Kabbalistic Teachings” [in Hebrew], 30-31, 41-42; Y. Jacobson, “The Divine 
Conduct and Its Reflection in the Suffering of the Righteous according to Ramhal” [in 
Hebrew], Daat 40 (1998): 58-63. 

50. SE4, Shelah, 47a. 

51. SE4, Shelah, 47b. Just as the perfection of the soul cannot be achieved but in this world 
precisely (in spite of the fact that its descent does not suit its own will), the Sabbath cannot 
be found but through worship within the profane (in the eschatological era only there will be 
a continuous time, a “day” of Sabbath only), The same is true concerning the land of Israel, 
which cannot be found but within the land of Canaan, which signifies “Nature” and exile. 

52. He even must be somewhat contaminated by the corporeal waste, otherwise he would 
not be able to fulfill the task of correcting the spoiled reality! (SE2, Vaera, 19. ‘This daring 
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formulation might be interpreted as a slight hint to a cautious Kabbalistic or even Sabbatean 
tendency. The author explains, concerning Moses, that being prevented from entering the 
land was not just a punishment but a result of the fact that he could not endure any waste. See 
above, n. 46.) 

53. SE4, Shelah, 48b. 

54. As opposed to Israel’s very essence embodied in the Torah, which is the purest divine 

truthgthe glory of their elevated level in exile is recognizable precisely by the power of faith 

(SE2, Vaera, 18b) as the power of overcoming “Nature” and entering the land (SE4, Shelah, 

46a). According to their purely spiritual essence rooted in the divine Torah, Israel is called 

“seed of truth” (Jer. 2:21), but after descending from their upper root to fulfill the holy mis- 

sion, their conduct in this concrete world, which is frequently described as the “world of lie” 

and falsehood, must be one of faith. By faith only can this world, in which truth is entirely 

concealed, be gradually corrected and finally redeemed, and according to the increasing 

strength of faith the Divine is manifested without the garments of “Nature.” This is precisely 

why the way of faith is estimated as the highest worship (SE4, Shelah, sob). On this subject, 

see at length Y. Jacobson, “Truth and Faith in Gur Hasidic Thought” [in Hebrew], in Studies 

in Jewish Mysticism, Philosophy and Ethical Literature Presented to I. Tishby, ed. J. Dan and 

J. Hacker, (Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 1986), 593-616. 

55. SE4, Shelah, 55a. Before the entrance to the land, its concealed spiritual treasure could 

not be seen. The entrance thus signifies, as already mentioned several times, the opening of 

the locked gates and the powerful march through them into the inner kingdom of the spirit. 

56. SE4, Hukkat, 71b. Being rooted in the upper world, the people of Israel do not belong 

to the earthy and corporeal domain, and that is why they stimulate such a strong opposition 

within the inhabitants of the land, in which they strive, as the goal of their metaphysical mis- 

sion within history and exile, “to arouse the power of holiness.” These inhabitants are not able 

to reach and touch the heavenly root itself, but they do the utmost to keep earth as a corporeal 

entity, and to prevent its transformation by its connection to heaven. But being given the 

Torah, the people of Israel are bound to fulfill their mission to connect everything to its upper 

root, or to bring the Torah to its full actualization in concrete deeds. 

57. SE4, Balak, 8ob. 

58. See, for example, SE1, Lekh Lekha, 26a; Vayetze, 69b (the land of Israel is frequently 

identified with the temple in this context, or most likely considered as its extension); 

Hanukkah, 115a; SEs, Ekev, 22a: The land of Israel is not one of many, distinguished among 

them by its own characteristics, but includes all the abundance coming down from heaven. 

59. SE4, Balak, 80b. The idea is based on the famous homily by the Sages, Gen. Rab. 1:2. 

60. The land of Israel was destined for the revelation of holiness, but the Canaanites con- 

cealed its light (SE3, Aharey Mot, 75a). Israel attained the merit of turning the land from curse 

to blessing, until it became the Holy Land (SE3, Kedoshim, 82a); they freed the land from 

the grasp of impurity and turned it into the domain of holiness (SE3, Metzora, 7o0a-b [the 

more corporeal a thing is, it conceals secretly more sparks of holiness], 72b). Holiness spreads 

everywhere, indeed, but on earth it is covered within the unpurified and dark mixture of 

“Nature,” and only when Israel entered the land to uncover it, was the place renewed by abun- 

dance of holiness as a “vessel holding blessing” (Ugtzim 3:12; SE4, Maseey, 99b). The spiritual 

renewal is, of course, the opposite of the unchanging law of “Nature” and its constant routine. 

61. See SE4, Maseey, 99b, and also SE4, Maseey, 101b; SE4, Shavuot, 12b. In all these homi- 

lies the author cites the well-known saying (y. Orlah, 1:3), discussed also in the beginning 

of Luzzatto’s Daat Tevunot: “One who eats that which is not his is ashamed to look at his 
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benefactor” The fact that the people of Israel receive the abundance of holiness not as a divine 

gift, but through their own exertions and self-preparation to be the proper vessel for the hold- 

ing of the heavenly blessings, is favored by God more than everything else. This is, of course, 

another aspect of the above mentioned significance of struggle and toil in the doctrines of 

Sefat Emet. 

62. SE4, Maseey, 99a. The inner form of the land exists, of course, potentially from the 

very beginning of creation, and its actual completion signifies its comprehensive manifesta- 

tion. The author explains that the land is destined for the dwelling of the Shekhinah only 

through the effort and devotion of Israel. He adds that by their entrance was the land of Israel 

below connected to its root above, thus causing the descent of its holy form and the immediate 

withdrawal of the directing angel below. 

63. All the places spread out from the land of Israel, as the center of the world, which, in 

spite of its small size, is to be praised for its amazingly high quality, since inwardness is always 

the core and foundation of existence (SE4, Maseey, 101b). Only there can a person attach 

himself to his root, thus being integrated in the manifested spirituality (SE4, Maseey, 1012). 

64. SEs, Devarim, 8a. The author expresses the hope of returning to the land of Israel 

quite excitingly. The fact that everything occurs by the power of the Torah only, including 

Israel’s punishments and agony, might be a source of comfort for the tormented nation. 

65. SEs, Vaethannan, 1b. According to a well-known Kabbalistic tradition, existing 

already in the Zohar, the author explains that the bright holy light drawn into the corporeal 

deeds blinds the wicked and the powers of the "Other Side", wards them off, and prevents 

them from using the divine vitality for undesirable intentions. 

66. SEs, Ekev, 23b. 

67. 013 Ndna ond nnd way Pan rwyn n> (He showed His people the power of His works that 

He may give them the heritage of the nations). 

68. See, for example, SE1, Hanukkah, 123a; SE4, Hukkat, 72b. See also Y. Jacobson, “Exile 

and Redemption; 208ff. 

69. SE2, Vaera, 17a; SE4, Pinhas, 86b: The more clarification and testimony are needed (in 

the darkness of “Nature” and exile), the more the praise of Israel becomes apparent. 

70. SE1, Vayishlah, 77b-78a: The Canaanites were familiar with the corporeal aspect of 
the land and knew how to turn it into an inhabited one. The people of Israel, on the other 
hand, know the secret of the inner settlement, and that is why they are known as “the dwellers 
of Thy house” (Ps. 84:5). 

71. Under the rule of the Canaanites was the land of Israel the most spoiled place (SE4, 
Maseey, 100a). 

72. SE2, Beshalah, 40a; SE2, Yitro, 48a. 

73. SE1, Vayera, 35b. The covenant is depicted as the spiritual attachment of the righteous 
to the divine concealed secret, and it is to be achieved not by ignoring this world but pre- 
cisely within it. The entrance of Israel into the land is a sign to the fact that they belong to the 
world to come(!) (SE4, Pinhas, 89b), since only those descending from the upper world, or 
from their innermost spiritual homeland, are able to transform the concrete reality; only by 
descending from the world to come as both their spiritual origin and destination, they had 
the power needed to enter their land and sanctify it. One can hear in some formulations a dull 
and distant erotic tone. 

74. SE3, Pesah, 42a. The phrase might also be interpreted as an allusion to “the Other 
Side” of “Nature” as the Hasidic new significance of evil. 
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75. SE2, Vaera, 13a. The author adds that the surrounding snake has also a protective 

function: to protect the inwardness from being used improperly. This interesting notion is 

already known from the Zohar. See I. Tishby, The Wisdom of the Zohar [in Hebrew], vol. 1 

(Jerusalem: Bialik Institute, 1957), 293. As for the Canaanites as traders or merchants, men- 

tioned and discussed in the referred to homily, see Isa. 23:8 and Prov. 31:24. This identification 

is especially emphasized by the Sages: Pesahim 50a, Tanhuma Maseey, 9. 

#6. In the following lines of the homily, the author refers quite exceptionally to the alien 

thoughts and different kinds of the evil urge, but this is not within the scope of our discussion. 

77. SE4, Maseey, 97b. Since this inner or upper land would not endure the Canaanites 

as its total opposite, the divine order was to exterminate them all. See also SE4, Maseey, 99a. 

78. SE4, Maseey, 99b-100<, based on Tanhuma Shelah, 6. The author states in this context 

again, that as long as the wicked Canaanites were the rulers of the land, they did not see its 

spiritual hidden treasures at all and could only experience its external garment. 

79. SE4, Shelah, 48b. 

80. SE4, Shelah, 51a. 

81. The same process applies to man’s life, since in his early years he is subjugated under 

the rule of his evil urge, and only later, in adulthood, he frees himself from its influence to take 

upon himself the yoke of the divine kingdom (SE3, Behar, 9sb). 

82. Zohar 1, Noah, 73b. For the interpretation of this daring idea, see Y. Jacobson, 

“The Concept of Evil and Its Sanctification in Kabbalistic Thought,’ in The Problem of Evil 

and Its Symbols in Jewish and Christian Tradition, ed. H. Graf Reventlow and Y. Hoffman 

(London-New York: T & T Clark International, 2004), esp. 105. 

83. Only Israel is able by the power of the Torah to turn the wilderness into a settled land 

and to correct the corporeal deeds (SE4, Maseey, 100a). There is a clear correlation between 

the two aspects. Under the rule of the Canaanites, the land of Israel was “a land that was not 

sown’ (Jer. 2:2). See SE1, Lekh Lekha, 23b. 
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The Embarrassment of Joshua 

STRATEGIES FOR INTERPRETING THE BIBLICAL ACCOUNT OF THE 

CONQUEST OF CANAAN IN GERMAN-JEWISH NEO-ORTHODOXY IN 

THE LATE NINETEENTH AND EARLY TWENTIETH CENTURIES 

Matthias Morgenstern 

“The Biblical tradition is unanimous in affirming that Israel was not native 

to the land of Canaan but arrived there from abroad and conquered it.” The 

canonical account of what has become known as the “conquest” of Canaan, 

however, has been subjected to historical criticism since the nineteenth cen- 

tury. Modern scholarship, following Albrecht Alt’s theory of transhumance,” 

has suggested that “at least in its first phases, the occupation resulted from 

peaceful settlement in the territories of the most extensive and least populated 

city-states by groups grazing their herds there. The phenomenon could have 

lasted for decades and perhaps centuries, and seems for the most part to have 

had the approval of the local population. Only in the final stages could things 

have become more violent.”? Later research has moved the picture we have 

today from the proto-history of the people of Israel even further away from a 

plain historic understanding of the biblical account.‘ In his entry on the book 

of Joshua in WiBiLex, the Internet encyclopedia on the Bible, Anton Cuffari 

writes: 

The book of Joshua cannot be seen as a historical source for the so-called 

conquest of the land by the people of Israel. In all probability, such a bel- 

licose conquest as a military campaign by the twelve tribes people including 

the extermination of the original inhabitants of the land never happened. 

The decline in that era that can be determined historically and archaeologi- 

cally in the Canaanite city states including the destruction of some of these 

states cannot be regarded as the result of Israel's efforts.5 

The modern Israeli archaeologist Israel Finkelstein is surprisingly in agree- 
ment with the Declaration of Independence of the modern State of Israel 
made on May 14, 1948, which stated that “Eretz Israel was the birthplace of the 
Jewish people.” Finkelstein claims that early Hebrew culture did not develop 
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independently from Canaanite culture, but within this pagan culture, with 

probably only minor population influx from outside.* Accordingly, Richard 

Nelson sees the book of Joshua not as a historical witness to what may have 

happened in the twelfth to the tenth centuries B.c.z. but as a reflection of “what 

later generations believed had happened to their ancestors.”’ 

When Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch (1808-1888), the Neo-Orthodox rabbi 

of the Jewish secessionist community (Austrittsgemeinde) in Frankfurt-am- 

Main, wrote his commentary on the Pentateuch, which was published between 

1867 and 1878,* he could not have been aware of Julius Wellhausen’s source crit- 

ical analysis that was to appear some years later,’ let alone Albrecht Alt’s influ- 

ential theory. On the other hand, Eichhorn’s critical study on the Pentateuch, 

with its remarks concerning the questionable historicity and the dating of the 

biblical account, was already available.’ 

It is one of the striking features of Hirsch’s entire oeuvre—not only of his 

exegetical texts—that he almost never refers to contemporary works. Thus, the 

critical discussion he does undertake with competing Jewish and non-Jewish 

scholars has to be reconstructed indirectly. In this case, we are lucky enough to 

have evidence that the question of biblical criticism of the earlier nineteenth 

century was indeed addressed in Frankfurt and in Hirsch’s community. We 

know that this challenge was also taken up—at least partly—by Hirsch himself 

because his son-in-law, Joseph Gugenheimer (1831-1896)" (also Guggenheimer 

or Guggenheim), rabbi in Kolin (central Bohemia), wrote a series of articles on 

what he called the “hypotheses” of biblical criticism in the journal Jeschurun of 

which Hirsch was the editor.” 
When dealing with the biblical account of the conquest of Canaan, Hirsch, 

like any Jewish Bible scholar or commentator in nineteenth-century Germany, 

was faced with a dilemma. On the one hand, the approach of biblical criticism 

was widely seen as a Christian—predominantly liberal Protestant—enterprise, 

often nourished by anti-Jewish feelings, that was undermining the historical 

foundations of the Jewish people.* Regarding the particular case of the book 

of Joshua, on the other hand, it seemed that the contents of this book were 

something to be embarrassed about. The results of Bible criticism—theoreti- 

cally—might have been welcome from a Jewish point of view; in fact, the bib- 
lical account of the ban (herem) applied to the enemies of Israel in the land 

of Canaan, comprising the absolute destruction of these peoples including 

children and women, stood contrary to the cultural aspirations of German 

Judaism in at least two respects. First, the violence of the conquest narrative 

was contrary to the picture of Judaism as a tolerant, peaceful, and enlightened 

religion that German Jewish intellectuals, from the Right to the Left, wanted 

to paint—a picture that seemed to be a precondition of their acceptance into 

bourgeois German society and hence emancipation. Second, focusing on the 

biblical story seemed to imply that the Jews were not at home in Germany 

or in the respective countries of their Diaspora; their home was far away in 
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the East, in a land now dominated by the Ottoman Empire. This means that, 

when dealing with the biblical account of the conquest of Canaan, there were 

three apologetic issues (the challenge of Bible criticism, the moral conflict 

of the “cruelty” of Joshua, and the question of the Jews being “strangers” in 

Germany) that every Jewish Bible scholar in nineteenth-century Germany 

willingly or unwillingly had to address. In this article, it will be shown that the 

different approaches of Jewish Bible scholars can be categorized according to 

the way they dealt with these partly contradicting issues. 

Heinrich Graetz 

Before discussing how Hirsch met this challenge and how two of his grand- 

sons, the Frankfurt attorney and philosopher Isaac Breuer and Rabbi Raphael 

Breuer of Aschaffenburg, continued the Hirschian approach in the twenti- 

eth century, some remarks on Heinrich Graetz (1817-1891), a former pupil of 

Hirsch, will help to set a framework for further investigation. Graetz’s approach 

is of relevance here, because at the time of the early controversy between 

Orthodoxy and Reform Judaism, Graetz had begun his journalistic career on 

the Orthodox side; later he joined Zacharias Frankel’s moderate conserva- 

tive wing, became professor for Jewish History at the Jiidisch-Theologisches 

Seminar (Jewish Theological Seminary) in Breslau (now Wroclaw, Poland) in 

1854, and developed his perspective on biblical criticism and on the account 

of the conquest of Canaan. When Hirsch was working on his commentary on 

the Pentateuch, Graetz’s most influential studies on the history of the Jewish 

people had already started to appear.’* Consequently, Graetz’s history was dealt 

with critically in Hirsch’s monthly Jeschurun by a number of (unsigned) arti- 

cles that were probably written by Hirsch himself.* The comparison of both 

may help to measure the extent to which each of them dealt with the apolo- 
getic issues above mentioned. 

Graetz starts his historiographical overview of the earliest times (die 

Vorgeschichte) of the people of Israel with the crossing of the Jordan by the 
Israelite tribes for whom the heritage of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob is but a 

far memory. He then determines a similarity between these tribes and the 
Canaanites that, in a way, seems to bring him close to the opinion that critical 

scholarship most unanimously agrees upon today, that Israel had its origins 

neither in Egypt nor in the desert of Sinai, but in Canaan: 

Viewed externally and superficially, the course of history from the entry of 
the Israelites into Canaan until well into the period of the kings can eas- 
ily be misleading. For the visible events have merely a political charac- 
ter....Onstage are national leaders, heroes, kings, and generals. Alliances 
are made and broken. Any kind of spiritual activity in the background is 
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scarcely noticeable. The Judges who provide the earliest historical matter, 

heroes like Ehud, Gideon, his son Abimelech, and especially Jephthah and 

Samson, manifest so few Israelite traits that one could easily mistake them 

for Canaanites, Philistines, or Moabites.*° 

For Graetz, however, it is not warfare but spirituality that matters. Conceding 

thavnot all aspects of the biblical narrative bear the characteristics of historic- 

ity, he nevertheless aspires to an interpretation in accordance with the traits 

of Jewish history, as he perceives them. In Graetz’s view this means, as a gen- 

eral rule, that Jewish history needs to be interpreted “spiritually, according 

to the norms of the moral law. In this particular case, this signifies the reduc- 

tion of the violent features of the account as far as possible. The methodologi- 

cal devices that Graetz uses in this respect are typical of his time and of his 

historically conservative (but not orthodox) approach: a blending of historic 

reasoning that takes into account questions of probability with haggadic lore. 

He starts by declaring that “on crossing the Jordan and entering Canaan, the 

Israelites met with no resistance.” Minimizing the dimension of the atrocities 

perpetrated by the invaders, he then pursues that “the...inhabitants were now 

in such dread of the Israelites as to abandon their possessions without attempt- 

ing to make any resistance.’ In order to relativize the measures that Joshua 

took against the local population of Palestine, Graetz finally takes up a motif 

taken out of the rabbinic tradition and declares: 

There were three iniquities which the land was supposed to spurn as the 

most heinous. These were murder, licentiousness, and idolatry. The convic- 

tion was general that on account of such misdeeds the land had cast out 

its former inhabitants, and that it would not retain the Israelites if they 

indulged in similar crimes. These ideas took deep root amongst the people 

of Israel, and they regarded Palestine as surpassing in its precious qualities 

every other country.” 

Graetz points to eight features of the biblical narrative and of post-biblical 

rabbinical tradition justifying Joshua's fight and minimizing the cruelty of his 

invasion. The way in which he highlights and sharpens these traditions clearly 

shows his moralizing and modern tendency: 

1. Graetz points to the immoral behavior of the local population, 

especially of Jericho. The people of this city, he declares, “were sunk 
in lewdness and sexual aberrations.”° When the Israelites entered 

the city, they met “with little resistance, they slew the population, 
which was enfeebled by depraved habits.” 

2. After the defeat of the locals in Jericho, the Canaanites fled; 

according to Graetz this means that the ban upon them could not 

have been—and in fact was not—executed; Graetz affirms that a part 

of the Canaanite population fled as far away as Africa.” 
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3. Graetz then highlights the account of the agreement with resident 

populations of Canaan, an alliance between the local citizens and the 

invaders. 

The Gibeonites, or Hivites, in the tract of land called Gibeon, freely submit- 

ted to Joshua and his people. They agreed that the Israelites should share 

with them the possession of their territory on the condition that their lives 

should be spared....In this way the Israelites acquired possession of the 

whole mountain district from the borders of the great plain to the vicinity 

of Jerusalem.” 

4. The Israelites then continued their fight not in order to conquer but 

in order to defend their allies, the Gibeonites, because those had 

been attacked by the remaining Canaanites. 

The southern Canaanites now became more closely allied. The apprehen- 

sion that their land might fall an easy prey to the invaders overcame their 

mutual jealousies and their love of feud; being thus brought into close union 

with each other they ventured to engage in aggressive warfare. Five kings, 

or rather chiefs of townships, those of Jebus (Jerusalem), Hebron, Jarmuth, 

Lachish and Eglon, joined together to punish the Gibeonites for submit- 

ting to the invaders, for whom they had opened the road, and whom they 

had helped to new conquests. The Gibeonites, in the face of this danger, 

implored the protection of Joshua, who forthwith led his victorious warriors 

against the allied troops of the five towns, and inflicted on them a crushing 

defeat near Gibeon.* 

5. Graetz emphasizes that large parts of the country remained 

unoccupied, which implies that concerning these parts of the land 

no violent actions were taken: “The territories to the West of the 
Jordan had only partially been subjected and allotted. Large and 
important tracts of land were still in possession of the original 

inhabitants.” 

6. He points to the fact that violence was applied not only toward 

the other but also internally because the Israelite tribes had 

started fighting among themselves and lost their former unity. 
This and the isolation of each tribe and its subsections, which 
were only concerned with their own affairs, prevented the tribes 

“from consolidating their forces against the original inhabitants of 
Canaan.” 

7. Graetz then mentions the fact that the tribe of Judah avoided a war 
with the Jebusites, possibly even concluding a peace treaty with 
them, and they settled peacefully among the Canaanite population.” 
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8. Finally, he points to the fact that it was not the Canaanites alone 
who suffered violence and expulsion. The tribe of Dan was 
prevented by the Emorites from settling in the area that in today’s 
Israel is called Gush Dan and had to flee to the mountains. Thus, a 
part of the Israelites had to wander around homeless in the land of 

psrael. Moreover, their homelessness was also due to intra-Israelite 
enmity: 

The sons of Ephraim and the Benjaminites refused them [i.e., the Danites] 

the possession of permanent dwelling-places, The Danites were therefore 

during a long time compelled to lead a camp-life, and at last one section of 

this tribe had to go in search of a settlement far away to the north.” 

Graetz concludes: 

As in the lives of individuals, so in the lives of nations, the practical turn of 

events is liable to disappoint all anticipations. It is true the land of Canaan 

now belonged to the Israelites; but their conquests were of a precarious 

nature, and could again be wrested from them by a combined attack on the 

part of the dispossessed natives.” 

Samson Raphael Hirsch 

Hirsch did not write a commentary on the book of Joshua. Therefore, the 

biblical account of the Israelites taking possession of the land was not of 

direct interest to him. However, several passages in his commentary on the 

Pentateuch give the opportunity to draw a picture of his understanding of the 

biblical narrative. 
In his comments on the story of Abraham having to leave his home (Gen 

12:1), Hirsch explains that according to the Ramban (Nahmanides) the first 

movements of the Patriarch are “analogous to the later history of his peo- 

ple?2° and “pytw2 x nx [the exodus of Ur Kashdim] would be a proto- 

type of omy ney [the exodus of Egypt].’* It is remarkable, however, that 
Hirsch does not focus here on the land that the Patriarch is promised and 

that the Israelites were later given by God, but instead refers to the “land” 
that Abraham is leaving: 

nadia yx, and ma [country, home land, and house] together form the soil 

out of which the personality of people grows. ynx, the country, the nation- 

ality, with all the special bodily, mental and moral characteristics which it 

gives, (y1X, as our country, is 07x, to which our whole being is “married,” 

wry, the cradle in which we grow to life... y1x as the earth is our “cradle” and 

over it is ov, our ov, there, our future).” 
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Though the reason for this shift of interest is only hinted at, it seems to be clear 
that Hirsch’s decision not to focus on the Promised Land reflects his and his 
followers’ relationship to the land where they are living, Germany: 

We have mentioned these thoughts innate in the Hebrew language to real- 

ize how deeply and intimately even our very language feels and values the 

worth of one’s fatherland and birthplace. It is certainly not meant to be any 

belittling of this factor if the planting of the first Jewish germ demanded 

forsaking fatherland, birthplace and the paternal home. It is rather just 

the appreciation of these factors wherein lies the greatness of the isolation 

demanded here. This demand itself placed Abraham in the completest con- 

trast to the ruling tendency of his age.” 

In his explanation of the words spoken by God to Abraham “(go) until the 

land which I shall show thee” (Gen 12:1), Hirsch then takes another step away 

from what later generations would call “Palestinocentrism.”*+ According to 

Hirsch, it was not God but the Patriarch himself who opted for the land of 

Canaan as his permanent abode: 

One cannot say to somebody: “Go to the place to which I shall direct you,” 

he would then have to wait until he is at least told in which direction to 

go. Abraham would not have known, so to speak, “by which gate to leave 

Haran.” Therefore the positive command could only have been, go away, 

never mind where, and wander about until you come to a place where I shall 

let you see by some visible sign, that there you are to remain. Abraham chose 

the way to Canaan by his own decision.* 

This exegetical move, however, basically consists of an attempt to give an ethi- 

cal explanation of Abraham's choice. The land he fled was a land of corruption; 
the movement of his exodus was—according to Hirsch—a “mental movement 
towards the future.” The land Abraham went to was his closeness to God. 
“The hill of Moriah, the Mount of Zion,” was “the last height of Lebanon in 
the south”; in the Bible “it is therefore called...y125 »n2y [the innermost part 
of Lebanon] to refer also to the moral meaning of ‘white’ as the refining and 
purifying colour (cf. Isa 1:18).”” In the context of this “moralized geography” 
Abraham remembered that Melkizedek was living in Canaan for whom “the 
recognition of God had been retained in its purest form,” and “it was quite 
natural that he should wander in the direction towards where remembrance 
told of a time in which men stood in closer and nearer relationship to God” 
According to this “natural” explanation, Hirsch emphasizes that “the achieve- 
ment of ‘nearness to God’” was “equally within the reach of the Lapp in Lapland 
as that of the Greek in Greece” and that “where Abraham lived... murderers, 
can also live.’ On the other hand—obviously adding “supernatural” elements 
to his interpretation—Hirsch insists that the Patriarch was looking for a land 
where “men who live their lives in accordance with the Will of God can attain 
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the fullest and highest degree of spiritual and moral consecration of their 

lives.”? This meant, however, that on that same soil “at that time, and later 
too, men degenerated more and more until all they merited was extermination 

[ Vernichtungswiirdigkeit].’*° “It was just that land which is so seductive that 
on it its inhabitants became so debauched in voluptuous luxury that the very 

land spewed them out, just that land God chose to plant therein His people.” 

Inthe following sections, I shall give a short outline of Hirsch’s explanation 

of the narrative as reflected in his commentary on the Pentateuch. In com- 
parison to Heinrich Graetz, we shall see a deepening and radicalization of the 

effort to minimize the violent features in this narrative and to moralize history. 

There is also an element of spiritualization—in the mold of Abraham’s “mental 

movement towards the future”—but this spiritualization or allegorization that 

we encounter is only hinted at. It may be assumed that for Hirsch, because of 
his opposition to biblical criticism (though this issue is never openly raised), 

an explicit or even implicit dehistoricization of the events was not an option. 

At the same time, the remaining realistic features of the biblical account are 

exegetically counterbalanced: Time and again Hirsch emphasizes that the 

people of Israel would ultimately share and (when the Jerusalem Temple was 

destroyed) actually shared the same destiny as the Canaanites—extermina- 

tion—when they rebelled against the will of God. 

We find an explanation of Deuteronomy 7:1 (“the Lord clears away many 

nations before you”) that takes the violence out of the picture: 

5wi is the specific term used for fruit being dropped from trees too early 

before they are ripe.... The land which up till now had borne the inhabitants 

denies them the use of its soil any longer, as God has judged them to have 

become unworthy of it. When you move in they will already be cast down 

by the land and you are only the gusty wind which has to clear the ground 

from what has fallen as waste on it, to make room for the planting of a more 

worthy pure growth. ... “Planting” Israel in the land of the Canaanite popu- 

lation is a frequent conception in scripture.” 

We read a commentary on Numbers 33:51-52 (“when you pass over the Jordan 

into the land of Canaan, then you shall drive out all the inhabitants of the 
land before you”) that is complementary to Hirsch’s “natural” explanation that 

takes the violence out of the picture and matches the etymological (or pseudo- 

etymological) interpretation we just encountered: “w»—phonetically related 

to wn, to drive away, from which we get further wn, the juice pressed out 

of the fruit” In both explanations the conquest, the expropriation, and the 

destruction of the “aborigines” is painted in the colors of a natural, biological, 

agricultural process! 

Nevertheless, in his commentary on Numbers 33:54, Hirsch adds the divine 

dimension of the conquest by underlining that the Israelites did not take 

action on their own initiative but by God’s command. This implies that God 
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was not only the master and sovereign of the world, but also the master and 

sovereign of the land of Israel and that “the Jewish people are not the owners 

of the Jewish land?’4 

But inasmuch as the division of the land is to be made by a lot confirmed by 

God, just thereby the task is given to first render the land fit and prepared for 

those who are now to take it into possession by the removal of its inhabitants 

and their polytheistic memorials.* 

In his explanation of Numbers 33:55 (“But if you do not drive out the inhabit- 

ants of the land from before you, then those of them whom you let remain 

shall be as pricks in your eyes and thorns in your sides, and they shall trouble 
you in the land where you dwell”) Hirsch declares: 

By your tolerance towards the polytheistic inhabitants amongst you, you 

become tolerant to polytheism.... But by such authorized concession to the 

toleration of polytheism in the land of God, you forfeit the integrity of your 

own attachment to God, and with it, the justification for, and the protection 

of your existence in the land. And once you have forfeited the protection of 

God, those whom you tolerantly allowed in your land become your oppres- 

sors and enemies in your own land. The whole book of Judges is nothing but 

the history of the result of disregarding this warning.’ 

In this regard, the Frankfurt rabbi was in perfect harmony with biblical expla- 
nations from the left side of the religious spectrum of German Jewry. Even an 
outstanding liberal like the philosopher Hermann Cohen, in his masterwork 
Religion of Reason out of the Sources of Judaism, could declare with regard to 
the Canaanites: 

It is known how Scripture itself explicitly cautions against seduction by pagan 
customs and cults. This explains the harsh prescriptions for the destruction 
of idolatry and the idol worshipers. The cause for some laws...might have 
lain in the warding off of idolatry.” 

For Hirsch, these high moral norms in relation to the land meant that the 
land would become, so to speak, metaphysically dangerous for the people of 
Israel if and when Israel failed to be obedient to the commandments from 
Sinai. “Finally you will become so unworthy of the land of God that He will 
drive you out of the land as His intention had been to let the nations be driven 
out by you.’ In Hirsch’s conception, the fundamental sanctity of the land of 
Israel found its expression even in topographical features and distinguishing 
marks such as “the appointment of the vpn yp (asylum cities) at the division 
of the Land” that were a “public expression of the fundamental principle of the 
dignity of human beings in the likeness of God?’ Hirsch explains: “The land 
is only given on the condition of every human life being respected as being 
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unassailably sacred to the Torah.... This holding human life to be sacred is to 
be made evident immediately on taking possession of the land”»° 

Isaac Breuer 

The metaphysical danger of the land means, according to Hirsch’s explana- 
tion, that the expulsion of the people of Israel from the land some hundred 
years later was ultimately a means of divine protection. Hirsch explains that 
the Israelites had to lose “their own country and national independence” in 
order not to “fall into the same degree of degeneration which brought about 

the destruction of the Canaanite inhabitants before them.” He quotes a passage 

from the Babylonian Talmud (Git. 88a) that refers to the numerical value of the 

word onivin (“when you have grown old in the land,” Deut 4:25). 

The numerical value of the letters of the word add up to 852. But we only 

stayed in the land 850 years. 440 till the Temple was built and 410 years that 

the Temple existed. So that their fate of being driven out of the Land over- 

took them two years before the space of time indicated by onivin...and this 

quick getting the people out of the land was a benevolent act of God for their 

salvation. The State and Temple went to ruin, but the people, with a remnant 

of their spiritual heritage that was still left in their hearts, went out to meet 

the solution of their great mission in the Dispersion.* 

According to this explanation, God took them out of the country two years 

ahead of time because, had he waited for two more years, the total destruction 
of the people would have been the consequence. 

While Hirsch compared the conquest and loss of the land to a natural, 

biological process, his grandson, the Frankfurt rabbi, attorney, novelist, and 

religious philosopher Isaac Breuer (1883-1946) made use of sources from the 

realm of contemporary political and social philosophy. In a comment on this 

biblical passage (Deut 4:25-26) and on Hirsch’s talmudic interpretation, he 

hints at a kind of “Marxist” analysis of the historical development that lay 

behind this verse. In Breuer’s paraphrase the biblical passage reads: “When 

you father children and grandchildren, and you become Philistines in the 

land... (then the Lord will scatter you among the peoples. ..).’* In this context, 

the word pniwin (when you have grown old), apart from its vague allusion to 

antiquity, is used to back up Breuer’s critique of the bourgeoisie in general and 

especially the Jewish bourgeoisie. With some analogy to the Hegelian concept 

of history and the Marxist “laws” of historical materialism, the biblical text 
seemed to show that the bourgeoisie was doomed to failure; Breuer was wait- 

ing to see the “Philistine” world replaced one day by what he called “socialism 
of the Torah.” 
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Isaac Breuer did not elaborate on his understanding of the “embourgeoise- 
ment” of the biblical Canaanites (the “Philistines” at the time of Joshua) and 

850 years later of the Israelites that resulted in their being scattered among 

the peoples. But he did comment on his understanding of the outline of his- 

toric events. Again, the plan of history would inevitably follow the sketch of 
the divine word in the Torah. Referring to God’s promise in Leviticus 26:42 

(“then I will remember my covenant with Jacob, and I will remember my cov- 

enant with Isaac, and I will remember my covenant with Abraham, and I will 
remember the land”) and to Hirsch’s explanation of this verse®+ and interpret- 

ing this sequence of biblical promises, where the order of the Patriarchs is 

chronologically reversed, Breuer foresaw a “dialectical” development of events 

in three steps. With the beginning of the Diaspora after the destruction of 

the Temple, the Jewish people entered into the “fate of Jacob.” Later, after the 

pre-modern period had been overcome during the emancipation in the West 

in the nineteenth century, the Jews lived according to the “fate of Isaac.” Breuer 

characterized this period as the time of the bourgeoisie (Biirgertum), the time 

of the social emancipation of the Jews, and the time of the educational slogan 

“Torah im Derekh Eretz.’® This step in history, however, would be followed 

by the “Abraham period,’ the time of the national emancipation of the Jewish 

people in the twentieth century, the time when the return to Zion under the 

educational slogan “Torah im Derekh Eretz Israel”5* would be close, at last the 

time to build up the socialism of the Torah in the land of the Torah, in Eretz 

Israel.” 

Raphael Breuer 

Raphael Breuer (1881-1932), rabbi (Distriktsrabbiner) in Aschaffenburg, north- 

ern Bavaria, and older brother of Isaac Breuer, took another direction. It must 

be mentioned that even before his commentary on the biblical book of Joshua 

came out in 1915, Raphael Breuer, who was known as a fervent anti-Zionist, 
had the reputation of being the enfant terrible of German-Jewish Orthodoxy.* 
In 1912 he published a provocative commentary on the biblical Song of Songs, 
an explanation according to the literary sense of this book as opposed to the 
traditionally accepted allegorical interpretation that understands this book as 
a metaphor of God's love toward the people of Israel.» This commentary had 
scandalized the Orthodox Jewish community in Germany to the effect that the 
founding conference of the Orthodox world organization, Agudat Israel, which 
had been planned to take place in Kattowitz (now Katowice) in May that year, 
had been in danger of being jeopardized. The new commentary on the book of 
Joshua, had it not been published during World War I (1915), could have had a 
scandalizing potential of the same degree.® It should be remarked that Raphael 
Breuer, together with his brother Rabbi Joseph Breuer (1882-1980), planned to 
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write a series of biblical commentaries, first of all on the five Scrolls (megillot) 
and later on the earlier prophets. Although the authors of these commentaries 
wanted to write them in the spirit of Samson Raphael Hirsch, the grandfather 

of the Breuer brothers, who had published his explanations of the Torah and 

the Psalms,® this scholarly series dealing with “Nakh” literature (“Neviim” and 
“Ketuvim”) was, by Orthodox measures, in itself an odd enterprise. 

Tie commentary on Joshua makes an even stranger impression when we 

realize that Raphael Breuer, contrary to Graetz and Hirsch, chose to address 

the most salient apologetic issue in a quite different way. This becomes evident 

right at the beginning, in the preface of his book, when Breuer evokes the 

ethical problems of the biblical conquest of the land, connecting them directly 

with modern standards of human and international rights.” Breuer then goes 

on to explicitly enumerate the features of the book of Joshua that are contrary 

to these modern standards. 
The rabbi of Aschaffenburg was, of course, aware of the fact that there were 

no people in the world who were conscious to the same degree of the necessity 

of human rights standards as the Jewish people, who had suffered so long in 

their history and desperately needed these standards to be applied. Should the 

book of Joshua have a Jewish origin, Breuer argues, this “Jewish author” would 

have had good reason to give an account of a history in which these human 

norms were met. The fact that the accounts in this book do not meet these 
standards leads to Breuer to the conclusion that this book, were it the history 
of mere human beings, would have a very doubtful ethical character.* But 

the book of Joshua, according to Breuer’s commentary, is not a human book. 

As part of the biblical revelation, it is of divine origin, and Joshua's was not a 

profane war, but a liturgical action that can only be properly understood if one 

takes into account the holiness of the land of Israel. Breuer writes: 

Moderne Palastina-Liebe muf freilich die Ausrottung der heidnischen 

Volkerschaften als eine vélkerrechtswidrige Grausamkeit empfinden, denn 

sie wird die gesamte Geschichte Palastinas unter dem Gesichtspunkte 

auferpalastinensischer Vorstellungen zu verstehen suchen. 

He goes on: 

It is a total misconception of the Jewish understanding of international law if 

we try to appreciate the judgments that were enacted to the original inhabit- 

ants of Palestine without connection to the concept of the holiness of the 

land.® 

Whoever is able to appreciate this history in the spirit of the Torah, Breuer 

says, will understand that these events were nothing but a manifestation of 

the holiness of the seven commandments given to Noah. “In einem heiligen 

Lande haben Menschen keinen Platz, die noch nicht einmal die erste Stufe des 

Menschentums erklommen haben.’ According to this conception, Joshua 
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accomplished what Jews later than him—let alone secular Zionists—could 

and should never accomplish. 

Accounts like Joshua 10:11 (“and as they [i-e., the enemies] fled before Israel, 

while they were going down the ascent of Beth Horon, the Lord threw down 

great stones from heaven upon them as far as Azeka, and they died. There 

were more who died because of the hailstones than the men of Israel killed 
with the sword”) show that we are dealing here with a one-time event in the 

Heilsgeschichte, the divine history of salvation. In fact, the biblical narrative 

demonstrates that the Israelites had already tried to rationalize the events by 

explaining the miracles away. When the people saw simply big hailstones, not 

miraculous “great stones” thrown from heaven, Joshua asked God to make a 

miracle in order to prove to Israel that the Lord was fighting on the side of the 

Israelites (Josh 10:14). 

According to Breuer, the book of Joshua is full of accounts that are contrary 

to military logic. In Joshua 10:24 (“Joshua summoned all the men of Israel to 

put their feet upon the necks of the five kings that had fought against Israel 

and the Gibeonites”) we see a gesture that was, according to Breuer, in itself 

superfluous. It had only been necessary in order to convince the skeptics in the 

Israelite camp that God would keep his promises. Men, women, and animals 

were killed by Joshua's army—the same army that had spared the Gibeonite 

allies of Israel. Joshua’s cruelty in his warfare had thus its reason in the lack 

of belief on behalf of the Israelites. Should Jews today on their own initia- 

tive—this is the implication of Breuer’s commentary—try to act like Joshua 

did, these efforts would clearly contradict humanitarian law. 

Although Breuer insists on the difference between biblical warfare and the 
war of his time, World War I, in the preface of his commentary we find an 
expression of support for the efforts of the central powers in Europe and for 
their attempt to bring down the Czarist regime in Russia. This inclination, 
however, is not motivated by an attempt to please the Germans; it is rooted in 
what Breuer sees as genuine Jewish interest—to defend their homeland against 
the “slavonic assault.” At the same time, we read sentences attenuating enthu- 
siasm for warfare: “Kriege miissen gefiihrt, sollten aber niemals verhimmelt 
werden.’ Thus, Breuer draws a clear distinction between the present war and 
the holy wars in the Bible. 

Needless to say, Breuer, with his reasoning regarding the literary character 
of the book of Joshua, is begging the question.® What is interesting here is that 
in the middle of World War I we find a text that is proudly Jewish and which, 
for that reason, ceases to argue apologetically. Paradoxically, this very argu- 
ment of Breuer, which dispenses with rationalizations and moralizations of the 
biblical account, brings him closer to the modern understanding of the book 
of Joshua as expressed by contemporary scholars like Wolfgang Oswald and 
Ernst Axel Knauf (in the sense of modern literary and canon theory) than the 
apologetic endeavors of his predecessors. The book of Joshua should be seen as 
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the narrative of the divine gift of the land to the people of Israel rather than the 

exposition of human efforts to conquer it, because attempts to find traces of a 

historical Landnahme arise from mistaken historical and apologetic assump- 

tions that run contrary to the intention of the biblical text. 

Conclusion 

In the texts of Graetz, Hirsch, and Isaac Breuer we have seen—to different 

degrees, and partly between the lines—attempts to minimize the tensions 

between the biblical account of the conquest of Canaan and modern standards 

of understanding and judging human behavior in history. While Graetz and 

Hirsch preferred an implicit approach concerning the issue of biblical criti- 

cism,”° both scholars made great efforts to deal with the ethical problems of the 

conquest in relativizing the atrocities committed by the conquerors, interpret- 

ing them as a consequence of the immoral behavior of the local population. 

In this sense, Hirsch added that, according to the Bible, the people of Israel 

ultimately shared the destiny of the Canaanites when they were unwilling to 

obey the will of God. In Hirsch’s commentary there is also a clear apologetic 

tendency with regard to the German fatherland: For him, dealing with the 

history of the conquest of Canaan should not obscure the fact that ynx (the 

country) and nin (the homeland), the “cradle” of German Jews, was in fact 

Germany. When Isaac Breuer replaces these motives with philosophical ideas 

of the late nineteenth century—class struggle and historical materialism—he 

seemingly conceals his apologetic interest. What he wants to underline is that 

the violence by the conquerors was in accordance with the general “laws of 

history”! It was only Isaac’s brother Raphael Breuer who in this respect clearly 
abstained from apologetic tendencies. Writing in the middle of World War I, 

however, even he felt the urge, in the context of his commentary on the biblical 
book of Joshua, to underline the commitment of German Jews to Germany, 

the “soil where their cradle stood and where their ancestors are buried.”” 
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Where May Canaanites Be Found? 

CANAANITES, PHOENICIANS, AND OTHERS IN JEWISH TEXTS FROM 

THE HELLENISTIC AND ROMAN PERIOD 

Katell Berthelot 

When dealing with the Hellenistic and Roman period, one may wonder 

whether “Canaan” and “Canaanites” were names that still meant something 

concrete to anybody, beyond the memories from the biblical past. As a matter 

of fact, no pagan author of Greek or Roman literary texts seems to have used 

these names.’ In Greek literature they first appear in the Septuagint; they are 

found in Jewish texts that rewrite Scriptures or refer to the biblical past (in 

most cases) and are then found in texts by Christian writers, mainly when the 
latter comment on biblical texts. 

However, for some people, apparently, the Canaanites were not merely a 

people from the distant past. First, there is evidence that the name “Canaan” 

was sometimes used in Phoenicia itself as a self-designation.?, Moreover, the 

fifth-century CE. writer Augustinus mentions in passing that peasants in 

North Africa call themselves Canaanites.? Procopius of Caesarea, a Byzantine 

rhetor of the sixth century c.z. who wrote a history of the wars of the Emperor 

Justinian, affirms that the Moors in Libya have Canaanite origins and that they 

claim such ancestry themselves. Procopius first writes that it was Joshua “who 

led this people [the Hebrews] into Palestine [Palaistiné], and, by displaying 

a valour in war greater than that natural to a man, gained possession of the 

land.”* Then he adds: 

Now at that time the whole country along the sea from Sidon as far as the 

boundaries of Egypt was called Phoenicia....In that country there dwelt 

very populous tribes, the Gergesites and the Jebusites and some others with 

other names by which they are called in the history of the Hebrews. Now 

when these nations saw that the invading general was an irresistible prodigy, 

they emigrated from their ancestral homes and made their way to Egypt, 

which adjoined their country. And finding there no place sufficient for them 

to dwell in, since there has been a great population in Egypt from ancient 

times, they proceeded to Libya. And they established numerous cities and 



254 The Changing Uses of the Category “Canaanites” 

took possession of the whole of Libya as far as the Pillars of Heracles, and 

there they have lived even up to my time, using the Phoenician tongue. They 

also built a fortress in Numidia, where now is the city called Tigisis. In that 

place are two columns made of white stones near by the great spring, having 

Phoenician letters cut in them which say in the Phoenician tongue: “We are 

they who fled from before the face of Joshua, the robber, the son of Nun.” 

Finally, Procopius makes the interesting observation that when Phoenicians 

later settled in North Africa and founded Carthage, they were indeed consid- 

ered kinsmen by the group that came from Canaan (now called the Moors), 

but that they remained different peoples, to the point that they even fought 

against each other at a later stage in history. 

The connection between Canaanites and Phoenicians is a historical fact 

(at the linguistic, cultural, and religious levels).* Moreover, this connection is 

underlined in the Bible itself, starting with Genesis 10:15, “Canaan begat Sidon 
his firstborn.’ Pseudo-Eupolemus, thought to be a Samaritan author writing 

in Greek in the second century B.c.z., who is quoted by Alexander Polyhistor 

and then by Eusebius, writes in the same vein that Canaan was “the father 

of the Phoenicians.” Moreover, the names “Canaanite” and “Phoenician” are 

sometimes interchangeable (as in the Septuagint, which sometimes trans- 

lates “Canaan” and “Canaanite” as “Phoenicia” and “Phoenician,’® and as in 

Procopius’s excursus quoted above). Some Rabbinic texts allude to a migra- 

tion of at least some Canaanite tribes from Canaan to Africa at the time of the 

conquest by Joshua’ (Procopius’s account is frequently mentioned in the dis- 

cussion of those texts,’° and the reverse is sometimes true as well" ). All those 

elements have led some scholars to suggest that there may be a historical basis 

to the scenario according to which some Canaanite tribes settled in Africa.” 

In this chapter, however, my purpose is not to disentangle those intri- 

cate historical issues, but rather to try to answer the following questions: In 

the Hellenistic and Roman period, did Jews consider that there were still 

“Canaanites” living in the land, or elsewhere? Were the categories “Canaan” 

and “Canaanites” relevant in any way to Jews at that time? In a more general 
way, which words did Jewish authors use to name the land and its non-Jewish 

inhabitants? And does the terminology teach us something about the way(s) 

Jews conceived of the relationship between Jews and non-Jews in the land? The 

necessarily brief answers proposed here are based on the analysis of Jewish 
literary works from the Hellenistic and Roman period, with the exception of 
rabbinic literature (which is much too vast to be dealt with in the framework 

of this chapter). 

Three aspects of the topic will be addressed: first, Canaan and Canaanites 
as realities going back to a remote biblical past; second, contemporary names 
applied to biblical Canaan or to the Canaanites; third, contemporary places 
and people described as “Canaan” or “Canaanite” 
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1. Canaan and Canaanites as Realities Stemming from a 
Remote Biblical Past 

In the vast majority of cases, the words “Canaan” and “Canaanites” occur in 
works or passages dealing with biblical stories and characters. This is quite 
apparent in compositions like the Genesis Apocryphon (XII 11), the Visions of 
Amfam (4054417, 4Q545 1atb ii 18, 4Q547 9 9), the Commentary on Genesis 

A (4Q252 II 6, 10, 13), the Apocryphon of the Pentateuch B (4Q377 11 8), the 

Apocryphon of Joshua B (4Q379 12 6), the Prophecy of Joshua (4Qs522 3 2; 9 

ii 9) (considered by some as a third copy of the Apocryphon of Joshua), the 

Temple Scroll (LXII 14),® the book of Jubilees (12.15), Exagogé (v.1), the frag- 

ments of Demetrios the Chronographer quoted by Eusebius (2.6-8, 16, 18-19), 

Joseph and Aseneth (4.13; 6.5; 13.10), and so on. This is also the case in most of 

Philos works and in Josephus’ texts, though Josephus adds interesting infor- 

mation to the biblical account. But let us first get an overall view of the use of 

the words “Canaan” and “Canaanite” in Josephus’ work. 

Vita and Contra Apionem do not contain any occurrence of the terms. In 

Josephus’ Bellum judaicum, they are found only three times, and always in con- 

nection with biblical data. In 4.459, when the Romans conquer Jericho, Josephus 

engages in an erudite digression in which he mentions that Jericho was the first 

town in the land of Canaan to be conquered by Joshua. Then, at the end of book 

6, after the fall of Jerusalem, Josephus gives a short account of the history of the 

town and recalls that it was founded by a righteous Canaanite king (Melkizedek 

in Gen 14:18; the name is translated as “righteous king” in B.J. 6.438), and that 

David, the king of the Judeans/Jews, later expelled the Canaanite population 

and “settled there his own (people)” (katoikiCet tov iStov; B.J. 6.439). 

In Antiquitates judaicae, references to the Canaanites are much more fre- 

quent, but appear only in books 1-9, and mostly in books 1-5. There are no 

more references to the Canaanites after the account of Sennacheribs cam- 

paign. Josephus’ account of the division of the earth between Noah's descen- 

dants (Gen 10) in Antiquitates judaicae 1.138-139 is particularly interesting and 

helps us better understand the author's perception of the Canaanites: 

Chananaeus also had sons, of whom Sidonius built in Phoenicia a 

city named after him, still called Sidon by the Greeks, and Amathus 

[Hamathites] founded Amathus, which the inhabitants to this day call 

Amathé, though the Macedonians renamed it Epiphaneia after one of 

Alexander's successors. Arudaeus [Arvadites] occupied the island of Aradus, 

and Arucaeus [Arkites] Arké in Lebanon. Of the seven others—Euaeus 

[Hivites], Chettaeus [Hittites], Jebuseus [Jebusites], Amorreus [Amorites], 

Gergesaeus [Girgashites], Seinaeus [Sinites], Samaraeus [Tsemarites]—we 

have no record in the sacred Scriptures beyond their names; for the Hebrews 

destroyed their cities, which owed this calamity to the following cause.“ 
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Josephus then proceeds to tell the story of Noah’s curse of Canaan in Genesis 

9, explaining that the fate of the last seven Canaanite nations was caused by 

their ancestor’s original curse.” 

Although he mentions the descendants of Canaan in an order different 

from the one found in the Bible, Josephus gives the exact list from Genesis 

10:15-19.° Noteworthy, however, is the distinction he draws between the 

Sidonians, Hamathites, Arvadites, and Arkites, on the one hand, and the 

seven remaining Canaanite nations, on the other. To a certain extent, Josephus 

may have been inspired by biblical data: The Hamathites, the Arvadites, and 

the Arkites are never mentioned in the Bible again, except for a passage in 

1 Chronicles 1:16 that rewrites Genesis 10:15-19. Thus, they are never listed 

among the seven Canaanite peoples that are to be expelled or killed. However, 

if this is what Josephus had in mind, he lacked consistency, because the Sinites 

and the Tsemarites are also names that appear only in Genesis 10:15-19 and 

in 1 Chronicles 1:16. Moreover, the city of Sidon and the Sidonians are a dif- 
ferent case altogether: True, they are generally not included in the lists of the 
Canaanite peoples that have to be expelled or killed; however, according to 

Joshua 13:5 and Judges 3:1-3, the Sidonians are included among the Canaanite 

populations who have to be dispossessed, even though, eventually, it did not 

happen (see Judg 3:1-3). Thus, the reason for Josephus’ distinction between the 

two groups of peoples probably lies elsewhere. 

Let us have a look at the geographical explanations provided by Josephus, 

which significantly differ from the biblical account and represent an innova- 

tion. The four peoples Josephus singles out are all connected with places in 

Phoenicia (or even Syria):” The latter are the famous cities of Sidon, Aradus or 

Arvad/Arwad (which once used to be a rival of Sidon), and Hamath,* as well as 

another town called Arce (Arké), situated in northern Phoenicia near Tripolis, 

and whose location in Lebanon is highlighted by Josephus himself. A strik- 

ing parallel is found in Genesis Rabbah 37.6, which states in its commentary 

on Genesis 10:15-18: “The Arkite: i.e. Arkas of the Lebanon?’ Moreover, as in 

Josephus’ Antiquitates judaicae, the Hellenistic name of Hamath, Epiphaneia, 

is mentioned in connection with the Hamathites. The midrash locates even 

more tribes in Phoenicia and Syria than Josephus does: “The Sinite: Orthosia. 
The Arvadite: Aradus. The Tsemarite: Hamats; and why is it called Tsemarite? 
Because wool is manufactured there. The Hamathite: Epiphania.”*° Orthosia is 

a Phoenician city located south of the Eleutherus River, in northern Phoenicia, 
and Hamats is identified by H. Freedman with Emesa in Syria. By locating the 
Sinites and the Tsemarites in northern Phoenicia/Syria, like the other groups 
mentioned only in Genesis 10:15-19 and in 1 Chronicles 1:16, the midrash is 
more consistent than Josephus.” 

However, both Josephus and the midrash contradict Genesis 10:19, which 
states that “the territory of the Canaanites extended from Sidon, in the direc- 
tion of Gerar, as far as Gaza, and in the direction of Sodom, Gomorrah, Admah, 
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and Tseboim, as far as Lasha.” Now, Arwad, Arce, and Hamath are located in 
northern Phoenicia and in Syria,* far beyond the biblical northern border of 
Canaan as described in Genesis 10:19. What prompted Josephus to locate these 
tribes there was probably the similarity between the names of the peoples and 
those of the Phoenician cities, a similarity that does not exist in the case of 
the Sinites and of the Tsemarites. The reason that the Sidonians, Hamathites, 
Arvaflites, and Arkites were singled out was their geographical location—but 
the relationship between their territories and the Promised Land where the 

children of Israel fought other Canaanite tribes needs to be examined more 
closely. 

The issue of the borders of the land and of the fate of the “Phoenician 

Canaanites” is evoked again when Josephus rewrites the story of the Hebrew 
spies commanded by Moses to explore the land of Canaan. Numbers 13:21 

(MT) states that the spies went “from the desert of Tzin until Rehov, near the 

entrance of Hamath” (non xad ann ty yy r270n). Other biblical texts, such as 

Joshua 13:5 and Judges 3:3, describe the northern border as extending from 

Mount Hermon until “the entrance of Hamath” or “Levo-Hamath.” In Joshua 

13:5-6, this area is included among the territories that still need to be con- 

quered, corresponding to “the land of the Giblites, and all Lebanon, from the 

sunrising, from Baal-Gad below Mount Hermon to the entrance of Hamath 
[MT: nian x2d ty; LXX: &ws tis eloddov Epa], all the inhabitants of the hill 
country from Lebanon to Misrephoth-Maim, all the Sidonians.” God declares 

to Joshua that he will dispossess the inhabitants of the area, according to the 
Masoretic Text (Josh 13:6: x1w> "22 71D OWN 7D3N), or that he will destroy 

them, according to the Septuagint (¢yw abtobds éoreOpevow and npoawnov 

Iopand). According to Numbers 13, the northern border of the Promised Land 
is thus defined in connection with a city called Hamath, probably the town 

located on the Orontes in Syria. However, the formula “Rehov at the entrance 
of Hamath” could designate a place much more southern than Hamath itself, 

so that the precise location of the northern border is still the subject of debate.” 

Moreover, according to Judges 3:1-3, God neither destroyed nor dispossessed 

“the Canaanites, the Sidonians, and the Hivites who dwelt in Mount Lebanon, 

from Mount Baal-Hermon until the entrance to Hamath” (v. 3), in order to 

put Israel to the test and to teach the art of war to the Israelites who had not 

waged war so far. . 

In the Septuagint corresponding to Numbers 13:21 (22), the land is explored 

“from the desert of Sin until Rhaab, entering Hemath” (dan0 tijs prov Sw 
Ews Paap eionopevopévwv Eud6”’). As for Josephus, he writes in Antiquitates 
judaicae 3.303: “(These), starting from the Egyptian border, traversed Canaan 
from end to end, reached the city of Amathé [Hamath] and Mount Libanus [ol 

dteEeAOdvtes And Tov TPds Alybntw Thy Xavavaiav dnacav én te AudOnv 
nOAtv Kal AiBavov &gikvodvtat TO pos], and after fully exploring the nature 
of the country and of its inhabitants, returned.” H. St. J. Thackeray comments 
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in a footnote: “Hamath on the Orontes in North Syria.* The Biblical phrase 

(Num 13:21), ‘the entering in of (entrance to) Hamath, elsewhere named as the 

northern boundary of Canaan, means a region far to the south of the city itself, 

perhaps the depression between Lebanon and Hermon.” However, Josephus 

does not speak about the “entrance of Hamath” or about a city south of Hamath, 

but about Hamath itself. Louis H. Feldman notices Josephus’ departure from 

the biblical formulation, and expresses some surprise at the extent of the terri- 

tory: “This is Hamath on the river Orontes in Syria. It is, nevertheless, hard to 
suppose that the scouts went so far north, though it is apparently what Josephus 

thought.”s° Undoubtedly, Josephus relied on the version of the Masoretic Text or 

that of the Alexandrinus manuscript, and identified nan in Numbers 13:21 with 

Amathé, the town mentioned in Antiquitates judaicae 1.138. As a consequence, 

the territory of the Hamathites was probably included in the land that was sup- 

posed to be conquered by the children of Israel. This means that, in accordance 

with Joshua 13:5-6, Josephus considered the territories of the Sidonians, Arkites, 

Arvadites, and Hamathites, or at least part of them, to have been included in 

the land that was to be seized by Israel, even if these Canaanite tribes were not 

mentioned among the seven nations doomed to be expelled or banned. 

A passage from book 9 of Antiquitates judaicae, sections 206-207, corrobo- 

rates this reading. It corresponds to 2 Kings 14:25, which states, concerning the 

impious king of Israel Jeroboam II: “He was the one who restored the border 

of Israel, from the entrance to Hamath (MT nan x29; LXX ano eioddov Ayia) 

until the sea of the Arava, according to the word which the Lord God of Israel 

spoke through his servant Jonah the prophet.’ As to Josephus, he writes: “Now 

a certain Jonah prophesied to him [Jeroboam II] that he should make war 

on the Syrians and defeat their forces and extend his realm on the north as 

far as the city of Amathé [ws Aud8ov mdAews] and on the south as far as 
lake Asphaltitis [Dead Sea]—for in ancient times these were the boundaries 

of Canaan as the general Joshua had defined them. And so, having marched 
against the Syrians, Jeroboam subdued their entire country, as Jonah had 
prophesied” (9.206-207).” Josephus’ addition confirms that in his eyes, the 
Promised Land (or Canaan) went as far north as Hamath in Syria. The other 
notable fact is that Josephus attributes the delimitation of the borders not to 
God but to “the general Joshua,’ in accordance with his tendency to enhance 
the role of leaders such as Moses, Joshua, and so on. 

However, according to Joshua 19:24-30, the territory of the sons of Asher 
extended only until “the great Sidon” (v. 28). In Antiquitates judaicae 5.85, 
Josephus seems to leave Sidon outside the Asherite territory, too. The refer- 
ence to Arke in 5.85 probably represents a scribal mistake, since the location 
of this city does not fit into the borders of the Asherite territory as described 
by both the biblical text and Josephus.” After the description of the territories 
of the children of Asher and Naphtali, Josephus adds a summary that does not 
appear either in the Masoretic Text or in the Septuagint: 
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Thus did Joshua divide six of the nations that bore the names of the sons 
of Canaan and gave their land to the nine and a half tribes for their posses- 
sion; for Amoritis, likewise so called after one of the children of Canaan, 
had already of yore been taken and apportioned by Moses to the two and a 
half tribes, as we have previously related. But the regions about Sidon, with 

e those of the Arucaeans [Arkites], Amathaeans [Hamathites] and Aridaeans 
[Arvadites], remained unassigned [ta 82 mepi LtS@va Kal Apovxatiovs kai 

Apadaious kai Aptdaiovs &d:axdopunta fv]. (5.88-89) 

Moreover, “Joshua...charged each tribe to leave no remnant of the race 

of the Canaanites within their allotted territory, since their security and the 

maintenance of their ancestral institutions hung upon that alone: this Moses 
had already told them and of this he was himself persuaded” (5.90). This 

passage makes clear that had the territories of the Sidonians, Arvadites, 

Hamathites, and Arkites been allotted, their inhabitants would probably have 

suffered the same fate as the other Canaanite tribes. But their territories were 

not conquered, and they were apparently left in peace. 

What, according to Josephus, was the final fate of these “Phoenician 

Canaanites?” First, one must underline that concerning the other Canaanite 

nations listed in Antiquitates judaicae 1.139, Josephus’ statement according to 

which “we have no record in the sacred Scriptures beyond their names” is at least 

partly inaccurate. Several biblical texts refer to the Amorites, the Jebusites, the 

Hittites, and so on, and tell us a lot more about them than just their names—be 

it only their resistance to the children of Israel and the fact that they remained 

in the land far beyond the period of the conquest, as it is reported in the second 

part of the book of Joshua and even more insistently in the book of Judges. In 

spite of his affirmation in Antiquitates judaicae 1.139 that the seven nations had 

disappeared, Josephus himself repeatedly echoes the biblical texts alluding to 

the continued presence of some Canaanite populations in the country until the 

period of the monarchy.*+ However, in Antiquitates judaicae 8.160-162, based on 

1 Kings 9:20-23 (Solomon's decision to treat the remnant of the Canaanites as 

slaves), Josephus writes: “160. King Solomon also reduced to subjection those of 

the Canaanites who were still unsubmissive, that is, those who lived on Mount 

Libanos and as far as Amathé [tods étt tov Xavavaiwv oby braxovovtas of év 

TH AiPavyw dtétpiBov dpet kai wéxpt MOAEwWs AuGOns broxetpious], and imposed 

a tribute upon them and raised a yearly levy from them to be his serfs and per- 

form menial tasks and till the soil?” In other words, contrary to the biblical text 

which clearly mentions “all the people who were left of the Amorites, Hittites, 

Perizzites, Hivites, and Jebusites..., their descendants who were left after them 

in the land, whom the people of Israel were unable to destroy utterly” (1 Kgs 
9:20-21 MT),*° Josephus argues that the people whom Solomon reduced to 

subjection were Phoenician Canaanites, belonging to the four groups listed in 

Antiquitates judaicae 1.138, not to the nations listed in section 139. 
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In conclusion, although Josephus mainly refers to the Canaanites as nations 

of the past banned by the Hebrews, he also distinguishes between the Canaanites 

in the territories where the children of Israel settled and the Canaanites in 

Phoenicia and Syria; on the other hand, his writings testify to the continued 

perception of a connection between Canaanites and Phoenicians down to 

his own time. The “Phoenician Canaanites” were not concerned by the com- 

mandments of expulsion or herem, because they dwelt in territories that were 

located on the fringes of the land promised by God to his people (inside it, 

according to the geographical descriptions provided in several biblical texts, 

but outside it in other cases), and above all in territories that, according to the 

biblical account itself, were not conquered. This explains the enduring exis- 

tence of these Canaanite populations down through the ages until Solomon's 

time. Then, however, the curse against their ancestor was fulfilled, since they 

were subjected to slavery (according to Josephus’ version of the story). 

Finally, it must be underlined that nowhere does Josephus suggest that some 

non-Jewish population dwelling in the land in his own time may be identified 

with one of the seven nations of Canaan who were subjected to the ban. 

2. Contemporary Names Applied to Biblical Canaan and 
to the Canaanites 

Conversely, one must recall that some Jewish writers never use the terms 

“Canaan” and “Canaanites, even when dealing with biblical episodes. Thus, for 

instance, in the fragments preserved by Eusebius (who himself uses Polyhistor’s 

account), Eupolemus deals at length with the reign of David and the con- 

struction of the Temple by Solomon, without mentioning the Canaanites as 

Josephus does in his Antiquitates judaicae. When he recalls the wars of David, 

Eupolemus uses names that were common in his own time and are not found 

in the Bible, such as “Itureans” and “Nabateans.’” Apart from Eupolemus, in 
the Septuagint and the Pseudepigrapha in Greek, Itureans are mentioned only 

in 1 Chronicles 5:19, as a translation for the Hebrew name 1 (kal énotovv 

TOAELOV LETA THV Ayapnvav kal Irovpaiwv kal Nagicaiwv kal NadaBaiwv), 

and Nabateans are evoked only in 1 Maccabees 5:25 and 9:35. Eupolemus men- 

tions Nabdeans as well, but this reference is specific to him; the name has been 

explained either as a corrupt doublet of Nabateans, or as a scribal error for 

Zabadaious (1 Macc 12:31).%* The use of the name Commagene, which desig- 

nates a region in northern Syria, is also specific to Eupolemus; however, later it 

is found in Josephus, too. Another example of anachronism is Eupolemus’ use 

of the name Scythopolis (the Greek name of Beth-Shean) for the period of the 
Babylonian conquest (Nebuchadnezzar).*® To quote Carl Holladay: “The polit- 
ical and geographical situation envisioned here is Maccabean, not Davidic.”4° 
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To sum up, Eupolemus makes use of the terminology of his time and proj- 
ects it in an anachronistic manner upon the events and the situations of the 
past, instead of looking at the present through the lenses of the past. “Canaan” 

does not seem to have been a useful geographical or ethnic category in his eyes. 

However surprising it may seem at first glance, Philo, too, provides inter- 

esting examples of the tendency to refer to “Canaan” by using contemporary 
geographical or ethnic categories. We should bear in mind that in Philo’s 

works, the names “Canaan” and “Canaanites” generally appear in the context 

of his interpretation of the Pentateuch. Now, in Philo’s allegorical reading of 

the Exodus and of the conquest narrative, Egypt symbolizes the body and the 

passions,* Canaan the vices,# and the Promised Land (which, at the allegori- 

cal level, differs from Canaan) virtue.* Moreover, Egypt represents childhood, 
Canaan youth, and the Promised Land adulthood. At that level, no past or 
contemporary realia are involved. 

However, in several cases Philo also addresses the literal, “historical” mean- 
ing of the biblical text, and he sometimes uses contemporary names to describe 
biblical places and peoples. Thus, in Hypothetica, when it comes to the con- 

quest of the land, Philo questions the reliability of a literal interpretation of the 

biblical narrative, asking whether it is reasonable to think that the Hebrews 

were able to attack a foreign country after forty years of wandering in the des- 

ert. He asks the following rhetorical question: “Were they [the children of 

Israel] still superior in the number of their fighting men though they had fared 

so ill to the end, still strong and with weapons in their hand, and did they 

then take the land by force, defeating the combined Syrians and Phoenicians 

[Zbpovs te Spot Kai Doivikas] when fighting in their own country?”** Philo 

suggests that this scenario is highly unlikely, and that it is more plausible to 

suppose that the inhabitants of the land voluntarily surrendered it to the chil- 

dren of Israel, so that there was no war of conquest.4”7 What I would like to 

emphasize here is the inaccurate and anachronistic use of the names “Syrians” 
and “Phoenicians” to designate the Canaanites. It shows that Philo was think- 

ing in the geographical categories of his time. However, in the context of the 

conquest of the land, the identification of the Canaanites with Syrians and 
Phoenicians remains surprising. 

Other examples of Philo’ use of contemporary geographical and ethnic 

names in connection with biblical data may shed light on the surprising use of 

the names “Syrians” and “Phoenicians” in Hypothetica. In De Iosepho 230, in 

the context of the incident with Benjamin, when Judah speaks to Joseph and 

asks him to pity Jacob, the father of the child (Gen 44:18-34), he says: 

Take pity, then, on the old age of one who has spent all his years labouring 

in the arena of virtue. The cities of Syria he won over to receive and honour 

him, though his customs and usages were strange to them and very different, 

and those of the country alien to him in no small degree. But the nobility of 
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his life, and his acknowledged harmony of words with deeds and deeds with 

words, prevailed so that even those whom national feelings [or, rather: ances- 

tral customs] prejudiced against him were brought over to his ways.* 

Here Philo calls the land of Canaan “Syria.” In De vita Mosis 1.214, when he 
recalls the attack of the Amalekites against the Hebrews (Exod 17:8-16), he 

refers to the former as “Phoenicians,” a rather surprising designation for a 

people located in the Negev. In De Abrahamo 133, when he mentions the epi- 

sode of Sodom, Philo writes that “the land of the Sodomites, a part of the 

land of Canaan afterwards called Palestinian Syria [or Syria-Palestine], was 

brimful of innumerable iniquities.’*° In De vita Mosis 1.163, Philo writes that 

Moses, “having received the authority which they [the children of Israel] will- 

ingly gave him, with the sanction and assent of God, proposed to lead them to 

settle in Phoenicia and Coelesyria and Palestine, then called (the land) of the 

Canaanites, the boundaries of which were three days’ journey from Egypt.’ 

The singular relative pronoun f) makes it clear that the place called the land of 

the Canaanites was Palaistiné, not the three areas taken together. Finally, later 

in De vita Mosis (1.237), Philo writes that the Hebrews could have “occupied the 

cities of Syria and their portions of land in the second year after leaving Egypt,” 

but that they were condemned to err for forty years.* So for Philo the land of 

Canaan can be called either Syria, Syria Palaistiné, or Palaistiné.* The name 

Judaea appears in Philo’ works as well, but, in contrast to Josephus,® Philo 

does not identify Canaan with Judaea. This is a chronological issue: The name 

Judaea is used by Philo only in connection with events from the Hellenistic 
and Roman period. 

Herodotus, too, connected Syria and Palaistiné, and spoke about Syrians 
who were called Palaistinoi (3.5). As far as the inhabitants of the land are con- 
cerned, Philo may refer to them as Syrians and Phoenicians, but in contrast 
with Herodotus or later Josephus, Philo never uses the name Palaistinoi to 
designate a people, no matter the period. For instance, he presents Tamar as “a 
woman from Palaistiné Syria” (Virt. 221)—which, by the way, does not prevent 
her from becoming a righteous proselyte. He even speaks once about Judeans/ 
Jews who live in Palaistiné Syria, in Probus (75), at the very beginning of his 
account of the Essenes: “Palestinian Syria, too, has not failed to produce high 
moral excellence. In this country live a considerable part of the very populous 
nation of the Jews [or Judeans].”5 

What these texts teach, in my view, is that Philo was rather imprecise in his 
use of geographical terms. The issue of the name of the land does not seem to 
have mattered much in his eyes. But it would be wrong to infer that the land, 
whatever its name, had no religious significance for him. Philo never uses 
the expression “Land of Israel,” but he is one of the very few authors who use 
the expression “holy Land,’ which is quite rare both in biblical and in Second 
Temple literature.® 
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To sum up: Philo does not look at the land in his own time as “Canaan;” 
quite the opposite, he tends to use contemporary geographical or ethnic 
names when he writes about the literal, “historical” meaning of biblical stories. 
However, at least one passage from Legatio ad Gaium (202)%* shows that even 
if the non-Jewish inhabitants of the land are not considered Canaanites in any 
way and may be authorized to live there, in Philo’s view, the holiness of the 
Land by definition excludes idolatry. 

3. Contemporary Places and People Described as 
“Canaan” or “Canaanite” 

Finally, a third aspect of my inquiry pertains to the rare use of the term 

“Canaanite” to designate non-Jews in Jewish texts from the Hellenistic and 

Roman period. As a matter of fact, there is only one explicit case of this kind, 
in 1 Maccabees 9:37.°” 

It is well known that 1 Maccabees, which was originally written in Hebrew, 

contains biblical idioms, as well as many references or allusions to biblical 

events and characters.* To quote Uriel Rappaport, this book “follows the model 

of biblical historiography, especially that of the First Prophets,’’? but it also 

minimizes the role of God in order to emphasize the role of the Hasmonean 

dynasty, thus departing from biblical historiography. 

In 1 Maccabees 9:37, the head of an apparently Nabatean tribe is desig- 

nated as “one of the great nobles of Canaan” (évds t&v peydAwv peyiotavwv 

Xavaav).* What is the context of this passage? Judas Maccabeus is dead, and 

his brothers Jonathan and Simon flee to the desert to escape from Bacchides, 

a general in the army of Demetrius I. Jonathan then sends his brother John to 

the Nabateans® to ask them permission “to store with them the great amount 

of baggage which they had” (9:35). The story continues as follows: “36. But the 

sons of Jambri from Medeba® came out and seized John and all that he had, 

and departed with it. 37. After these things it was reported to Jonathan and 

Simon his brother, “The sons of Jambri are celebrating a great wedding, and 

are conducting the bride, a daughter of one of the great nobles of Canaan, 

from Nadabath® with a large escort? 38. And they remembered the blood of 

John their brother, and went up and hid under cover of the mountain.” The 

end of the story is that Jonathan and Simon attacked the bridegroom and his 
friends: “Many were wounded and fell, and the rest fled to the mountain; and 
they took all their goods” (9:40). 

This story tells us about an occasional punitive raid against a Nabatean or an 

Arab tribe (the precise identification of the “sons of Jambri” remains dubious) 
who had betrayed Jonathan and his brothers, and about a vengeance following 
the murder of John, not about an ideological religious war against Canaanites. 

Moreover, it must be underlined that the sons of Jambri, who committed the 
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crime, are not the ones described as “one of the great nobles of Canaan’; it 

is rather the father of the bride, who apparently lives in Nadabath,® and not 

in Medeba, where the sons of Jambri come from. Although they may have 

been kinsmen, they are nevertheless distinct groups. It would therefore be 

far-fetched to look for an underlying ideological rationale behind this isolated 

use of the term “Canaan” in 1 Maccabees. Rather, it is an additional example 

of the author's eclectic use of biblical expressions and vocabulary. Finally, in a 

book whose main reference is to David and his wars against the Philistines,” 

the exceptional use of the name “Canaan” in chapter 9 cannot be considered 

an indication that the author of 1 Maccabees saw the Hasmoneans as heirs 

to Joshua, who had to wage a new war against the “Canaanites” in order to 

reconquer the land. Neither did “Canaanites” play a role as a category in the 

author's perception of the non-Jewish inhabitants of the land in his own time. 

Conclusion 

In most Jewish texts from the Hellenistic and Roman period, Canaan is the 

ancient name of the land known from the Bible, and the Canaanites are 

referred to as enemies or idolaters from the biblical past. There is no direct or 

explicit connection with the contemporary situation of the Jews in the land 

and with their non-Jewish neighbors. Phoenicians are often perceived as hav- 

ing Canaanite origins, but their geographical location grants them a status that 

differs from that of the “seven nations,’ even if they may be perceived as hostile 

to Judeans/Jews. In general, the names “Canaan” and “Canaanite” are not used 

to designate contemporary places and people; the reverse is actually more fre- 

quent: That is, contemporary terminology is used to refer to the land and its 

population in biblical times. There is only one case of non-Jews living on the 

fringe of Judaea in the Hellenistic and Roman period who are designated as 

“Canaanites,” namely the reference to the father of the bride in 1 Maccabees 

9:37, but this isolated use of the term in no way constitutes a paradigm of the 

way the Hasmoneans looked at the non-Jewish inhabitants of the land. 

In that context, the reference to “a Canaanite woman” (yvvt) Xavavaia) 
in Matthew 15:22, instead of a Greek, Syrophoenician woman in Mark 7:26, 

is all the more striking. It represents another example of the use of the term 

“Canaanite” to designate a person living on the fringes of the Land of Israel 

in the Hellenistic and Roman period. Since the encounter between Jesus 

and the woman takes place in the region of Tyre and Sidon, the use of the 

term “Canaanite” illustrates again the connection between Canaanites and 

Phoenicians repeatedly alluded to in ancient Jewish literature.®® But the use of 

the term “Canaanite” instead of “Syrophoenician” is intentional: This name is 
chosen because the Canaanites represent the abominable idolaters par excel- 

lence,” As a consequence, Jesus’ willingness to heal the woman's daughter has 
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deep implications and becomes a paradigm for the integration of the Gentiles 

into the Jewish-Christian community. Although the gospel of Matthew makes 

use of the negative connotations of the term “Canaanite,” which are supposed 

to be known to its readers, in the end, the category of the Canaanites itself is 
redeemed through the possibility to convert to Christianity. 

r 
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46. Eusebius, Praep. ev. 9.6.6; trans. RK H. Colson, LCL, 419. 
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49. Cf. Mos. 2.56. Transl. F. H. Colson, LCL, 69. 

50. éneidi) toivvy map’ éxdvtwv ehaBe tiv dpyrv, BpaBevovtos Kal émivedovtos 

Deod, thy dnotkiav EotedAev eis Dowikny Kal Lupiav thy KofAny Kal Hadaortivny, f tote 

Mpoonyopeveto Xavavaiwy, hs ol Spot tpwv hep@v dddv SteiotHKecav an’ Aiybrrov. 

Transl. EH. Colson, LCL, 361. 

51. See also Mos, 2.246 and Spec. 2.217. 

52, From Herodotus onward, the name Palaistiné was frequent in Greek texts and 
generally designated the coastal part of biblical Canaan, rather than Canaan in the sense 



Where May Canaanites Be Found? 269 

of the whole area from the Jordan River until the Mediterranean Sea. In Herodotus’ Hist. 

4.39, it extends from Phoenicia until Egypt, but its oriental border is not indicated. See 

R. de Vaux, “Les Philistins dans la Septante,’ in Wort, Liebe und Gottesspruch: Beitriige zur 

Septuaginta: Festschrift fiir Joseph Ziegler, ed. J. Schreiner (Wirzburg: Echter Verlag, 1972), 

185-194; L.H. Feldman, “Some Observations on the Name of Palestine” in Studies in 

Hellenistic Judaism (Leiden: Brill, 1996), 553-576; J. M. Lieu, “Not Hellenes but Philistines? 

Thé Maccabees and Josephus Defining the ‘Other?’ JJS 53, no. 2 (2002): 246-263. 

53. See Ant. 1.134: “Chananeus, the fourth son of Ham, settled in the country now called 

Judaea and named it after himself Chananaea”” See also Ant. 1.160, a quotation from Nicolaus 

of Damascus, which Josephus certainly rephrased to a great extent. As mentioned in the intro- 

duction, no Greek or Latin (non-Jewish, non-Christian) text uses the name Canaan. 

54. Transl. FR H. Colson, LCL, 53-55. 

55. See R. Wilken, The Land Called Holy: Palestine in Christian History and Thought (New 

Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 1992), 1-45. 

56. “201. Hearing from travellers visiting them [the pagan inhabitants of Jamnia, which 

is described in §200 as “one of the most populous cities of Judaea? with an important Jewish 

population next to the pagan one] how earnestly Gaius was pressing his deification and the 

extreme hostility which he felt towards the whole Jewish race, they thought that a fit oppor- 

tunity of attacking them had fallen in their way. Accordingly they erected an extemporized 

altar of the commonest material with the clay moulded into bricks, merely as a plan to injure 

their neighbours, for they knew that they would not allow their customs to be subverted, as 

indeed it turned out. 202. For, when they saw it and felt it intolerable that the sanctity which 

truly belongs to the holy Land should be destroyed, they met together and pulled it down” 

(trans. FE. H. Colson, LCL, 105). 

57. In the Theodotion version of Susanna 1:56, one of the wicked elders is accused by Daniel 

of being an “offspring of Canaan” (onépua Xavaav) rather than a son of Judah, apparently to 

emphasize his wickedness. In any case, the elder is a Judean, not a Gentile. See Susanna, Daniel, 

Bel et Draco, ed. J. Ziegler, O. Munnich and D. Fraenkel, 2nd ed. (Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & 

Ruprecht, 1999), 230-231; D. M. Kay, The Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha of the Old Testament, 

ed. R. H. Charles (London: Clarendon Press, 1913), 1:651; C. A. Moore, Daniel, Esther and 

Jeremiah: The Additions, Anchor Bible 44 (New York: Doubleday, 1977), 107, 111-112. The 

Septuagint has “Sidon” instead of “offspring of Canaan”; this variant shows how closely 

Sidonians and Canaanites were associated in Jewish texts (starting with Gen 10:15). 

58. J. A. Goldstein, 1 Maccabees: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary, 

2nd ed. (New York: Doubleday, 1984), 12-14, 21; D. Mendels, “An Inscribed Fragmented 

Memory from Palestine of the Hasmonean Period: The Case of 1 Maccabees,’ in Memory 

in Jewish, Pagan and Christian Societies of the Graeco-Roman World (London: T & T Clark, 

2004), 81-88; U. Rappaport, The First Book of Maccabees [in Hebrew] (Jerusalem: Yad Ben Zvi 

Press, 2004), 34-35, 52-54. 

59. “A Note on the Use of the Bible in 1 Maccabees,” in Biblical Perspectives: Early Use 

and Interpretation of the Bible in Light of the Dead Sea Scrolls, ed. M. E. Stone and E. Chazon 

(Leiden: Brill, 1998), 175-179 (quotation 175). For J. C. Dancy, the balance between religious 

and political considerations changes gradually throughout the book, and the latter outweigh 

the former (A Commentary on 1 Maccabees [Oxford: Blackwell, 1954], 1). 

60. On 1 Maccabees as an attempt to legitimize the Hasmonean dynasty, see Goldstein, 

1 Maccabees, 12, 33, 240-241; U. Rappaport, The First Book of Maccabees, 48-50; D. Mendels, 

“An Inscribed Fragmented Memory.’ 



270 The Changing Uses of the Category “Canaanites” 
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(Berlin: de Gruyter, 2005), 197-212. 

68. For a more detailed treatment of the question of whether the Hasmoneans referred to 

Joshua and the first conquest of the land as a model for their military campaigns, see D. Mendels, 

The Land of Israel as a Political Concept in Hasmonean Literature (Tiibingen: Mohr Siebeck, 

1987), 47, 51; Z. Safrai, “The Gentile Cities of Judea: Between the Hasmonean Occupation and 

the*Roman Liberation,’ in Studies in Historical Geography and Biblical Historiography pre- 

sented to Zecharia Kallai, ed. G. Galil and M. Weinfeld (Leiden: Brill, 2000), 63-90, esp. 77; 

K. Berthelot, “The Biblical Conquest of the Promised Land and the Hasmonean Wars 

according to 1 and 2 Maccabees, in The Books of Maccabees: History, Theology, Ideology, ed. 

G. Xeravits and J. Zsengeller (Leiden: Brill, 2007), 45-60. 
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the Gospel according to Saint Matthew (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1991), 2:547; he concludes that 
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a 

The Rabbinic Perception of the Presence of the 
Canaanites in the Land of Israel 

Eyal Ben-Eliyahu 

Introduction 

What comes to mind when people visit local ancient sites or recall the ancient 

residents of a land? Do they deny the existence of previous possessors of the 

land, or do they recognize their existence? Let me illustrate my point by noting 

some examples, both current and historical. My personal impression from doz- 

ens of occasions is that, if asked, “From which period is that ancient building 

or structure?” most Arabs in Israel would answer: “the Roman period.’ A sim- 

ilar break in the historical continuum is found in the fourth-century Itinerary 
of Bordeaux. Its author attributed the remains of the Herodian Temple that he 

saw on the Temple Mount to the era of King Solomon.’ In this case, he may 

have deliberately chosen to ignore Herod because of that figure’s negative con- 

notations in Christian tradition. A few centuries later, the anonymous guide- 

book to Jerusalem from the Cairo Genizah, which dates from the tenth or 

eleventh century, attributed the Christian churches on the slope of the Mount 

of Olives to King Solomon, identifying them with the bamot (cultic platforms) 

used in Solomon’s day. Another identification by this traveler—of the house of 

Uzziah the King of Judah, on the summit of the Mount of Olives—apparently 

relates to the Byzantine Ascension Church. These surprising links were per- 

haps motivated by the traveler’s wish to appropriate these Christian structures 

for his nation.’ 
In this chapter, I will examine the presence of the Canaanites in rabbinic 

literature, and will assert that rabbinic literature surprisingly makes no 
attempt to ignore the Canaanite presence in the history and the archaeol- 

ogy of the land. This is in direct opposition to what we would expect, given 

the biblical command to destroy and wipe out the Canaanites.* As we shall 
see, the Canaanites are present in rabbinic halakhic discourse and as part 
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of the history and the archaeology of the land of Israel. Moreover, as shown 

by certain halakhic discussions, during the rabbinic period the descendants 

of the Canaanites were even considered to be actually present in the land of 

Israel. 

The Appearances of the Canaanites in the Rabbinic Literature 

The Canaanites appear in rabbinic literature in a number of different contexts 

and varied sources: Tannaitic and Amoraic, halakhic and midrashic. The first 

context is a legal one: In connection with a non-Jewish slave, rabbinic dis- 

course uses the biblical term *1y25 tap (“Canaanite slave”). Through this term, 

rabbinic literature preserved the identity of the foreigner from biblical litera- 

ture, based particularly on Noah’s curse of Canaan: “Cursed be Canaan; the 
lowest of slaves shall he be to his brothers” (Gen 9:25).* 

A second context is a cultural one. Rabbinic recognition of the cultural 

presence of the Canaanites is reflected in the term "1xn 2297: “the ways of the 

Amorite,’ or “Amorite practices.” The expression “the ways of the Amorite” 
relates to strange and foreign rituals, closer in nature to superstitions than to 

actual idolatry. The rabbis did not use expressions like “foreign customs,” but 

rather the phrase “the ways of the Amorites,” based on their perception that 

these strange, foreign customs had local, ancient roots.’ For example: 

Ifa man slaughtered a beast and found therein an afterbirth, he whose appe- 

tite is robust may eat it....It should not be buried at a cross-roads or hung 

on a tree, for such are the ways of the Amorite. (m. Hul. 4:7, Danby Edition) 

The Mishna names three objects that people used to carry for healing pur- 

poses. The rabbis forbid carrying such objects. The rationale for the prohibi- 

tion is that these practices are “the ways of the Amorite.” 

Men may go out with a locust’s egg or a jackal’s tooth or with a nail of [the 

gallows of] one that was crucified, as a means of healing. So R. Meir. But the 
Sages say: Even on ordinary days this is forbidden as following in the ways 
of the Amorite. (m. Shabb. 6:10) 

Both Talmuds distinguish between idolatrous practices and those of the 
Amorites. 

He who says, Be lucky, my luck [gad gedi] and tire not by day or night, is 
guilty of Amorite practices. R. Judah said: Gad is none other but an idola- 
trous term, for it is said: You that prepare a table for Gad. (b. Shabbat 67b) _ 

R, Judah argues against the opinion that this is an Amorite practice. He regards 
the making of such a statement as idolatry; that is, Amorite practices are not 
seen as idolatrous. The same disagreement is repeated elsewhere. 
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The meaning of this distinction is that the rabbis did not identify the pagan 

worship with which they were familiar from the Greco-Roman world with the 

folkloristic practices and superstitions that they ascribed to the ancient tradi- 

tions of the early, local residents: the Amorites. While Greco-Roman worship 

was considered “idolatry,” the folkloristic practices and superstitions that they 

designated as “Amorite” were forbidden not as “idolatry,” but because of “the 

ways of the Amorite.” This prohibition seems to be softer than the one linked 

to idolatry. Accordingly, the use of the term “the ways of the Amorite” might 

be a way to distinguish between worship that was considered to be “idolatry” 

and foreign practices. The use of Canaanites and Amorites in these two hal- 

akhic definitions might be a designation for foreigners’ slaves, or practices, but 

not necessarily for the ancient Canaanites and Amorites or their descendants. 

A third realm in which we find the rabbis mentioning the Amorites 

goes beyond the halakhic definition of Canaanite slaves and references to 

cultural-superstitious practices. The Tannaim also recognize, and discuss, 

the possibility that objects found in old walls might be considered as having 

belonged to the Amorites. According to the Mishnah: 

[If] one found an object in a pile or in an old wall. 

lo, these things which he finds are his. (m. Baba Metzia 2:4) 

The Tosefta explains why the finder can keep such objects: namely, because 

they apparently belonged to the Amorites. Thus, Tosefta Baba Metzia (2:12, ed. 

Lieberman) states: “For he can say to [any claimant], “They come from the times 
of the Amorites’” The Jerusalem Talmud (Baba Metzia 8c) as well states the 

same thing regarding objects found in an old wall: The finder may keep them. 

In this context, the Babylonian Talmud asks if only Amorites hide objects, 

and answers that this ruling applies only when the object is rusty and 

therefore old: 

A Tanna taught: Because he [the finder] can say to him: They belonged to 

Amorites. Do then only Amorites hide objects, and not Israelites?—This 

holds good only if it [the find] is exceedingly rusty. (b. Baba Metzia 25b-26a) 

This implies that the rabbis recognized that old objects hidden in walls 
and fences were the reflection of an actual Amorite presence in the land of 

Israel. This example shows that the rabbis were aware of the presence of the 

Canaanites as ancient residents in the land in the distant past, a presence that 

could still be perceived through the objects they left behind. 

A fourth context relates to traces of Canaanite worship in the topography 

of the land itself, whose mountains and trees are seen as the sites of ancient 

cults. Thus, in Mishnah Avodah Zarah 3:5, we find the following statement by 

R. Akiba: 

Said R. Akiba: I shall explain and interpret the matter before you: 
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In any place in which you find a high mountain, a lofty hill, or a green 

tree, you may take for granted that there is an idol there. 

According to R. Akiba, every high mountain or lofty hill in the region is for- 

bidden for use by Israelites because it was used by the Canaanites as a place 

of pagan worship.‘ The Jerusalem Talmud, Avodah Zarah 3:5 also reflects this 

notion: 

R. Boreqai taught before R. Mana, “This verse [Deut 7:28] teaches that the 

Canaanites did not leave a single mountain or valley on which they did not 

perform an act of idolatrous service.” 

Now have we not reasoned and ruled, Something that is animate, 

even though it is not forbidden to an ordinary person, is forbidden to the 

Most High? 
[If so, how did they know] where the Chosen House [of the temple] was 

to be built? 

It was in accord with the instruction of the prophet: “So David went up 

at Gad’s word, which he had spoken in the name of the Lord” (1 Chr 21:19). 

In this discussion, the Jerusalem Talmud even goes so far as to state that the 

Temple Mount itself was a former site of pagan Canaanite worship and that 

it was nonetheless chosen through divine instruction revealed to the prophet 

Gad. This ascription of ancient Canaanite worship to the Temple Mount goes 

beyond the biblical notion that the Canaanites once possessed the land and 

worshipped their gods in it, by pointing specifically to the Temple Mount. 

All the references discussed above are about the presence of Canaanites as 

inhabitants of the land in the past. Now I would like to assert that the rabbis 

were also acquainted with the notion that the descendants of the Canaanites 

survived, even during their period in the land of Israel. 

The Descendants of the Canaanites in the Land of Israel at the 

Time of the Sages 

The surprising acceptance of the idea that the descendants of Canaanites still 

inhabited the land of Israel at the time of the Sages can be deduced from the 

halakhic laws of agriculture. These sources are based on the principle that the 

land of Israel is obligated in the commandments relating to the land, only if 

this land is held by Jews. But if the only holders of the land are Gentiles, the 
commandments relating to the land do not apply. 

One rabbinic opinion also sees the ancient Canaanites as the forefathers of 
the Samaritans (the “Kutim” in the terminology of the Sages), as Gedalyahu 
Alon and Shaul Lieberman have noted.’ This would explain why the halakhah 
in the Rehov inscription holds that the region of Samaria is not obligated by 
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the land of Israel-related commandments. According to the halakhah, any 
area that was once held by Jews is obligated by these commandments, even 
if it is now in Gentile hands. But if the Samaritans were the descendants of 
the Canaanites, this meant uninterrupted ownership of the Samaria region by 
non-Jews. 

Perhaps the most surprising source concerning the presence of Canaanites, 
which reflects a rabbinic notion of a continuous Canaanite presence in the 
land of Israel, appears twice in the Jerusalem Talmud: 

Rabbi Joshua ben Levi would instruct his servant: “Buy no vegetables for me 
except from the garden of Sisera.” (y. Demai 2:1, 22¢)* 

This was because he thought it had always been owned by Gentiles and was 

therefore never subject to tithing. But according to the following passage in the 
Jerusalem Talmud: 

Elijah, of blessed memory, met him [the servant]. He said to him, “Go tell 

your master that this is not the garden of Sisera. Rather it belonged to a Jew 

and they killed him and took it from him. If you wish to behave stringently, 

you should act like your fellows.” 

Rabbi Joshua ben Levi, a third-century c.z. Amora, asked that his vegeta- 

bles be purchased only from the garden of Sisera because he thought that this 

garden belonged not to a Jew but to a Gentile named Sisera. I would like to 

assert that the name Sisera is not chosen by chance.? This name appears twice 

in the Bible. The first biblical Sisera is the captain of the guard of Yavin, the 

Canaanite king of Hatzor. The second one appears as part of the returnees 

from the Babylon community, in the list of the “the Netinim, and the children 
of Solomon’s servants” [nnbw “tay 2m orrnin] in Ezra 2:43-58. There we find 

“the children of Sisera” (v. 3). According to 1 Kings 9:20-21 (and 2 Chr 8:7-8), 

“All the people that were left of the Amorites, the Hittites, the Perizzites, the 

Hivites, and the Jebusites, who were not of the children of Israel, even their 

children that were left after them in the land, whom the children of Israel were 

not able utterly to destroy, of them did Solomon raise a levy of bondservants 
[tmp od nnbw ody], unto this day.’ Ezra 2:43-58 refers to the descendants of 

Solomon's servants, who are therefore of Canaanite origin. 

I suggest that the explanation for the surprising concept of “the garden of 

Sisera” must be sought in the second biblical appearance of the name Sisera among 

“the Netinim and the children of Solomon’ servants.’ According to 1 Kings, these 
Netinim were regarded as Canaanites who paid taxes, hence the rabbinic name 
“taxpayers” to refer to this group. I further suggest that assigning the property 

in question to Sisera was intended to bypass the problem of the presence of 

Canaanites in the land of Israel. According to Deuteronomy 20:16, no Canaanites 
were to be left in the land (“In the towns of the latter peoples, however, which the 

Lord your God is giving you as a heritage, you shall not let a soul remain alive”). 
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The precedent of the children of Sisera, who were mentioned in the book of Ezra 

as part of the returnees’ community, enabled the rabbis to envision the existence 
of a garden owned by a descendant of the Canaanites: A garden that Joshua ben 

Levi thought had never been owned by a Jew. Nevertheless, because theoretically 

the existence of the descendants of the Canaanites in the land was forbidden, 
taking vegetables from their garden could not be a legitimate halakhic solution. 

In accordance with 1 Kings and 2 Chronicles 8:7-8, in the rabbinic sources 

some regions are seen as settled by “taxpayers.” The rabbinic acknowledgment 

that Canaanite taxpayers own parts of the land appears in several sources, 

including the Jerusalem Talmud and Midrash Genesis Rabbah. They reflect 

the debate regarding whether the presence of the Canaanites meant that these 

regions were obligated to observe the land of Israel-dependent command- 

ments, such as the sabbatical year and the tithes, or not. 

According to R. Joshua ben Levi, the regions settled by “taxpayers” (yn 

po’) are not obligated to fulfill the “land-of-Israel dependent commandments.” 

Rabbi Joshua ben Levi said it is written (Judg 11:13) “Jephtah fled because of 

his brothers and dwelled in the land Good [Tov], that is Hippos. Why is it 

called “Good,” because it frees from tithes. (y. Shev. 36c) 

R. Joshua ben Levi is consistent in his viewpoint. This viewpoint postulates 

the continuous presence of Canaanites in the land of Israel from the time of 

Joshua until his day. 

R. Immi, who disagrees with the ruling of R. Joshua ben Levi, does not 
debate the fact that these places were settled by Canaanites; he thinks, how- 
ever, that the status of “taxpayers” does not exempt these regions from the land 
of Israel-dependent obligations: 

R. Immi asked: Are these not of the taxpayers? R. Immi is of the opinion that 
taxpayers count as if they were conquered. 

For R, Samuel bar Nahman said, Joshua sent three orders to the Land 
of Israel before they entered the Land: Those who want to evacuate should 
evacuate, those who want to make peace should make peace, and those who 
want to go to war should go to war. (y. Shev. 36c) 

Taxpayers and their status are regarded similarly in Midrash Genesis 
Rabbah 98:12: 

R. Eleazar and R. Samuel b. Nahman disagree. R. Eleazar said: All the tribes 
left remnants [of the original inhabitants in that territory], but the tribe of 
Issachar did not leave a remnant. R. Samuel b. Nahman said: The tribe of 
Issachar too left a remnant, but they paid tribute. R. Assi observed: If they 
paid tribute, it is just as though they were made subject. 

This status of taxpayers, which was created in line with the biblical prece- 
dent of King Solomon, represents a viewpoint that accepts a legitimate and 
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continuous presence of Canaanites in the land of Israel,’° despite the biblical 

commandment to expel or kill all the Canaanites. The Sages saw in the verses 

about the status of the Canaanites as taxpayers a halakhah that allowed the 

Canaanites to stay in the land, despite the explicit commandments found in 
the Pentateuch not to let them do so. 

4 

Conclusion 

From this discussion, a picture emerges of rabbinic awareness of the presence 

of earlier residents—namely, the Canaanites—in the land of Israel. Thus we 
find references to this ancient nation in a legal category such as that of the 
“Canaanite slave,’ used to designate a Gentile slave. We also see that some 

strange rituals that had a foreign character were described as “the ways of the 

Amorite.” Moreover, the rabbis also thought that some of the ancient and rusty 

objects that were hidden in the walls or in piles of stones might be physical 

remains of Amorite culture. According to R. Akiba, every high mountain, 

including the Temple Mount, was a place of Canaanite worship. 

The Canaanites also appear in the discussion about what parts of the land of 

Israel are exempt from the land of Israel-dependent commandments, such as 

tithes. Here the rabbis refer to “the garden of Sisera” and to the status of “tax- 

payers,” who are descendants of the local peoples who paid a levy to Solomon. 

I suggested that this status was based on the list of the Netinim and the chil- 

dren of Solomon’ servants in Ezra 2:43-58, a passage that also names the sons 

of Sisera. The status of taxpayer enabled the rabbis to accept the presence of 

Canaanites in the land, in spite of the Pentateuchal prohibitions against letting 

them stay or live in the land of Israel. 
The main reason that the rabbis had no difficulty with the presence of the 

Canaanites in the past or even in the present may be inferred from the begin- 

ning of Midrash Genesis Rabbah 1:3: 

R, Joshua of Skhnin quoted in R. Levi’s name: “He has declared to his peo- 

ple the power of His work, in giving them the heritage of the nations” (Ps 

111:6) Why did the Holy One, blessed be He, reveal to Israel what was cre- 

ated on the first day and on the second day, etc.? So that the nations of the 

world might not taunt Israel and say to them: Surely you are a nation of rob- 

bers: think of that! But Israel can report: And do you not hold yours as spoil? 

For surely “The Caphtorim, that came forth out of Caphtor destroyed them, 

and dwelt in their stead” (Deut 2:23). The world and the fullness thereof 

belong to God. When He wished, He gave it to you; and when He wished, 

He took it from you and gave it to us. Hence it is written, “In giving them 

the heritage of the nations, He hath declared to His people the power of His 

works.” He declared the beginning to them. 
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The rabbis did not feel any necessity to blur or to diminish the Canaanite pres- 

ence in the history of the land. They acknowledged it freely, referring to it in 

both halakhic and midrashic contexts, viewing it as one stage in the history of 

the land of Israel. Their confidence in Jewish possession of the land of Israel 

was grounded in their conception of the divine promise. 

Notes 

1. See O. Irshai, “The Christian Appropriation of Jerusalem in the Fourth Century: The 

Case of the Bordeaux Pilgrim,’ JQR 99 (2009): 465-486. 

2. E. Ben Eliyahu, “Shlomo and Uziya-Kings of Judea in the ‘Jerusalem Guide’ [in 

Hebrew], New Studies on Jerusalem, Proceeding of the Sixth Conference (Ramat-Gan: Merkaz 

Renert le-Limude Yerushalaim, 2000), 217-220. 

3. Deut 12:3: “And you shall destroy their name out of that place.’ 

4. We must note, however, that terms like lost Canaanite belongings (rrp: 17x) and 

Canaanite theft (ay1> 5) are the creations of censorship; in the printed versions, the words for- 

eigner (1a) and Gentile (21) found in the medieval manuscripts were changed to Canaanite, 

which carried no negative connotations. See M. Kahanah, “The Attitude to Foreigner at the 

Time of the Tannaim and Amoraim” [in Hebrew], Et HaDaat 3 (1999): 22-25. 

5. We also find a reference in Sifre Deut. 306 to a biblical word (any) as being a 

“Canaanite term.” 

6. Lately I claimed that in rabbinic literature, we can identify consistent polemic against 

the sanctity of “high mountains.’ See E. Ben Eliyahu, “The Role of the “Holy Place’ in Rabbinic 

Literature, JSJ 40 (2009): 260-280. 

On the motif of a “high mountain” as an axis mundi connecting heaven and earth 

and serving as a site of revelation, see M. Eliade, “Sacred Places: Temple, Palace, ‘Center of 

the World;” in Patterns in Comparative Religion (London: Sheed & Ward, 1979); M. Eliade, 

“Axis Mundi; Encyclopedia of Religion (New York: Macmillan, 1982), 2:20-21; M. Eliade, 

“Mountains, Encyclopedia of Religion (New York: Macmillan, 1982), 10:130-134. See also 

the annotated bibliography there and the references to Eliade’s extensive writings. R. L. 

Cohn used Eliade’s models to interpret the role of the sacred place in the Bible, mainly the 

“high mountain.” See R. L. Cohn, The Shape of Sacred Space: Four Biblical Studies (Chico, 

Calif.: Scholars Press, 1981). Regarding the “high mountain” as a holy place in Mediterranean 

society, see N. Purcell and P. Horden, The Corrupting Sea: A Study of Mediterranean History 

(Oxford: Blackwell, 2000), 413-414 and the revised bibliography there, p. 625. 

7. Gedalyahu Alon claimed that sources from the Second Temple period and Christian 

writers from the fourth century c.z. and later suggest that the Samaritans are the descendants 

of the Canaanites. He and Lieberman found the same notion in several rabbinic sources. See 

Gedalyahu Alon, “The Origin of the Samaritans in Halakhic Tradition” [in Hebrew], Tarbiz 

18 (1947): 146-156, also published in Studies in Jewish History (Tel-Aviv 1970), 2:1-10; Shaul 

Lieberman, “The Halakhic Inscription from the Bet-Shean Valley” [in Hebrew], Tarbiz 45 

(1975-1976), 55-59; Itzhak Hamitovsky, “Talmudic Traditions Concerning the Distribution 

of the Samaritans in the Land of Israel during the Mishnah and Talmud Period in Light of 

Archeological Evidence,’ Jerusalem and Eretz-Israel 3 (2006): 72. 

8. The same story with minor changes appears also in y. Shev. 9:9, 39a. See Shmuel 

Safrai, “The Practical Implementation of the Sabbatical Year after the Destruction of the 
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Second Temple” [in Hebrew], Tarbiz 36 (1966):5-6; Yehuda Feliks, “Aftergrowths of the 

Sabbatical Year,” Jubilee Volume in Honor of Morieno Hagaon Rabbi Joseph B. Solovetchik 

(Jerusalem: Mosad Harav Kook; New York: Yeshiva University, 1984) 1:384-386, also pub- 

lished in Yehuda Feliks, Talmud Yerushalmi, Tractate Sheviit, II (Jerusalem: Rubin Mass, 

1986), 430-431; Israel Rozenson, “Sisera in Shevi‘it, Mitzvat Shevi‘it: Land and Memory” [in 

Hebrew], Siach-Sade 6 (2000): 18-26, http://siach-sade.macam.ac.il/siach6/Rozenson.pdf. 

g. According to Safrai, the name Sisera may be “only a literal nickname for an evil gen- 

tile” (Shmuel Safrai, “The Practical Implementation”). He also suggested that this garden was 

in Caesarea, the place that Rabbi Joshua ben Levi used to come to, while Feliks (“Aftergrowths 

of the Sabbatical Year”) suggested Beit Guvrin. R. Shlomo Sirilio (sixteenth century) in his 

commentary to the Jerusalem Talmud concluded that it happened in Beth-shean. 

10. In m. Yad. 4:5 and t. Qiddushin 5:4, one reads that Sennacherib, king of Assyria, “mixed 

up all the nations” As a consequence, the nations at the time of the Mishnah are not the biblical 

nations anymore. The Mishnah does not take into account the possibility that Ammon and Moab 

had descendants in the land or anywhere else, and the same is true in the Tosefta as far as Edomites 

are concerned. The Canaanites, however, were considered to have descendants in the land. 

Israel Yuval, in oral conversion with me, suggested another connection to the haggadic 

phrase in b. Git. 57b: “Descendants of Sisera taught children in Jerusalem.” Recently, Israel 

Rozenson (“Sisera in Shevi‘it, Mitzvat Shevi‘it”) suggested that the choice of Sisera as holder of 

the garden symbolized the memory of the ancient presence of Canaanites in the land. 
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“Canaanites” in Medieval Jewish Households 

Evyatar Marienberg 

Most medieval Jews had never visited Canaan. Nevertheless, this fact did not 
prevent some of them from encountering Canaanites, or at least from perhaps 
believing that they had. The Bible declares in some verses that the Canaanites 

are to be exterminated; in others, it is held that they should be enslaved. Jews 

had, in different times and places, slaves and servants of non-Jewish origin. 

Often, Jewish sources referred to these slaves and servants as “Canaanites.” Did 

these Jewish sources mean that these slaves and servants were direct descen- 

dants “in the flesh” of the original Canaanites, or rather that they were their 
descendants “in the spirit?” This chapter will discuss these issues. 

European Slavery 

In the first several centuries of the common era, both when the Roman Empire 

was still alive and relatively well, and in later centuries, slavery’ was a major 

component of the European economy, Marc Bloch reminds us in one of his 

classic studies. “The slave was everywhere: in the fields, in shops, in workshops, 

in offices. The rich kept hundreds or thousands, and one had to be quite poor 

not to own at least one.” Of course, the number and percentage of slaves were 

not always the same. “During the first century, a time of peace and prosperity, 

Pliny the Younger complained that slave manpower was so rare... in the third 

century, a slave was [still] quite expensive.’ Later on, though, in the fourth 

and fifth centuries, when the Roman Empire was declining due, among other 

things, to constant tribal attacks from within and from without, the number 

of people enslaved by victorious forces grew dramatically. Their market prices 

decreased accordingly. Ensuing wars between various European forces, before 

and after the fall of the Western Roman Empire in the sixth century, as well as 
the dramatic impoverishment of many groups that led them to sell themselves, 

or their children, as slaves, ensured a constant supply of slaves, even for those 

Europeans who had only moderate financial means.’ 
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This situation started to change around the ninth century, when more and 

more slaves, servi in Latin (sing. servus), as well as “freemen, became coloni 

(sing. colonus), or what we commonly refer to as “serfs.” Marc Bloch claimed 

decades ago that the main reason for this shift was economic. Changes in 

European economics made the maintenance of slaves simply too expensive, 

considering their productivity. Providing slaves with plots of land, in exchange 

for taxes payable to a landlord, proved to be a more sustainable method for 
large manorial estates.’ Slaves in the older sense continued to exist, but their 

economic significance was notably lower in the second millennium cz. than 

in the first. 

Jews lived on the European continent as early as the second century B.C.E., 

but our actual knowledge about those early European Jews is meager. We 

know of some small communities or individuals here and there, mostly from 

Christian and royal sources, archaeological findings, graves, synagogues, and 

epigraphic material.* We also have different texts mentioning the various types 

of involvement that Jews had with slaves and the slave trade. In this chapter, we 

are not interested in the many attestations about Jews being slaves themselves, 

but rather in Jews on the other side of this sad relationship. Thus, for example, 

a Jewish slave trader from the sixth century is criticized by Pope Gregory the 

Great,’ and in the eighth and ninth centuries, Emperors Charlemagne and 

Louis I the Pious granted some Jews the right to import and sell foreign slaves. 

Jewish involvement with slaves is mentioned in that century and in the fol- 

lowing one by Agobard of Lyon, Arab sources, and records from the Danube 

area.° Despite all this, it is only around the tenth and eleventh centuries that 

we begin to have significant information, from Jewish sources, about Jewish 

life in Europe, in general, and Jewish sources that can reveal Jewish attitudes 

toward slavery, in particular. This opening of a window into European Jewish 

life coincides with the time in which slavery was less common in Europe, and 

serfdom, more. 
That being said, the very definition of slavery is not clear. What, for example, 

was the exact difference between a servant and a slave? Often, we consider a 

servant to be a person fulfilling domestic tasks. However, whether that person 

was getting a real salary, or only what we might call pocket money, or noth- 

ing at all besides basic food and accommodation, is often unclear. As several 
scholars in different times and places have shown, the actual vocabulary used 
in the Middle Ages is often of little help. Similar terms are used to designate 
what seem to be different classes of people, and different terms refer at times to 
people who seem to have similar status. With regard to those working for Jews, 
the late Yaakov Katz said, with a clarity that is hard to surpass: 

The Jewish household in European countries, at least in the well-to-do 
class, was undoubtedly dependent upon “slaves and handmaids” to perform 
the major household tasks. The quotation marks framing the expression 
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“slaves and handmaids” are necessary because [the legal status of these 

people] includes a number of categories: bought slaves who were in every 

respect their owner's property, some having been circumcised and ritually 

immersed in water’ and others who remained uncircumcised and without 

such immersion. The term “slaves and handmaids,” however, is also applied 

tg servants merely hired for their work, either for a fixed period of time or 

with no such limit. The meaning of the expression is not always clear, and it 

may be the case historically as well that the boundaries between these groups 

were also unclear, and that the involved parties themselves were unaware of 

the precise status of certain male and female servants. The important point 

[in the context of the current study] is that their place was in the household 

and they fulfilled their assigned roles within it.’ 

Indeed, the term most commonly used in Jewish literature to designate a per- 

son with limited freedom, ‘eved (12), is as ambiguous as similar terms in other 

languages. It may designate a person working in the fields from dawn until 

dusk and receiving no payment for that work. It may also designate a domes- 

tic servant who works for several years in someone else’s household to save 

money for marriage or later life. And this term may also refer to many other 

economic and social categories, including, for example, serfs. 

This short study does not deal with the involvement of Jews in the commer- 
cial aspects of slavery and the slave trade, a topic more suited scholars have dealt 

with, rather extensively, in recent years.° It concentrates on a specific semantic 

issue regarding the relations between Jews and people who worked for them, 

whether slaves, serfs, or servants. Those people had origins in many different 

places, but in medieval Jewish literature, and probably to some extent in daily 

life, they were almost always called “Canaanite slaves.” It is this aspect of “the 

Canaanite question,” at the center of this volume, which this chapter explores. 

Biblical and Talmudic Origins 

Slaves and slave owners are discussed in many places in the Pentateuch. Some 
texts distinguish between a slave who is “your brother”? or “Hebrew” (‘ivri)," 

and a slave who is not, but is rather “from the people around you.’” 
In the talmudic literature, a new term appears: ‘eved kena ‘ani, a “Canaanite 

slave”® The term seems to have been coined in opposition to the biblical 

expression ‘ved ‘vri, “Hebrew slave.’ It is unquestionably shaped by the idea 

that Canaan and his descendants were cursed by Canaan's grandfather, Noah, 

to be a nation of slaves.’* This “mythical” curse, though, is not the only possible 

biblical root of the idea. An explicit text in Leviticus explains, just after stating 

that the Israelites’ compatriots should not be treated as slaves, where one can 

acquire real slaves: 
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Your male and female slaves are to come from the nations around you; from 

them you may buy slaves. You may also buy some of the temporary residents 

living among you and members of their clans born in your country, and they 

will become your property. You shall will them to your children as inherited 

property and enslave them forever.” 

Clearly, according to the Pentateuch, when the Israelites arrived in the 

Promised Land, one of the “nations around them” was Canaan. Those who 

created many centuries later the term “Canaanite slave,” and discussed it so 

often, had good reasons to believe that some of the first people the Israelites 

enslaved were, indeed, Canaanites.”° 

The Origins of Canaanite Slaves 

In various Jewish medieval discussions of slaves and servants, both when 

the discussion seems theoretical and when it deals with actual enslaved peo- 

ple, the origins of these people and the implication of their designation as 

“Canaanite slaves” are questioned. One can identify two ways of thinking on 
the issue. The first explains the term as a generic one: All slaves, no matter 

where they come from, are called “Canaanites.” Salomon ben Isaac (1040- 

1105), the famous French “Rashi,” says, for example, in his commentary on 

the Talmud, that: 

All idolaters” are like Canaanites when sold into slavery. Indeed, all slaves 

are called “Canaan” because it is written (Gen 9:25): “[Cursed be Canaan! ] 

The lowest of slaves [will he be to his brothers]. 

In the same vein, the Spaniard Maimonides (1135-1204), in his legal magnum 

opus Mishneh Torah, explains in various places that any non-Jewish slave may 

be considered a “Canaanite slave.” Thus, for example: 

If an idolatrous king waged war and brought a bounty [of slaves] and sold 

it, and also if [that king] allowed whoever wanted to go and kidnap [peo- 

ple] from a nation fighting against him, and bring them and sell [them], 

and also if the king’s laws said that whoever did not pay the tax would be 

sold [into slavery], or that whoever did this, or did not do that, should be 

sold [into slavery], [in all such cases], the laws of the king are binding, and 
a slave taken according to these laws is similar to a “Canaanite slave” in all 
matters.” 

In addition to such statements, one can find in Jewish medieval litera- 
ture another line of thought, which suggests that those people the Jews call 
“Canaanites,’ whether they are free or enslaved, are actual, biological descen- 
dants of the biblical Canaanites. The same Rashi—mentioned above as a sup- 
porter of the idea that the so-called “Canaanites” are not necessarily “real” 
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Canaanites—hints at this other possibility in his commentary on the Bible. 
The enslaved people are “real” Canaanites: 

Even when the descendants of Shem will be exiled, slaves from the descen- 
dants of Canaan will be sold to them.” 

Obvipusly, in order to make such a claim, it was necessary to provide an expla- 
nation of the genealogical-historical connection between the ancient and the 
contemporary “Canaanites.’ Several texts do exactly that. 

Various talmudic paragraphs discuss the fate of the Canaanites after the 

Israelites conquered the promised land. Several of them claim that the 

Canaanites fled to “Afrika” or “Afriki”* Thus, for example, we find in tractate 

Sanhedrin of the Babylonian Talmud that “when the people of Afrikia came 

to plead against Israel before Alexander of Macedon, they said, “The land of 

Canaan belongs to us...Canaan was our ancestor:”” Similarly, the Mekhilta 

de-Rabbi Ishmael provides us with a short related story: 

“After the Lord brings you into the land of the Canaanites” [Exod 

13:11]: Canaan merited that the land would be called after him. What did 

the Canaanite do [to merit this]? When the Canaanite heard that Israel was 

coming to the land, [the Canaanite] evacuated it. God told the Canaanite, 

“You evacuated [the land] because of my sons; I will therefore call it after 

you, and will give you a land as beautiful as yours.” And which one [was 

that]? Africa.” 

The words Afrikia and Africa in these texts most probably meant the Roman 

province of Africa or Ifriqiya, the coastal regions of what are today western 

Libya, Tunisia, and eastern Algeria. Some of the texts cited in Chapter 10 by 

Katell Berthelot and Chapter 4 by Menahem Kister in this volume,” for exam- 

ple the one from Procopius and the one from the ninth chapter of Jubilees, 

hint to an even more western “Canaanite” occupation of North Africa. Both 

the mention of the “Pillars of Heracles” and the indication that the sea is the 
western border of their land point to the likelihood that their territory reached 

today’s Strait of Gibraltar. Some Muslim traditions make the same claim, add- 
ing that the Berbers of North Africa are the descendants of the Canaanites.* 
There are also parallel Christian texts, for example by Augustine. 

How did the idea that the Canaanites settled in Africa come to be? Evidently, 

it does have some grain of truth: The Phoenicians, closely related (if not identi- 
cal) to the biblical Canaanites, were the founders of the major North African 

city of Carthage. The suggestion that there was some cultural connection 

between populations that reside(d) on the eastern shore of the Mediterranean 

and populations that reside on its southwestern shore, is based thus on certain 
reality. Moreover, groups that call themselves Amazigh, which others called 

Berbers, resided in this area for many centuries, and it is possible that some 
of the visible differences they have from other groups near them—relatively 
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fair skin, for example—contributed to these theories.”* The relatively new and 

fascinating field of DNA studies of world populations might provide us, maybe 

even in the near future, with clear(er) answers to such questions. 

The tradition that the Canaanites relocated to Africa was not the only tradi- 

tion about the issue among Jews. In some Jewish medieval sources, one can 

find the idea that the Canaanites moved not to Africa, but rather to Europe. 

Thus, for example, the famous itinerant Bible exegete Abraham Ibn Ezra of 

the twelfth century tells us that “We have heard from great [scholars] that the 
[people of the] land of Alemania are the Canaanites that fled from the Israelites 

when they arrived in the land [of Canaan].’” 

A generation or two later, David Kimhi of Provence tells us, commenting 

on the same verse as Abraham Ibn Ezra, that: 

There is a tradition (nbap) that the people of the land of Alemania were 

Canaanites. When the Canaanite left [the land] because of Joshua, like we 

explained in the book of Joshua, they went to the land of Alemania and 

Esclavonia, which is called the land of Ashkenaz. Still today, they are called 

“Canaanites.”® 

It is possible that the first mention in Jewish sources of the tradition that the 

Canaanites settled in Europe occurred in the book of Yosifon,’® a work that 

medieval Jews generally believed to be penned by Josephus Flavius, or at least 

a summary of his historical work. Although we know today that Yosifon is an 

independent work from the tenth century, we must remember that medieval 

and early modern Jews considered it as one of their most reliable sources of 
historical information. 

A long section describing the world’s ethnic groups opens the book. At the 

very end of the first chapter of this description, the author provides a list of 

various nations, many of which we would describe today as Slavs. The book 

explains where these groups live: 

They reside on the coast from the border of Bulgar to Venice on the sea, and 

from there they continue to the border of Sachsony (or “the Saxons”) [and] 

to the Great Sea. They are those who are called Esclavi, and some say they 

are descendants of Canaan.*° 

At that time, the Bulgars controlled, in addition to what is more or less cur- 

rent-day Bulgaria, southern parts of current day Romania, across the Danube, 
and continued to rule until the Carpathians pushed them out. The mention 
of the Saxons is appropriate as well: The Slavs indeed reached, at the time of 
the composition of Yosifon, the area of Lusatia (in German, Lausitz), which 
borders Saxony. Although the exact borders of the area described in this text 
might not be easy to ascertain, they might include current-day Bulgaria, 
parts of Romania, former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia, Albania, Serbia 
and Montenegro, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia, Slovenia, and parts of the 
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following modern states: Austria, Germany, the Czech Republic, Hungary, 
and Slovakia. It should be noted, though, that major parts of this vast area 
were very sparsely populated. But all this is of secondary importance for us 
here: Regardless of the exact borders of this area, we still have what might be 
the first mention in Jewish sources of the idea that the Canaanites’ descendants 
werg alive and well, and that they lived in a relative proximity to many of the 
European Jews. 

Earlier in this chapter we posed the question of why the Canaanites were 
“sent” to Africa. Now we should ask the same question about their literary 
placement in Europe. In order to answer it, we might need to go back to the 
famous—or better, infamous—curse of Canaan in the book of Genesis: 

[Noah] said: “Cursed be Canaan! The lowest of slaves will he be to his broth- 

ers.’ He also said, ”Blessed be the LORD, the God of Shem! May Canaan be 

the slave of Shem. May God extend Japheth’s territory; may Japheth live in 

the tents of Shem, and may Canaan be the slave of Japheth”* 

It might be suggested that in order to make it technically possible for the descen- 

dants of Canaan to be enslaved by both Shem and Japheth, the Canaanites had 

to be placed in relative proximity to both. The idea that Ham was the ancestor 

of some of the people of Africa, and Japheth of those of Europe, is common 

in both Jewish and Christian literature.» The presence of the descendants of 

Canaan, the son of Ham, in Africa, was explained already in different ways. In 

order to make the Canaanites also a possible source of slaves to Europeans, it 

is not surprising that they were “placed” on that continent as well. 

Conclusion 

Whatis the implication of the fact that Jews called enslaved people “Canaanites”? 

And what is the implication of a medieval European Jewish belief that the 

descendants of the Canaanites lived in what we would today call central and 

southeastern Europe? It seems that both ideas helped Jews to maintain a theo- 

logical explanation for the enslavement of other humans. ‘The first one, call- 

ing enslaved people “Canaanites” just because they were enslaved, helped to 

maintain the idea that enslavement was part of a natural order of things, by 

putting these people into an ancient, negative, category. The second concept, 
that the Canaanites lived in certain parts of Europe, particularly in Esclavonia, 

as Kimhi the Spaniard calls it, and in Esclavia, as the probably-Italian author 

of Yosifon hinted, was even more theologically useful. The very word “slaves,” 
or in Latin, sclavi, came from the name of those nations from which, starting 

around the ninth century, many men, women, and children were enslaved by 

their own compatriots or by external forces. Yosifon’s assertion, written possi- 

bly only decades after a first correlation was made in some languages between 
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the residents of that area and bound people,*4 made perfect sense: Those living 

there were not potential slaves because of their bad fortune. No, they were 

enslaved because this was a part of the divine plan. After all, they were descen- 

dants of Canaan. 
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16. The term Canaanite has multiple meanings and connotations in the Bible. At times, 
it simply refers to one nation among others. At times, it seems it comes as a general title for 
all nations that inhabit the Promised Land. But there are also places in which, at least to some 
ancient and modern exegetes, it is a code name for merchants. This last meaning is especially 
intriguing because, although it appears in many translations of the Bible, it is, as far as I can 

say, from obvious in the Hebrew text. Probably the most well-known example is in a verse 

from the hymn to the “Woman of Valoz” in Prov 31. In verse 24, the MT reads “a>am nnwy pte 

"ay292 Tan Tam.’ Literally, this sentence should be translated as something like “She made linen 

garments and sold them, and girdles, she gave to the Canaanite” Nevertheless, most modern 

translations of the Bible, in those languages I was able to check, translate the word “Canaanite” 

as “merchant.” Thus the New International Version reads “She makes linen garments and sells 

them, and supplies the merchants with sashes.” The American Standard Version, following the 

King James Version, provides “And delivereth girdles unto the merchant.” Luther had “einen 

Giirtel gibt sie dem Kramer, and the French Segond’ translation provides “elle livre des 

ceintures au marchand.” I was not able to locate where and when this nonliteral translation 

became the norm. Its origin is not in the LXX, which provides “Chananaiois” (yavavatois), 

nor in the Vulgate, which gives “Chananeo.” All this is not to say that translating the word 

“Canaanite” as “merchant” is necessarily wrong. The Canaanites were known as merchants 

in certain periods. Tyre and Sidon, their famous cities, were major commercial centers. There 

are, in fact, biblical verses that may lead to such an identification of Canaanites with mer- 

chants or traders. In Ezek 17:4, we find the MT saying “wya jy29 PRN WI AVP PNIPY WR nx 

inv ooh.” A literal translation should be something like “he broke off its topmost shoot and 

carried it to the land of Canaan; he placed it in a city of traders.” Here again, most translations 

omit the word “Canaan,” and replace it by “traffick” “merchants,” or “traders.” But at least 

here we can understand that they do it in order to make the parallel between the two parts of 

the verse clear. Again, this does not happen yet in the LXX or in the Vulgate, both of which 

provide simply Canaan (yavaov/Chanaan). Another important verse is Isa 23:8, The MT is “7 

VIN TD Pyyd OW WIND WR Myo Ay-by nN yy.” Modern translations provide “merchants” 

or “traders” when they translate the word “Canaanites,’ something that happens also already 

in ancient translations. Thus, the Vulgate gives “institores, “peddlers.” The LXX provides 

“tis tadta éBovAevaev emi TUpoy; ph Hoowv éotly f ovdk ioxvet; ol Eumopor avdths EvdoFo1, 

&pxovtes tijs yijs.’ The only other place I found in which such a change already appears in the 

ancient translations of the Bible is in Job. The exact reference depends on the edition one uses, 

It can be 40:30, 40:25, or 41:6. The MT reads “owid pa my onan yoy nz.” A literal translation 

of the second half of the verse might be “[The Leviathan] will be divided among Canaanites.” 

The word ov1y29 in the Hebrew becomes in the LXX “Phoenicians” (powixwv), which means 

indeed the same thing (according to linguists, both words, Canaanites and Phoenicians, have 

probably similar etymology). In the Vulgate, an additional step occurs, the one we looked 

for, These are not Canaanites anymore, nor Phoenicians. These are “negotiators,” merchants. 

17. In Rashi’s terminology, as in the vast majority of medieval Jewish sources, this term 

often refers to all non-Jews. At times, it was used as an apologetic tool, enabling Jews to claim 

that they do not refer to Christians in their writings, but only to “idolaters.’ 

18. Rashi on Qidd. 22b: “yaa ow dy propi otay Dow NXdN Tayd oNIWN D-yID9 OAD "Ty Dn 

o-Tay Tay m2 N27 own”. This statement is often quoted without attributing it to Rashi (who 

I believe is its source). See, for example, Moses ben Joseph di Trani the Elder (1505-1585) in his 
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20. Rashi on Gen 9:27: “12 29 OTAY ond MID OW 722 PWN 4K.’ I would like to thank 

Katell Berthelot for calling my attention to this text. 

21. This issue is discussed also in other chapters in this volume. See especially Chapter 4 

by Menahem Kister. 

22. Sanh. gia: “wbw yy32 YAK 79 WN PVA _INTIOIN 7259 DNAW? OY PTD WPM|N 722 NAVD 

TNA WPN WITT TIAN ID...” 
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XDMDN WAT ONT TNIND AD YAN TD JANI Wow Sy PINT NPN NK AN 222 HN m9 7nK.” Parallel texts 

appear in many places, for example in Num. Rab. (Vilna), 17. In Lev. Rab. (Vilna/Margalios), 

17, the nation in question is that of the Girgashites, not the Canaanites. 

24. See Berthelot, Chapter 10 and Kister, Chapter 4, in this volume. See also Katell 

Berthelot, “The Canaanites Who “Trusted in God’: An Original Interpretation of the Fate of 

the Canaanites in Rabbinic Literature,” JJS 62, no. 2 (2011): 233-261; David M. Goldenberg, “It 

is Permitted to Marry a Kushite,” AJS Review 37, no. 1 (2013): 29-49. 

25. On this issue, see the contribution of Paul Fenton in this volume, Chapter 13. 

26. The term “Moors, formerly used in regard to populations of North Africa, has appar- 

ently, so tell us the ethnologists, no useful significance, as it puts together under one rubric 

many different groups. 

27. Abraham Ibn Ezra (1089-c. 1164) on Obad 1:20: “ payin on nerdy pANX 7D OITA DD yNW 

yarn bx ontaa Sxaw 7a 1p Maw”. 

28. David Kimhi (1160-1235) on Obad 1:20: “ Awd *D O™I~ID PH N’-AdN YAN 22.2 AAPA OAM 

TWN PAX pNPW RV» DdPUNI K7MaMDdN yard ond Dd pwn? WDd2 WANDW wD yWin?2DN ID 

o7y39 OMX OXNP ovn TIYY. It should be noted that Kimhi refers elsewhere to the 

rabbinic tradition that some members of the seven nations, perhaps the Canaanites, 

perhaps others, went to Africa. In his commentary of Isa 17:9 he says that “ nimx ’yawn °D 

V7 PrDNd Tom od 73D 2yIIN 7D WIN WITT ,yrNd Ow? Nawd DAY IAT INIA OND OAT 

JID PADD ONIN.” 

29. This claim is certainly not my own: It was suggested decades ago by several scholars, 

for example in a series of articles in MGWJ. See Hans Lewy, “Ein Rechtsstreit um dem Boden 

Palastinas im Altertum,’ MGWJ 2 (1933): 84-99; P. Rieger, “tz2wx=Deutschland,” MGW] 

6 (1936): 455-459; Luitpold Israel Wallach, “Zur Etymologie nawx-Deutschland,” MGWJ 1 

(1939): 302-304. 
30. David Flusser, The Jossipon (Jerusalem: Bialik Institute, 1981), 1:30-32: “ om ya enn om 

22NDPO DONIPIN ON; DITAN OPN TY MWpwW diaa ty DDwWIn OWN) On SY NDPDDA TY TadIA SiaaN 

1y39 "2279 O79 OMAN OAINT”. The word x7p"v71"A is clearly based on the Latin and Greek names 

for Venice: Veneti/Ouenetoi. 

31. I would like to thank my colleague Zlatko Plese for his help with issues related to the 

places mentioned in this text. 

32. Gen 9:25-27 (NIV). 
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33. On this, see for example Benjamin Braude, “The Sons of Noah and the Construction 
of Ethnic and Geographical Identities in the Medieval and Early Modern Periods? William 
and Mary Quarterly 54, no. 1 (1997): 103-142. 

34. On this issue, see the remarkable article of Roman Jakobson and Morris Halle, “The 

Term Canaan in Medieval Hebrew,” For Max Weinrich on His Seventieth Birthday: Studies in 

Jewish, Languages, Literature, and Society (The Hague: Mouton, 1964), 147-172, which I unfor- 

tunately discovered only after the completion of my own work. 
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The Canaanites of Africa 

THE ORIGINS OF THE BERBERS ACCORDING TO MEDIEVAL MUSLIM 

AND JEWISH AUTHORS 

Paul Fenton 

This chapter proposes to retrace the absorption by Muslim sources of biblical 

and rabbinic traditions concerning the Canaanites and to examine whether 

there was any continuity between the religious, political, or ethical issues 

reflected in the Jewish sources and their Muslim sequels. An important ele- 

ment that has to be taken into account forthwith in considering this question 

is the curious fact that, by and large, the Arab historians identified the Middle 

Eastern Canaanites with the North African Berbers. The latter, spread over a 

vast territory from the Nile to the Atlantic, were known since ancient times. 

Not only the Arabs considered them to be of Canaanite descent; for as long ago 

as early antiquity, legends about the inhabitants of Africa circulated among 

scholars who traced their origins back to the Canaanites. One of the earli- 

est testimonies to this affiliation is to be found in a letter by Saint Augustine 
(354-430). “Ask our peasants [rustici] who they are,” he writes, “they will reply 

in Punic that they are Chenani. Does this form corrupted by their accent not 
correspond to Chananei [Canaanites]?” 

The fact that the North African peasants in the neighborhood of Hipponus 

still spoke Punic in the fifth century of the Christian era, more than a thousand 
years after the destruction of Carthage, has long been a subject of discussion. 

Some modern scholars, such as Ch. Courtois (1950), have wondered whether 

by the expression “punice” the Bishop of Hipponus was in fact referring to 

a Berber dialect, whereas others believed that he was indeed alluding to a 

Semitic dialect.2 Though no text has been found to confirm this hypothesis, it 
is quite plausible that the Phoenicians had themselves introduced the name of 
Canaanites into Africa. Alternatively, the legendary connection between the 
Canaanites and North Africa was derived from biblical and rabbinic tradi- 
tions, which were propagated by local Christian clerical and scholarly circles. 

Another possible link may be the Jewish historian Flavius Josephus. 
Commenting on Genesis 10,’ he calmly affirms that Euilas, one of the sons of 
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Kush, is the father of Euilaioi “who are called today Gaitouloi.” The latter, obvi- 

ously a reference to the Getules, were warlike nomads in Roman times belong- 

ing to a branch of the Zenete Berbers. However, his account is interspersed 

with other etymologies no less fantastic. Thus Ophren, Abraham’s grandchild, 

made off to conquer Libya, where his descendants supposedly gave the name 

Africa to the country. 

In the course of time the legend of the Canaanite origins of the North 

Africans was amplified and runs into several pages in the account given by 

Procopius of Caesarea. The latter had followed the Roman army, headed by the 

Byzantine general Belisarius, in 533 as a military chronicler. According to him, 

the impending conquest by Joshua of the land of Canaan induced the origi- 

nal inhabitants, the Girgashites, Jebusites, and other peoples mentioned in the 

“History of the Hebrews,’ to emigrate to Egypt. Having found that Egypt was 

already overpopulated they proceeded to Libya. Procopius goes on to explain 

that the Canaanites are the ancient inhabitants of Africa: “They still live there 
in our time and still speak the Phoenician tongue.” 

He then proceeds to mention the stelae “in the Phoenician character” 

of Tigisis that bear the words: “We are the people who fled the face of Jesus 

(Joshua) the robber, son of Naus (Nun). Wilhelm Bacher demonstrated 

long ago the antagonistic overtones of this supposed inscription reported by 

Procopius. Indeed, the Latin historian hailed from Caesarea, whose inhabit- 

ants had been traditionally hostile toward the Jews. 

Procopius may have been aware of the existence of Punic, or more exactly 
Libyan, stelae in the vicinity of Tingis, south of Cirta (Constantine), where 

the Roman army had fought. Even today, this region is extremely rich in large 

stelae, some of which are proper sculptured menhirs bearing Libyan dedica- 

tions. These enormous stones (two examples of which can be seen in today’s 

Museum of Constantine), were perhaps the origin of Procopius’s “historical” 

account.® Alternatively, some scholars believe that his story was inspired by 

vague recollections of the remote Phoenician expansion westward, which long 

preceded the foundation of Carthage. 

Rare are the peoples whose origins have been sought with so much con- 

stancy and imagination as the Berbers. One of the first legendary accounts of 
their origins, it too dating from antiquity, is provided by the Byzantine priest 

and chronicler Georgius Syncellus (died after 810). He also lived for many years 
in Palestine as a monk before emigrating to Constantinople in order to take 

up the important post of syncelle, or private secretary, of Tarasius, patriarch of 

Constantinople. Retiring to a monastery, he wrote his Extract of Chronography 
(Ekloge chronographias), which embraces world events from Adam and Eve to 
the reign of Diocletian. 

According to his Chronography “The [Canaanites] fled from the face of the 
children of Israel and settled in Tripoli in Africa, for this country belonged to 
the portion of Ham.” 
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In his path-blazing article, Wilhelm Bacher had already noticed that these 
Greek and Latin accounts were probably indebted to certain rabbinical par- 

allels that will be discussed presently. For his part, Hayyim Hirschberg, the 

great historian of North African Jewry, considered that these rabbinical leg- 
ends about the Canaanite origins of the Africans had been circulated anew 

by tl Latin authors at the time of the Roman Emperor Justinian (483-565) 

in order to discredit the increasing number of Jews in Africa in the eyes of 

the indigenous populations.® Since it will become clear that these texts had 

a considerable influence on later Muslim and Jewish legends, it will not be 

superfluous to outline some of them again in the framework of the present 

discussion. 

In the book of Joshua (12:8, cf. 9.1) only six out of the seven Canaanite 

nations named in Deuteronomy 7:1 are mentioned as having been conquered, 

the Girgashites having been omitted. This omission created a historical fiction 

relating to their emigration to Africa. 

R. Samuel b. Nahman said: Joshua had sent to them [the Canaanites] three 

proclamations: “Whoever wishes to leave, let him leave; whoever wishes to 

make peace, let him make peace; whoever wishes to give battle, let him give 

battle.’ The Girgashites rose and left of their own accord, and as a reward 

there was given to them a land as good as their own land, as it is written 

[with regard to Israel] I shall come and take you away to a land like your own 

land, etc (Isa 36:17) namely [some place] in Africa.° 

A similar account is supplied by the Tosefta, which, however, relates the inci- 

dent to the Amorites: 

R. Simon b. Gamliel says: No nation is more peaceful than the Amorites, for 

we find that, trusting in God, they made their way to Africa, where God gave 

them a land as fair as their own, while the land of Israel was still called after 

their name (Canaan). 

The tradition is again given in the Mekhilta, on Exodus 13, where it relates 

directly to the Canaanites: 

“And it shall be when the Lord shall bring thee into the land of the Canaanite” 

(Exod 13:11). 

Canaan merited that the land should be called by his name. But what did 

Canaan do? Simply this: As soon as he heard that the Israelites were about to 

enter the land, he got up and moved away from before them. God then said 

to him: “You have moved away from before My children; I, in turn, will call 

the land by your name and will give you a goodly land in your own country.’ 

And which is it ? It is Africa.” 

Historians have surmised that this midrash may be alluding to the settlement 

of Carthage by the Phoenicians or Canaanites. 
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To these accounts can be added a further noteworthy text from the Talmud, 

which relates how the Africans (beney Afriqa) appeal to Alexander the Great 

for their right of possessing Palestine, explaining that in the Bible it is referred 

to as “the land of Canaan,’ who was their ancestor.” 

Medieval Legends about the Origins of the Berbers 

Most interestingly, the foregoing legends were somehow transmitted to Muslim 

and Jewish authors of the Middle Ages, with, however, characteristic modifica- 

tions. First, the early Muslim historians invented or repeated numerous biblical 

legends concerning the origins of the prophets. Closely attached to the patriar- 

chal system, they were particularly fond of lengthy genealogies and relied heay- 

ily on the ancient oral traditions of the Arabs, but they also quoted writers who 

had access to biblical and Palmyrian sources. However, those concerning the 

Canaanites are particularly confused. Canaan, who according to Genesis 10:6 was 

the son of Ham and the grandson of Noah, is not mentioned in the Qur'an, but 

contradictory accounts of him are reported by the qur’anic commentators and 

traditionalists. He is generally equated with Yam, a fourth son of Noah, and is 

identified with the anonymous son referred to in sura 11:45, who perished in the 

flood on account of his disbelief. The classical commentator Abdallah b. Umar 
al-Baydawi (d. 1286) considers him to be the father of Nimrud, contrary to the 
biblical account that declares Kush, Canaan's brother, to be his father (Gen 10:7). 

According to the compiler of “prophetical legends” Ahmad Tha'labi (d. 

1035), the Holy Land was inhabited by giant Canaanites who were the descen- 

dants of Noah. God had decreed to destroy them and make the land of Syria 

the residence of the children of Israel.* Another author of biblical legends, 

al-Kisa’i, relates how Joshua fought against these giants and made peace with 

the inhabitants of Ashgelon “and turned them away to their land.” 
The belief that Kan‘an was the father of the Canaanites who left the land of 

their own free will or fled before Joshua to Africa and became the ancestors of the 

Berbers is also known to later Arab historians. However, in the principal account, 

it is not just any descendant of Ham who becomes the ancestor of the Berbers but 
none other than Goliath, hero of the Philistines. According to the biblical texts, 
there is no connection between the Philistines and the Canaanites, but the fact 
that the Israelites had to wage wars against both peoples may have inspired the 
link. It is interesting to speculate to what degree these legends may also have been 
influenced either by the vague memories of the second century 8.c. Numidian 
chief Jugurtha, mentioned by the Latin historian of Caesar’s African campaign 
Sallust (86-34 B.C), or by the term Aguelid, which means “king” in the northern 
Berber dialects, both of which terms are analogous to the name Goliath (Jalut). 

One of the earliest Arab historians to echo this legend was Ibn al-Kalbi 
(737-819), who was born in Kufa, though he spent much of his life in Baghdad, 
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where he collected information about the genealogies and history of the 
ancient Arabs. He indicates that according to one version, the Berbers had 

been expelled from Syria by Joshua son of Nun." 

‘Abd ar-Rahman b. ‘Abdallah Ibn ‘Abd al-Hakam (803-871), a scholar of 

hadith who left an invaluable account of the Muslim conquest of North Africa 

and Spain, also believed the various Berber tribes to be of Canaanite origin. 

Although his Futuh Ifrigiya wal-Andalus is the earliest Arab account of the 

Islamic conquests of those countries, it was written about two centuries after 

the events it describes and mixes fact and fiction. This is what we read in the 

chapter of book 4 devoted to the conquest of Barqa: 

The Berber [al-barbar] had been in Palestine [Falastin]. When their king 

Jalut was slain by David, peace be upon him, they emigrated to the Maghreb 

until they eventually reached Libya [Lubiya] and Marmarica [Maraqiya]. 

The latter are two provinces situated in western Egypt which are not irri- 

gated by the Nile, but rely upon rain from the heavens. There they divided 

up. The Zenata and Maghila continued their route towards the Maghreb and 

settled in the mountainous regions, whereas the Luwata penetrated into the 

Antabulus [Pentapolis] in the territory of Barqa, where they settled. They 

divided into factions and spread throughout this region of the Maghreb, 

until they reached Sus. The Hawwara settled in Kabda and the Nafusa in 

the territory of Sabrata. The Rums [indigenous population subjected to the 

Byzantines] who were to be found in these places had to evacuate the coun- 

try, but the Afariq, who were in the service of the Rums, remained, and had 

to pay a tribute to all those who had conquered their land.” 

In his Muruj adh-dhahab, written around 956, the great historian and geogra- 
pher ‘Ali b. Hasan al-Mas’udi (871-957), dubbed the “Herodotus of the Arabs,” 

states: “Jalut the giant king of the Berbers, went out against them from the land 

of Filistin.”’ ; 
Another historian, the Andalusian Abu “Ubaydallah al-Bakri (1014-1094), 

composed an important source for the history of West Africa entitled Kitab 
al-Masalik wa-al-Mamalik (Book of Highways and of Kingdoms). He believed 

the Berbers to have been chased out of Syria by the Jews, after the death of 

Goliath. He agrees with al-Mas’udi that they sojourned for a time in Egypt. 

“They desired to remain in Egypt, but having been forced by the Copts to leave 

this country, they settled in Barka, in Ifriqiya, and in the Maghreb.” 
In his Kitab nuzhat al-mushtaq, written in 1154, Muhammad al-Idrisi, who 

came about a century after al-Bakri, states that Jana, the forebear of all the 

Zenata, was the son of Dharis or Jalut (Goliath) who was slain by David.”° 

In the fourteenth century Ibn Khaldun (1332-1382), acclaimed as the greatest 

medieval Arab historian, devoted a whole chapter of his voluminous History 
of the Berbers to the multiple genealogies that previous Arabic writers, often 
of Berber origin, had concocted. All give an oriental origin to the different 
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factions. The most frequent is similar to that related by Procopius. Ibn Khaldun 

explains that a branch of the Berbers, the Branes, descend from Mazigh. That 

certain inhabitants of ancient Africa had already placed some Mazigh or 

Madigh ancestor at the top of their genealogy need not surprise us since they 

have always called themselves by this name. Thus from this appellation derives 

that of the Medes (ancestors of the Moors), in the company of the Persians 
(equated with the Pharusians). Ibn Khaldun himself takes a firm position in 

favor of what he calls “the real fact, which allows to forgo all hypotheses”: 

The Berbers are the children of Canaan, son of Ham, son of Noah, as we have 

already stated when dealing with the great divisions of the human species. Their 

ancestor was called Mazigh; their brothers were the Girgashites [Agrikesh]; the 

Philistines, children of Kasluhim, son of Misrayim, son of Ham, were their par- 

ents.” Their king bore the title Goliath [Jalut]. In Syria, wars raged between 

the Philistines and Israelites, which are related by history, during which the 

descendants of Canaan and the Girgashites supported the Philistines against 

the children of Israel. The latter circumstance probably led astray the person 

who represented Goliath as a Berber, whereas he belonged to the Philistines, 

relatives of the Berbers. No other opinion other than ours should be accepted; 

it is the only true one from which one should not turn aside.” 

Despite Ibn Khaldun’s reproach, we should nonetheless bear in mind another 

opinion, for it is not without consequence, which he reports with precision: 

All the Arab genealogists agree in considering the diverse Berber tribes of 

which I indicated the names, as really belonging to this race; only the ori- 

gin of the Sanhaja and the Ketama are a subject of controversy for them. 

According to the generally accepted opinion, these two tribes belong to the 

Yemenites whom Ifricos established in Ifriqia when he invaded this country. 

On the other hand, the Berber genealogists claim that several of their tribes, 

such as the Luata, are Arabs descended from Himyar.* 

The Canaanites in Later Muslim Sources 

The present-day topography of Israel designates a hill opposite the modern 
city of Zfat/Safed as Har Kena‘an, the mountain of Canaan. This, in fact, is the 
equivalent of Jabal Kena‘an, which was the Arabic designation of this locality 
recorded by the medieval Arab geographers since at least the eleventh century. 
Under the entry “Kena‘an,” Yaqut b. ‘Abdallah (1179-1229) states in his ency- 
clopaedic geographical dictionary Muajam al-buldan: 

[Kena‘an] belongs to Syria. A certain [authority] says that between the place 
of Jacob in Kena‘an and Joseph in Egypt there is a distance of a hundred 
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parasangs. Jacob's place of residence was in the territory of Nablus in which 
is to be found the pit [jubb] into which Joseph had been cast.* It is well 
known and is situated between Sijil and Nablus on the right hand side of the 
way. Now Jacob resided in the village known as Saylun,”’ whereas Abu Zayd 
says he was resident in Jordan, but all of these [localities] are near. 
> the name [Kena‘an] is not of Arabic origin but it seems to me that it 

may derive from the Arabic expression akna’, i.e. “swear” or from the word 
kunu’ which means “lowliness,’ or kana’, signifying “deficiency” or kani’ 
which means that which flows al-khadi, or al-kani’, “he who turns aside” or 
al-akna@’ or al-kani’, i.e. that whose hand or similar member is mutilated.” 

In his Cosmography (Nukhbat al-dahar fi ‘aja ib al-barr wal-bahar), the geog- 

rapher Shams al-Din Abu “Abdallah Muhammad al-Dimashgi (d. 1327), who 

died in Safed, provides the most detailed account of Kena‘an, which he locates 

in the immediate vicinity of Safed: 

In the province of Safed are to be found Marj ‘Ayun and the territory of 

Jarmuq. The latter is a regular ancient city whose inhabitants were a com- 

munity of Hebrews who are connected to it and are called Jarmagites. The 

Canaanites were to be found in the valley of Kena‘an son of Noah. Mount 

Baqi’ is counted among its provinces in which there is to be found a village 

called Baqi‘a.” It contains running water, delicious quinces and abundant 

olives, fruit and vines. Mount Zabud looks out over Safed. * 

The name of this locality is probably owed to the Muslim belief that this 

region was the original land of Canaan where the Hebrew patriarchs dwelled. 

Indeed, local traditions point out a number of sites, like Joseph's well, associ- 

ated with biblical episodes. It has survived, too, in the toponymic surname 

Kanaan or Kena‘ani, such as that of Dr. Tawfik Kanaan (1882-1964), the pio- 

neer Palestinian anthropologist. 

Incidentally, in modern Muslim political discourse, claims are made for the 

Arab origins of the Canaanites. Thus in the Global Arabic Encyclopedia, pub- 

lished in Saudi Arabia, the Canaanites and their affiliated tribe the Jebusites 

are said to be an Arab people who emigrated before the “Jews” around 2500 

B.C.E. to Palestine from the Arabian Peninsula.”? Conversely, Canaanite motifs 

have been adopted in modern Arabic literature, especially among the so-called 

Tammuzi poets.*° This tendency forms an interesting parallel to the influential 

literary and artistic Israeli Canaanite movement.* 

Later Jewish Sources 

As we have seen, the rabbinic legends concerning the Canaanite origins of 

the Berbers, which had no doubt been transmitted initially by the Jews of the 
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North African diaspora, had influenced both Greek, Latin, and Arabic his- 

torians. That is not to say that they disappeared from later Jewish sources, 
where they indeed continued to survive, especially in the writings of the Jews 
in Muslim Spain and the Maghreb, where these traditions underwent a strange 

metamorphosis. Here the Berber peoples of the Maghreb become transformed 

into Philistines. In view of our above quotation from Ibn Khaldun, who states 

that the Philistines were related to the Canaanites, or even the much earlier 

claims of Procopius that the Canaanites were the ancestors of the Moors, one 

could speculate that a rebounding of Hellenistic and Arabic traditions back 

into Jewish literature took place. One of the oldest Jewish references to the 

Berbers as Philistines is to be found in a Ge’onic responsum, addressed in 

Hebrew by an enquirer from Andalusia to the scholars of Babylonia. Possibly 
dating from the tenth century, it relates the adventures of a merchant who nar- 

rowly escaped death when a caravan of Berbers (pilishtim) with whom he was 

traveling was waylayed by robbers.” 

The identification of the Berbers with the Philistines was commonplace in 

medieval Muslim Spain® and is already to be found in the eleventh-century 
Hebrew poetry of Samuel ha-Nagid and Judah ha-Levi.*4 On the other hand, 

their Iberian contemporaries proposed a new geographical fate for the 

Canaanites, identified henceforth with the Franks! In his Hebrew commentary 
on the list of ancient nations in Obadiah 1:19-20, Abraham Ibn ‘Ezra passes the 

Philistines without comment but remarks about the Canaanites in the verse 

“Thus they shall possess the Negeb and Mount Esau as well, the Shephelah and 
Philistia, the Canaanites until Zarphat, and that exiled force of Israelites [shall 
possess] what belongs to the Canaanites as far as Zarephath”: 

Ihave heard from the mouth of great sages that the [inhabitants] of the land 
of Allemania are the Canaanites who fled from the Israelites when they came 
to the Holy Land and that Zarefat designates Franconia. * 

When the Hebrew chronicler Abraham Ibn Da’ud of Toledo (d. 1180) refers 
to the Berber king of Grenada Habus b. Maksan, he calls him melekh ha-pil- 
ishtim, “King of the Philistines,» and states, too, that the minister Joseph Ibn 
Naghrela was murdered by the Philistine, that is, Berber, chiefs.2” 

In his Hygiene of the Souls, written in Arabic around 1190, the philosopher 
and exegete Joseph Ibn Aqnin (d. 1220) describes the persecution of the Jews 
under the Almohads in Spain. When they traveled between cities, because 
of the distinctive attire imposed upon them, Jews were easy targets for the 
thieves and brigands of the Philistines—the Berbers who were rampant in the 
Andalusian countryside. 

The astronomer and Hebrew author Abraham Zacuto (1450-after 1510) of 
Salamanca wrote an account of Jewish genealogies from the earliest times, 
which contains much curious and valuable information. He subscribes to 
the myth that Sebta (Ceuta) was built by Shem, the son of Noah, and that 
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Joab ben Zeruya had reached its precincts.» We have here the oldest occur- 
rence of a popular and long enduring legend that replaces Joshua with Joab 

son of Zeruya, King David’s commander in chief, in the role of expeller of the 

Canaanites. According to the book of Samuel 2:10, the Israelite king sent Joab 

to wage war against the Ammonites. Indeed, Joab’s supposed tomb is to be 

found in several places in North Africa where local Jewish legends, for exam- 

ple in Jerba and Morocco, tell of monuments inscribed with the words Ad 

henah radafti ani Yoab b. Zeruya et ha-pilishtim (“Up to this spot I, Joab son of 
Zeruyah, pursued the Philistines”). 

The physician and historian Joseph b. Joshua Ha-Kohen of Avignon (1496- 

after 1577), whose father was an exile from Spain authored Emeq ha-bakha’, an 

account of the persecution of the Jews. Discussing the rise of the Almohads in the 

year 1122, he names Ibn Tumert and the “rebels of the land of the Philistines.”4° 

This appellation survived through pre-modern and modern times* and was 

even naturally adopted by Europeans visiting North Africa. Samuel Romanelli 

(1757-1814), a traveling scholar born in Mantova, Italy, visited Morocco from 

1787 to 1790. He left a vivid account called Massa ba-arab in which he discusses 

the origins of the various races he encountered. He considers the Africans to 

be the descendants of Ham, and the rural Moors “that is the people of the 

Maghreb, as the descendants of the Philistines.” 

In order to demonstrate the tenacity of the myth of the Philistine origins of the 

Berbers, I propose to terminate this survey with an illustration taken from two 

non-Jewish European sources. Charles Didier (1805-1864) was a Swiss author who 

visited Morocco in 1837. Perhaps having misunderstood the information he gath- 

ered, he applies the term “Philistines” to the Jews who live among the Berbers: 

Cependant il ya dans les montagnes des tribus hébraiques dont létablissement 

parait remonter a des temps antérieurs au christianisme. On les appelle et ils 

sappellent eux-mémes Pilistins, ou Philistins, et vivent confondus avec les 

Amazirgues [Berbers], qui les souffrent au milieu deux et ne les persécutent 

pas comme les Maures persécutent leurs coreligionnaires.“ 

Curiously, this identification is to be found a century later in the writings of 

an outstanding specialist of Moroccan affairs, Dr. Frederic Weisgerber (1868- 
1946). Hailing from Alsace, the latter was a physician and explorer who entered 

the service of the Makhzen in 1897 in order to treat the Grand Vizir. He sub- 

sequently became the correspondent of the Parisian newspaper Le Temps. 

Having survived the Fez massacre of 1912, he was appointed consultant of the 

French Protectorate in 1913. He published his memoirs, which first appeared 

in Rabat in 1947. The following passage, which applies the name “Philistines” 

to the indigenous Berberized Jews, is extracted therefrom: 

Les Israélites de Casablanca, comme ceux du Maroc en général, apparte- 

naient 4 deux catégories distinctes: les plichtim (Palestiniens), qui sont 
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probablement un mélange de Juifs venus au Maroc lors des invasions arabes 

et de Berbéres judaisés, et les sephardim expulsés d' Espagne 4 la fin du 

XVeme siécles. Les premiers habitaient principalement les villes et kasbas 

de l'intérieur et parlaient l’arabe ou le berbére suivant la region. Les seconds 

étaient fixés surtout a Tétuan et a Tanger et avaient conservé l'usage d'un 

espagnol caractérisé par une prononciation et certaines expressions archa- 

iques. Dans les autres ports on trouvait un mélange des deux éléments. 

This paragraph aptly concludes this brief survey, which shows a continuous 

tradition of the legend ascribing Canaanite or Philistine origins to the inhab- 

itants of North Africa, spread over more than a millennium. Paradoxically 

enough, a Jewish tradition attributing a Canaanite origin to the inhabitants of 

the western part of North Africa gave birth to a Muslim tradition identifying 

the Berbers as descendants of either the Canaanites or the Philistines, a tradi- 
tion which itself finally led some modern observers to look at North African 
Jews as being of a Philistine stock! 

As a more general conclusion and as an answer to our initial inquiry as to 

whether there was any continuity between the religious, political, or ethical issues 

reflected in the Jewish sources and their Islamic posterity, it must be said that the 

confusions that arose in the intermediate stages exclude such continuity. Indeed, 

from the outset the Arab sources did not have a clear idea of who the Canaanites 
were historically. Subsequent modifications due to the input of diverse traditions 

confused matters even more, and, as a result, the “Muslim” Canaanites came to be 
identified with a totally different ethnic entity with its own independent history 
and utterly foreign to the issues raised about them in Jewish sources. 
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The Israeli Identity and the Canaanite Option 
David Ohana 

And the Canaanite (Discourse) Was Then in the Land 

The Canaanite-Hebrew option has been an ever-continuous presence in Israeli 

discourse. Since the early 1940s, when the activities of the Committee for 

the Formation of Hebrew Youth began and the manifesto “Letter to Hebrew 

Youth” was published, this secular-radical option has formed part of the range 

of Israeli identity possibilities. The exploration of these identity possibilities, 

begun in the decade prior to the establishment of the State of Israel, has contin- 

ued to the present. Canaanism was the boldest cultural challenge—at least in 

literary and intellectual circles—to Zionism, Judaism, and Israelism. The poet 

Yonatan Ratosh (1908-1981) was the founder of the “Canaanite Movement, 

which included about one hundred poets, writers, artists, and other intellec- 

tuals. The poet Avraham Shlonsky, literary editor of the newspaper Haaretz, 

coined the term “Canaanites” in condemnation of the group of “Young 

Hebrews.” Nevertheless, the appellation stuck and was used to represent 

the movement. Ratosh offered a total alternative that would sever Israelism 

from Judaism and would adapt only the elements of nativist affiliation; the 

“place” (makom)—the physical, geographic space—would replace the “Place” 

(Makom), the metaphysical Jewish God. According to the “Canaanites,’ there 

would be a Hebraization of the peoples of the area who were “lacking nation- 

ality” and a complete severance from exilic Jewish history. Canaanism was an 
attempt at an Israelization, inspired by the French model that defines national- 

ism as a synthesis of territory and language. 
The tree that was planted in the land of Canaan has branched in various 

ideologies and sprouted a diversity of commentaries. It would seem that 

all the possibilities of the Canaanite option have been exhausted in the dis- 

course on Israeli identity: genuine Canaanism, native or acquired; metaphori- 

cal Canaanism; Zionist, post-Zionist, religious, and Palestinian Canaanism; 

Canaanism with a fascist-militarist-imperialist, or a civilian, flavor; universalist 
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Canaanism; Canaanism of the Right and Left; utopian Canaanism and biblical 

Canaanism; Canaanism with an affinity to the LEHI (Fighters for the Freedom 

of Israel) and Canaanism in the spirit of Ben-Gurion; Canaanism as a seri- 

ous spatial-nationalist idea or as merely a generation's trend; an idea whose 

intellectual roots are in Europe and one whose footprints are to be found in 

the sands and shores of Canaan; an idea based on place or one dependent 

on time—time past, present, or future: longue durée or short-term time; 

“Semitic space, or the Greater Land of Israel, or the borders of the Green 

Line; a matter of ancient history and a cultural construction; an ideology or 

an aesthetic; an opposition to the Jewish “other” or the self-awareness of the 

native-born; immigrants’ excessive repudiation of the country (“exile”) from 

which they came, or the local inhabitant’s normal sense of identity; and, at 

last, as the Canaanite Messianism that sanctifies geography to the point of a 

territory-centered fundamentalism. 
The idea that there was a single language, the Canaanite tongue, in the 

“Semitic space” already had intellectual roots before Yonatan Ratosh founded 

the Canaanite group in Palestine at the beginning of the 1940s, and one can 

name some of the forerunners: Nachum Slouschz in his series of articles 

Origins of the Hebrew (1920); Itamar Ben-Avi, who was “like a Canaanite,” in 

his book Canaan Our Land, 5000 Years of Israel in Its Land (1932); Aharon 

Reuveni, the brother of Yitzhak Ben-Zvi, the second president of Israel, in his 

book Shem, Ham and Japhet (1932);? and Israel Belkind, in his study The Arabs 

in Palestine—Where Are the Ten Tribes? (1928).3 Belkind saw the imposition of 

Hebrew on the Palestinian Arabs as an essential precondition for the estab- 

lishment of the Hebrew nation and for the realization of Zionism. Of course, 

it was in particular Eliezer Ben- Yehuda, “the reviver of the Hebrew tongue on 

the Hebrew soil,” who insisted that the revival of the language was integral to 

the revival of the nation: “We will resurrect the nation, and its language will be 
resurrected too!” 

Already in Europe at the turn of the twentieth century, the poet and trans- 

lator Yaakov Klatzkin foretold that if the Zionist project of settling Palestine 

succeeded, the people would split into a territorial nation on the one hand 

and an extraterritorial religious community on the other’ In the Canaanite 

pantheon, the name is also inscribed by Absalom Feinberg, a member of the 

Nili espionage group, who wrote in a letter to his bride, “Don't be a Jewess, 

be a Hebrew!” and who wrote his address as “Jaffa, Land of the Hebrews.” In 

the history of the Yishuv (the Jewish community in Palestine), the figures of 

Ben-Gurion and Ben-Zvi, who in their research tried to locate the descendants 

of the Hebrews, stand out. More than anyone else, however, the writer and 

literary historian Haim Hazaz, with his story Ha-drasha (The Sermon; 1942), 

is known as formulating a precursor of the Canaanite idea, and it is not sur- 

prising that the perceptive Israeli literary scholar Dan Laor declared, “a clear 
line runs from Hazaz’s work Ha-drasha, which is a powerful expression of 
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the anti-exilic sentiments that exist in Zionist thought, to the ideology of the 
‘Young Hebrews’ who call for the creation of a separate non-Jewish Hebrew 
nation on the soil of Palestine?” 

Baruch Kurzweil, the Orthodox historian of Hebrew literature and cultural 
critic, seized on Ha-drasha as a treasure trove encapsulating “the conceptual 
prineiples of the whole of Hazaz’s writings” that “can serve the Young Hebrews 
as the source of all their ideas on Judaism”* But Kurzweil was not able to 

disregard the challenging dialectical aspect of the story, a sort of “negative 

credo,’ unlike those who adopted the position of the Canaanites, who totally 

rejected Judaism. The “rejection of the exile” existed in various degrees from 
the founding fathers of Zionism to the generation of the sons in the Yishuv, 

but the “rejection of Judaism” had no place in the critical dialogue. Kurzweil 

claimed that “the rejection of Judaism as a spiritual phenomenon whose time 

had passed, and the necessity of seeing the national revival as something new 

and even opposed to Judaism are principles of the Berdichevsky school of 

thought.” The barbs he directed at the literature of the national revival were 
ideological and relevant, but it should be pointed out that the promoters of the 

revival saw it not as a contradiction to Judaism but as an opportunity to give 

it a new, existential, and modern interpretation. At the same time, he revealed 

the Canaanite idea, whose early reverberations had been felt in the radical 
criticisms of Micha Yosef Berdichevsky, Shaul Tchernikovsky, and Yosef Haim 
Brenner, as having a real potential in the new secular culture.° 

Kurzweil located the conceptual roots of the Canaanite idea in the culture 

of the secular awakening in eastern and central Europe at the turn of the twen- 

tieth century. His conservative outlook, which some describe as deterministic, 
and the uncompromising polarity he set between religion and secularism, pre- 

vented him from seeing the possibility that a dialectical Canaanism from his 

religious camp would arise and strike roots, and in the mid-twentieth century 

would cast secular Canaanism in the shade. In the words of the historian Anita 

Shapira, Kurzweil “denied the growth-potential of a new species of religious 

Canaanism which today is very actual among the settler communities.”° The 

historian of education, known for her work on utopias, Rahel Alboim-Dror is 

of the opinion that Canaanism exposed the basic problems of Zionism, whose 

imprint can also be found in the national-religious movements, from the reli- 

gious youth-movement Bnei Akiva to Gush Emunim, the national-religious 

movement for settlement in the occupied territories.” 

A different view of the sources of Canaanism was expressed by the histo- 
rian Yaakov Shavit. In his opinion, Canaanism developed an image of the past 

in which there was a supposed affinity to an ancient spatial civilization. This 

was based on an interpretation of the history of the ancient people of Israel, 

the main features of which were a national-territorial consciousness and an 
indigenous national experience. The Canaanite idea broke away from its radi- 
cal Zionist ideological origins and became a radical anti-Zionist ideology. In 
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Ratosh’s teachings, one may glimpse the post-Zionist idea: “There are even 

some who see [Ratosh] as the pioneer of the non-national vision of ‘a state 

of all its citizens? which he would have considered a nightmare.”” Whether 

an image of the past or a non-national vision, the sources of the movement, 

according to Shavit, are to be found in maximalist Revisionism and people of 

the Right, such as Uri Zvi Greenberg and Abba Ahimeir, rather than figures of 

the Left. Unlike him, however, the historian Israel Kolat finds the intellectual 
roots of Canaanism on the Left, and in left-wing figures such as Boaz Evron 

and Haim Gouri, and even Ben-Gurion and Moshe Dayan. In his opinion, 

Shavit’s interpretation, which puts Canaanism on the Right, falsifies its image 

and significance."* 

The 1938 meeting in Paris of Edya Horon and Ratosh, which signified the 

birth of the Canaanite group, resembles in its significance the meeting of 

Horon with Hillel Kook (a.k.a. Peter Bergson) and Shemuel Merlin, which 

introduced Canaanism to the heads of the Irgun Delegation, also known as the 

Bergson Group, in the United States. It was Horon who influenced the Hebrew 

Committee for the Liberation of the Nation, of which Kook and Merlin were 

members, to emphasize the designation “Hebrew’” in its title and to differen- 

tiate it from the description “Jewish.” In the pamphlet titled “The Time Has 

Come!” and written by the members of the committee after the Holocaust, it 

was stated that the foundation of their outlook and the basis of the recognition 

of historical truth was the fact that “the Hebrew nation is today an existing 

political entity.’ In contrast to Ratosh’s harsh statements about the Jews who 

perished in the Holocaust, the Hebrew revisionists in America declared that 

“the molten fire through which European Jewry passed,” on the one hand, and 

“the courageousness, dedication and creative abilities which were revealed by 
our Yishuy,’ on the other, had formed the two parts of the nation into “a nation 

like all the nations, into the Hebrew nation in its own national territory.’ They 
asked for a political distinction to be made between the “Hebrew nation” and 

the “people of Israel” or “Jewish people.” They opposed the partition scheme, 
supported a Hebrew state on both sides of the Jordan, and asked for a separa- 

tion of religion and state. After the Yom Kippur War in 1973, they changed the 

designation “Hebrew nation” into the “modern Israeli nation” and supported 

the creation of a neighboring Palestinian state. Uri Avneri took the same path 

from Canaanite-Hebrew imperialism to a national compromise. 

The Canaanite genealogy on the Israeli Right from Horon and Ratosh to 
Kook and Merlin continued with the Hebraic ideas of Shemuel Tamir and his 
faction, Lamerhav. Tamir, who was not a member of the Hebrew Committee 
for the Liberation of the Nation, befriended Merlin at the end of 1950 and 
founded the Lamerhav faction in rebellion against Menahem Begin and the 
leadership of the Herut Party. They urged a separation of religion and state, 
the nationalization of the Jewish National Fund, the dismantling of the Jewish 
Agency and the World Zionist Organization, and the upbuilding of Israel as 
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a “Hebrew Mediterranean power” that would form a federation with its Arab 
neighbors and make alliances with the ethnic minorities in the Middle East. 

With the Kastner affair, the Hebraic paths of Uri Avneri and Shemuel 

Tamir crossed. Avneri, who advocated the nativistic ideology of the “Semitic 

space, depicted Tamir in the journal Ha-Olam ha-zeh, which he edited, as 

the ideal type of the Sabra who blended into the space and opposed ser- 

vile Judaism. The Kastner case was a golden opportunity to draw a contrast 

between the Sabra returning to his mythical-Canaanite roots and the mental- 

ity of people from “over there.’ The biographies of heroes in the weekly journal 

were one-dimensional constructions of the secular Hebrew Sabra versus the 

exile-Judenrat-Jewish Agency. According to that paper, “the archetype of the 

stadtian [intermediary] was Mordechai the Jew. He never thought of rebelling; 

he relied on mediation. Mordechai the Jew was the complete opposite of Judah 

Maccabee, the man who arose, rebelled, fought and liberated.” 

Canaanism is a phenomenon distinct from both the Left and the Right. In 

the tensions it revealed in the collective identity, in the contradiction it pointed 

out between nationalism and religion and in the solutions it proposed, it served 

as a touchstone for the central dilemmas of Zionism. Boaz Evron identified the 

Canaanite idea as a radical and challenging extension of the Zionist move- 

ment, but also a contradiction of it; an expression of the consciousness of the 

native-born generation and their direct affinity with the homeland as against 

the acquired consciousness of the homeland of people like A. D. Gordon and 

David Ben-Gurion, an extension of Bible criticism, on the one hand, and a 

paradoxical involvement in Jewish messianic activities, on the other. The 

Canaanites’ assumption that the annexation of a non-Jewish population in the 

territories conquered in the Six Day War would cause Israel to lose its Jewish 

character made them support the colonizing enterprise of the Greater Land of 

Israel and created a neo-Canaanite synthesis of religion and the Right: “The 

settlements of the religious Gush Emunim (Bloc of the Faithful) are a dialecti- 

cal step towards the Hebrew ‘Land of the East’ that is above all ethnic, religious 

and community-related divisions and unites the entire population within the 

framework of a single nation, the Hebrew nation.” 

The Canaanite challenge also exposed the secular and the ultra-Orthodox 

to the option of a “state of all its citizens.” In a draft that Aharon Amir pre- 

sented of the ideal state, he accepted the rightist neo-Canaanite principle 

of a Greater Land of Israel that has “an institutional-political structure that 

embraces the entire West Bank of the Jordan”” and annexes and Hebraicizes all 

the Palestinians within it, but he also accepted the secular leftist neo-Canaanite 

principle of the equality of all citizens: “I think it important that everyone will 

be a citizen and all will be considered sons of the land.”* Margalit Shenar, the 

daughter of E. G. Horon, who joined Amir in founding another neo-Canaanite 

group, also believes there is no contradiction between occupation and lib- 

eralism: “The result must finally be a state of all its citizens.... We need the 
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territories in order to realize a liberal ideology.’ At the opposite pole, the 

ultra-Orthodox member of Knesset Meir Porush thinks that most Israelis con- 

sider the Canaanites a strange group, but admits that one must recognize that 

their basic outlook has echoes, “and recently,” he said, “we have witnessed the 

beginnings of a revival of the ‘Canaanites’ in a 2004 edition.”* As an example, 

he pointed to Shulamit Aloni, the high priestess of human rights in Israel, who 

proposed that one’s nationality should be defined as “Israeli” and not “Jewish.” 

“It seems that the intention of today’s ‘Canaanites’ is quite clear. They want to 

be a people like all others. ...In their opinion, Israel should be ‘a state of all its 

citizens’ which gives all citizens equal rights, and not a Jewish state.’ That is 
how radically different ideological directions develop out of one idea. 

The idea ofa “state of all its citizens” is the jewel in the crown of post-Zionism. 

Post-Zionism, as a basic conception with many ramifications, sees the para- 

doxical formula of a “Jewish and democratic state” to be a contradiction that 

needs to be exposed, and holds that there has to be a separation not only 

of religion and state but also of state and nationality. Although the Zionist, 

Jewish-Israeli state is described by the conventional formula “nation-state,” Uri 

Ram points out that this is only one possibility, and not a recommended one, 

of characterizing the mutual relationship of state and nation. There can also be 

a state that creates a nation, a state without a nation, a multinational state, or 

a nation without a state. Ram, who knows how the Canaanites and Uri Avneri 
have anticipated and contributed to the post-Zionist discourse, finds that the 

difference between them is that “a few Canaanites or Hebrews gave ‘Hebraism 
a national or even nationalistic interpretation, and the post-Zionists gave 

‘Israelism’ a post-national and civil interpretation.”*° Avneri, like Horon and 

Ratosh, started out in the Revisionist movement but later gave a personal touch 

to Canaanite concepts by rejecting belligerent activism, territorial expan- 

sion, the myth of a glorious past, the glorification of youth, and spreading 

beyond “the two banks of the River Jordan.” He also rejected the term “Middle 
East,’ which originated in Europe, as well as the term eretz ‘ever (the land of 

‘Ever), which was of Canaanite origin; inspired by the German word Raum, he 

adopted the term “Semitic space.” Unlike Ratosh, he did not expect the Arabs 

to become Hebrews but called for a recognition of their separate nationality 

and believed in sharing that space. The parallel between the Zionists and the 

crusaders led him to the conclusion that “only participation in the space, not 

territorial expansion, can save the Hebrews from the fate of the crusaders?” 

Nitza Harel thinks that Avneri proposed the model of an open Israel, “today 
called ‘a state of all its citizens,” combining the liberalism of human rights 
with Hebrew national romanticism.” 

It was not in vain that the Canaanites went to America in search of an ideal 
model of a “state of all its citizens.” The founding in the New World of a soci- 
ety of immigrants who became natives of a country without a history, who 
cut the umbilical cord binding them to their ancestors, who defined their 



The Israeli Identity and the Canaanite Option ay 

nationality in terms of a common citizenship, separated religion from state 
and spoke a common language: All this lay behind the Canaanites’ attraction 
to the American experience, and, as Dan Laor has said, explains the central- 
ity of America in the Canaanite imagination.” As early as 1945, in envisaging 
a Canaanite utopia in his Masa ha-petiha (Opening Speech), Ratosh drew on 
the American precedent that was based, in his opinion, on a new indigenous 
national identity that negated one’s previous identity. Some five years later, 
Amir published Shirat eretz ha-‘ivrim (Song of the Land of the Hebrews; 1949), 

inspired by Walt Whitman's Leaves of Grass, on the birth of a new people in a 

new land. The Canaanite group showed its awareness of the American experi- 

ence by the translation of many classic works of American literature and poetry 

by Ratosh and Amir, by the promotion and publication of essays and articles 

on subjects relating to American culture in the journals Aleph and Keshet, and 

by devoting a special issue of Keshet to America (1971). In his introduction to 

that issue, Amir spoke of 

the idea of the essential parallel between the historical experience of the new 

American nation and the process of the formation or crystallisation of the 

nation in that country [...]. The formation of the American nation can be 

regarded as [. ..] an archetypical example and an archetypical model of the 

process of the growth of new nations, or even ones that are undergoing a 

renewal, from the beginning of the modern age.* 

Three years later, Amir expressed his “American” ideal as follows: He said 

that he wished to “transform Israel into a society that is open—completely 
open—and that attracts immigration not specifically from Jewish sources.” 

Otherwise, he said, the Israelis will experience what would have been liable to 

happen to the Americans had they decided to accept only Anglo-Saxons and 

Protestants. However, the historian Yehoshua Arieli, a specialist in American 

history, saw things quite differently and maintained that the American experi- 

ence was the antithesis of the Israeli experience. Arieli asked himself: What 

was it that united America, and what did it mean to be American? The State 
of Israel, in his opinion, is almost the archetype of organic, religious, and 

historical affiliation, unlike America, which is the archetype of the univer- 

sal approach. In Puritan America and in the young republic, the Americans 
developed many allegories and metaphors identifying themselves with Israel 

and the Bible and felt themselves to be a kind of new Israel. The Americans, 
unlike the Canaanites, refused to cut themselves off from their Jewish heritage. 

In their Puritan tradition, there were many motifs derived from the Bible, such 

as the Exodus from slavery to freedom, the giving of the Law, and the chosen 
people. Jefferson proposed that the American seal should display the pillar of 

fire of the people of Israel. This motif of the Exodus from Egypt as a sacred 
analogy to the exodus from corrupt Europe to the land of liberty symbolized 
the consciousness of a new beginning.” 
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In addition to the parallel with the United States, there are some who see an 

analogy with the Palestinians. The Palestinian Canaanite idea also based itself 
on autochthonous/nativist ideology already having its starting point in the 

1920s, and from then onward it never ceased to be present, in various doses, 

finding a place in the Palestinian historical consciousness and their national 

struggle. Paradoxically, whenever it was a matter of political compromise with 

the Israelis, the Palestinians started to delve into their historical roots. Yifrah 
Silverman, historian of the Middle East, claims that a comparison between 

the Canaanite founding myth developed by Ratosh and the Canaanites and 

that developed by the Palestinians shows that both are reflections in a mirror. 

Ratosh saw the Palestinians as descendants of the ancient Hebrews who came 

to the Fertile Crescent and from there penetrated the Arabian Peninsula, and 

the Palestinians think that the Canaanites originated in the Arabian Peninsula 

and from there spread to the desert and the Fertile Crescent. In Ratosh’s opin- 

ion, the Canaanite tongue was a proto-Hebrew, and the Palestinians see it as 

a proto-Arabic language. The Israeli Canaanite founding myth expands the 

Hebrew identity into that of the entire territory of ancient “Ever (the whole 
Middle East), while the Palestinian myth is one of contraction, and limits 

their mythical-historical claims solely to their own society. That is the secret 

of its power in the Palestinian context and perhaps also the explanation of the 

acceptability and popularity of the myth among the Palestinians. The core of 

Palestinian national identity is territory. The Arabic language is secondary.” 

The Israeli-Palestinian Druze poet Samih al-Qasim contributed to the 

glorification of the Palestinian Canaanite founding myth with his essay “The 

Jerusalem Covenant,’ published on the eve of the El-Aksa intifada.** The year 
was 1400 B.c.E., and out of the recesses of time burst forth an ancient Arab 

voice, the voice of the Jebusite king Zedek, king of the city of Jerusalem that 

was then called “Ayel Baal,” who turned to the Palestinians and Arabs of today 
to tell them about the history of Jerusalem. In the battle between the Jewish 
army and the Jebusite-Canaanite-Arab army, Joshua Bin Nun threatened to 
set fire to Jerusalem, which had been founded by the king of Salem four hun- 
dred years earlier. Despite an initial success in pushing back the invaders, the 
city was finally conquered by David the Hebrew. From that time onward, the 
chronicles of Jerusalem were filled with foreign kings who invaded it again and 
again. The crusader invaders who hid behind the cross and its symbols at first 
defeated the Muslims and Jews who were besieged in the city, “but later a brave 
commander appeared upon the stage of history. His name was Salah ad-Din 
al-Ayyubi, and in the battle of Hittin in 1187 he gave the invaders their just 
deserts.’ In modern history as well, the role of the invaders from Europe was 
not neglected. Napoleon led repeated slaughters, and General Allenby “was 
scornful of the hero of Hittin when he stood before his tomb in Damascus, 
and did not feel in the depths of his heart any fear of the sword of revenge. 
But his despicable tongue will be cut off. And the Muslim Arabs will say: the 
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Roman shall not enter the Temple.’ From the beginning of Zionism, there have 

never ceased to be “generations of mass-corruption, piercing barbed wire and 

heroes bearing from head to foot the torments of the revolt of the year 1937, the 

catastrophe of 1948, the dreams of the blessed revolt of the year 1960, the sor- 

row of the defeat of 1967 and the groans of the Palestinian fighters.” Would it 

be cogrect to see the poet-ideologist Samih al-Qasim, who persists in relating 

in his writings and appearances to the Canaanite and crusader myths, as the 

Palestinian counterpart of the poet-ideologist Ratosh? 

Here the Canaanite challenge has become a weapon in the hands of pro- 

moters of identity fighting against the creation of the collective Israeli por- 

trait. There are some who have seen the challenge as a central feature in the 

spectrum of ideas put forward by Zionism, an attractive alternative possibil- 

ity for the founding of a Hebrew culture.” There are some who have pointed 

to it as a scalpel exposing basic problems, such as the mutual relationship of 

Israeli sovereignty and the Jewish Diaspora, the continuity of the history of 

the people of Israel, the way it integrates into the area, and the problem of 

finding its place in the region.*° There are some who depict it as a Uganda-like 

mutation of the “Jewish state” whose imagined Canaanite identity is based on 

a “mystical view of the soil.” There are some for whom the Canaanite idea is 

one of the three myths contending for the soul of the Israeli, together with the 

Jewish myth and the Zionist myth.3. There are some who warn that “Ratosh’s 

pan-Hebraism was latent with a not inconsiderable degree of nihilism. The 

Hebrew vision implies the self-destruction of the small Jewish community for 

the sake of an imperialist merger. ... Moreover, beyond the epic of the Hebrew 

conquest there is nothing except annihilation.”* There are some who are not 

alarmed by the Canaanite idea, which they view as a secular attempt to jus- 

tify Zionism. Even so, they reject the theological basis of Zionism as exilic. 

The Canaanites interpreted normalization as a return to ancient roots, to that 

which preceded the Oral Law and thus were ready to accept the Palestinian 

Arabs, as well, beneath the cover of the new identity.* Concerning this, there 

are some who are surprised that the founders of the Labour movement pre- 

ferred the religious myths of the chosen people and the land chosen by God 

to the alternative Canaanite myth without the metaphysical connotations. It 

would seem to be correct to describe the presence of the Canaanite idea in 

the Israeli discourse “as an inseparable part of the continual and continuing 

cultural war over the nature of Israeli society.’ 

Yonatan Ratosh: A Prophet in His Own Country 

The assertive figure of Yonatan Ratosh, the personification of the “Young 

Hebrews” movement, emanated ideological decisiveness and cultivated an 

avant-garde image, surrounded by a body of ancient texts and archaic-modern 



320 The Changing Uses of the Category “Canaanites” 

poetry imbued with a philosophy of history with a single, exclusive utopian 

direction. Shlonsky received poems by Ratosh signed with the pen-name 

A. L. Haran. Did the proliferation of names and pseudonyms—Uriel Halperin, 

who was Yonatan Ratosh, but also A. L. Haran and Uriel Shelah as well as 

A. Paran and Mar Sasson—not indicate a constant identity-deficiency that 

gave rise to a tendency to despise the traditions handed down from the fore- 

fathers, a sort of Freudian patricide, in the absence of which it was difficult to 

create a “new” identity and a “new” culture that was connected with a continu- 

ous historical memory? 

In Ratosh’s later personal testimony, written not long before his death, 

the introduction to the book Reshit ha-yamim (The Beginning of Days; 

1982), published after his death, he guided his readers candidly, stage by 

stage, through the vicissitudes of his identity. At first he was preoccupied 

with two sides of the trinity that made up mandatory Palestine: the British 

and the Arabs. The Jewish problem did not concern him in his youth: He 

thought it would not be long before the people of Mea Shearim, the “black 

Jews” as he called them, would disappear. He was quite certain that their 

grandchildren would be like himself. But neither the ultra-Orthodox 
nor the (neo-)Canaanites vanished: Both of them remained with us as 

rival twins. 

Ratosh recalled the years of his youth, after he finished high school: 

One Sabbath morning I was sitting with two boys my age on a bench on 

Allenby Street smoking. A Jewish fellow came over to us, I don’t remem- 

ber if he was from the ultra-Orthodox or simply a traditionalist, and he 

reminded us about [the prohibition of] smoking on the Sabbath. My friends 

extinguished their cigarettes. I refused saying, “But I am nota Jew.’ The man 

didn't know what to make of what I said. Perhaps it was unclear even to me. 

I only know that I wasn't at all religious.” 

He was as yet only dimly aware of the revolutionary distinction between 

“Jews” and “Hebrews,” and his awakening to it often took place in an uncon- 
scious way. Ratosh went to France in his early twenties: “And again, the 
question arose: Who am I? Who are we? At home, in our country, I was not 

concerned with the question of identity.” He had lived in the first Hebrew city, 
the moshavot (smallholders cooperative settlements) were Hebrew, his school 

was Ha-gymnasia ha-'ivrit (the Hebrew High School). He understood that to 

be called a “Hebrew” in French was as if someone introduced himself as a 
“Sanskrit,” the term for the ancient Indian sacred language. If he had intro- 
duced himself that way in the United States, they would immediately have 

asked him if he was an Orthodox, Reform, or Conservative Hebrew, for in 

America “Hebrew” was a respectful term for a Jew, just as in France the term 
Israélite served that purpose. Ratosh makes us share in the crystallization of 
his self-awareness, in the ever-increasing polarization that took place between 
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the landscape of his “Hebrew” homeland and the distant, alien world of Jewish 
concepts, history, family: 

As for me, it was clear to me that there was a significant difference between 
myself and Trotsky and his Jewish friends in the Bolshevik Politbureau 
in Russia, and between Walter Rathenau, the Jewish foreign minister of 
Germany and the Jews Léon Blum and Georges Mendel, the left-wing and 
right-wing politicians in France, and between the British Jew Lord Reading 
and the American Jews Bernard Baruch and Henry Morgenthau, not to 

speak of all those who spoke different foreign languages, who were assimi- 

lated to their countries, their languages and their hierarchies; and, needless 

to say, all the peddlers and artisans who spoke Yiddish and the black-coated 
ones with their communities and rabbis.* 

In their wish to get rid of the Jews, Ratosh continued, the anti-Semites in 

Europe would shout at them, “Go to Palestine!” That was a good enough rea- 

son for him to identify himself as a “Palestinian, from the word Palestine, 

the accepted European term for his country, which was simply a translation. 

In the ordinary usage of people in Europe, in the language of the Zionists of 

Russia and Germany, people like him were “Palestinians.” This was at most 

a local description, like Halili (someone from Hebron) or Nablusi (someone 

from Nablus). Ratosh was drawn into the traditional Jewish snare of creat- 

ing an association between the identities Hebrew-Jew-Israeli, and, in his own 

words, “I did not have the capacity, I did not have the tools, to stand up to the 

Jewish brainwashing.” He rejected Judaism as a religion and as an emotional 

identification with a community dispersed throughout the world, but he could 

not entirely liberate himself from the biblical tales and the Zionism he grew up 
with, like all members of his generation. He was unable as yet to discern the 

essential difference between the Hebrew era, known anachronistically, in his 
opinion, as the “First Temple period,’ and the Jewish era called the “Second 

Temple period.” He came to believe that Jewish historiography tried to blur the 

differences between the two periods, the two realities: between a people living 

in its homeland and “a scattered and divided people,’ a community defined by 

its founders. This historiography was in his eyes a form of ideological propa- 

ganda that sought to create an identity between two different things. 

Until 1937, the year when Ratosh was dismissed from the editorship of the 

Revisionist journal Ha-Yarden, his views were eminently Zionist, although 

his natural feelings were ill-adapted to a systematic theoretical doctrine. In a 

series of articles entitled “We Want to Rule,” he demanded the departure of the 

British Mandate, which was not in accordance with the Revisionist Ten- Year 
Plan and prevented the emergence of the leadership of a “colonizing” regime 

for the encouragement of Jewish settlement in Palestine until there was a 

“Hebrew” majority in the country.® If a Jewish state were declared immedi- 
ately, he thought, it would automatically achieve a Jewish majority, as there 
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already existed a national society with a distinct cultural character. Despite 

his linguistic distinction between the “Palestinian Hebrew” and the “Jew” who 

lived abroad, he claimed that every Jew in the Diaspora could, through a dec- 

laration, be made a citizen of the land of Canaan. 

The year of his journey to Paris, 1938, was a turning point in his life, a 

dividing of the waters in which he was transformed from a “Hebrew” into a 

“Canaanite.” At the beginning of the year he still wrote essays from the point 

of view of a Jewish national historian, which he intended to publish in the 

future under the title The Jerusalem Government: Essays on the History of the 

Hebrews. In the first essay, “Over the Jordan,” he explained how history could 

be a mobilizing myth. In his essay “Introduction to Hebrew History,” he said 

he preferred writing national history, that is to say “Hebrew” history, to writ- 
ing universal history, because the history of the past is a history of nations. 

“Hebrew” history is the history of the people of Israel as a nation-state local- 
ized in a specific territory, whereas Jewish history is a history of the people of 

Israel without a geography.’ 

It was clear to Ratosh before he met Edya Horon, the historian of the ancient 

East, that Judaism was not really accepted by the people and kings before the 

Babylonian exile, and the “idol-worshippers” were his ancestors, not only on 

the other side of the Euphrates. He was quite convinced that “Hebrew” tribes 

dwelled in the land long before any date that could be ascertained, but all this 

did not subvert the very core of Judaism: the identity of the “Hebrews” with 

Judaism, the belief that the “Jews” came out of Egypt, that the “Hebrews” were 

their elite, and that those who returned from exile in Babylon and Persia, and 

in particular Ezra and Nehemiah, were religious and ethnic extremists like 

the ultra-Orthodox sects. After meeting Horon, however, his attitude changed. 

He now believed that the classical “Hebrew” period of the judges and kings 

revealed the mendacious tendencies of Jewish historiography: He regarded the 

Exodus from Egypt as a Jewish legend, and Israel no longer appeared to be 

a small and harassed state, a ball between the two major powers on the Nile 

and the Euphrates. On the contrary, Israel was the cornerstone of the land 

of ‘Ever, of which Israelite and Sidonian Canaan was the heart. The removal 
of the “Zionist brainwashing exposed the body of religious and ethnic inter- 

pretation by Jewish tradition,” and when Ratosh came to write his collection 

The Walker in Darkness (1965), and Sword Poems (1969), he abandoned Jewish 

symbols and concepts, and began to praise war: 

And every loyal heart and true 

Will mark his brow with blood 
With blood mark his right hand 

And with heart's blood say Amen 
And consecrated for day of battle 

And consecrated in blood and soul 
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In communion with all his brethren 

Brother to brother will show forth 

Brother to brother will speak out 

A pact of brethren each will vow. 

Essentially, Ratosh acquired most of his new outlook from Horon, who con- 

tinued in his book Eretz ha-Kedem (The Land of Kedem) to develop the view 
that tied history to geography.* Israel, said Horon, is not a Jewish state but a 

stage in the national revival of Canaan, the land of ‘Ever, the common home 

of the Hebrew-speaking peoples before Judaism was born. There was no truth, 

in his opinion, in the claims of the Arabs or the claims of the Zionists. There is 

no Arab nation, for the simple reason that it is dispersed in its different dias- 

poras and is not amenable to crystallization into a single nation. Hence, there 

is no Palestinian people either. The Arab world (or the so-called Arab world) 

has only a linguistic significance, and it exists only in the sense that “Latin 

Europe” existed in the Middle Ages. The only true Arabs are the Bedouins. 

Pan-Arabism is thus a nationalism without a nation. The “Hebraization” of the 
Arabs would make them equal citizens of a secular and democratic state. The 

Hebrew movement supports a secular state and its aim is really the transfor- 

mation of the whole “land of the Euphrates.” Because modern national societ- 

ies consider community and religion to be of minor importance, there must 

be a total separation of religion and state. The regime in Israel is undemo- 

cratic because of the “Jewish Zionist consciousness” that it tries to impose on 

the inhabitants of the land, a consciousness connected with its concept of the 

nation. The conclusion is that Jewish history cannot be represented as the his- 

tory of the Hebrew nation. A distinction must be made between Jewish lit- 
erature written in Hebrew and authentic Hebrew literature, both ancient and 

contemporary. 
Horon’s views were well-received by the heads of Beitar (the Revisionist Youth 

Movement), and he was asked to write Toldot ha-umma ha- ivrit (The History of 

the Hebrew Nation). Discoveries of a connection between the Phoenician settle- 

ments in North Africa and the people of Israel added a Mediterranean seafar- 

ing dimension to the history of the Jews. Jabotinsky understood the potential 

of what Yaakov Shavit called “the image of the historical past of the people of 

Israel” presented by Horon.* The people of Israel, as a conglomeration of peo- 

ples, created Israel as a separate entity in the time of the United Kingdom. In 

the time of the kings, the Jebusite, the Hittite, and the Phoenician were swal- 

lowed up in Judah and Israel, and thus the first Hebrew emerged as a citizen of 

the Mediterranean. This discovery was very important: Jabotinsky wished to 

distinguish Hebraism from Arabism, but when he read Horon’s Canaan and the 

Arabs in 1939, he expressed his disappointment to Horon: “This is my advice as 

an author: don’t give way to a tendency to demean Israel in order to glorify the 
Arabs, or demean monotheism in order to affirm idolatry.’4* What attracted 
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Ratosh to Horon—a non-Jewish Hebrew authenticity with Canaanite roots— 

was precisely what distanced Jabotinsky from him. Ratosh, for his part, was 

disappointed in the revisionists who drew closer to the national-religious, and 

this “Zionist” alliance completely distanced the Canaanites from the national 

Right and finally made possible the transition from “Hebraism” to “Canaanism” 

divorcing itself completely from Judaism. 

After his dramatic and fateful meeting with Horon, Ratosh returned to 

Palestine and began to organize an intellectual group as the basis for a politi- 

cal movement. At the same time, Haim Hazaz’s The Sermon was published in 

a supplement of Haaretz. It was a heretical piece, the main point of which was 

that “the land of Israel is already not Judaism,’ and Baruch Kurzweil correctly 
concluded that Yudke’s words in Hazaz’s story were “the source of all their 
(i.e., the Canaanites) ideas on Judaism.’** The Canaanite founding manifesto, 

“Epistle to Hebrew Youth,’ which was published in 1943 by the Committee 

for the Consolidation of Hebrew Youth, was expanded about a year later 

into the “Opening Speech” intended for the first sitting of the Meeting of the 

Committee with Representatives of the Cells. This “written declaration” was 

addressed to the young people, the people of tomorrow, bearers of the Hebrew 

revolution, in a terse and declamatory language, in the spirit of the European 

manifestos of that period. The call to detach Hebraism from Judaism, and, 

more than that, the call to detach oneself from the Jews—the year was 1943!— 

reached its climax here: 

The Committee for the Formation of Hebrew Youth summons you to 

reflect on the depth of the chasm and alienation that separates you, the 

Hebrew youth, from all those Jews in the Diaspora.... The Committee for 

the Formation of Hebrew Youth turns to you because you are the strength 

of tomorrow in this land.... The Committee for the Formation of Hebrew 

Youth is not afraid for you because of the scorn and admonishment that will 

be poured out upon you... but...is in fear...that you will become accus- 

tomed to the manners of the Jewish Diaspora, lest your heart go astray after 

its outlook and criteria, ...lest you learn its ways and...forget who you are, 

a part of a normal nation, a part of the ascendant Hebrew nation.... And we 

do not promise you pleasure, neither personal nor social. We promise all 

who follow us the full misunderstanding of the public at large.... We prom- 

ise the full force of the clash with Zionism, from its deepest roots to... its 

fullest power and corruption, and we promise the fullness of the blind, ava- 

ricious and vicious hatred from all the various bureaucracies—to the bitter 

end....] But we know the power of the illumination of Hebrew conscious- 

ness. This consciousness, when it will come upon you, will totally purify. 

[you] of the vestiges of your reprehensible education.... The tie that binds 
the generations of Judaism cannot be loosened; it can only be severed. And 
you, child of the native land, can cut it.” 
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The Hebrew youth, he said, was not “one that escaped from the sword) “a 
persecuted Jew”; he did not represent “a mixed multitude of refugees” or a 

“pilgrim,” but “a normal people,’ “a healthy youth, at home in its country” that 

“despises the manifestations of Jewish senility.’ Ratosh was contemptuous of 

scattered Jewry, its great men and activists, its sages and leaders, its rabbis and 

scholars, its martyrs and Messiahs, its Zionists and ghetto fighters. He did not 

find anything to admire in the wretched so-called glorious Second Temple 

period, in the heroes and rebels and kings and zealots or those who sacrificed 

their lives at Massada. They were merely proof that no personal heroism or 

goodwill could help the Jews in dispersion; every rebellion is foredoomed to 

failure and every revival to degeneration. The imbroglio of the centuries of 

Judaism cannot be disentangled: It can only be severed. A new world awaits 

the new Hebrew! This new world is the primeval world, a Hebrew golden age 

as against the fog of dispersion, which stands between the homeland and the 

people's past. The removal of the “Jewish” cobwebs would clear the way to 

the vision of a great Hebrew future, and hidden forces stifled by Judaism and 

Zionism would rise up. 

In Masa hapetihah (The Opening Discourse), a year later, Ratosh’s anti-Jewish 

venom reached new heights. A year before the end of the Second World War, 

when the facts of the Holocaust had been revealed and were known in Palestine 

as everywhere else, Ratosh called Judaism “the inebriation of the Jewish poi- 

son.” Of Judaism, he said that “this enemy will devour us voraciously...and 
if we do not root it out, we are lost. This country cannot be both Hebrew and 

Jewish, for if we do not trample underfoot that whole sick culture of the immi- 

grants and pilgrims, that leprosy will infect us all.” Moreover, “the poison that 

destroys all that is good in them [the Jews] is the very poison from which we 

have arisen to disinfect ourselves, and we protect our souls from it, for no one 

knows its power as we do.” In place of the “Jewish poison,’ Ratosh proposed: 

There is no Hebrew other than the child of the land of.‘Ever, the land of the 

Hebrews —no one else. And whoever is not a native of this land, the land 

of the Hebrews, cannot become a Hebrew, is not a Hebrew, and never was. 

And whoever comes from the Jewish dispersion, its times and its places, is, 

from the beginning to the end of days, a Jew, not a Hebrew, and he can be 

nothing but a Jew—good or bad, proud or lowly, but still a Jew. And a Jew 

and a Hebrew can never be the same. Whoever is a Hebrew cannot be a Jew, 

and whoever is a Jew cannot be a Hebrew. * 

Ratosh now unfurled the blue and purple flag: “Many bodies and factions 

have sprung up in the Yishuy, but none of them has produced a new flag.” 

He already answered his future critics: “Whoever is imbued with the Jewish 
poison... will be afraid to raise a flag.... That rag and that pole belong to the 
foolish, vain beliefs of the goyim and their world. Many people need a flag. 
Wise and intelligent Jews know that one does not raise and does not lower 
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that coloured rag and pole.” The flag was turned against both the Right and 

Left, who in his opinion were lying to themselves when they spoke of a new 

Hebrew: Hashomer Hatzair, who spoke of a new Hebrew type but really meant 

their version of the Jewish type; the Fighters for the Freedom of Israel (LEHI), 

who were careful to write Hebrew on their pamphlets but also meant the Jew, 

and even Ben-Gurion, who made flowery speeches on Hebrew and Hebrew 

independence, hoped for a Jewish state. The Canaanite radical nationalism 

was beyond the ideological camps of both the Left and Right. 

In the article “The Land of the Euphrates,” which he wrote after the Six Day 

War, Ratosh summed up his views concerning Hebraism.” In this country, as 

in other lands of immigration, a new nation arose at the turn of the twentieth 

century. It came into being within the geographical and linguistic framework 

of the classical Hebrew nation before Judaism was created. At the same time, 

a process of national resurrection occurred, as had happened several times 

to the ancient nation as it renewed itself. The Israeli territory is a natural and 

inseparable part of the land of the Euphrates, which is the classical Hebrew 

land that extends from the Egyptian border to the Tigris. In an interview given 

in 1981, Ratosh again asserted that the Hebrews are the pioneers and nucleus 

of the resurrection of the Land of the Euphrates on a secular, national basis 

and not on the basis of a religious community. This resurrection is based on 

the classical Hebrew roots common to all the inhabitants of the land before 
Judaism came into existence.*° 

As Kutzweil said, “The Young Hebrews were not the first to put their faith in 

a revival of myth.” The taste for myth was very prevalent in Europe in the 1930s 
and was a fashionable field of research in France with the research of Georges 

Dumézil and Claude Lévi-Strauss." Yonatan Ratosh was exposed to this men- 

tal atmosphere during his stay in Paris in the thirties, and he felt that his meet- 
ing in Paris with Horon was a “liberating shock” and the moment of birth 

of the anti-Zionist, secular, radical “Canaanite” outlook. Horon had opened 
his eyes. He smashed the religious, community-centered Jewish spectacles 

through which “ancient Jewish history and existence” appeared to be “a sort of 
divine exception in the history of mankind. It was no longer a nation of priests, 

a Messiah under the orders of God, sent to fulfill a divine mission outside 
its country.’* The scholars’ discovery of myth, together with the uncovering 
of archaeological finds from the ancient East, encouraged the perception that 

the Canaanites who lived in Ugarit shared the same culture as the Israelites, a 

culture expressed in a common mythological literature. 

Ratosh saw the revival of Hebrew-Canaanite myth as a conceptual symbol 

and an aesthetic and political tool for the creation of the new Hebrew culture. 

The Hebrew myths were intended to form part of the national culture, just 
as the Greek myths formed part of European culture. Leading researchers of 
Hebrew culture have attached great importance to Ratosh’s use of myth. For the 

literary scholar Dan Miron, it is a world of images and metaphors expressing a 
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personal point of view;® the historian Yaakov Shavit sees it as a multipurpose 

construction, a rich world that expresses the experiences and consciousness 

of the modern Hebrew;* the literary scholar Nurit Graetz finds a correla- 

tion between the poetic structure and the choice of the myth of Tammuz and 

Ratosh’s national ideology;* Yehuda Libes, a scholar of the Kabbalah, sees 
Ratosh as the creator of a new religious myth, and he was therefore in his 

opinion more religious than many religious people when he spoke of the res- 

urrection of a god.%° Whatever the case, the myth of ancient Hebraism deviated 

in its radicalism from the crystallizing Israeli consciousness that always moved 

upon the axis of Judaism and Zionism.” 

However, the Canaanite myth was not confined only to the Hebrew culture. 

Ratosh’s national vision was wholly secular, but politically he was very much to 

the Right. Canaanism was not satisfied with the “Hebraization” of the Jewish 

homeland but demanded the Hebraization of the entire Middle East. Finally, 

after 1967, the religious-Zionist settlers adopted Ratosh’s Canaanite order of 

priorities, which placed the land before anything else. In this connection, it 

is interesting to note that Rabbi Zvi Yehuda Kook, head of the Merkav HaZav 

Yeshiva, was the first person to offer a financial contribution to Aharon Amir 

in his attempt to recreate the Canaanite group after the Six Day War. The cun- 

ning of history joined the Young Hebrews to the hills of Judea and Samaria, 
and the Canaanite was then in the Greater Land of Israel! A prediction was 

made at an early stage by three Orthodox intellectuals, the most eminent sons 
of religious Zionism, and also by Gershom Scholem, that Hebraism would 

conquer Judaism. They correctly saw that the Canaanite challenge was the dia- 

lectical opposite of the challenge of religion. After the Six Day War, Canaanism 

came in by the back door, and the blue and purple flag was wrapped in a 

prayer-shawl. 

Gershom Scholem: Neither Canaanism, nor Messianism 

A discussion of Gush Emunim (Bloc of the Faithful) as a unique case of the 

Canaanization of Sabbataianism requires one to go to the starting point of 

Gershom Scholem’s views on Zionism. In a conversation with the writer Ehud 
Ben Ezer, Scholem distinguished two trends that from the beginning pre- 

served the special quality of Zionism: the trend of persistence and continuity 

and the trend to rebellion. Zionism was preserved by the interplay of these two 

principles. The question was: “Is Zionism a movement that seeks a continua- 

tion of what has been the Jewish tradition throughout the generations, or had 

it come to introduce a change into the historic phenomenon called Judaism?”* 

One branch saw Zionism as the fulfillment of traditional Judaism, while the 

activist branch favored rebellion and spiritual renewal: “They said, we are 

sick to death of the exilic mentality, but they were not Canaanites. They said, 
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change, but not a new beginning.” The centrifugal trend favored adaptation 

and assimilation, and the centripetal trend favored internal Jewish strength- 

ening: “Here in Israel we may enumerate all the Canaanite manifestations as 

part of the centrifugal trend.” As against this, the other trend wanted Jewish 

renewal in Israel. Zionism, in his opinion, cultivated the essence of the Jewish 

people because it did not support one trend exclusively. A dialectical process 

requires the dynamic of two principles, a conflict of continuity and rebellion. 

The trouble with the Canaanite movement, thought Scholem, was that it 

sought to annul the dialectical tension that nourished Judaism, Zionism, and 

Israelism. He claimed that there was no contradiction between continuity and 

rebellion, but simply this fruitful tension: “We obviously all seek continu- 

ation, except for the Canaanites.” This dialectic, according to Scholem, and 

also according to his friend Walter Benjamin, not only applied to the future, 

but also to the past. There were utopian elements in Judaism that looked back 

to the past: elevated, hidden things that had not yet been rediscovered. The 

subversive history of Judaism of these two scholars sought to undermine the 

supremacy of the rabbinical version and to present a different version, a his- 

tory of others. Benjamin wanted to reconstruct utopian elements in the past, 

to pass over the successful and celebrate the oppressed, and Scholem wished 

to revive the memory of individuals and movements in Judaism that had 

incurred disapproval.® With their refreshing treatment of history, Benjamin 

and Scholem went against accepted opinion and bestowed legitimacy on the 

subversive episodes in Judaism. 

Canaanism, according to Scholem, could not be considered a utopian ele- 

ment in the Jewish historical development: “In my opinion, cutting the living 

tie with the heritage of the generations is educational murder. I admit it. 1am 

downright anti-Canaanite.”® Even from its own point of view, Canaanism 

clearly did not regard itself as part of the Jewish dialectic. Its representatives 
denied the continuity of history: “They want to ‘leap’ over the exile,” he said, 
as if there were some kind of internal bridge to biblical times, but the leap 
to the Bible was fictitious, as the reality in the Bible was one that no longer 
existed, Like Kurzweil, Scholem saw that “this Canaanitism has deep roots 
with Berdichevsky: a process of centrifugality is taking place among us: young 
fellows dream of cutting their ties with the entire past and of national exis- 
tence without a tradition—cutting ties with recent past.” In Scholem’s opinion, 
Ben-Gurion was one of the main people responsible for the Canaanite outlook: 

Ben-Gurion encouraged the Canaanites because he skipped directly to the 
Bible and rejected all exile. But he leapt into the moral Bible, while they 
turned to the pagan Bible. Ben-Gurion has today forgotten the fact that he 
alienated himself. He thought then that we were returning to a Biblical his- 
torical continuity. But such a continuity exists only in books, and not in his- 
tory. The continuity of the Biblical period existed within a religious reality 
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and within a historical reality. Ben-Gurion encouraged movements towards 

cutting off their ties with Judaism here in Israel. But it is impossible to strike 

roots right into the Bible.* 

And indeed, Ben-Gurion placed the emphasis in his refurbished biblical com- 

mentary on the land rather than religion, the mother country rather than 

Judaism, the homeland rather than the “wanderings” of exile. Ben-Gurion 

compared the achievements of the Israel Defense Forces to the conquest of 

the land by Joshua; archaeology, in his opinion, had replaced the Talmud; 

he preferred Berdichevsky to Ahad Ha-Am; and the “rejection of the exile” 
was the bridge that connected the biblical Hebrew to the “new Hebrew.’® 

Although Scholem saw a difference between Ben-Gurion’s “moral” Bible and 

the “idolatrous Bible” of the Canaanites, he felt that cutting off the connec- 

tion with the legacy of the generations was educational murder, and he con- 

sequently described himself as a violent anti-Canaanite. Although he did not 

consider atheism to be taboo and thought it even quite legitimate, he believed 

that the secular Canaanite interpretation of the history of the Jews did not 

have a solid foundation. He said that if the Canaanites had triumphed, all they 
would have done would be to create a small sect and not a new Hebrew nation. 
Their victory would have canceled out the dialectical relationship of Israel and 

the Diaspora and led to a total polarization with the Jews and a dissolution 

into the Semitic space. Scholem’s views on the Canaanites—“this ‘new peo- 

ple; this sect of Jews”®—recall Christianity, which cut itself off from Judaism, 

more than Sabbataianism, which Scholem claimed was a legitimate dialecti- 

cal link in the chain of Jewish history, for it hastened the modernization of 

Judaism. The State of Israel forms part of the historical continuum, unlike the 

Canaanites, who wanted to create a new national identity based on a leap back 

to the ancient history of Israel. 
Scholem wished to expose the fictitious nature of the basic Canaanite con- 

ceptions. Their idea of a “new Hebrew nation” that would arise in the “land of 

the Euphrates,’ as if a people could cut itself off from its roots, was unrealistic. 

The Canaanites, in negating the “essence” that united the Jewish people, would 

“bring the whole Yishuv to assimilation, destruction or emigration.” Their 

conceptions concerning the past and future were basically untenable: 

They, the Canaanites, would bring the entire Jewish settlement to total 

assimilation, to oblivion or to emigration. The Canaanites have fictitious 

concepts as regards the past, the period of the Bible, and the future, too. The 

fact that we have not been carried away in the tempests of history happens 

to be a result of anti-Canaanitism. I am not interested ia a State of Canaan. 

It is an empty game of fictions, a sectarian game of a small irresponsible and 

unserious group. And all of this arises from their unwillingness to admit 

that Judaism can be a living, growing, developing body. If it is impossible 

to the People of Israel to exist in the Land of Israel as a body possessing 
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historical vitality, responsible for itself—then what did we come here for? 

Why do I have to live in a country with a Canaanite government, when the 

only thing we have in common is that we have both learned Hebrew? The 

fact of speaking Hebrew is not in itself a redeeming fact. 

To the idea that underlying the Canaanite outlook there was a desire to bring about 

a secular and democratic revolution in the whole “land of the Euphrates,’ among 

all the Arabs, Scholem replied by drawing an analogy with Trotsky’s effrontery 

in carrying out a secular revolution among an alien people, the Russians. He had 

previously had a similar dispute with the Jewish Marxists: “We have had our fill of 

the theory that we must be oil on the wheels of the revolution—that is not what we 

came to this country for! Not in order to be that kind of revolutionaries. And 1 am 

telling you—the Canaanite outlook will fail here just as the Jewish Communists 

failed in Russia”® Scholem also rejected another analogy, that with the United 

States, for there was no comparison between the conditions of settlement in the 

two places: “What are the Canaanites to do if the Arabs are not Indians? Perhaps 

only a few thousand of the Arabs will be able to join the Canaanite scheme of 
creating a new Levantine nation” 

Scholem attacked the idea from two directions: To the assertion that 

Yeshayahu Leibowitz would describe his views on Judaism and secular nation- 

hood as essentially Canaanite, he answered that, unlike Leibowitz, who 

saw Judaism as something circumscribed, Judaism to him was a living and 

dynamic phenomenon. To another assertion, that the Canaanites thought he 

had a particularly Jewish outlook, he replied: “I am in the middle of a process, 

or of a path. I believe that if something is alive, it is in the middle. What has 

brought me here is no different from what brought other Zionist Jews here. 

Anyone who denies that like the Canaanites—then there is no reason why 

his sect should withstand the tempest of history and the Arab world”® An 
exclusive emphasis on the Canaanite polarity misses the point somewhat, but 

an overemphasis on the messianic polarity reveals a lack of understanding of 

the principle of continuity in history. Scholem tried, together with his warning 

about the challenge of Canaanism, to warn against the practice of Messianism 

in the historical reality. 

On two occasions, Scholem dwelled on this price of Messianism: In his 

introduction to his monumental work Sabbatai Sevi (1957), he wrote: “Jewish 

historiography has generally chosen to ignore the fact that the Jewish people 

have paid a very high price for the messianic idea.’®? In 1972 Scholem con- 

tinued, in his essay “The Messianic Idea in Judaism,’ to speak of the price of 
Messianism: “What I have in mind is the price demanded by Messianism, the 
price which the Jewish people has to pay out of its own substance for this idea 

which it handed over to the world....For the Messianic idea is not only con- 
solation and hope. Every attempt to realize it tears open the chasms that lead 
each of its manifestations ad absurdum.””° 
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Scholem considered “the beginning of redemption”—a phrase coined by 
Rabbi Abraham Kook—to be a “dangerous formula.” Rabbi Kook understood 
the secularity of the Jews in Eretz Israel as part of the process of setting up 
a modern nation. In a lecture to the intellectual circle at Kibbutz Oranim in 

1975, Scholem said about Rabbi Kook: “He created a confusion of concepts by 

authorizing a mixture of the ideal of building a society and state with contem- 

porary Messianism.’” However, Scholem was frightened of the nationalization 

of concepts: “Ben-Gurion used the term ‘Messianism’ no less than the people 

of the religious camp, who perhaps really believed in ‘the beginning of redemp- 

tion.” In Scholem’s opinion, Ben-Gurion’s Messianism was directed toward 

the State of Israel, whereas the Messianism of Gush Emunim focused on the 

land of Canaan. He saw Gush Emunim as a modern version of the Sabbatian 

movement as follows: “Like the Sabbatians, their messianic program can only 

lead to disaster. ... Today, the consequences of such Messianism are also politi- 

cal, and that is the great danger.” 

According to Scholem, Gush Emunim overturned the historical basis of 

Zionism by combining the mythical with the historical and the metaphysical 

with the concrete. To the question of whether Messianism was still a Zionist 

enterprise, Scholem answered: “Today we have the Gush Emunim, which is 

definitely a Messianic group. They use biblical verses for political purposes.” 

Scholem expressed his fears of “the extremists in Gush Emunim,’ who “use 

religious sanctions in order to justify their activities in the territories.”” 

There is half a century between Rabbi Kook and the actions of Gush 
Emunim, but what they have in common is the mixture of one thing (reli- 

gion) with another thing of a different kind (nationalism). The messianic 

yearning became a practical Messianism when the secularity of the land of 

Israel was sanctified. The messianic form of Canaanite yearning is the con- 

cretization of an idea, the process by which the Ten Commandments are trans- 

lated into the sphere of action, so that a metaphorical Messianism becomes 

an actual Messianism. Scholem’s fears concerned the Sabbatean dynamic as 

revealed in three syntheses of land-of-Israel Zionism: the pioneer-messianic 

synthesis of Rabbi Kook, the state-messianic synthesis of Ben-Gurion, and 
the Canaanite-messianic synthesis of Gush Emunim. Canaanite Messianism 

developed the moment when the messianic yearning for the land took prece- 

dence over all other aspects of observance. The symbol became a reality and 
the idea became a fetish. 

Are the Israelis Already Canaanites? 

Three years after the foundation of the Israeli state, some of the outstand- 

ing Israeli intellectuals of that period, including Joseph Klausner, Natan 

Rotenstreich, and Yeshayahu Leibowitz, met to discuss the question that Ernst 
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Simon had raised a few months earlier in his lecture titled “Are We Still Jews?” 

In the lecture Simon had said: “Very, very many of the young people who have 

grown up in this country feel themselves to be solely Hebrews, Israelis, even if 

they do not define themselves as ‘Canaanites: Their national sentiment is very 

strong, and an Arab who has been born in the country is closer to them than 

a Jew who has come to the country from nearby or than a Jew who lives in 

New York.’ More than sixty years ago, Simon clearly recognized the radical 

option available to Israeli Jews at the time when some of them were forging 

themselves a state: the Canaanite option that favors geography over history, an 

enlarged identity over cultural or religious continuity. 

Simon developed a typology of two religious states of mind: the “Catholic,” 

which sanctifies the profane as well as the sacred, and the “Protestant,” 

which differentiates the sacred from the profane.” Simon felt that “Catholic” 

Judaism is liable to lead to a frozen orthodoxy, to withdrawal, to factional- 

ism, to ultra-Orthodox mentality. “Protestant” Judaism, on the other hand, 

is liable to lead to a negation of the sacred, and in place of God one gets the 

homeland, and in place of a future-oriented transcendental Messianism one 

gets a “Canaanite” Messianism that stresses the concrete, the here-and-now. 

“Protestant” Judaism encourages secularity, denies transcendence, and sanc- 

tions Canaanism. “Catholic” Judaism is liable to lead to ultra-Orthodoxy, to 
the alienation of religion, and to the ascription of Messianism to the state. 

In Rabbi Kook, Simon saw a mixture of “concrete Messianism,’ as he called 

it, and an original approach to the relationship between the sacred and the 

profane. Through the dialectic of the people of Israel and the land of Israel, the 

“concrete” Messianism was shown to be present in the Yishuv, and the secular 

pioneers in the land of Canaan were “tzaddigim despite themselves.” Rabbi 

Kook did not believe that the pioneers’ good deed of redeeming the land could 

come about through a sin. Simon's conclusion was: “The tragic outcome of this 

Messianic-religious-actual doctrine is manifest in its new secular metamor- 

phosis: the generation of the birth of the State of Israel is crowned as ‘the days 

of the Messiah: There is a great danger in this political-actual Messianism.””® 

Simon criticized those who were so convinced that the founding of the state 

was the manifestation of he who “records the generations” and “orders the 

cycles of time” that it was seen as the approach of the “days of the Messiah,” 
when the distinction between sacred and profane no longer exists. In his 

opinion, the vitality of historical Judaism was shown by its rejection of every 
contemporary call for redemption, whether from Christianity, Islam, Sabbatai 

Tzvi, communism, or Canaanite Messianism. 

Like Simon, the question that never ceased to preoccupy Baruch Kurzweil 

was, are we still Jews (without Judaism), or are we already Canaanites? 

Would the universal Messianism of historical Judaism become a “Canaanite 
Messianism” of modern Jewish nationalism? Kurzweil had already examined 
these Canaanite tendencies of modern Jewish nationalism and their cultural 
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roots at the turn of the twentieth century. He showed that, from the ideologi- 

cal point of view, the “Young Hebrews” of the Yonatan Ratosh variety were an 
Israeli version of an exilic Jewish manifestation—a logical conclusion of intel- 

lectual and aesthetic tendencies that had existed in Hebrew literature for a 

hundred years.” In the writings of Berdichevsky, Shneur, and Tchernikovsky, 

one can already see a rejection of the Jewish exilic past and an affirmation of 

archaic and mystical pre-Israelite and Canaanite elements, but in Kurzweil’s 

opinion this theoretical aesthetic trend in the literature of the Hebrew revival 

had now become the daily reality of the Israeli children in their own country. 

The Canaanite movement was a radical and conclusive stage in the process 

of secularization and in practice brought the tendencies in modern Jewish 
nationalism to a paradoxical outcome. 

The problem that troubled Kurzweil was the change that had taken place in 

modern times from “abstract Jews” to “Hebrew Jews,’ a development that went 

from Berdichevsky to romantic Zionism and Hebrew culture.®° In this “god- 
less theology,’ myth had a place of decisive importance: “Intellectual play with 

myth without religious faith, and, no less important, the mobilization of myth 

for political ends, are especially negative phenomena because they remove 

the restraints of rational criticism and throw the gates of the irrational wide 

open.”® The mixing of the theological and the secular reached its climax in 

the transformation of the messianic idea into a political reality: “Israel knows 

this... and yet it hitches Messianic-apocalyptic horses onto the wagon of State. 

The religious-Messianic dream is its credentials for its appearance on the stage 

of history! Like it or not, the religious-Messianic eschatology is the metaphysi- 

cal basis of the State, and this eschatology is given a secular interpretation. The 

State declares its very existence, its living immanence, to be the presence and 

realization of transcendentality.’” 
The Six Day War placed the overlapping of the sacred and the profane, 

the theological and the political, the messianic and the territorial in a fasci- 

nating perspective. One could say that the ironic, scathing comments made 

by Kurzweil in 1970 are a good exposition of his critique of “territorial 

Messianism”: 

The year 1967 placed practical Zionism, which could only be a 

political-mamlachti Zionism, at its most fateful crossroads. The conquest of 

the entire country in the Six-Day War was a most powerful and dangerous 

challenge, a kind of touchstone of the truth and authenticity of the historio- 

sophical interpretation that Zionism gave to Judaism. The national-secular 

redemption was complete. The territorial Messianism had achieved its aims. 

The heavenly Messianism had come down to earth. It was almost a proof 

of the complete legitimacy of Zionism’s claim to be the continuation and 

the living and life-giving actualization of Judaism. The ancient myths at the 

heart of Judaism—and in the form of their rational reworking as well—had 
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become a historical actuality. The soldiers who captured the Wall were 

truly like dreamers. Breaking into the Old City and conquering it were 

extra-temporal manifestations. The “now” was also the past; the past was 

identical with the future. A synoptic vision united them all. Divine historic- 

ity, which is meta-historical, and normal, secular historicity, the product of 

time, seemed to melt into one another and become as one, and there were 

consequently many who spoke of a religious revival. There was clearly a 

blurring of distinctions....The distinction between sacred and profane was 

obliterated. From now on, everything was sacred or could be sacred. 

Zionism and its daughter, the State of Israel, which had reached the Wall 

through military conquest as the realization of the earthly Messianism, could 

never forsake the Wall and abandon the conquered areas of the Land of Israel 

without estranging itself from its historiosophical understanding of Judaism. 

Practical Zionism was caught in the web of its achievements. Abandoning 

them would be to admit its failure as the representative and agent of the his- 

torical continuity of Judaism....It could not be that the gallop of the Messianic 

apocalypse could be held up in order to permit the passengers to get out and 

look at the spectacular scenery of the Day of the Lord.... The blowing of the 

ram’s horn by all the Chief Rabbis next to the Wall will not change anything 
and from now on it will simply be a magical rite. Similarly, there cannot be 

a beginning of redemption at a time when full redemption is achieved and 

abandoned.® 

Kurzweil claimed that in 1967 religious Zionism faced its moment of truth. 

The conquest of the West Bank (Judea and Samaria) was its greatest chal- 

lenge because then, in his opinion, a philosophy of history came into exis- 
tence that saw the State of Israel as the fulfillment and essence of Judaism. 

The national-secular redemption reached its culmination with the conquest of 

parts of the homeland: Thus, Messianism, on the one hand, and Canaanism, 

on the other, came together in what Kurzweil called “territorial Messianism,” 

whose origins were influenced by the pretension of “new Hebrews” to give 

birth to themselves and to base their claims on the territorial “place” and not 

on the metaphysical “Place” (i.e., God). 

Isaiah Leibowitz, as Simon and Kurzweil, saw that in the process of making 

nationhood a supreme value, “Rabbi Kook had a heavy responsibility, because 

he raised Jewish nationhood to the level of something sacred.” Leibowitz 

summarized Rabbi Kook’s political theology as follows: “What happens to 
the people of Israel today reflects processes taking place in the sacred sphere 
and not in human history.’ According to Leibowitz, the theologization of the 
political and the politicization of the theological gave birth to Gush Emunim, 
which was “nationalism in a wrapping of religious sanctity supplied by Rabbi 
Kook.’ The source of inspiration for Gush Emunim was in fact Rabbi Kook, in 
whose work the universal element and the national element were united: “The 
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physical upbuilding of the nation and the manifestation of its spirit are one 

and the same, and all of it is part of the upbuilding of the world.”® 

In the deterministic Messianism of Gush Emunim, which combined the 

religious and the political Messianism, there was a radicalization, represented 

by the shift from Rabbi Kook’s “historical necessity” to the activation and 

anticipation of the end of his son, Rabbi Tzvi Yehuda Kook. This radicaliza- 

tin marked a change from the universal, cosmic-universal dimension of 

Messianism to the particular national-Israeli dimension. Where the nation- 

alistic and Canaanitic Gush Emunim version of Messianism was concerned, 

Leibowitz saw that “when it becomes clear that the State has no splendour, 

eternity or glory, everything will explode. This is exactly what happened to the 

disciples of Sabbatai Tzvi, who suddenly had nothing left. The people of Gush 

Emunim likewise have no knowledge of plain Judaism without the Messianic 

gleam.”** Leibowitz’s comparison of Gush Emunim to Sabbataianism and 

Christianity was not simply an extreme way of expressing himself but was an 

attempt to expose, once again, the radical significance, as he saw it, of this 

national-religious movement that explained the sanctity of the land in mes- 

sianic terms: “As soon as the Messianic idea began to have practical conse- 

quences, it almost destroyed the Jewish people. It gave birth to Christianity 

and Sabbataianism, and—in our days—to Gush Emunim.’” 
What was new and original in Leibowitz’s criticism is the claiam—made by a 

Zionist and not a post-Zionist—that the occupation was destroying Zionism. 

That was a radical charge, and he also made it against religious Zionism, 

which he felt had largely become a neo-Canaanite ideology with its sanctifi- 

cation of the trees, stones, and graves of Judea and Samaria. Leibowitz’s fear 

of Canaanism was shown in the concern he expressed in 1968 that “the state 

[would] no longer be a Jewish State but a Canaanite State” and that the land 

would take precedence over the Torah.** Four years later, in his review of a 

book by Eliezer Livne, Leibowitz declared that for young people, “the main 

idea is that ‘Israeliness’ is the antithesis of ‘Judaism, which is alien to it, and 

he added: 

If the outstanding literary expression of anti-Jewish Zionism was Hazaz’s 

“Sermon,” the “Canaanite” movement was a caricatural expression of it. The 

adherents of that school of thought even described themselves as anti-Jewish 

because of Zionism’s declared connection with the Jewish people and its his- 

tory. Although a doctrinal, belligerent Canaanism has been confined to a 

small minority and is regarded as a marginal phenomenon, this current 

has in fact left its imprint on the society and culture of the state created by 

Zionism, and expresses the unconscious and sometimes conscious feelings 

of many sections of the public, and especially of the youth and intellectuals.” 

The attempt to ascribe sanctity to the Greater Land of Israel, according to 

Leibowitz, was idolatry, a mythological interpretation that tried to turn a 
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philosophy of history into an ideology. Leibowitz wished to expose the phi- 

losophy of history of Gush Emunim as a messianic ideology that sought to 

turn politics into myth and myth into a reality. His great fear was that the mes- 

sianic myth of the Greater Land of Israel would become a genetic mutation of 

Zionism. He exposes the process of Canaanization as paradoxically resulting 

from the domination of the land of Israel by the Jewish Torah. This surprising 

dialectical development to which Leibowitz drew attention represented a pen- 

etration of the Canaanite ideology to a central position in the State of Israel. 
This was not due to the pressure of the secular Canaanite movement on the 

center but precisely to the annexation of the historical homeland by religious 

Zionism: “The people has replaced God, the land has replaced the Torah and 

nationalism has replaced faith.” 

Leibowitz believed that the period between the War of Independence and 

the Six Day War was the most “normal” period in the history of Israel, and 
therefore perhaps the most Zionist: Others did not rule over the Israelis, and 

the Israelis did not rule over others. Until his death, Leibowitz waged an all-out 

war against the mythologization of the Greater Land of Israel, and called for a 

return to the Zionist rationale as he saw it: A free people cannot be an occupy- 

ing people. Zionism, in his opinion, had been conquered from within and had 

lost its humanistic character. The Leibowitzian philosophy aiming at clarifying 

concepts and distinguishing between sacred and secular fused with his politi- 

cal thinking, calling for a withdrawal from the occupied territories. His main 

conclusions were: “The claim that the idea of the Greater Land of Israel is the 

essence of Zionism is a total lie; this is because it is nationalism dressed up as 

holiness.’* Underlying Leibowitz’s thinking was a fear of two things: a political 

theology such as one finds in Carl Schmitt and a political mythology such as 

Ernst Cassirer warned about.® The theology and the mythology were liable to 

become Janus-faced: the transcendental face glancing towards the Shekhinah 

and the idolatrous face looking towards the tangible. Leibowitz was afraid that 

the policy of Gush Emunim, the concretization of the land, which was becom- 

ing a form of neo-Canaanism, and the concretization of the state would lead 
to fascism. 

The combination of what Simon, Kurzweil, and Leibowitz called a “con- 

crete Messianism” and the old-new Canaanism was in their opinion disas- 

trous. They feared a messianic “anticipation of the end,” a fetishization of the 
state, a neutralization of Jewish life in the era of secular Jewish nationalism. 

Through this separation of spheres, they sought to make the secular world 
rational in that it would be open to investigation and criticism. As followers 
of the neo-Kantian tradition, they wanted a Judaism free from the restrictions 
of matter and materiality. This was the Protestant conception of a religion free 
from myths: If we cleanse the land from the fetishes of symbolism, we shall be 
left with practical questions alone. The land ceases to be the ancestral heritage, 
a relic of Canaanism combined with a kind of fetishistic Judaism. 
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Conclusions 

What in fact was the Canaanite idea? Its main point was nativistic Israeli 

nationhood, the geographical conception that it was the plot of land that 

defined the national identity of a country’s inhabitants. It was not the collective 
memory, the cultural heritage, ethnics, or biology that created a nation, but 
thé physical space and the language that obliterated differences and formed 

a national melting-pot. It was the space that gave national significance: For 

example, Arabs and crusaders were assimilated into the Sidonian space, and 

that is how Lebanese nationhood came into being. This view was, of course, 
in contradiction to the classical Arab or Muslim viewpoint, as it explained the 

Sidonian civilization as a geopolitical product of the crusader and Arab con- 

quests. Among the Arabs, however, there were similar views, like the phara- 

onic conception in Egypt and the Syrian nationalism of Anton Sa’ada.™ Here, 

the nativism in the Arab territorial nationalism ignored the invaders. 

Unlike this nativistic variety, Zionism was a historical nationalism. Canaanism 

subverted it in seeing the present and not the past as the decisive time factor, 

making “nowness” the guiding principle of identity.°* The significance of nativ- 

ism as a metaphor is that it is not only a matter of being born in a place but 

an identity gained through a cultural concept that turns the immigrant into a 

native. The imagined Canaanite community is defined in the terms of Benedict 

Anderson's formulation: collective time—the present—a territory, and a com- 

mon language. Many people call for economic migrants or non-Jews living in 

Israel to be not only citizens of the State of Israel but full partners in the Hebrew 

nation. Yaron London has praised Israel for “granting citizenship to useful immi- 

grants, explaining that “love of a country is not conveyed through a heritage but 

through a creative culture, and Israel is a most effective producer of culture.’ 

There have been many and varied expressions of the Canaanite idea (which 

is not necessarily identical with Yonatan Ratosh’s “Canaanite group”) in the 
Israeli public sphere. The sociological and demographic changes that have 

taken place in Israel and the Jewish Diaspora have lowered the tone of the 

debate on the Canaanite option. The shrinking of the Jewish people in the 

Diaspora, the impressive demographic growth of the Israelis and especially of 

the “Sabras,” the immigration to Israel of over a million former citizens of the 

Soviet Union (a large part of whom are not of Jewish origin), the globaliza- 

tion that has brought in its wake a large number of foreign workers, some of 

whom have children who were born in Israel: All this and more shows that 

the Canaanite idea is no longer the property of a closed sect and is likely to be 

realized not as a deliberate plan and not as the fulfillment of a utopian vision, 

but through the force of events, without any ideological intention. 

Secular intellectuals in Israel have always been attracted by the Canaanite 

idea. They wished to eliminate the contradictions and tensions inherent in 

the process of the secularization of the Jewish identity within the national 
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framework. In the “Canaanite hour, as the poet Haim Gouri called the win- 

dow of Hebrew opportunity in Eretz Israel (Palestine), many young people in 

the Yishuv (Jewish community) were enraptured by the possibility of acquir- 

ing a native identity free of remnants of the past, of the burden of history, 

and of the imposition of the remains of exilic Judaism: a new identity that 

embodied self-construction and local autonomy. In describing the encounter 
with the Canaanite proposition as a “change of religion” and a “true religious 

experience, Gouri recognized the nativistic idea as an existential or even reli- 

gious awakening.” It was a kind of revelation, the possibility of acquiring a 

new identity on the lines of the Freudian “Oedipus complex,’ a sort of rebel- 

lion against the parents who came from there, from the inauthentic place, 

from exile. 

The radical innovation of Ratosh and his group was their total rebellion 

against Judaism as a religious, cultural, and ethnic entity, and its replacement 

by a nativistic and linguistic experience. Ahad Ha-Am understood its revolu- 

tionary potential when he saw the native-born “Hebrews” as Canaanites on 

his visit to the country: “Here you are bringing up ancient Jews. You want to 

obliterate two thousand years of exile and go back to the culture of ancient 

Canaan.” This was an observation about a subconscious Canaanism that sought 

to overcome a lack felt by the native-born by reverting to an ancient, prime- 

val identity. The term “Hebraism” was the war-cry of the Hebrew pioneers 

of the early twentieth century, a flag by which they wished to demarcate the 

watershed between themselves, the native-born Hebrew-speakers with their 

Hebrew homeland, and the Jews in foreign countries who spoke a thousand 

languages. Hebraism was the nativistic consciousness that saw the motherland 

as the source of identity; and Canaanism was an ideological outlook that came 

out of it and transcended it by setting itself in opposition to the Jewish religion, 
history, and Diaspora.® 

The founders of Zionism did not accept the Canaanite claim, which of 
course was formulated much later, but its territorial logic was understood by 
all. They saw the Hebrew “nation” as umbilically connected to the Jewish com- 
munity. Zionism sought to link Jewish history in all its metamorphoses to the 
place where it all began: The Israelite place was the “metaphorical womb” of 
Jewish history; hence the belief that exile was the absence, the negation of 
Jewish autonomy, an autonomy that could only exist in Eretz Israel.9° Exile was 
seen as a sickness and the native Hebrew identity as the cure. A. B. Yehoshua 
sees Zionism as “the name of the cure for a certain kind of Jewish sickness 
called exile,” with its various victims—the religious, the liberal, the socialist, 
the nationalist, the bourgeois, and the anarchist.” In his opinion, exile was not 
imposed on the Jewish people but was a situation that was chosen by the Jews 
in order to escape from the basic conflict of Jewish identity: the one between 
Jewish nationhood and the Jewish religion. 
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Some, however, have seen the exile in a positive light. In their opinion, the 
shift from fidelity to the place itself to that of the memory of the place after 
the defeat of Bar Kochba was necessary in order to make the loss of the land 
surmountable.’” Retaining the memory of the place helped the Pharisaic rab- 

bis to overcome that loss. Not everyone has seen the exile as a punishment, 

and for some major Jewish thinkers the text was the most important factor. 

H€rmann Cohen saw Jewish history as a progress from the national condition 

to the exilic condition.” Franz Rosenzweig, who saw the soil as a “fetter” and 

the Jew as “a travelling, wandering eminence,” thought that “a place where 

the nation loves its native soil more than it loves its life is always in danger?" 

Hannah Arendt pointed out the special value of the Jew as a “pariah,”°* and 

Bernard Lazare called him a “wanderer by choice: Edmond Jabés preferred 

the text as a homeland,’ and, where George Steiner was concerned, the Jewish 

intellectual always lived on his suitcases and spread avant-garde, universalistic 

ideas.” Hebrew independence is the end of Judaism, an idea that the brothers 

Daniel and Jonathan Boyarin expressed as follows: “The exile, not monothe- 

ism, is the major contribution of Judaism to the world.” 

As against these ideas, major Israeli intellectuals began to develop an 

anti-exilic ideology very close to the Canaanite outlook. The historian Yigael 

Elam distinguishes between Jewish nationhood, which exists only in Israel, 

and the Jewish religion, describing historical Judaism as a nation/religion 

that can exist only in exile. The nation-state of Israel is, in the final analy- 

sis, always the community of the Jewish religion.’” The playwright Yehoshua 

Sobol continues this line of thought and warns of “the Jewish reaction that 

raises its head and threatens to engulf the Hebrew identity and the Hebrew 

spirit that made possible the creation of the Yishuv and its transformation 

from a state-in-the-making to a state like any other.’"° The philosopher Yosef 

Agassi also thinks that “if Israel is a nation-state, its theocratic clothing must 

be removed,” and, like Hillel Kook, he proposes separating the Jewish reli- 

gion from the Israeli nation, making Israel into a liberal, democratic, Western 

nation-state.” Without Ratosh-like noises, Canaanite tom-toms, and the 
mythological aesthetics of Baal and Ashterot, the call for a Hebrew state is 
being heard once again, but this time not from the fringes of the cultural estab- 

lishment but through the front door of an Israelism defined in terms of terri- 

tory and language alone. 

It is no wonder that even the Sabra Haim Gouri recoiled from these 
Canaanite ideas. He, too, was unable to separate Ratosh the wonderful poet 

of The Black Canopy from Ratosh the ideologist. Canaanism worried him in 

its denial of the duality of the Israeli identity in the context of the return to 
Zion: “This challenge had a great fascination, but I knew that the denial of 

any connection or affinity between the Jew and the Hebrew and placing them 

in opposition with such relentless hostility invalidated any possible explana- 

tion of our existence here and destroyed lofty cultural values which we saw 
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as our property. We have committed ourselves to the Hebrew, land-of-Israel 

alternative, not to cutting the Gordian knot. Making Zionism an enemy of the 

Hebrew renaissance makes Hebraism into a shallow spiritual salon, something 

meta-historical, a false romanticism in the name of the distant past.” 
In the short history of the crystallization of the-Israeli identity, from the 

“Hebrew, the “pioneer; and the “Sabra” to the itemization of the Hebrew image 

through an ever-increasing cleavage, who can guarantee us that the Canaanite 
option has completely disappeared? Perhaps its ultimate conclusion—separa- 

tion between Israeli citizenship and the Jewish religion—is becoming so rel- 

evant that a complete split between the homeland (the Hebrew or Israeli) and 

the people (the assimilated Jew) will finally succeed? Perhaps this process will 

take place not as a deliberate act and not in the hope of realizing a utopian 

vision but simply through the force of reality, without any ideological factor.™ 

Is post-Zionism a secular, leftist neo-Canaanism? Post-Zionism as a guid- 

ing principle—going over from history to geography—is a nativistic concep- 

tion that turns its back on the continuity of the history of the people, part of 

whom have returned to realize its nationhood in its land, and only recognizes 

those who reside here and now."* Underlying the post-Zionist ideology is the 

assumption of the existence of a local society based on a civil rather than a 
national definition: the state belongs to its citizens, not to history.%* Because 

Zionism completed its task in founding the state, one should remove its pro- 

tective covering—that is, cancel the Law of Return—effect a de-Zionization 

of Israel, and from that moment see the resulting secular democratic state as 

a “state of all its citizens.” According to the nativistic conceptions of the new 

identity, which places at its heart the geographical factor and not the Jewish 

surplus value, the Israelis are formalistically defined as a collection of citizens 
living under a single roof. It is the place that defines the Israelis in this way. 
Some would say that the true significance of post-Zionism is thus the sever- 
ing of the umbilical cord between the Israeli homeland and the Jewish people 
and culture, between the landscape of the country and its history, between 
the language and its sources. In the words of one of those responsible for this 
phenomenon: “Post-Zionism means the denial of all hidden threads binding 
together separate phenomena, of a special connection between the people of 
Israel today and yesterday whether in the country or in the Diaspora, between 
the Israeli culture and its sources or between the Hebrew language and its 
history.’"® 

Is Gush Emunim a religious, right-wing neo-Canaanism? In the messianic 
model proposed by the trinity of Torah, land, and people, the earthly locality 
is given first place. If post-Zionism makes connection with the place the sole 
identity-card, Gush Emunim raises place to a sanctified level and settlement 
to the status of myth, enshrining return to the land as a supreme principle. 
In its settlement-political activities, Gush Emunim sought to restore the true 
model of the Greater Land of Israel. The frontiers of political compromise were 
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replaced by the frontiers of the Promise. This movement, which blended pollit- 

ical theology with the myth of settlement, was based on the precedence of the 

ancient Jews over the country’s Arab inhabitants.” 

The two most daring and heretical assaults on Israeli-Jewish identity, which 

are umbilically connected to Zionism, are the Canaanite and the crusader nar- 

ratives. On the one hand, the mythological construction of Zionism as a mod- 
ern crusade describes Israel as a Western colonial enterprise planted in the 

heart of the East, alien to the area, its logic and its peoples, whose end must be 

degeneration and defeat. On the other hand, the nativist construction of Israel 

as neo-Canaanitic, which defines the nation in purely geographical terms as 

an imagined native community, demands breaking away from the chain of his- 

torical continuity. Those are the two greatest anxieties that Zionism and Israel 

need to encounter and answer forcefully. 
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The Conquest of Eretz Israel and the Seven Nations 
in Religious-Zionist Thought* 

Dov Schwartz 

The biblical command in Leviticus 18:3 and elsewhere prescribes complete 

detachment from Canaanite laws and from the Canaanites (prohibiting mar- 

riage, pacts, and any other form of cultural and religious influence). At the same 

time, it orders the destruction and eradication of the Canaanite peoples: “You 

shall save alive nothing that breathes” (Deut 20:16). Scripture, however, opened 

up options for a broad interpretation of the destruction command: 

1. Immediately after the formulation of these prohibitions, the Bible 

explains the reason for them: “That they teach you not to do after all 

their abominations” (Deut 20:17). Scripture, then, fears the negative 

spiritual influence of the local nations on the people of Israel and, 

should this influence be removed, the destruction command would 

be canceled. Rabbinic writings indeed state that, when the Torah was 

engraved in stone upon entering Eretz Israel, the following words 

were added: “Had they [the local nations] done penitence, they 

would have been accepted.” 

2. Concerning the seven nations, Scripture states: “They shall not 

dwell in your land” (Exod 23:33), and previous verses note that 

the intention in this wording was expulsion (“Little by little I will 
drive them out from before you” [Exod 23:30, and elsewhere]). The 

Babylonian Talmud notes that the reference here is to those who had 
refused to relinquish idolatry.’ The Bible itself, then, did not consider 

destruction the only possible option. 

Some ancient talmudic and midrashic sources even explicitly claimed that 

Joshua allowed the seven nations to escape without waging war at all.’ The rea- 

sons for a war against these nations are thus not ethnic but distinctly religious 

and educational, warranting the following conclusions: 

1. The destruction of the seven nations is a function of their idolatry. 
2. The duty to eradicate idolatry follows from its negative influence on 

the Jewish people. 



356 Modern Jewish Thinkers on The Gift of the Land and the Fate of the Canaanites 

3. These nations’ relinquishment of idolatry, or even their expulsion,* 

can therefore substitute for their destruction. 

These issues are connected to other matters, such as the command to destroy 

Amalek, which will not concern me here. Two readings have evolved concern- 

ing the seven nations, which eventually turned into two halakhic approaches: 

1. The textual reading, which implies these nations’ destruction: The 

halakhic outlook that unfolded from this reading pins their 

destruction on the nations themselves. According to this view, they 

have no right to exist, and they should be pursued wherever they are 

found. Their destruction is not context-bound. The law that applies 

to them, then, is close to that applied to Amalek, which must be 

hounded everywhere at all times. Both are manifestations of absolute 
evil, which should be eradicated. This is the view supported by the 

author of Sefer haHinukh, as shown below. 

2. The contextual reading, which implies the purification of the chosen 

land from these nations: The halakhic outlook derived from it pins 

the nations’ destruction on their persistent adherence to their 

idolatrous, immoral ways and on their negation of the people of 

Israel’s right to their land. When the nations change their ways, 

then, the command to destroy them is, by default, no longer valid. 

The distinction between the seven nations and Amalek is thus 
essential. The nations are pursued since they are physically in Eretz 
Israel, and support for this view in Scripture and in the talmudic 

literature was noted above. The contextual approach was supported 

by Nahmanides, as shown below.’ 

The return to Eretz Israel at the end of the nineteenth and in the course of the 

twentieth centuries reopened the question of the attitude toward the ancient 

local nations in its connection to the Arab problem. The modern awakening 

involves a moral dimension, and the confrontation with the problem of the 

seven nations occurred along two dimensions: 

1. The ostensibly indiscriminate destruction of an entire nation. 
2. The fact that these nations had lived in Eretz Israel prior to the 

people of Israel, which seemingly grants them some rights. 

The focus of the following discussion is on the modes that religious Zionism 

adopted in its concern with the issue of the seven nations and the attitude 

toward them at the time of Joshua’s conquest of the land. The discussion will 
be divided into three parts: 

1. General and doctrinal aspects of the religious-Zionist attitude 

toward Eretz Israel and its foreign inhabitants; 

2. Specific halakhic approaches bearing on the seven nations; 
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3. Conceptual and metaphysical approaches bearing on the seven 
nations. 

The approaches of religious Zionism presented here cover several periods and 

appear in the writings of various thinkers. The central assumption is that most 

religious-Zionist views, be they militant or moderate, endorsed the contextual 

approach, meaning that the destruction command is context-bound rather 
than absolute. 

Basic Assumptions 

The tie linking religious Zionism to the seven nations question is predicated 

on a number of factors, including distinctions between the conditions that 

had characterized the attitude toward the nations in the past and the pres- 

ent nations, the reactions of religious Zionism to the aggressiveness that 

characterizes the “new Jew,’ and the different perceptions of Eretz Israel in 

religious-Zionist thought. These factors are presented briefly below. 

PAST AND PRESENT 

The biblical attitude toward the Canaanites and to the other nations dwell- 
ing in Eretz Israel has concerned religious-Zionist thought to some extent, 

but not as obsessively as might have been expected. As a result of the distinc- 

tions between biblical and current circumstances, and specifically between the 

seven nations and Palestinian Arabs, this issue has not played an essential, 

existential role in Zionist thought in general or in religious Zionism in par- 

ticular. The distinctions are the following: 

1. A religious distinction: In the biblical period, there was a command 
to destroy the seven nations; in the present, no such command 

has been issued. The reason is not merely the disappearance of the 

ancient nations, but essential changes in the historical, political, 

and theological surroundings. Religiously, the monotheistic faith of 

Islam has eliminated the theological risk. The presence of Arabs in 

Eretz Israel is a fact and, were it not for the prevalent state of war, 

hostility toward them would be unjustified. 
2. A historical distinction: In the biblical period, there was apparently 

a possibility of removing non-Jewish dwellers from Eretz Israel; in 

the present, this option is simply nonexistent, even after the State of 
Israel gained control over most of the biblical territory. 

3. A moral distinction: In the biblical period, the religious norm 

prevailed, and universal moral criteria were virtually meaningless; in 
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the present, added to the religious norm are norms accepted by the 

community of nations. 

The attitude to the seven nations, therefore, was not a high priority in 

religious-Zionist philosophy, which derived its attitude toward them from the 

attitude to the stranger and from the attachment to Eretz Israel. Nonetheless, 

several interesting approaches on this matter evolved in this philosophy. 

POWER 

Religious Zionism emerged as a faction within the Zionist movement. Zionism 

was a political movement, and its aim was to obtain a “charter,” that is, to settle 

Eretz Israel following international recognition of the right of the Jewish people 

to their land. The aims that the Zionist movement set itself, at least at the start, 

did not include an armed struggle with the surrounding nations. Zionist ideol- 

ogy as such, then, was not marked ab initio by violence and force. Aggressiveness 

is indeed a sign of the national honor, but the use of force was almost invariably 
perceived as a “last resort.”® Religious Zionism, by contrast, acknowledged by 

its very definition the authority of the sacred texts, which included “holy” wars 
to gain control of the land. The conquest of the land from the nations dwelling 

in it is presented as an ancestral divine command. Religious-Zionist thought, 

therefore, does relate to the biblical inheritance of the land in the course of a 

war with the seven nations and to the command to obliterate them. 

The moral attitude of religious Zionism to the seven biblical nations is 

derived directly from the attitude toward biblical and talmudic texts. The think- 

ers and leaders of religious Zionism tended to be learned men, well-versed in 

the sources. The moral attitude, however, was also indirectly determined by 

the movement's attitude regarding force and war. Religious Zionism became 

acquainted with force and with the use of violence in its early years,’ but main- 

tained a reserved and qualified attitude toward force until the Six Day War and 
the Yom Kippur War. Two caveats to this statement are in place: 

1. Central trends within religious Zionism had supported the use of 

force in the pre-state underground movements and in the reprisal 

operations in Israel's early years. The views of the movement's 

leaders, R. Meir Berlin (Bar-Ilan) and R. Yehuda Leib Hacohen 

Fischman (Maimon), offer reliable evidence of such trends.’ 

2. The very aspiration to create a “normal” national and political 
entity in Eretz Israel dictates the establishment of a defensive army. 
Recourse to force is thus inevitable, given the Zionist vision in 

general and the religious-Zionist one in particular.’ 

The next stage occurred after the Six Day War and the Yom Kippur War, and the 
ensuing changes in Israeli society and politics. Henceforth, the association of 
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religious Zionism with force would proceed without remorse. Gush Emunim, 

which would serve religious Zionism as a compensation mechanism for its hav- 

ing missed out on the pioneering myth, would also serve as compensation for its 

removal from the foci of military power. The growth and strengthening of the 

Gush has been discussed at length in the research literature and will not be con- 

sidered directly here.’° An additional sign of the process of increasing familiarity 

with force is the current integration of religious Zionists in the army leadership 

and the emergence of militaristic literature written by young religious Zionists." 

This chapter deals with the connection of religious Zionism to the biblical 

sources and with the interpretation of these sources as mirroring the move- 

ment’s attitude to the nations dwelling in the Promised Land. I do not intend 

to deal directly with the attitude toward the Arabs—either with the ideologi- 

cal and operational approaches formulated in the context of the dispute over 

the right to Eretz Israel, or with the attitude toward its resident aliens in the 

present. My concern is with the question of whether acquaintance with force 

changed the attitude to the seven nations in religious-Zionist thought. 

ERETZ ISRAEL 

The attitude toward the nations dwelling in the land derives directly from the 
role of Eretz Israel in the national philosophy. Some, as noted, pin the war 

against the seven nations on their residence in the land, contrary to the case 

of Amalek, which should be pursued everywhere. Religious-Zionist thought 

fluctuates between three approaches: 

1. A national secular approach: According to this view, the association 

between a people and its land can be assessed on the basis of 

secular criteria—concrete or spiritual-symbolic. According to the 

concrete-material criterion stressed, for instance, in the writings of 

several Labor-Zionist thinkers, the national land plays a role as (a) a 
locus of refuge and survival; (b) a locus of material, agricultural, and 

industrial development; and (c) a locus of cultural development. 

According to the spiritual-symbolic criterion—as in the “spiritual 

center” conception of Ahad-Ha-Am—the land is perceived as the 

cultural cradle that enriches the Diaspora, as a national symbol, 

and as an expression of the nation’s historical legacy. Furthermore, 

Eretz Israel occupies a different place and has a different value in 

rational and romantic outlooks, which deny the validity of religious 

authority and of the religious establishment, and present the nation’s 

connection to its land without relying on them. Although no specific 

formulation of this approach appears in religious-Zionist writings, 

its contents did influence the apologetic philosophy of R. Yitzhak 

Yaakov Reines and the views of other Mizrahi founders.” 
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2. A halakhic-religious approach: This approach measures a people's 

attachment to their land in legal-halakhic categories. It rests on 

a practical, “earthly” assumption, whereby the Torah can be fully 

observed only in the Holy Land (land-bound commandments, 
judicial instances such as the Sanhedrin, and so forth). Since 

observance of the Torah is a necessary component in the national 

perfection of the Jewish people, the settlement of Eretz Israel 

becomes a basic national need. I refer to this approach as “practical 

and earthly” because, by nature, halakhah is observed in the 

material world and relates to the legal aspects of the “lowest” 

material circumstances. The halakhic realm per se does not in any 

way require recognition of metaphysical or spiritual layers beyond 

its practical obligations. An approach of this type has shaped 

the philosophy of many Zionist thinkers, including R. Joseph 

B. Soloveitchik and his circle. 

. A religious-spiritual approach: This approach views Eretz Israel as 

a concrete expression of spiritual and metaphysical dimensions. 

Earthly clods are merely the external wrap of dynamic and turbulent 

spiritual entities, which have personal feelings, yearnings, and 

preferences. The encounter between the people and the land 

now becomes a combination of two independent factors, which 

together create a powerful, irrational divine perfection. This 

approach gathered enormous impetus in the views of kabbalists and 

religious Zionists with mystical tendencies, who saw Eretz Israel 

as a reflection of hidden divine sefirot. The halakhic approach may 

engage in a dialogue with the secular one in an attempt to shape 
a shared “normal life” through adaptation and flexibility within 
certain limits. By contrast, the spiritual approach rests on mystical 
terms that are specific to mystics and their groups and are not a basis 
for mutual exchanges. This is also a total approach, which explains 
events fully according to its perspective and leaves no room for other 
interpretations. This approach was the foundation for the philosophy 
of R. Abraham Ha-Kohen Kook and his ideological circle, and also 
left its mark in the thinking of the HaPo‘el HaMizrahi movement. 

When confronting the secular-national approach, religious Zionism has fluc- 
tuated between the religious-halakhic and the religious-spiritual approaches. 

Halakhic Approaches 

Following is an account of attitudes toward the seven nations that reflect dif- 
ferent ways of confronting this matter in religious-Zionist thought, from 



The Conquest of Eretz Israel and the Seven Nations in Religious-Zionist Thought 361 

discussions that are halakhic in character or involve halakhic-legal implica- 

tions to discussions that are distinctly aggadic or ideological. The halakhic 

material will be discussed in the following order: 

1. The contextual approach: The attitude toward the Canaanites is 

context-bound. 

% The radicalization of the contextual approach: The Torah command is 

disregarded. 

3. The textual approach: The attitude toward the Canaanites is absolute. 

THE DISCOVERY OF THE NAHMANIDEAN METHOD” 

Religious Zionism had restorative models—models from the remote and 

recent past that it sought to reapply to the awakening nationalism. One such 

model was the Golden Age of Spain, which saw an outburst of innovation and 

creativity.° A personal paragon that religious Zionism set up was Maimonides, 

a leader of variegated talents whose creativity extended over and united 

many areas.” Nahmanides was not an uncommon figure in the pantheon of 

religious-Zionist thought, except for his aliyah to Eretz Israel, which the move- 

ment’s ideologues considered a religious-Zionist act.* Nahmanides can hardly 

be claimed to be an ideal model of a religious Zionist. One of his rulings, how- 

ever, proved decisive for the movement and turned him into no less than “the 

father of all Israel.”° His ruling on inheriting the land appears in Nahmanides’ 

glosses to Maimonides’ Book of Commandments. R. Yitzhak Yaakov Reines, 

the founder of the Mizrahi, cites Nahmanides in full in part 4 of his book Or 

Hadash ‘al Tzion (A New Light on Zion): 

The fourth commandment [which Maimonides did not enumerate in his Book 

of Commandments] that we have been commanded is to inherit the land that 

God gave us, and not to abandon it to other nations or to desolation,” as we 

have been told, “And you shall dispossess the inhabitants of the land, and dwell 

in it; for I have given you the land to possess it” (Num 33:53), and you shall 

settle the land that I have sworn to your fathers (according to Deut 1:8).” 

R. Reines then proceeded to quote Nahmanides’ reference to the seven nations 

who were then dwelling in Eretz Israel: 

Do not confuse this with the commandment on the war against the seven 

nations that they were told to lay waste to, as it is said, “you shall utterly 

destroy them” (Deut 20:17). It is not the case that we were ordered to kill 

those idolaters” in their war against us. Should they seek peace, we shall 

make peace with them and, under certain conditions, let them be, but we 

will not leave the land to them or to any other idolatrous nation at any time. 

The same applies should those nations flee and leave, as it is said (Deut. Rab., 
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Shofetim) about the Girgashites that they turned away and left, and the Holy 

One, blessed be He, gave them a good land, which is Africa. As for us, we 

have been commanded to come to the land, to conquer it, and to settle our 

tribes in it.” 

Or Hadash ‘al Tzion is the most important book of propaganda written at 

the time the Mizrahi was created, and R. Reines thought it appropriate to 

cite Nahmanides in full and analyze his statements. He seems to have viewed 

Nahmanides approach as conclusive proof of the diplomatic approach adopted 

by Zionism. He emphasizes that, when Nahmanides writes “we will not aban- 

don the land to them,” what he means is “we will redeem it from strangers 

and bring it into Israel’s possession,” as well as “we will remove it from their 

possession and bring it into ours.’ In other words, the Torah affirmed the 

legal legitimacy of Eretz Israel belonging to the people of Israel and the option 

of a war against the seven nations as merely a last resort, to be chosen only if 
they choose to struggle against the Jewish people's rule over its land. R. Reines 

stresses that Nahmanides’ approach does not consider the destruction of the 

nations as necessarily included in the commandment to inherit the land. In 
his view, “the commandment is the conquest, so that the war of conquest is 

necessarily a Torah-commanded [mitzvah] or obligatory [hovah] war, but not 

for the purpose of destroying these nations.’ 

R. Reines is also willing to accept the non-Zionist Orthodox view that forbids 

the people of Israel to conquer Eretz Israel by force, as specified in the prohibi- 

tion of “revolt” (aliyah bahomah), probably implying that only a future messiah 
can adopt military means to conquer the land. Yet, conquest through persua- 

sion, meaning diplomatic activity in pursuit of the Zionist ideal, has never been 

forbidden. “Moreover, he [Nahmanides] obviously never intended to say that 
conquest through war is a commandment, since the people of Israel have been 

sworn to keep away throughout their exile from rebellion and trespass, God for- 

bid. Unquestionably, then, what he intended is a voluntary taking””* R. Reines 

thus created a clear division: Conquest is a means, and legal possession and 

settlement of the land are the end. He admitted that, in the Bible, conquest 

implies military action, but since it is only a means, diplomacy can replace it. 

In sum: “The voluntary taking replaces belligerent conquest?” R. Reines set up 

an equation in which conquest equals acquiring legal rights equals persuasion. 

R. Reines’s interpretation of Nahmanides and its adaptation to the present 

can be summed up in the following principles: 

1. If the seven nations (or the local Arabs) will accept that the Jewish 

people are the legal owners of Eretz Israel, there is no difference 

between past and present, and the rule is: 

a. There is no obligation to destroy the nations dwelling in Eretz Israel. 
b. There is no obligation to expel the nations from Eretz Israel. 
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2. If the seven nations do not accept this ownership, there is a 
distinction between the remote past and the present. 

a. In biblical times, both persuasion and war were options. 

b. Today, only persuasion is an option. 

Several years after the creation of the State of Israel, R. Shaul Israeli, who was 
the feading figure in the rabbinical council of HaPo‘el HaMizrahi and would 
later become a teacher at the Merkaz haRav Yeshiva, wrote a scholarly article 

entitled “The Status of the Gentile in Israel in the Light of the Torah?” In this 

article, R. Israeli clarified that, according to Nahmanides, reconciliation with 

the seven nations is indeed possible “under certain conditions,” referring to 

compliance with the Noahide laws. By contrast, regarding other nations (and 

in particular the Arabs), not even this condition is necessary. Nahmanides and 

his faction (Rashi, R. Abraham of Posquiéres) had applied the prohibition of 

“they shall not dwell in your land” only to the seven nations, contrary to views 

that expanded it to include all the nations whose members do not fit the defi- 

nition of ger toshav (settler stranger), referring to those who have accepted the 

seven Noahide laws.” R. Israeli also indicated elsewhere another implication 

of Nahmanides’ method, whereby “the commandment of conquest is not nec- 

essarily through war,”’° and thereby endorsed some of R. Reines’s distinctions. 

R. Israeli fully explored all aspects of Nahmanides’ method and emphasized 

its different aspects. 

Nahmanides’ glosses to the Book of the Commandments became estab- 
lished as the metaphysical and practical-performative foundation of R. Tzvi 

Yehuda Ha-Kohen Kook’s endeavor. Metaphysically, R. Tzvi Yehuda relied on 

Nahmanides for his conception of Eretz Israel as a spiritual entity, of which the 

concrete earth is merely a thin cover.” Practically, he relied on this approach 

to justify his relentless struggle against any territorial concessions. Some brief 

remarks on the metaphysical aspect follow. In 1959, R. Tzvi Yehuda wrote: 

The progression of ten sayings in the order of the creation of heaven and 

earth [begins] through the revelation of God’s spirit, which hovers over the 

surface of the deep water of unformed void and darkness and, through it, 

reaches its commandments on the being of light. So it is in the process of 

climbing from rung to rung in Israel’s renaissance. In the beginning [of] the 

end, we observed the divine rule of the King of the universe, the Creator of 

man and the Giver of the Torah that this, our land, will be ruled and settled 

by us and in our possession.” 

In a note, R. Tzvi Yehuda refers to the above quote from Nahmanides, implying 

that Nahmanides demanded Jewish rule over Eretz Israel in order to preserve 

the cosmic order. R. Tzvi Yehuda draws a parallel between creation ex nihilo 

and the resettlement of Eretz Israel, and compares the various waves of immi- 

gration to the re-creation of the land. Both occur in a gradual, step-by-step 
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process. Without the rule of the Jewish people, the metaphysical union between 

the people of Israel and Eretz Israel does not prevail, so that, as it were, the land 

substantially disappears. The renewal of Jewish rule, therefore, leads to the 

reunion of the people and the land. Jewish settlement and the establishment of 

Jewish rule involve “concrete divine holiness.” This is a holiness of action, that 

is, of fulfilling the prescription formulated by Nahmanides: “We have been 

commanded to inherit the land that God gave us, and not to abandon it to 

other nations. In R. Tzvi Yehuda’s teachings, Nahmanides’ call became syn- 

onymous with metaphysical and cosmic order, the most important issue of all, 

and he had no hesitations about disparaging and questioning the authority of 

those who disputed this decision.*4 

R. Tzvi Yehuda did not relate explicitly to Nahmanides’ reference to the 

seven nations, but clearly implied that his most essential demand from the 

nations dwelling in Eretz Israel is the recognition of the Jewish people’s rule: 

Hence, we command like Nahmanides to all generations, in the words of our 

God, King of the universe, that not they will rule here, in Jerusalem, in Judea 

and Samaria, in the Golan and in Jericho, but we will rule here in our land 

over all the thousands of our people, the House of Israel...a clear definition 

of Nahmanides’ “land in the nation’s hands” means, in simple Hebrew: rule, 

government, state.* 

Although he is referring to Arabs, R. Tzvi Yehuda has obviously endorsed 
Nahmanides’ position concerning Canaanites and other biblical nations too. 

Indeed, in his lectures, R. Tzvi Yehuda specifically said: 

[Eretz Israel] is the special land that belongs to Abraham, our forefather, 

who knew his Maker, and his seed must be wrapped in it in the purity of 

holiness. Therefore, Eretz Israel must be cleansed of idolatry. The war against 

the seven nations came about because they are idol worshippers, and it is not 

an absolute war. If they abandon their idolatry, and cause no harm to our 

rule and to our ownership of this land (as a divine gift to Abraham)—it is 

possible for them to live in our midst as minorities.** 

The presence of other nations in Eretz Israel is thus contingent on two condi- 
tions: their absolute rejection of idolatry and their acknowledgment of Jewish 

rule as legitimate. Unlike his predecessors, R. Tzvi Yehuda placed particular 

emphasis on the recognition of Jewish rule, which is thought to convey the 
centrality of mamlakhtiut in his thought.” This principle operates to the detri- 

ment of other nations. A largely paradoxical phenomenon is evident in R. Tzvi 

Yehuda's thought: Adopting an extreme view concerning the importance of 

the land and its metaphysical and mystical aspects led to a tolerant approach 

toward the Canaanites. Recognizing the significance of the land and of its 

metaphysical connection to the chosen people makes the destruction of the 

seven nations redundant. 
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R. Tzvi Yehuda’s disciples insisted on the tolerance marking Nahmanides’ 
approach concerning the seven nations. R. Shlomo Aviner notes: 

True, we and the Arabs are presently involved in a territorial dispute; they 
have arguments, and we have arguments. This is not a personal dispute, 
and there is no personal rancor but rather a defined national conflict at this 
time, over this land, and this is the source of all the troubles.... Nahmanides 
stresses that the starting point is that we must settle this land, even if for this 
purpose we become entangled in war. We have no interest in a war with the 
seven nations, unless they attack us. The Talmud calls these “the wars waged 
by Joshua to conquer” (b. Sotah 44b), and this war in no way resembles that 
with Amalek.** 

R. Aviner places the Arabs and the seven nations in the same category, as 

Nahmanides’ approach indeed allows. He expresses fear lest the “national 

sense” should blunt the “moral sense,’ and he therefore demands fairness 

toward the non-Jewish residents of the land. He justifies this approach by 

claiming that “Joshua too, at the time of the conquest and the settlement, 

allowed the nations dwelling in the land the possibility of staying.’* The mam- 

lakhti condition for such moral behavior is unequivocal: unquestioned recog- 

nition of Jewish authority over Eretz Israel. 

THE EXPULSION OF THE NATIONS 

R. Yitzhak Nussenbaum was a “preacher of Zion” and a member of the Zionist 

movement, and he eventually became active in the Mizrahi in Poland. He 

interpreted the command to destroy the seven nations as implying their expul- 

sion from Eretz Israel. 
Nussenbaum was critical of the dispersed pattern of Jewish settlement. 

Following a visit to Eretz Israel in 1905, he published his impressions in his 

autobiography (Alei Heldi) and embedded them in his preaching. In his view, 

this dispersal creates problems mainly regarding defense from the surround- 

ing Arabs, but also entails negative social and educational implications. He 

therefore highlighted the centralized pattern of settlement in biblical times. 
Nussenbaum tended to use homiletics to clarify his ideas, and he discussed 
centralization in a homily on the weekly Torah reading of Mattot (Num 

30-32). His homily discusses the request of the tribes of Reuben and Gad to 

settle on the Eastern bank of the Jordan and Moses’ harsh response to them. 

Nussenbaum explained Moses’ opposition to the immediate settlement of the 

eastern bank as due to the centralization principle. In his view, Moses argued 

that had these tribes settled in the eastern bank of the Jordan upon arrival, 

they would have created isolated communities in the midst of a vast area. This 
dispersal would have exposed them to the destructive influence of the sur- 

rounding nations: 
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What the Torah wants is that, where the children of Israel settle, no trace 

should remain of the original nations. “They should not dwell in your land, 

lest they make you sin against me: for if you serve their gods, it will surely be 

a snare to you” (Exod 23:33). On the other hand, however, “I will not drive 

them out before you in one year; lest the land become desolate and the wild 

beasts multiply against you. Little by little I will drive them out from before 

you, until you be increased, and inherit the land” (Exod 23:29-30). Hence, 

the plan for the conquest called for settling all the Jews only in the center 

of the land at this stage, yet without being surrounded by their enemies on 

all sides—from the sea to the Jordan and from the brook of Egypt to the 

entrance to Hamath.*° Thus, only the children of Israel would settle in these 

places and all the Gentiles would be expelled from them without the land 

becoming desolate. The number of Jews at the time sufficed for this, and 

slowly, according to the increase of the people, they would spread on all 

three sides and press their neighbors further and further from the border 

of their areas toward the Red Sea southwards, to the Arabian desert in the 

East, and to Mesopotamia northwards. In this way, the nucleus, the center, 

would always be solid, populated only by the children of Israel developing 

according to their own spirit, without foreign influence from outside and 

without ensnarement inside. Slowly, not only would they spread their rule 

throughout the land but also their spiritual influence, and the land would 

truly become “Eretz Israel,’ a land that Israel also rules spiritually!“ 

The presence of other nations was feared both as an existential threat and as 

a spiritual influence. Nussenbaum drew a distinction between conquest and 

hold. Conquest refers to the general plan, that is, to the entire Land of Israel; 

hold refers to a defined place from within the range. The divine plan demanded 
the conquest of the entire Land of Israel and at the same time demanded cen- 
tralized settlement at the initial stage. That is, the biblical people of Israel were 
meant to settle only in the center and, with natural increase, gradually push 
out the local nations eastward, northward, and southward. The Bible, as it 
were, conceived a demographic ploy for the full conquest of the land. 

Following R. Reines, Nussenbaum included the purchase of lands in the cat- 
egory of conquest. He therefore called for purchasing lands throughout Eretz 
Israel (“this conquest must take place wherever possible”), but he also required 
that the settlement remain centralized in its initial stages. Nussenbaum thus held 
that, ab initio, the Torah had intended the nations to be expelled. Only in the 
case of an armed struggle does the command call for destruction. 

FROM EXPULSION TO EMPATHY 

Nussenbaum related to this command in various articles, as discussed below. 
His approach, substituting expulsion for destruction, was adopted by other 
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thinkers. One of them is R. Hayyim Hirschensohn, who stated that the com- 
mand of conquering Eretz Israel means “to expel the seven nations”® In any 
event, he claimed, the command applies only at the time of the conquest of 
the land, when these nations posed a spiritual and existential threat. After the 
conquest, however, the picture changes radically in two ways: 

1, The command of destruction is no longer valid and is replaced by 
the prohibition of “shedding innocent blood.”*4 

2. International law applies to the behavior toward the nations, and requires 
the endorsement of moral norms vis-a-vis the seven nations as well. 

On this question, too, R. Hirschensohn stands out as a thinker who com- 

bines realistic and humanistic aspects in his rulings. Hirschensohn fluctuated 
between extremes, replacing expulsion within norms of respect and concern. 

TRANSGRESSING TORAH COMMANDMENTS? 

Religious-Zionist preaching sought to moderate the destruction command on 

the one hand and, on the other, to grant Joshua, who had conducted the war 

against the seven nations, extraordinary powers as the leader of the people in 

the settlement of Eretz Israel. This trend is evident in the preaching of Yitzhak 

Nussenbaum and Zeev Gold. 
In Nussenbaums later discussions, the seven nations dwelling in Canaan 

reflect an alternative culture. The cultural war is not necessarily between idol- 

atry and monotheism, but between a local culture radiating charm, on the 

one hand, and a superior divine culture, on the other. In his view, the return- 

ing spies had claimed as follows: “All the people we saw there are virtuous,** 

polite, and cultured, graced with appealing qualities. Their cultural attain- 

ments inspire one to surrender to them spiritually and morally?” Through 

this clearly anachronistic claim, the preacher endeavors to make the distant 
past relevant to the present. 

In an article he wrote two years later, at the beginning of 1933, Nussenbaum 

presented an interesting halakhic innovation. He claimed that, at the time of 

the war, Joshua had been commanded to destroy the seven nations but had 

never intended to obey this order. Joshua understood the command of destruc- 
tion as a command to wage war against the nations, that is, to bring the people 

of Israel to military maturity. The destruction of the nations was not perceived 
in its literal meaning, given that the text describes at length the seven nations’ 

settlements and enclaves. And God indeed accepted Joshua's interpretation. 

“Scripture agrees with this interpretation, as it were, and finds room to praise 

it?”4* Nussenbaum added his own innovation, as follows: 

We do not find that, in peaceful times, the children of Israel oppressed these 

inhabitants to expel them from their land, to prevent them from working 
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and earning a living, or to avoid negotiating with them. Quite the contrary! 

We must think that our forefathers, who followed Moses’ law, abided by the 

many warnings of “you shall neither vex a stranger, nor oppress him,’ cul- 

minating in “the stranger that dwells with you shall be to you as one born 

among you, and you shall love him as yourself” (Lev 19:34).49 

Nussenbaum drew a distinction between the command to destroy the nations 

at times of war and their status during peace. His interpretation of the attitude 

toward the nations creates an interesting halakhic construction: 

1. At times of war, the prescriptive command is to destroy the nations 

(“leaving no trace in it [Eretz Israel] of the seven nations dwelling 

in it”). The prescriptive command was interpreted as a war against 

these nations, leading to their expulsion, but not to their destruction. 

2. At times of peace, the command of destruction becomes invalid, 

to be replaced by a proscriptive command that forbids vexing the 

stranger. The status of the inhabitants shifts from that of enemy 

nations to that of strangers.°*° 

Nussenbaum created a pseudo-halakhic move here, although he did not rely 
on a halakhic ruling. Moreover, he claimed that Joshua had changed the bib- 

lical command of destruction and turned it into a command to wage war. 

R. Zeev Gold, a leading activist of religious Zionism in the United States and 

in Eretz Israel, supported this approach. R. Gold preached at length on the 

superiority of heroism of the spirit over heroism in battle, in the context of 

the call to peace before war: “When you come near to a city to fight against 

it, then proclaim peace to it” (Deut 20:10). He then expanded this claim and 

argued: “Most of the wars fought by the Jewish people have been defensive 

wars.” This claim applies also to the seven nations: 

And even the obligatory, prescribed war [milhemet hovah] against the seven 

nations, of which the Torah says “you shall save alive nothing that breathes,’ was 

a defensive war. When the Holy One, blessed be He, saw that no honest genera- 

tion would ever come from them until the end of times and that they might poi- 

son the entire world with their cravings and corruption, He assigned the people 

of Israel the task of performing this operation and fight the thirty-one kings 

to save the world from wrongdoing. Nevertheless, Joshua sent three messages 

before entering Eretz Israel. In the first, he sent a message saying that whoever 

wishes to flee should flee. In the second—that whoever wishes to make peace, 
should make peace. In the third—whoever wishes to wage wat, should wage 

war. Only one whose corruption overwhelms him to the point that he does not 
wish to conclude a full peace—only against him will he fight. (y. Shev. 6) 

R. Tzvi Yehuda had used the term operation concerning the Holocaust, which 
he interpreted as a deliberate separation that was imposed on the people of 
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Israel to lead them to abandon the exile and move to Eretz Israel. By contrast, 
R. Gold used this term to denote the destruction of the seven nations. R. Gold, 
then, did not renounce the apocalyptic dimension of destroying cosmic evil 
as a mission incumbent on the people of Israel. These nations are destroyed 
because their potential damage extends to the entire world. And yet, R. Gold 

emphasized that the destruction relates only to those who insist on waging 

war Against the people of Israel. The seeds of aggression within them compel 

their utter destruction. Furthermore, R. Gold emphasized the midrashic motif 

of Joshua's initiative, who exhausted all the possibilities before going out to 

battle. He redirected the readers’ attention to the midrash stating that an entire 

nation (the Girgashites) preferred not to fight and left.* 

Both R. Nussenbaum and R. Gold stressed Joshua's daring in changing an 

explicit scriptural command or in adding to it by calling for peace with the 

seven nations. This was also the view of R. Simon Federbusch, a Mizrahi activ- 

ist in the United States and in Israel. Federbusch viewed the call for peace 

as an explicit stance that is also relevant to the war with the seven nations. 

Rather than considering this call an innovation introduced by Joshua, how- 

ever, he held that the call for peace is anchored in religious law: “According to 
the Torah, it is forbidden to attack a people suddenly without first proposing 

peace. Only if they reject the proposal are belligerent activities against them 

allowed. This is an instance of a last warning, the ultimatum that is now bind- 

ing on all nations according to international law.’® 

For R. Federbusch, it is clear that the law follows Maimonides and his fac- 

tion, who ruled that the call for peace applies also during the conquest of Eretz 

Israel. Hence, the “spiritual mission” of the Jewish people, which is “to bring the 

surrendering idolatrous people under the wings of moral humanity,’® relates 

also to the Canaanites and to the other nations who resided in Eretz Israel. 

This explicit view emerged despite the express biblical command to destroy 

the seven nations. “Talmudic sages emphasized that the Torah command to 

destroy the seven nations when conquering the land had not been carried 

out—Joshua had called on them to make peace, and had fought only against 

those that had refused.” R. Federbusch emphasized the midrashic tradition 

stating that God accepted, as it were, the decision of Moses and Joshua not 

to carry out the destruction order.* Between the lines, R. Federbusch found 
merit in the fact that King Saul and the people had shown compassion to the 

king of Amalek. In his view, the feeling of compassion inspires the law. 

UNBENDING VIEWS 

R. Eliezer Waldenberg influenced religious-Zionist discourse, although he was 

not openly affiliated with the movement. His three-volume work, Sefer Hilkhot 

Medinah, was published a few years after the creation of the State of Israel. It 
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reflects the thrust of his views, which generally support the Jewish national 

renaissance. In this work, R. Waldenberg offered a series of clarifications on 

the halakhic conduct of the state. He deliberately refrained from clear-cut rul- 

ings and merely traced the course of the discussions, from which the reader 

is meant to understand the drift of the decision. R. Waldenberg showed that 

the war with the seven nations appears under two different categories in a 

Tannaitic dispute. According to R. Yehuda, this war is defined as an “obliga- 

tory war” or, according to the rabbinic term, a “Torah-commanded [mitzvah] 

war.» Yet, the Sages are not in conflict concerning the content of the law: No 

one is exempt from such a war (“not even a bridegroom from his chamber and 

a bride from her canopy’). The dispute concerns preventive wars, that is, wars 

initiated deliberately lest an idolatrous enemy should attack. The question is 

whether such a war is in the category of “one performing a commandment is 

exempt from others.” 

In the course of R. Waldenberg’s discussions, the war against the seven 

nations emerges as the paradigm of a war compelling everyone's partici- 

pation, without any exceptions. The discussions focus on the question of 

what other kind of war is coextensive with, or similar to, this paradigm (for 

instance, a preventive war, a war to help Jews attacked elsewhere, and so forth). 

R. Waldenberg cites Rashi’s Talmud commentary on b. Sanhedrin 2a, who 

“issued an unequivocal ruling” and stated that any war unrelated to Joshua's 

conquest of the land is considered a voluntary war: 

In my humble opinion, Rashi’s method appears to require further explana- 

tion. Rashi holds that, since we had been commanded from Sinai by the 

Torah to conquer our land whenever we can do so, this war does not require 

permission from the court. But any other war of conquest beyond the bor- 

ders of our land, since it is not commanded by the Torah, does require the 
court's permission. Hence, a war that is like Joshua’s war and aims to con- 
quer the land, be it a war against the seven nations or against Amalek, and 
mainly because its aim is to conquer the land, will be in the category of 
a Torah-commanded war and will not require the court’s permission. Any 
war whose purpose is not to conquer the land, however, even if the war 
itself is in the category of a Torah-commanded war, such as the destruction 
of Amalek or of the seven nations found beyond the borders of the land 
[see Sefer haHinukh, commandment 604, which commands they should 
be obliterated wherever they are] does require court permission. Waging 
an open war against them in order to conquer their dwelling places and 
take away their wealth requires permission. The reason is that, although the 
Torah commands us to erase their memory and obliterate them wherever 
they are, this command can be performed without an open war of conquest 
by individuals or by organized groups engaging in guerrilla warfare. Waging 
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an official war of conquest, therefore, requires permission from a court of 
seventy-one.°° 

R. Waldenberg’s ruling is clear and unequivocal. In his view, the destruction of 
the seven nations is an unambiguous command that leaves no room for leni- 

ency. Clearly, he endorses the view of the Sefer haHinukh, which is inconsis- 

tent with that of Nahmanides. The author of Sefer haHinukh enumerates two 

commandments concerning the seven nations: 

1. A prescriptive commandment: “To kill the seven nations that held 

our land before we conquered it from them...and to eradicate them 

from wherever they are.” 

2. A proscriptive commandment: “We have been warned not to allow 

any one of the seven nations to survive, wherever they might be.” 

This commandment must be observed, even in the absence of 

life-endangering circumstances. 

The author of Sefer haHinukh emphasized that these commandments are 

valid forever and not only for the time of the biblical conquest and settle- 

ment of the land. His explanation is that nations, like individuals, are given 

free choice, and since these nations chose the path of moral corruption they 

are doomed to be destroyed. R. Waldenberg, as noted, supports this approach 

and qualifies it only with one caveat: Initiating a war against the seven nations 

beyond the borders of the land requires the court’s permission. “After they 

have received permission from the court to wage a war, this war assumes the 

validity of a Torah-commanded war,’® but within the borders of Eretz Israel, 

no permission is required to wage war against the nations. He also endorses 

the approach of Sefer haHinukh that the obligation is to pursue the members of 

the seven nations even after conquering the land, and holds that such pursuit 

is in the category of “a Torah-commanded war,’ which takes precedence over 

a voluntary war.” . 

R. Waldenberg never retreated from this position. R. Yitzhak Kulitz asked 

R. Waldenberg concerning these issues in 1992, and he simply sent a copy of 

the relevant chapter in Sefer Hilkhot Medinah. The question and the responsum 

were printed in his Responsa Tzitz Eliezer (part 20, number 43). According to 

R. Waldenberg, the commandment to destroy the nations relates also to their 

remnants and, in principle, is valid today as well, even though they cannot be 

identified. 
R. Shlomo Goren, chief rabbi of the Israel Defense Forces (IDF) and later 

of the State of Israel, also supported the view of Sefer haHinukh, whereby the 
obligation to destroy the seven nations is not confined to the time of war. He 
relates specifically to the discussion in Sefer haHinukh and wonders why the 
destruction of members of the seven nations applies only when no risk is 

involved. R. Goren notes that this question appears already in Minhat Hinukh. 
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The solution that R. Goren suggested draws a distinction between the indi- 

vidual and the collective. Incumbent on the collective is a commandment of 

destruction, even if Canaanite resistance poses a danger, but for the individual, 

the commandment is binding only if it is not life-endangering.® 

Conceptual and Symbolic Approaches 

Whereas halakhah moves along clearly set methodological and inferential 

paths, aggadah roams freely over a broad and limitless domain. The discussion 

below deals with the moral justification for destroying the Canaanite nations 
as formulated in aggadic sources and in ideological discussions about these 

nations current manifestations. 

COSMIC ANCHORING 

The disciples of R. Abraham Yitzhak Ha-Kohen Kook, as noted, “necessar- 

ily” adopted a tolerant attitude, meaning that, having endorsed Nahmanides’ 

approach requiring Jewish rule over Eretz Israel, they had to accept the shift 

from obligatory destruction to (compelled) recognition of the Jewish people's 

rule over their land. R. Kook presented the theosophical and cosmic basis for 

his circle’s views. First, he stated that Eretz Israel is called “the Land of Canaan” 

because of its qualities: It is in its powers to transform the depth of impurity 

into the height of purity. In the spirit of “collecting the sparks” postulated in 

Lurianic Kabbalah, R. Kook claimed that “a sublime treasure of life is hidden 

in it [the Land of Canaan], a treasure of light within the troves of darkness.’ 

Yet, contrary to the kabbalistic approach that supports the disappearance of 

the husk and its melting as the sparks are collected, R. Kook emphasized that 

the nature of evil would itself change into good through the merit of the land. 

Second, it is because of its uniqueness that the chosen land is taken away from 
the seven nations and given to the people of Israel as its inheritance.” 

Starting from these assumptions, R. Kook shifted to the cosmic basis of the 

seven nations: 

Were it not for the sin of the golden calf, the nations dwelling in Eretz Israel 

would have made peace with the people of Israel and would have acknowl- 

edged their rule because the name of God after which they are called would 

have evoked in them the fear of glory, no war would have been waged, and 

influence would have proceeded peacefully, as in messianic times. 

This passage points to two issues. First, what is demanded from the nations 

is recognition (“acknowledgment”) of Jewish rule. Nahmanides’ approach 
emerges between the lines. Second, the sin of the golden calf caused the state 
of war. R. Kook adopted the cosmic meanings of the sin of the golden calf 
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according to mystical literature (“apostasy,” damage to the divine chariot, and 
so forth). To some extent, the people of Israel are held to be indirectly respon- 
sible for the war against the seven nations. Had they refrained from sin, the 
land’s dwellers would have been influenced by them and would have aban- 
doned the path of war. 

R. Tzvi Yehuda generally endorsed a tolerant attitude, as noted, but inter- 
pretéd the cosmic anchoring in other ways. He commented on R. Federbusch’s 
stance discussed above, stating that Joshua had deliberately breached the 
destruction order. Cited below is R. Federbusch’s position and R. Tzvi Yehuda’s 
comments on it. 

R. Federbusch: 

The Torah law on the destruction of the Canaanite nations was formulated 

at a time of anger at the cruelty of these nations toward the wandering and 

persecuted people of Israel, to which many point as opposed to the principle 

of love for one’s fellow creatures. Thus, this law has become for midrash writ- 

ers a source for invoking the value of peace and the feeling of compassion, 

even when this feeling prevents observance of the Torah laws." 

R.Tzvi Yehuda: 

The Torah is not a matter of that time and its anger, but of eternity and of 

the very essence and value of the people of Israel and of these nations in the 

order of the world and of humanity.”° 

Contrary to R. Kook’s approach, whereby evil turns into good in the Holy 
Land, R. Tzvi Yehuda negated any transformation in the world’s order—the 
Gentile nations are at their level and the people of Israel are at theirs. Every 
stage of reality is engraved in the cosmic order. ‘The ontological distinction 

between Israel and the nations, not a given historical situation (the period of 

the conquest), is the reason for the persecution of the seven nations. 

This argument appears to bolster the claim proposed above, stating that 

the tolerant approach of R. Tzvi Yehuda and his circle derives from their 

adoption of Nahmanides’ view. R. Tzvi Yehuda had claimed that recognition 
of Jewish rule rescinds the command of pursuing the nations, and this is an 

eternal rather than a temporary matter. Nahmanides’ view was the basis for 

the mamlakhti approach, that is, for the recognition of Jewish rule in Eretz 

Israel. Since the principle of mamlakhtiut is so essential, this recognition 

denies the basis for destroying these nations if they have indeed acknowl- 
edged Jewish rule. 

Philosophically and metaphysically, R. Tzvi Yehuda and his disciples con- 

tinued the cosmic stance of R. Kook’s circle. In their view, the distinction 
between Israel and the nations is essential and substantial. R. Tzvi Yehuda, as 
noted, argued that Israel and the seven nations reflect different stages in the 
scale of reality. R. Kook and his disciple R. Harlap” had excelled at formulating 
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this approach, which rests on a demonic perception of these nations. The hal- 

akhic “compromise” retains this metaphysical distinction. 

A DISCOURSE OF RIGHTS 

Many have relied on Rashi’s exegesis of the first verse of the Bible, where he 

explained the cosmogonic opening of the Torah by reference to the Jewish 

people's right to their land. Since God as Creator owns all the lands in the 

universe, the divine decision to grant the Land of Canaan to the Jewish people 

is a moral decision. R. Judah Leib Maimon (Fishman), a prominent leader of 

religious Zionism, tried to find additional dimensions of the Jewish peoples 

moral claim to their land. He found the theological argument insufficient, and 

his extensive aggadic erudition helped him to find a moral-historical argu- 

ment as well. R. Maimon relied on a tradition in Sefer haYovlim (the Book of 

Jubilees) to argue that the Land of Canaan had been meant ab initio for the 

people of Israel, and Canaan took it by force.” “And Canaan saw that the land 
of Lebanon up to the brook of Egypt was excellent, and did not go to the land 

that was its heritage, westward from the sea” (Jub. 10:41). Despite the rebuke 

of his father, Ham, and of his brothers, Kush and Egypt, Canaan would not 
relax his hold on the land, and the Book of Jubilees presents his destruction as a 

prophecy of his father and his brothers, “because through the sword you have 

gained hold, and through the sword will your children fall and you will forever 
be wiped out” (Jub. 10:45). R. Maimon also found parallel versions of this tra- 

dition in the midrash literature.”? In his view, “the children of Shem and “Eber 

who saw God’s hand in this [the fact that the flood did not affect Eretz Israel], 

chose to come and settle on that land and establish there the center for spread- 

ing the faith in the one God.’ And he summed up: “Hence, this land has been 

the land of the Hebrews and the center of Shem’s children, who are the bearers 

of pure faith since ancestral times.””> The presence of the seven nations in Eretz 

Israel, therefore, results from theft, and this land had been meant from the 

start for the Jewish people. 

A similar approach, though formulated in different terms, appears in the 

thought of R. Hayyim Tchernowitz (Rav Tsa‘ir). Tchernowitz was a rabbi and 

a Talmud researcher, but his starting point in the discourse of rights about the 

land was actually national, in a romantic and mystical style.” In an article he 

wrote in 1939, Tchernowitz ascribed to the Bible the approach assuming “a 

mysterious-spiritual tie between the people and their land.”” His evidence for 

a natural link between the people of Israel and their land and for their right to 
it is twofold: 

1. Abraham was promised the land in the covenant, when he was 

explicitly told that the land would be given to his seed “for ever” 
(Gen 13:15). 
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2. Prophecy (at least at the start) emerges in Eretz Israel. Yehuda 
Halevi’s approach in The Book of the Kuzari becomes the basis for 
the nation’s right to its land. 

The seven nations, then, dwelt in a land that is not natural to them. Rav Tsa‘ir 
relies on the fact that the nations had illegally stolen Eretz Israel from other 
nations: 

And therefore, because a nation can fully develop its creativity only in its 
native land, the break-in of strangers into the land was considered a forced 
entry and a transgression of universal law.... Although the children of Israel 

conquered the land by sword, in this war they relied on the promise and the 

mission of the covenant. Furthermore, Jewish tradition, now confirmed by 

the discoveries of archeological excavations, knew that the Canaanites who 

had dwelt on the land before the children of Israel had captured it by force 

from other nations that had dwelt in it previously, and therefore obtained 

it during Joshua’s conquest. Commenting on the verse “and the Avvim 

who dwelt in Hatserim’” (Deut 2:23), Rashi says: “Because the Caphtorim 

destroyed them and replaced them, you are now allowed to take it from 

them.” That is, because they had gained hold of the land through fraud, not 

through law and justice.” 

Tchernowitz, as noted, relies on the discourse of legal rights that follow directly 

from a people's natural association with their land. He does not resort to the 

midrashic traditions of R. Maimon because romantic nationalism provides 

him with an adequate foundation for his claims. He does refer to hermeneuti- 

cal traditions through Rashi’s commentary, but his conceptual foundation is 

the national discourse. Tchernowitz emphasizes that, although the people of 

Israel realized their right to their land by way of war, their claim is strictly legal. 
He uses the halakhic claim that the holiness of the land is acquired by settling 

it rather than by conquering it by military force.” This argument clarifies that 

the seven nations stole lands that did not belong to them, so that the people of 

Israel had a national and moral right to wage war against them. Natural law (in 

the national sense) and international law coalesce in Tchernowitz’s discourse. 

In the article “Zo ha-Derekh” [“This Is the Way”], written in 1929, 

Tchernowitz enlisted the fact that, the biblical command notwithstanding, 

Joshua allowed many from these nations to remain in Eretz Israel in order 

to establish the rights claim: “In the first conquest, many of these nations 
remained in the land and Joshua did not inherit them.’*° The presence of 

many from the seven nations in Eretz Israel did not violate the right of the 

people of Israel to their land. Eretz Israel was ruled by a chosen people, and 

the ancient world accepted this. Hence, although the number of Jews residing 

in Eretz Israel is now negligible (about one hundred and fifty thousand), this 

should not constitute an objection to Jews ruling over their land. Tchernowitz 
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called for mobilizing international recognition (“the League of Nations and 

America’)® of the Jewish people's right to their land. The seven nations serve 

him as the moral basis in positive terms and as evidence for international law 

in negative terms. 

MODERN CANAANITES 

This discussion about conceptual aspects of the connection to the local nations 

would be incomplete without considering the attitude to Canaanism.* David 

Tzvi Pinkas, the minister of transport representing the Mizrahi in the early 

years of the State of Israel, enacted an ordinance immobilizing private cars on 
the Sabbath in order to save on fuel. On June 20, 1952, a bomb was planted at 

his home, but it failed to detonate. Another bomb was planted the next day and 

caused serious damage to the minister’s apartment.» Amos Kenan, a writer 

and columnist who had targeted religious coercion in his writings, was the 

suspect in these attacks. Kenan belonged to the “Canaanites” group. The con- 

temporary discourse in the press reflected different attitudes toward the seven 

nations, and I discuss several of its aspects below. 

Shlomo Zalman Shragai, an eminent ideologue of HaPo‘el HaMizrahi, 

explained the attack as a struggle unfolding at the classic theological level: her- 

esy versus faith. The struggle over religious coercion turned into the struggle of 

idolatry versus monotheism, Canaanism versus Judaism. But Shragai held that 

Canaanism is merely the inevitable result of the secularism that characterizes 

public life in the developing State of Israel: secularism engendered Canaanism. 

Those who struggled against the Sabbath in the name of modernity ultimately 
led to a struggle against the Sabbath in the name of Canaanism. In an article 

he devoted to this issue, he wrote: 

The true bomber, the original source of defilement in this bomb, is the athe- 

ist who wishes to eradicate the essence of the Sabbath... who seeks a Sabbath 

of Gentiles and in his search arrives at a Sabbath of Canaanites, at... Baal.*4 

Modern freethinking citizens have traced the countenance of this coun- 

try, which has engendered “Canaanites” in their image. They have created its 

soul, as it were. And this is its image... Baal worshippers.® 

Baal is obviously the central Canaanite god. For Shragai, the danger of modern 
Canaanism is moral nihilism. He who denies the God of Israel and abolishes 
the commandment of the Sabbath will eventually abolish the moral com- 
mandments as well. Antinomianism leads to moral libertinage. Canaanism 
follows directly from the secularization process of the young state. In some 
sense, Canaanism turns into a symbol of secularization. 

Shragai entered into a controversy with secular press columnists who 
expressed concern about the attack and about the sympathy for Kenan among 
young people present at Kenan’s trial. In his view, what required attention was 



The Conquest of Eretz Israel and the Seven Nations in Religious-Zionist Thought 377 

the source of the problem—secularization. Another article that Shragai wrote 
on the subject ends as follows: 

The abyss that has opened up in light of the bomb thrown at the Sabbath and 
at...the government compels all those in whose heart the spark of love for 
their people, for their land, and for original Jewish culture still burns. All of 
them should raise their voice in the ancient call: “Put away the strange gods 
that are among us!”® 

The ideological and political struggle for the religious status of the young state 

turned into the theological struggle of the Jewish people against the idolatry 

that had taken hold in Eretz Israel from antiquity and until the national renais- 

sance. This approach reflects the religious-Zionist reaction to the encounter 

between radical secularization and the conservative-innovative ideology that 
seeks to contend with modernity. 

Conclusion 

The discourse about the seven nations and about their destiny in reli- 
gious Zionism exposes a built-in apologetic facet. In various ways, most 

religious-Zionist thinkers replaced the destruction with expulsion or with 

an even more radically tolerant attitude. The movement’s acquaintance with 

power and belligerence did not change the apologetic orientation on the issue 

of the seven nations. The example of R. Waldenberg represents an exception. 

The tolerant attitude that relies on Nahmanides was not part of the repertoire 

for a classic, positivist halakhist like R. Waldenberg. He accepted unequivocally 

the stance of the Sefer haHinukh, whereby these nations should be destroyed at 

all times and in all circumstances. But R. Waldenberg was not a member of the 

Mizrahi, though he strongly identified with religious-Zionist views. 

R. Waldenberg’s stance also exposes a potential tension between the posi- 

tions of a conservative halakhist, who relates positively to the foundation of 
the state as such, and the attitudes of spiritual leaders and men of action such 

as R. Nussenbaum and R. Tzvi Yehuda Kook, who were aware of the pub- 

lic and moral dimensions involved in the commands to destroy the nations. 

This tension prevails also among halakhists who accept modernity, such as 

R. Hirschensohn and Rav Tsa‘ir, who assigned great weight to international 

law and to political recognition by the League of Nations, and among conser- 

vative halakhists. 
It bears emphasis that the discourse about the seven nations in religious 

Zionism had a distinctly halakhic dimension. The reference to Nahmanides’ 
glosses on Maimonides’ Book of Commandments conveys deep seriousness. 
Both R. Reines and R. Tzvi Yehuda Kook presented an apologetic discourse, 

confronting the foreign presence in biblical Eretz Israel with tools that are 
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definitely halakhic. The interlocutors they would have wished for were the 
eastern European rabbis (R. Reines) and the non-Zionist Orthodoxy in 

Eretz Israel (R. Tzvi Yehuda Kook). The wound of religious Zionism, which 

opened up with the creation of the movement in eastern Europe, continued 

to bleed: The most prominent leaders of religious Jewry refused to grant hal- 

akhic sanction to the Zionist movement and strongly rejected those who were 
attracted to it.’” Due to their apologetic approach, rabbis like Reines and Kook 

were not ready to focus the discussion on the existence of values that cannot 

be framed solely within halakhic parameters. The discourse on the borders 

of Eretz Israel in R. Kook’s circle was also committed to reliance on halakhic 
evidence. This type of thinking is increasingly less frequent among thinkers 

who operate in the United States, for instance. Among many of them—Rabbis 

Joseph B. Soloveitchik, Aharon and Moshe Lichtenstein, and others—the dis- 

course on inheriting the land does not address halakhic concerns, and the 

attitude toward the nations dwelling on the land is derived from halakhic 

discourse. 

Various thinkers subverted the literal biblical command of destroying the 

seven nations and replaced it with an approach widespread in the sources, 

whereby a call for peace precedes the war. R. Nussenbaum replaced the com- 

mand of destruction with expulsion. Methodologically, different thinkers 

adopted the model of replacing the command with a prohibition.® 
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Rabbi Reines on the Conquest of 
Canaan and Zionism 

Warren Zeev Harvey 

In our post-post-modern era, we all know very well that there is no objective 

history, and what we call “history” depends on who tells the story. Everyone 

has his or her narrative. Many sundry factors are responsible for determining 

which one eventually becomes most popular, most accepted, most respectable, 

or—as the scholars say—“canonic.’ 

What really happened during the Israeli War of Independence? We Israelis 

have a noble and heartwarming narrative. The Palestinian Arabs, however, 

have a completely different one that flatly contradicts ours. Each side tries hard 
to get its narrative accepted by as many people as possible. 

What really happened during the American Revolution? Bred and born in 

New York, I learned the American narrative with my ABCs and never real- 

ized there was another one until, as a young man, I moved to Montreal to 

take up a teaching position at McGill University. There I was exposed to the 

British-Canadian narrative. The British-Canadian narrative of the Colonies 
Revolt differs from the American narrative of the American Revolution no less 
than the Palestinian narrative of al-nakbah differs from the Israeli narrative of 
milhemet ha-komemiyyut. 

What about the ancient conquest of Canaan by the Israelite tribes? What 

really happened then? Well, we all are familiar with the Israelite narrative as 
recorded in the most widely read book of all, the Bible, but what about the 

Canaanite narrative? David Hartman wrote so well: 

It is crucial to understand that in the Bible there is only one people’s story. 

Where in the Book of Joshua do we find how the Canaanites or the Jebusites 

felt when the Children of Israel came into the Land? Who ever spoke about 

what it meant to be a Canaanite?! 

What was the Canaanite narrative? We don't have their story, their narrative. 
Our understanding of the Israelite conquest of Canaan is thus unavoidably 
one-sided and one-dimensional. 
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Given its unilateral nature, the biblical narrative of the conquest of Canaan 
is potentially dangerous if we try to use it as a model for our own Zionism. If 
we do so, we risk turning our Zionism into a holy militarism that disregards 
the rights of others and sanctifies the blessing of our father Isaac, “And by the 
sword shall you live” (Gen 27:40). In other words, we risk turning our Zionism 
into an ideology stereotypical of the children of Esau, that is, something down- 
right tin-Jewish. Critics of Israel even now sometimes turn to us with words to 

the effect: “What you people are doing to the Palestinians is what you did to 
the Canaanites!”? 

The danger that the model of the conquest of Canaan poses to our Jewish 

values was absolutely clear to the great founders of religious Zionism, Rabbi 

Samuel Mohilever (1824-1898) and Rabbi Isaac Jacob Reines (1839-1915), 

although admittedly it may not be so clear to many today who deem them- 

selves their spiritual descendants. 

In this chapter, I should like to examine briefly Rabbi Reines’s views 

on Zionism, the commandment to dwell in the land of Israel, and the 

Canaanites. We shall see how, in setting down the foundations of religious 

Zionism, Reines worked hard to sever all connections between modern 

political Zionism and the ancient Israelites’ war of conquest against the 

Canaanites. Zionism, for him, was all about fulfilling the grand divine com- 

mandment of settling the land of Israel, but he insisted that this precious 

commandment must never be interpreted through the model of the Israelite 

war on Canaan. 

Reines was able to sever all connections between modern political 

Zionism and the ancient Israelite conquest of Canaan because he was both 

a wise political leader and a magisterial halakhist. His Zionism was built on 

pragmatic political wisdom and on hard-nosed halakhah, not on European 

nationalism—that is, not on the ideology of the children of Esau. Halakhah 

is by its nature anti-fundamentalist. For example, the text says “an eye for 

an eye” (Exod 21:24 and parallels), but the halakhah says: It is written “eye” 
but it doesn’t mean that at all, it means monetary compensation (b. B. Qam. 

84a). Reines’s argument on behalf of Zionism begins with halakhah. His 

main discussion of the subject is found in his 1901 classic, Or Hadash ‘al 

Tzion (A New Light on Zion). 

Medieval Background 

The primary medieval halakhic source regarding the commandment to live in 
the land of Israel was the preeminent thirteenth-century Catalonian scholar, 

Rabbi Moses ben Nahman, known as Nahmanides or, by acronym, Ramban.* 
In his commentary on Maimonides’ Book of the Commandments, he added 
an appendix, “Commandments That the Master Forgot to List.” The fourth 
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positive commandment that Maimonides “forgot” is the commandment to live 
in the land of Israel. Nahmanides defined it as follows: 

We were commanded to inherit the Land... and not to abandon it into the 

hands of other nations or to let it lay desolate....“And you shall drive out 

the inhabitants of the Land and dwell therein, for unto you have I given 

the Land to possess it, and you shall settle the Land” [Num 33:53-54; cf. 

v. 52].... Thus, we have been commanded concerning the conquest [of the 

Land] throughout all generations. ... “Dwelling in the Land of Israel is equal 

to all the commandments” [Sifre Deuteronomy, 80].° 

Nahmanides thus rules explicitly that there is a commandment to inherit the 

land, which is a commandment of conquest, a commandment of war, and it 

pertains in every generation, including today, right now. God allotted us the 

land and commanded us to possess it, which means to drive out all its alien 

inhabitants; and this is not only a commandment binding on all Jews today, 

but it is equal to all the other commandments! It sounds as if this might mean 

that the most important divine commandment in the Bible is to drive the 

Palestinians out of the land! 
Fortunately, this commandment was interpreted by the renowned 

fourteenth-century Catalonian—and later Algerian—rabbinic authority, 
Rabbi Isaac ben Sheshet, known by acronym as Ribash, who was a student 

of students of Nahmanides. Ribash redefined Nahmanides commandment as 
follows: 

There is no doubt that immigration [i.e., “going up,” ha-‘aliyyah] to the Land 

of Israel is a commandment [in all times]. [However, those who returned 

from the Babylonian Captivity did so] only by the license of Cyrus [Ezra 
1:1-4]. So too now, there obtains one of the Three Oaths that the Holy One, 
blessed be He, adjured Israel, “not to storm the wall” [literally, not to “go up” 
on the wall, she-lo ya‘alu ba-homah] [b. Ketub. 111a; cf. Song Rab. 2:7].° 

According to Ribash, following Nahmanides, there is a commandment of 
aliyyah, that is, “going up” or immigrating to the land of Israel, and it is bind- 
ing on every Jew today as always. However, Ribash explains, this command- 
ment may no longer be fulfilled by war or violence because of the oath that 
God adjured the Jewish people after the destruction of the First Temple “not to 
storm the wall,” that is, not to try to conquer the land by force (cf. Joel 2:7). This 
oath is one of the Three Oaths (or Six Oaths) that, according to the rabbinic 
exposition, are encrypted poetically in the recurring verse in Song of Songs: “I 
adjure you, O daughters of Jerusalem, by the gazelles, and by the hinds of the 
field, that you awaken not, nor stir up love, until it please” (2:7, 3:5, cf. 8:4). 
Thus, the return to Zion after the Babylonian Captivity and the building of the 
Second Temple were not achieved by means of war or violence but peacefully 
by means of the license duly granted by King Cyrus of Persia. 



Rabbi Reines on the Conquest of Canaan and Zionism 389 

The antimilitaristic sentiment reflected in Ribash’s amendment of 
Nahmanides’ halakhic position is found two generations earlier in a comment 

by Rabbi Bahya ben Asher of Saragossa, a student of a student of Nahmanides. 

According to an old rabbinic exegesis of Genesis 32:8-15, Jacob prepared 

himself for three things before his encounter with Esau: “Prayer, gifts, war.” 
Nahmanides, in his Commentary on Genesis, added that Jacob’s behavior is a 

modéf for his descendants in their own encounters with the children of Esau 
in future generations: “And it is meet for us to hold fast to the ways of Jacob, 
who prepared himself for three things.”* Bahya, commenting on this same 

biblical text, repeats Nahmanides’ moral but substantially revises it: “So too 

we must follow the ways of the Patriarchs and prepare ourselves to greet [the 

children of Esau] with gifts and a soft tongue, and with prayer before God, 

may He be exalted, but war is impossible, as it is said, ‘I adjure you, O daugh- 
ters of Jerusalem, etc. He adjured them not to provoke war with the nations.” 

Bahya amended Nahmanides’ homily, and Ribash subsequently amended his 

law. Both modified Nahmanides on the basis of the talmudic teaching that 

God adjured Israel not to conquer the land by force. Bahya’s opinion regard- 

ing Jacob’s three preparations appears to be part of his general moralizing 

attitude. As Menachem Kellner has shown, Bahya was conflicted about the 

unjust violence (hamas) involved in the conquest of Canaan.” It seems that 

the moral problem of the conquest of Canaan was discussed in the Aragonite 

and Catalonian talmudic academies in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries 
by rabbis who grew up on the teachings of Nahmanides. These rabbis made 

a moralizing use of the talmudic exposition of Song of Songs, according to 

which God adjured Israel not to storm the wall. 

Rabbi Mohilever’s Position 

Writing in 1890, Rabbi Samuel Mohilever, a founder of the Hibbat Zion move- 
ment and an early supporter of Theodor Herzl’s political Zionism, resource- 

fully applied the ruling of Ribash to the modern efforts to settle the land of 

Israel: 

Now, with regard to what Nahmanides wrote, that there is a commandment 

for all generations, even in our time, to inherit the Land and dwell therein, 

his intention is clearly that the inheritance is not by means of war; for we are 

neither able nor permitted to wage war in our time, as has been explained in 

Ketubot 11a. For the Holy One, blessed be He, adjured us not to rebel against 

the nations..., and not to “storm the wall.” Rashi interpreted this expres- 

sion as meaning “with a strong hand” [Commentary on Ketubot, ad loc.]. 

Therefore, the positive commandment of inheritance, which obtains also in 

our day, is only that we endeavor to purchase the Land from its owners. 
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With every piece of land that we purchase, we fulfill the commandment of 

inheritance... However, by merely purchasing land we have not fulfilled 

the commandment in a perfect way, for this commandment includes two 

things: “And you shall inherit the Land and dwell therein” [Num 33:53].” 

Here we see the principled position of the early religious Zionists, based on 

Nahmanides and Ribash: It is a divine commandment to settle the land, but 

the settlement must be done only by peaceful means, such as purchasing land, 

for God has forbidden conquest of the land “with a strong hand.” 

Rabbi Reines’s Analysis 

Rabbi Reines, the founder in 1902 of Mizrahi, the religious faction of Herzl’s 

Zionist movement, developed in detail the halakhic position of Rabbi 

Mohilever. He began by examining the prooftext cited by Nahmanides, “And 

you shall inherit the Land and dwell therein” [Num 33:53]. On the face of it, he 

reasoned, this verse seems to comprise two distinct commandments: the first, 

to inherit, conquer, or seize the land, which one could do without thereupon 

dwelling in it; the second, to dwell in the land, which one could do without 

having conquered it.” Reines explains that in fact there is only one command- 

ment: to dwell in the land. Dwelling in the land is the essence and goal of the 

commandment, while conquering the land is merely a means to that end. It 

is the nature of means that they change from time to time and from situation 

to situation: In the days of Joshua and David, the accepted means of inherit- 

ing the land was war, but today only peaceful means are acceptable. Thus, the 

essence and goal of the commandment is dwelling in the land, which includes 

“the required work of an inhabited land, like sowing, planting, and the like,” 

and it is dwelling in the land that is, according to the rabbis, “equal to all the 

other commandments.”# 

Nahmanides, continues Rabbi Reines, “beyond all doubt” could not have 

meant that there is today a commandment to conquer the land by war, for 
“have not the children of Israel been effectively adjured...to keep far away 

from any plots of rebellion or treachery?” Rather, he concludes, Nahmanides 

evidently meant that the commandment today to settle the land is to be fulfilled 
by means of “voluntary acquisition” (ha-lekihah ha-retzonit).4 Like Ribash and 
Rabbi Mohilever, Reines avails himself of the talmudic teaching about the oath 

“not to storm the wall” in order to turn Nahmanides’ potentially militant com- 

mandment into a thoroughly peaceful one. 

In order to prove that from a halakhic point of view voluntary acquisition 
is equal to military conquest as a means of “inheriting the land,” Rabbi Reines 
analyzes two discussions in the Jerusalem Talmud: Mo ‘ed Qatan 2:4, 81b (one 
may buy houses in the land of Israel from a non-Jew on the Sabbath) and 
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Shabbat 1:8, 4a—b (Joshua's conquest of Jericho defers the Sabbath). From the 
analogy between these two texts, Reines concludes that from a halakhic point 
of view there is no essential difference between conquering the land by force or 
acquiring it by voluntary means: The only practical difference is that war was 
a legitimate means in the past, but today only peaceful means are permitted. 

According to Rabbi Reines’s exposition, God may thus be said to have 
had an ethical motivation when He adjured Israel to “awaken not, nor stir up 
love, until it please.” He explains further: God understood the great passion 
(teshukah) Israel had for the land of Israel and knew they would strive to 
return to the land, therefore He adjured them “not to hurry the end [of the 
Exile] by means that are forbidden to enter into the assembly of Israel” The 
divine adjuration was all about means. Recognizing Israel’s mighty and abun- 
dant love for their land, God adjured them in the Exile to restrain themselves 
and never to use improper means in seeking to return to it. Love does not 
justify violence. 

The oath “not to storm the wall” is thus in the eyes of Rabbi Reines not 

merely a technical legal clause or a quaint homily, but a poetic expression of 

an ethical teaching. Reines’s comments about the divine adjuration should 

probably be understood against the background of his views on the prophetic 

teachings concerning war and peace. He writes, for example: 

Our holy visionaries set down for us the highest end: “Nation shall not lift 

up sword against nation” [Isa 2:4], “the wolf shall dwell with the lamb” [Isa 

11:6], “for the earth shall be full of the knowledge of the Lord” [Isa 11:9]. 

All this is the result of human progress [hishtalmut], for humanity will so 

progress until there shall be no willful destruction.... There is no doubt that 

humanity will arrive at the level of “nation shall not lift up sword against 

nation,’ and then it will consider its past an enormous insanity [shigga‘on 

atzum].” 

The oath “not to storm the wall” may thus be understood to reflect “the highest 
end” preached by the Hebrew prophets. Isaiah taught: War must be stopped; 

nation shall not lift up sword against nation! The prophets heralded a new 

age for humanity, teaching that war is immoral, inhuman, and enormously 
insane. In light of these teachings of the Hebrew prophets, it seems to follow 

that the land of Israel may not be acquired by war but only by peaceful means. 

The boldly progressive Isaianic vision of world peace would appear to find an 

immediate practical expression in the talmudic text concerning the oath “not 

to storm the wall.” Although Reines does not say so explicitly, it seems clear 

that his interpretation of the oath “not to storm the wall” is related closely to 
his understanding of the prophetic teachings concerning war and peace. 

War, Rabbi Reines wrote, is “the disgrace of the human species.’ It came to 

be in ancient times, caused by “exaggerated lust and a wild will.” It contradicts 

all the moral values of the Torah: “The house of study and weapons of war are 
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two contraries that have no middle ground” for “the house of study is an open 

protest against war and those who make war...and you have no greater des- 

ecration of the holy than the introduction of instruments of destruction into 

the house of Torah and wisdom” (see b. Sanh. 82a).*° 

In ancient days, it was permissible to conquer the Canaanites by war and 

violence, and Joshua did so. However, the great prophets of Israel forbade this 

atavistic practice. The biblical conquest of the Canaanites thus cannot be a 

paradigm for us today. We are not permitted to imitate the Israelite conquerors 

of the land of Canaan. We are forbidden to confuse today’s Palestinians with 

yesterday's Canaanites. One who violates the oath not to “storm the wall” does 
not merely violate an enigmatic or marginal aggadah, but violates a central 

moral teaching of the Hebrew prophets: “Nation shall not lift up sword against 

nation for the earth shall be full of the knowledge of the Lord!” 

In sum, according to the teachings of Rabbi Reines, we may not do to our 

Arab neighbors hic et nunc what the Israelites were long ago commanded to 

do to the Canaanites. The political and ecdnomic program of Zionism, set- 

tling the land in peace through legitimate and recognized agreements with 

the nations, is today the only way permitted by Jewish Law to fulfill the great 

commandment of dwelling in the land of Israel. If war was the accepted means 

of fulfilling the commandment in the days of Joshua and David, Zionism is the 
only halakhically lawful way to fulfill it today. 

The Maccabees 

What about the Maccabees and their victorious war against the Seleucid occu- 

piers, commemorated on the holiday of Hanukkah? Although Rabbi Reines 
was profoundly antimilitaristic, he was not a pacifist, and he recognized the 
legitimacy of defensive wars and wars of national liberation against occupy- 
ing powers, such as that of the Maccabees against the Seleucids. He praises 
the Maccabees for having fought “to throw the yoke of Greece from off their 
neck.” The Maccabees were not the conquerors but the conquered. They were 
in rebellion against the conquerors. Clearly, the divine oath that forbade wars 
of conquest or aggression does not forbid defensive wars or wars of national 
liberation against occupying powers. 

Nonetheless, Rabbi Reines asks, in an inspirational sermon delivered on 
the holiday of Hanukkah, what can we learn today from the battles of the 
Maccabees? If we are forbidden to wage war to conquer the land, how is 
Hanukkah relevant to us? His response is as follows: 

The fundamental thing is to learn from this event to uphold the sense of 
dignity of our nation and of our religion...to strive to raise up the horn 
of Israel and settle them on their land.... This may be done by means that 
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are legitimate and permitted even today, namely, by means of voluntary 
acquisition.” 

Hanukkah teaches us to be firm in our commitment to Judaism and to 

the independence of the Jewish people in the land of Israel, which may be 
achieved only by “voluntary acquisition.” It teaches us, in other words, to be 
good Zionists. 

Be that as it may, Rabbi Reines is careful not to draw any parallels between 

the Maccabees and the conquering army of Joshua. Indeed, one is almost 

tempted to say that if there is any parallel at all here, it is between the Maccabees 
and the Canaanites. 

The Oath Not to Storm the Wall: A Moral Imperative 

As we have seen, Rabbi Reines’s interpretation of the oath “not to storm the 

wall” is characterized by its antimilitaristic and moral tenor. God has adjured 
us “not to storm the wall,” that is, not to try to conquer the land of Israel by 
force, because wars of conquest, like all wars of aggression, are immoral. Reines 

emphasized the Isaianic vision of world peace: “Nation shall not lift up sword 

against nation” (Isa 2:4). 

In giving an antimilitaristic and moral explanation to the oath “not to storm 

the wall,” Rabbi Reines was—as noted above—continuing an interpretative 

direction evidenced by the medieval Catalonian rabbis Bahya ben Asher and 
Isaac ben Sheshet. However, it is striking that the antimilitaristic and moral 

interpretation of the oath “not to storm the wall” was not adopted by most 

commentators, who preferred instead theological or mystical interpretations. 

A detailed analysis of medieval and modern discussions of the oath “not to 
storm the wall” is found in Aviezer Ravitzky’s important essay, “The Impact of 

the Three Oaths in Jewish History.’ ; 

A famous early use of the oath “not to storm the wall” is that of Rabbi Isaac 
Leon ben Eliezer Ibn Zur, rabbi in Ancona in the first half of the sixteenth 
century, who wrote Criticisms on Nahmanides’' Commentary on Maimonides’ 
Book of the Commandments. When Nahmanides rules that there is a com- 
mandment to live in the land of Israel, Ibn Zur replies: “The commandment 

to inherit the Land and to inhabit it obtained only during the days of Moses, 

Joshua, and David...but since [the Israelites] were exiled from their land this 

commandment does not obtain... until the time of the coming of the Messiah; 

for indeed we have been commanded [b. Ketub. 1114]... not to rebel against the 
nations in order to conquer the land by force.’ Ibn Zur's point is not moral but 
theological: God has decreed the exile of the Jewish people until “the coming 
of the Messiah,” and until that time there is no commandment to dwell in the 

land.”4 
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Another well-known use of the oath is that of Moses Mendelssohn. 

Countering the argument by some Christians that Jews should not be given 

civil rights in European states because their true allegiance is to the land of 

Israel, he wrote in 1781: “Our Talmudic sages had the foresight to emphasize 

again and again the prohibition to return to Palestine on our own. They made 

it unmistakably clear that we must not take even a single step preparatory to 

a return to Palestine, and a subsequent restoration of our nation there, unless 

and until the great miracles and extraordinary signs promised us in Scripture 

were to occur. And they substantiated that prohibition by citing the some- 

what mystical yet truly captivating verses of the Song of Songs: I adjure you, 

O daughters of Jerusalem, by the gazelles, and by the hinds of the field, that 

you awaken not, nor stir up love, until it please [2:7; 3:5].> Presumably influ- 

enced by Ibn Zur, Mendelssohn argues here that the divine oath prohibits us 

from returning to the land of Israel until God shows us “great miracles and 

extraordinary signs.’ Like Ibn Zur, his explanation is theological or mystical, 

not moral. 

The most controversial twentieth-century use of the oath is that of Rabbi Joel 
Teitelbaum (1887-1979), leader of the Satmar Hasidic sect, in his anti-Zionist 

polemical book Va-Yoel Mosheh (1959). Teitelbaum holds that the oath “not 

to storm the wall” forbids “the majority” of Jews from living in Israel until 

the coming of the Messiah. Moreover, he claims that the distinction between 

settlement by force and settlement by license is irrelevant, for all significant 

settlement is prohibited. God, for whatever uncanny reason, has decreed that 

the Jews must remain in exile until the coming of the Messiah, and therefore 

the Jews must “not storm the wall.”** Like Ibn Zur and Mendelssohn, his expla- 

nation of the oath is theological or mystical, not moral. 

One important authority who did follow Rabbi Reines’s moral interpreta- 

tion of the oath “not to storm the wall” was Rabbi Abraham Isaac Ha-Kohen 
Kook, the first Ashkenazi chief rabbi of Mandatory Palestine. He writes that 
the return to Zion in our days must be “according to the way of the Torah, in 
love and peace, and not by storming the wall or by rebelling against the nations 

of the world,” and he cites the words of the prophet regarding the building of 

the Second Temple, “Not by might, nor by power, but by My spirit, saith the 

Lord of hosts” (Zech 4:6).”” Elsewhere, in explaining the oath “not to storm the 

wall,” he explains that war is “an abomination to us” (piggul lanu).”8 

However, in religious Zionist circles today, the oath “not to storm the wall” 
is not usually understood according to the moral interpretation of Rabbi 
Reines and Rabbi Kook, but according to a theopolitical approach. According 
to this approach, the oath “not to storm the wall” is anachronistic, irrelevant, 
and nonexistent; for since the nations have endorsed Jewish sovereignty in the 
land of Israel (e.g., the Balfour Declaration, the San Remo Conference, and 
the United Nations General Assembly Resolution 181), Jewish settlement in 
the land can no longer be considered “storming the wall” As Rabbi Avraham 



Rabbi Reines on the Conquest of Canaan and Zionism 395 

Elkanah Kahana Shapira (1914-2007), Ashkenazi chief rabbi of the State of 

Israel (1983-1993), put it, the oath is simply “not applicable in our days.” This 

theopolitical approach is often said to be based on the opinions of two distin- 

guished Eastern European authorities, Rabbi Abraham Bornstein (1838-1885) 

of Sochochov and Rabbi Meir Simcha Ha-Kohen of Dvinsk (1843-1926) .3° 

According to Rabbis Ibn Zur, Moses of Dessau, and Teitelbaum, the oath 

“not tO storm the wall” forbids the establishment of a Jewish state in the land 

of Israel until the coming of the Messiah or the appearance of “great miracles 

and extraordinary signs.’ According to Rabbi Reines, on the contrary, the oath 

represents, in our own time, the messianic value of peace. 

According to Rabbi Shapira and most other contemporary religious Zionist 

rabbis, the oath “not to storm the wall” forbids nothing today because it is no 

longer applicable. According to Rabbis Mohilever, Reines, and Kook, on the 

contrary, it is emphatically applicable and requires us to settle the land of Israel 

only by peaceful means, and it thereby forbids us to treat the Palestinian Arabs 

in the same way that our ancestors treated the Canaanites. 

While most religious Zionists in recent years have seen the talmudic discus- 

sion of the oath “not to storm the wall” as an uncomfortable and embarrass- 

ing text that must somehow be neutralized or explained away, Rabbi Reines 

understood it to teach an exalted moral imperative. 
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The Conquest of the Land of Israel and 
Associated Moral Questions in the Teachings of 

Rabbi Kook and His Disciples 
THOUGHTS IN LIGHT OF THE BOOK HEREV PIPIYOT BE-YADAM 

Avinoam Rosenak 

Introduction 

Not infrequently, the study of modern Jewish thought generates a chal- 

lenging conflation of theoretical scholarship and political and cultural dis- 

course. Aviezer Ravitzky’s book Messianism, Zionism, and Jewish Religious 

Radicalism (originally published in Hebrew [1993] as Ha-qetz ha-meguleh 

u-medinat ha-yehudim) offers an instructive example of that sort of admix- 
ture, having resonated both in the scholarly world and in cultural discourse, 

and it is far from the only such example. Works of this sort pose the ques- 

tion—to self-conscious writer and critical reader alike—of whether the 
scholar is presenting only the results of “pure” scholarship or whether his 

personal agenda might be part of his scholarly analysis. That question, in 

turn, gives rise to others: What exactly do we mean when we speak of “pure 

scholarship’? What assumptions underlie that term? Can those assumptions 

withstand hermeneutic criticism? And, finally, might it not be the case that 
every scholarly study reflects some agenda? In an analogous way, and in light 

of the many studies in this area, it becomes clear that political discourse like- 

wise is not free of underlying ideological and religious assumptions. It fol- 

lows that anyone who wants to understand cultural and political discourse in 
depth must carefully and deliberately examine the theoretical and intellec- 
tual roots of that discourse, which might otherwise be taken—wrongly—as 
nothing more than empty political posturing. 

In this chapter, I want to explore a theoretical matter concerning Rabbi 
Abraham Isaac Ha-Kohen Kook’s complex attitude with regard to the 



400 Modern Jewish Thinkers on The Gift of the Land and the Fate of the Canaanites 

inhabitants of biblical Canaan; the conquest of the land of Israel, past and 

present; and the potentially troublesome moral questions thereby raised. The 

article will examine these issues on a number of levels. 
First, I will examine the critical comments of several scholars regarding the 

affinity between Rabbi Kook and his disciples (an.affinity and a critique that 

serve as the background for this inquiry). Second, I will examine Rabbi Kook’s 

writings on the conquest of ancient Canaan from its inhabitants, his assess- 

ment of the morality of that action, and his view of the connection between 

the biblical conquest and contemporary historical events. In the third part of 

the chapter, I will consider Elie Holzer’s recent book Herev pipiyot be-yadam 

[Double-Edged Sword: Military Activism in the Thought of Religious Zionism]*, 
a work that deals with, among other things, the matters at issue here. I will 

describe some of Holzer’s conclusions regarding the ties between Rabbi 

Kook and his disciples, offer some critical arguments, and suggest alternative 

explanations. 

In the course of this inquiry, I will also try to clarify how the concept of 
“unity of opposites” bears on our understanding of the linkage between Rabbi 

Kooks students and their teacher and how that concept can explain and illu- 

minate, in a slightly different fashion, the nature of the relationships between 
the master and his disciples. 

The article will note two reactions on Rabbi Kook’s part to the morality 
of war and the conquest of the land of Israel. His attitude with respect to the 
issue in the biblical period appears to be the polar opposite of his totally non- 
violent attitude in modern times. The gap between these reactions is evident 
and might well be taken as an internal inconsistency. What I want to do here 
is trace Rabbi Kook’s dialectical logic, consider the complex attitude of aca- 
demic scholarship toward these issues, and probe the ways in which Rabbi 
Kook’s disciples have tried to apply his logic in the here and now—a context 
that Rabbi Kook did not know and could never have imagined. 

Rabbi A. I. H. Kook: Perceptions of the Man and His Disciples 

Rabbi Abraham Isaac Ha-Kohen Kook (1865-1935) played a central role in 
shaping religious Zionist thought in the twentieth century. He was appointed 
rabbi of Jaffa and its surroundings in 1904, and served as rabbi of Jerusalem 
and the first chief rabbi of Israel from 1921 until 1935. In 1923, he established 
the yeshiva that later came to be known as Merkaz haRav. His son, Rabbi Tzvi 
Yehuda Kook (1891-1982), who prepared most of his father’s writings for pub- 
lication, became head of Yeshivat Merkaz haRav in 1952, following the death 
of Rabbi Harlap, who had succeeded the elder Rabbi Kook in that position. In 
that capacity, he was the principal spokesman for his father’s teachings. He also 
served as rabbi of the Gush Emunim settlement movement. 
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The connection between Rabbi Kook pére and Rabbi Kook fils, and between 
the elder Rabbi Kook and his son’s students—who saw themselves as continu- 
ing in the path he had set—is a matter of fraught, long-standing, and turbulent 

debate to which many pages have been devoted in both scholarly and polemi- 

cal publications. It is that debate that underlies the present inquiry. 

Some scholars see a substantive gap between the elder Rabbi Kook, on the 

one h&nd, and his son and his son’s students, on the other—a gap that dem- 

onstrates the abandonment of the master’s open and complex teachings by his 

radical and fundamentalist disciples. Others, however, find a profound affinity 

between Rabbi Kook and his disciples, maintaining that the characteristics that 

seem to divide the students from their teacher in fact grow from seeds sown 

by the teacher's ideas. Aviezer Ravitzky noted both the linkage and the gap 

between master and disciples in his Messianism, Zionism, and Jewish Religious 

Radicalism, referred to earlier, and his essay on determinism and free will 

He described Rabbi Kook’s teachings as having a deterministic-redemptive 

dimension—a determinism that underlies both his concept of history and 

politics and his hope for and belief in a conscious moral and spiritual revolu- 

tion that is destined to take place, albeit through the exercise of free will. In 

other words, Ravitzky argues that Rabbi Kook emphasized the deterministic 
certainty of material redemption, for “there is no [further] exile...after the 

redemption.” With regard to the spiritual realm, however, Rabbi Kook identi- 

fied a “deficit” in the attitude “of the Zionist movement...to the sanctity of 
Israel and the Torah and to the commandments that are our life and length 

of days overall”? In Rabbi Kook’s view, as Ravitzky puts it, “Israel's distinctive 
character” ensured that the nation as a whole would not collapse entirely, but 
the conclusion of the process and its redemptive fulfillment “are a matter for 

each individual—his efforts and his personal presence in the ‘assembly of the 

righteous. Here, free will is granted and a decision is required.’ 

Ravitzky argues that this deterministic certainty became more pronounced 

among Rabbi Kook’s disciples. Rabbi Harlap emphasized that “it is as clear 

as the noonday sun that there will not be a third destruction and that the 

State of Israel that has arisen will never be shaken.”> That principle came to 

be regarded as true both on the physical plane and on the still-to-be-realized 

spiritual plane. As its spiritual fulfillment was delayed, the belief in its certainty 

grew stronger, and ubiquitous indications of repentance and return were iden- 

tified.‘ The gradual approach of “the revealed and the concealed, the external 

and the internal, the soon-to-be-realized consolidation of terrestrial, historical 

salvation with conscious, voluntary religious awareness” was converted into a 

midrash that blunts “the sting of recalcitrant reality” and lends it “the optimis- 

tic aspect of the vision.”® 

Ravitzky set up freedom and determinism as polar opposites, and his analy- 

ses therefore rely on models taken from the field of political science. They reg- 

ularly address the tension between utopian programs that offer total solutions 
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and human freedom that relies on “reading the tea leaves of the times”— 

analyses that explicate “the direction of the forces of history” and ascertain the 

meaning of events.° 
Against the background of these analyses, some have reached the conclu- 

sion that Gush Emunim is a movement utterly unconnected to reality, moti- 

vated exclusively by messianic principles. In that spirit, some have compared it 

to Sabbateanism. Avraham Shapira, for example, argued that their transgres- 

sions against the dictates of morality and the laws of the state partook, in their 

view, of “holy sin” (mitzvah ha-baah be-aveirah, literally, a commandment 

performed through the mechanism of a transgression). “Like the Sabbateans 

before them, they dwell in a universe that lies beyond the obligations of law 

and morality that mark the reality in which all other Jews—those outside their 

community—are situated.””° According to Shapira, Gershom Scholem’s dis- 

cussion of Sabbateanism can, “with names changed, fairly be applied to the 

situation emerging in the wake of Gush Emunim’s settlement activity. Blindly 

following the revelations and directives of their teacher, they open the way 

to positions, opinions, and actions that annul the principles of morality, the 

laws of our state, and the social dictates that underlie Judaism; and they con- 

sider their transgressions to be holy." The movement is described as involy- 

ing “mystical fervor,” “a sense of being swept away,’ and “a readiness to take 

extreme actions”; according to Shapira, “it inevitably gives rise to unsavory 

associations from the past, both for us and for others.” 

Similar in tone are the writings of Uriel Tal, a researcher of the Nazi move- 

ment and its theology® who was among the first to study Gush Emunim. He 

conceptualizes (and judges) Rabbi Kook and his movement as a “stream of 

political messianism” (a negative) in contrast to “political restraint” (a pos- 

itive). “Political messianism” sees politics as a sacred process of raising the 
Shekhinah (God's presence, personified in the mystical literature) from the 
dust; sees victory as “a divine miracle’; regards our time as “the era of escha- 
tological redemption”; and equates the returning of Israeli land to the Arabs 
with the returning of God’s presence to the forces of evil.° This movement is 
to its (better) counterpart as the totalitarian and the zealous are to the moral 
and the realistic;” as zealousness, mystification, and ecstasy are to sound 
restraint, rationalism, enlightenment, moderation, forbearance, and support 
for compromise. 

According to Tal, what we see here is the establishment of a “political theol- 
ogy’ ora “political religion,” whose consequences can be understood “from the 
historical experience of the Third Reich,” and whose characteristics resemble 
those of twentieth-century fascist, nationalist, and racist movements.”° 

Against this turbulent background, I want to take another look at the teach- 
ings of Rabbi Kook and his disciples regarding the past and present conquest 
of the land. 
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Rabbi A. I. H. Kook on War and Peace 

As noted, we can identify two different ways in which Rabbi Kook treated the 
nature of war in general and the conquest of the land of Israel in particular. 
The question of morality is central to both of them.” 

F 

ON THE RIGHT TO WAR 

Rabbi Kook’s observations on the right to conquer the land of Israel from 

the Canaanites and on fulfilling the biblical commandments related thereto 

(reviewed below) grow out of the conceptual scheme and the moral vision he 
sets for Israel. 

The biblical account of how the patriarchs and Joshua struggled against the 

inhabitants of the land and fulfilled the divine command to wage “obligatory 

war’ can be understood in a positive way, given the background of the time 

and place in which the actions took place. As Rabbi Kook says in Orot: “We 

look at the early generations, those whose stories are recounted in the Torah, 

the Prophets, and the Writings, those who were engaged in war—and [we 

see that] they were great men whom we relate to amicably and view as holy. 

We understand that the spark within the soul is the foundation...and those 

mighty souls return to live among us as in the past.” War, then, is a form 

of expression that reveals—in the time and place under discussion—the full 

might of the souls that established the nation and fought God’s war. The spirit 

that must move it now is the spirit that moved it then. This is the war of good 

against evil, light against darkness. Israel's war against the seven Canaanite 

nations is not merely a war for the conquest of land; it is a moral and spiritual 

war. Avoiding or delaying that war invites disaster. 

In a letter written in 1900 to Dr. Benjamin Menasheh Levin, who had 

expressed discomfort over the moral implications of the biblical accounts of 

conquest and of the obligation to wage war to the end against Amalek, Rabbi 

Kook clarifies his attitude toward the biblical story and the duty to conquer 

and destroy. According to Rabbi Kook, all Israelite conduct, past and present, 

must be understood as manifesting a natural yearning “for godly self-identity.” 

Prophecy sets forth the proper way to actualize that yearning. Set against that 

positive drive is an opposing culture of wickedness and folly, replete with 

promiscuity, murder, and idolatry.” Israelite culture, in contract, is depicted 

as one that labors in Torah, manifests upright character, and attains spiritual 

exaltation through sacred song, prayer, and virtuous actions. The negative cul- 

ture, in Rabbi Kook’s account, devastates the world and fouls the pure air that 

is suffused with divine idealism.” 
War, then, is necessary, for there is an imperative to bring about the victory 

of morality and to free “the wretched world” from the grasp of the “wickedness 
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and folly” that regards “the wild animal in humanity...as the purpose of its 

life”” The war that must be declared is neither personal nor national; it is, 

rather, an ideological and educational “war...against the evil” in man and 

“against the vileness within him.” It is a war of “the mighty and the holy,” and 

those dedicated to it are willing to die on its altar. - 

As already noted, prophecy transformed this abstract idea into something 

concrete and identified its specific goals. It “declared the race of Amalek” to 

be a race whose opposition to Israel was absolute and “irremediable” except 

by “erasing its memory.» In the spirit of Maharal,** Rabbi Kook explains the 

dichotomy between Amalek and Israel in terms of a tension between nature 

(Amalekite) and miracle (Israelite).27 Rabbi Kook even makes it clear that 

Amalek’s hatred for Israel is unique in that it is directed not against the nation 

as a whole but against every individual.** Amalek despises Israel’s sanctity as a 

matter of principle.” It strives to destroy every Israelite soul, and its hatred for 

Israel is absolute, “in the manner of the hatred of evil for good, because it is its 

opposite.’ It follows that this hatred requires a response different from one gov- 

erned by the otherwise applicable laws of war.*° King Saul erred, according to 

Rabbi Kook, when he spared the life of Agag, the Amalekite king, and thereby 

applied to him the general notion that kings consider captivity to be more 

demeaning than death. Israel is required to destroy Amalek absolutely because 

of Amalek’s desire to destroy Israel absolutely. Amalek is the “essence of impu- 

rity’ whose very existence defiles all and “crowds out holiness”; accordingly, 
“extirpating it isa commandment?® Its evil is so great, Rabbi Kook maintains, 

and the clash between Israel and Amalek so frontal, that when Israel warred 
against Amalek in the wilderness, Moses took pains to avert his gaze from 

“the filthy place” and not to look at “the evil image of the man of wickedness” 
embodied in Amalek; hence it is said of him that “his hands remained steady” 

(literally, “faithful”; Exod 17:12). 

Prophecy, as noted, leads a person to “the happiness of peace and the plea- 
sure of love,’ heralding a vision of the future in which “humanity will have no 
need for any enterprise based on hatred.” That ideal situation will come about 
with the extirpation of Amalek and the seven Canaanite nations. Any doubt 
or hesitation in the war against them will stand in the way of Israel’s—and 
the entire world's—attainment of that end. In the past, a hesitant operation 
against Amalek and the Canaanite nations brought about “all those material 
and spiritual woes.’ Their remnant, allowed to survive, “taught us to do all 
their despicable deeds: consigning sons and daughters to the flames and all the 
[other] abominations of the Amorites.” Against that background, Rabbi Kook 
responds to Levin, we can respond to the moral question of “why we treated 
them cruelly”: “We cannot envisage how dismal and base the world would be 
but for that cruelty of ours.’ So, too, “we cannot envisage how evil and vile” the 
world would be “but for the pure illumination of God’s light and ways’® that 
are conveyed in his revelation in history through Israel. 
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According to Rabbi Kook, it is Christianity that “strives to extirpate the 
attribute of hatred,” and hopes to attain the ideal life without first engaging in 

a genuine confrontation with evil. That effort is unrealistic, however, and noth- 

ing has ever come of it; on the contrary, Christianity has spilled more blood 

than any other religion “and had increased loathing through its extirpation of 

hatred. ” On the basis of this psycho-cultural logic, Rabbi Kook accounts for the 

horrors of the First World War. In his wartime notebook, he explains that the 

outbreak of violence—despite what he regarded as its inevitability, as we shall 

see—resulted from the unnatural repression of hatred, which then erupted in 

an unrestrained, universally destructive manner.” The desire to hasten the end 

in an unnatural way, to erase “hatred... prematurely,’ creates a divide between 

“the light of divine faith” and “the routines of life in society, and that, in turn, 

caused “the nations under its wing...to glory in idolatrous traits.”* 

All that said, Rabbi Kook does not deny that our ancestors at times may 

have acted wrongly. “We are not responsible for all the acts done by the nation’s 

heroes,” he says, and the prophets indeed protested some of those actions. 

Maimonides taught’? that no one is flawless and that “some actions taken by 

the greatest of the great are deserving of criticism.” Everyone sins—but that sin 

does not negate what is primary.*° 

ANTIVIOLENCE 

In contrast to the foregoing observations about the biblical period, Rabbi 

Kook explains the unique nature of his own time, marked by the return to 
Zion, and expresses the hope that in this messianic era, Israel will be able to 

return to political activity and do so in a context free of violence and war. His 
comments, however, are made in a broader context in which he considers the 

importance of the First World War and takes a positive view of its role in actu- 

alizing the nation’s unique potential.” But in contrast to the natural process 

of war (carried out through the warlike conduct of the nations), Rabbi Kook 

foresees for Israel a supernatural present free of all violence. The process is 

clearly set out in Orot. “When there is a great war in the world, the power of 
the Messiah is awakened. The time of singing has come,* the pruning of the 

despots. The wicked are annihilated from the world and the world becomes 

purged; the voice of the turtledove is heard in our land.’ Positing a symbi- 

otic relationship between Israel and the nations, he argues that Israel is the 

seed of humanity, and Israel’s ability to attain its purpose depends on the 

other nations’ ability to achieve self-fulfillment. The nations’ unhealthy moral 

state breaks out amid the storms of war, and the war will likely punish them, 

refine them,** and shape them anew.” Accordingly, “whenever there is a nation 

in the world that has not been fully actualized through its actions, there is 

a corresponding darkness in the absorbed light of the community of Israel. 

And so, when governments skirmish against one another, forms related to 
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the perfection of nations are actualized, and a complementary force emerges 

within the community of Israel that anticipates the footsteps of the Messiah, 

may he come and appear speedily and in our days.’* For that reason, the First 

World War is a positive and essential event for Israel. Once the battles subside, 

the footsteps of the Messiah will appear; the more intense the war, the greater 

the messianic expectation. As he saw it, the purpose of the First World War 

was to prepare the ground for the revelation of the End, which will make pos- 

sible Israel’s return to its land. Israel must prepare itself to do so,*? but these 

days of redemption differ from the past in that Israel will be able to carry out 

its political operations without violence and war.® This utopian state of affairs, 

which Rabbi Kook believed was truly at hand, had been implicit from the out- 

set in the establishment of the Israelite nation. It is a privilege conditioned on 

self-awareness and on Israel having clean hands with regard to its spiritual 

obligations. As part of his idealistic historiosophy, Rabbi Kook assumed that as 

soon as the nations recognized Israel's inner strength and dedication to it,” any 

need for war would evaporate. All the struggles of the past resulted from the 

sin of the golden calf, which prevented the nations from making peace with 

and acknowledging Israel.* The developmental process of doing so is some- 

thing that applies to all humankind, which is destined, in Rabbi Kook’s vision, 

to be united “as one family, at which time all conflicts, and the all evil traits 

that result from divisions and borders between nations, will come to an end.” 

The Importance of the Physical and of National and Political 
Instrumentalities 

The process by which universal peace emerges is closely tied to Israel's par- 
ticularistic process of physical and spiritual self-perfection. All compo- 
nents of reality are interconnected and affect one another, and Israel is the 
nucleus around which the nations of the world function. An important part 
of Israel's process of self-perfection in the time of redemption, according to 
Rabbi Kook, is its return to the domain of the physical: “The Holy One blessed 
be He instructed us regarding the sanctity of the body”; the body is termed 
“holy flesh,” in parallel to the “holy spirit This linkage is conveyed both by 
his philosophical writings® and his halakhic writings.” Rabbi Kook attacked 
asceticism and “droopy piety.’ He foresaw a spiritual return, accompanied bya 
“physical return creating healthy blood, healthy flesh, well-built and powerful 
bodies, an intense spirit shining on strong muscles”; and he well understood 
the feelings of the Zionist pioneers who disparagingly rejected “the bent back, 
the sad, drawn faces exuding fear and cowardice...along with the despair of 
poverty.” 

In discussing the importance of the return to the physical, Rabbi Kook 
made use of kabbalistic and messianic concepts. Augmenting the sanctity of 
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the spirit is bound up with augmenting the sanctity of the body. The spirit 

refines bodily might;® in turn, the strengthening of the body is a necessary 

condition for the continued strengthening of the spirit.“ Emergence from exile 

is embodied in the strengthening of the body, along with the spiritual, psy- 

chological, and sociological consequences of that process. And so, for Rabbi 

Kook, bodily and spiritual developments affect each other. Exile, as a depressed 

and abnormal physical state, exerted, and continues to exert, an influence 

on Israel's depressed spiritual power.* Psychophysical duality is a source of 

strength, not a limiting factor. The interdependence of the binary forces serves 

as a moral and religious defensive barrier. The spirit must function as a gate- 

keeper, excluding any negative use of the physical. Israel’s glory does not arise 

out of its might,* and we must “be wary of [physical] extremism.” Physical 

power must be filtered and preserved from “all the negativity associated with 

it’** The return to the body does not mean imitation of the practices of the 

nations;® it must serve, rather, as a base on which Israel's distinctive spiritual 

powers can be augmented. 

At the same time, Jewish nationalism acquires a political body. With the 

strengthening of its physical-political instrumentalities, it regains wisdom, 

might, uprightness, and “inner purity.’ The recognition that “it possesses a 

land, possesses a language, a literature, an army’ is vital to its national devel- 

opment.” Israel will be unable to actualize its spiritual strength without “a 

political and social state, a seat of national government, situated at the height 

of human culture.” But these instrumentalities will be of no use unless “the 
absolute divine idea reigns there, vivifying the nation and the Land with the 

light of its life.’” 

THE VISION OF PEACE AND THE UNITY OF OPPOSITES 

Before immigrating to the land of Israel, Rabbi Kook spoke of faithfulness to 
the Torah as the source from which peace and love would flow and as a nec- 

essary condition for developing a sense of purity and of human brotherhood 

based on the recognition that we were created by the “Master of all the World” 

Only if Israel recognizes as much will the way be cleared to recognition on the 

part of all other nations, “and then the blessings of peace will begin to dwell 

within the world.”® The quest for peace appears in Rabbi Kook’s letters and his 

other writings.® 

In Rabbi Kook’s vision, faithfulness to the Torah is the necessary condi- 

tion for freeing Israel from the cycle of war. Elie Holzer provides an exten- 

sive description of this strain of Rabbi Kook’s thought, and his comprehensive 

book Herev pipiyot be-yadam gathers a wealth of insights and sources related 

to our subject.” According to Rabbi Kook, Israel lacks the inner drive for 

physical warfare, “for we were not commanded to bear the sword of war.’ Israel 

is commanded, rather, to call on God’s name. Only after Israel internalizes 
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and disseminates this idea will the nations come to recognize “the majesty, the 

sacred glory, and the universal peace that will follow” from these ideas. At that 

point, the nations will “rush to seek the Lord God of Israel.” Israel's spiritual 

flourishing—the reversal of the sin of the golden calf that opened the cycle of 

violence—turns out to be the basis on which Rabbi Kook envisions the estab- 

lishment of the State of Israel.” 
This antiwar tendency is a manifestation of Rabbi Kook’s doctrine of the 

unity of opposites. In the context of our discussion, that doctrine would 

argue for the importance of opposing strains in the relationship between Israel 

and the other nations of the world. On the one hand, logic requires a hos- 

tile and warlike relationship that facilitates preservation of distinctions and 

withdrawal of the particular from the universal. Every group must define itself 

vis-a-vis its opposite and must fight for the purity of its principles and spirit, 

defeating every threat that might arise to challenge its separate existence (as 

was the case in the biblical period, described earlier). At the same time, how- 

ever, a unity-of-opposites perspective, like monotheism itself, believes that all 

opposites derive from a common source and, accordingly, that all opposites 

embody and express the all-embracing divine source. It follows that each of 
the opposites in any given dichotomy plays—and exists to play—a vital and 

necessary role. In light of that stance, logic allows for—requires, even—the 

avoidance of war and the maintenance of peaceful relations, for there is some 

element of truth to be derived from every nation. Despite the moral differ- 

ences among nations, we must attain a consciousness that allows us to see 

how “every nation imparts...some mark on the understanding that is drawn 

from the light of the Torah, on the basis of its own natural and historical deci- 

sions.’ In that spirit, one can speak well of Christianity, “which truly sought 
to extirpate the quality of hatred,” even though it erred in how it weighed that 

goal in relation to reality.’”* That approach can find the positive even in nations 

and personalities seen as negative, such as Pharaoh and Egypt, Haman, Sisera, 

and Sennacherib.’”* Rabbi Kook raises the banner of Jewish justice—as dis- 

tinct from Western liberalism—which manages to come up with “a spark of 
hope” for even “the least of nations.’ “The rabbis regarded the actions of the 
Canaanites as more vile than those of any other nation, yet they allowed for Job 
to live among them.”” This dialectic approach also blurs the Western binary 
between “material” and “spiritual,” between “body” and “soul, and it empha- 
sizes the importance of the flesh and the material alongside the spiritual and 
the abstract.* Eating kosher meat is a means for elevating and accepting the 
crude, beastly, material dimension into the domain of the sacred. The joining 
strives to raise everything to the level at which the dross is removed and only 
the pure remains. 

Only a select few have the capacity to navigate the paradoxical logic of the 
unity of opposites. Not everyone is able to extract the sparks from within the 
husks and, even more difficult, to see within the husks themselves an element 



The Conquest of the Land of Israel and Associated Moral Questions 409 

of spark, to see the light within the dark. Rabbi Kook saw himself as standing 

on the front lines of that effort with reference to his secular surroundings. The 

process is all-embracing and is available to be applied to the alien and the evil, 

to the nations of the world and to violence. 

The capacity to contain opposites of this sort, Rabbi Kook argues, is a 

uniqye cognitive quality linked to the spiritual nature of the land of Israel. It is 

the quality of “unitary” cognition, as distinct from cognition of “a segmented 

world.” It differs from the sort of cognition to be found in other lands, where 

“it is impossible for the unitary view of the world to be revealed, and the seg- 

mented world reigns mightily.’ 

This unitary approach, however, is not an imposed harmony that denies the 

range of differences. Together with its premise of an all-pervasive unity, it reit- 

erates the call to clarify the distinctiveness of the various counterposed posi- 

tions and their opposition to one another. Rabbi Kook identifies the common 

root shared by religious and secular Jews and the profound positive quality of 

the secular “other,’®° but in the same breath he condemns Sabbath desecration 

in the Zionist settlements, which he regards as capable of ruining the entire 

Zionist enterprise in the same manner as the golden calf in its day.” He calls 

for “a civil war” (literally, “a fraternal war”) over it: “We today are approach- 
ing a war, a commanded war, and we approach it in great pain. When all is 

said and done, however, I must proclaim that it is a fraternal war; it is a war 

against our brothers, not our enemies. Not Israel against the Canaanite or the 

Amalekite, but Judah against Simeon and Simeon against Benjamin.” 

Rabbi Kook and His Students: Schism or Continuity? 

As noted, the most comprehensive and up-to-date study of the question at 

hand is that of Elie Holzer, and I will analyze and react to his position as 

I explain my own. In considering Rabbi Kook’s writings, Holzer takes pains 

to differentiate between his treatment of the biblical period, when war became 

essential following the sin of the golden calf, and of the present, a period of 

hoped-for redemption, which requires a politics grounded in faith, consistent 

with a time when it will be possible for a state to exist without “wickedness and 

barbarity.’® Holzer even shows how Rabbi Kook reframed the principle of the 

“Three Oaths”*4—a midrashic and normative platform on which opponents of 

Zionism and of active settlement of the land based much of their argument*— 

and transformed them into moral limitations on the innovative, contemporary 

process of conquering the land. In contrast to the passivity implied by the con- 

ventional understanding of the oaths, Rabbi Kook enlisted the first two oaths 

(that Israel would not “ascend the wall,” that is, engage in large-scale immigra- 

tion to the land, and would not rebel against the nations of the world)** in his 

cause, interpreting them as moral directives that limit and forbid the use of 
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military force against the nations of the world—a position derived from the 

nature of the messianic destiny described earlier.” Holzer nicely points out the 

complexity of Rabbi Kook’s position that affirms the body but simultaneously 

has reservations about the cult of force—a cult that runs counter to Israel's 

sanctity. 
As for Rabbi Tzvi Yehuda Kook, Holzer writes that the son, in his youth, 

was entirely under the influence of his father*® and maintained a utopian and 

idealized view of Israeli politics.®° He considered the basic justification for the 

Israeli polity to lie in its idealized, spiritual dimension,” and he saw in Israeli 

politics an alternative to the politics of the world at large. The first change 

identified by Holzer in Rabbi Tzvi Yehuda’s position appears in articles he 

wrote during the early 1940s, in which he conveyed his sense that the nations 

of the world did not understand the significance of Israel’s national revival.” 

He developed a rhetoric of belief in Israel’s might as something flowing from 

God’s presence, and that concept took center stage in his statements and 

those of his students. His students went on to lose the elder Rabbi Kook’s 

harmonious idealism regarding the nations of the world and came to see 

them as an impediment that had to be kept from interfering with the pro- 

cess of redemption. After the Six Day War, the perception of Israeli military 

prowess as an expression of divine election and favor becomes prominent 

among these students.* The use of force comes to be seen as embodying the 

enhanced Jewish image” and as a marker of the desired transition between 

exile and redemption,” between degradation and pride.% The army and its 

might are seen as something holy,” an expression of God’s name.’°° Weapons 

become sanctified,’” transformed into a means for restoring God’s presence 

to the land of Israel.” 

The commandment to conquer the land of Israel also acquires a changed 

status. It is no longer one commandment among many; it is, rather, a 

“meta-commandment” that necessarily embodies a desirable war. In Rabbi 

Tzvi Yehuda Kook’s words: 

We were commanded to conquer the Land. Conquest is war, and war is 

self-sacrifice. ... By virtue of the commandment to conquer the Land we are 

duty-bound, we are commanded, to enter into a state of warfare even if we 
are killed. This is a unique commandment of the Torah, and, as such, its 
weight is equal to that of the entire Torah.... When we had no army, it was 
impossible to fulfill the commandment of conquest, even though the com- 
mandment itself applied in all generations, as Nahmanides said. But now, He 
who brings things to pass and foresees all from the beginning has arranged 
for us to possess the instrumentalities that allow us to fulfill the command- 
ment; we have, God be praised, an army.... Now, God be praised, the time 
has come when the eternal, divine, spiritual oath joins with conquest by 
the descendants and their progeny: “We will not leave it desolate or in the 
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hands of some other nation”—not American, not European, not Arab; it will 
be only in our hands, the hand of the divine nation. We have reached this 
stage of maturity in our time, political maturity associated with fulfilling this 
overall commandment; and, in that sense, how fortunate are we, how good 
our lot, that we have merited this. 

The ekder Rabbi Kook’s vision of peace was shifted by his son’s disciples to 
the distant future; for the present, the ability to wage war became a privi- 
lege. That was true even of an optional war, the waging of which acquired 
metaphysical implications. The approach becomes even more forceful when 
“the commandment to conquer the Land” makes the use of military force 
something that should be initiated. “Military aggressiveness” becomes an 
“a priori halakhic duty,” as Holzer puts it.°” In Rabbi Aviner’s words, “We must 

dwell in the Land even at the cost of war. More than that, even if there is peace, 

we must initiate a war of liberation to conquer it. Without this Land, we are 
not the people of Israel.” 

FROM UTOPIAN “UNITY OF OPPOSITES TO 

REAL-WORLD MESSIANISM 

Holzer’s interpretation is reasonable, and he is right in noting Rabbi Kook’s 

disciples’ emphasis on the role of force. My purpose here is not to attack his 

position but only to add some incidental remarks that may alter the overall 
picture a bit. 

We are dealing here with a utopian vision that foretold the nature of our 

own time, and it therefore would seem to be a simple matter to examine its 

validity. But the death of the vision’s author—Rabbi Kook—makes it impos- 

sible to assess his reaction to the vision’s collapse. As noted, Rabbi Kook 

described, throughout his writings, his utopian hope for the absence of vio- 

lence, depicting present and future as a sort of transnatural history. I am 

inclined to believe that Rabbi Kook truly hoped and believed that things 

would turn out that way. But I believe as well that during the final decade 
of his life, in his role as chief rabbi, Rabbi Kook came to believe that his 

vision was indeed a utopian one and that reality might not follow the course 

it dictated. That was the case in his struggle for the Western Wall, where 

he ran into fervent Arab opposition’” that his vision could not account for, 

and even worse were the Arab riots of 1929, which took place against the 

background of that dispute. He did not expect the outbreak of violence that 
engulfed Jerusalem and made the city into a battlefield. He was alarmed as 
well by the measured reaction of the British, who initially refused to get 

involved—a refusal at odds with the historiosophic role that Rabbi Kook had 

assigned to the British Empire’® and following which his attitude toward 

Britain changed.™ When news of the victims of the Hebron Massacre reached 
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Jerusalem, Rabbi Kook was terribly upset, and legend has it that he fainted 

when the saw the Hebron refugees. 

Following the riots (in October 1929) and in reaction to the mufti’s state- 

ments blaming them on the Jews, Rabbi Kook published a sharp reaction in 

the newspaper Netivah. But he was careful to distinguish between the extrem- 

ists in the Muslim world and the moderates who feel “sorrow and shame over 

the evil acts of a minority among them.” His comments reveal that he remained 

hopeful about the continuation of “that same tradition of peace and mutual- 

ity directed toward building the land of Israel together with all its inhabit- 

ants...and making it into a Garden of Eden.” 

We see, then, that Rabbi Kook’s vision of peace knew its share of challenges. 

He was not totally unaware of the complexities of reality—though he could not 
have imagined the events of the Holocaust or of Israel's wars. 

It is important to recognize that though Rabbi Kook’s vision was one of 

hope and faith in future harmony, it was not built on foundations of harmo- 
nious tranquility. Quite the contrary: The foundations of his teachings are 

dialectic, encompassing opposites. When Rabbi Kook, during the course of 

his life, encountered factors inconsistent with his vision, he did not hesitate to 
emphasize, and even amplify, the conflict—though here, too, he did so out of 

faith that emphasizing the opposition was a necessary condition to future dia- 

lectical peacemaking. Examples include his uncompromising struggle against 

the New Yishuv’s desecration of the Sabbath and his positions on such issues 

as the controversy over the sabbatical year, the obligation of agricultural set- 

tlements to observe the commandments that pertain to the land, kashrut, and 

milking cows on the Sabbath.” He did not hesitate, as we have seen, to declare 

a “fraternal war,’ yet he also spoke of the exalted status of the secularists as 

prophets” and as people who “stand within the area defined by the minister- 

ing angels” and whose sanctity is so great that the world cannot bear it."° 

These dialectical comments grow out of Rabbi Kook’s efforts to deal with the 

complexities of reality. Still, he hoped the political reality would be different, 

and he therefore constructed a utopian vision. The riots of 1929 were a harsh 

and disturbing lesson regarding the fact that politics, too, comprises “light 

and darkness in confused concert,’ but it was too late for him to update his 

practical teachings, and he died from cancer about six years after the riots. 

One can think of various possible reactions on the part of his students to 

the breach between the vision and the reality. They could have decided, first, to 

rescind the messianic vision, to end the idealized view of reality, and to adopt the 
alternative view that employed the force of arms (in the manner of the historioso- 
phy adopted by Mapai and the Revisionists). Second, they might have decided to 
withdraw from activism within history and to await the Messiah (as did various 
Haredi groups). Finally, they might have decided that Rabbi Kook’s vision, taken 
literally, remained valid, and that they should refrain from the use of force with- 
out regard to the political and military events that the Yishuv was dealing with. 
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The first possibility requires conversion to a secular view of history; the 

second requires conversion to an anti-Zionist position; and the third requires 

a messianic perspective totally severed from reality. But there remained a 

fourth possibility that Rabbi Kook’s followers could adopt: that of continuing 

to maintain the messianic vision as a goal and a historiosophic framework, 

while jreating complex, conflicted reality as something that must be dealt with 

through other means. Faithful to Rabbi Kook’s writings, they chose to treat the 

biblical instructions—which those writings adopted and justified—as instruc- 

tions that were in force in the reality of the present day but were nevertheless a 

part of the messianic doctrine of unity of opposites. As we saw earlier, an insis- 

tent and uncompromising struggle was not something that Rabbi Kook con- 

sidered to be at odds with the unity of opposites. On the contrary, it is firmly 

rooted in his teachings. His students applied that construct to political and 

military reality in the face of a history that turned out to be inconsistent with 

his vision. Their writings show how Rabbi Kook’s arguments based on the sin 

of the golden calf became an explanation for why warfare remained a neces- 

sity, albeit a disfavored one, in the here and now, given that reality remained 

flawed and the nation of Israel had not yet attained the hoped-for degree of 

faith that could persuade the nations of the justice of its cause. For example, 

Rabbi Izak (the head of the Bet Orot Yeshiva) argues that “given the state of 

the world today, one must wage war to have the privilege of settling in the land 

of Israel, serving God fully, and thereby meriting the good. That is because 

Israel has not yet attained its own state of perfection.’ In this regard he quotes 

a statement by Rabbi Kook whose context we saw earlier in connection with 

the biblical world: “But for the sin of the Golden Calf, the nations dwelling in 

the land of Israel would have made peace with Israel and acknowledged [their 

authority] (Orot, 14)". 

According to Holzer, “imposing limits on political-messianic activism” is 

required by the “unique character” of the nation, on the basis of “the essential 

nature of its messianic destiny,’ and in light of “its assessments and interpreta- 
tion of the historical reality of the age.’"* But we must remember that the bibli- 

cal narrative reflects unlimited historical activism, demonstrating that neither 

the messianic destiny nor the nation’s distinctive quality is impaired by it. The 
disagreement is over how to interpret historical reality and the extent to which 

it corresponds to a utopia that is free of the violence found hitherto in every 

known political construct. 

MORAL WAR AND FUNDAMENTALISM 

As an outgrowth of this understanding of the world and of Rabbi Kooks writ- 

ings about the Bible described earlier, Rabbi Kook’s disciples returned to the 

biblical sources, which serve as a bright thread linking many of their writings 

on morality and warfare. Let me cite some examples from the writings of Rabbi 
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Danny Izak and Amos Cohen, which clearly manifest a literary link between 

the new understanding of contemporary political reality and the references 

to Rabbi Kook’s writings on the biblical context. Izak offers a classic example 

of an account that finds a clear affinity between the biblical situation and the 

Israeli here-and-now, doing so in a manner anchored in Rabbi Kook’s inter- 

pretation of Scripture. Izak begins with an account of the normative and ethi- 

cal framework that ought to govern relations with the inhabitants of the land. 

In that account, he makes straightforward use of the verses in Deuteronomy’” 

that command the Israelites to observe the commandments and speak of the 

associated reward; he thereby teaches us about the duty to observe the com- 
mandments in the land (“a land which the Lorp your God looks after””°), 

the reward for fulfilling them, and the punishment for transgressing them. 

In his understanding—influenced by Rabbi Judah Halevi and Rabbi Kook— 

Abraham journeyed to the land because only there was it possible to find “true 

life” The war for the land requires overcoming fear” and having faith that 

God is the master of war,’ the redeemer,’* and the One who bestows title to 
the land.” “Just wars” are those that bear God’s mark; as supporting authority 

for that, he cites Rabbi Kook, who “writes of the wars fought by the heroes of 

the nation in early times.””* To ensure that the war is just, Israel is obligated “to 
walk in God’s path” and avoid the influence of “the Land’s inhabitants”; they 
do so by distancing themselves from idolatry.”* The “morality of war,’ Izak 

teaches, is determined not by how it is conducted but by its goals (namely, the 

extirpation of evil and revelation of God's light in the world). On that basis, 

Izak propounds his critique of contemporary warfare: 

If we follow our own true path, then war is for the purpose of extirpating 

evil from the world, removing the disturbances that prevent God’s light 

from being revealed. That war is true and moral, even if some of its military 

operations appears immoral to one regarding them in a superficial, exter- 

nal manner. (In our present war we find people who, out of good motives, 

prevent the army from undertaking certain operations. On occasion, that 

results in casualties to our soldiers. If those people understood the essence 

of the people of Israel’s war, it would be clear to them that the war was just 

and moral, for it is waged against those who curse God’s name. With that 

understanding, we would act with force and might against our enemies. It 

is true that this perspective flows from an intense and profound faith in the 
Eternal One of Israel, something not yet attained by all; but there is no doubt 
that the more we advance in the process of redemption, the more our faith 
advances and deepens.) 

It is as the Torah writes: “You shall destroy all the peoples that the Lord 
your God delivers to you, showing them no pity...” (7:16). “He will deliver 
their kings into your hand and you shall obliterate their name from under 
the heavens; no man shall stand up to you until you have wiped them out” 
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(v. 24). We do not rejoice in battle, but when there is a true need, we fight 

firmly and decisively until the final victory, through which God’s name will 
be exalted in the world.” 

Joshua built an altar upon entering the land, from which Izak infers that his 

war was one that extends life and advances the world. Joshua's operation—in 

which,he pursues five Amorite kings hiding in a cave, directs his officers to put 

the kings’ legs over the heads, smites them, kills them, and hangs them from a 

tree until evening*°—serves Izak as an example of “a true and moral operation, 

for it contributes to the diminution of the forces of evil in the world. 

Broad use of biblical verses to illuminate the here-and-now in a fundamen- 

talist manner also characterizes Amos Cohen’s article “Musar be-milhemet 

kena‘an” (“Morality in the War for Canaan”), which adopts those verses as 

contemporary halakhic guidance. Through a comparison between the books 

of Deuteronomy and Exodus, Cohen distinguishes between the conduct of 

“commanded war” (milhemet mitzvah) and of optional war (milhemet reshut). 

A commanded war is a blitzkrieg having no economic purpose; accordingly, 

men, women, and children alike are to be killed. An optional war is meant to 

enrich the coffers of the state, so women and children are to be spared. In light 

of the biblical text, he describes the extent to which one may offer peace in the 

war against the seven nations and to which the members of those nations may 

continue to reside in the land of Israel as individuals. He infers from Scripture 

that those who are conquered may be allowed to live as long as the local popu- 

lation does not “raise its head”; but with their changed attitude, “it became nec- 

essary to reinstate the original commandment of total annihilation.” “Sadly,” 

Cohen argues in a relevant theme, “the [Israelite] tribes who settled in the 

Land were ‘enlightened’ and did not carry out [the commandment]”;” their 

exercise of restraint led to the empowerment of the Jebusites.¥* The prophet 

bemoans the execution of a treaty with “the inhabitants of the Land” and the 

moral degradation it entailed. The episode of the “Givah concubine,””* with its 

obvious affinities to Sodom, was the result of that sin,”” as were sins related to 

illicit sexuality,* child sacrifice to Moloch,” and, ultimately, the expulsion of 

the sinners from the land.“ In the course of this account, Rabbi Kook’s words 

are cited as supporting authority." From the Bible, Cohen learns that Amalek’s 

opposition to Israel and the resulting obligation to destroy it” is associated 

with its proximity“* and its cruelty.* While Israel is committed to the law of 

war that forbids destruction of the land’s vegetation, Amalek, the Midianites, 

and the Kedemites destroy everything in their encampment.’* Though the 

doctrine of unity of opposites might incline us to go easier on them, Cohen 

argues—following Rabbi Kook—that “they are comparable to the foreskin that 

must be removed in order to perfect a man. As long as Amalek exists in the 

world, God’s name is lacking in the world.”*° Here, too, “moral war” requires 

the proper intention.” Cohen infers the nature of “Jewish morality” from Saul 
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being considered to have sinned in taking mercy on Agag, the Amalekite king, 

and from the battle waged by the Jews of Susa against Haman and his support- 

ers. Noting that the Jews of Susa took none of the spoils,“ even though they 

were permitted to do so,#? Cohen concludes that 

Judaism is not a religion of wars. In contrast to Christianity and Islam, with 

their missionary aspects, it is the only religion that does not presume to seek 

physical dominion over the world. To be a Jew is a great privilege but also 

entails substantial duties and responsibilities, and one who wants to enter 

the community of Israel must prove that he is indeed worthy to do so and 

desires with all his heart to join the nation of Israel and undertake the duties 

thereby entailed. Our aspiration is for worldwide peace. The messianic era 

will be characterized by worldwide acceptance of the yoke of the kingdom of 

heaven—“all flesh will call on Your name”—and by the nations’ acceptance 

of the fact that the Jewish nation is the bearer of God’s name in the world. 

As the “kingdom of priests and holy nation,’ it is the spiritual force among 

the nations; from it, justice and righteousness will spread throughout the 

world, as Isaiah prophesied: “And it shall come to pass in the end of days, 

that the mountain of the Lorp’s house shall be established as the top of the 

mountains, and shall be exalted above the hills; and all nations shall flow 

unto it. And many peoples shall go and say: ‘Come you, and let us go up to 

the mountain of the Lord...’” (Isa 2:2-4).° 

Rabbi Kook’s disciples have been tarred more than once with the brush of 

fundamentalism,'* and this sort of writing is indeed fundamentalist’ in the 

sense that it takes canonical sources from the past and applies them directly as 
instructions for action in the present, manifesting no sensitivity to the tempo- 
ral gap and its many implications. Cohen’s comments also negate our power 
to judge the divine command and the acts of our ancestors; in that sense, he 

deviates from the spirit of Rabbi Kook’s writings. 
Still, the content of these articles entails a certain application of the 

unity of opposites doctrine in the sense that this “real-world messianism” is 
grounded both in the pacifist messianic vision and in an understanding of 
the “real-world” and the “biblical” reality. These opposites complement each 
other. Rabbi Kook’s historiosophic vision, on the one hand, and his biblical 
exegesis, on the other, become a reality in which opposites continue to war 
with each other and an inner tension is maintained between ideal and real. 
For these disciples, Rabbi Kook’s writings about the biblical past become a 
contemporary instruction manual, and his writings about what he took to be 
the here-and-now become a part of the vision of the end of days to which we 
are to aspire. 

In light of this understanding, Ravitzky’s criticism of Rabbi Kook’s disciples, 
described earlier, is dampened a bit. The claim that the disciples created an 
a priori midrash that blunts “the sting of recalcitrant reality” and gave here 
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“an encouraging aspect of the vision” is not an inevitable interpretation. On 

the contrary, it is precisely the disciples who would seem to have saved Rabbi 

Kook by freeing his doctrines from a messianic pacifism partaking of an a 

priori midrash that declines to recognize the sting of reality and offers encour- 

agement that is severed from reality. Instead of associating his doctrines with 

those qualities, it restores to it the dialectic tension of unity of opposites 

derived from Rabbi Kook’s own biblical exegesis. 

Avraham Shapira’s comments cited earlier likewise are called into ques- 

tion. The disciples produced a novel interpretation of their teacher’s’ words, 

and they do not demonstrate a tendency to “blindly follow the... directives of 

their teacher.” The articles discussed above also make extensive use of the term 

“morality” as a relevant concept, though it differs in content and logic from 

that of Shapira. 

Conclusion 

Let me end with a few critical remarks arising in the wake of a conversation 

with Elie Holzer about his book and this chapter. 

One can certainly find the principle of unity of opposites in the statements 

of Rabbi Kook’s disciples, and I have tried to point to its presence. One vital 

component of the doctrine, however, is missing from some of them in the 

context at hand: the principle of humility, expressed in sensitivity and atten- 

tiveness to the claims of the “other.” In the unity of opposites, Rabbi Kook 

was fully aware of the opposition of the “other” to one’s own position in the 

dispute over one’s claims, but he nevertheless regarded the “other” as a subject 

worthy of study, whose source of vitality should be examined—a divine vital- 

ity, requiring study and internalization. Rabbi Kook faced the “other” in the 

form of Brenner and Berdichevsky, and his attitude toward them comprised 

powerful opposition and powerful love in equal part. But the “other” faced by 

his disciples is in the typological mode of the Canaanite and the Amalekite— 

hence the midrashic burden heaped upon these concepts—along with ele- 

ments of the Jewish Left. Current events and the intense polemics prevalent 

in Israeli society brought about a blurring of boundaries between Jewish and 

non-Jewish sides, and the conflict became harsh and existential. The principle 

of “humility” that requires attentiveness to the claims of the “other” became 

ever more eroded. 
In our conversation, Holzer argued that an important impetus to his writing 

lies in the consciousness of a child of Holocaust survivors, born and raised in 

the Diaspora, for whom the existence of the State of Israel was not self-evident. 

In this worldview, the State of Israel remains a fragile entity requiring care and 

protection, and he therefore reacts with horror to the arrogance of settlers 

presuming to trample on the institutions of its government. Moreover, he is 



418 Modern Jewish Thinkers on The Gift of the Land and the Fate of the Canaanites 

troubled by the continued discourse about an all-encompassing divine pres- 

ence that transforms history into a litmus test for God’s continually revealed 

will; as he sees it, continued adherence to that position—which can be found in 

Rabbi Kook himself and in his disciples’*—represents a failure to internalize the 

Holocaust’s theological implications. He believes it-impossible to carry on the 

rhetoric of divine immanence popular in these circles without accounting for 

the events of the Holocaust and its implications. To his mind, the discussions 

carried on in Merkaz Harav circles and the supposedly post-Holocaust thinking 

that developed there’ simply make no sense. It seems to me that these com- 

ments allow for a more profound understanding of Holzer’s important study. 

But in light of what I said earlier, I think it is possible to appreciate the mag- 

nitude of the difficult demand that Holzer makes of Kook’s disciples; it is, in 

effect, a request for conversion—something beyond their capacity and hence 

unjustified. Acting against the institutions of the state is certainly problematic 

and certainly inconsistent with a sense that the state's existence is fragile— 

a sense I share. But to renounce, on account of the Holocaust, a position of 

immanence that asserts God’s presence in history—replacing it with some 

other approach—seems to me an excessive demand. Individuals may be able 

to do so, but the majority need to have an immanent historiosophic midrash— 

and that midrash will not please one who, like Holzer, does not adopt an 

immanent stand. 

At the same time, the demand for post-Holocaust thinking strikes me as an 

important demand that cannot be ignored. A post-Holocaust ear finds it hard 

to bear a call for the destruction of a population because a prophecy concretely 

labels one nation or another a “race” that must be destroyed because “there is 

no remedy for it” other than “extirpating its memory, since it represents the 

“essence of impurity” and therefore “destroying it is a commandment.” A reli- 

gious discourse that can include such statements after the Holocaust and lacks 
all sensitivity to their twentieth-century historiosophic context is a problematic 
sort of discourse, even if there is no comparison between the practices of the Jews 
making the statements and the practices sadly familiar to us from the Holocaust. 
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R. Moshe Feinstein on Milhemet Mitzvah 

HALAKHAH, MORALITY, AND EXEGESIS 

Baruch Alster 

R. Moshe Feinstein (Uzda, Belarus, 1895-New York, 1986) is widely recog- 

nized as one of the foremost halakhic decisors of the late twentieth century, 
and an outstanding leader of post-Holocaust American Orthodoxy. His mag- 

num opus, Iggerot Moshe (IgM), is a collection of responsa on various topics 

in halakhah.' R. Feinstein is best known for his almost total independence 

in deciding halakhah, his pioneering responsa on medical issues, and his 

relative leniency in many issues relevant to the viability of Orthodox Jewish 

life in America.” However, as has been noted by various scholars, Feinstein’s 

outlook was all but modern. True, he tended to accept the physical realities 

of contemporary American life, and he was grateful for America’s ideals of 

equality and freedom that enabled Orthodox Jews to practice their religion 

unhindered by outside coercion.’ But he was unwilling to compromise on 

any matter he thought would create the slightest change in Judaism itself, 

such as many issues pertaining to the role of women in Judaism and the 

status of Conservative and Reform Jews, and he was wary of any substantial 

integration by Orthodox Jews into general American society.* According to 

Feinstein, Jews must submit their own wiil to that of God, as is expressed in 

the halakhic system,’ and not try to distort the divine will by Americanizing 

halakhah. 

For this reason, his responsum dealing with the laws of “obligatory war” 

(mix nandn), that is, a war against the seven Canaanite nations and Amalek, 

seems anomalous. The moral problem in killing innocents as commanded in 

such wars (Deut 20:16-17, 25:19) is well-known and has been dealt with by 

traditional Judaism since ancient times, as can be seen throughout the pres- 

ent volume.® Throughout history, many rabbis have struggled with this issue, 

devising various solutions to the problem, some of which we will discuss 

later. But among Orthodox thinkers, I believe Feinstein’s solution is by far the 

boldest. 
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The Responsum 

In September 1978, Israeli prime minister Menahem Begin and Egyptian presi- 

dent Anwar Sadat signed the Camp David Accords, in which Israel agreed to 

withdraw from the Sinai Peninsula, and in principle also from other territories 

it had administered since the Six Day War’ While most Israelis supported this 

agreement, others opposed it for ideological reasons.* One such group was the 

Habad-Lubavitch Hasidic sect, led by the Brooklyn-based Lubavitcher rebbe, 

Menahem Mendel Schneersohn (1902-1994). According to R. Schneersohn, 

any land ceded by Israel would embolden Israel’s enemies and inevitably bring 

war rather than peace, thus causing more loss of Jewish life. Therefore, he con- 

cluded, it is halakhically forbidden to trade Israeli-controlled land for a peace 

agreement.? 

In order to rally support for his position, Schneersohn contacted a num- 

ber of prominent rabbis, among them Feinstein, to sign a petition opposing 

the agreements with Egypt. For this purpose, he sent one of his prominent 

Israel-based Hasidim, Nochum Trebnick, chief rabbi of the Lubavitch town 
of Kefar-Habad, to contact Feinstein. His answer, dated October 26, 1978, 

appears in Iggerot Moshe, vol. 7, Hoshen Mishpat, responsum 78." I present in 

this chapter a discussion of the responsum’s content based on my own English 

translation, with the original Hebrew appearing in the notes. 

I believe you are aware that I do not usually respond promptly even when 

asked. But regarding matters I have not been asked about, it is not my place 

to respond, even if it is a private question regarding ritual law.” 

Feinstein begins by explaining why he had not previously responded to 

Schneersohn’s call to sign the petition: He himself had not been asked per- 

sonally to sign, and it is not his custom to give halakhic rulings—in our case, 

regarding the permissibility of ceding territory to Egypt—without first being 

asked his opinion.” Besides, even if he had been asked, he claims that he usu- 

ally takes his time responding.* So before Trebnick turned to him specifically, 

there was no way he would even discuss this issue. But there are other rea- 
sons as well that he has not responded, as he hints at the end of this last sen- 

tence: Feinstein sees his expertise as being in “private question|[s] regarding 

ritual law.” Schneersohn’s petition, of course, does not come under this cat- 

egory. As Feinstein continues: 

Even when asked, I have responded only to private inquiries on matters per- 

taining to the questioner himself, and then only when my answer would not 

insult another rabbi. As to public questions, I have never responded to them, 

neither in writing nor orally." 

Even now, after Schneersohn sent Trebnick to contact him, Feinstein is unwill- 
ing to sign the petition, citing no less than three reasons for his refusal. First, 
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the questioner, in this case Trebnick, is not personally involved in the decision 
to sign the Camp David Accords. Second, in what may imply criticism of the 
proposed petition, Feinstein is unwilling to “insult another rabbi,” that is, to 
infringe another rabbi’s jurisdiction. As this question is a matter of Israeli for- 
eign policy, one must turn to Israeli, not American, rabbis for guidance. And 
finally, as he already hinted, Feinstein does not view public policy as his field 
of expertise." 

However, there seems to be a more basic reason for R. Feinstein’s refusal 

to sign the petition—he understands halakhah itself as effectively forbidding 

any current Jewish government to wage war, implying that the prevention of 

war accomplished by the agreement is a worthy goal in and of itself.° As the 

responsum continues: 

You may have heard what I have told my students. I think that in war, as it 

is a matter of life and death, one needs a special command, the Urim and 

Thummim,” and the Sanhedrin,* even in an obligatory war like the war 

against Amalek.” 

According to Feinstein, waging war without explicit divine approval, through 

both a specific prophetic command and the priestly Urim and Thummim, is 

forbidden. This is true even regarding those known as “obligatory wars” (nanbn 

my), defined halakhically as those against the seven nations or Amalek,”° and 

a fortiori regarding other so-called optional wars (mw  nandn). So in our era, 

when all three institutions mentioned by Feinstein do not exist, war is simply 

forbidden. 

As Feinstein seemingly contradicts himself here, a comment is in order. At 

the end of the previous paragraph, he mentioned that he has never ruled on 

a public matter. Now, he says he has an opinion on the halakhic propriety of 

war. However, we should pay attention to his exact wording here. R. Feinstein 

did not say in this paragraph that he gave a ruling regarding war, but rather 

that this is what he taught his students. As opposed to public rulings, subjects 

taught at Lithuanian-style yeshivot—Feinstein headed the New York-based 

Mesivta Tiferes Jerusalem™—are not chosen by their applicability to practical 

halakhah, but by their surfacing in whichever talmudic tractate the yeshiva 
happens to be learning in a given term. In other words, Feinstein may have 

had theoretical opinions on many issues of public halakhah, but he would not 

formulate them as a practical ruling, as many other factors must then be taken 

into account. 

R. Feinstein now proceeds to base his opinion on biblical and post-biblical 

history: 

This must be so, as David and Solomon and all the righteous kings did not 

initiate war against Amalek, and this is so clearly obvious that it is indis- 

putable. Only when the idolaters, such as Greek King Antiochus, attacked 
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Israel, did they wage war in the Second Commonwealth, as this was for 

defensive purposes.” 

Here we see that the only way a Jewish government may wage war according 

to halakhah, sans prophets and priests, is by way of self-defense. Only when 

the enemy attacks may the Jews respond.” Again, in context, this implies that 

a peace agreement is a worthy goal for a Jewish state, at least in theory. 

Now that he has completed his theoretical discussion, R. Feinstein returns 

to the matter at hand: 

I have never discussed, nor even thought, about how to resolve this issue, 

because those in charge in the ruling government in Eretz Israel** would 

never ask me such matters. Therefore, any discussion would only be a waste 

of time. Also, it is unclear to me how to decide, so most definitely there is no 

way I would rule on this.” 

Feinstein realizes, of course, that his theoretical opinion does not constitute a 

formal ruling and that likely as not he would rule against the agreement if he 

had all relevant information. But, as he has already stated, there is no way he 

would have been asked his opinion by the Israeli government—even had the 

government consulted rabbis, he would not be the one involved, as he is not 

Israeli, and such matters are inconclusive halakhically by definition, or at least 

Feinstein does not deem himself competent to decide on these matters.”° 

The responsum then concludes with a prayer for redemption, especially apt 

in situations like this: 

Therefore, we trust only God, as everything is in His power. We pray to Him 

to have mercy on us and all of Israel so that everything should be for the best 

and that He should send our righteous Messiah soon.” 

Now that I have explained the responsum in its historical context, I turn to 

analyze it to determine how R. Feinstein confronts the legal, theological, 
and moral problems inherent in the biblical laws and narratives regarding 
“obligatory war.’ 

Halakhic Perspectives 

Let us begin with the legal issue. Normative halakhah generally follows the 
understanding that the wars against Amalek and the seven nations come 
under the rubric of “obligatory war,’* which constitute a “biblical command- 
ment” (xmN7 my). This is derived explicitly from Deuteronomy (20:16-18 
regarding the seven nations and 25:19 regarding Amalek). And as the com- 
mandment has already been given, there is no need for the king to request 
permission from anyone to carry out these commandments, as opposed to 
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“optional wars,” in which permission must be granted by the High Court. As 
Maimonides says: 

For an obligatory war, the king need not obtain the permission of the court, 
but rather may go forth of his own initiative at any time and compel the 

people to go with him. But for an optional war, he may not lead forth the 

people without the permission of the court of seventy-one. 

But Feinstein effectively denies in his responsum any lasting practical signifi- 

cance to the laws of obligatory war, as he requires a “special command” (ny 

nvm) for each case of their implementation. Not only is the High Court 

required to give its permission, and not only are the Urim and Thummim to be 

consulted, as many authorities require for any war,*° but it is also necessary to 

have an additional prophetic injunction (impossible today) that the law is to be 

implemented at a specific point in time. The Torah’s commandment itself is 

not enough. The only likely significance of the verses in Deuteronomy, then, is 

to confer the legal status of biblical law on such wars.» Thus, R. Feinstein virtu- 

ally cancels a biblical (and thus divine) commandment, but without of course 

formally annulling it. 

Feinstein’s explicit halakhic reasoning here builds on two concepts. First, it 

cites the importance of preserving life (w51 mp5). Iam assuming that he means 

preserving the life of the Jewish (in this case, Israeli) soldiers, who would be 

risking their lives by going to war.” In general, it is accepted that only three 

commandments may override the principle of preserving life: the prohibi- 

tions on murder, idolatry, and adultery and incest (t. Shabb. 16:14). However, 

according to many authorities, as even optional war is permitted by Jewish law, 

even such a war must somehow override this principle, as warfare by defini- 

tion involves danger.® R. Feinstein proposes almost the exact opposite, claim- 

ing that preserving life overrides even obligatory war, unless there is a “special 

command” by a contemporary prophet. While the principle of preserving life 

had already been used to limit the possibility of warfare,™ it is extremely rare to 
find an opinion requiring a specific prophecy in order to be able to fulfill what 

should have been a biblical commandment.* 

The second concept brought by Feinstein is the use of biblical narratives 

to determine halakhah. Feinstein uses these narratives as case law: As bibli- 

cal characters known to be righteous behaved in a certain way, so must we. If 
“David and Solomon and all the righteous kings did not initiate war against 

Amalek,” then we shouldn't either, unless there is no choice, either because 

of a direct prophecy or, God forbid, an enemy attack. Although the Bible is 
generally not used as a legal source in halakhic discourse, many decisors take 

exception to this rule when there is no alternative source or, in other words, in 

cases where “it is unclear... how to decide.”* The lack of traditional halakhic 

sources forces R. Feinstein to look back to the Bible for guidance. 
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Both these halakhic mechanisms serve to tell us that we are dealing here 

with a remarkable decision. But precisely because this is not the standard read- 

ing of the relevant sources, we should be aware that there may be other factors 

influencing the decision—specifically, a desire to see Jewish law as moral. 

Moral Perspectives 

I turn now to the moral aspects of the responsum. In a 1994 article,” Avi 

Sagi distinguished between two moral responses to the command to anni- 

hilate Amalek common in halakhic writings: the “practical” response, 

according to which all commands pertaining to ancient nations are moot, 

as “Long ago Sennacherib, King of Assyria, came up and confused all the 

nations [beyond recognition],”* and the “theoretical” response, according 

to which the entire commandment is limited by certain moral consider- 

ations.? Maimonides is the main proponent of this approach, as he applies 

the biblical requirement to call for peace before attacking, even in an obliga- 

tory war, as he says:*° 

No war, whether optional or obligatory, is to be declared against anyone 

before first offering terms of peace, as it says (Deut 20:10): “When you come 

near to a city to fight against it, then proclaim peace to it.’ If the inhabit- 

ants make peace and accept the seven commandments enjoined upon the 

Noahides, none of them may be slain, but they become tributary, as it says 

(v. 11): “[all the people to be found in it] shall be tributaries to you, and they 

shall serve you.” 

What kind of morality do we see here? In one sense, R. Feinstein’s responsum 

is closer to the practical model, as he does not explicitly discuss any moral 

principle—the concept of preserving life, as I have already mentioned, most 

likely refers to the danger to Jewish soldiers.” However, the broad nature 
of the limitations that Feinstein places on obligatory war puts him closer to 

Maimonides’ theoretical approach, whereby full annihilation of Amalek and 

the seven nations was never meant unconditionally. For Maimonides, the 

condition is these nations’ refusal to accept the Israelites’ terms for peace;‘ 

while for Feinstein, the condition is an explicit divine command mandating 

the immediate application of the annihilation laws. 

In addition, Feinstein’s responsum may be understood in terms of what Sagi 

and Daniel Statman view as a common Jewish attitude toward the relation- 

ship of morality and religion.** According to this approach, termed the “weak 

dependence” approach, morality exists independently of God, but its applica- 

tion is dependent on divine command. In other words, God’s command does 

not determine what is moral, but rather shows us proper moral behavior, as 

God himself is morally perfect.‘ 
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In this case, we are dealing with commandments that are at first glance 
morally reprehensible. True, they are divine commands, and thus by defini- 
tion must be moral, even if we do not understand how, But these particular 
commandments are so problematic morally that even the Torah’s legislation is 
not enough by itself. God must intervene and prove beyond doubt that this is 
his will. Anything less will leave us unsure of whether our application of the 
mitz¥ah is correct and therefore moral, or incorrect and therefore immoral. 
Feinstein responsum seems to represent a belief that only express divine 
intervention can overcome our moral reservations about this issue. 

Exegetical Perspectives 

Let us turn now to the exegetical aspects of the responsum. As I have already 

stated, the use of biblical prooftexts is fairly uncommon in halakhic decision 

making and is most likely used here because Feinstein could not find alterna- 

tive sources. However, his interpretive remark is interesting in and of itself, 

as I believe it can cast light on at least one exegetical problem in the Former 

Prophets. 

R. Feinstein does not quote a specific verse in the responsum but rather 

offers a broad generalization: “David and Solomon and all the righteous kings 

did not initiate war against Amalek.” This statement is, at first glance, inaccu- 

rate, as David fought Amalek while still a fugitive from King Saul, as I will dis- 

cuss shortly. However, in general, Feinstein’s observation is correct, not only 

with regard to Amalek but even more so with regard to the seven nations. 

After the initial conquest of the Promised Land, many cities still remained 

under Canaanite control, as is well established in the second half of the book of 

Joshua and the first chapters of Judges.** But the seven nations are mentioned 

as remaining in the land in much later periods, and the Bible does not seem 

to have a problem with this. Thus, in the story of David’s census in 2 Samuel 

24, the royal messengers visit Canaanite and Hivite cities (verse 7), and David 

himself buys the Temple Mount in Jerusalem from the Jebusite king Araunah 

(verses 18-25).4” Two other Canaanite peoples, the Hittites and the Amorites, 

are also mentioned in Samuel.* 
Indeed, it is only Solomon who, in 1 Kings 9:20-21 (paralleled in 2 Chr 

8:7-8), manages to subjugate the remnants of the seven nations: 

As for all the people who were left of the Hittites, and the Amorites, and the 

Perizzites, and the Hivites, and the Jebusites...of their children, who were 

left after them in the land, whom the children of Israel did not wipe out, 

Solomon raised a levy of them until this day. 

However, even he did not fulfill the commandment to annihilate them, as cor- 
rectly pointed out by R. Feinstein. The only post-conquest full-fledged war 
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against the Canaanites mentioned in the Bible is the defensive war fought by 

Deborah and Barak in Judges 4, according to an express divine command. 

But while the seven nations seem to blend in with Israel as time goes by, 

Amalek remains one of Israel’s tormentors throughout the book of Judges.” 

During this period, the only Israelite leader to combat Amalek directly is 

Gideon, but the text is clear that this is a defensive war (see Judg 6:3, 6:33, 7:12); 

and thus does not undermine Feinstein’s thesis. 
Later, of course, King Saul is specifically called upon to annihilate Amalek. 

Basically, he succeeds in his task (1 Sam 14:48), the delay in killing his Amalekite 

counterpart Agag (15:7-9, 15:32-33) notwithstanding. But it seems that even 

after this success, Amalek somehow survives and is still active later in Saul's 
reign. It is then that David fought with them while still a fugitive—first ini- 

tiating an attack in 1 Samuel 27:8 and then responding when the Amalekites 

destroyed Ziklag in 1 Samuel 30. 

The first case refers to an episode from the time when David received asy- 

lum from King Achish of Gath. In order to retain favor with his host, David 

would pretend to bring him Israelite spoils, so Achish would think he had 

crossed the lines and was no longer loyal to his own people. But David actually 

had fought the Amalekites and other enemies of Israel. 

David's second battle with Amalek came not much later, while Saul was 
fighting his last battle. After being sent away from the Philistine camp, David 

and his battalion returned to their hometown of Ziklag only to find the city 

burned to the ground by the Amalekites, all women and children therein taken 

captive. David then proceeded to attack his enemies, rescue the women and 

children, and send part of the spoils to various Judean chieftains. 

These two battles pose an exegetical problem. In 1 Samuel 15:3, Saul is 

explicitly forbidden to take any spoils from Amalek, as he is commanded to 

annihilate even “ox and sheep, camel and ass.” David, on the other hand, had 

no compunction in either of his battles about taking spoils from Amalek and 

using them for his own purposes. 

However, when Feinstein says that David did not fight Amalek, he means 

that he did not fight an obligatory war against them, as that is the only kind 

of war he is speaking of. In both cases where David fought the Amalekites, he 
really had no choice: in chapter 27, he had to either keep up his charade with 
Achish or place himself and his men in mortal danger; in chapter 30, the war 
was clearly defensive, as David’s goal was to rescue his and his men’s wives and 
children. David was not bound then by the laws of obligatory war and did not 
have to conform to their limitations.*° 

So the only real obligatory wars to be fought in ancient Israel, according to 
R. Feinstein, were those of Joshua and Saul, and possibly Deborah, all of whom 
received an explicit divine command to commence hostilities. Few other battles 
were fought against the relevant nations, and even they were matters of neces- 
sity, in which case Feinstein is clear that the restrictions on obligatory war do 
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not apply.* So his claim that “all the righteous kings did not initiate” obligatory 
war remains true and may serve as a basis for his novel halakhic ruling. 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, Feinstein’s responsum proposes a revolutionary halakhic thesis 
that seems tenuous on legal grounds. However, if we look at it from a moral 

perspective, it conforms to the kind of morality typically found in rabbinic 

writings, and from an exegetical perspective, it is based on a sound reading of 

the history of the Israelites’ relationship with the seven nations and Amalek. 
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sew xdw w”D0 17) PRN Wa XD oa Tdea> pr Ara a> PIM OY AM NX DPIy xa nvdiwn mobna 

pum 05. 

26. Feinstein’s stance here is to be expected, as it is standard both for haredim and for 

non-Israeli rabbis. See Chaim Burgansky, “More about Halakhic Rulings and Political Issues,” 

Democratic Culture 7 (2003): 49-51 [in Hebrew]. Throughout most of the article (52-72), 

Burgansky attempts to prove that this stance has substance to it, as halakhic discourse regard- 

ing political matters is, in his opinion, fundamentally different from standard halakhic dis- 

course, Regarding Feinstein’s own involvement in political issues, see above, note 15. 

27. Original Hebrew text: by ony Pox >bannn 17a Pr NIN VINW Nw Vy 77 OMIA UX jw 

ypTy mw anpaw ndw? on nawd don MAN NW 5D Dyn. 

28. See above, note 20, 

29. Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, “Laws of Kings and Wars,’ 5:2. All translations of 

Maimonides in this article are my own. 

30. See Yehudah Zoldan, “Waging Obligatory and Optional Wars Today” [in Hebrew], in 

The Kingdom of Judah and Israel (Merkaz Shapira: Or Etzyon Torah Institute, 2002), 271-283, 

for a summary of rabbinic opinions on the halakhic requirements for going to war. 

31. For the legal implications of the distinction between biblical and rabbinic command- 

ments, see Joel Roth, The Halakhic Process: A Systemic Analysis (New York: Jewish Theological 

Seminary of America, 1986), 24-45. 

32. Regarding the possibility that he is referring to the danger to enemy civilians, see 

the section below, titled “Moral Perspectives,” including note 41. According to Roness, “On 

the Morality of War; 197 n. 8, R. Avraham Yeshayahu Karelitz (the “Hazon Ish”) explicitly 

opposed war for this reason, but most other rabbis did not concur with him on this matter. 

33. See Roness, “On the Morality of War,’ 200-210, for a survey of rabbinic opinions as to 

how to reconcile the permissibility of war with the principle of preserving life. 

34. See sources cited by Roness, “On the Morality of War? 

35. The only possible source I found for this is not even in a halakhic work per se, but 

rather a collection of novellae on the Torah based on oral teachings of Feinstein’s older con- 

temporary, R. Isaac Zeev Soloveichik (1886-1959), compiled by his students. See Hiddushe 

Rabbenu haGRaZ Soloveichik mippi haShemu‘a ‘al Hatorah (Jerusalem: [n.p.], 1958), 62. 

However, Soloveichik limits this analysis to war against Amalek, and does not apply it to war 

against the Canaanites, probably for exegetical reasons alone. 

36. In general, the use of the Bible for halakhic purposes began its decline during the 

Amoraic period. After the redaction of the Talmud, such use became even scarcer, See 

Yitschak D, Gilat, “Halakhic Interpretations (Midrash) of Scripture in Post-Talmudic Periods” 

(Hebrew, English summary on p. xxxvi], in Michtam Le-David: Rabbi David Ochs Memorial 

Volume (1905-1975), ed. Yitschak D, Gilat and Eliezer Stern (Ramat-Gan: Bar-Ilan University, 

1978), 210-231. For a list of such post-Talmudic use of the Bible, see most recently Haim 

Sabato, “Can Halakhot Be Derived from Derashot Not Found in the Talmud?” [in Hebrew], 

in Teshurah Le-‘Amos: Collected Studies in Biblical Exegesis Presented to ‘Amos Hakham, ed. 
Moshe Bar-Asher et al. (Alon Shevut: Tevunot, 2007), 499-519. 
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37. Avi Sagi, “The Punishment of Amalek in Jewish Tradition: Coping with the Moral 

Problem,’ HTR 87 (1994): 323-346. 

38. m. Yad. 4:4 (trans. Philip Blackman [London: Mishna Press, 1955], 6:769). The Mishna 

itself does not discuss Amalekites or Canaanites, but rather Ammonites and Moabites, in light 

of the prohibition against marrying their descendants (see Deut 23:4). For the application to 

Amalek in halakhic literature, see Sagi, “Punishment of Amalek;’ 338-339. 

3g. On the theoretical response, see Sagi, “Punishment of Amalek,” 340-345. In addition, 

Sagi (“Punishment of Amalek,” 337) points out that even non-moral “literal” responses to the 

annihilation law are likely based on some sort of moral justification. 

40. Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, “Laws of Kings and Wars,’ 6:1. Biblical quota- 

tions here and throughout this article are based on the Koren edition (trans. Harold Fisch, 

Jerusalem: Koren, 1989), with proper names modified to fit the standard English spelling. 

41, See above, the section titled “Halakhic Perspectives,’ including note 32. In addition, 

in his posthumous collection of homilies, Darash Moshe, Feinstein mentions in passing that 

it is currently forbidden to observe the commandment to annihilate Amalek, commenting 

that this is inherent to the Jews’ current pre-redemptive state (galut). See Feinstein, Darash 

Moshe, 1:159. 

42. To appreciate the extent of Maimonides’ originality on this issue vis-a-vis his biblical 

and rabbinic sources, see Sagi, “Punishment of Amalek,” 341-342. 

43. In his homilies, Feinstein does not limit this commandment (other than his state- 

ment regarding galut—see above, note 41), but rather stresses Amalek’s wickedness, includ- 

ing its moral wickedness (contrasted especially with the United States) as the basis for this 

commandment; and that the way to combat Amalek is by setting a good example for others 

with good deeds. See Feinstein, Darash Moshe, 1:415-416; vol. 2 (New York: 1999), 33. On the 

former responsum, see above, note 3. 

44. See Avi Sagi and Daniel Statman, “Divine Command Morality and the Jewish 

Tradition, JRE 23 (1995): 39-67. 

45. For a full analysis of the weak dependence approach in religion in general (not nec- 

essarily Judaism), see Avi Sagi and Daniel Statman, Religion and Morality, trans. Batya Stein 

(Amsterdam: Rodopi, 1995), 79-113. 

46. See discussion in Nili Wazana’s “Everything Was Fulfilled’ versus “The Land That Yet 

Remains’; Contrasting Conceptions of the Fulfillment of the Promise in the Book of Joshua,’ 

Chapter 1 of the present volume. 

47. In the parallel story in 1 Chr 21, the episode involving Araunah (there called Ornan 

and not referred to as “king”) appears in an expanded form (verses 18-30), but the messen- 

gers’ route is not given in detail, only “So Joab departed, and went throughout all Israel, and 

came to Jerusalem” (verse 4), omitting the Canaanite and Hivite cities. If Araunah’s royal 

status in 2 Sam 24:23 is not a scribal error, it is possible that these two differences between 

Samuel and Chronicles represent an attempt by the Chronicler to downplay the seven nations’ 

presence in Davidic Israel. Regarding Araunah’s being called “king,” see P. Kyle McCarter, 

II Samuel (New York: Doubleday, 1984; AB), 508; Sara Japhet, I & II Chronicles (OTL) 

(Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1993), 386-387. McCarter sees the word “king” in Samuel 

as a scribal error (or possibly as referring to David), while Japhet sees the MT as correct, with 

the word “king” referring to Araunah. 

48. In 1 Sam 7:14, peace between Israel and the Amorites is mentioned, although the 

term there may refer to non-Israelite nations in general. See J. Andrew Dearman, “Amorites,” 

The New Interpreter’ Dictionary of the Bible (Nashville: Abingdon, 2006), 1:134. Also, Hittites 
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served in David’s court (1 Sam 26:6; 2 Sam 23:39), and Solomon loved Hittite women (1 Kgs 

11:1), although these may be from the neo-Hittite states in Asia Minor. For the distinction 

between various groups called “Hittites” in the Bible, see Gregory McMahon, “Hittites in the 

OT? ABD (New York: Doubleday, 1992), 3:232-233. 

49. See Judg 3:13 and 10:12. The mention of Amalek in the Song of Deborah (5:14) is 

problematic, with many interpretations and emendations offered, some of which also portray 

Amalek as an enemy of the Israelites. See Yairah Amit, Judges [in Hebrew], Migra leYisrael 

(Tel Aviv: Am Oved and Jerusalem: Magnes, 1999), 102. 

50. Amalek is also listed as one of the nations from whom David took spoils in 2 Sam 

8:12 (a Chr 18:11). It is unclear which battles are referred to here, or to what extent David con- 

formed to the rules of obligatory war. 

51. The only real exception in biblical narrative is the brief comment regarding the 

Simeonites’ private war against Amalek, presumably during the reign of Hezekiah, in 

1 Chr 4:43. 
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{19 } 
A 

The Fate of the Canaanites and the State of Israel in 
the Philosophy of Emmanuel Levinas 

Annabel Herzog 

As a Jew and as a philosopher dedicated to ethical and political questions, 

Levinas wrote a lot about the State of Israel. Nonetheless, to speak about the 

State of Israel in Levinas’s work raises a problem: His philosophy is fundamen- 

tally an “ethical” philosophy, which, as he used this word, meant a harsh cri- 

tique and almost a rejection of politics—of all politics. Inevitably, this meant a 

harsh critique also of the State of Israel. 1 am not speaking here of mere criti- 

cism of a particular Israeli policy. Levinas’s ethics entails a criticism and some- 

times a rejection of politics per se, of politics in general.’ As such, his ethics 

would be expected to have a deep problem with the very existence of the State 

of Israel—as it does, in fact, have with the existence of all other states. 

However, even a superficial reading of Levinas’s works reveals that he 

praised the State of Israel. His talmudic readings, in particular, include many 

statements in favor of the existence of a Jewish state. Since his ethics involves 

a harsh critique of the very existence of the political, and since he praised the 

State of Israel, the State of Israel seems to play a problematic role in his phi- 

losophy. Perhaps its exceptionally positive treatment in Levinas’s philosophy 

constitutes some kind of paradox, or some kind of contradiction.” From a phil- 

osophical point of view, it is important to determine whether Levinas contra- 

dicted himself when he praised the State of Israel, or if he praised the State of 

Israel for reasons that would explain or even overcome that apparent contra- 

diction, namely, which would be philosophically enlightening and legitimate. 

I would like to understand what was worthy of praise for Levinas in the State 

of Israel in spite of his general criticism of the political. 

I will start by explaining why the State of Israel per se is a problematic topic 

in the philosophy of Emmanuel Levinas. I will then recount Levinas’ contra- 
dictory position toward the State of Israel in analyzing his reading of tractate 

Sotah 34b-35a, “Promised Land or Permitted Land?” which focuses on the 

reactions of the spies sent out by Moses to scout the land of Canaan in Numbers 

13-14. Finally, I will show that Levinas’s position on the State of Israel allows us 
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to understand better his philosophy in general, and to grasp more firmly the 

political challenges of renewed Jewish sovereignty in the Middle East. 

Ethics versus Politics. 

Levinas’s philosophy is fundamentally an ethics. For many philosophers, 

“ethics” and “morals” are the same thing. The word “ethics” comes from the 

Greek ethos. The word “morals” comes from the Latin mores. Like ethos, 
mores means “customs” or “manners.” Therefore, etymologically, “ethics” 

and “morals” are synonyms and refer to proper behavior according to social 

norms or conventions. In philosophy, too, the words “ethics” and “morals” 

are often used synonymously, but not to express proper behavior accord- 

ing to customs and manners. For many philosophers, they instead express a 

universal idea or concept of proper behavior—that is, according to a divine, 

natural, or rational definition of the Good. For Levinas, however, “ethics” 
and “morals” are not synonyms. Indeed, they have nothing in common. For 

him, “morals” refers to any set of rules of proper, right, or good behavior. It 

does not make any difference if these rules supposedly derive from God or 

nature, or from any particular society. What counts is that they can be enun- 

ciated, comprehended, and conceptualized. One can reflect upon them; one 

can explain them. One can give reasons for them. One can offer arguments 
on their behalf. As such, morals belong to the group of things, events, and 

attitudes that can be thought, explained, and defined—namely, things that 

consist of conceptual rules and follow rules. These things, events, or attitudes 

are the topics of practices and domains of study such as history, science, or 

politics. Levinas uses the word “ontology” to designate the things, events, 

and attitudes that can be understood by means of concepts. “Ontology” 
means literally “the study of being.” It concerns all things that are, and, as 

such, can be thought and taught. 

As opposed to “morals,” “ethics” designates not a set of rules of behavior 

but rather the encounter with another person—an encounter that precedes all 

rules. When we meet another person, says Levinas, even before we know who 

that person is—or is not—before we think of how to behave with that person, 

before we start to behave in a good or bad way, we meet his or her absolute 

difference, his or her absolute otherness. A person whom we meet is, like us, a 

human being. Like us, he or she has a body, opinions, a personal story, family, 
friends, attributes, and so on. But before we think about all these things or do 
anything, when we meet the other person we first meet the fact that he or she is 
other, namely, is something that we cannot know or understand at all. The fact 
that the other is not us and that therefore there is something in him or her that 
we cannot know at all is called by Levinas “the face of the other.” Accordingly, 
ethics is the encounter with the face of the other. 
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But, says Levinas, it often happens that when I meet the face of the other my 

impulse is not to accept it as such. Instead of accepting the face of the other as 

other, I try to recognize something that I know, something that is not other, but 

similar to me: For instance, I think, “this is a human being.” In so doing, I try 

to understand the other's otherness, that is, I try to explain away the other's 

otherness, to “reduce” it to something that is similar to me—in Levinas’s terms, 

to sarheness. The attempt to reduce otherness to sameness is the very essence of 

ontology. Ever since Parmenides, ontology has sought uncompromisingly to 

turn everything into sameness. All ontological attitudes—scientific, political, 

moral, and so on—try to understand, categorize, order, submit, and control 

the world by reducing otherness to sameness. 

Thus, the ethical encounter with the face of the other is often accompanied 

by the ontological effort to reduce the face of the other to sameness, thereby 

destroying it; for when I transform something that is different from me into 

something that is similar to me, I destroy its difference, its otherness, and its 

distinctiveness. I try to remake the other in my own image. In a very emphatic 

and dramatic way, Levinas says that to reduce the otherness of the other to 

sameness is to murder the other. The spectrum of such murder is very broad. It 

starts from an apparently insignificant indifference to the face of the other: I do 

not pay attention to the fact that the other is different from me. It ends in wars 

and conquests in which people try to submit other people to their own rules, 

to the way they want things to be, to their sameness. 
Therefore, according to Levinas, otherness is always in danger of being 

destroyed. When I meet the face of the other, he or she begs me, “Please do 
not kill me, protect me!” It is because I have the ability to murder the other 

that I am absolutely responsible for him or her.‘ Levinas also says these things 

in another way. Ethics, he argues, is the encounter with the Voice of God who, 
in the face of the other, utters his commands: Thou shalt not murder! Love thy 
neighbor as thyself! The command of God in the face of the other cannot be 
“known,” “understood,” or “categorized.” It is not a thing upon which one can 

reflect. It is unquestionable and infinite; it is not a concept; it comes without 

explanation. It gives no reasons. When I see the other, I hear God command- 

ing my absolute responsibility in his or her face. 

However, as I have already said, there are many different sets of rules that 
belong to ontology—morals, politics, science, aesthetics, and so on. Politics 

and the state—all states—belong to ontology. They belong to the incessantly 

renewed attempt at destroying otherness. They are, in other words, on the 

side of murder. Politics and the state—all states, every state, including Israel 

when Israel deals with political leadership and conquest—all are on the side 

of murder. In Levinas’s philosophy, the relationship between ethics and poli- 

tics, between “Thou shalt not murder” and “Thou shalt murder,’ is a central 

and profound problem, and nowhere is this problem sharper, keener, or more 

acute than in his writings on the State of Israel. 
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Good Spies and Bad Spies 

Levinas focused on the question of the State of Israel in many texts, and in 

particular in his talmudic reading called “Promised Land or Permitted Land?” 

(1965).$ He therein analyzes the reactions of the spies (ha-meraglim) sent out 

by Moses to scout the land of Canaan in Numbers 13-14. As we recall, Moses 

sent out twelve spies to get information about the land of Canaan. When they 

returned, ten of them said: “But the people are strong that dwelleth in the land, 

and the cities are walled, and very great: and moreover we saw the children of 

Anak there” (Num 13:28). Only two of the spies, Caleb the son of Jephunneh 

and Joshua the son of Nun, said, “We can conquer the Land.” 

The first idea that emerges from Levinas’s reading of the talmudic text is 

that the ten “bad” spies, the ones who warned the people about the dangers 

of the land, were in fact righteous and pure. With some irony, Levinas under- 

lines the rabbis’ own irony. Indeed, the Talmud mentions that the names of the 

twelve spies sent to Canaan reflected their acts—and hence, reflected the bad 

acts of ten of them. But the signification of these names, says the Talmud, has 

been lost except for two of them. Levinas says: The rabbis cannot be serious 
about this! The signification of the spies’ names in Numbers 13 is very easy 

to understand. They—the bad spies!—all have names with beautiful signifi- 

cations: for example, “Shammua ben Zaccur,’ he who listens, son of he who 

remembers; “Shaphat ben Hori,’ he who judges, son of he who is free; “Palti 

ben Raphu,” he who spares, son of he who was healed. If these names reflect 

acts, the acts were very pure! As Levinas remarks, only people who wanted to 
convince us that the spies were bad people would be able to “forget” the signi- 

fication of their names!” 

What was the bad spies’ sin? According to Levinas, they wanted to pre- 

vent the Israelite people from making the land into an object of adoration. 

Continuing the rabbis’ line of thought, Levinas writes that the bad spies were 

motivated by a desire to “shame the worshippers of Land.” Levinas makes his 

allusion crystal clear: The bad spies’ report of what they saw was intended to 

shame those he calls “the Zionists of that time.”* To express this with a play on 
words, I would say that the bad spies told the people to cultivate (la‘avod) the 

promised land but not to make a cult of (la‘avod) of it. In Latin, as in Hebrew, 
cultivation (cultus, avodah) and worship (cultus, avodah) are designated by the 

same word. 

Levinas notes that, according to the Talmud, both Caleb and Joshua, the 

two good spies, were tempted to follow the ten bad spies. But they were not 
tempted by evil; they were tempted by the bad spies’ concern for justice. The 
bad spies were concerned about justice! According to Levinas, the meaning of 
that justice is given a bit later in the Talmud, when the rabbis interpret the bad 
spies repeated statement that the inhabitants of Canaan were “giants” or “chil- 
dren of Anak” (Num 13:28, 13:32, 13:33: yelidey ha-anak, anshey middot, beney 
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anak). Reading the talmudic discussion, Levinas asks, What did the spies fear? 
He gives three possible answers. 

The first is an easy one: The spies saw the big and strong Canaanites and 
were scared. These just-freed slaves made a quick comparison between the 
obvious strength of the Canaanite giants and their own obvious weakness— 
only made worse by the dubious behavior of a God who never shows Himself. 

The résult of the comparison was clear: The Canaanites were much stronger 
and thus very frightening.° 

The second answer is quite different. Levinas suggests that when they saw 

the Canaanites, the spies saw the future of Israel. They saw what would become 
of their children and grandchildren in the land of Canaan. They saw powerful 

people who—according to the talmudic interpretation—built awesome cities 

and dug deep holes wherever they put their feet. They saw Zionists, modern 

Israelis. Strong, healthy, robust sabras. And they said, “No, we do not want 
that! These people—these giants, these builders, these construction workers, 

these Zionists—are the end of the Jewish people.” 

The third answer is that when they saw the land so beautifully built and 

cultivated by the Canaanites, the spies thought: We do not have the right to 

conquer what has been made by others. Even if that land is the land in which 

Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob are buried, even if that land is the land of our ances- 

tors, we do not have such a right. The ancestry of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob— 
ancestors who spoke with God and received His promise—cannot give us the 

right to expropriate other people, no matter what these people are, no matter 

what they did or do." 
We have here a clear example of Levinas’ criticism of the very existence of 

the state through the biblical metaphor of the conquest of Canaan. The State of 

Israel puts Jewish existence in physical and spiritual danger because it means 

the choice of ontology over ethics. The children of Israel are going to meet the 

other—the local inhabitants of the land. But that meeting is not planned to be 

an ethical meeting. It is planned to be an event of death arid destruction of all 

existing difference. The ten bad spies said, “No, we will not do that.’ The ten 
bad spies were very ethical people. 

Is this exactly what Levinas meant? Did he not think like everybody else 

that the ten bad spies were bad? But how could they be bad if they cared so 
much for ethics? 

Levinas gives a first answer at the end of his talmudic reading. He reinter- 
prets the Talmud’s interpretation of Caleb's reassuring words to the people of 

Israel (Num 14:7-9), and says: The conquest of the land of Israel was not going 

to be like other conquests. It was not going to be an imperialist act—or, at least, 

it was not planned to be an imperialist act. It was not to be a conquest like all 

conquests, ke-khol ha-goyim. According to Caleb’s words, the land was to be 
conquered in order to build a society that respects a universal conception of 

justice—a society based on equality, freedom, and peace for all. That universal 
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conception of justice was and is higher than the local, nationalist, historical 

conception of justice for one people alone—for the people who arrived first 

to the land, or for those who were physically stronger, or for those who had 

famous ancestors buried in that land. Giving again a contemporary twist to his 

reading of the Bible and of the Talmud, Levinas adds: “This universal concep- 

tion of justice was the goal of the first kibbutzim.”” 

In another text, called “Jewish Thought Today” (1961), he writes: 

The State of Israel is [after many centuries] the first opportunity [for the 

Jewish people] to move into history by bringing about a just world. It is 

therefore a search for the absolute and for purity. The sacrifices and works 

which the realization of this justice invites men to make give a body once 

more to the spirit that animated the prophets and the Talmud....We must 

not lose sight of the universal meaning that this work assumes in the eyes of 

the Israelis themselves, who believe they are working for humanity.* 

When the people who inherited the vision of universal justice of the Prophets 

and the Talmud set up a state, it must not be a state like every other state. 

In a third text, called “The State of Israel and the Religion of Israel” (1951), 

Levinas makes an important distinction. He writes: “The contrast is between 

those who seek to have a State in order to have justice and those who seek 

justice in order to ensure the survival of the State”* What counts is justice, 

not the state. Therefore one could say that the good spies understood that no 

political society is ever so important in and of itself. Hence, the Canaanite 

state is not that important, either. Levinas says that the state in itself is never 

intrinsically or ultimately important. What is important is justice for all. The 

ultimate goal is a society of justice and equality. Political existence is not an 

end, but a means; and justice is not a means, but an end. The real purpose of 

the conquest was not a state; it was the Torah, namely, universal justice. 
The bad spies were against the idolatry of the land, but they had no uni- 

versal goal. For Levinas, it is not enough to be against idolatry. One must also 

recognize the supreme goal, which is universal justice. In his talmudic read- 

ings, Levinas often develops the idea that not to sin is not enough: One cannot 

just refuse to do bad things and do nothing. To do nothing is bad. One must 

refuse to do bad things and at the same time build a just world. In “Judaism 

and Revolution” (1969), he writes: “Man must build the universe: the universe 

is built through work and study. Everything else is distraction. Distraction is 

evil.’ Therefore the people of Israel had to conquer the land in order to build a 
society of justice for all. 

Still, we are left with a serious problem regarding the Canaanites and their 

buildings. And, hence, I do not know if Levinas’s thesis is completely convinc- 
ing. I am not sure that the best way to convince people of one’s good intentions 

and universal principles of justice is to conquer their land and proclaim that 

“universal justice” is ultimately more important. Is Levinas saying that the goal 
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of Torah is above everything else, that the end of Torah justifies all means— 
even murder? Is he not therefore simply contradicting himself? Can he seri- 
ously mean that the ten spies were ethically pure, but were wrong’* because 
they did not understand the universal justice of a Torah that, in the mean- 
time, commanded an ontological destruction, a destruction contrary to the 
divine command “Thou shalt not murder” heard in the face of the other, of the 
Candanite other? 

Can a philosopher seriously defend such an idea? Can an ethical philosophy 

seriously defend it? Can we accept it? 

The Goal of the State of Israel 

On the one hand, there is no doubt that, for Levinas, the ten bad spies missed 

the point of the Torah. They refused to worship the land, but they did not trust 

God. On the other hand, how could a Voice that commands “Thou shalt not 
murder” also command the violent and bloody conquest of the land—even 

if that conquest would eventually establish a so-called society of universal 

justice? 

According to what I have said until now, Levinas had to deal with three ideas. 

The first idea is that political action consists of conquest and murder. 

Political action is sameness—love of oneself. Levinas once wrote that the state 

is “the ultimate refuge of idolatry”” and condemned the “commonplace mys- 

tique of the earth as native soil.”* Accordingly, the highest danger is to worship 

the land and the state, as the ten spies rightly understood. 

The second idea is that ethics is above the land and the state, and the Torah 

expresses the basic command of ethical responsibility. Its “Thou shalt not mur- 

der” is the first and foremost ethical injunction. 

The third idea is that political action is necessary to establish a society of 
Torah, that is, a society of universal justice. Political action—and therefore the 

risk of murder—is necessary to establish universal justice.” 

The combination of these three apparently incompatible ideas constitutes 

the philosophy of Emmanuel Levinas. However, this philosophy is not a dia- 

lectic, that is, an attempt at resolving the contradiction.”® The contradiction 

remains. The three contradictory ideas coexist—one, politics is murder; two, 

God commands “Thou shalt not murder”; three, we need politics to establish a 

society that does not murder. 

According to Levinas, politics is war and murder,” and this is why ethical 

responsibility is of the utmost importance and has the utmost authority. Ethics 
comes first and is above everything related to the land and to the state. The high- 
est values—namely, the prohibition to kill and the injunction of responsibility— 

must be above everything else. However, ethical responsibility alone does not 

build anything. The care for the other may lead only to self-sacrifice or to doing 
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nothing. Perhaps self-sacrifice is the best behavior—Levinas sometimes says that 

it is—but it is not a livable behavior.” As to doing nothing, as I said earlier, it is 

evil. Life consists not only of caring for the other but also of doing things with the 

other. Doing things with the other means a sociopolitical life and involvement 

in historical processes. It means sameness. But this sameness entails the risk of 

murder: This is why we need ethics and the prohibition of murder! 
It never ends. There is no resolution of the contradiction of politics and 

ethics but an incessant back-and-forth between them. Jacques Derrida called 

this a “double-bind.”” Ethics comes to stop politics when politics becomes too 

violent. Politics and moral rules come to realize the ethical care for life that 

would not be realized otherwise. One must take the risk of politics in order to 

achieve the higher goal of ethics, because something must be done. As Levinas 

writes in “The State of Caesar and the State of David” (1971): 

Talmudic wisdom is aware of the internal contradiction of the State subordi- 

nating some men to others in order to liberate them, whatever the principles 

embodied by those who hold power. It is a contradiction against which the 

very person who refuses the political order is not protected, since in abstain- 

ing from all collaboration with the ruling power, he collaborates with the 

dark powers that the State represses. 

Does this mean, again, that the end—the Torah—justifies the means? No, 

because, as Ijust said, there is an endless back-and-forth between politics 

and ethics. The state is needed, but it is not self-justified, and it can never do 

whatever it pleases. Ethics is always there. The prohibition of murder is always 

there, and it has the highest value. At each step of political action, ethics comes 
and disturbs that action. Universal justice remains the goal precisely because 
ethics is always there and violent means are never justified. Is the final upshot, 
then, that the state simply should be subjugated to laws that prevent it from 
violence? Did we need Levinas to learn that trivial truth? Did we need his 
philosophy to know that a state should be regulated by the higher power of 
good laws? 

Let us insist: Levinas does not merely say that a state should be regulated 
by good laws. He says and repeats, again and again, that the state is not the 
higher goal. The state must never be allowed to be more than a means. It must 
never be taken as an end in itself. The bad spies understood this, even if they 
forgot what the higher goal was about. And what is the higher goal about? 
Not a comfortable or selfish private life, a life of care for my own individual 
rights, as in the liberal state.» The higher goal, for Levinas, is universal and 
altruistic justice, namely, care and responsibility for the other. Therefore—and 
this is the extremely original side of Levinas’s philosophy—the state should be 
established not only for the sake of those who build it and fight for it, but also 
for the sake of the other—those who are not part of the political enterprise, 
those who lost everything, those who are defeated. Levinas aims at a “reversal 
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of the order of things”: For him, the important part of politics is precisely to 

deal with what is not politics itself, namely, what is beyond the rights of the 
state’s members—responsibility for the poor and the aliens. 

This is how Levinas understands the Jewish presence on the land of Israel. 

It is, or it should be, a political entity that uses political means and rules but 
which, beyond these means and rules, looks for something else. It is a state that 

is, or should be, searching for Torah, that is, a state that realizes the command 

of responsibility for the other—who, by definition, is beyond all definitions, 
is never like us, is never part of us. Levinas does not say it in those terms, but 

I will conclude by being more Levinassian than Levinas and say: The Israelite 

conquest of the land can be justified only if it eventually makes room for the 

Canaanites—against the will of the God who said, in Deuteronomy 20:16-17, 

“You shall not let a soul remain alive. No, you must proscribe them—the 

Hittites and the Amorites, the Canaanites and the Perizzites, the Hivites and 

the Jebusites, as the Lord your God has commanded you”—but obeying the 

God who said, “Thou shalt not murder.” 
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1.See Emmanuel Levinas, Totality and Infinity, trans. Alphonso _ Lingis 
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Temple Period 
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e Nili Wazana: ‘Everything was fulfilled’ versus ‘the Land that still 
remains: Contrasting Conceptions of the Fulfillment of the Promise 
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14:00-15:30: Medieval Jewish Thought 

Chair: Israel Yuval 

¢ Menachem Kellner: Milhemet Mitzvah (Obligatory War) and the 

Seven Canaanite Nations 

¢ Evyatar Marienberg: The Canaanite was then in the Land: ‘Canaanites’ 
in Jewish European Medieval Households 
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16:00-18:00 Medieval Jewish Thought (Cont.) 

Chair: Joseph David 

« Haggai Ben Shammai: Theological Consideration of the Radical 
Treatment of the ‘Seven Nations’ in Medieval Judaeo-Arabic Exegesis 
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Muslim Writers 
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19:15-21:30 Evening Session at the Yad Ben-Zvi (open to the public; in Hebrew) 

Chair: Daniel Schwartz 

Lectures by: 

Prof. Israel Knohl: The Debate between Biblical Sources about the Issue of 

the Peoples of Canaan 

Prof. Dov Schwartz: Religious Zionism on the Seven Nations and the 

Conquest of the Land of Israel 
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9:30-11:00 Modern and Contemporary Jewish Thought 

Chair: Edward Breuer 

° Matthias Morgenstern: The Biblical Conquest of Canaan in the Eyes 

of German-Jewish Orthodoxy 

e Yoram Jacobson: The Relation between the Land of Canaan and the 

Land of Israel according to the Hasidic School of Gur 
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Chair: Avinoam Rosenak 

¢ Joseph David: Between the Canaanites and the Israelites - A Land of 

Crimes and Laws of its Own 

e Baruch Alster: R. Moshe Feinstein on Milchemet Mitsvah: Halakhah, 

Morality, and Exegesis 

13:00-14:30 Lunch Break 

14:30-16:00 Modern and Contemporary Jewish Thought (Con.) 

Chair: Jonathan Cohen 
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