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Th e Axial Age I: Introduction 
and Ancient Israel

introduction
Ritual in tribal societies involves the participation of all or most of the mem-
bers of the group— in classic Durkheimian fashion, if the ritual goes well, it 
leaves the group fi lled with energy and solidarity. Some are more active than 
others, but many are involved, and even when, as in the case of the Navajo, the 
ritual centers around someone who is being cured, the  whole network of peo-
ple with whom that person is involved participates in and benefi ts from the 
ritual. In stark contrast, ritual in archaic societies focuses above all on one 
person, the divine or quasi- divine king, and only a few people, priests or mem-
bers of the royal lineage, participate. Th e rest of society acts sometimes as audi-
ence, but sometimes knows of the great rituals only by hearsay, because their 
presence would profane the high mysteries. Whereas tribal societies consist of 
small face- to- face groups, or of a few adjacent ones, archaic societies  were ter-
ritorially extensive and could include millions of people. It would seem that 
maintaining the coherence of such large and extensive societies required that 
the attention and energy that tribal ritual focused on the  whole society now be 
concentrated on the ruler, elevated beyond normal human status, in relation to 
beings who  were now not only powerful, but required worship. Th e elevation 
of rulers into a status unknown in tribal societies went hand in hand with the 
elevation of gods into a status higher in authority than the powerful beings 
they  were gradually replacing. Of course, most people in archaic societies con-
tinued to live in small face- to- face groups and to have a ritual life of their own, 
only loosely articulated with the great royal rituals at the imperial center, and 
resembling in many ways the ritual life of tribal societies.
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Both tribal and archaic religions are “cosmological,” in that supernature, 
nature, and society  were all fused in a single cosmos. Th e early state greatly 
extended the understanding of the cosmos in time and space, but, as Th orkild 
Jacobsen argued, the cosmos was still viewed as a state— the homology be-
tween sociopo liti cal reality and religious reality was unbroken. As we have 
seen, the establishment of the early state and the beginning of archaic society 
destroyed the uneasy egalitarianism of hundreds of thousands, if not mil-
lions, of years of hominin evolution, but in so doing made possible much 
larger and more complex societies. A dramatic symbolism that combined 
dominance and nurturance produced a new sense of divine power combined 
with social power, enacted in entirely new forms of ritual, involving, cen-
trally, sacrifi ce— even human sacrifi ce— as a concrete expression of radical 
status diff erence.

If the balance of tribal egalitarianism had never been easy to maintain and 
began to give rise to modest status diff erences long before the emergence of 
the state, the state itself and its religio- political symbolization gave rise to 
new forms of instability. Intermediate periods, as we have seen, raised serious 
questions about the cosmological order: Where is the king? Where is the 
god? Why are we hungry? Why are we being killed by attackers and no one 
is defending us? Once po liti cal unity had been reasserted, these questions 
could be smoothed over, but the cracks remained, and new insights appeared, 
such as the idea that rule is conditional on divine favor and may be with-
drawn from wicked rulers, or that individuals might appeal directly to the 
gods without the mediation of the ruling cult. Such insights would be clearly 
expressed in the axial age, but in archaic society they remained only cracks 
in a continuing cosmological unity.

In dealing with the axial age, roughly the middle centuries of the fi rst mil-
lennium bce, we will need to consider a number of defi nitional issues and 
the degree to which apparently parallel developments  were really similar. But 
I would like to begin the consideration of the axial phenomena rather con-
cretely. As we have seen, king and god emerged together in archaic society 
and continued their close association throughout its history. It is not surpris-
ing, then, that the axial age sees some dramatic new twists in the relation be-
tween god and king. It is not that these symbols or the close relation between 
them  were abandoned, but they  were transformed in remarkable new ways. 
One of the questions that recurs is, Who is the (true) king, the one who re-
ally refl ects divine justice?

In Greece, Plato tells the Athenians not to look at Achilles, the hero of aris-
tocratic Greek culture (we should remember that Achilles was a kinglet and his 
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mother a goddess), but at Socrates, not an aristocrat at all, but a stonemason 
and a busybody, asking questions people would rather not think about. For 
it is Socrates, the lover of wisdom, the phi los o pher, who should be king, who 
would be the only truly legitimate king.

In China, it is Mencius, living 200 years after Confucius (conventional 
dates, 551– 479 bce), who tells us that Confucius, the failed offi  cial who 
gathered a few followers as he traveled from state to state in ancient China, 
never achieving real infl uence anywhere, who was the uncrowned king, the 
one around whom the empire could have been rightly ordered, and by impli-
cation, he, Mencius, was another who ought to have been crowned, though 
his worldly success was no greater than Confucius’s.

In India, who was the Buddha? He was the son of a king and ought to 
have succeeded his father, but instead he abandoned his kingdom and his 
family to become an ascetic in the forest seeking enlightenment.

In Israel, the tension between God and king was endemic in the period of 
the monarchy: at times God seems to have made an eternal covenant with 
the  House of David, giving the monarchy quasi- divine status, but often 
kings, including David, are portrayed as sinners or even enemies of Yahweh 
who  were punished for their bad deeds. Yet in the Babylonian exile, when 
the Davidic monarchy, the Jerusalem temple, and the land itself  were all lost, 
Yahweh was proclaimed as the only God there is, and a God who can chose 
whomever he wants to serve his purposes— even the Persian king could be 
God’s messiah. Christianity played its own changes on this theme, using the 
old royal epithet of the king as Son of God (and Jesus’s Davidic lineage was 
affi  rmed) in a new way, proclaiming the reign of Christ the King even on the 
cross. And Muhammad, God’s chosen prophet, was, like Moses, a king and 
not a king, but surely a ruler of a people. Th ose who led the community after 
Muhammad’s death would affi  rm their claim to rule as successors (khalifa) to 
the prophet. Th e old unity of God and king was broken through dramatically 
in every case, and yet reaffi  rmed paradoxically in the new axial formulations.

At this point it might be well to remember one of the central principles of 
this inquiry: Nothing is ever lost. Just as the face- to- face rituals of tribal so-
ciety continue in disguised form among us, so the unity of po liti cal and reli-
gious power, the archaic “mortgage,” as Voegelin called it, reappears con-
tinually in societies that have experienced the axial “breakthrough.” Kings 
who ruled “by divine right,” are obvious examples, but so are presidents who 
claim to act in accordance with a “higher power.” At every point as our story 
unfolds, we will have to consider the relation between po liti cal and religious 
power. But one thing is certain: the issue never goes away.
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As a fi rst approximation to an understanding of the axial age, let us turn 
to the elegant prose of Arnaldo Momigliano, who has this to say of “the clas-
sical situation of the ancient world between 600 and 300 BC”:

It has become a commonplace, after Karl Jaspers’s Vom Ursprung und 
Ziel der Geschichte— the fi rst original book on history to appear in post- 
war Germany in 1949— to speak of the Achsenzeit, of the axial age, 
which included the China of Confucius and Lao- Tse, the India of Bud-
dha, the Iran of Zoroaster, the Palestine of the Prophets and the Greece 
of the phi los o phers, the tragedians and the historians. Th ere is a very 
real element of truth in this formulation. All these civilizations display 
literacy, a complex po liti cal or ga ni za tion combining central govern-
ment and local authorities, elaborate town- planning, advanced metal 
technology and the practice of international diplomacy. In all these 
civilizations there is a profound tension between po liti cal powers and 
intellectual movements. Everywhere one notices attempts to intro-
duce greater purity, greater justice, greater perfection and a more 
universal explanation of things. New models of reality, either mysti-
cally or prophetically or rationally apprehended, are propounded as a 
criticism of, and alternative to, the prevailing models. We are in the age 
of criticism.

Momigliano points to two aspects of the axial age that we will have to 
consider in more detail. One is the background features of societies that 
are in several ways “more developed” than the societies that preceded 
them. Th e other is new developments in the realm of thought— political, 
ethical, religious, philosophical— that he sums up with the signifi cant 
term “criticism.”

If we turn to Jaspers himself, we will fi nd that he, like Momigliano, is in-
terested in a historically empirical description of the axial age, but his con-
cern is primarily existential— where are we in history?— as the title of his 
book in En glish, Th e Origin and Goal of History, implies. His dates are 
slightly diff erent: He fi nds that the “axis of history is to be found in the pe-
riod around 500 BC, in the spiritual pro cess that occurred between 800 and 
200 BC.” It is there, he writes, that “Man, as we know him today, came into 
being.” Both Jaspers and Momigliano say that the fi gures of the axial age— 
Confucius, Buddha, the Hebrew prophets, the Greek philosophers— are 
alive to us, are contemporary with us, in a way that no earlier fi gures are. 
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Our cultural world and the great traditions that still in so many ways defi ne 
us, all originate in the axial age. Jaspers asks the question whether modernity 
is the beginning of a new axial age, but he leaves the answer open. In any 
case, though we have enormously elaborated the axial insights, we have not 
outgrown them, not yet, at least.

Before attempting to defi ne more carefully the nature of the cultural in-
novations of the axial age, we must consider in a bit more detail the social 
context in which they arose. Several features mentioned by Momigliano— 
central government, town planning, international diplomacy— were already 
present in archaic societies, as  were literacy and metallurgy. But there  were 
signifi cant changes in these last two features. Iron was replacing bronze in 
both agriculture and warfare, but the transition was uneven and gradual: the 
“Iron Age” was not itself the cause of the other changes. In par tic u lar it would 
seem that iron was more important in increasing the effi  ciency of warfare 
than in transforming the means of production. Still, the use of iron tools 
must have contributed to the gradual increase of population that character-
ized the fi rst millennium bce and the use of iron weapons to the ferocity of 
fi rst- millennium warfare. And although literacy goes back as far as 3000 
bce, it is true that it remained largely a craft literacy, confi ned to small 
groups of scribes, until well into the fi rst millennium. Alphabetic scripts 
 were replacing Mesopotamian cuneiform and Egyptian hieroglyphics, and 
 were in use in Greece, Israel, and India, considerably widening the circle of 
literacy. China maintained the use of characters that might seem to rival 
cuneiform and hieroglyphics in diffi  culty, but although they required a great 
deal of memory, they  were easier to use than the archaic scripts of the West, 
and literacy was clearly growing in late fi rst- millennium China.

An important feature that Jaspers emphasizes is that none of what he calls 
the axial “breakthroughs,” a term we will need to consider further below, 
occurred in the centers of great empires. Rather, in all cases, “there  were a 
multitude of small States and cities, a struggle of all against all, which to 
begin with nevertheless permitted an astonishing prosperity, an unfolding of 
vigour and wealth.”  We will have to examine more carefully how this situa-
tion worked out in each case, but in general the competition between small 
states created the possibility for the emergence of itinerant intellectuals not 
functioning within centralized priesthoods or bureaucracies, and therefore 
more structurally capable of the criticism that Momigliano found central to 
the axial age, and that Jaspers defi ned as the capacity for “questioning all 
 human activity and conferring upon it a new meaning.” 
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Jaspers’s mention of the combination of prosperity involving an increase 
in wealth and vigor with incessant warfare brings up two additional points 
about the axial age that require mention. Although standard weights of pre-
cious metals had been used in economic transactions in archaic societies, it is 
only in the axial age that coinage became widespread, originating perhaps in 
Asia Minor, but rapidly coming into use in the Greek and Phoenician cities, the 
Near East, India, and China. Th e Phoenicians invented the earliest form of the 
abacus. What these developments tell us is that trade was increasing all across 
the old world. Th e market economy was surely only incipient in the middle of 
the fi rst millennium, and many rural areas  were largely unaff ected by it, but we 
know that market relations tend to destabilize long- established kinship and 
status relationships, so this too has to be added as a background factor contrib-
uting to the social volatility of the axial age.

Jaspers’s reference to warfare amounting almost to a war of all against all 
seems to refer to the incessant warfare between small states as we see it in 
early Greece, the Israelite monarchies, northern India, and northern China 
in the axial age. But there was another factor adding to military instability: 
the rise of large territorial states militarily more effi  cient than their Bronze 
Age pre de ces sors, especially in the Near East. Th ese impinged on and acted 
to destabilize the incipient axial societies. Th e fi rst obvious example is the 
Neo- Assyrian Empire (934– 610 bce). As anyone familiar with the Hebrew 
Bible knows, Assyria destroyed the northern Israelite kingdom, the King-
dom of Israel, in 722 bce, and made the southern kingdom, the Kingdom of 
Judah, a vassal state through most of the seventh century. Assyrian pressure 
on the Phoenician cities on the Mediterranean coast stimulated Phoenician 
colonization on the North African coast, where the most important colony, 
Carthage, was founded early in the millennium, in Sicily, and throughout 
the western Mediterranean. Th ough the Assyrians did not impinge directly 
on the Greeks, the Phoenician expansion helped stimulate Greek coloniza-
tion from the Black Sea coast to the western Mediterranean. Th e brief neo- 
Babylonian expansion fi nished off  the Kingdom of Judah in 587 bce, im-
mediately followed by the Achaemenid Persian Empire (ca. 550– 330 bce), 
which became the territorially most extended empire in history up to its 
time, powerfully infl uencing Judah in the postexilic period, thoroughly 
challenging the Greeks in their homeland, with major cultural consequences, 
and ruling the Indus Valley in India at just the moment of axial effl  orescence 
in the Ganges Valley. Th us all the axial cases except China experienced Per-
sian pressure at critical moments in their development. Persia itself is often 
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included as an axial case, but everything about Zoroaster (including his 
dates, which vary, according to diff erent authorities, from the middle of the 
second millennium to the middle of the fi rst), Zoroastrianism (including the 
contents and dating of Zoroastrian scriptures), and the degree to which and 
the way in which Zoroastrianism was institutionalized in Achaemenid Per-
sia, is in dispute due to enormous problems with very limited sources. For 
this reason I will regretfully omit Zoroastrianism from my discussion of ax-
ial cases in this chapter. We are left in the uncomfortable position of recog-
nizing a signifi cant Persian impact on three of the four well- documented 
axial cases, while Persia itself remains largely a historical cipher.

Although Jaspers credits Alfred Weber as one of the sources of the idea of 
the axial age, almost certainly Max Weber, an important early associate of 
Jaspers’s, was also an infl uence. Th ough Max Weber’s comparative treatment 
of the world religions implies something like the axial- age hypothesis, the 
only place in his writings where I have found a defi nite assertion of some-
thing like the axial age is his reference to a “prophetic age,” involving pro-
phetic movements in the eighth and seventh centuries bce, reaching even 
into the sixth and fi fth centuries, in Israel, Persia, and India, with analogues 
in China. Such movements appear to be the background for the later emer-
gence of the world religions.

After mentioning Max Weber as a precursor, I need to mention two other 
scholars who developed Jaspers’s idea further after he had put “the axial age” 
on the map. One of these is Eric Voegelin in his massive fi ve- volume Order 
and History, where he speaks of “multiple and parallel leaps in being” in the 
fi rst millennium bce. Specifi cally, a leap in being describes a movement from 
compact cosmological symbolization, characteristic of what we have called 
archaic societies, to a diff erentiated symbolism of individual soul, society, 
and transcendent reality in the axial cases. Voegelin does not mention Jas-
pers until volume 2, and then critically, but he appears to owe him a larger 
dept than he acknowledges.

Th e other scholar infl uenced by Jaspers who deserves mention is S. N. 
Eisenstadt, who has done more than anyone to make the axial age central for 
comparative historical sociology. Eisenstadt focuses on one central aspect of 
Jaspers’s analysis, the “basic tension between the transcendental and mun-
dane orders,” and on “the new type of intellectual elite” concerned with the 
possible restructuring of the world in accordance with the transcendental 
vision. He emphasizes the appearance of what he calls “refl exivity,” the ca-
pacity to examine one’s own assumptions, in the axial age, which is similar, 
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I believe, to what Momigliano meant by “criticism.” Eisenstadt has stimu-
lated scholars in many fi elds to write about the axial age, and in what fol-
lows I will often be drawing on their work as well as on that of Eisenstadt 
himself.

I will return, after examining the individual cases, to the question of how 
much we can generalize about the social conditions that  were the context of 
axial developments. But it is necessary, before considering the cases, to char-
acterize a bit more specifi cally the cultural content of the axial age: in a 
word, what made the axial age axial? Th is question has stimulated more than 
a little disagreement and some questions about whether we can even speak of 
an axial age at all, given the diff erences among the several cases. For exam-
ple, Eisenstadt’s emphasis on the distinction between transcendental and 
mundane has been questioned in the case of China because of its inveterate 
“this- worldliness.” Johann Arnason has pointed out that Jaspers’s “most 
condensed statement” of the axial age, describing it as the moment when 
“man becomes conscious of Being as a  whole, of himself and his limitations,” 
and “experiences absoluteness in the depths of selfhood and in the lucidity of 
transcendence,” is remarkably similar to Jaspers’s own version of existential phi-
losophy. In discussing the axial age it is all too easy to read in our own presup-
positions or to take one of the four cases (usually Israel or Greece) as paradig-
matic for all the others. Is there a theoretical framework in which to place the 
axial age that will help us avoid these pitfalls as much as possible? I believe there 
is: the framework of the evolution of human culture and cognition that I out-
lined in Chapter 3.

We saw there that Merlin Donald describes the evolution of human cul-
ture as unfolding in four stages. Earliest is episodic culture, in which hu-
mans, along with all higher mammals, learn to understand and respond to 
the immediate situation they are in. Th en, perhaps beginning as early as 2 
million years ago, came mimetic culture, the prelinguistic, but not neces-
sarily prevocal, use of the body both to imaginatively enact events and to 
communicate with others through expressive gesture. Th en, some 100,000 
or more years ago, with the development of language as we know it, came 
mythic culture, which Donald describes as “a unifi ed, collectively held sys-
tem of explanatory and regulatory meta phors. Th e mind has expanded its 
reach beyond the episodic perception of events, beyond the mimetic recon-
struction of episodes, to a comprehensive modeling of the entire human 
universe.” Every aspect of life, he says, “is permeated by myth.” Although 
myth gives a comprehensive understanding of life, it does so exclusively by 
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the use of meta phor and narrative. Also, mythic culture until very late in its 
history was, except for drawings of various kinds, an exclusively oral culture. 
In Chapter 3 I referred to, but did not describe, theoretic culture, the most 
recent of Donald’s stages. It will be my argument that the axial break-
through involved the emergence of theoretic culture in dialogue with mythic 
culture as a means for the “comprehensive modeling of the entire human 
universe,” so I must now turn to a description of theoretic culture.

Donald begins his description of theoretic culture negatively, telling us 
that it involved “a break with the dominance of spoken language and narra-
tive styles of thought,” but a break with dominance does not mean the 
abandonment of earlier forms of cognitive adaptation. Humans are still epi-
sodic, mimetic, and mythic creatures, although, as in earlier transitions, the 
emergence of a new form of cultural cognition eventually involves reor ga ni-
za tion of the earlier forms.

Th e key elements of theoretic culture developed gradually; they consisted 
in graphic invention, external memory, and theory construction. Graphic 
invention began relatively early, with body painting, sand painting, the 
great Paleolithic cave painting, and such, but its key contribution to the 
emergence of theoretic culture was its ability to provide external memory 
storage— that is, memory outside the human brain. Early writing is clearly a 
signifi cant step beyond painting in the amount of cognitive information that 
could be stored, but the unwieldy early writing systems and the limited 
number of people who could use them meant that they  were precursors to, 
rather than full realizations of, the possibilities of theoretic culture. Not sur-
prisingly, Donald sees Greek culture in the fi rst millennium bce as the place 
where theoretic culture fi rst clearly emerged, and the effi  cient external mem-
ory system provided by a fully alphabetic writing system as an aspect (not a 
cause) of that emergence. He describes the importance of external memory 
as follows:

External memory is a critical feature of modern human cognition, if we 
are trying to build an evolutionary bridge from Neolithic to modern 
cognitive capabilities or a structural bridge from mythic to theoretic 
culture. Th e brain may not have changed recently in it ge ne tic makeup, 
but its link to an accumulating external memory network aff ords it 
cognitive powers that would not have been possible in isolation. Th is is 
more than a meta phor; each time the brain carries out an operation in 
concert with the external symbolic storage system, it becomes part of a 
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network. Its memory structure is temporarily altered; and the locus of 
cognitive control changes.

But graphic invention and the external memory it makes possible are only 
the essential prerequisites for the development of theoretic culture, which is the 
ability to think analytically rather than narratively, to construct theories that 
can be criticized logically and empirically. Donald cites Bruner as describing 
the two modes of thinking evident in modern humans as narrative and ana-
lytic. And Bruner himself recognizes a distinguished precursor when he 
uses as the epigraph for his book the following passage from William James: 
“To say that all human thinking is essentially of two kinds— reasoning on the 
one hand, and narrative, descriptive, contemplative thinking on the other— is 
to say only what every reader’s experience will corroborate.” So analytic or 
theoretic thinking does not displace, but is added to, narrative thinking, a 
point essential to our understanding of the axial age.

In one sense something like theoretic thought, the capacity to draw con-
clusions from instances outside a narrative context, goes all the way back: 
mimetic stone fl aking surely required a degree of inferential thinking. At a 
practical level, “primitives”  were as logical as we are, a major reason why 
Lucien Lévy- Bruhl’s idea that they  were “prelogical” has attracted such 
scorn. Even if we narrow our defi nition to something like conscious ratio-
nal refl ection, we can fi nd instances earlier than the axial age. Th e practical 
need for calendrical accuracy in agriculture led even some preliterate societ-
ies to a kind of “primitive astronomy,” in which, Donald argues, many ele-
ments of modern science  were incipient: “systematic and selective observa-
tion, and the collection, coding, and eventually the visual storage of data; 
the analysis of stored data for regularities and cohesive structures; and the 
formulation of predictions on the basis of these regularities . . .  Th eory had 
not yet become as refl ective and detached as it later would; but the symbolic 
modeling of a larger universe had begun.” Begun, but, as perhaps in such 
fi elds as metallurgy as well, theory remained at the level of craft specialization, 
not challenging myth at the most general level of cultural self- understanding; 
there myth in the sense of ethically and religiously charged narrative re-
mained largely unaff ected by the new developments.

What made fi rst - millennium Greece unique in Donald’s eyes was “refl ec-
tion for its own sake,” going “beyond pragmatic or opportunistic science” 
and eventuating in “what might be called the theoretic attitude.” Donald 
does not relate his argument to the problem of the axial age, because he sin-
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gles out Greece alone as the place where the theoretic attitude fi rst arose, but 
Yehuda Elkana, while also focusing on Greece, relates his argument to the 
general axial problem in his contribution to the 1985 book edited by Eisen-
stadt, Th e Origins and Diversity of the Axial Age. His paper is entitled “Th e 
Emergence of Second- order Th inking in Classical Greece,” and what he means 
by “second- order thinking” is close to Donald’s “theoretic attitude.” Fol-
lowing Donald, I am using the term “theory” in distinction to the term “nar-
rative.” Elkana is concerned less with the distinction between narrative and 
theory than with, in Donald’s terms, the distinction between theory and 
“the theoretical attitude.” For Elkana, fi rst- order theory can be quite com-
plex, as can, for example, mathematics and the beginning of algebra in Baby-
lonia, or the calendrical astronomy noted above, but it involves only straight-
forward rational exposition, not refl ection about the basis of the exposition. 
Second- order thinking is “thinking about thinking”; that is, it attempts to 
understand how the rational exposition is possible and can be defended. One 
of the earliest examples is geometric proof, associated with Pythagoras in 
early Greece. Geometric proof asserts not only geometric truths, but the 
grounds for thinking them true, that is, proofs that in principle could be 
disproved, or replaced by better proofs. For Elkana the arguments of several 
of the pre- Socratic phi los o phers that the universe is formed from water or 
fi re or mind, although clearly theories and not myths (we will have to ask 
later about the relation between such theories and myths), do not imply 
second- order thinking, as they do not seek to disprove the alternatives. One 
would think they did so implicitly, as each pre- Socratic off ered in turn his 
alternative theory. Th e value of Elkana’s position, however, is not in the de-
tails, but in the help he gives us in seeing that “theory” precedes the axial 
age, at least in selected areas such as astronomy and mathematics, but that it 
is precisely the emergence of second- order thinking, the idea that there are 
alternatives that have to be argued for, that marks the axial age.

Elkana quotes a passage from Momigliano that I cited earlier to make the 
decisive point: “New models of reality, either mystically or prophetically or 
rationally apprehended, are propounded as a criticism of, and alternative to, 
the prevailing models.”  Here we have, not theories about limited realms of 
reality, not even second- order thinking about a limited area of reality such as 
geometric proof, but second- order thinking about cosmology, which for soci-
eties just emerging from the archaic age meant thinking about the religio- 
political premises of society itself. It is second- order thinking in this cen-
tral area of culture, previously fi lled by myth, that gave rise to the idea of 
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transcendence, so often associated with the axial age: “Transcendental 
breakthrough occurred when in the wake of second- order weighing of clash-
ing alternatives there followed an almost unbearable tension threatening to 
break up the fabric of society, and the resolution of the tension was found by 
creating a transcendental realm and then fi nding a soteriological bridge be-
tween the mundane world and the transcendental.” But  here Elkana, a histo-
rian of science, is, I think, skipping a beat. In the history of science the eff ort 
to make sense of what has come to be recognized as empirical anomalies that 
don’t fi t existing ideas, leads to the creation of a new abstract theory, a new 
“order of reality” if you will, that succeeds in making sense of those anom-
alies. But “creating a transcendental realm” involves something more sub-
stantial than a scientifi c theory. Because transcendental realms are not sub-
ject to disproof the way scientifi c theories are, they inevitably require a new 
form of narrative— that is, a new form of myth. In Chapter 5 I noted that 
“mythospeculation”— myth with an element of refl ective theory in it— already 
appeared in several archaic societies. Th e transcendental breakthrough in-
volved a radicalization of mythospeculation, but not an abandonment of it.

Akhenaten’s religious revolution in the middle of the fourteenth century 
bce vividly illustrates the diff erence between myth and mythospeculation. 
It is not at all true that in a mythic culture there is no change— even the 
gods change. Some are forgotten, some demoted, some elevated to primacy. 
In Egypt the position of highest of the gods was indeed unstable: fi rst Horus, 
then Re, then Amun or Amun- Re, then Ptah, then, in Ptolemaic times Isis, 
and so forth. None of these changes was traumatic; none of the gods who 
lost their primacy was denied existence. Th e way to change a mythic culture 
is to tell a diff erent story, usually only a somewhat diff erent story, which does 
not involve denying any previous story. Th e commonly remarked “tolerance” 
of polytheism, as noted by David Hume, for example, is not the moral vir-
tue of tolerance as we understand it today, but is part of the very structure of 
mythic culture. Some myths and the gods whose actions they recount may 
be more central than others, but the issue of truth and falsity  doesn’t arise. 
Th e very idea of myth as “a story that is not true” is a product of the axial 
age: in tribal and archaic societies, believers in one myth have no need to 
fi nd the myths of others false.

But that is just what Akhenaten did: he declared that all the gods but 
Aten  were false; he raised the criterion of truth and falsehood in a way that 
drove a dagger into the heart of traditional Egyptian religion. As Jan Ass-
mann puts it:
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Th e mono the istic revolution of Akhenaten was not only the fi rst but 
also the most radical and violent eruption of a counter- religion in the 
history of humankind. Th e temples  were closed, the images of the gods 
 were destroyed, their names  were erased, and their cults  were discontin-
ued. What a terrible shock such an experience must have dealt to a 
mentality that sees a very close interdependence between culture and 
nature, and social and individual prosperity! Th e nonobservance of rit-
ual interrupts the maintenance of cosmic and social order.

But though Akhenaten cut to the root of traditional myth, he did not leave 
the mythic mode and, in some ways, was even quite conservative. Th e prime 
source of our knowledge of Akhenaten’s thought is “Th e Great Hymn to 
Aten,” which is still fundamentally narrative. Yet the “cognitive break-
through” is clear enough. Th e Aten, the sun disk, is the source of light, and 
light is the source of life and of time itself. Ritual and myth are not aban-
doned, but they focus exclusively on Aten. James Allen has argued that, in 
fi nding light to be the fundamental reality of the cosmos, Akhenaten was 
more a “natural phi los o pher,” a precursor of the pre- Socratics, than a theolo-
gian. But Akhenaten was both. And what made him conservative was that 
he believed that Aten revealed himself only to him, the pharaoh, and only 
through the pharaoh to the people. In pop u lar devotion, Aten was depicted 
together with Akhenaten and his wife, Nefertiti, all three as gods. In this 
respect Akhenaten’s religion reaffi  rmed the archaic unity of god and king, 
and however much a precursor, it failed to raise the critical question of the 
relation between god and king, the very hallmark of the axial age. Moreover, 
Akhenaten’s claim to be the exclusive channel for the relation of god and 
people took place in an age when personal piety, the direct relation of indi-
viduals to the gods, was on the rise.

For many reasons, Akhenaten’s revolution failed: knowledge of his very 
existence was wiped out not long after his death, only to be rediscovered in 
modern times by archaeologists. Th e primary reason for the collapse, be-
sides the fact that the revolution was far too radical for its time (other radical 
movements have survived on the margins of societies that rejected them) was 
that it was exclusively the intellectual product of its found er. When Akhenaten 
died, there  were neither priests, nor prophets, nor a people to continue in the 
faith. Nonetheless, the fact that mythospeculation had made a cognitive 
breakthrough that would not be repeated for nearly a thousand years is in-
deed remarkable. It is an indication of the fact that, however slowly and 
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painfully, the axial breakthroughs  were the children of the archaic cultures 
from which they arose.

But what I want to get at now, and what we will see more clearly when we 
examine the individual cases, is that “breakthrough,” that problematic word, 
does not mean the abandonment of what went before. Th eoretic culture 
is added to mythic and mimetic culture— which are reor ga nized in the 
process— but they remain in their respective spheres indispensable. Th eo-
retic culture is a remarkable achievement, but always a specialized one, usu-
ally involving written language in fi elds inaccessible to ordinary people. 
 Everyday life continues to be lived in the face- to- face interaction of individu-
als and groups and in the patient activities of making a living in the physical 
world. It is fi rst of all mimetic (enactive, to use Bruner’s term) and not in 
need of verbal explanation, but if linguistic explanation is necessary, it will 
most often be narrative, not theoretic.

I have mentioned the fact that the face- to- face rituals of tribal society con-
tinue in disguised form among us. As an example, let me take the ritual 
handshake that is so much a part of our daily life. Arnaldo Momigliano tells 
us that the ancient Roman handshake, dexterarum iunctio, was an old sym-
bol of faith, fi des, that is, faith as trust or confi dence, and that from very 
early times Fides was a Roman goddess. He says that there are good reasons 
for thinking that handshaking in Greece was an expression of pistis, the 
Greek equivalent of fi des. Th ough normally the handshake simply confi rmed 
the trustworthiness of an agreement, with perhaps an aura of divine protec-
tion, Attic grave reliefs suggest a further extension of the idea for they “show 
handshaking as a symbol of Faith at the parting between the dead and the 
living. Th us handshaking was not only a sign of agreement among the living, 
but the gesture of trust and faith in the supreme departure.” With us the 
handshake is hardly a conscious gesture, but nonetheless one does not expect 
to be attacked by someone with whom one has just shaken hands. A refusal 
of a proff ered handshake, however, would make the ritual gesture conscious 
indeed: breaking the ritual raises ominous questions that would require an 
explanation.

No one has argued more per sis tent ly than Randall Collins, following 
Durkheim and Erving Goff man, that daily life consists in endless “interac-
tion ritual chains.” “Ritual,” he says, “is essentially a bodily pro cess.” He ar-
gues that ritual requires bodily presence, and asks, rhetorically, whether a 
wedding or a funeral could be conducted by telephone or videoconferencing. 
His answer is, clearly, no. One could videotape a wedding or a funeral, but 
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without the physical presence and interaction of the participants, no ritual 
could occur. But mimetic (enactive, embodied) culture does not just con-
tinue to exist alongside theoretic culture: it reclaims, so to speak, some of the 
achievements of theoretic culture. Hubert Dreyfus has shown in detail how 
skills learned with painstaking attention to explicit rules, through becoming 
embodied and largely unavailable to consciousness, are in the end far more 
effi  cient than they  were at the beginner’s stage. His examples include driv-
ing a car and expert chess playing. In such cases the experienced practitioner 
knows “instinctively” what to do in challenging situations. “Critical think-
ing” (theoretic culture) at such moments would only disrupt the fl ow and 
produce serious mistakes. One can imagine such a pro cess of embodiment 
going all the way back to Paleolithic stone chipping. What was initially 
learned by painful trial and error became, with practice, “second nature,” so 
to speak, even before there was any language to describe it. If we imagine that 
“moderns” live in a “scientifi c world” and have left behind such primitive 
things as ritual, it is only because we have not observed, as people such as 
Goff man, Collins, and Dreyfus have, how much of our lives is lived in em-
bodied rituals and practices. Th is is not to say that ritual has gone uncon-
tested: antiritual tendencies and even movements occurred in most of the 
axial breakthroughs, and periodically ever since. Th is is something we will 
have to consider closely as we go along. But in every case, ritual, when thrown 
out at the front door, returns at the back door: there are even antiritual ritu-
als. Our embodiment and its rhythms are inescapable.

If mimetic culture has interacted vigorously with theoretic culture once 
the latter has appeared, such is also the case with narrative culture. Th ere are 
things that narrative does that theory cannot do. In Chapter 1 I noted that 
narrative actually constitutes the self, “the self is a telling.” Not only do we 
get to know persons by sharing our stories, we understand our membership 
in groups to the extent that we understand the story that defi nes the group. 
Once theoretic culture has come into existence, stories can be subjected to 
criticism— that is at the heart of the axial breakthroughs— but in important 
spheres of life, stories cannot be replaced by theories. Because stories really 
have been replaced by theories in natural science, some have come to believe 
that such can occur in all spheres. Th ough eff orts to create a science of ethics 
or politics or religion have rendered critical insights in those spheres, they 
have not succeeded in replacing the stories that provide their substance. 
When Aristotle, surely one of the greatest theorists of all times, begins his 
Ethics, he asks the question, what do people consider the highest good, and 
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fi nds that the common answer is happiness. In short, he starts from opinion, 
from the stories people tell about what leads to happiness, and though he 
criticizes those stories, he  doesn’t reject their substance. Aristotle agrees with 
the common opinion that happiness is the highest good— he brings his criti-
cal insight to bear in seeking to discern what will lead to true happiness. In 
short, he seeks to improve the common story with a better story, not with a 
theory. Some modern moral phi los o phers have sought to create an ethics 
based on “reason alone.” But when utilitarians say that ethics should be 
based on the consideration of the greatest good for the greatest number, they 
require a substantive account of the good to get started: they still need a 
story about the good. When deontologists try to get around this objection by 
distinguishing between the good, which is culturally variable, and the right, 
which is universal, they still require a story about the right that reason alone 
cannot produce. Eff orts to create a “religion within the bounds of reason 
alone” run up against the same problem: they end up replacing old stories 
with new ones.

Narrative, in short, is more than literature, it is the way we understand our 
lives. If literature merely supplied entertainment, then it  wouldn’t be as im-
portant as it is. Great literature speaks to the deepest level of our humanity; 
it helps us better understand who we are. Narrative is not only the way we 
understand our personal and collective identities, it is the source of our eth-
ics, our politics, and our religion. It is, as William James and Jerome Bruner 
assert, one of our two basic ways of thinking. Narrative isn’t irrational— it 
can be criticized by rational argument— but it  can’t be derived from reason 
alone. Mythic (narrative) culture is not a subset of theoretic culture, nor will 
it ever be. It is older than theoretic culture and remains to this day an indis-
pensable way of relating to the world.

Donald noted that through most of its history, narrative culture has been 
oral, and that the development of writing as an external symbolic storage 
system is an essential precondition for the emergence of theoretic culture. 
Th ough the earliest writing seems to have been largely utilitarian, keeping 
accounts of income and outgo in temple and palace economies, when writ-
ing was used for extended texts, those texts  were more apt to be narrative 
than theoretic or even quasi- theoretic. Th ey recorded, but did not replace, 
spoken language. Writing was meant to be read aloud (silent reading is a 
quite recent development) often because most people, even royalty, remained 
illiterate and needed scribes to tell them what was written. In short, though 
writing was a precondition for theoretic culture, and widespread literacy in a 



Introduction and Ancient Israel 281

society does produce signifi cant cultural change, oral culture has survived as 
an indispensable supplement to literacy.

We have noted that face- to- face culture always involves the body, even if 
only slight wariness about strangers in public places. Human interaction is 
often physical: we have noted the common ritual of the handshake, but a pat 
on the back, a hug, or a kiss imply increasing degrees of intimacy. Spoken 
language is embedded in mimetic, enactive culture. Walter Ong has noted 
that the spoken word “has a high somatic content.” He writes: “Th e oral 
word, as we have noted, never exists in a simply verbal context, as a written 
word does. Spoken words are always modifi cations of a total, existential, sit-
uation, which always engages the body. Bodily activity beyond mere vocal-
ization is not adventitious or contrived in oral communication, but is natural 
and even inevitable. In oral verbalization, particularly public verbalization, 
absolute motionlessness is itself a powerful gesture.” Not only the right 
gesture, but the spoken word, is essential in many rituals. In a wedding it is 
the exchange of “I do” that makes the ritual eff ective. Th e words of consecra-
tion are equally indispensable for a valid Eucharist.

Th e special signifi cance of the spoken word in religious life long after the 
advent of writing is indicated by the widespread emphasis on memorization 
and recitation, sometimes involving the body, as in the forward- and- backward 
rocking of the torso in Hassidic Jewish prayer. Th e value attached to the spo-
ken word could lead to a suspicion of writing, as though the highest truths 
could only be communicated orally— Plato’s Seventh Letter is perhaps the 
most famous expression of this qualm. Certain traditions— Zoroastrian, 
Hindu, and Buddhist— have insisted on oral transmission of texts over ex-
tended periods even after writing was well known. None of this should make 
us doubt the importance of the written word; it should only make us aware 
that orality and literacy have always overlapped, and that the full cultural 
impact of literacy is quite recent. Nor do I want to equate narrativity with 
orality, even though narrative was long embedded in oral language. Once 
written down, narratives could more easily be perused and compared, thus 
increasing the possibility of critical refl ection.

Th e axial age occurred in still largely oral cultures, with only incipient 
literacy and only the beginnings of theoretic refl ection, yet radical conclu-
sions, more radical than those of Akhenaten, emerged in each case. One last 
time, before turning to the cases, we may ask, how did this happen?

Eric Weil, in an interesting contribution to the 1975 Daedalus issue on the 
axial age, asked whether breakthroughs are related to breakdowns, whether 
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breakdowns might not be the necessary condition for breakthroughs. Break-
throughs involve not only a critical reassessment of what has been handed 
down, but also a new understanding of the nature of reality, a conception of 
truth against which the falsity of the world can be judged, and a claim that 
that truth is universal, not merely local. Why would anyone in a secure and 
settled society be tempted to make such radical reassessments? Weil’s argu-
ment is that periods of severe social stress which raise doubts about the ade-
quacy of the existing understanding of reality, in other words, serious break-
downs, may be the necessary pre de ces sors of cultural breakthroughs. Necessary 
but not suffi  cient: “Unfortunately for those who crave general explanations, 
breakdowns in history are extremely common; breakthroughs extremely 
rare.”  He suggests it was the threat of the Persians to the kind of city that 
the Greeks thought necessary for human life that may have stimulated the 
Greek breakthrough; the pressure of Assyria, Babylonia, and Persia on the an-
cient Israelites that made them seek a transcendent cause; and possibly similar 
disruptions in ancient China and India that lay behind the axial innovations 
there. Th e negative cases, however, are many. One of the most puzzling is the 
Phoenicians, who suff ered from pressures from the great empires at the same 
time Israel, their linguistic cousin, did, and later, in Carthage, faced a life- 
and- death struggle with Rome. Yet this remarkably versatile, eco nom ical ly 
innovative, highly literate culture experienced no breakthrough, unless, and 
this is highly unlikely, all evidence of such a breakthrough has been lost.

Weil reminds us of another point: those responsible for the most radical 
innovations  were seldom successful. In the short run they usually failed: 
think of Jeremiah, Socrates, Confucius, Jesus. Buddhism fi nally disappeared 
in India, the Buddha’s home ground. Jaspers sums it up starkly: “Th e Axial 
Period too ended in failure. History went on.”  So breakthroughs  were not 
only preceded by breakdowns, they  were followed by breakdowns. History 
indeed. Th e insights, however, at least the ones we know of, survived. Th e 
very failures that followed them stimulated repeated eff orts to recover the 
initial insights, to realize the so far unrealized possibilities. It is this that has 
given such dynamism to the axial traditions. But important though these 
traditions are to us, and Weil reminds us that any talk of an axial age is cul-
turally autobiographical— the axial age is axial because of what it has meant 
to us— these traditions give us no grounds for triumphalism. Th e failures 
have been many and it is hard to gauge the successes. It is hard to say that we 
today, particularly today, are living up to the insights of the great axial proph-
ets and sages. But it is time to take a closer look.
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ancient israel
Although everyone who has seriously discussed the axial age has included 
ancient Israel as an axial case, it is clear that theory, if we defi ne it narrowly 
as “thinking about thinking,” was not an Israelite concern. Th e wisdom tra-
dition, already present in archaic Mesopotamia and Egypt, was well devel-
oped in Israel, but only incipiently engaged in logical argument as compared, 
say, to Greek philosophy. Nonetheless, ancient Israel clearly meets the stan-
dard for which we argued in the introductory section if we remember the 
importance of external memory, the preoccupation with and criticism of 
texts, and the conscious evaluation of alternative grounds for religious and 
ethical practice. To use Momigliano’s language, as cited above, the texts that 
 were being put together in ancient Israel did indeed contain “new models of 
reality” that operated as “a criticism of, and alternative to, the prevailing 
models.” Th ough these new models  were still usually expressed in narrative 
form, they involved such fundamental rethinking of religious and po liti cal 
assumptions that they had a powerful theoretic dimension. It will be our 
task  here to see how exactly these new models came into existence.

From the point of view of a modern historical approach, the data concern-
ing ancient Israel, and the scholarly interpretations of the data, are very 
nearly baffl  ing. What we have to work with is essentially the Hebrew Bible, 
what Christians call the Old Testament, with some archaeological evidence 
and some appearance of Israel in the archives of neighboring societies, but, 
in the end, it is the Bible that is the primary source. Th e problem is that after 
200 years of intensive scholarship there is still only weak and contested con-
sensus on such elementary facts as the dating of various biblical texts. Much 
of the Bible presents itself as history— not, of course, in the modern sense of 
critical historiography but as a more or less continuous narrative extending 
from the creation to the fi fth century bce. But every page of that narrative 
serves some religious purpose and can only be of use for the reconstruction 
of “what really happened” by the most painstaking scholarly analysis, if at 
all. And the “if at all” is not a minor addendum: one tendency in contempo-
rary biblical scholarship is to say that we will never know what really happened 
and that we must deal with the Bible as it is, namely a collection of stories, 
some of which may have some connection with actual individuals who lived 
in ancient Israel, but we don’t know what. Th is is not an escape open to me. 
My comparative historical undertaking requires that I give some historical 
reality to the data or not use it at all. My strategy is to follow as far as possible 
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some reputable scholars, while putting aside after careful consideration the 
views of others, and to use my common so cio log i cal sense of what is probable 
and what is not probable when the scholarly guidance is confl icting.

What I have found has been in many ways surprising to me, and, though 
not surprising to experts in the fi eld, may be surprising to readers of this 
book. Some scholars believe that the entire history of Israel was created out 
of  whole cloth in the Persian period (538 bce to 333 bce) or even in the Hel-
lenistic period (333 bce to 165 bce). It seems apparent to me that we know 
very little indeed about the premonarchical history of Israel, with only a little 
evidence for late- premonarchical society. Th is means that the fi ve books of 
Moses— the Pentateuch or the Torah— is folktale, legend, and epic, created 
or, at best, elaborated from the sketchiest of fragments, in the monarchical 
period or later. Th e transition from tribal to monarchical society as described 
in Judges through 1 Kings, seems to me in outline plausible, though in detail 
often dubious. To one raised on the idea that what made Israel diff erent 
from its pre de ces sors was that it was based on history, not myth, it has come 
as a shock that the single most central fi gure in the Hebrew Bible, Moses, 
has no more historicity than Agamemnon or Aeneas. But that the epic— 
the story of Moses, the Exodus, and the revelation at Sinai— was given its 
present form in the monarchy, perhaps in the seventh century, many centu-
ries after the supposed events to be sure, seems much more likely to me than 
the so- called minimalist scenario that it was the product of an even much 
later date.

Th e reason I  can’t believe the so- called minimalist scenario is that I see 
no reason why the inhabitants of a small colonial province under Persian or 
Greek rule would have any need to create the history of the united, then 
divided, then obliterated monarchy, or the Moses/Exodus epic either. Th e 
issue that almost the entire Hebrew Bible deals with is the issue of God and 
king, the central issue of archaic society, in a couple of marginal kingdoms 
under tremendous strain in the tumultuous mid- fi rst millennium bce. To 
be sure the Babylonian exile gave rise to an enormous sense of loss, but I fail 
to understand the depth of that feeling if nothing at all had really been lost, 
if the kingdoms of Israel and Judah  were largely fi ctions of the Persian or 
Hellenistic periods. I am thus inclined to go with a quite modifi ed tradi-
tional chronology rather than with the radical revisionists. I am aware that 
what I am calling a “modifi ed traditional chronology” will still seem quite 
radical to many readers.

A condensed chronology may help the reader follow the discussion:
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 Mid- 13th c. bce Moses (traditional dating)
 1208 First mention of Israel in Egyptian rec ords
 ca. 1200– 1000 Premonarchical tribes of Israel and Judah
 ca. 1030– 1010 Saul as king of Israel
 ca. 1010– 970 David as king of Judah and Israel
 ca. 970– 930 Solomon as king of Judah and Israel
 ca. 930– 722 Divided monarchy of Judah and Israel
 722 Assyrian conquest of (northern) kingdom of Israel
 640–609 Josiah as king of Judah
 587 Babylonian conquest of (southern) kingdom of Judah
 587–538 Babylonian exile
 539 Conquest of Babylonia by Cyrus the Persian
 538 First exiles return to Judah
 333 Alexander conquers Persian Empire, including Judah
 140–63 Hasmonean monarchy
 65 Roman conquest of Palestine

Even though some traditions, particularly in the book of Judges, may go 
back to the premonarchical period, only one par tic u lar text, written in the 
oldest Hebrew in the Bible, namely the song of Deborah (Judges 5), may 
possibly be dated to the premonarchical era. Nonetheless, even if memories 
of a premonarchical past  were recorded only in monarchical or later times, 
the fact that such memories play such a prominent role in the Hebrew Bible 
is itself of great signifi cance. In ancient Mesopotamia and Egypt the divine 
creation of order out of preexisting chaos involved integrally the institution of 
kingship. Although we know from archaeological evidence that there was in 
both cases a long period of premonarchical development, that fact has been 
elided from the cultural memory. Of course the Israelite monarchy was a 
latecomer— monarchy in Mesopotamia and Egypt was thousands of years old 
by the time of Saul, David, and Solomon. Still, that the premonarchical 
period— remembered, elaborated, or invented— should have had such a 
prominent role in Israel (the fi rst seven books of the Bible are concerned with 
it) requires an explanation. Several plausible explanations have been given: (1) 
premonarchical stories  were used to legitimate the monarchy; (2) premonar-
chical stories  were used to criticize the monarchy; (3) after the fall of the 
monarchy, premonarchical stories  were used to assure the Israelites that they 
could continue to exist after the monarchy as they had before it. Th ere is 
probably some truth in all these explanations.
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Given that every motive for “remembering” the premonarchical period 
was tendentious, it is hard, even with the help of archaeology, to say very 
much about premonarchical society. If there  were a people called Israel in the 
hill country of northern Palestine in the late thirteenth century, as the vic-
tory stele of Pharaoh Merneptah indicates, it was of marginal importance, 
as it never appeared again in Egyptian (or any other) rec ords in the pre-
monarchical period. In all likelihood it was only one of several groups of 
inhabitants, of various origins, among whom a collective identity formed 
only gradually— Judah, for example, not being a part of Israel until the time 
of David. Although the power of New Kingdom Egypt in Palestine was in 
steep decline after 1200 bce, sporadic eff orts to defend trade routes from 
highland raiders led to Egyptian incursions involving occasional deportation 
of Palestinians to Egypt. Memories of such deportees who managed to re-
turn may have provided the nucleus of the Exodus/Moses narrative, though 
beyond the fact that Moses is an Egyptian name, there is little evidence to go 
on. But that we have any of Moses’s own words, much less that the enormous 
corpus of laws contained in Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy 
 were literally delivered by Moses, is believed by almost no scholars today. Yet 
the Torah, the fi rst fi ve books of the Bible, has been at the heart of Jewish 
worship for over 2,000 years. Where did it come from and how did it attain 
its centrality? Th ese are not easy questions to answer, if we can answer them 
at all, but even trying to answer them may lead us closer to what we most 
need to know.

Let us start by shifting from the opening books of the Bible— however 
central they are, they are not historical in the modern sense of the term— to 
what we can say with at least a little historical confi dence about early Israelite 
society. If we can use the books of Judges and 1 Samuel to give us some sense 
of what late premonarchical society was like, we can say that the term “Is-
rael” perhaps applied to a collection of hill peoples in central and northern 
Palestine, or ga nized mainly by kinship into lineages, clans, and tribes. Al-
though the idea that there  were twelve tribes is a fi ction— even in the Bible 
the lists of the twelve vary considerably— and we don’t know exactly of what 
a tribe consisted, there  were no stable structures above the tribal level. Sev-
eral tribes might unite under a charismatic war leader, such as Gideon or Je-
phthah, when threatened by neighboring peoples, but these alliances did not 
survive the crisis, nor was the relation between “Israelite” tribes entirely free 
of confl ict. I put the term Israelite in quotes because there is little ground for 
asserting a strong ethnic identity in the premonarchical period. In language 
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and culture the Israelites  were virtually indistinguishable from their “Ca-
naanite” neighbors. Th e isolated appearance of the term “Israel” in the Merne-
ptah Stele of 1208 bce tells us little or nothing about continuity or identity. 
Indeed, we might almost say that the Israelites  were Canaanites who lived in 
the hills, and Canaanites  were Canaanites who lived in the lowlands and 
along the coast (the Phoenicians are often identifi ed as “Canaanites”), or 
maybe it would be best to call them all simply Western Semites.

Alexander Joff e, arguing entirely from archaeological data, suggests that 
the period from roughly 1200 to 1000 bce, in what he calls the Levant, saw 
the collapse not only of the Egyptian and Hittite empires that had previously 
contested the area, but of many local city states or ga nized around a palace 
economy, the Phoenician cities being virtually the only ones able to maintain 
continuity through this period. In a pattern seen earlier of cyclical urbaniza-
tion and ruralization, the decline of cities was concomitant with a signifi cant 
increase in settlements in the hill country, where agriculture and herding 
 were combined. Joff e believes that these growing hill settlements  were not 
the product of signifi cant in- migration, though populations in the ancient 
Near East  were seldom without a variety of forms of movement, but  were 
composed mainly of indigenous “Canaanites.”  By the beginning of the 
tenth century bce, he notes, the revival of urban settlements, either the re-
covery of old towns or the establishment of new ones, was well under way, 
but rural settlements  were numerous enough and strong enough to play a 
part in subsequent po liti cal development: “Th e emergence of a rural compo-
nent, with strong networks of connections, also created for the fi rst time in 
the Southern Levant a meaningful social counterbalance to the power of 
cities. Th e Iron Age is the uneasy fusion of both urban and rural, where loci 
of politics, economics and culture are in constant tension.” 

But surely Israel was characterized by a distinct religion, long before the 
monarchy— think of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, much less Moses. For de-
cades the idea of religious distinctiveness in early Israel has steadily eroded. 
Yahweh, it seems, is not the original God of Israel, but a latecomer, arriving 
from, of all places, Edom, and generally identifi ed with the south: not only 
Edom but Midian, Paran, Seir, and Sinai (Judges 5:4; Habakkuk 3:3; Psalm 
68:8, 17). Th e original God of Israel was El, not Yahweh, as is evident in 
the patriarchal narratives: the name Isra- el means “El rules,” not “Yahweh 
rules”— that would be Isra- yahu. Or maybe not El, the personal name of the 
old urban Canaanite high god, but el, the generic West Semitic term for god, 
spirit, or ancestor. Perhaps in Genesis 32, Jacob at the ford of the Jabbok was 
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wrestling with a tribal “powerful being,” not the transcendent God, nor the 
con ve nient later resolution of the problem, an angel.

If in premonarchical times even tribes  were not clearly defi ned, the real 
focus of piety was on the family and the lineage. Recent scholarship has em-
phasized the importance of family religion, not only in ancient Israel but 
throughout the ancient Near East. Families worshipped ancestors (also called 
elim, plural of el ) and local gods, the “gods of the fathers,” or “house hold 
gods,” who might be represented by images, as in the case of the teraphim of 
Laban, stolen by Rachel (Genesis 31:30– 35). Karel van der Toorn has use-
fully characterized this early religion:

In the earliest phase of Israelite religion it would seem that religion was 
predominantly a matter of the family or the clan. Th e settlers of the 
central hill country lived in self- contained and largely self- suffi  cient 
communities . . .  Family religion was focused on the god of the settle-
ment. Th is god was the patron of the leading family and, by extension, 
of the local clan and the settlement. Allegiance to the clan god was 
concomitant with membership of the clan. Th e clan god was com-
monly a god of the Canaanite pantheon, El and Baal being the most 
commonly worshipped. Th e occurrence of Yahweh as clan god seems to 
have been exceptional.

Our knowledge of the “Canaanite pantheon” comes mainly from the rich 
trove of texts from the city of Ugarit in northern Syria in the second millen-
nium bce. Th ere are clear continuities with Israelite religion, but also clear 
discontinuities— Ugarit was destroyed well before our earliest evidence for 
Israel and was a city well to the north of the Israelite hill country, so, though 
continuities can be found, they must be used with caution. In addition, the 
term “El” could be used as a proper name for the Ugaritic high god, or simply 
as the generic word for “god.” Similarly Baal, the proper name of an impor-
tant Ugaritic god, is also simply the word for “lord” or “master.” Th us Rainer 
Albertz cautions against reading too much into terminological similarities:

However, regardless of the names of the gods whom the families chose 
to be their gods, at the level of family piety they lost any specifi c char-
acterization. Whether the early Israelite families worshipped El- Shaddai 
or El-’Olam or another El, as a family god this god had little more in 
common with the great god of heaven in the Ugaritic pantheon than 
the name. Th e cultic, local, historical and functional diff erentiations 
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within the world of the gods, which are a refl ection of po liti cal and so-
cial diff erentiations [in urban Ugarit], hardly play any role at the level of 
the family with its relatively simple social structure.

Just as the Madonna of one village in rural Italy was not viewed as the same 
as the Madonna in the next village, the El of one locality was not necessar-
ily identical with the El of another: for example, the El of Bethel relative to 
El Elyon of Jerusalem. Th e same was true for Baals and even local Yahwehs 
in early times.

It is tempting to see the religion of early Israel, with its local, decentral-
ized, clan “gods,” as similar to the tribal religions described in Chapter 3, 
and there is probably some truth in that idea. Early Israel was not, how-
ever, an isolated society or one surrounded only by tribal peoples. It was, 
rather, one of several “frontier societies,” as they have been called, close to 
and inevitably infl uenced by archaic societies with highly diff erentiated 
religious systems. Probably in premonarchical and certainly in early mo-
narchical Israel something of archaic polytheism was present. Most un-
settling has been the discovery that El’s consort Asherah was inherited by 
Yahweh when El and Yahweh  were merged (more on that shortly). Th e ex-
istence of a Mrs. God, so unseemly to Jewish and Christian orthodoxy, has 
become widely, though not universally, accepted.

Th ere is reason to believe that Yahweh became important only with the 
early state, a matter we must carefully consider. (Tribal societies under great 
external pressure have come up with “prophetic movements” oriented to 
high gods, as we saw in Australia in Chapter 3, so that remains a theoretical 
possibility in premonarchical Israel. But the near marginality of Yahweh in 
earliest Israel argues against that possibility in my view.) Certainly Yahweh 
as the national god did not displace the lineage and local gods, at least not 
for a long time. Albertz points out that family religion persisted well into the 
monarchical period, perhaps all through it. Personal names often referred to 
gods, but, he writes, “It is still in no way customary in the early monarchical 
period to give one’s children names containing Yahweh; this only changes in 
the late period of the monarchy.” 

Th e Early State

If we can speak of premonarchical Israel at all, it was a congeries of decentral-
ized local kin groups of various sizes, primarily hill dwellers, some of whom 
came together fi tfully under charismatic war leaders to defend themselves 
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against incursions from neighboring groups such as the Ammonites and from 
the coastal cities of the Philistines. Like similar groups everywhere, such 
people trea sure their autonomy, resist even permanent chieftainships, and de-
vote themselves to evading state control. It would seem that increasing military 
pressure, particularly from the Philistines, fi nally stimulated the emergence of 
an early state as a means of more eff ective self- defense. Alexander Joff e refers 
to Israel and Judah, as well as the trans- Jordanian states of Ammon and 
Moab that also emerged in the early fi rst millennium, as secondary states, 
developing out of interaction with older and more developed states in the 
area. Joff e characterizes these emerging states as “ethnicizing states,” sug-
gesting that they are less the creation of state structures for pre- state ethnic 
groups, than part of the very pro cess of the creation of ethnicity, which had 
not only po liti cal but economic and cultural, especially religious, sources.

Evidence for Israel and Judah as in de pen dent states dates only from the 
ninth century. According to the Bible, they splintered from the “united mon-
archy” of Saul, David, and Solomon in the late tenth century. Working only 
from archaeological data, Joff e argues that there was indeed a fairly large 
tenth- century state that included what would later become Israel and Judah 
and probably trans- Jordanian areas as well, but that it was weak and ephem-
eral, a creation of a local elite infl uenced by Phoenician models, but lacking 
a clear ethnic basis. Like some other ancient Near Eastern monarchies, it was 
a heterogeneous creation of a ruling elite, and included within it quite di-
verse groups of which Israel and Judah, or their component elements, as it is 
debatable whether these had yet become entities,  were only part. Th is tenth- 
century state probably tried to establish some kind of royal ideology, but ac-
cording to Joff e, it was “a fragile and perishable Potemkin Village, with a royal 
establishment that was not especially powerful.”  Joff e cautions against a 
premature eff ort to relate archaeological and literary evidence, but if his ar-
chaeological argument is sound, Saul, David, and Solomon sink into the 
sands of legend, if not entirely, then almost so. But Joff e himself points out 
that, however inadequate this tenth- century state was at the time, the mem-
ory that there had been such a state may have had powerful ideological con-
sequences, not only leading to the later provision of its alleged found ers with 
fascinating biographies, but supplying a source for an ideological unity that 
was almost surely lacking at the time.

In any case some signifi cant actors in the ninth- century states of Israel and 
Judah, which began to take on a degree of historical substantiality lacking 
in their tenth- century pre de ces sor, argued for a common religious culture 
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between the two, even though a contested one. Archaeological evidence sug-
gests that widespread literacy was lacking in Israel and Judah until the 
eighth century, so that earlier accounts  were orally transmitted, always a 
problematic pro cess, though written documents from the eighth or even the 
seventh century went though such a long pro cess of editing and rewriting 
that they are scarcely more reliable than oral accounts.

I have tried to show just how fragile our knowledge of the early monarchy 
is, and even more of the premonarchical period. And yet because of the im-
portance of premonarchical Israel for all later Israelite and Jewish/Christian/
Muslim history, we must try to characterize some of its signifi cant features. 
One such feature is that premonarchical Israel was, or was remembered as 
being, antimonarchical. Th e “judges,” who combined a number of roles, in-
cluding law giving,  were primarily war leaders, often with a charismatic 
aura. None of them, however, attempted to establish a chiefl y, much less a 
royal, lineage. When the Israelites said to Gideon after he had led the suc-
cessful war against the Midianites, “Rule over us, you and your son and your 
grandson also,” Gideon refused, saying, “Th e Lord will rule over you” (Judges 
8:22– 23). But when Gideon’s son, Abimelech attempted to make himself 
king, there  were rebellions that fi nally ended in his death.

After Abimelech had proclaimed himself king, Jotham, his younger brother, 
before fl eeing for his life, told the fable of the trees, satirizing kingship:

Th e Trees once went out
 to anoint a king over themselves.
So they said to the olive tree, “Reign over us.”
Th e olive tree answered them,
 Shall I stop producing my rich oil
 by which gods and mortals are honored
 and go to sway over the trees?”

Th e fi g tree prefers to produce its delicious fruit and the vine to produce the 
wine that “cheers gods and mortals” rather than rule. Th en the bramble ac-
cepts the off er, suggesting absurdly that the other trees “take refuge in my 
shade,” though he is likely to burst into fl ame and devour the other trees 
(Judges 9:7– 15).

Th e most famous warning of the dangers of kingship came from Samuel 
just before he anointed Saul, the fi rst king of Israel. Samuel is himself a com-
plex fi gure, the last of the “judges,” but also priest and “seer,” that is, a prophet 
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who can, among other things, foresee the future. Indeed, 1 Samuel tells us 
“the one who is now called a prophet was formerly called a seer” (1 Samuel 
9:9). It would seem that Samuel, the last of the seers, was the fi rst of the 
prophets, and that, as Frank Cross has argued, prophecy and kingship in Is-
rael  were born together and died together. In any case, Samuel’s response to 
the pop u lar demand for a king is prophetic in the classic sense. When the 
people demanded that Samuel give them a king, Samuel was displeased and 
prayed to the Lord. Th e Lord told Samuel, “Listen to the voice of the people 
in all that they say to you; for they have not rejected you, but they have re-
jected me from being king over them.” Th en Samuel reports the words of 
God’s solemn warning to the people:

Th ese will be the ways of the king who will reign over you; he will take 
your sons and appoint them to his chariots and to be his  horse men, and 
to run before his chariots; and he will appoint for himself commanders 
of thousands and commanders of fi fties, and some to plow his ground 
and to reap his harvest, and to make his implements of war and the 
equipment of his chariots. He will take your daughters to be his per-
fumers and cooks and bakers. He will take the best of your fi elds and 
vineyards and orchards and give them to his courtiers. He will take 
one- tenth of your grain and of your vineyards and give it to his court-
iers. He will take your male and female slaves and the best of your cattle 
and donkeys, and put them to his work. He will take one- tenth of your 
fl ocks, and you shall be his slaves. And in that day you will cry out be-
cause of your king, whom you have chosen for yourselves; but the Lord 
will not answer you in that day. (1 Samuel 8:6– 18)

If there are premonarchical memories  here, we cannot be certain what 
they are. Th at Yahweh was considered king in tribal Israel and that the 
choice of a human king was a kind of apostasy is almost surely a later idea. 
Samuel’s graphic picture of royal oppression could represent the experience 
of the Israelites under the monarchy, but tribal Israel knew what monarchies 
 were like— they had spent a good deal of energy avoiding them— so this 
negative image could be premonarchical. In the back and forth over the 
choice of a king the attitude of the Lord is not wholly negative. In telling 
Samuel to choose Saul, he seems to recognize the perils of the situation: “He 
shall save my people from the hand of the Philistines, for I have seen the suf-
fering of my people, because their outcry has come to me.” (1 Samuel 9:16)



Introduction and Ancient Israel 293

Even if the biblical account of Saul, David, and Solomon cannot be taken 
at face value, the depiction of these three fi gures may give us some idea of the 
pro cess of creating the early state in Israel. First of all, Saul was not exactly 
king of “all Israel”; he was king over “Gilead, the Ashurites, Jezreel, Ephraim, 
and Benjamin” (2 Samuel 2:9). Neither the northernmost tribes nor Judah 
 were included. He seems only modestly more powerful than the “judges” 
who preceded him: he ruled not from a capital city but from his own estate; 
he relied on levies from the tribes under his control but had no army of his 
own; he apparently had no system of taxes and corvée. In terms of what we 
saw in Chapter 4, Saul looks more like a paramount chief than a king.

With David we begin to see the outline of an archaic monarchy: he had a 
personal army including non- Israelite troops (though we  can’t read too much 
about ethnicity into this early period); he captured Jerusalem, a Jebusite city, 
that then belonged to him personally (the city of David) rather than to any 
tribe; in a rather strange addendum to the David story (2 Samuel 24), David 
ordered a census as the fi rst step toward more intense po liti cal control, but he 
subsequently repented of it and God punished him for it.

With Solomon the outline was substantially fi lled in. With the help of 
Phoenician artisans he built a temple to Yahweh in Jerusalem, with an adjoin-
ing palace for himself. He established extensive relations with neighboring 
powers and undertook matrimonial alliances with several of them. Whereas 
David fi nanced most of his activities with war booty, Solomon had to rely on 
taxation and forced labor. Whether the Solomon we know in the Bible was a 
real king or an archetype of kingship in Israel, his actions approximated 
Samuel’s dark warning to the Israelites about what life under a king would 
be like.

According to 1 Kings 11– 12, when Solomon died, the northern tribes re-
quested of Rehoboam, Solomon’s son and successor, that he “lighten the 
yoke that your father put on us.” Rehoboam, however, ignoring the advice of 
the elders of Judah and following the rash advice of his age- mates, threat-
ened the northern tribes with increasing, not lightening, their burden (heavy 
taxation and forced labor). Th e ten tribes of Israel thereupon revolted and 
chose Jeroboam to be their king. According to Rainer Albertz, one can see 
the revolt of Jeroboam and the northern tribes as an eff ort to return to the 
lighter rule of Saul, closer to the old tribal ideal of in de pen dence. A royal 
residence as a permanent power base in the north was not constructed for 
fi fty years after the separation from Judah. It also seems that there was a 
reference to an early version of the story of Moses and the Exodus as part of 
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the eff ort to legitimate the northern kingdom— the life of Jeroboam was even 
seen as paralleling the life of Moses as a liberator of his people from autocratic 
oppression. Again, whether these accounts contain some contemporary evi-
dence or  were constructed only considerably later, they testify to the contin-
ued ambivalence in the tradition about the institution of kingship.

But in Judah, whether from David and Solomon or only later, the full 
outline of archaic Near Eastern kingship gradually took shape. Much of the 
symbolism of sacred kingship comes down to us as focusing on the fi gure of 
David, found er of the royal lineage of Judah, and of Solomon, his son and 
fi rst successor, even if in fact the development was only gradual. Although 
elements of the old high pantheon of West Semitic gods had been known to 
tribal Israel, they became adapted to monarchical institutions in the devel-
oping royal theology of the early monarchy. Mark S. Smith has carefully 
described the pro cess. El, the original god of Israel, was, in ancient Ugarit 
married to Athirat and surrounded by their children, including morning and 
eve ning star gods, as well as sun and moon gods, but also the somewhat am-
biguous fi gure of Baal, sometimes seen as a son of El, sometimes as an out-
sider. In the Israelite version El had a consort, Asherah, and various children, 
including Astarte and Baal, but also Yahweh. Th is gave rise to a kind of 
cosmopolitan theology in which El or Elohim was the father of the gods of 
various peoples. Smith sees a remnant of this older idea surviving in the old 
poem included as chapter 32 of Deuteronomy:

When the most high (Elyon) allotted peoples for inheritance,
When He divided up humanity,
He fi xed the boundaries for peoples,
According to the number of divine sons:

For Yahweh’s portion is his people,
Jacob his own inheritance. (Deuteronomy 32:8– 9)

Other sons of El  were gods of other peoples. In the context of this “world 
theology” the reputed presence of chapels to the gods of Solomon’s various 
foreign wives would not be blasphemous, but would represent on the level of 
divinity the pattern of international relations established by the new monar-
chy. In this schema, Baal, the god of Tyre, but long known in premonarchi-
cal Israel, would be no par tic u lar threat.

Th is rather tolerant cosmopolitan theology, appealing to moderns on that 
account, was, however, to be replaced gradually by something  else suffi  -
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ciently diff erent that reconstructing the earlier pattern has been diffi  cult. 
Mark Smith characterizes the change as involving two parallel pro cesses: 
convergence and diff erentiation. Th e primary example of convergence was 
the growing idea that El and Yahweh  were two names for the same God; but 
it also involved the absorption into the fi gure of Yahweh of characteristics 
that had earlier belonged to Baal (storm god, war god). Diff erentiation in-
volved the idea that two gods, Yahweh and Baal, for example,  were incom-
patible, that it was wrong to worship both of them, even though the existence 
of the rejected god was not denied. It was convergence, not diff erentiation, 
that dominated the royal theology. In this it was similar to ancient Mesopo-
tamia and Egypt, where it was common to elevate one god above the others, 
or to combine in one the attributes of others.

Karel van der Toorn speculates that it was Saul who fi rst raised Yahweh to 
the status of the national God, even suggesting an Edomite strain in Saul’s 
genealogy that would account for the elevation of this hitherto rather mar-
ginal god. Van der Toorn also notes that the place from which David brought 
the ark of God to Jerusalem was Kiriath- jearim, in the heart of Saul’s home 
territory. By bringing the ark into Jerusalem and placing it on the site where 
the temple would later be built, David unmistakably claimed Yahweh as the 
God of his own kingship.

Th at Yahweh was the patron deity of the Judahite monarchy, and was ex-
alted above all other gods, would seem to be the case, but does not imply that 
Yahweh was the only god. Psalm 89, one of the royal psalms, has the follow-
ing to say in verses 3 to 7:

You said, “I have made a covenant with my chosen one,
 I have sworn to my servant David:
‘I will establish your descendants forever,
 And build your throne for all generations.’ ”
Let the heavens praise your wonders, O Lord,
 your faithfulness in the assembly of the holy ones.
For who in the skies can be compared to the Lord?
 Who among the heavenly beings is like the Lord,
a God feared in the council of the holy ones,
 great and awesome above all that are around him?

Th e idea of a high god, above all other gods, but still a god among gods, is 
part of the old Near Eastern royal pattern. What this pattern looked like in 



296 the  a x i a l  age  i

Mesopotamia is suggestive of what was coming to be in Jerusalem: “It is no 
exaggeration to state that ancient Mesopotamian civilization idealized 
static urban cultures, where kingship, temple cult, and the status of privi-
leged citizens maintained their formal Gestalten in the face of shifting po liti-
cal fortunes, and monumental architecture strove to replicate itself across the 
centuries as an anchor of collective civic vitality.” One additional feature 
was central in Jerusalem: the temple of Yahweh was located on a holy moun-
tain: Mount Zion, a mountain whose name summed up the Judahite royal 
complex.

If we can speak of a royal theology it is because the king is at the center of 
it: God’s chosen king, in the temple, on the holy mount, in the sacred city, in 
the land that, by extension, can as a  whole be called Zion. We can see— less 
in the narrative accounts of Samuel, Kings, and Chronicles, more in many of 
the psalms— the image of a king who is so close to the Lord that he is (al-
most) divine, that is, we can see in Judah what was common in the archaic 
Near East. At one place only in all the Hebrew scriptures, Psalm 45, verse 
6, the king is addressed as God:

Your throne, O God, endures forever and ever.

 Your royal scepter is a scepter of equity;
 you love righ teousness and hate wickedness
Th erefore God, your God, has anointed you
 with the oil of gladness beyond your companions

If the king is only once called God, his closeness to divinity is affi  rmed re-
peatedly: he is begotten by God (Psalm 2:7); he is the fi rstborn of God 
(Psalm 89:27); he is seated at the right hand of God (Psalm 110:1). Th e 
notion of divine kingship in Israel is contrary to our preconceptions and is 
almost always denied. Steven Holloway, writing about a similar tendency 
among scholars of ancient Mesopotamia where divine kingship has also of-
ten been denied, writes, “Th e problem is not the elastic conception of the 
divine in ancient Mesopotamia but our modern rigid notion of the meaning 
of godship, and the misleading translations and interpretive shortfalls it oc-
casions.” For us, and in good part because of later developments in the re-
ligion of Israel to which we are heir, there is an ontological chasm between 
the divine and the human that simply  wasn’t there in the archaic mind. 
Th ere was a  whole hierarchy of gods: high gods, their wives, children, and 
grandchildren, their messengers— even the spirits of the dead  were called 
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“gods.” If mountains could be divinized, so could extraordinary humans, 
and who more likely than the king? Th at “David,” meaning David’s lineage, 
should be chosen for kingship “forever” is already so extraordinary that it 
points to a signifi cant diff erence that puts the king “beyond your compan-
ions,” as Psalm 89 has it. I don’t mean to deny that the king was often de-
picted as the servant of God, or that the king could be chastised by God. In 
that same Psalm 89 which so exalts the king, God says that if David’s chil-
dren “violate my statutes,” he will “punish their transgression with the rod,” 
but still God says, “I will not remove from him my steadfast love . . .  I will 
not violate my covenant” (Psalm 89:30– 33). Th e promise of “forever” tran-
scended the sins of those to whom it was made, raising the question of con-
ditional versus unconditional covenants that will have to be considered later. 
Th e destruction of the dynasty by the Babylonians caused a crisis for ancient 
Israelite theology, but one they  were able to surmount, as we will see.

Th ere is clearly a tension between the narrative account of the origin of 
kingship in ancient Israel and the symbolism of kingship as refl ected in 
psalms that  were perhaps written for enthronement ceremonies in the tem-
ple. In the narrative, kingship had a quite specifi c historical beginning. In 
the coronation hymns, not only will the kingship last forever, its origins are 
in the creation itself. Jon Levenson fi nds that “the cosmic- mythological sym-
bols of creation,” so closely linked to ancient Near Eastern kingship, but 
supposedly absent in Israel,  were in fact present there as well. He quotes 
Psalm 89:25 in this regard:

I will set his hand upon the sea,
His right hand upon the rivers.

In the ancient Ugaritic myths, the high god El overcame the chaos of the 
waters, seas and rivers, in the act of creating the world (fragments of this ver-
sion of creation are found in various places in the Hebrew scriptures, and 
even alluded to in Genesis 1:1 which suggests that chaos was present at the 
beginning of time and that God brought order into it). In Psalm 89:26 the 
king is described as participating in this divine act of creation, leading Lev-
enson to note, “Creation, kingship, and temple thus form an indissoluble 
triad, the containment of the sea is the continuing proof of their eternal va-
lidity (e.g., Psalm 93).”

Some scholars interpret these mythological overtones to the Zion complex 
as a result of the absorption of Jebusite beliefs by the Israelites after their 
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conquest of Jerusalem, which was an old Canaanite city. Th e point is not 
that the Israelites absorbed ethnically alien ideas, but that tribal Israel was 
becoming an urban kingdom, and absorbing an urban kingly ideology. 
Th ere may already have been a temple in Jerusalem before the conquest, and 
Zadok, David’s choice as one of the two high priests, may already have been 
the Jebusite priest of that temple (though he was later given an Aaronic lin-
eage). Th e other high priest was Abiathar, who had served as David’s high 
priest before the conquest. In any case, Psalm 48:2 identifi es Zion with the 
Peak of Zaphon, the mountain of the gods in northern Syria known from 
the Ugaritic texts, and not with Jerusalem.

Th ere are two further implications of the cosmic- mythological nature of 
the Zion-temple- city- king complex that require noting. One is the idea of 
inviolability— concretely, the inviolability of Jerusalem. Levenson suggests 
that the cryptic statement of the Jebusites just before David’s attack on Jeru-
salem that “you will not come in  here, even the blind and the lame will turn 
you back” (2 Samuel 5:6) implies that the Jebusites already had the idea that 
Jerusalem was impregnable, an idea that the Israelites would take over from 
them. Levenson writes, “Th e note of absolute security in the face of the grim-
mest military facts becomes a central theme in the hymns of Zion that  were 
sung in the days of the Judahite monarchy.” Th e eventual destruction of 
Jerusalem and the temple in 587 bce was traumatic and had enormous con-
sequences, but the inviolability of Zion could be maintained if Zion and the 
city of Jerusalem  were seen as transhistorical realities.

Th e other implication of the Zion complex worth noting is empire. In 
retrospect David and Solomon  were said to have ruled from the river (the 
Euphrates) to the borders of Egypt. But if the king of Judah was the Lord’s 
anointed, and Yahweh ruled over all the gods, then, in principle, all the na-
tions must bow down to Zion. Th e Lord of hosts rules “to the ends of the 
earth”; he is “exalted among the nations, exalted in the earth” (Psalm 46:10). 
In the Near Eastern royal tradition, the great king, the king of kings, is, in 
principle, the ruler of the cosmos. Th at Judah was a small state, often subser-
vient to powerful empires, did not keep the Davidic royal theology from 
making universal claims, claims that would eventually be seen as to be real-
ized only in the end times.

Yahweh Alone

What we have seen so far is the emergence in Israel, or at least in Judah, of a 
classic Near Eastern monarchy, with all its attendant ideology. Israel has moved 
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from being a tribal society to being an archaic society with an early state. As 
secondary states, Israel and Judah did not need to invent archaic culture 
from scratch— they could take much of it over from the surrounding high 
cultures, giving what they borrowed a new twist, the dominance of the god 
Yahweh for example, though his uniqueness is not evident from the early 
monarchical period. But if the early Israelite states  were typically archaic, of 
what interest would they be in trying to understand the axial age? Some-
thing did happen to shake the archaic pattern to its foundations, something 
that would restructure it, though not destroy it. It is to that change that we 
must now turn.

If one read only the fi ve books of Moses, the Torah, the heart and soul of 
Israelite and Jewish religion since the fi fth century bce, one could discern 
the archaic pattern only with diffi  culty, only as a shadow. Th e shadow cast 
over the archaic pattern, and over Mount Zion, is the shadow of Sinai, and 
the shadow cast over the fi gure of David is that of Moses. I am quite aware 
that the Bible says that Sinai and Moses long preceded Zion and David, and 
I would not deny that some fragmentary knowledge may be quite old, 
though more likely of Moses than of Sinai. But the great edifi ce of the Torah 
is late monarchical at the earliest and probably much of it is exilic or postex-
ilic. Because the Bible has no interest in showing us how the Torah evolved, 
we must look to other, more perilous, means to discern the pro cess.

Th e most obvious place to look is the emergence of the idea of Yahweh as 
the only God that it was legitimate for Israelites to worship, in place of the 
cosmopolitan theology that, although placing Yahweh fi rst among the gods, 
did not deny that other gods could still legitimately receive their due. What 
we see  here is what Mark Smith calls diff erentiation, in contrast to the con-
vergence that seems to have been characteristic of the royal theology. El, as 
we have noted, was never conceived as “foreign,” and was accepted by all 
parties as a synonym for Yahweh; other gods, certainly Baal and Asherah, 
came to be denounced as alien, and their worship as a rejection of Yahweh, 
who was to be diff erentiated from them. Although this pro cess has often 
been characterized as “the growth of mono the ism,” it is probably better to 
refer to it with the term introduced by Morton Smith, the Yahweh- alone 
movement, for devotion to Yahweh did not mean the denial of other gods, 
only the obligation not to worship them.

Th e data as usual are highly problematic, but it would seem that the Yahweh- 
alone movement appeared fi rst in the north, in the kingdom of Israel. What 
historical reality lies behind the legends of Elijah and Elisha in ninth- century 
Israel is hard to say— they exist in a world of remarkable miracles— but their 
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devotion to Yahweh and their fi erce hostility to all other gods is the most 
notable thing about them. Th e stories about them seem to fl oat free from the 
Deuteronomistic framework in which 1 and 2 Kings place them. Th ey de-
nounce above all the Baal worship of King Ahab’s wife Jezebel, and warn of 
the punishments that will follow such disloyalty, thus following the pattern 
of Deuteronomistic history that characterizes all the books from Joshua to 2 
Kings, but the ecstatic intensity of their hostility seems to transcend the in-
terpretive framework and to suggest the early emergence of an extreme devo-
tion to Yahweh alone. An adequate explanation for this development is be-
yond us, but there are a few background factors that might give us some 
context for such a development.

If the traditions concerning Jeroboam have any validity, Israel (as opposed 
to Judah) was religiously conservative, rejecting the incipient royal theology 
centered on Jerusalem, its temple and its king. Th e Bible denounces Je-
roboam for setting up “golden calves” at Bethel and Dan. It is very possible 
that these old Israelite sanctuaries already had such images. Th e “molten sea” 
in Solomon’s temple was said to stand on “twelve oxen” (1 Kings 7:25), but 
no one claimed they  were worshipped, which was the charge against the im-
ages at Bethel and Dan, hard to adjudicate at this remove. In any case Yah-
weh was the national God of Israel, and, calves or not, was the God wor-
shipped at Bethel and Dan. But monarchy was less fi rmly established in 
Israel than in Judah: assassination followed assassination; dynasty followed 
dynasty, many too brief even to be called dynasties. Internal troubles  were 
matched with external troubles. Israel was exposed to attack from the Ar-
ameans of Damascus, and the growing threat of Assyrian imperial power 
from the ninth century. On top of all this, enmity with Judah was constant, 
broken only by occasional truces.

Th e legends of Elijah and Elisha indicate fervent devotion to Yahweh and 
bitter opposition, not only to the worship of other gods, particularly Baal, 
but to any worship of Yahweh that involved images or other practices simi-
lar to the worship of other gods. Although Elijah refers to Abraham, Isaac, 
and Jacob, often thought to be ancestors of various northern lineages, com-
bined in one line of descent only later, there is no mention of Moses or Si-
nai. Elijah was famously called to go south to Mount Horeb (Deuterono-
my’s term for Sinai) to receive a revelation, one that comes not through 
storm or earthquake but through the “still, small voice” of Yahweh, yet 
there is no explicit reference to Moses at Horeb, and some have even sug-
gested that the Moses story was based on the Elijah story rather than the 
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other way around. Th e traditions indicate severe tension between the 
prophets and the royal  house, particularly Ahab and even more, his queen, 
Jezebel. It is possible that the practices sanctioned by the royal  house  were 
quite ancient and it was the prophets who  were the radical innovators, but 
the social location of the struggle between prophet and king/queen is diffi  -
cult to reconstruct from the evidence we have.

From the middle of the eighth century bce, when prophets appeared who 
for the fi rst time left written rec ords, the social situation in both Israel and 
Judah was showing signs of severe stress. All across the Near East and East-
ern Mediterranean the eighth century seems to have been a time of consider-
able economic growth, the social consequences of which  were destabilizing. 
Th e commercialization of agriculture meant that large land holdings  were 
profi table, whereas smallholdings devoted solely to subsistence,  were becom-
ing anachronistic. In times of drought or other diffi  culty, small farmers had 
to resort to moneylenders, often large landholders. Th e laws of credit  were 
such that small farmers became in eff ect debt slaves, or  were even sold into 
slavery to meet their creditors’ demands. All of this greatly undermined the 
eff ectiveness of the extended kinship system. Because Israel was larger and 
richer than Judah, these conditions may have been worse in the north. In 
addition, Assyrian intervention in the Levant, sporadic since the ninth cen-
tury, was growing more intense in the closing de cades of the eighth. Th e lit-
erary prophets  were reacting strongly both to the growth of social injustice 
and to the problems of foreign policy.

Two of the early literary prophets, Amos and Hosea, appeared fi rst in the 
north, though Amos came originally from Judah. Th ey are just as concerned 
with the proper worship of Yahweh and just as hostile to his rivals as  were the 
Elijah/Elisha legends, but there is a new note of personal intensity because 
we have their own words (of course it is always diffi  cult to know what are 
their own words and what was added later). I have already noted the impor-
tance of family or personal religion in the ancient Near East and in early Is-
rael, but that is not what Amos and Hosea are expressing. Rather they are 
describing a personal relation between Yahweh and the children of Israel that 
seems strikingly diff erent from anything before. Hosea’s meta phors are par-
ticularly intense: Israel is the unfaithful wife of Yahweh, rejecting Yahweh’s 
love, although Yahweh is willing to take her back in spite of her unfaithful-
ness. God tells Hosea to enact the relation of Yahweh and Israel by taking a 
prostitute as his wife as a parable to the people: “And the Lord said to me, 
‘Go again, love a woman who is beloved of a paramour and is an adulteress; 
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even as the Lord loves the people of Israel, though they turn to other gods’ ” 
(Hosea 3:1).

Even more poignant is Hosea’s picture of God as a rejected parent:

When Israel was a child, I loved him,
 and out of Egypt I called my son.
Th e more I called them,
 the more they went from me;
they kept sacrifi cing to the Baals,
 and burning incense to idols.
Yet it was I who taught Ephraim to walk,
 I took them up in my arms;
 but they did not know that I healed them.
I led them with cords of compassion,
 with the bands of love,
and I became to them as one
 who eases the yoke on their jaws,
 and I bent down to them and fed them. (Hosea 11:1– 4)

Although I think such passages are essential to understanding Hosea, they 
are quantitatively outweighed by far by invective against the sins of the 
people and the description of the judgments that will come down upon 
them, as is true of all the prophets. Th e prophets  were angry men speaking 
for an angry God, yet, critically, a loving God, willing to forgive the truly 
repentant.

Although the sins that provoked Elijah and Elisha  were almost entirely cul-
tic, there is a signifi cant new note in the literary prophets, most clearly dis-
cerned early in Amos, though characteristic of all of them: the sins they de-
nounce are not just cultic, but ethical, especially the oppression of the weak 
and the poor by the strong and the rich. Amos, like Hosea, stresses the special 
relation between Yahweh and Israel, making Israel’s unfaithfulness all the 
more terrible: “You only have I known/ of all the families of the earth;/ there-
fore I will punish you/ for all your iniquities” (Amos 3:2). Among those iniqui-
ties are the following:

Th us says the Lord:
“For three transgressions of Israel,
 and for four I will not revoke the punishment;
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because they sell the righ teous for silver
 and the needy for a pair of shoes—
they that trample the head of the poor into the dust of the earth,
 and turn aside the way of the affl  icted.” (Amos 2:6– 7)

Not only did Amos and the other prophets criticize cultic sins, they  were 
critical of ritual altogether if people imagined it could outweigh ethical fail-
ures. In a famous passage Amos transmits the word of God:

“I hate, I despise your feasts,
 and I take no delight in your solemn assemblies . . .  
Take away from me the noise of your songs;
 To the melody of your harps I will not listen.
But let justice roll down like the waters,
 and righ teousness like an ever- fl owing stream. (Amos 5:21, 23– 24)

And Amos sees God as the God of all peoples, even if the relation with Israel 
is special:

Are you not like the Ethiopians to me,
 O people of Israel? Says the Lord.
Did I not bring Israel up from the land of Egypt
 and the Philistines from Caphtor
 and the Arameans from Kir?
Th e eyes of the Lord God are upon the sinful kingdom,
 and I will destroy it from the face of the earth
 —except that I will not utterly destroy the  house of Jacob. 
(Amos 9:7– 8)

As noted above, prophecy coexists with monarchy in the history of an-
cient Israel (we will have to consider the special case of Moses below) as part 
of the same syndrome. Can we see a struggle for the very defi nition of the 
relation between Yahweh and people going on between prophets and kings? 
Th e royal theology, in classic archaic form, sees the relation of God and 
people as necessarily mediated by the king. Individuals and families may 
have their own cults, but the kingdom as a  whole relates to God only 
through the king. It is this understanding that the prophets challenge: for 
them God relates directly to the people. From the beginning, prophets kept 
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their distance from the king; had their own channel to Yahweh, so to speak. 
Samuel criticized Saul; even David was criticized by Nathan. It would be 
wrong to see the prophets as simply opposed to the kings: they existed to-
gether in an uneasy symbiosis. What the prophets insisted on was that the 
king had no monopoly in relation to Yahweh. At times the confl ict was in-
tense, as between Elijah and Jezebel, but only Hosea in the last catastrophic 
moments of the northern kingdom rejected kingship altogether:

I will destroy you, O Israel;
 who can help you?
Where now is your king to save you?
 where are all your princes to defend you—
Th ose of whom you said,
 “Give me a king and princes”?
I have given you kings in my anger,
 and I have taken them away in my wrath. (Hosea 13:9– 11)

Th e prophets, the earliest exponents of the Yahweh- alone position, claimed 
that they  were more truly “called” by Yahweh than  were the kings. Prophecy 
in the sense of a personal call, or even possession by the divinity, is wide-
spread, not only in the Near East, but among tribal and archaic peoples 
generally, as we have seen. But in most cases prophets  were marginal, an-
swering the needs of the common people, or off ering advice and support to 
rulers, as many prophets did in Israel. Th e capacity of the great prophets of 
Israel to challenge kings directly is an indication of the weakness of monar-
chy, especially in the north, both internally and in face of external threat, 
and the consequent inability of kings to control various groups of their liter-
ate subjects. Th e great prophets claimed to be called, but the message with 
which they  were entrusted was one of judgment and hope directed to both 
kings and people, and it was above all the demand to worship Yahweh alone.

So far we have concentrated on the prophets oriented to the northern 
kingdom, Amos and Hosea, and Hosea is important not only in himself but 
also for the strong continuity between his language and that of Deuteron-
omy. Still, we cannot forget Isaiah, also a late eighth- century prophet. Isaiah, 
in many senses the quintessential prophet, was of Jerusalemite priestly back-
ground and, rather than rejecting the Davidic royal theology, managed to 
transcend it from within. His call, as recounted in Isaiah 6, occurred in a 
magnifi ed vision of the temple, but it was Isaiah as prophet, not the king, 
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who was called. Nonetheless Isaiah, whose denunciations of kings and peo-
ple for both ethical and cultic sins  were no less emphatic than his northern 
confreres, remained loyal to the ideal of Zion, the inviolability of Jerusalem, 
and the continuation of the Davidic kingship, even if only as an ideal pro-
jected into a future “Day of the Lord,” when all things would be put right. 
How much of this goes back to Isaiah himself and how much was developed 
later by the tradition stemming from him is hard to say, but it is in good part 
due to Isaianic tradition that the idea of King/Jerusalem/Zion was never 
wholly replaced by the idea of Moses/Sinai/Covenant.

In their demand for the worship of Yahweh alone, the prophets  were a 
distinct minority as is evident from the Bible itself where generation after 
generation of both kings and people are condemned for worshipping other 
gods. Ziony Zevit suggests that the evidence for the worship of several gods, 
and of Yahweh with his consort in par tic u lar, is widespread in the archaeo-
logical record, not only in the “high places” of pop u lar worship, but in the 
Jerusalem temple: “Th e Jerusalem temple itself refl ected this polydoxy. Along 
with the YHWH cult, for most of the history of the institution, other deities 
 were also worshiped.”  But if, at least until the exile and perhaps even then, 
only a minority heeded the prophetic admonition, it was, nonetheless, a sig-
nifi cant minority, one with the capacity to elaborate the tradition well be-
yond what the early literary prophets themselves had said. Although 1 and 2 
Kings suggest that several kings, in Judah though not in Israel, notably He-
zekiah and Josiah,  were sympathetic to the Yahweh- alone movement and 
instituted reforms in accordance with its program, the fi rst clear indication 
that such a movement had been gathering strength comes during the reign of 
Josiah, when, during renovations to the temple, a book was discovered that is 
widely believed to be an early draft of what we know as the fi fth book of 
Moses, Deuteronomy.

Th e Deuteronomic Revolution

Th e book of Deuteronomy as we have it has certainly gone through several 
recensions, but the text is distinct enough in both form and content that it is 
a critical reference point for looking back at the fi rst four books of Moses and 
forward to the historical books. What have come to be called “the Deuterono-
mists” have been seen as contributing a central, perhaps the central, strand of 
Israel’s faith, but who  were the Deuteronomists? Who exactly created the tra-
dition that took its fi rst defi nitive form with the discovery of “Deuteronomy” 
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in the temple in 621 bce we cannot know, but Geller, following 2 Kings 22, 
gives us an important indication: “It is worth noting that the committee 
that brought the Book of the Law to Josiah’s attention consisted of Hilkiah 
the high priest and Shaphan the scribe. It was then confi rmed as true by 
Huldah the prophetess. Th e list may be viewed as an indication of the major 
wings of the Deuteronomic co ali tion.”  Th e prophetic background is clear, 
for the zeal that characterized the prophetic Yahweh- alone movement was at 
the center of Deuteronomic faith. But the presence of the high priest and a 
royal scribe is also signifi cant. Each was located within a tradition that over-
lapped with the prophetic tradition but was not wholly absorbed into it. Th e 
priestly tradition with its focus on the temple, the sacrifi ce and the actual 
encounter of the high priest with the presence of God in the Holy of Holies 
in the temple, gave rise to its own literary tradition, one that perhaps com-
pleted the editing of the Torah. And royal scribes  were educated in the Isra-
elite form of the ancient Near Eastern tradition of wisdom, handed down in 
such biblical books as Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and Job. Th e wisdom tradition 
was above all one of instruction, of teaching, and of the relation of teacher 
and student, all of which  were taken up into the Deuteronomic understand-
ing of Israelite religion.

Th e very core of the Deuteronomic tradition, one that gave the religion of 
ancient Israel its fundamental defi nition, was the Covenant. Where did this 
idea come from and what did it mean? We have already seen how central 
the idea of covenant was in the Judahite royal theology, where the covenant 
was above all between Yahweh and the  house of David. Covenant was a 
widespread feature of ancient Near Eastern ideology. At one time it was 
thought that the Hittite suzerainty treaty of the second millennium bce 
provided the model on which the Mosaic covenant was based. More re-
cent work, including the exhaustive study of Moshe Weinfeld, suggests that 
it was the Assyrian treaty model that had the decisive infl uence on Deuter-
onomy. Th e possibility of a powerful Assyrian model for central elements 
in Israelite religion requires that we back up for a moment to consider the 
international situation that gave rise to both the literary prophets and the 
Deuteronomists.

Th e Assyrian Empire (more properly the Neo- Assyrian Empire, 934– 610 
bce) represented a new level of intensity, both militarily and ideologically, 
compared to previous Near Eastern empires. By the eighth century the fe-
rocity of the Assyrian conquest, involving  wholesale destruction and depor-
tation, roused both fear and a desperate desire to resist in all the Levantine 
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states, including Israel and Judah. Th e military menace of Assyria was paral-
leled by intense ideological pressure. Although the Assyrians worshipped 
more than one god, Aššur was the god of king and empire, par excellence, 
and all subject peoples  were required to recognize his predominance. Th e 
enormous creativity of Israelite religion from Hosea to Jeremiah and includ-
ing the early versions of the Pentateuch (that is, late eighth through the 
seventh centuries) must be seen, then, as in part responses to the Assyrian 
challenge.

Religious re sis tance to Assyria took the form of an exclusive reliance on 
Yahweh, as against the pressure to recognize Aššur; if the Yahweh- alone 
movement originated before the period of intense Assyrian pressure, it was 
greatly strengthened in response to it. Isaiah’s advice to Judah’s kings Ahaz 
and Hezekiah to avoid both anti- Assyrian alliances and submission to As-
syria, but instead to rely on Yahweh alone, is an expression of an intense, if 
not entirely realistic, religious re sis tance.

Once Hezekiah submitted to Assyria, followed in the same course by his 
son, the long- lived Manasseh, they  were linked by a suzerainty treaty to ac-
cept not only the Assyrian king as ruler, but the primacy of his god, Aššur. 
Such a treaty involved stipulations that the vassal must follow, and also bless-
ings and curses, often most terrible curses, for any breach of the treaty, any 
disloyalty. Further, it was the obligation of the vassal to “love” his suzerain, a 
love not reciprocated by the Assyrian king, for love in this case meant loy-
alty, required of the vassal but not of the suzerain. It is this kind of treaty, 
particularly the vassal treaties of Esarhaddon, that Deuteronomy took over 
and transformed, as we will consider shortly.

Weinfeld contrasts the vassal treaty, which sets up obligations on the part 
of the vassal and is thus conditional, with the grant treaty, which is an un-
conditional grant from the suzerain to a follower given as a reward for faith-
fulness. He fi nds the covenant with Abraham, involving the promise of land 
and progeny, as well as the covenant with David, involving the permanent 
succession of David’s  house, to be examples of grant covenants, but in both 
cases he fi nds that biblical language follows Assyrian models. Th us when 
God commends Abraham for having “kept my charge” (Genesis 26:5), the 
language echoes that of Aššurbanipal’s grant to a servant, as does the language 
of “serving perfectly,” having “walked before me,” and so forth. Th e language 
of covenant is, as noted above, ancient in the Near East— it goes back to Sumer 
and is found among the Hittites and others besides the Assyrians— but the 
biblical language is especially close to the Assyrian prototypes. Th is suggests 
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something about the dating of even the apparently “early” covenants with 
fi gures such as Abraham and David. We must not, however, overlook the sea 
change in the Israelite usage: Assyrian covenants  were between ruler and 
subject; Israelite covenants  were between God and human beings.

Th ough the unconditional grant covenants  were fundamental to Israel’s 
identity, it was the vassal covenants that provided the basic structure of Deu-
teronomy and its central formulation of Israelite religion. In both Assyrian 
and Israelite versions of the vassal covenant the subordinate must keep the 
stipulations of the treaty or face the most disastrous consequences: in Israel 
God, in Assyria the gods, will infl ict leprosy, blindness, violent death, rape, 
and invasion by “a nation you have not known” if the subordinate is dis-
loyal. In short, Deuteronomy (and perhaps most of the Pentateuch) comes 
out of a situation of unparalleled violence in which the northern kingdom 
had already been destroyed and many of its inhabitants deported, and Judah 
hung by an uneasy thread in a vassal relation to Assyria. In one reading, Ju-
dah, too, had felt the terrible wrath of Assyria in Sennacherib’s campaign 
against Hezekiah in 701 bce. Baruch Halpern argues for the historicity of 
the Assyrian claim that they destroyed the  whole Judean countryside and all 
forty- six fortifi ed towns except for Jerusalem, depopulating the rural areas in 
so doing. Th us, when Hezekiah fi nally submitted to Assyrian suzerainty, 
Judah was only a shadow of its former self. Although the countryside was 
denuded, the population of Jerusalem was swollen with refugees from the 
northern kingdom after its fall in 722 and from rural Judah from the cam-
paign of 701. Inevitably such drastic population shifts shattered the already 
weakened kinship ties still further. Th e memory of the Assyrian horror 
would linger, and dread of a new catastrophe that would fi nally engulf Jeru-
salem itself, would grow. If the prophets often threatened “terror,” one of 
Jeremiah’s favorite terms, the Assyrian example, in Jeremiah’s time replaced 
by the equally merciless Babylonians, was all too ready at hand.

Th ough the book of Deuteronomy was “discovered” in 621 at the time of 
King Josiah, its beginnings might well date from the time of King Manasseh 
(687– 643) when Esarhaddon (681– 669) was ruling and his vassal treaty 
would have been known in Judah. It is worth noting that the great early 
prophets for whom texts survive— Amos, Hosea, Isaiah, Micah— are all 
mid- to late eighth century, the time of the fi rst great Assyrian onslaught. 
During the seventh century, however, no major literary prophet appeared 
until Jeremiah began his preaching in 627, when Assyrian power was in de-
cline and new upheavals  were on the horizon. It might not be too wildly 
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hypothetical, therefore, to imagine that while public prophecy was in abey-
ance under the long, repressive rule of Manasseh, circles of those who would 
come to be called Deuteronomists  were already privately at work creating a 
counter- text to the dominant Assyrian ideological order.

Th e critical turn, and we can fi nd the beginnings of it in the eighth- century 
prophets, was the claim that though the kings of Israel and Judah  were subor-
dinate to the great kings of Assyria, Yahweh was by no means subordinate to 
Aššur. On the contrary, Assyria was in Yahweh’s control, not Aššur’s. Levan-
tine kings often broke their covenant with Assyria, usually with disastrous 
results. But for the incipient Deuteronomists, the covenant that counted was 
the covenant between Yahweh and the Children of Israel, and it was the be-
trayal of that covenant by the Israelites that gave them into the power of the 
Assyrians, who could only act in accord with the will of Yahweh.

What the eighth- century prophets held about the primacy of Yahweh was 
spelled out in detail not only in Deuteronomy but in Exodus. Th e fi gure of 
Moses, shadowy and marginal before, took on heroic proportions, narra-
tively in Exodus and “theologically” in Deuteronomy. Eckart Otto points 
out how much of the Moses story derives from Assyrian sources, the episode 
of Moses in the bulrushes based on the birth legend of Sargon, for 
example— yet was given a dramatically diff erent meaning:

Transferring the structure of events derived from the neo- Assyrian ac-
count to the people of Israel under Moses’ guidance, the authors of the 
Hebrew account denied prestige and authority to the Assyrian king. In 
the Moses- Exodus account, Moses fi gured as his anti- type due to the 
fact that it was Moses who, as a fi gure of Israel’s primeval history, medi-
ated between his people and the divine realm. Th at means that the 
royal function of mediation was transferred to an ideal fi gure of Israel’s 
past. With the denial of the concept of sacral kingship, its correspond-
ing ideas of society and its constituents  were rejected. For the authors of 
the Moses- Exodus account, “Israel” was constituted not by a state hier-
archy with the king as its central personality but by a covenant between 
YHWH and his people. Th is was not an idea of Judaean groups during 
the exile but a Judaean counter- programme of the seventh century bce, 
which rejected Assyrian claims to loyalty.

What the Deuteronomists created was surely motivated by a desire to resist 
Assyrian ideological domination, but it went far beyond that. Th e Moses 
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who emerged at the center of the new movement was not only the antitype of 
the Assyrian (and Egyptian) kings, but of Israelite kings as well.

No one has spelled out the pivotal role of Moses better than Michael Wal-
zer. Th e great institutional achievement of Israel was to found a society not 
on the rule of one man who claimed to unite heaven and earth, but on a 
covenant between God and a people. Th at is the signifi cance of the events at 
Sinai after the Exodus from Egypt. But such a new community, like the old 
one, had to be simultaneously po liti cal and religious— there was as yet no 
clear distinction between these realms— and therefore had to have a leader. 
But in starkest contrast with Pharaoh, Moses was no divine king. He was 
God’s prophet, nothing  else. Yet his sheer responsibility as leader in so des-
perate an enterprise made him at times look like a king and even act like a 
king. Walzer points out that there  were two sides to Moses as leader: a Le-
ninist side and a social- democratic side.

Th e Leninist side is most clearly evident in the incident following Moses’s 
discovery that while he was on the mountain receiving the commandments 
of the Lord, the people had made for themselves a golden calf which they 
proceeded to worship, an indication of disloyalty, of failure to “love” God, at 
the very beginning of the formation of Israel as a people. Moses called to 
those “on the Lord’s side” and the sons of Levi gathered around him. Th en 
Moses said to them:

Th us says the Lord, the God of Israel, ‘Put your sword on your side, 
each of you! Go back and forth from gate to gate throughout the camp, 
and each of you kill your brother, your friend, and your neighbor.’ ” Th e 
sons of Levi did as Moses commanded, and about three thousand of 
the people fell on that day. Moses said, “Today you have ordained your-
selves for the ser vice of the Lord, each one at the cost of a son or a 
brother, and so have brought a blessing on yourselves this day. (Exodus 
32:27– 29)

Th e Exodus narrative insists that Moses was not a king, a critically impor-
tant point, but in Exodus 32 he acts like a king. As David Malo, a member 
of the old Hawaiian aristocracy, put it with respect to the Hawaiian king:

Th e edicts of the king had power over life and death. If the king had a 
mind to put someone to death, it might be a chief or a commoner, he 
uttered the word and death it was.
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But if the king chose to utter the word of life, the man’s life was 
spared.

Moses claimed that the word was the Lord’s, but its human voice was Mo-
ses’s, and on this earth it is the state that authorizes the word of life and 
death; the spokesperson of the state is always, somehow or other, a king.

Exodus 32 is not the only place in the Exodus narrative where terrible 
things happen to those who oppose Moses, but Walzer insists the Leninist 
side is not the  whole story. Th ere is another Moses, a social- democratic Mo-
ses, who leads by teaching, exhortation, and example, not by violence; who 
defends the people from the wrath of God, asking the Lord not to make a 
catastrophic end to the project that He had initiated. Most important, 
however, what emerged was a new po liti cal form, a people in covenant with 
God, with no king as ruler. Moses is a teacher and a prophet, not a king, and 
the Torah underscores this point, not only by God’s prohibition of Moses’s 
reaching the promised land, but by the account of his death. Moses died in 
the land of Moab, and “no one knows his burial place to this day” (Deuter-
onomy 34:6). Walzer points out that there could be no greater contrast to 
the Egyptian Pharaoh, whose tomb was so central to his identity. Moreover, 
Moses was not the father of kings— the Bible tells us almost nothing about 
his descendants. Machiavelli famously asked whether former slaves could 
have been transformed into a covenant people without the rule of a prophet 
armed. If, however, we see the Moses narrative not as a historical account 
but as a charter for a new kind of people, a people under God, not under a 
king, an idea parallel to Athenian democracy though longer lasting, then we 
might see Moses as a kind of “transitional object,” as a way for people who 
knew only monarchical regimes to give up the king and begin to understand 
what an alternative regime might be like.

In the end it was Moses as the one who mediated the covenant who 
eclipsed Moses as ruler, for covenant was the key to the new society that 
these proto- Deuteronomists envisioned as coming into being. If Exodus re-
counts the story of the Exodus and the revelation at Sinai, the covenant and 
the core terms to which the people must adhere, it is Deuteronomy that 
spells out the implications of the covenant, its meaning for king, prophet, 
and people.

It is because Deuteronomy is explicit about these matters that it can be 
called “theology,” but the term must remain in quotation marks because 
Deuteronomy is rhetoric rather than philosophy— it is the farewell speech of 
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Moses before the children of Israel enter the promised land and he must be 
left behind to die. Its purpose is persuasion rather than logical argument. 
Deuteronomy sums up the sense in which the Torah represents something 
new relative to the old Near Eastern royal theology, Israelite or other. Al-
though the point of the new dispensation is to recognize God and only God 
as king, there is reserve even in the use of this basic Hebrew meta phor for 
God: out of the forty- seven times the meta phor of God as king is used in the 
Bible, only twice in the Torah is God referred to as king— once in Numbers, 
once in Deuteronomy— though he is frequently depicted in terms of a maj-
esty that must suggest royalty.

Deuteronomy recognizes the necessity of human kingship, but of so re-
markably circumscribed a character, indeed, as something like a “constitu-
tional monarchy,” that it is hardly recognizable in ancient Near Eastern 
terms. In Deuteronomy 17:14– 15 Moses says to the people, “When you have 
come into the land that the Lord your God is giving you, . . .  [you] may in-
deed set over you a king whom the Lord your God will choose.” Not “you 
will” but “you may.” Th e king must be an Israelite, not a foreigner, must not 
acquire many  horses, many wives, or much silver and gold. Th us not exactly 
a David or a Solomon. But most importantly:

When he has taken the throne of his kingdom, he shall have a copy of 
the law written for him in the presence of the levitical priests. It shall 
remain with him and he shall read in it all the days of his life, so that he 
may learn to fear the Lord his God, diligently observing all the words of 
this law and these statutes, neither exalting himself above other mem-
bers of the community nor turning aside from the commandment, ei-
ther to the right or to the left, so that he and his descendants may reign 
long over the kingdom in Israel. (Deuteronomy 17:18– 20)

Reign long, not forever. Th at’s it. Th at’s all Deuteronomy or anything  else in 
the Torah has to say about a king. Not exalt himself above others? One won-
ders why a king whose sole function is to observe the commandments is 
needed at all.

If Deuteronomy is reserved about kingship, then it is also reserved about 
prophecy. On the one hand Moses is exalted above all the prophets to such 
an extent that Stephen Geller’s term “superprophet” does not seem inappro-
priate; on the other hand, though Deuteronomy says that each generation 
will have a prophet “like Moses,” the restraints on such later prophets are 
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severe. “Never since has there arisen a prophet in Israel like Moses, whom 
the Lord knew face to face,” says Deuteronomy 34:10, echoing Numbers 
12:6– 8, where God says that he has appeared to other prophets in visions but 
spoke with Moses face to face. Further, God asserts the fi nality of the revela-
tion to Moses: “You must neither add anything to what I command you nor 
take away anything from it, but keep the commandments of the Lord your 
God with which I am charging you” (Deuteronomy 4:2). So beware the 
prophet who speaks something other than what Moses has spoken. As to 
future prophets God has this to say to Moses:

I will raise up for them a prophet like you from among their own 
people; I will put my words in the mouth of the prophet, who shall 
speak to them everything that I command. Anyone who does not 
heed the words that the prophet shall speak in my name, I myself will 
hold accountable. But any prophet who speaks in the name of other 
gods, or who presumes to speak in my name a word that I have not 
commanded the prophet to speak— that prophet shall die. (Deuter-
onomy 18:18– 20)

How can we tell if the word is really from the Lord? “If a prophet speaks in 
the name of the Lord but the thing does not take place or prove true, it is a 
word that the Lord has not spoken” (Deuteronomy 18:22). One wonders if 
Deuteronomy would not just as soon leave Moses as the only necessary 
prophet.

Although the Assyrian references convince me that at least some basic 
ideas of Deuteronomy date from the seventh century, surely more was added 
in the exile and even later. What we can know about its context and dating 
is hypothetical, and it is doubtful that we will ever have anything but more 
or less plausible hypotheses. What is critical, however, is that we try to un-
derstand what Deuteronomy, and by extension the Pentateuch, the Torah, is 
doing, for that is the heart of all subsequent Jewish piety. If there was an 
“axial breakthrough” in Israel it is  here if anywhere that we will fi nd it. Th e 
disastrous international situation was surely the breakdown. What was the 
breakthrough?

More than any of my sources, Stephen Geller has struggled with this 
question and it is to him that I will turn for help. Taking off  from the inevi-
table comparison with Greek thought, Geller asserts that though the He-
brew Bible is not “theory,” does not proceed by syllogistic reasoning, still “in 



314 the  a x i a l  age  i

some passages, at least, there is an attempt at real intellectual argumentation, 
however unsystematic its pre sen ta tion.” He goes on to say:

Th e problem of interpretation lies in fi nding a method for uncovering 
those ideas and arguments that avoids imposing Hellenic concepts of 
logic anachronistically on the more diff use structures of biblical think-
ing, while also translating them into an idiom that we moderns fi nd 
comfortable . . .  It follows that the tool proper to the understanding is 
not logical argumentation but literary interpretation, not abstract anal-
ysis but concrete exegesis. Th e result will be less a logos, a theory about 
God, and more a lexis, a reading of Him and His ways as the biblical 
thinkers conceived of them, sensitive to the lineaments of the text and 
proceeding step by step with it.

Th is Geller does by a close reading of Deuteronomy 4, which he dates, by the 
way, to the exile, in the decisive chapter of his book, a reading I cannot rep-
licate  here. What is fundamental is that the Torah is a covenant between 
God and his people, constitutive of a new understanding of self and world. 
But also key is that the covenant is contained in a text, a text that in critical 
respects supersedes kings, prophets and sages, though not the necessity of 
interpretation. Deuteronomy 4 makes an extraordinary claim for the text of 
which it is a part:

See, just as the Lord my God has charged me, I now teach you statutes 
and ordinances for you to observe in the land that you are about to en-
ter and occupy. You must observe them diligently, for this will show 
your wisdom and discernment to the peoples, who, when they hear all 
these statutes, will say, “Surely this great nation is a wise and discerning 
people!” For what other great nation has a god so near to it as the Lord 
our God is whenever we call to him? And what other great nation has 
statutes and ordinances as just as this entire law that I am setting before 
you today? (Deuteronomy 4:5– 8)

Such statements lead Geller to say, “Th e fi rst part of Deuteronomy 4 estab-
lishes a new form of religion in which the text is raised to the level of God 
Himself, in a sense is God.” God is in the Word, and if the people hear the 
Word and keep it they are in right relation to God, regardless of anything 
 else that is going on in the world.
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A religion of the text is a portable religion. For all its preoccupation with 
the promised land, it is notable that neither in Deuteronomy nor anywhere in 
the Torah is Jerusalem mentioned. Even when the centralization of sacrifi ce is 
commanded, the temple is referred to only as “the place where the Lord your 
God will choose to put his name.” Th ough “statutes and ordinances” con-
cerning priests and sacrifi ces are copious in Deuteronomy, one must say that as 
with kings and prophets, they are treated with restraint. Although the priestly 
texts of Leviticus and Numbers indicate the presence of God in the tabernacle, 
Deuteronomy speaks only of his name being there. God, for the Deuterono-
mists, is always in Heaven; only his Word is at hand. Scholars have long held 
that the Pentateuch is made up of several strands: the J and E documents that 
are primarily narrative, and two documentary strands that include large cultic 
and legal codes together with interpretations of their meaning, P (Priestly) 
and D (Deuteronomic). It is wrong to consider the Priestly teachings of Le-
viticus and Numbers as “primitive,” or even as exclusively “cultic,” for in the 
very midst of Leviticus, the central chapter 19, are the two great ethical com-
mandments: “You shall love your neighbor as yourself” (Leviticus 19:18), and 
“You shall love the alien as yourself, for you  were aliens in the land of Egypt” 
(Leviticus 19:34). Mary Douglas, drawing on a long line of scholars, has ar-
gued that the text of Leviticus, far from being a jumble of unrelated rules, is a 
great cosmological vision of the right ordering of existence, or ga nized around 
the living presence of God in the tabernacle.

Sacrifi ce in the tabernacle (in the Pentateuch standing in for the temple) 
was essential to the Priestly vision as it was the central way in which the 
people could communicate with its God and remember how near at hand he 
is. Th e Priestly strand was far too prominent in the Torah ever to be aban-
doned, and according to many scholars it was P that gave the Torah its fi nal 
recension. One of the great prophets, contemporary with Jeremiah but living 
in Babylon in the early exile, Ezekiel, clearly refl ects the Priestly tradition, 
which would live on as long as the temple survived, and in diff erent forms, 
was infl uential in Christianity and in both Jewish and Christian mysti-
cism. But D got the last word and found its ultimate triumph in rabbinic 
Judaism. Th e great rolling rhetoric of Deuteronomy, the Word of God 
through Moses himself, became the decisive touchstone for the meaning of 
the Torah, a book that Jews could take anywhere. Th e land was never forgot-
ten, but many other Near Eastern peoples would disappear once their land 
was lost, whereas the Jews could survive and prosper wherever they  were as 
long as they had the Book and a community to interpret it.
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Th e Axial Turn: Covenant, People, and Person

We have argued that the axial breakthrough in Israel occurred when the re-
lation of God and the Children of Israel was seen as a covenant, as analogous 
to the old Near Eastern vassal treaty between king and vassal, though having 
dramatic new meaning because it dispensed with the role of king as mediator. 
Geller has argued for the paradoxical quality of this affi  rmation— a text that 
views God as transcendent and beyond any image has at the same time cre-
ated a gigantic anthropomorphism, a God deeply concerned with a people. 
God is shown as king in the very text that hesitates to call God a king. “I 
argue that it was the creation of a new level of anthropomorphism, derived, 
for the most part, from royal imagery, but attaining, ultimately, a new picture 
of a divine personality, that synthesized the confl icting aspects of divinity.”

Geller off ers a close analysis of the Shema, the Credo of Judaism, Deuter-
onomy 6:4– 5, to substantiate his claim. Th e Shema, “Hear O Israel, Th e 
Lord our God, the Lord is one” (one possible translation) has often been 
taken as the very foundation of Israelite “mono the ism,” the positive version 
of the negative injunction of the fi rst commandment, “Th ou shalt have no 
other gods before me” (Exodus 20:3, KJV). Although mono the ism is at this 
point in history probably an unavoidable term, it is the burden of Geller’s 
analysis that God is not an “ism,” not a logical deduction, but is defi ned in 
relationship. After going over all the possible grammatical interpretations of 
the Hebrew, Geller ends up arguing that the fi rst clause (6:4), “Hear, Israel, 
since Yahweh is our God, Yahweh is one (i.e. supreme),” is to be understood 
in relation to the second clause (6:5), continuing, “thou shalt love Yahweh, 
thy God [with all your heart (lēb), and with all your soul (nepeš), and with all 
your might (mĕ’ōd)].” For the second clause Geller turns to the archaic 
language of the King James Version to emphasize that even though the asser-
tion in the fi rst clause is collective (“our God’), the command in the second 
clause is second- person singular, a nuance that “thy” correctly translates but 
“your,” being both singular and plural in modern En glish, does not.

Geller’s argument is that, though the relation to God defi nes Israel as a 
people, that relationship is also, and critically so, with each Israelite as an 
individual:

My thesis is that under the guise of declaring God’s oneness, what is also, 
or really, being demanded is that one achieve unity of the self, both of 
one’s mind (“heart,” lēb) and one’s appetites/emotions/life (nepeš), through 
singular attachment to God. Th e covenant members must be one,  whole 
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with and wholly with God. In other words, mono the ism involves not 
just God but also the personality of the believer. Th e two unities pro-
ceed hand in hand. In fact, the numerical nuance of “one” in the Shema 
is also true, not only in regard to God, but also to the believer.

Given our contemporary, and particularly American, proclivity to think 
that individual and community are in a zero sum relation, we must work 
hard to see that for the ancient Israelites the relationship between God and 
people and God and the individual  were mutually reinforcing. Nowhere 
more than in the great resurgence of prophecy at the end of the monarchy, 
particularly in Jeremiah and Ezekiel, where confl ict between individual 
prophet and reprobate people seems most intense, is it clearer that the 
prophet is never a “private individual.” Th e pathos of his situation is that he 
is a representative of God to the people and of the people to God. His in-
ability to escape from either responsibility led Jeremiah to the terrible outcry, 
“Cursed be the day / on which I was born!” (Jeremiah 20:14).

Timothy Polk in Th e Prophetic Persona gives an instructive analysis of Jer-
emiah as in his very self an exemplar and a meta phor for the people he is 
called to try to reach. Perhaps the key term for Jeremiah is “heart” (lēb), 
which we have noted already in the Shema. A rightly ordered heart would be 
one ruled by love of God. But this is just what the people lack, so God tells 
Jeremiah to proclaim to the people:

Hear now this,
 O people foolish and without heart
Who have eyes but do not see,
 ears but do not hear . . .  (Jeremiah 5:21)
But this people has a stubborn and rebellious heart;
 they have turned aside and gone away. (Jeremiah 5:23)

Th e book of Jeremiah is so full of predictions of disaster that it is sometimes 
hard to remember that these are warnings that could be heeded, unlikely 
though that seems. It is therefore worth considering one of the rare passages 
that balances the curse with the hope of blessing:

Th us says Yhwh:
Cursed is the man who trusts in man,
 and makes fl esh his arm,
 whose heart turns from Yhwh.
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For he is like a shrub in the desert
 and cannot see when good comes.
And he will dwell in the parched places of the wilderness
 in a land of salt, uninhabited.
Blessed is the man who trusts in Yhwh,
 whose confi dence is in Yhwh.
For he is like a tree planted by the waters,
 stretching out its roots by a stream.
He will not fear when the heat comes,
 but his leaves will remain green;
nor in the year of drought will he be anxious,
 or cease to bear fruit. (Jeremiah 17:5– 8)

For Jeremiah, again and again meeting only misunderstanding and turn-
ing away, the truth seems to be, “Th e heart is deceitful above all things/ and 
desperately corrupt. Who can understand it?” (Jeremiah 17:9). When hope 
for a return to Yahweh fades in the present, Jeremiah dreams of a future when 
God himself will change the inconstant hearts of men: “But this is the cov-
enant which I will make with the  house of Israel after those days, says the 
Lord: I will put my law within them and I will write it upon their hearts; and 
I will be their God and they shall be my people” (Jeremiah 31:33, RSV). A 
passage that calls to mind the even more vivid image of Ezekiel: “A new 
heart I will give you, and a new spirit I will put within you; and I will take 
out of your fl esh the heart of stone and give you a heart of fl esh” (Ezekiel 
36:26, RSV).

In Polk’s analysis, Jeremiah is not a great personality who happens to be a 
prophet; it is just in the demanding role of prophet, demanding because he 
must speak for both God and people, that Jeremiah comes to know and to be 
a true person. When the pressure becomes too unbearable, in the great Con-
fessions of Jeremiah, we hear, indeed, the private voice that tells God it is all 
too hard. Yet it is from God that the strength to continue comes:

Th erefore says the Lord:
“If you return, I will restore you,
 and you shall stand before me.
If you utter what is precious, and
 not what is worthless
you shall be as my mouth.
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Th ey shall turn to you,
 but you shall not turn to them.
And I will make you to this people
 a fortifi ed wall of bronze;
they will fi ght against you;
 but they shall not prevail over you,
for I am with you
 to save and deliver you,
 says the Lord. (Jeremiah 15:19– 20, RSV)

It is in the extraordinary role of intercessor that the prophet models the 
relation to God for all the people. After Jeremiah and Ezekiel the prophetic 
voice is not stilled, but becomes largely anonymous, adding new material to 
old collections. Perhaps most important is the exilic collection that scholars 
call “Second Isaiah,” Isaiah 40– 55. According to Mark Smith,

Th is work modifi es the old royal theology in many respects. First, the 
Judean king vanishes from the picture, and in turn Yahweh freely uses 
the royal means available to exercise the divine will on behalf of Israel. 
Cyrus the Persian becomes Yahweh’s “anointed” [messiah] in the new 
divine plan of salvation for Israel and the nations (Isaiah 45:1). Second, 
Israel itself, instead of the Judean king, becomes the new servant who 
is to mediate blessing. Israel is the bearer of the old “eternal covenant” 
(2 Samuel 23:5) now to the nations (Isaiah 55:5).

Smith’s third point is “monotheism”— that is, as Yahweh is exalted, the exis-
tence of other gods is denied, their cults are denounced as the stupid worship 
of inanimate, man- made objects. “Yahweh is not just the god of Israel (both 
as land and people), but of all lands and nations.”

“Second Isaiah” continued the transformation of the royal theology that 
the eighth- century Isaiah had begun. What seems to have happened in exilic 
and postexilic times is that the Deuteronomic and transformed royal theolo-
gies  were largely merged. Th e Torah— instruction or law— remains as im-
portant as ever, but the note of redemption, the hope of return and recovery, 
mitigate the unrelieved ferocity of much of the great prophetic writing. It is 
as though Israel has fi nally accepted its life as a people whose only king is 
God— the promise to the  house of David will be realized only through di-
vine action in the messianic future. Th e commandments did not enslave, as 
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Paul at moments thought, but gave Israel a higher law that freed it from ulti-
mate bondage to any earthly law. Judaism, a religion of the book that can 
survive anywhere on earth, was beginning to emerge.

If in an important sense Deuteronomy, with its transcendent God known 
above all in his Word, and its conditional covenant calling forever for the 
people to be faithful to the commandments of the Lord, carried the day, 
the unconditional covenants  were not forgotten. Th ey remained forever as 
the horizon within which this people lived. God’s promise to Abraham 
and to Jacob/Israel meant that, in however frightful the situation, God’s 
love for Israel would not be abandoned. God’s promise to David meant 
that sometime in the future a truly good way of life would exist on this 
earth.

Axel Honneth has given us an extremely fruitful analysis of the struggle for 
recognition as a powerful dynamic in human history, one that may help us 
deal with what must always be a problem for non- Jews: Why is Israel and Israel 
alone the chosen people? Honneth posits the need for recognition as proceed-
ing in three phases. First there is the need for recognition as love, without 
which there can be no self- confi dence. Th en there is the need for recognition 
as justice, without which there can be no self- respect. Th en there is the need for 
recognition as creator of value, without which there can be no self- esteem. 
Recognition does indeed seem to be at the heart of the Israelite religious dy-
namic. God’s recognition of this par tic u lar people calls in turn for the recog-
nition of God by the people. Only by this mutual recognition, which is fi rst 
of all the recognition of love, can people and self be constituted. Only God’s 
initiative made the  whole pro cess possible. But the recognition of love must 
be personal, it cannot be general. God must recognize someone, to begin 
with, and if from that someone something new comes into being, a people 
constituted not by loyalty to an earthly ruler but by loyalty to God, that too 
must be a par tic u lar people. Certainly the religion of ancient Israel moved 
powerfully toward the recognition of justice, and  here the beginnings of a 
larger context, how one treats the aliens, for example, developed. But with-
out the continuing insistence on particularity it is hard to see how the Israel-
ite axial breakthrough could have been preserved. It is also well to remember 
that the particularity of Israel is only relative: the two “universal” religions that 
emerged from Israelite origins had their own quite partic u lar beginnings that 
have defi ned them ever since. Both Christianity and Islam are religions of the 
book for whom the distinction between believers and unbelievers is hardly 
unimportant.
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Stephen Geller puts another dimension of particularity in context by re-
minding us that the “Arnoldian distinction between Hellenism and Hebra-
ism as polar opposites” is far from the  whole truth:

Both world views share an exclusive claim to validity, the chief outward 
expression of the tremendous energy released by the new insights. Both 
developed a new view of community, a new ethic of education and new 
institutions to support it. Gymnasium and synagogue are both unpre-
ce dented forms of communal or ga ni za tion. To be sure, an im mense 
gap separates biblical faith from Greek logos, the kind of tension- fi lled 
dialectic we have studied from the calm assertions of absolute, eternal 
verity that philosophy and science came to postulate.

But, just as we have seen several far from easily reconcilable strands of Isra-
elite religion contributing to its dynamism, the very gap to which Geller 
points, the gap that would make the Western tradition forever at least dual, 
would prove enormously fruitful for the many generations that sought to 
cross it.

Before concluding, let us sum up what we have found about the ways in 
which an axial breakthrough occurred in ancient Israel. To the extent that 
we have made theory, second- order thinking, the criterion of axiality, Israel 
remains a problematic case. But the Hebrew scriptures have marshaled a 
number of resources to do something quite similar to the achievements of 
the other axial cases, most notably Greece. Rhetoric, which, for all its ten-
sion with philosophy was part of the axial transition in Greece, was highly 
developed in Israel, notably in Deuteronomy. Further, Israelite rhetoric was 
developed in a forensic context. Walter Brueggemann has or ga nized his mag-
isterial Th eology of the Old Testament along the lines of testimony, countertes-
timony and cross examination. If the ancient Israelites fi nally made the 
case for Yahweh as the only God there is, they did so argumentatively. Th ey 
 were not even averse to arguing with God himself. Th e clearest example of 
argument is the book of Job, essentially a complex dialogue, involving, fi -
nally, the voice of God himself. Out of all this argument and counterargu-
ment emerged an idea of God unique in the world and with enormous his-
torical implications. An utterly transcendent God, of whom there is to be no 
image, is both loving and righ teous and demands love and righ teousness 
from his people, and, insofar as his people is to be a light to the nations, from 
all the world as well. Th e powerful beings of tribal peoples and the gods of 
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archaic civilizations  were all in critical respects embedded in the social world 
in which they existed. In archaic societies the critical embeddedness was the 
relation, approaching identifi cation, of god and king. In the early monarchy 
the relation of god and king was more than a little analogous to that relation 
in the great Near Eastern archaic civilizations. In the end, however, the chil-
dren of Israel did not need “kings of fl esh and blood” as the rabbis called 
them, to relate them to God who is the only real king. A God who is fi nally 
outside society and the world provides the point of reference from which all 
existing presuppositions can be questioned, a basic criterion for the axial 
transition. It is as if Israel took the most fundamental symbolism of the great 
archaic civilizations— God, king and people— and pushed it to the breaking 
point where something dramatically new came into the world.

Yet this profound historical shift, this gift of ethical freedom to a people 
who could see that God’s justice is itself the highest expression of ethical 
freedom, was attained through a cultural medium that never gave up nar-
rative as the fundamental framework for cultural understanding. Th is leads 
us to ask if the ancient Israelites  were not using narrative in a new way, to do 
what would today be called “narrative theology,” that was eff ectively a func-
tional equivalent for theory— not, to be sure for the analysis of nature, but 
for the understanding of human existence. Much in the Hebrew Bible is 
similar to, sometimes identical with, the myths, legends, folktales, sayings 
and poetry of other Near Eastern peoples. Yet the great enveloping narrative 
moves from the Creation to the Babylonian captivity, and, with the apoca-
lyptic passages in the late prophets, projects into the future when on “that 
day” the Lord will set all things right. With its reiterative theme of promise, 
unfaithfulness, punishment, and redemption, this great narrative was some-
thing new: a way of placing believers in relation to a story that gave them 
meaning and hope. Th e very opening of the fi rst book of Moses, Genesis 1– 
2:4a, even if it was the late product of the priestly school and even if it did 
not contain the doctrine of creatio ex nihilo, is a powerful and austere ac-
count of creation, unique in ancient Near Eastern creation stories. Indeed, 
the  whole book of Genesis is a narrative masterpiece, incorporating old frag-
ments but making them into a prologue for everything that will follow— as 
is sometimes said, it is the Old Testament of the Old Testament.

Taken as a  whole, the historical framework of the Hebrew Bible is meta-
narrative big time, to be sure, but a metanarrative that no culture that has 
received it has ever been able to escape. And a metanarrative powerful and 
fl exible enough so that movements and countermovements, establishments 
and heresies, could all turn to it to justify ethical/social/po liti cal programs, 
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programs that would contribute, not always to the good, to all subsequent 
historical dynamics.  Here, too, we fi nd a new cultural form so powerful in its 
consequences that we must understand it as part of the axial transformation.

Finally, as a result of both the rhetorical and narrative innovations accom-
plished by ancient Israel, we must understand the social achievement of 
peoplehood without monarchy, of a people ruled by divine law, not the arbi-
trary rule of the state, and of a people composed of responsible individuals. 
 Here, as Geller noted, the postexilic emergence of the synagogue was crucial: 
a religious community that could come into being wherever a quorum of 
Jews was gathered, a community that would be subordinate in outer things 
to what ever state was in power, but which provided an alternative rule of life 
to the believers. Th is was the chrysalis of both the Christian Church and the 
Islamic Umma. It was not “the diff erentiation of church and state,” but it 
was the entering wedge that would make that idea thinkable.

What this summary suggests is that in our quest to understand what makes 
the axial age axial, we will need to look, surely, at the emergence of theory 
wherever it arises, but we must also look at the possible transformation of older 
cultural forms into new confi gurations, and at the social consequences of such 
transformations.

In this chapter I have tried to understand the religion of ancient Israel as an 
axial breakthrough. It may be worth closing this section with what amounts 
to a confession of faith by a contemporary Jew, Jon Levenson, that contains 
even today all the dynamic terms of God, king, and people that we have seen 
as decisive from the beginning:

Th ere is, therefore, no voice more central to Judaism than the voice 
heard on Mount Sinai. Sinai confronts anyone who would live as a Jew 
with an awesome choice, which, once encountered cannot be evaded— 
the choice of whether to obey God or to stray from him, of whether to 
observe the commandments or to let them lapse. Ultimately, the issue is 
whether God is or is not king, for there is no king without subjects, no 
suzerain without vassals. In short, Sinai demands that the Torah be 
taken with radical seriousness. But alongside the burden of choice lies a 
balm that sooths the pain of decision. Th e balm is the history of re-
demption, which grounds the commandments and insures that this 
would- be king is a gracious and loving lord and that to choose to obey 
him is not a leap into the absurd.


