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PREAMBLE


The purpose of my presentation this evening is to prepare people for a theological move—one that will, in all probability, take place across the next ten to fifty years—the widespread accep​tance in biblical circles that none of Genesis–Numbers (the first four books of the Bible) is significantly earlier than the period around Israel’s exile (i.e., the sixth century bce). 


The initial moves toward this view have been in place for some time. The reality is already out there; the issue is what we do with it. Tonight’s presentation explores a fraction of one possibility. Tonight, we are “iceberging”. 

REVELATION’S REVOLUTION:

Priority of the present over the past 

I trust that this will be an easy talk to listen to, because it falls into four clear parts, so you listen where you want to and where you don’t, you don’t. The four parts are: 

1)
First, a brief summary of the theme. 



Then the biblical core, the two biblical passages that I want to deal with: 

2)
The Flood. 

3)
The Sinai sanctuary. 

4)
Finally, a fuller discussion of the revolution in our understanding of revelation. 

1)
A brief summary of what is to come

What is meant by talk about “revelation’s revolution”? Once upon a time, by revelation we meant what CAME FROM THE PAST, from the WORD OF GOD. Instead of this, the revolution is to suggest that revelation for us means primarily what COMES FROM THE PRESENT, from a MULTIPLICITY OF INFLUENCES. 


In slightly less abstract language: despite appearances, the influences that impact on my reading of the Bible as I articulate my thinking about God do not come to me from the Bible but come to me from my reflection on circum​stances now. The legitimation for this: it is how the Bible was written. “My reflection on circumstances now”, of course, takes into account the influence of the tradition that has shaped me. 


It may help to say here, at the outset, that we shape our understanding of Jesus quite differently, in dependence on the documents of that time. Our present may shape our reading of those documents; it does not replace them. 


To return to the issue of our understanding of God and “revelation’s revolution”. Israel’s theologians pondered their present, reflected on their God, and produced their scriptures. We today ponder our present, reflect on our understanding of God, and then we select and read our Scripture in the light of this understanding. 

2)
The Flood text (Gen 6:5–9:17) 

Beyond serious doubt, there are two relatively complete accounts of the Flood in Gen 6:5–9:17. Naturally, we can smooth out passages here and there; the compilers who put the combined text together were competent operators. The reality of two relatively complete accounts, however, cannot be avoided. Given that two names are used for God, adonai (personal name) and elohim (common noun), one in each account, it is simple to designate the two as the adonai-account and the elohim-account. The high quality of their theology is remarkable; as remarkable is the theological difference between them. 


To summarize swiftly, the principal differences between the two are: the names for God; the blocks of time; the nature and number of the animals; the origins of the flood​waters. 

In the adonai-account, (1) the blocks of time are counted mainly as seven days and forty days; (2) the animals are both clean and unclean, seven clean and two unclean (probably pairs), and are described as “the male and its mate”; (3) the origin of the floodwaters is from above (“the rain”). 

In the elohim-account, (1) the blocks of time are counted mainly as one hundred and fifty days; (2) the animals are undifferentiated as to ritual cleanliness (“two of every kind”), and are described as “male and female”; (3) the origin of the floodwaters is both from above (“the windows of the heavens”) and from below (“the fountains of the great deep”). 


I want to highlight two points in discussing our biblical Flood text. First, the two accounts are notably different in their theological accentuation. Second, the theology derives from present knowledge not past revelation. 


The adonai-account begins with a real shocker. “The Lord saw that the wickedness of humankind was great in the earth and that every inclination of the thoughts of their hearts was only evil continually” (Gen 6:5). Even after all the horrors of the last century or so, we could hardly put it more bluntly and brutally. That the wickedness of humankind has been great is beyond dispute; history leaves no doubt. The “only evil continually” may be considered harsh, but is certainly true where large blocks of human activity have been concerned. God is not portrayed as angry, but as “sorry” and “grieved.” So God concludes: I am sorry that I made them; I will wipe out humans and everything else that lives. In the adonai-account, it is only at this point, almost a postscript, that Noah gets a mention as finding favour in God’s sight (6:8). 


To the contrary, the elohim-account begins with a couple of verses about Noah, as blameless and righteous and walking with God. It even mentions his sons (Gen 6:9-10). Then comes the judgement on the world, but—surprisingly—humans do not rate a mention. Instead of singling out humankind, the focus is on “the earth” as corrupt and filled with violence, because “all flesh” (which, of course, includes humankind) had corrupted its ways on the earth. Only then does the narrator have God tell Noah that there is going to be a flood to destroy “all flesh.” By the way, this phrase “all flesh” is peculiar to this elohim-account of the Flood, occurring eleven times between Gen 6:12 and 9:17; it occurs nowhere else in Genesis. 

In this elohim-account, God’s opening speech ends with the covenant to be made with Noah (6:18), and the intention of preserving in the ark Noah’s wife and children and the whole animal world. 


These initial passages are avenues leading to two very different theologies—not accounts of past events but present theologies. In the first, the emphasis is entirely on the human race, seen as thoroughly evil. Noah is mentioned, late in the passage, as “finding favour in the sight of the Lord.” In the text we have, nothing is said, about any ark or any lifesaving; we can assume some thing was there in the original adonai-account. In the second, Noah’s goodness is to the fore, the human race is lost sight of in the generic “all flesh,” and a covenant and the ark are explicit lifesavers. 


What we must not lose sight of in all this is that the evil of humankind and the corruption of all flesh are NOT NARRATED. They are assumed as evident; adequate evidence is not narrated. We will return to this at the end of the evening. 


In any telling of a flood story, the middle is relatively predictable. The floodwaters arrive; all aboard. The ark floats; the rest drown. The floodwaters subside; all ashore. 


It is the ending of the Flood story that is a real surprise and that as biblical texts go is a brilliant piece of the most profound theology. Both stories are surprising. 


The conclusion of the adonai-account comes first. God is portrayed alone (“said in his heart”) and God is portrayed completely changing God’s mind. For the same reason that God sent the flood in the first place (because of human wickedness), for that same reason (because of human wickedness), God will never do it again. The reason is given in almost the same  words as it was at the beginning: “for the inclination of the human heart is evil from youth” (8:21). At the beginning, it was a little harsher:  “every inclination,” “only evil,” and “continually”, a trace worse than “from youth” (6:5). So, at the end, the verdict is softened a little; but the softening is slight. More surprising even than God’s change of mind is the reality that in the narrative there is absolutely no evidence to support God’s verdict. Noah and his family are just off the ark. All they have done is offer a sacrifice and its odour was pleasing to God. The evidence that “the inclination of the human heart is evil from youth” (8:21) does not come from the story. As one possi​bility, it can come from Israel’s experience of human living over the centuries. If so, the narrative is not about how things were back then, but about how things have always been, from the very beginning until now. 


The conclusion of the elohim-account comes next (9:1-17) and is just as surprising. God talks to Noah and his sons. Under the new dispensation, the world they are to repeople will have “fear and dread” resting on every animal (9:2) and, at the human level, murder and capital punishment (9:6). The surprise: with this less-than-perfect world, God is portrayed making an unconditional and everlasting covenant never again to destroy the earth with a flood (9:8-17). 


The combined text, putting the two accounts together, helps to lessen God’s unpredic​tability. The human wickedness of 6:5 and 8:21 is combined with the change of divine dispensation for the world. Unquestionably, God is portrayed having come to terms with a less-than-perfect world. Human existence is not threatened by divine holiness. This is not a reflection on “back then”; it is a faith claim for “right now.” 


The necessary combination of the two accounts has been very competently done. The horror of human evil is to the fore. The goodness of Noah is emphasized. The announce​ment of the Flood ends with the promise of salvation. In the adonai-account, however, what happens at the end is not prepared for in any way. It is a total reversal on the part of God. In the elohim-account, the ark, the covenant, and those in it prepare us to a limited degree for what is to follow. It is not to be a total reversal on the part of God, but a change in God’s planning. The combined account does not shrink from the horror of human reality. The combined account emphasizes that life will go on. 


Here, in a double tradition, the All-holy is committed to the continued existence of the unholy—committed to us. It is the most profound theology, a theology of the human relationship with God. God is committed to us, unholy though we are. We are loved, sinners though we are. Right from the beginnings! 


From the point of view of “revelation’s revolution”, I want to emphasize the fact that in the biblical text there is absolutely no evidence to support God’s verdict, at the end of the flood, that “the inclination of the human heart is evil from youth” (8:21). This implies that despite the elimination of human life portrayed in the Flood and the affirmation of Noah’s righteousness, there has been no change whatsoever in the behaviour of the human race. As I said a little earlier: “Noah and his family are just off the ark. All they have done is offer a sacrifice; its odour was pleasing to God. The evidence that ‘the inclination of the human heart is evil from youth’ (8:21) does not come from the story. As one possibility, it can come from Israel’s experience of human living over the centuries.” 


What in the Bible’s past came “from Israel’s experience of human living over the centuries” in our present context comes from our experience of human living in our own centuries. 

3)
The SANCTUARY AT SINAI (Exod 25–40) 

Israel’s exodus from Egypt is easy enough to trace in the biblical text. There are two accounts of the call of Moses, two accounts of the plagues (structured quite differently), two accounts of the Passover on the eve of Israel’s departure, and two accounts of Israel’s deliverance from the pursuing Egyptians at the Sea. Once past the Sea, a single song takes Israel all the way to Canaan (Exod 15). After Exodus 15, a single itinerary takes Israel to Mount Sinai; it is a priestly itinerary and would generally be regarded as relatively late. So, two accounts: (1) Israel gets into Canaan in Exodus 15; (2) on a different trajectory, Israel does not get into Canaan until the book of Joshua. 


Following the second trajectory, we have Israel at Mount Sinai. My concern is to discuss what the text does with Israel while at Mount Sinai. Between the first two verses of chapter 19 and the last four verses of chapter 24, there are some five chapters of what I will call the “Sinai capsule”. There is the theophany in chapter 19, the ten commandments in the first part of chapter 20, then some three chapters of the Covenant Code (20:22–23:32), and finally a covenantal ceremony and meal occupying most of chapter 24. I will not deal with this “Sinai capsule” this evening. The reason is simple, if shocking. There is only one itinerary leading from the Sea to Sinai and it is in priestly language which is not the language of the “Sinai capsule”. The narrative in the present biblical text does not get the Israel of the “Sinai capsule” to Mount Sinai. How the capsule got there would make for fascinating discussion but is quite out of the question here tonight. 


After Israel arrived at Mount Sinai in Exod 19:1-2, we skip the “Sinai capsule” and, in Exod 24:15-18, we find that Moses went up on the mountain, the glory of the Lord covered the mountain for six days, and on the seventh day God called to Moses from the cloud and Moses entered the cloud and remained there for the next forty days. 


I want to focus for a moment this evening on what is reported as happening between Moses and God on the mountain and between Moses and Israel when Moses has come down from the mountain. Basically, on the mountain God gives Moses detailed instruc​tions for the building of a sanctuary so that God may dwell in Israel’s midst (25:8; 29:45). Once Moses has come down from the mountain, this sanctuary is built according to God’s instructions, and is filled with God’s glory (40:34). 


The instructions given by God on the mountain are extremely detailed. First, there are the instructions for the sanctuary’s equipment: ark of the covenant, table for the bread, lampstand, the tabernacle itself with its frame and curtains; there is also the altar, the court of the tabernacle, and the oil for the lamp. Second, there are instructions for the sacral vestments, ephod, breastplate, etc. Third are the instructions for the ordination of the priests. Following this, there are instructions for the daily offerings, for the altar of incense, the half-shekel sanctuary tax, the bronze basin, and the anointing oil and incense. Finally, the two principal workers are named, Bezalel and Oholiab. 


Two features need to be noticed about this sanctuary, commanded by God on Mount Sinai. 

•
First, the sanctuary is portable. The ark of the covenant is made with rings and poles by which it is to be carried (25:14), so too the table (25:28), the altar (27:7), and the incense altar (30:4); the tent covering of the tabernacle is to be made of curtain units so constructed that it can be assembled to form one whole (26:11); the supporting frame​work is made of multiple units to be assembled according to the plan shown on the mountain (26:15-30). Other details need not detain us here. 

•
Second, the sanctuary is to be God’s dwelling among the people of Israel (at the beginning of the instructions, 25:8; almost at their end, 29:45-46). 


Forgive me for having imposed a dose of detail on you here. Believe me, it was minimal; and we need to have an idea of the detail specified to realize how important all this was to somebody. When Moses comes down from the mountain, six chapters are consecrated to the carrying out of the instructions in exquisite detail (Exodus 35–40). I will spare you the detail. The tabernacle is satisfactorily erected. “The cloud covered the tent of meeting, and the glory of the Lord filled the tabernacle” (Exod 40:34). Notice that at the beginning, it was God would dwell with them, “so that I may dwell among them” (Exod 25:8). Here, at the end, it is the “glory of the Lord” that fills the tabernacle. It is a very minor point of theological precision; it may point to the activity of an obsessively careful theologian. 


Next follows the book of Leviticus, twenty-seven chapters regulating many aspects of Israel’s moral, ritual, and sacrificial life before God in minute detail. Then comes the book of Numbers, with the first ten chapters devoted, among other things, to laying out in great detail instructions for the disposition of the camp and for the positions in the march away from Sinai. The camping order: Israel’s tribes were to camp with the sanctuary in their middle. The marching order: Israel’s tribes were allocated positions for the march with three tribes in the lead, three bringing up the rear, and two groups of three on either side, with the sanctuary in the centre. 


Once again, two features need to be noticed: 

•
Probably at least three groups are involved in the composition of all this.  Believe it or not, I will spare you the details. The reason for emphasizing this plurality is simple: if a number of groups were involved in this large complex of text, then a number of groups believed the whole enterprise to be important. Which leads to the second feature needing notice.

•
Amazingly, this portable sanctuary, with its surrounding camp and protective order of  march, leaves Mount Sinai and does not arrive at any definitive destination, not even the end of the first day. The detailed description of departure (Num 10:12-28) is nowhere followed by an equivalent description of arrival. 


Because it goes against the grain for us to have Israel going no further than Sinai, even if only in this late tradition, it may help to add a detail or two. The departure, specified as “for the first time” (10:13), takes place according to the planned order of march (10:14-27). At the end, it is noted simply: “and they journeyed” (10:28; nrsv, “when they set out”). In the centre of the march is the sanctuary. The tabernacle was taken down and carried by the Gershonites and the Merarites. The “holy things” (we presume basically what belonged in the tabernacle) were carried by the Kohathites. The tabernacle was set up “before their arrival” (10:21; literally, “against their coming” [jps]). The difficulty is glaring: they never arrive anywhere. They don’t come. This whole massive sanctuary complex, to which some seventeen or so chapters have been devoted, goes absolutely nowhere. It starts splendidly; but the detailed description of departure (Num 10:12-28) is nowhere matched by any equivalent description of an arrival. 


What on earth does it all mean? 

4)
EXTENDED DISCUSSION  

In all this, there are many issues we might discuss. Let’s not. Let’s stick to the absolute simple basics. 


Regarding the Flood, the “basic issue” that I want to stick with right now is WHAT IS NOT NARRATED, either at the beginning or at the end; namely, there is no narrative adequate to justify the charge of human wickedness. 

At the beginning: in my judgement, the Flood text begins at 5:1, with verses 1-2 giving a succinct account of creation (differing slightly from Genesis One) and a ten-genera​tion genealogy taking us down to Noah. But if someone were to point to the earlier chapters with Adam and Eve, Cain, and Lamech, my reply would be simple. I do not believe that the disobedience in the Garden, the killing of Abel, and the intensification of violence associated with Lamech can possibly be considered adequate justification for the two statements: (1) that “the wickedness of humankind was great in the earth, and that every inclination of the thoughts of their hearts was only evil continually” (Gen 6:5); and (2) that “the earth was corrupt in God’s sight, and the earth was filled with violence” (6:11). 

At the end: there can be no question whatsoever that the narrative does not allow the slightest space for evidence to justify the statement that “the inclination of the human heart is evil from youth” (8:21).  The only humans on hand at the time are Noah and his family, Noah who has “found favour in the sight of the Lord” (6:8) and who has been described as “righteous” and “blameless,” walking with God (6:9). 

My conclusion: the wickedness of humankind does not emerge from the narrative but is part of the narrator’s present experience—as it is of ours. It is not a question of having been bad eggs in the distant past; it is the issue of being rotten eggs right up to now. 


If we turn to the Sinai sanctuary, my basic issue is this: the sanctuary, so painstakingly described at Sinai, in the Sinai narrative NEVER MOVED beyond the confines of the desert; furthermore, ancient Israel may well have known that no such sanctuary had ever arrived in Canaan. So why was so extensive a block of text consecrated to it. For three reasons: (1) it portrayed God as able to dwell in Israel’s midst, independently of the Jeru​salem temple; (2) it portrayed God as able to journey with Israel, guiding and controlling Israel’s journey; (3) it portrayed God’s presence in Israel’s midst outside the land of Canaan. 


The exiles of ancient Israel needed to believe that God could still dwell in their midst when the temple in Jerusalem was a smouldering ruin. The exiles of ancient Israel needed to believe that God could still journey with them, wherever that journey led and they needed to believe that God would guide and control their journey. The exiles of ancient Israel, exiled beyond their land, needed to believe that God could be present in their midst outside the land of Canaan. The priestly theologians who held firmly to these beliefs created an understanding of Sinai that took account of their present experience. 


Does this stretch our imaginative faculties too far? The facts are there in the text of Exodus and Numbers; the sanctuary is lovingly detailed and goes absolutely nowhere. Two parallels in the biblical text are well-known. 

• 
Leviticus 25 is devoted to the prescriptions, given by God to Moses, expressly at Mount Sinai, for the sabbath and jubilee years. We have no evidence that any such practice of the jubilee ever happened in ancient Israel, no expression of concern about failure to comply with it. It is a visionary idealization, an imagined ideal, a theology expressed in law. 

• 
Ezekiel 48 has a geographical listing of the portions of territory allocated to each of the twelve tribes in Israel, north and south of the sanctuary. Nothing of the kind ever existed in ancient Israel. It is a visionary idealization, a theology expressed in terms of a geographical vision. 


Because the Sinai sanctuary goes nowhere in the text that prepares so carefully for it to go somewhere (right there is the signal to switch mindsets to SYMBOL) and because such a sanctuary was not known in ancient Israel, I believe it too is a visionary idealiza​tion, a theology expressed in terms of a sanctuary-centred vision. 


My conclusion from all this: revelation does not come out of the past; its roots are in the present. The wickedness of humankind was not a revelation from the past; it was rec​ognized in the present. God’s capacity to journey in the midst of God’s people was not a revelation from the past, but a reshaping of Israel’s understanding of their God brought about by the needs of their present. 


Briefly: for the biblical writers, their present shaped the way they understood their God and therefore how they wrote Scripture; for us, our present shapes the way we understand our God and therefore how we read Scripture. 


To conclude: in terms of what we have been DOING in our lives and our under​standing of God, I am not at all sure that “revelation’s revolution” presented here tonight changes anything much at all. Since I wrote this a couple of months ago, in late June, I have been pondering it on a regular basis.  I doubt that it changes much of what we DO. 


I have no doubt that it changes enormously what we SAY and THINK about what we perceive ourselves DOING. As such it is important because it requires us to be honest in our self-awareness. 


We have always shaped our understanding of God by picking and choosing what we appeal to from the Bible. Academics speak of “a canon within the canon”. Whether such a view meets with appropriate approval as academic practice, in our day-to-day living it is unquestionably there. 


When I say that this “revelation’s revolution” may not change much of what we DO, I am claiming that the awareness of our present determines and has always determined what we select from Scripture and so shapes our understanding of God. What needs to be SAID then is that THIS PUTS REVELATION FOR US IN OUR PRESENT.

                                                                     ---------   23 August 2006
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