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			Nathan Admonishing David, by Rembrandt van Rijn, c. 1655, pen and brown ink, heightened with white gouache. Copyright © The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. Source: Art Resource, N.Y.

			In this memorable study, one of four he drew of the scene in II Sam. 12, the artist presents a chastened King David, scepter pointed downward, listening to the prophet’s rebuke. The theme of divine word versus kingly power is a major one in the books of Samuel and Kings.
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		TRANSLATOR’S PREFACE

		BY NATURE, TRANSLATION IS A SLOW AND PAINSTAKING PROCESS MARKED BY CONSTANT rethinking and revision. Published works give an impression of finality, but in truth there is no end point for the translator, either in concept or in execution—only the ongoing attempt to draw nearer to the source. And like the experience of the performer on the stage or in the concert hall, the translator’s perception of the source alters with time. It is therefore only natural that I have made changes in my work over the years, from certain aspects of the overall approach to the rendering of individual words and phrases. The publication of this book gives me the opportunity to briefly explain some of them.

		I remain convinced that the best way to translate biblical texts is to try to reflect their aural quality. Whatever the Bible’s origins, it is clear that most writing in antiquity was read aloud, and so to experience the Bible in its spokenness is a vital way to draw nearer to it. This was one of the chief goals of the German Buber-Rosenzweig translation (1925–1962), which served as the initial model for my work. Attempting a translation to be read aloud means paying close attention to the shape and length of phrases, the sounds of words, and the rhythmic aspect of the text. It also involves trying to reflect conventions of biblical literature such as meanings of proper names, repetition of key (“leading”) theme words, allusions to other places in the text, and wordplay. Focusing on these aspects of the text constitutes a method for reading the Bible; they are fully explained in the Preface to my Five Books of Moses (1995), and are cited and explicated frequently in the Commentary and Notes to the present volume. My translation, therefore, aims to highlight features of the Hebrew text that are not always visible or audible to Western audiences.

		At the same time that I have persevered in my fundamental approach, however, a number of other issues have come to the fore in my thinking. One is, simply, readability. Martin Buber (1878–1965) and Franz Rosenzweig (1886–1929), preparing for the publication of their entire Five Books of Moses several years after the appearance of the initial individual volumes, made substantial changes in their work, and Buber, resuming the project alone after World War II, incorporated further revisions. These changes toned down the at times strident innovations of the original project, derided by some early critics as “Expressionist” or even “Wagnerian,” in favor of what Kabbalah scholar Gershom Scholem called a more urbane language—but without sacrificing core principles. I have sought to do the same, trying to preserve what I can in English of the Bible’s unique flavor, while at the same time advocating for “the poor reader’s case,” as Buber wrote of his task in the face of Rosenzweig’s sometimes difficult (“Hebraized”) German. The Bible is not twenty-first-century English literature, but neither is a mechanical reproduction of biblical Hebrew in English desirable or even possible. Several other recent attempts in that direction have, to my mind, foundered.

		Hence I have made some changes. First, I have reduced the number of hyphenated words, which were a major feature in The Five Books of Moses. While biblical Hebrew is quite compact, often requiring two or three English words to express one Hebrew one, I do not wish hyphenation, one approach to this problem, to be such an oddity that it detracts from the text’s flow, even visually. Thus I have eliminated it from constructions such as “be strong,” “turn back,” and “reign as king,” all of which represent a single Hebrew word. At the same time, I have chosen to retain hyphens in instances such as “rant-like-a-prophet” and “sacrificial-altar,” where I felt that it was important to keep the root meaning of the verb in view. I hope the reader will not experience this as too confusing or inconsistent.

		Similarly, I have cut down on the number of words in brackets, which in The Five Books of Moses, in parenthesis form, served to indicate English words not found in the Hebrew. I have found some of these to be unnecessary and replaced others with an occasional hyphen. Again, my goal here is, within the limits of my method, to allow the text to flow unimpeded.

		I have retained my previous renditions of a particular Hebrew form which uses the infinitive absolute, often to intensify the concept. Thus, in the Garden of Eden story in Gen. 2, the human is told not to eat from the Tree of Knowledge, or he will “die, yes, die.” Most translations utilize an adverb, treating the phrase as “you shall surely die.” Like Buber-Rosenzweig, I wanted to convey something of the doubled force of the Hebrew (in this case, mot yumat); I considered bracketing my use of “yes,” since it does not appear in the text, but decided in the end to keep things simple.

		Turning to a larger issue, I have spent considerable time mulling over the Bible’s “lovely eloquence of coordinated clauses,” in literary critic and translator Robert Alter’s phrase. This refers to the use of the recurring prefix vav in biblical Hebrew, which often introduces narrative verbs and helps to maintain the steady and suggestive flow of a story. Alter has rightly criticized earlier translations for excessive breaking of the text into subordinate clauses (e.g., “When …”). Hence his almost obsessive use of “and” in most cases to connect the action. While I agree that vav is often important syntactically, I am frankly not sure that it is always heard—it often recedes into the background—and it is well established that its meaning can vary from “and” to “so” or “but” or “thus” more than Alter will permit it to do. So in the end, while I have sought to limit subordinate clauses when the original does not use them, I have striven for a middle ground, trying to reflect the plastic character of the vav, using other (usually one-syllable) words besides “and,” and in reading the text aloud have looked for other aural ways to maintain the flow of the narrative.

		In terms of language, over the years I have tried to be open to constructive suggestions and criticisms by both colleagues and general readers. I have accordingly changed my translation of some words. Most notably, I have substituted “sacrificial-altar” or simply “altar” for the earlier “slaughter-site” (Heb. mizbe’ah) in the interests of both correct philology and the way the term is used in the Bible. The result is a less jarring text and a relief from what had become a distraction. Similarly, I have changed most occurrences of “New-Moon” to the more normal “month,” feeling that the original meaning of the Hebrew hodesh is not always consciously retained by the reader.

		In the same spirit, I have subjected my translations as a whole to a rigorous rereading of earlier drafts. This means, in many cases, revisiting previous choices and looking for either more accurate or more felicitous translations, or both. In this, I have not felt tied to either Buber-Rosenzweig’s philology or their practice of mining earlier forms of the target language to reflect Hebrew usage. It goes without saying that the changes I have made from The Five Books of Moses will be reflected in a new edition of that book, in both electronic and print form.

		Finally, to a greater extent than I did in The Five Books of Moses, I have included in the apparatus that accompanies the text information on Hebrew words, history, and archaeology. The nature and content of the Early Prophets dictate that issues such as the development of the text from different source material, the relationship of the Bible to historical events, and the way in which the past is represented in the text cannot be ignored. Within reason, therefore, I have referred to relevant findings of scholarship in the Introductions, Notes, and Commentary. While neither I nor anyone else will fully settle the question of the Bible’s precise relationship to factual history, the tools of scholarship in recent decades have made possible a richer and more complex view of the text than has previously been possible, and I have tried to reflect some of the considerable debate about these issues. Readers may consult the major works in the Bibliography, and their bibliographies in turn, for more detailed arguments.

		Franz Rosenzweig famously wrote that “to translate is to serve two masters.” In this volume I have had to serve many more. I have by and large sought to present the text as we have it, but with the cognizance that it underwent significant alteration in the course of time. I have been and am constantly seduced by the earthiness and directness of biblical Hebrew, and have sought to create an English that, while not reproducing it—an impossible task—echoes it. I have remained committed to weighing the multifaceted findings of scholarship, whose development is never-ending. Finally, I have kept my eye firmly on the concept of performance, which reexperiences and reinvents the Bible every time it is read or heard—even when there is a printed text.

		This last point is crucial. The translator of the Hebrew Bible is confronted with a work that turns multiple faces to the audience, and one could question how all of them could adequately be integrated, from sources to multiple reworkings, and from the earliest interpreters to those who continue to wrestle with it. How, indeed, is it possible to fully grasp the chameleon that is the Bible, the text that, more than any other, means all things to all people in the Western world? I freely admit that this cannot readily be done. My task, therefore, has been primarily to present the text anew, echoing the admonition of twenty-year-old Gershom Scholem almost a century ago, who wrote in his diary that “to translate the Bible, a person needs to write it all over again from scratch.” My work reflects the hope that by fostering a real rehearing, something fresh will reach the public ear, which will encourage and facilitate the time-honored process of grappling with weighty ancient words. Perhaps that process will be of some help in the difficult world in which we find ourselves in the twenty-first century.

		Thus, this is not a book to be encountered passively, nor is it a performance to be merely viewed or heard. On the contrary, to what is on the printed page you will have to add your own voice and your own struggles. That is the way the Bible was encountered through the ages, and that mandate of entering into the spirit of the text as part of a dialogue is still very much the point of translating the Bible.

	
		ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

		I AM HAPPY TO ACKNOWLEDGE THE HELP OF MANY PEOPLE, ON MANY DIFFERENT levels, in bringing this volume to completion. Foremost is Allen M. Glick, whose continuing kindness and generosity in funding my chair and my research have enabled me to travel to conferences and to more readily obtain the book and computing resources needed for a project of this type. The amount of material that has appeared on Joshua-Kings over the past decade alone, in the fields of history writing, philology, and archaeology, has been immense, with these books coming under detailed and often revised scrutiny. Hence, access to the pulse of research has been critical.

		I am grateful to my dear colleagues at the Department of Language, Literature, and Culture at Clark University. Over the years, our conversations both informal and formal, and team teaching in the department’s signature course, The National Imagination, have informed my thinking about a host of matters including identity and its representation. I am especially indebted for the atmosphere of good cheer that has pervaded these discussions.

		At various early stages of this work a number of scholars read drafts and responded, sometimes in great detail, with helpful criticism and suggestions: Murray Lichtenstein on Joshua and Judges, and Michelle Kwitkin-Close, Ed Greenstein, and Marc Brettler on early drafts of Judges, Samuel, and Kings, respectively. Professor Lichtenstein in particular was of immeasurable assistance in matters of philology and translation, especially in poetic passages such as Judg. 5. I deeply value his learned, judicious, articulate, and often witty observations and suggestions. Professor Greenstein has been a treasured colleague and crucial sounding board over many years, from The Five Books of Moses and beyond; he has sharpened my thinking and saved me from many errors. Most recently, thanks go to Dr. Eve Feinstein, who read over selected passages and essays and provided helpful comments; to Bonny Fetterman, friend and erstwhile editor at Schocken, for her keen observations; and to Professor Jacob L. Wright, whose stylistic and substantive suggestions regarding the Introductions were extremely valuable. Of course, as the usual disclaimer has it, all final decisions are mine alone.

		Reaching back to graduate days, I would also like to thank my fellow students (and now professors) David Roskies and George Savran, for stimulating my early work on the Samson cycle. That experience was eye-opening for me as an entry into biblical narrative art and its possible oral roots.

		The responses of many readers who have written me over the years about my translations, from places as unlikely as mountaintops in Oregon, a convent in Bavaria, and an elementary school in Malawi, have been a treat and an inspiration. Faculty and students at universities and members of congregations before whom I have presented material, attendees at conferences, and students in my adult education classes in Hebrew College’s Me’ah program, have also contributed signally to my ongoing translation work, opening my eyes and ears to many issues in the text and its reception. I am particularly grateful to the many study groups that have used The Five Books of Moses in different settings, who demonstrate that the shared experience of studying the text can build community, foster intergroup understanding, and create an atmosphere of shared delight and profundity in encountering the wisdom and artistry of the past.

		In acknowledging past influences, I must correct an omission from earlier volumes. In 1959, Abba Eban, then Israel’s permanent representative to the United Nations, recorded excerpts from the Psalms and Ecclesiastes in both the King James Version and the Hebrew, in order to raise money for a chair in American drama and literature at the Hebrew University. I received the LP as a present when I was a teenager and a few years later happened to turn to it. Eban’s classic English diction was indelible. But also notable, thanks to his training in Middle Eastern languages at Cambridge, was the way his Hebrew reading conveyed both the distinctive rhythms of biblical language and the importance of Hebrew grammar in reading aloud. That experience, along with encountering the Buber-Rosenzweig translation, sent me back to the Hebrew text, which for the first time became an aural document for me. I remain grateful to Eban, who surely could not have known the impact of his accepting an academic fund-raising venture on a future Bible translation.

		Several other “performers” of the Bible have exerted a strong influence on my work. First, I would like to draw attention to the recordings of the entire Bible by Shlomo Bertonov, made decades ago for the visually impaired in Israel but now available in MP3 form. These have proven helpful and illuminating in the process of my checking English drafts against the Hebrew.

		Second, I invite the reader to find a copy of MGM’s 1936 film Rembrandt, in which Charles Laughton, featured in the title role, has occasion to read some biblical passages. His performance of excerpts from Ps. 77, some forty minutes into the film, is a lesson in English diction and emotional depth, and serves as a fictional but accurate insight into the place of the Bible in the hearts of generations.

		Finally, I want to invoke the enduring memory of my teacher at Brandeis University, Nahum N. Glatzer. It was he who, as a graduate student in Frankfurt in the twenties, provided research materials for the paralyzed Franz Rosenzweig in his translation work; who, as reader of the Buber-Rosenzweig proofs in those early days, served as a critical eye and ear; and who, as mentor in my undergraduate and graduate years in the late sixties and early seventies, gave me encouragement and criticism when I needed them. He also led by example, in his published linear presentations of Jewish sources such as Midrash and liturgy, and equally in his reading aloud of the Bible in the classroom. Almost fifty years later, the sonorities with which he read passages from the book of Job, both in King James English and a finely enunciated Hebrew, still reverberate vividly in my ear.

		Since the bulk of this volume was finished, two friends who deserve special mention have died. Both were free spirits who loved the Bible. American-Israeli artist Ivan Schwebel was an unforgettable personality who drank deeply of life. For me he was a consummately devoted artist, loving friend, and guide, whose monumental work on the David stories bespoke a love of the land of Israel and of the profoundly human aspects of biblical narrative, and renewed and inspired much of my own work. He died peacefully while walking in Nahal Sorek, where, we are told, Samson fell in love with Delilah. It was what Schwebel called his “Safe Place.” I share with his family and friends the reality of an irreplaceable loss.

		Peter Stark was tragically killed in a traffic accident in the early days of 2012. We knew each other from Brandeis days. Peter was a man of many talents—a wonderfully devoted son, a Jewish activist, a linguist, an actor, a director, a lover of Toscanini and the Golden Age of Opera in the early twentieth century, and, especially, a memorable teacher of Bible to older children. He is remembered by all who came in contact with him, onstage and in the classroom, and the impact of his knowledge, good humor, and dedication to Jewish education will continue to be felt.

		The dedication of this book is to my long-suffering family. As always, I am grateful to my wife, Rabbi Cherie Koller-Fox, for her love and her moral and intellectual support. This project would not exist without her faith and steady encouragement. She has notably asked probing questions about the language of the text, kept me focused on the needs and questions of readers, and, through decades of teaching the Bible to both children and adults, demonstrated how the translation may be used to teach even beginners to be careful readers of the biblical text. Our own children, Akiva, Leora, and Ezra, now grown to thoughtful adulthood, have contributed much emotional support and helpful observations on language, literature, performance, and biblical narrative, as well as closely reading portions of my drafts. Together with my wife, they have helped to fill my life with seriousness, playfulness, and love.

		Newton, Massachusetts
November 2014

	
		ON USING THIS BOOK

		THE HEART OF THIS VOLUME IS THE BIBLICAL TEXT ITSELF. THE READER SHOULD begin there, reading aloud slowly and, preferably, more than once. Attention should be paid to repeating words, wordplays, and other forms of rhetoric in the text.

		NOTES

		THE NOTES, FOUND IN THE NOTES SECTION AT THE END OF EACH BOOK, ARE DESIGNED TO ANTICIPATE some of the reader’s questions, clarify odd expressions, explain technical terms and pertinent cultural data, indicate the location of places mentioned in the text, and provide other useful information. Sometimes they cite the Hebrew original, in order to give a sense of what I am trying to echo in English; at other points, they give pertinent readings of ancient versions and translation proposals of modern scholars. They also point out some of the connections between passages, either within the same book or further afield. A small percentage of the material in the Notes repeats from book to book in order to make it easier to read the books separately, if desired; there is occasional repetition in the Commentary as well. Verse numbers in blue indicate an accompanying note. Readers can tap any such verse number to navigate to the relevant note; in the Notes section, tapping on the note number will navigate back to the appropriate verse in the main text.

		COMMENTARY

		THE FUNCTION OF THE COMMENTARY, WHICH APPEARS IN THE COMMENTARY SECTION AT THE END OF EACH BOOK, is to focus on each chapter’s place in the narrative, to set out specific themes and especially key words that point to them, and to point out other features of style and imagery. It also includes observations on character development, and occasional comments on the possible historical development of the text. The reader may wish to read the text of a chapter first and turn to the Commentary afterward, or do the opposite as preparation for what is coming. Readers can tap any chapter or section heading to navigate to the relevant commentary; in the Commentary section, tap on the commentary title to navigate back to the main text.

		ABBREVIATIONS IN THE COMMENTARY AND NOTES

		
			
					MT   
					
					Masoretic text type, the standard traditional Hebrew text represented by the Leningrad Codex (ca. 1000 C.E.), published in Biblica Hebraica Stuttgartensia (BHS) (Stuttgart, 1977).
				
			

			
					LXX   
					Septuagint, pre-Christian translation of the Hebrew Bible into Greek, existing in several manuscripts.
			

			
					4QSa   
				
					An important Hebrew manuscript of the book of Samuel, discovered at Qumran (Cave IV) near the Dead Sea.
			

			
					JPS   
					The New Jewish Publication Society version (1985 and later).
			

			
					B-R   
					Bücher der Geschichte, Joshua-Kings in the German translation of the Bible by Martin Buber and Franz Rosenzweig (Cologne, 1955).
				
			

			
					Kimhi   
					David Kimhi, twelfth-to-thirteenth-century Bible commentator and grammarian who lived in Provence.
			

			
					Ketiv   
				
					
					A word in the Hebrew text as “written,” as distinct from the Qere, an alternate rendering, usually in the margin, to be “read.” This may reflect different traditions.
				
			

			
					Qere   
				
					
					See Ketiv.
			

		

		INTRODUCTIONS

		EACH OF THE FOUR BOOKS IN THE EARLY PROPHETS BEGINS WITH AN INTRODUCTION, intended to elucidate important issues, explore some possibilities for when the texts might have been composed, and discuss the relationship of the text to history. I have treated all of these aspects in wider perspective in the General Introduction.

		DIVISIONS

		IN ORDER TO AID THE READER IN NAVIGATING THE BIBLICAL TEXT, WHICH IN ITS ancient form had neither chapter numbers, verse numbers, nor section headings, I have also divided the books into major divisions (labeled “Part I,” etc.) and given them brief introductions within the body of the text. My divisions are for convenience only, and different scholars will find alternate ways to elucidate structure. But I hope that the overall layout and the remarks in these short introductions will aid the reader in following major themes and their development within the books.

		THE TEXT

		THIS TRANSLATION IS BASED MAINLY ON THE MASORETIC TEXT TRADITION. I have, in some difficult passages, occasionally adopted another reading, either from ancient versions or proposed scholarly emendations, and have indicated this in the Notes, but I have not sought to reconstruct an “original” text, believing, as I state in the General Introduction, that the Bible evolved in many stages and versions. I have therefore done my best to provide a reading—a performance, as it were—that is reasonably close to a traditional one. It should be said that some of the Hebrew texts in The Early Prophets are in better shape than others; Samuel, for example, is notoriously defective. The reader may consult more detailed scholarly commentaries such as Nelson, Niditch (2008), McCarter (1980 and 1984), Cogan/Tadmor, and Sweeney (2007) for extended discussions on how LXX and other versions, including the Dead Sea Scrolls, bear on the texts of these books.

		NAMES

		THE BIBLICAL NAMES MOST FAMILIAR TO ENGLISH SPEAKERS COME ORIGINALLY from ancient Greek translations. They have survived because, by and large, they are well-known and comfortable to pronounce (for example, Joshua, Samson, Solomon), and many are still in use in English-speaking families. Despite this, in the present translation I encourage the reader to adopt Hebrew usage such as Yehoshua, Shimshon, and Shelomo. In the Bible, most of these names have meanings important to the story; they are often used in plays on words, which are clarified in both my English text and the Notes in this volume. I hope that using Hebrew forms will also introduce a freshness to the reader’s experience of the biblical text, so often necessary when one reads familiar material.

		Pronunciation is described in the section below called “Guide to Pronouncing Hebrew Names”; at the same time, pronunciation of individual names is given in the Notes, whenever a character or place makes its first appearance, and at the end of the volume (“Recurring Names in The Early Prophets”).

		ON THE NAME OF GOD AND ITS TRANSLATION

		WE DO NOT KNOW EXACTLY HOW ANCIENT HEBREW WAS PRONOUNCED, AND THIS especially applies to the name of God. By late antiquity, Jews had become wary of articulating that name in speech, feeling a need to preserve its power and holiness. For at least the last two millennia, Jewish convention has been to pronounce the name, written with the consonants “YHWH,” by using the euphemism “My Lord” (Adonai)—hence the usual “the Lord” found in most early modern translations. The Buber-Rosenzweig German translation, which served as a major model for The Early Prophets, represented God’s name by uppercase personal pronouns (e.g., “HE said to David …”), but while this is philosophically and artistically powerful, it is probably incorrect, and somewhat more gendered than the Hebrew as well.

		In the end, I have followed current scholarly practice in reproducing what is seen in the text—namely, “YHWH”—and the reader will substitute what feels comfortable to him or her in actual reading. Choices might range from “the Lord” or “the Eternal” to the aforementioned Adonai or Ha-Shem (“the Name”). Some readers are content with the scholarly (but not certain) “Yahweh,” although that form is never used in a religious Jewish context, and rarely in a Christian one.

		GUIDE TO PRONOUNCING HEBREW NAMES

		THE FOLLOWING GUIDE USES A STANDARD OF PRONUNCIATION WHICH IS CLOSE to that of modern Hebrew and which will serve for the purpose of reading the text aloud.

		
			a (e.g., Rahav, Yiftah, Naval, David) as in father (never as in sat)

			i (e.g., Lakhish, David, Elisha) generally as ee

			o (e.g., Yehoshua, Eglon, Moav, Shelomo) as in stone (never as in hot)

			u (e.g., Yehoshua, Ehud, Sha’ul, Yehu) as in ruler (never as in sun)

		

		When e occurs in both syllables of a name (e.g., Shemesh), it is generally pronounced as the e in ten. In such cases the first syllable is the accented one; otherwise, generally speaking, biblical Hebrew stresses the last syllable.

		When e is the first vowel of a name (e.g., Shemuel, Shelomo), it is most often lightly pronounced, as the a in ago.

		
			kh (e.g., Akhish, Mikhal) is to be sounded like the ch in Johann Sebastian Bach.

			h (e.g., Hanna, Hanun) most often indicates the Hebrew letter het, pronounced less heavily than kh but not as lightly as English h. This is difficult to reproduce in English, and I have not sought to do so. I have, however, removed the h at the end of names such as Hanna to avoid confusion with het.

		

		The system I have used for transcribing Hebrew words follows the above model rather than standard scholarly convention (e.g., shofar rather than šopār), to better serve the general reader. For this reason, I also do not distinguish between the Hebrew letters alef and ayin in transcription, even though technically speaking their pronunciations originally differed. I have, however, added an apostrophe when the lack of one might lead the reader to otherwise mispronounce the word (for example, Be’er, Sha’ul). Note also that in the case of some names, which would more accurately be transcribed as, for instance, “Eilyyahu,” I have sought a simpler transliteration, as in “Eliyyahu.” This means that the Hebrew sounds eh and ei are not readily distinguishable in English.

		Some well-known names in the text have been transcribed here in their familiar English spelling. These include Egypt (Heb. Mitzrayim), Israel (Yisrael), Jordan (Yarden), Gaza (’Azza), Jerusalem (Yerushalyim), Assyria (Ashur), and Judah (Yehuda; I use the latter when it refers to the tribe alone and not to the Southern Kingdom as a whole). The reader will note that many endings of personal names are rendered here as -el, even though strict practice would dictate -eil or -ayl. All this has been done to make the transition to Hebrew forms a little less jarring.

	
		GENERAL INTRODUCTION

		INFLUENCE

		THE BOOKS TRANSLATED HERE AS THE EARLY PROPHETS—JOSHUA, JUDGES, SAMUEL, and Kings—make up over one fifth of the Hebrew Bible. While they progress chronologically, stretching from the Israelites’ settlement in Canaan to the destruction of the surviving kingdom of Judah some six centuries later, they constitute much more than a dry historical chronicle. For these books recount the past in a way that reverberates with meaning. They look at a long series of events, including wars, tribal rivalries, dramatic changes in leadership, and the intrusion of great empires, through the prism of a divine-human relationship. Joshua is presented not merely as the report of a conquest but as a careful demonstration of how the Promised Land is a conditional gift from YHWH, the God of the Bible. Judges presents object lessons in good and bad leadership, and links the people’s fortunes to whether they worship YHWH alone. Samuel paints full and complex portraits of enormously talented yet flawed founding kings and their relationship to divinely ordained standards. And Kings plays down the worldly accomplishments of dynasties in favor of a view of the past in which the ancient covenant between God and the people of Israel is the chief criterion for worldly success.

		Over the centuries, the faithful have read these books as demonstrations of the perils of disobeying God’s will, and time and again found that they spoke to their own situation. The momentous events of Jewish life in late antiquity under Hellenistic and Roman domination, which included cultural assimilation, rebellions, destruction, and the reformulation of identity, ensured that the Early Prophets, in which such issues are played out frequently and pointedly, would continue to be read and pondered by Jews well beyond the periods in which the books are set. They have had an equally indelible impact on generations of Christians, who have seen in many of the stories strong foreshadowings of the life and death of Jesus, as well as models for their own lives and the careers of their leaders. Both traditional Jewish and Christian communities have read the Early Prophets as emblematic: just as the Israelites had suffered destruction and exile, surely catastrophe would await those in the contemporary world whose community or leaders did not follow divine dictates.

		Yet that is by no means the whole story. In these books, as so often in the Hebrew Bible, theological reflection goes hand in hand with artistic craft. Thus, beyond its importance as a major portion of a foundational religious document, the text of the Early Prophets has been and continues to be read as a great work of literature, whose power lies in the gripping nature of many of its stories. The personalities who appear on its pages, and the political and moral dilemmas their stories powerfully illuminate, are part of the living consciousness of the Western world. The narratives recount critical moments in the life of a nation, encompassing oppression, invasion, and rescue. They meditate on what constitutes good leadership, tracing the successes and failures of military men, kings, and prophets, and on how the good society should be constructed. And along the way, they tell some extraordinary tales, presenting unforgettable characters and their entanglements. They are filled with an array of striking images, from the tumbling walls of Jericho to Samson tearing apart the lion with his bare hands, from the barren Hannah’s plea for a child to David’s slaying of the terrifying Goliath, from the building of Solomon’s grand Temple to the prophet Elijah leaving this life in a fiery chariot. These images and many more are deeply etched into Western culture and have become beloved over the centuries largely because they so beautifully encapsulate recognizable human experience. They have attracted not only the pious but also the rebellious—including artists and writers who, whatever their religious leanings, have been unable to resist the lure of these stories that speak so poignantly to the human condition. Thus, audiences over the centuries have come to echo Horace’s ancient words: de te fabula narratur—“the story is about you.”

		ORIGINS

		WHILE THE POWER AND INFLUENCE OF THE EARLY PROPHETS ARE INDISPUTABLE, the exact origins of its four books (familiar in English as six, with “I” and “II” Samuel and Kings) are much more difficult to determine. As a defined series of scrolls, they were probably completed by the sixth or fifth century B.C.E. Scholarly attempts at identifying more precise dates range widely, with some insisting that large pieces of the text are quite early, not far removed from the events they portray, and others opting for a date as late in the biblical period as the fourth or third century B.C.E., when Israelite (now Jewish) rule in Palestine had long since crumbled to dust. Still others posit a more gradual process, a “rolling corpus,” stretching over centuries in different locales, including both monarchic Israel and Babylonian Exile.

		Nor is date the only problem. We have no evidence that these books were conceived of as a collection early on. Their style is not uniform, their ideology varies, and scholars disagree on the extent to which they can be read as a single long work. And the books include a wide variety of genres: chronicles, poems, stories, architectural descriptions, and territorial boundaries, all of which suggest multiple sources from different time periods.

		Additionally, the standard Hebrew text of the Early Prophets cannot be shown conclusively to be, word for word, the version that was transmitted to its early audiences. The evidence of the Dead Sea Scrolls and of the early Greek versions reveal a text that was still in flux.

		Finally and most important, the books rarely explain themselves directly. They contain, for instance, no thoughtful prologue such as can be found in the works of Greek historians such as Herodotus and Thucydides. The absence of such explanatory prologues may be an advantage, inasmuch as it makes the narratives more engaging and requires the reader to do the work. Yet there is another feature that is more unsettling. The books are riddled with contradictions, so many that at times it is difficult to say anything definitive about them. Who exactly slew Goliath—the renowned David or a certain Elhanan? Which biblical attitude toward monarchy is correct, wariness or overflowing praise? In which period does the text seem to fit best—the Jerusalem of the late seventh century, emerging for a while from foreign domination; the sixth-century B.C.E. Babylonian Exile, with its quiet despair; or the fifth, with its hope for further restoration back in the homeland? Once again, the contradictions force the reader to probe the text more deeply, and we can be sure that the final redactors intentionally avoided the temptation to create a perfectly consistent work.

		In twentieth-century Bible scholarship, a unified theory of composition was put forth by Martin Noth. His formulation of the issues still exerts a strong influence in the field. Noth accepted the Bible’s implied scheme of a retrospective history of Israel on its land, from the conquest through two destructions (of the northern Israelite kingdom by Assyria in 722 B.C.E. and of the southern by Babylonia in 587) and on to the Babylonian Exile. He viewed this great work as encompassing Joshua through Kings, with the fifth book of the Torah, Deuteronomy, as the prologue. In Noth’s view, this “Deuteronomistic History” (known ever since in the scholarly world as DH or Dtr) served to explain to the exiled Israelites why they had arrived at such a sorry state. He envisioned these books as a single piece of work, based on key ideas and phraseology from Deuteronomy—especially that their god YHWH alone should be worshipped and that sacrifices should be offered to him only at the Temple in Jerusalem. Noth’s DH clearly attributed Israel’s ills to the apostasy of the people and their kings. In breaking the covenant with YHWH, they had forfeited the land that they had been given only conditionally to begin with.

		Noth’s treatment of the Early Prophets has undergone numerous challenges and refinements in the more than half a century since its appearance. One major revision was proposed by Frank Moore Cross. Like other modern Bible scholars, Cross found the idea of a single edition too simplistic. He located DH in two editions, one in the waning days of the Southern Kingdom of Judah under King Josiah in the late seventh century B.C.E. and a final one, decades later, in the Babylonian Exile, by an editor who incorporated allusions to destruction and exile in the texts. Cross was led to this overall conclusion by the strongly positive portrayal of Josiah in the book of Kings, the marked emphasis on the Northern Kingdom’s sins and its destruction in 722, and its comparison with the faithful and successful House of David, from which Josiah sprang. The Southern Kingdom still appears viable in this early edition—in other words, the core of DH predated the Babylonian Exile.

		The many alternatives to such models, involving minute dissections of large and small units of text, have run the gamut from postulating multiple editions to rejecting the idea of a unified DH outright, claiming that the four books simply do not hold together. But a few things have become clearer, thanks to recent research on the nature of biblical texts and their composition. It is increasingly evident that it is a mistake to speak of “original texts” in the Bible. Much of ancient literature, including the Bible, evolved over time; earlier forms of text were replaced by more complex “performances.” Historical and social circumstances changed, as did audiences; in societies where oral influences continued to be felt in literature, there was a continuous process of addition and reformulation that to an extent renders the idea of a primal, original text moot. Thus, in the case of the Early Prophets, traditions about Israel’s beginnings, up through the monarchy and exile, would have received varied treatments, expressing not one but multiple points of view. In Jacob L. Wright’s (2009) words, “the inherent resistance of biblical literature to clear authorial identification is its hallmark, and speaks volumes to its agenda of representing the ‘people’ as a whole … rather than defending a particular institution or social class.”

		What might have propelled this evolution of the texts? While parts of the books of the Early Prophets resemble other ancient Near Eastern literature in some of their forms and concerns (such as accounts of military campaigns and royal propaganda), they seem to be largely concerned with other issues. These texts focus on reaching a wide-ranging understanding of who the people of Israel are, by narrating how they arrived at the land and their subsequent life in it under chieftains and kings. This emphasis on Israel’s collective identity would likely have begun early on, as the fledgling Israelites sought to differentiate themselves from their immediate neighbors. But it would have become more acute as history brought them into conflict with great empires.

		It is in the eighth and seventh centuries B.C.E., with the reigns of Judean kings Hezekiah and Josiah, that we may find a reasonable starting time for the writing down of many biblical texts. A growing number of scholars (see Schniedewind 2004 for a cogent presentation) point to this era as one in which, thanks to urban growth especially in Jerusalem, capital of the Southern Kingdom of Judah, literacy became more widespread. More important, in the face of long-term oppression by the resurgent and expanding Assyrian Empire, there would have been a deep need to counter the imperial claims of the invaders. At this point in Israelite history, older traditions would have served to clarify national self-definition, and their casting in written form, probably by elites, would have given impetus to a process that would reach fruition in the exilic and postexilic periods in the sixth century B.C.E., when building a renewed sense of community would have been paramount.

		What is notable here is that, as Wright (2011) points out, texts like the books of the Early Prophets (and the Torah which precedes it) are not nationalistic in the sense of aggressively talking up the glories of the state. True, the trappings of the state—kings, armies, and temples—are viewed as necessary in the Bible, but this text is also (and primarily) designed to focus on the people—an entity in which political institutions are secondary to the covenant idea. In the Bible as we have it, allegiance to God is the source of Israel’s national identity, and the people’s main task is to uphold the divine-human relationship. In keeping with a pattern known among subjugated peoples throughout the centuries, the idea of this covenant may in fact be partly a subversive recasting of Assyrian political treaties, just as other moments in the Bible seem to play off other aspects of Assyrian and Mesopotamian culture (see Carr 2010 and his citations).

		Such a view appears to have grown out of the realization, beginning at least with the rise of Assyria, that Israel was not destined to hold a prominent position in the ancient Near Eastern world. A perceptive reader can sense a strong undercurrent of anxiety in the way Israelite traditions are presented in many key texts. In Genesis, for example, one of the key motifs threading throughout the text seems, on the surface, to be a heroic one—the triumph of the younger brother over the older, from Isaac to Jacob to the climax with Joseph. Yet the book is full of so many close calls along the way, with the continuity of the family and the divine mission threatened at every turn, that it is difficult not to feel nervousness, along with relief, at the outcome. The message that emerges is that while God will always rescue Israel, it will not be a pleasant experience, with the possibility of extinction ever present.

		This is not a conventional way to write or sing about ancestors, nor is it the usual manner in which court scribes, employed by kings, go about their work. Rather, it is more compatible with the views of the prophets, those ancient Israelite gadflies who spoke truth to power. As Rabbi Alan Miller notes, it was eighth-century figures such as Amos and Hosea who sensed the fateful and fatal direction in which, in the midst of prosperity, the Northern Kingdom was heading. Southern prophets such as Isaiah and Micah, living somewhat later, sounded similar notes of warning. For the precarious situation in which Israel found itself would not resolve easily. The prophets’ task thus became to refocus the people in preparation for a time when the state would be suspended, at least temporarily, in favor of a more enduring sense of nationhood. This developing of inner communal strength amid powerlessness and defeat would become, in Babylonian Exile and in the many later experiences of Jewish Diaspora, an unbreakable legacy, one which has inspired many other cultures as well. It is, then, no accident that an old Jewish tradition came to dub these books the Early Prophets.

		The concern over the casting and preservation of national identity also fits within the Persian period that followed the exile, beginning in 539 B.C.E., when the surviving Jewish community had some autonomy but not full self-rule. The compilers thus promoted the old view of a world in which God was the only legitimate ruler, in which the covenant between God and Israel was still operative, and in which the ideas and laws laid down in the Torah were to become the guiding principles for a functioning society.

		The end process of these many centuries of recounting, transmitting, and writing was the first half of the Hebrew Bible, Genesis through Kings, which some scholars call the “Primary History.” In the form in which it was preserved, probably since the Persian era, this nine-book complex uses Deuteronomy as its center, with the narratives and laws of Genesis through Numbers as one wing and the patterned memories of Joshua through Kings as the other. Deuteronomy functions to update and complete the Torah, with dramatic rhetorical flourishes; at the same time, it serves as a powerful introduction to the Early Prophets, setting out key details of the covenant which would ultimately be broken and then restored. It is a testament to the genius of the Bible that within this overarching structure, there is room for variations and for the development of the memorable portrayals of personalities and predicaments that are so characteristic of the Hebrew text. The variations made it possible for different communities to see themselves in the text over the centuries. The deeply human portrayals have likewise remained imprinted on the hearts of readers down to our own day.

		HISTORY AND METAHISTORY

		THE FACT THAT THE TEXT OF JOSHUA THROUGH KINGS FOCUSES SO PROMINENTLY on community and identity through its recounting of Israel’s past raises the question of the text’s precise relation to what we conventionally call history. The Early Prophets is set in the Iron Age, a period for which we have many documents and inscriptions from the empires of the ancient Near East. Yet the question of how to evaluate historically Israel’s surviving textual and archaeological data has spawned furious debates in recent decades. An extensive scholarly literature has been written about these books and the way they approach history. Most agree that ancient peoples in general were not interested in what we would term history for its own sake, in the sense of creating a factual account of events. The Bible in particular represents a choice, or, more properly, a series of choices, as to how and what to remember concerning Israel’s past. In Marc Brettler’s (2001b) words, it “suggests that the Israelites were agnostic toward the real past.”

		It has come to be widely accepted that for human beings, whether individuals or collective groups, there is no such thing as strictly objective reporting. Recent research on the structure of the brain suggests that memory is not composed of discrete facts; rather, it functions through the making of connections. Hence, memory and meaning are inseparable. Both as individuals and as groups, we all compose our versions of who we are, what has happened to us, and what we have done. These versions turn on issues of conscious or unconscious repression and the desire to leave behind something of value for the future. In the case of the Bible, as stressed above, the writers’ focus on identity answered different needs over time, beginning with Israel’s early communities vis-à-vis their immediate neighbors, to the overwhelming threat posed by imperial armies, to defeat and exile, and, finally, to building a new society on the land under Persian domination.

		Given this shifting quest for Israel’s identity, the biblical authors were not concerned merely to report historical facts, so that the Bible’s approach would best be termed “metahistory.” Alternatively, one might call it “history with an attitude.” My approach in this volume is thus consonant with that of many other contemporary scholars. I regard these books as reflective of history or in dialogue with it. I believe that they recall aspects of an actual past, yet one that has been retold and rethought, in a manner lying somewhere between what we would call history and story. The texts constitute a remarkable collection of multiple voices from ancient Israel, gathered over time and in ways that are still not entirely clear to us. Sometimes these voices are in harmony, sometimes in conflict, but always they bear witness to an active consciousness that is reexamining and reexperiencing Israel’s past.

		Where does all this leave the modern historian? For a good part of the twentieth century, many biblical scholars, operating consciously or unconsciously out of a religious belief in the factual truth of the text, regarded the Bible as basically historical. Over time, with the lack of archaeological support, such certainty began to fade. From Abraham to the Exodus, from Joshua’s conquest to the heroes of the book of Judges, from the accounts of David and Solomon with their wealth of court detail to the portrayal of the Israelite and Judean rulers in the book of Kings, most of the sacred cows of biblical history have been put through the analytical ringer by modern scholars, with often major unanswered questions as a result. In the end, however historical any or all of these figures might have been, it is clear that the biblical text evaluates them using mainly its own, metahistorical criteria.

		We are thus thrown back on the text as it stands, with its stirring stories of success and failure. This is not necessarily to be regarded as a loss, although it may disappoint those whose view of truth is confined to brute facts. The Bible is interested in a different kind of truth, one that focuses on our group experience as members of religious communities and on our individual experiences of transcendent meaning, expressed through faith or great art—or both. Such truth shines from many moments in the text of the Early Prophets and continues to evoke strong reader reactions. It reflects what Martin Buber (1967) called “the great dialogue between heaven and earth,” the inner conversation through which humanity struggles to understand its place in the world and in the universe. In the Early Prophets, as in all great texts, that conversation is carried on within the experience of one specific group of people, but it resonates well beyond.

		The community that transmitted these books consisted of a small Persian province, with limited political independence and little impact on the geopolitical stage. But it was a community that felt itself and indeed all history to be moved by a larger force, that viewed the past as not merely a string of events but as bearing the meaning of those events. Israel had failed to keep God’s covenant and had been punished by being exiled. But the punishment was nearing an end, and ultimate restoration was on the horizon. To use the imagery of the classical prophets, Israel had been in a marriage that had ended unhappily but now was returning to its lover in order to enter into an eternal union.

		A memorable work of literature spanning many centuries, an evolving search for group identity, a powerful and distinctive reading of history that seeks meaning in the midst of national catastrophe—all these and more are woven together in the composition of the Early Prophets. An attentive reader may experience some or all of these facets but in the end will extract mainly what is valuable for his or her own life. On a larger scale, religious communities will continue to find direction and fellowship in these texts through study and worship. It is in that spirit of ongoing dialogue with the past that I extend to you an invitation to enter the world of the Early Prophets.

	
		AN APPROXIMATE BIBLICAL CHRONOLOGY

		I. THE PERIOD COVERED IN The Early Prophets

		c. twelfth century B.C.E.

		Settlement in Canaan

		c. eleventh century B.C.E.

		Period of the “Judges”

		tenth century B.C.E.

		Early Monarchy: Sha’ul/Saul, David, Shelomo/Solomon; First Temple

		c. 920 B.C.E.

		Kingdom splits

		ninth century B.C.E.

		Dynasty of Omri in the North; period of Eliyyahu/Elijah and Elisha

		eighth century B.C.E.

		Domination by Assyria; Northern Kingdom falls (722)

		seventh century B.C.E.

		Domination of Southern Kingdom by Assyria and Babylonia

		596, 586 B.C.E.

		Babylonian invasion and exile; Southern Kingdom falls

		561 B.C.E.

		The Judean king Yehoyakhin/Jehoiachin is released from prison in Persia

		II. AMONG LATER EMPIRES

		539–538 B.C.E.

		Persian hegemony; Jewish exiles return

		c. 515 B.C.E.

		Second Temple completed

		c. mid-fifth century B.C.E.

		Period of Ezra and Nehemiah

		332 B.C.E.

		Conquest by Alexander the Great

		165 B.C.E.

		Maccabean revolt and eventual Jewish independence

		63 B.C.E.

		Conquest by Rome

		III. IN THE COMMON ERA

		c. 29 C.E.

		Crucifixion of Jesus

		66 C.E.

		First Jewish revolt against Rome

		70 C.E.

		Destruction of Jerusalem and Second Temple

		132–135 C.E.

		Second Jewish revolt against Rome

		second century C.E.?

		Possible final editing of Hebrew Bible

		c. 200 C.E.

		Redaction of Mishnah, first postbiblical Jewish canonical document
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			The Twelve Tribes of Israel

		

	
		INTRODUCTION

		THE FORGING OF JOSHUA

		AS THE BOOK THAT DIRECTLY FOLLOWS THE FIVE BOOKS OF MOSES, JOSHUA NARRATES the conquest of Canaan, ancient Israel’s homeland, and the subsequent allotting of the land to the Israelite tribes. Thanks to its location in the text, the book plays an important transitional role in the first half of the Hebrew Bible. It serves as a bridge between the repeated promises of an abundant land in the Torah and the long saga of Israel’s life in that land in the books that follow. Its tone is both triumphant and cautionary: the land is understood to have been given, through a war of conquest, by God, who can equally take it away if his conditions—the “covenant” with Israel, as presented in the Torah—are not faithfully observed.

		The book is thus overtly theological in its presentation of events. As with all the books in the Early Prophets, there is only one criterion for the nation’s success. Any concept of national history based on pride, glorifying warlike ancestors for their legendary deeds, is severely limited in Joshua. Everything depends on the keeping of the covenant.

		The central ideas of that covenant are exclusive worship of YHWH, the God of Israel, and fidelity to his laws. Beyond those general stipulations, however, there are specific rules pertaining to the book of Joshua. First, Israel is to be faithful to the symbols of its identity, especially circumcision and the observance of the festival of Passover. These covenant symbols provide continuity in the relationship between God and Israel and acknowledge his intervention on their behalf in the past. Joshua’s final speeches in Chaps. 23–24 will warn against betrayal of this relationship; both the letter and spirit of such warnings occupy a good deal of the narrative territory of the Early Prophets.

		Second, Israel is to adhere to laws of war, principally those having to do with the spoils of battle. They are to be “devoted” for God and not appropriated by the victorious troops, as was the standard practice in ancient and later warfare. The one time this rule is violated, in Chap. 7, the Israelite army is predictably routed. It is their only direct defeat in the book.

		A third area crucial to the covenant idea is proper leadership. From the opening lines of the book, Joshua himself is charged not only with leading the troops but also with following in the footsteps of his master, Moses. He is not to depart from Moses’s example of faithfulness and adherence to God’s laws, and from the book’s first chapter to its last, he does not disappoint.

		The direct result of Israel’s adherence to God’s covenant in Joshua is the gift of the land, which is articulated through a large block of text devoted to detailed tribal boundaries. Chaps. 13–21 read almost like a flyover or, in the comfort of one’s own chair, an exploration of the land using a map program. The reader gets to savor the lay of the land and to revel, not in conquest, but in a kind of pioneer experience. That the boundaries listed combine historical memories with clearly idealized ones, with the people of Israel represented as a largely pious generation, only adds to the audience’s sense of satisfaction and wonder.

		Surely this is more than what we conventionally call history, more than a recitation of factual data. And scholars who try to rely solely on the text of Joshua to reconstruct the reality of early Israelite settlement find themselves beset by vexing problems. Simply stated, the events reported in the book, and the geographical boundaries set forth there, do not always fit comfortably in the period in which they are set, generally understood to have been the twelfth century B.C.E. Among other difficulties, the surviving data do not seem to support as extensive a conquest as the Bible portrays. The opening of Judges, the book that follows Joshua, will demonstrate that there is still much left to do in that regard.

		Archaeology plays a critical role in the discussion. On the basis of the available information, there appears to be a historical disconnect between the account of key cities said to have been destroyed in Joshua and the evidence on the ground. A number of these cities, such as Jericho and Ai, had long been in ruins by the period in which Joshua would have lived, and the existence of some of the others which the book characterizes as walled cities also does not neatly fit the chronology. And while there is indeed material indication of destruction in the period in which Joshua is set, there is often no way to identify the agent(s) of that destruction, leaving the overall picture clouded.

		These contradictions strongly suggest that what is really at work in our text is selective and creative memory. I do not believe that it consciously sets out to falsify the past; rather, from early traditions, embedded images, stories, and reactions to past events and experiences, often preserved only in echoes, it formulates what is most helpful and illuminating for the present. Thus, books like Joshua—and here we may include all the books of the Early Prophets, as discussed in the General Introduction—would have mainly provided biblical Israelites with a blueprint for understanding their own world centuries later, a world in which great empires swept through their country and eventually forced them into decline and exile. Joshua, invoking old traditions and still-visible ancient ruins, would have painted the picture of a time when, by keeping the covenant, Israel had reaped the benefits of their loyalty. By implication, the reverse—betrayal of the divine-human relationship—would have the direst consequences for the nation.

		As Peter Machinist (1994) has noted, the conquest of Canaan, and especially the identification of the Israelites as outsiders presented in Joshua and in other biblical texts, reverberates with a number of different periods in biblical history. The period of settlement itself would have necessitated clear differentiation from the locals (more on this below). The eighth-century era of the prophet Amos, reacting to the growing threat of Assyria, as well as the sixth-century B.C.E. period of Babylonian Exile, would also have found meaning in the portrayal of Israel as outsiders. So the composition of Joshua would likely have taken place over several centuries at the least, with the text undoubtedly built up from multiple layers.

		For many contemporary scholars, a likely key moment in this process would have been the reign of King Josiah of Judah (c. 640–609 B.C.E.), whom the Bible characterizes as a major religious reformer. As part of its description of Josiah’s program, I Kings 22 reports the finding of a scroll, “the Record of the Instruction of Moses,” by officials cleaning out the Temple. The public appearance of this scroll, which was probably the core of Deuteronomy, provided textual impetus for Josiah’s reform efforts, whose goals included the extirpation of idolatry, the centralization of worship in Jerusalem, and a strict separation from the surrounding nations.

		It has long been recognized that the book of Joshua uses much of the same language as, and agrees with much of the ideology of, Deuteronomy. Many of the phrases with which Joshua opens fit this description (see Commentary to Chap. 1). In addition, the portrayal of Joshua himself, using pious Deuteronomic phrases, is strongly similar to that of Josiah, three books and five centuries later. And the fact that much of Joshua is set in the north, and is connected to northern traditions, may well reflect not only Deuteronomy’s suspected northern origins but also Josiah’s aggressive attempt to extend his religious and political reforms to that part of the land of Israel.

		Joshua’s northern slant suggests to some scholars several other options for the setting of the book’s composition. For one thing, the book may have actually originated in the north. Additionally, northern traditions may have been preserved after the fall of the north in 722. A century earlier than Josiah, the Bible’s previous reformer king in the south, Hezekiah, had to deal with the immediate and deadly presence of Assyria. During his reign, the armies of that great empire destroyed the Northern Kingdom, and much of the Southern Kingdom as well, with Jerusalem barely escaping disaster. This period saw the increased presence of northern refugees in Jerusalem, and so the prominence of northern Israel in the text of Joshua, in the view of some, may reflect a desire in Hezekiah’s time to include their traditions in Israel’s growing account of itself and to recall a time in the distant past when God protected Israel in the midst of war. The territorial descriptions that take up much of the second half of Joshua could also be seen as a reaction to the fall of the north, allowing the people “to gain in textual form what may have been otherwise lost in experience” (Smith).

		Finally, it should be noted that some pieces of the conquest description in Chaps. 1–12 appear to mimic what is found in some Neo-Assyrian royal war accounts, proving that imitation is either the sincerest form of flattery or an effective means of protest. In the case of the Bible, the narrative would serve to glorify God, and not the Assyrian kings.

		In the light of the above possibilities, we can agree with Nelson that Joshua is “a historical witness to what later generations believed had happened to their ancestors,” a text that speaks to an audience concerned with their own problems rather than one interested in history for its own sake. Indeed, as he stresses, “every conquest story in Joshua is a territorial claim or an assertion of national identity.” It is a text with one eye focused on the past and one on the present, or on several different “presents,” in a process quite typical of the development of biblical texts.

		At the same time, one should not discount the presence of authentic traditions that are well-rooted in their setting. As Meyers (2004) points out, most of the non-Israelite names in the book, such as Rahav, are attested in the very period in which Joshua is set.

		THE ISRAELITE SETTLEMENT

		IF THE BOOK OF JOSHUA IS NOT A FULLY ACCURATE ACCOUNT OF ISRAEL’S HISTORY in the twelfth century B.C.E., it is nevertheless well placed in that time period. Put another way, there is definitive evidence of a dramatic rise in the population of Israel’s highlands during that century. While we are not able to identify the population as Israelites—to date, little has been found to differentiate between Israelites and Canaanites in material culture such as pottery and architecture—it is quite plausible that Israel’s literary traditions reflect this era of new growth. And such a development would fit the general situation of the wider eastern Mediterranean world at that time. For reasons that are not entirely clear, at the end of the second millennium B.C.E. older civilizations experienced what some scholars term a considerable downturn and others characterize as a full-blown collapse. Cultures and armies which had previously dominated Syro-Palestine were weakened to such an extent that a successful incursion of newcomers is quite plausible. At the same time, Egyptian and other records report widespread invasions by the so-called Sea Peoples, either from the Aegean area or perhaps from Anatolia (modern Turkey). In the books of the Early Prophets, these groups are represented by Israel’s great enemy, the Philistines, whose control of the coastal area adds another piece to the puzzle, for it might well have made it easier for other settlers to achieve a foothold in the highlands of Canaan.

		Viewed as a whole, then, the evidence we have does not rule out the rise of premonarchic Israel in its traditional region of settlement, but rather confirms it, albeit in the most general way. While the book of Joshua may have been strongly influenced by
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