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	One of the central theological concerns of the Hebrew Bible is how Israel and God relate to one another. Lying at the core of that connection is the miraculous encounter at Sinai. The Torah dwells on God's singular nature and on the bond He shares with the Israelite people. So heavily is the distinctiveness of this bond stressed, against a backdrop of neighboring polytheistic cultures, that Israel's chief gift to the history of religious thought is frequently identified as an uncompromising, covenant-based monotheism. The scholar Robert Karl Gnuse writes:

	"…ethical monotheism was not a 'natural' and universal fait accompli, destined for all mankind from the beginning…It simply represents the culmination of a historical process belonging to Israel and Israel alone….it does represent a true spiritual revolution, and it continues to deserve being considered as one of the moral and intellectual bases of modern society."[1]

	This claim is clearly borne out in the Jewish identity that took shape in the post-exilic era, after the First Temple in Jerusalem was destroyed. The situation in the centuries before, stretching from pre-Mosaic times to the close of the monarchy, is a separate matter and much harder to pin down.

	Curiously, the Hebrew Bible itself testifies to a persistent difficulty: the blending of native Canaanite customs into Israelite religious life. Its historical reliability has likewise drawn heavy criticism from scholars who contend that it mirrors the anti-polytheistic reforms carried out by King Josiah in the final stretch of the Kingdom of Judah. On this reading, such outlooks do not represent the actual religious life of earlier Israel, which is more accurately characterized as a ranked, hierarchical polytheism.

	The push toward rigid monotheism can plausibly be placed in the monarchic era. Josiah's reforms have been called the most violent and relentless, exceeding even those of King Hezekiah. The scope of what Josiah did is recounted in 2 Kings 23:4-7.

	"4 And the king commanded Hilkiah, the high priest, and the priests of the second order, and the keepers of the door, to bring forth out of the temple of the LORD all the vessels that were made for Baal, and for the Asherah, and for all the host of heaven; and he burned them without Jerusalem in the fields of Kidron, and carried the ashes of them unto Beth-el.

	5 And he put down the idolatrous priests, whom the kings of Judah had ordained to offer in the high places in the cities of Judah, and in the places round about Jerusalem; them also that offered unto Baal, to the sun, and to the moon, and to the constellations, and to all the host of heaven.

	6 And he brought out the Asherah from the house of the LORD, without Jerusalem, unto the brook Kidron, and burned it at the brook Kidron, and stamped it small to powder, and cast the powder thereof upon the graves of the common people.

	7 And he broke down the houses of the sodomites, that were in the house of the LORD, where the women wove coverings for the Asherah."

	Every cultic practice outside the approved Temple worship was singled out, and all public images were wiped out.[2] For this reason, Baruch Halpern regards Josiah's reforms as the most focused implementation of monotheistic thinking.[3]

	The emergence of a monotheism that later sources would recognize is believed to have happened by the era of Deutero-Isaiah at the latest (roughly 540-520 BCE). The Babylonian exile is viewed as the turning point for the sort of monotheistic faith that Israel eventually embraced in its theology. One strand of the case for this rests on the growing urbanization of the Israelite population, and especially of its intellectual class.[4] This turning point is captured well in Isaiah 44:6:

	"Thus says the LORD, the King of Israel and his Redeemer, the LORD of hosts: 'I am the first, and I am the last; besides me, there is no god.'"[5]

	Whatever stance one takes among those who favor a more polytheistic and syncretistic "Yahwism," the scholar Manfried Weippert observes:

	"In one respect, however, is this polyphonous often quite a dissonant choir united: that Yahweh is Israel's God and Israel, the people of Yahweh… Yahweh is the national god of Israel."[6]

	However the dispute over Israel's commitment to strict monotheism is settled, one point stands firm: across both orthodox and unorthodox forms of Israelite religion, the place of YHWH within the setting of Israelite identity cannot be denied.

	“Within Israel understood as a cultic community, YHWH is the one jealous patron god, standing against fracture and straying among those who worship him. Within Israel understood as a people's army, YHWH is the supreme commander, 'a man of war,' who rouses the timid and welds shared military efforts together. Within Israel understood as a customary and quasi-legal society, YHWH is mediator and judge, driving toward uniform practices that protect the integrity of the egalitarian community. Within Israel understood as a polity, a realm that governs itself, YHWH is the final and only sovereign, a stand-in king, who ensures that power is spread out and decentralized among the community's several sovereign groups. Every symbol of YHWH in his different guises points, in a reinforcing and favorable way, to the socioeconomic goals of the community and to the assurance that power will be exercised so as to maintain the system against threats from outside and from within.” [7]

	Two schools of thought are in dispute. The school that follows William F. Albright regards the Israelite settlement of Canaan as chiefly a conquest carried out by force. The school that holds to the views of Albrecht Alt and Martin Noth regards the settlement as the result of slow assimilation and integration into Canaanite society. The Alt-Noth model acknowledges a tribal confederacy of Israel in which YHWH is the god of the confederacy.

	Yet under the Alt-Noth model, the tribal confederacy arose only once the people were already inside Canaan. It was not in existence when those who would later become Israelites arrived in Palestine. Given this, one has to assume that the newcomers were individual clans, or groupings of clans, of nomads.[8] This matters a great deal when set beside the way the biblical narratives portray the relationship between Israelite and Canaanite cultures. Israel's history is marked from start to finish by a basic opposition between Israel and Canaan.

	Accordingly, as Niehr observes, the key consequence of this outlook, which the biblical text itself advances, is that the religion of Israel and its deity are presented as having no connection with the gods of Canaan. Gnuse reminds us that the degree to which earlier religious expressions shaped emerging Israelite thought cannot be established, yet he points to the probability that ancient texts and traditions circulated widely into Israelite society.[9] Although it may appear that one must choose between the two positions, a further perspective can be proposed. It does not treat the rise of the broader Israelite culture merely as part of an "Israelite versus Canaanite" contest, but sees the budding Israelite faith as a subset of the wider sphere of Canaanite religions:

	“From a historical perspective it is more appropriate, then, to speak of the special development of the religion of ancient Israel, rather than of the ways in which it was influenced by other cultures, as though it were a static, fully formed reality subject only to tangential modification. To be sure, by the beginning of the first millennium BCE, Israel, like is neighbors Phoenicia, Ammon, Moab, Edom, and Aram, had begin to show distinctive traits in religious as well as in other aspects of life. But this was a development from a Canaanite matrix and can be understood only by the reconstruction of that matrix from all available evidence and by the analysis of parallel developments in neighboring states.”[10]
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