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CHAPTER 1

BEFORE THE BEGINNING

And Girding Our Loins
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Thank you for joining me in this quiet study. It will be an adventure quite unlike any you’ve had before. It’s the work that’s important, so we’ll quickly get me out of the way first. I’m from a family of some generations of British Christian clergymen and missionaries. As a child, I sang, and I recited biblical Scripture in church, and my true vocation was apparent to all. But I began to ask awkward questions. I’m still asking awkward questions. Now that I’ve retired from a varied career in academia and business, I have the time to offer a few down-to-earth progressive answers and hypotheses for your consideration. What you do with those answers and hypotheses, I leave entirely up to you. 

I ask nothing of you.

Today, many of us of a Christian background have difficulty taking certain biblical writings literally. There are things our forebears believed that have crept quietly under the altar. I’m going to peer into the shadows and coax them back out again, remove their fig leaves, pour cold water on the fire and brimstone, and re-examine them carefully. 

I invite you to join me.

Our progressive, challenging re-examination of the biblical writings is a smooth, easy read, but we must be tough-minded and intellectually honest and thorough. We will be peeling theological onions in a hot kitchen and there will be tears for some and gastronomic delights for others. Do please be forewarned and keep your whetstone and your handkerchief close at hand.

The onion analogies will continue. It’s important.

The first thing I propose is that the writers of the biblical writings did not always take their writings at face value. It seems to me that they wrote on one level for the everyday people, and on deeper levels for those who knew.

I further propose that beneath the apparently fantastical tales there lies layer upon layer of very human political allegory that references very real human history that seemed to repeat over and over. 

The Flood, for example, is based upon literal localised flooding events; it is a vehicle with which to convey morality; it serves as a warning of Divine punishment for human sin; it is analogous to the practice of baptism, and it also appears to serve as an allegory for political, military, and at least one major religious change that swept away earlier regimes in the small ethnic group from which the biblical literature is derived.

Many biblical terms are metaphors and analogies. 

In the New Testament, we are familiar with terms such as: “the good shepherd”, “the light of the world”, and “the bread of life”. 

Taking “the bread of life” as a comparator ...

In Genesis 1 we find: And God said, “See, I have given you (Man) every herb that yields seed which is on the face of all the earth, and every tree whose fruit yields seed; to you it shall be for food. Also, to every beast of the earth, to every bird of the air, and to everything that creeps on the earth, in which there is life, I have given every green herb for food”; and it was so.”, where we also have Food analogies ... I suggest. 

Sophisticated “Man” was given complex “Cereal” and “Fruit” to eat/learn. The humble “Beasts” were given only simple “Grass” to eat/learn. I offer that we are looking at grades of humans and levels of cultural learning. It’s part of the proposition of: “one level for the everyday people and deeper levels for those who knew”.

These, and numerous other clues, led to the very gradual development of the Yahwist Reformation Hypothesis (the YRH) in which:

Biblical culture underwent a major reformation where the followers of the monolatrous Yahweh of Genesis 2 supplanted the followers of the polytheistic Elohim of Genesis 1. 

This, in essence, is the Yahwist Reformation Hypothesis. It’s a speculative hypothesis that has wide scope for further review and analysis and adaptation or rejection. At the very least, it opens up a vast number of fresh new discussion topics to review and analyse and adapt or reject. We do tend to replough the same ground over and over.

The Yahwist reformers, I offer, re-wrote the Creation and Flood and many other biblical texts as allegories of their reformation.

The reformers, I further suggest, also used their re-writing of the texts to defame and delegitimise the patriarch Abraham and the ancestors of Jesus and other significant cultural figures of the older regimes, and to bring their own heroes and God concept and texts into the literature. 

Please consider, for example, the tale of Abraham and Sarah in Egypt, or Lot and his daughters in the cave, or the children of Judah and Tamar. Isaac repeats the tales of Abraham and adds very little to the culture. Several characters are banished in different stories. Even the story of Ruth has a sting in the tail. And the incident of Abraham nearly making a human sacrifice of Isaac to the old Elohim is a Yahwist proscription against the practices of the culture they reformed ... I offer.

Those of us who have studied the biblical texts in detail may wonder why any culture would willingly choose to write their history in the way that it is now presented in the biblical writings ...? I seriously doubt that the People of the Book did choose to write the Hebrew texts in the manner we now have them.

One of the major aims of this endeavour is to try and peel back the onion layers to reveal the intriguing histories that may lie under the allegories.

Another of the major aims is to achieve intellectual satisfaction for those of us who are not convinced by either biblical literalism or biblical apologetics.

A third aim is to encourage religious inclusivity. 

Please do note carefully that I do not criticise God.

I do not deny the existence of God.

I do, however, severely criticise what certain humans have written, and re-written, and continue to write concerning God.

And I do severely criticise what I see as the denigration of women by my proposed, misogynistic, “he shall rule over thee” Yahwist reformers, who blame women for, well, pretty much everything really. 

Let’s you and me get firm and fair and downright frank with the men of the biblical writings. (It’s only us right here right now ....)

Many of the early writings – as we know – depict the biblical God as genocidal, racist, misogynistic, homophobic, misanthropic, and more besides. Nowhere in the first four books of the biblical writings do the writers write that God loves anyone. Christian clergypersons, in my experience, tend to leave the vast majority of the Hebrew Bible out of the pulpit altogether.

To the best of my knowledge, God is never shown to have had any input whatsoever into what is often declared to be the Word of God. And, to the best of my knowledge, God didn’t make the decisions as to what was the Word of God and what wasn’t. To the best of my knowledge again, human men did the writing and other human men decided for us which of the vast corpus of Middle East writings were the Word of God and which weren’t ... without disclosing for us what their selection criteria were and what evidence they had that demonstrated Divine input or Divine imprimatur. Not only that, but we cannot agree amongst ourselves what should be included in our Bibles and what shouldn’t. The Bible can be anything from five books to over eighty books, with over one hundred books appearing in someone’s Bible.

It is quite reasonable for you and me to demand good, hard evidence that biblical writings and the claims made concerning them are valid. Certain of the works attributed to Paul, for example, are widely considered to be fakes. 

As I say, in this study, I criticise humans and their writings. I do not criticise God. 

Today, interfaith tolerance and inclusivity allow that concepts of God can take many forms.

We’ll note very carefully that none of the writers of the biblical texts claim that their concept of God is God. They only ever write that their concept of God be the only concept of God that the Israelites/Jews worship.

Today the word God is tossed around in an almost meaningless way. When someone exclaims “Oh my God ...!”, generally speaking, they are not referencing any specific deity, let alone their personal deity.

Which leads us to ponder what can be meant by the word God ...?

And why do we have the word God with a capital G and the word god with a lowercase g ...?

When a Hindu uses the word God, they can be referencing God in three hundred and thirty million persons. When a Christian speaks of God, they can be referencing God in three persons. When a Shintoist speaks of God they will be referencing the Sacred Essence that manifests in multiple forms. When a Jew or a Muslim speaks of God, they will be referencing God in one person.

The idea of God means many things to many people.

Firstly, let’s look at the lowercase word “god” itself. Perhaps of Proto-Indo-European origin, it found its way through Northwest European languages to end up in modern English to now refer to any male deity who is generally regarded as mythological. Wednesday, for example, is named after the Germanic god Woden, or Odin, or Wotan. 

Which brings us to the question of how a god or a goddess or an intersex deity becomes known as God with a capital G ...?

The answer depends much more on the power of politics and military actions than it does on the strength of scriptures and missionary actions. We don’t ever hear of a culture chancing across a copy of someone else’s scripture and recognising therefrom that their ancestral God concepts are false and must immediately be consigned to the anthropological midden and the missionaries of the foreign God concept summoned post-haste. Rather, a change in God concept for a culture often follows that culture first being put to the edge of the sword or the muzzle of the cannon.

Biblical culture was geographically located where the swords and God concepts of empires from the Sumerians to the Akkadians, to the Egyptians, to the Hittites, to the Assyrians, to the Babylonians, to the Persians, to the Greeks, to the Romans, swept back and forth for more than two thousand years, heavily affecting, I suggest, the DNA and the beliefs of the people who eventually became the People of the Book. 

When Emperor Theodosius granted Christianity the monopoly on religion in the Roman Empire in 380 CE, the Jewish-based God in Three Persons of Christianity became, for the Roman Catholic Church, the official capital G God of the entire cosmos ... and all indigenous God concepts the world over were declared false and lowercase and it became necessary to eradicate them in one way or another.

Cultures that were originally non-biblical, eventually took Bibles and cannons into all the world and brought with them an intolerant, exclusive, Hell-threatening, Heaven-offering God concept that they tried to impose as the only allowable, catholic/universal God concept for all people. When they had the political and military power to do so, Christianised Europeans began to roam the world exterminating First Nations cultures as they went. Usually with naively good intentions. 

Personally, I have naïve, well-intended, but nonetheless intolerant missionary forebears.

Interfaith tolerance and inclusiveness have now largely dispelled the notions of eternal damnation for the non-acceptance of Christianity ... or the acceptance of the wrong version of Christianity.

Christian denominations mostly speak of God without naming the name of the God concept they are referring to. Jehovah’s Witnesses are an exception. 

Christians will use the word God itself as a name.

But the word God is not a name; it’s a descriptor ... like plumber, or dentist.

God concepts have names. The name of the senior member of the God in three persons of Christianity is Jehovah, or Yahweh, or other variations. 

Jehovah/Yahweh is the God concept of today’s Rabbinic Judaism – the Jewish religion.

We find the name Jehovah used in the Christian hymn Guide Me, O Thou Great Jehovah.

We sing and we exclaim Hallelu-Jah, where we pronounce the “j” as a “y”, and Yah is the shortform, or maybe the original, name of the biblical Yahweh ... or Jehovah. 

We pray Our Father who art in Heaven, hallowed be thy name. The name of the Heavenly Father of the Christian Trinity isn’t God. The name of this specific Heavenly Father is Yahweh. Countless other Heavenly Fathers have been worshipped in countless other cultures, with countless other names.

Continuing in the vein of interfaith acceptance, I have largely done away with the term God with a capital G. Instead, I use the term Divinity with a capital D as a collective term for all the gods and goddesses and intersex deities and divine beings from cultures both extant and extinct. 

To make what we are reading perfectly transparent, I refer to individual deities by their individual names. As noted, the word God has become almost meaningless in broader English. The non-specific, almost meaningless, word God can also be conveniently obfuscatory. We shall examine this more in the next chapter.

Given the absence of evidence to the contrary, I consider all expressions of Divinity to be equally mythological, and I give them each equal regard. With none being more equal than others.

Because something is mythological, doesn’t necessarily mean it doesn’t exist. But if something doesn’t exist, we perhaps can’t prove that it doesn’t exist, and this leaves us open to believing in things without a determinable basis of fact or a natural explanation. 

We shall address these issues on our travels. And we shall demand intellectually satisfying answers and reserve our right to judge for ourselves without fear or favour or prejudice.

It will indeed be a journey unlike any you have taken before. A level of intellectual and emotional fitness and a powerful fog lamp are required.

Now, we just have to briefly talk about intersex deities right here. To those of us of a Christian background, the notion is quite foreign ... and perhaps even anathematic to some.

One of my favourite intersex deities is the Sumerian deity Ninshubur. Like the Blessed Virgin Mary, Ninshubur is an intercessor between Divinity and humanity. Ninshubur is female when they serve the goddess Inanna/Ishtar, and male when they serve the god An/Anu.

Inanna and An were Divinity concepts for the Sumerians. Through the very common process of religious evolution, or syncretisation, they became Ishtar and Anu for the Akkadians. Syncretisation also has the Irish goddess Brigid carried across the ocean by angels to be present at the birth of Jesus, for example, where she became midwife to the Blessed Virgin Mary who had been impregnated by the Holy Ghost. 

Proselytizing mythographers are an inventive lot.

It all comes down to a matter of belief.

The Catholic Encyclopedia defines belief as: 

That state of the mind by which it assents to propositions, not by reason of their intrinsic evidence, but because of authority. https://www.newadvent.org/cathen/02408b.htm 

I claim no authority here, and I really do want you to assent to propositions by reason of evidence: extrinsic and/or intrinsic. And I politely recommend that you be especially careful about your state of mind if you do assent to authoritative, evidence-free propositions.

I am in a state of the mind that tells me we need a word other than “belief” to use when we assent to propositions by reason of evidence.

I propose the word “accond”.

The neologism “accond” is a portmanteau of “accept” and “conditional”. If we accond to something, we accept it conditionally. We can then set and reset the conditions upon which we accept the proposition. The noun is “accondance”.

Which brings us back to the Yahwist Reformation Hypothesis.

The proposition I put before you is that the followers of the male god Yahweh staged what I call the Yahwist Reformation in Judaism, in much the same way as Martin Luther staged the Protestant Reformation in Christianity. Throughout our journey I will point out the numerous clues that gradually led to the formulation of the hypothesis. The hypothesis was not a pre-conceived, or a half-conceived, idea that I set out to prove to be correct. Many possibilities and propositions were rejected along the way, and some are still questionable. We are not dealing with absolutes, and I am more that prepared to reject current ideas in the face of good old-fashioned evidence and/or logic. I do try to avoid confirmation bias like the plague.

Please judge for yourself.

The first known occurrence of what is possibly the name of the biblical Middle East Yahweh/Jehovah god, or a piece of land with a similar name, is found on a single Egyptian inscription from around 1400 BCE. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Yahweh 

But male, female, intersex and myriad other Divinity concepts had been in the minds of humans all around our planet for thousands, and possibly hundreds of thousands, of years before this date. Which means that the solo male Yahweh from the Middle East is not humanity’s original Divinity concept. The biblical Yahweh is very much a Yahweh-come-lately.

Not one of the writers of what we have as biblical texts ever claims that the solo male Yahweh is God with a capital G.

That claim came much later.

We do find solo male deities, such as the Sumerian An, who are supreme. But they are simply the supreme leader of a group of mythological ethnic deities.

My proposed re-writers of the biblical texts only ever claim Yahweh as the supreme leader of the group of mythological ethnic deities known biblically as the Elohim. We first find the Elohim in Genesis 1:1.

The very earliest notions of Divinity appear to have been feminine.

Personally, I prefer a feminine concept of Divinity. Notions of Divinity and our individual perceptions of them can be very personal.

Archaeology does not then hear of Yahweh for another six hundred years or so, until the name and picture of the god appear, roughly etched on a piece of pottery. 

No one that I know of at the time of that crudely-engraved piece of pottery from Kuntillet Ajrud was claiming that Yahweh was God with a capital G. 

However ...

Someone in Israel at the time of our pottery piece looks to me to be claiming to be Yahweh ...! 

This person was the extra-biblically attested King Jehu. King Jehu of Israel had his name carved in stone by people who are unlikely to have had an interest in promoting the religio-political interests of Israel. 

Unlike almost every other biblical character we are to read about, King Jehu of Israel was probably a real biblical person independently identified by a non-biblical culture.

On the Black Obelisk of Shalmaneser III, the Neo-Assyrian king who reigned from circa 858–824 BCE we have:

I received the tribute of Iaua (Jehu) son of (the people of the land of) Omri (Akkadian: 𒅀𒌑𒀀 𒈥 𒄷𒌝𒊑𒄿): silver, gold, a golden bowl, a golden vase with pointed bottom, golden tumblers, golden buckets, tin, a staff for a king [and] spears. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Black_Obelisk_of_Shalmaneser_III 

From the Hebrew, Jehu/Yehu quite literally means “He is Yah” or “Yah is He”. Yah is the shortform – or maybe the original – name of the biblical deity Yahweh.

King Jehu is quite simply believed to be Yahweh in the same way as Jesus is believed to be the Son of Yahweh.

But ...

We must note very carefully that the deity that Jesus is believed to be the son of is never named in the New Testament. We just assume it was Yahweh.

We shall bear this very much in mind as we travel together. 

In due course, we will explore the possible processes by which the everyday people were put into a state of the mind that assented to the authoritative proposition that certain very special humans came to be God on earth. It was often to do with Sacred Marriages, or Hieros Gamos, and it kept the everyday people in awe and in their place and under obedient, faithful control. 

It was common practice throughout many cultures.

And it worked very well.

Faith can be a unifying human strength and an exploitable human weakness.

King Jehu is famous – or infamous, depending upon your religio-political level of inclusiveness – for exterminating the entire family of the extra-biblically attested King Ahab. The Ahab family worshipped numerous members of Divinity who weren’t Yahweh.

King He-is-Yah (Jehu) fits the pattern of human rulers claiming to be the earthly representative of, or speak with the voice of, or be an earthly incarnation of, a deity. Having the everyday people believe that Divinity has put you where you are, or that you are at the very least partly Divine yourself, is a splendid way of keeping the everyday people suitably dominated and ensuring that you and your offspring retain power.

Mentioned in the records of Adad-nirari III of Assyria in circa 800 BCE we have one Jeho-Ash of Samaria. King Jeho-Ash is a biblical king of Israel/Samaria. This extra-biblical source confirms the existence of Israel and the fact that Jeho(vah)/Yahweh was a/the patron deity of at least Jeho-Ash himself at that specific time. Other Israelites may have had their own patron deities. Notions of Divinity can be a very personal matter, and the lower orders of society may not have dared to presume the patronage of the king’s god. 

This is indeed one of many speculations on my part. 

But worth pondering for a moment ....

On the Summary Inscription of Tiglath-Pileser III, from circa 730 BCE, it records that he received tribute from Jeho-Ahaz of Judah. This extra-biblical source confirms the existence of Judah as a state, and the fact that Jeho(vah)/Yahweh was a/the patron deity of at least Jeho-Ahaz here too ... at that time.

Other members of the biblical communities can have had their own patron deities. 

Yahweh may have been the selected personal deity of certain kings. Farmers may have had Dagan the god of crop fertility as their patron deity, for example. The medical profession may have had Shadrafa as their patron god. To the best of my knowledge, no one in the biblical communities was presuming to claim that their deity was the One True God with a capital G. Naturally, believers promoted their deity as the best deity in the competitive field of patron deities. And one could put one’s faith in the various specialist patron deities that covered the various aspects of one’s life.

Patron saints – who are a form of deified, usually dead, humans – are a continuance of this very ancient practice.

Patron saints aren’t quite gods ... but they’re pretty close and they serve the same functions for the faithful.

We regularly observe the promotion of Yahweh as the best local god by the folks who wrote Yahweh into the biblical writings. The biblical writers and re-writers do not promote Yahweh as the One True God with a capital G. The biblical re-writers simply promote Yahweh as the best, and only allowable, lowercase patron god for Israelites. Other communities had their own patron gods or goddesses or intersex deities or other supernatural concepts that were part of what I collectively term Divinity.

Significantly, the Yahweh deity is never called the god of Judah in the biblical writings. Yahweh is always referred to as the god of Israel. We shall also bear that in mind on our expeditions.

But we don’t have a scrap of surviving scripture from either Israel/Samaria or Judea/Judah from those times of 800 and 730 BCE to let us know who was worshipping whom.

As far as I can tell, from about 730 BCE onwards, we need to wait for another half a millennium or so before we hear of Yahweh again. He appears as one of numerous deities in Greco-Roman magical texts. 

No one seems to be claiming the deity Yahweh as God with a capital G here either. For the Greeks and Romans – and Persians and Babylonians and Assyrians and Akkadians and Egyptians – it was, I suggest, deities like the biblical Yahweh that were pagan. 

Whoever is waving the biggest swords or rolling out the biggest cannons gets to call their god the capital G God of the entire cosmos. Evidence is entirely immaterial. Belief is essential. Obedience is mandatory. Questioning is out of the question.

The Dead Sea Scroll writings are the oldest biblical writings we have. With extreme generosity we can accond to the proposition that the oldest biblical scroll fragments date as far back as somewhere after the time of Alexander the Great, to about 250 BCE. This is the time of the Ptolemies and the Seleucids, the Greek successors to Alexander.

Aside from a handful of independently verifiable names and events, the tales written in the biblical writings purporting to be from times prior to the Greek Empire period cannot be confirmed as genuine records of history, or of earlier theology, science, or folklore. 

We must be cautious ... and honest.

We shall note here, and ponder it for a while, and mention it from time to time as we journey together, that the Yahweh deity is thought to have first entered the minds of humans from in or around the region known biblically as Edom. On our next expedition we will meet a biblical character known as Edom who can be said to have had a legitimate claim to the biblical Promised Land.

Herod the Great was an Edomite.

We shall remember Herod the Great ... King of the Jews ... builder of the magnificent temple in Jerusalem ... bringer of peace to the region ... bringer of prosperity to the land ... worshipped as the Son of a God.

Herod the Great did have competition for the positions and titles he held.

Competitors do tend to give each other a bad press in their promotional literature.

I find it good practice to not consider just one set of promotional literature.

I find it even better practice to not simply believe promotional literature ...

No matter how many people in my community adhere to it faithfully.

The ancient Israelites of the biblical writings were ethnic Canaanites, and they worshipped the gods and goddesses and intersex deities known collectively as the Elohim. The biblical Yahweh deity was but one of the multitude of Canaanite Elohim deities.

Biblically, we first find the old Canaanite Elohim deities in Genesis 1:1.

The chief deity of the Elohim pantheon was the male god with the name, El. 

Deuteronomy 32:8-9 used to teach us that Yahweh was one of the sons of the Elohim.

The oldest biblical writings that we have are the Dead Sea Scrolls. 

From 4QDeutj we have, in English from Hebrew: 

When Elyon gave the nations as an inheritance, when he separated the sons of man, he set the boundaries of the peoples according to the number of the sons of Elohim. For Yahweh's portion was his people; Jacob was the lot of his inheritance. 

“Most scholars agree that the Masoretic text of Deuteronomy 32:8 reflects a theological revision of a more original text reflected in 4QDeutj and the Septuagint. Biblia Hebraica Quinta 5 and the Oxford Hebrew Bible sample edition concur on this point, but differ on details.”

https://ancienthebrewpoetry.typepad.com/ancient_hebrew_poetry/files/Elyon.pdf 

https://www.deadseascrolls.org.il/explore-the-archive/manuscript/4Q37-1?locale=en_US 

Translations vary, but the very clear position of Yahweh as a minor patron deity doesn’t fit with the claim and belief that Yahweh alone is real and is the original Heaven and Earth creating God with a capital G. 

The god many of us have been taught to call God with a capital G is not God with a capital G. 

This lowercase g god is quite simply the mythological Middle East deity with the name Yahweh. He is no more real, or any less imaginary, than any other deity.

God with a capital G may exist, but all expressions of God are simply human concepts of what God may possibly be. One expression of God is as legitimate as another ... no matter how fantastical and multi-armed and misanthropic and wrathfully-genocidal and blue-coloured and virgin-born and elephant-eared and death-defeating their followers believe them to be.

The biblical scripture above that clearly states that the minor Yahweh god is simply one of the sons of the Elohim, has been “theologically revised”, or tweaked, to fix the problem of biblical scripture as written not fitting biblical belief as held.

This tweak is of paramount importance to the Jewish and Christian claims that the biblical Yahweh is the original and one and only God with a capital G. 

The tweak calls honesty into question. 

Let’s examine what several lots of folks have done with the words “the sons of Elohim” in Deuteronomy 32:8-9

New International Version

When the Most High gave the nations their inheritance, when he divided all mankind, he set up boundaries for the peoples according to the number of the sons of Israel.

New Living Translation

When the Most High assigned lands to the nations, when he divided up the human race, he established the boundaries of the peoples according to the number in his heavenly court.

English Standard Version

When the Most High gave to the nations their inheritance, when he divided mankind, he fixed the borders of the peoples according to the number of the sons of God.

Brenton Septuagint Translation

When the Most High divided the nations, when he separated the sons of Adam, he set the bounds of
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