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Chapter 1: Unraveling the Enigmatic Origins of Jasher

	The Earliest References

	Anyone who undertakes a serious study of the Book of Jasher immediately encounters a striking paradox: Scripture itself refers to this work, yet virtually everything about its history before the medieval era remains obscure. Unlike Enoch or Jubilees, Jasher has left us no surviving manuscript tradition reaching back to the period of the Dead Sea Scrolls. No fragment in Aramaic or Greek has been discovered that scholars can confidently assign to the Second Temple age. Instead, the evidence consists primarily of two biblical references, found in Joshua and 2 Samuel, which establish beyond reasonable doubt that an ancient work known as *Sefer HaYashar* once existed and enjoyed considerable respect. After those references, however, the trail goes silent for centuries, until a work bearing that title emerges within medieval Jewish tradition and, later, among early modern Christian readers.

	Among the earliest post-biblical thinkers to consider seriously what the Book of Jasher represented were the influential rabbinic interpreters of the Middle Ages. Rashi, writing in eleventh-century France, examined the reference to Jasher in Joshua 10 and concluded that *Sefer HaYashar* was not an independent work at all. Instead, he identified it with the Torah, and more specifically with Genesis, which he understood as the “book of the upright,” referring to the patriarchs. Although this interpretation is imaginative and carries substantial theological significance, it effectively removes the mystery rather than explaining it. If Jasher is simply another designation for Genesis, Joshua’s citation provides no information about a lost document. Most contemporary scholars consider this explanation inadequate, largely because it would require the author of Joshua to appeal to Genesis as confirmation of a miraculous military event that Genesis never describes.

	Claims About Its Historical Identity

	Apart from Rashi, ancient and medieval interpreters advanced several competing explanations concerning the nature of the original Book of Jasher. One proposal identified it as an anthology of heroic poetry resembling the court literature known elsewhere in the ancient Near East — works commemorating victories in battle, mourning fallen warriors, and preserving the ethical ideals associated with the military class. The settings of the two biblical citations lend support to this possibility. Joshua’s account of the sun standing still occurs during warfare, while David’s Song of the Bow in 2 Samuel is unmistakably martial poetry. Another theory held that Jasher was instead a broad national historical record, narrating Israel’s story from its earliest period in a fashion comparable to Kings and Chronicles, though composed earlier and shaped by a distinct editorial viewpoint.

	In the sixteenth century, the Spanish Jewish scholar Sanctius advanced another proposal: Jasher may have consisted of devotional hymns written by multiple authors and performed during formal ceremonies. In this reconstruction, the work functioned essentially as a liturgical songbook from which the Psalter was eventually assembled. The proposal is intriguing, but evidence for it remains speculative. Despite their differences, these medieval theories share an important assumption. Their proponents regarded the original Jasher as an authentic, ancient, and highly regarded document. In other words, they did not believe the biblical writers had invented a source for rhetorical effect; they understood the references as pointing readers toward an actual work that existed and was familiar within the cultural world of those authors.

	The Manuscript Traditions

	The form of the Book of Jasher familiar to modern readers enters documented history under unusually specific circumstances. In 1625, a Hebrew work titled *Sefer haYashar* appeared in Venice, issued through the Italian Jewish printing world, then one of the most vigorous centers of Hebrew publishing. That Venetian edition forms the starting point for the modern history of Jasher. Its preface presents a remarkable account of the manuscript’s discovery, claiming that the work was recovered among the ruins of Jerusalem after the Romans destroyed the city. According to the story, an officer named Sidrus entered a house while searching for valuables and discovered an aged scholar concealed in a chamber, reading from a collection of ancient books. Sidrus supposedly placed the scholar under his protection, after which the book was eventually transported to Naples and preserved there until its publication in Venice many centuries afterward. The story possesses an unmistakably legendary character and naturally invites scholarly skepticism. It is therefore better understood as the sort of literary origin narrative commonly attached to medieval works than as a historically demonstrated account of the manuscript’s provenance.

	A very different case is the 1751 London publication associated with the supposed authorship of “Alcuin of Britain.” Scholars have conclusively determined that this work was fabricated by Jacob Ilive, an English type-founder who intentionally created the text in order to persuade readers that they possessed an authentic document from antiquity. Ilive’s Pseudo-Jasher is distinct from the work encountered by most present-day readers, and scholarship identifies it clearly as an eighteenth-century forgery without genuine connection to an ancient textual tradition. Chapter 4 will consider this version at greater length.

	The English edition of Jasher that achieved the widest circulation was published in New York in 1840 by Parry and Company and translated from the Hebrew text printed at Venice in 1625. It subsequently became the standard English form of Jasher and remains the edition through which many readers first encounter the work. Its ninety-one chapters recount biblical history beginning with Adam’s creation and continuing through Joshua’s career and Israel’s conquest of Canaan. Although the translation is not flawless, it represents a serious and generally dependable rendering of the Hebrew work. For that reason, it also provides the textual foundation for much of the discussion and commentary presented throughout this book.

	Why the Date Remains Disputed

	The prevailing position among scholars is that the *Sefer haYashar* printed in Venice in 1625 originated during the medieval period, probably through the work of a Spanish or Italian Jewish writer sometime during the twelfth or thirteenth century. Several forms of evidence support this conclusion. The Hebrew displays stylistic features associated more closely with medieval midrashic writing than with the archaic language characteristic of authentically ancient Hebrew compositions. Numerous narrative elements also seem dependent upon Talmudic and midrashic traditions produced centuries after the biblical age. In addition, no surviving manuscript evidence for this particular work can presently be traced earlier than the medieval period.

	Yet identifying the work as medieval does not require concluding that every tradition within it was invented during the Middle Ages. A number of scholars have good reason to regard the Venetian text as a medieval compilation: a composition in which an editor brought together earlier oral traditions, fragmentary written sources, and established midrashic elaborations that had circulated within Jewish communities across many generations. Recognizing this possibility is essential to approaching Jasher intelligently. The surviving work could preserve genuinely ancient traditions, perhaps extending into the Second Temple period or even earlier, while presenting those traditions within a medieval literary framework. The difficulty is that the methods presently available to us do not permit a clean separation between such a possible ancient nucleus and the medieval material surrounding it.

	There is broad agreement, however, on an important distinction: an ancient document known as *Sefer HaYashar* genuinely existed. Scripture refers to it, and the biblical text does not simply invent its own source citations. The work surviving under that title today is not the same ancient document. Rather, the present Jasher is a later composition — rich in inherited tradition, valuable for study, and significant theologically — that carries the ancient title and narrates much of the same historical territory. It nevertheless cannot responsibly be treated as a direct and uncomplicated window into the document cited in Joshua and Samuel. Maintaining that distinction is extremely important. Readers who keep it firmly in view can approach Jasher with genuine enthusiasm while retaining the discernment appropriate to its complicated textual history.

	Jasher Within the Hebrew Bible

	Joshua 10:13 — Gibeon and the Extraordinary Miracle

	To appreciate what Joshua 10:13 reveals about the ancient Jasher, it is necessary first to consider the larger narrative in which the citation occurs. Joshua 10 recounts one of the most spectacular military episodes in Israelite history. Five Amorite kings, under the leadership of Adoni-Zedek of Jerusalem, form an alliance against Gibeon after the Gibeonites enter into a peace agreement with Israel. Facing attack, the people of Gibeon call upon Joshua to defend them. In response to divine direction, Joshua leads his forces through the night from Gilgal toward Gibeon. God himself intervenes in the conflict, casting enormous stones from heaven upon the Amorite armies. Joshua then offers perhaps the boldest prayer recorded anywhere in the Hebrew Bible. Rather than asking merely for protection or even for victory, he asks for additional time. He commands both sun and moon to remain motionless. Scripture then reports the astonishing result: the sun remained over Gibeon and the moon over the valley of Aijalon for approximately an entire day, giving Israel time to avenge itself upon its enemies.

	Immediately after this extraordinary description, the biblical writer interrupts the narrative with the question: “Is not this written in the Book
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