THE GODDESS ASHERAH. The Canaanite fertility goddess,
Asherah, was the wife of the god Ba'al (o of his father, El), but
she also figures in some inscriptions as the wife of the Hebrew
god Yahweh. One Hebrew king even placed an image of her in the
temple of Yahweh at Jerusalem. = Why would this be viewed as
controversial?

By the beginning of the first millennium, however, the
Hebrews living under the rule of David began to practice
monolatry, meaning that they worshiped one god exclusively
without denying the existence of others. Although the leg-
endary prophet Moses is often credited as the first promoter
of Yahweh’s cult, sometime around the middle of the second
millennium B.C.E., the ascendancy of Yahweh actually took
place much later under the influence of the Levites, a tribe
who claimed unique priestly authority and sought to enhance
their own power and prestige by discrediting other gods.

The success of their campaign rested on the Levites’
access to writing, The written word was especially potent in
the ancient world because the skills necessary for its mastery
were rare. In an age of constant threats to Hebrew religious
and political sovereignty, the literacy of the Levites helped to
preserve and promote Yahweh'’s worship. So did the political
supremacy of the House of David, which bolstered its own
legitimacy by allying itself with the Levites. The result was a
centralized cult situated in the new royal capital of Jerusalem,
which linked the political and the religious identity of the
Hebrews to the worship of Yahweh as the supreme god.

Nevertheless, the worship of other gods actually
increased in the eighth and seventh centuries B.C.E., perhaps
in reaction to the austere morality demanded and imposed
by the Yahwists. Thus, religious figures like Jeremiah
(c. 637-587 B.c.E) railed against “foreign” cults and warned
of the disastrous consequences that would arise if Yahweh's
people did not remain faithful to him. Moreover, Yahweh
remained a somewhat conventional god, even in the eyes of
his promoters. He was conceived as possessing a physical
body and was often capricious and irascible. Further, he
was not omnipotent; his power was largely confined to the
territory occupied by the Hebrews.

Still, some of the Hebrews' most important contribu-
tions to subsequent Western religions crystallized by the
middle of the eighth century B.CE. One was their theology
of Yahweh’s transcendence: the teaching that God is not
part of nature but exists outside of it. God can therefore
be understood in purely intellectual or abstract terms, as
entirely separate from the operations of the natural world.

Complementing this principle was the belief that
Yahweh had appointed humans to be the rulers of nature
by divine mandate. When Yahweh orders Adam and Eve
to “replenish the earth and subdue it, and have dominion
over . . . every living thing,” his injunction stands in strik-
ing contrast to other accounts of creation in which humans
are made to serve the gods. Finally, Hebrew religious
thought was moving in this period toward the articula-
tion of universal ethics—a universal theory of justice and
righteousness. According to the Babylonian flood story, for
example, a particularly petulant god destroys humanity be-
cause their noise deprives him of sleep. In Genesis, Yahweh
sends a flood in punishment for human wickedness but
saves Noah and his family, because “Noah was a just man.”

The Hebrews honored Yahweh during this period by
subscribing to certain moral precepts and taboos. The Ten
Commandments as they now appear in Exodus 20:3-17
may not have existed, but they certainly reflect earlier
ethical injunctions against murder, adultery, lying, and
greed. In addition, the Hebrews observed an array of ritual
practices unusual in the ancient world, such as infant cir-
cumcision, adherence to strict dietary laws, and refraining
from labor on the seventh day of the week.

Yet the moral standards imposed by Yahweh on the
Hebrew community were not binding when the Hebrews
dealt with outsiders. Lending at interest, for example, was
not acceptable among Hebrews, but was quite acceptable
between a Hebrew and a non-Hebrew. Such distinctions
applied also to more serious issues, such as the killing of
civilians in battle. When the Hebrews conquered territo-
ries in Canaan, they took “all the spoil of the cities, and
every man they smote with the sword . . . until they had
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"ONSTRUCTION OF THE ISHTAR GATE. This is a reconstruction
ne of the fifty-foot-high entrance gates built into the walls of

bylon by King Nebuchadnezzar around 575 8.C.E. About half of this

truction, in the Pergamon Museum of Berlin, is original.

'_ royed them.” Far from having any doubts about such
srutal policy, the Hebrews believed that Yahweh had in-

the Canaanites to resist so that the Hebrews could
aghter them: “For it was the Lord’s doing to harden
it hearts that they should come against Israel in battle,

order that they should be utterly destroyed, and should

give no mercy but be exterminated” (Joshua 11:20).
‘With the political fragmentation of the Hebrew king-
s after Solomon’s death, important regional distinctions
\within Yahweh's cult. As we noted previously, the rul-
! the northern kingdom discouraged their citizens from
fipating in ritual activities at Jerusalem, thereby earning
isapproval of the Jerusalem-based Yahwists who shaped
blical tradition. The erosion of a cohesive Hebrew iden-
@s further accelerated by the Neo-Assyrians, who un-
rgon 11 absorbed the northern kingdom as a province
islaved nearly 28,000 Hebrews. The southern kingdom
1 survived, but political collaboration with the Neo-
ins meant acceptance of the god Assur.
lis was the whetstone on which the Yahwist prophets
ed their demands for an exclusive monotheism that
deyond monolatry. Hebrew prophets were practical
...i‘.-leaders as well as religious figures, and most of
derstood that military resistance to the Assyrians
Bile. So if the Hebrews were o survive as a people,
u.7_'151 to emphasize the one thing that separated them
veryone else in the known world: the worship of
h and the denial of all other gods. The prophets’
frice that Yahweh alone should be exalted was thus an
Sive reaction to the equally aggressive promotion of
' Dy the Assyrians.

The foremost Hebrew prophets of this era were Amos
and Hosea, who preached in the kingdom of 1srael before it
fell to the Neo-Assyrians in 722 B.CE; Isaiah and Jeremiah,
who prophesied in Judah before its fall in 586 B.C.E.; and
Ezekiel and the “second lsaiah” (the Book of Isaiah had
at least two different authors), who continued to preach
“by the waters of Babylon” during the exile there. Despite
some differences in emphasis, these prophets’ messages
consistently emphasize three core doctrines:

1. Yahweh is the ruler of the universe. He even makes
use of peoples other than the Hebrews to accomplish
his purposes. The gods of other nations are false
gods. There has never been and never will be more
than this one god.

3 Yahweh is exclusively a god of righteousness. He
wills only the good, and evil in the world comes
from humanity, not from him.

3 Because Yahweh is righteous, he demands ethical
behavior from his people. Over and above ritual and
sacrifice, he requires that his followers “seek justice,
relieve the oppressed, protect the fatherless, and
plead for the widow."

Judaism Takes Shape

Through their insistence on monotheism as the corner-
stone of Hebrew identity, the Yahwists made it possible
for the Hebrews to survive under Neo-Assyrian domina-
tion. And as the Assyrian threat receded in the late seventh
century B.CE., so the Yahwists triumphed religiously and
politically. The king of Judah during the waning years of
the Neo-Assyrian Empire, Josiah (r. 621-609 B.C.E.), was
a committed monotheist whose court employed promi-
nent prophets, including Jeremiah. With Assyrian power
crumbling, Josiah found himself in a position to pursue
significant reforms. He presided over the redrafting and
revision of the “Law of Moses” to bring it into line with
current policies, and it was during his reign that the Book
of Deuteronomy was “discovered” and hailed as Moses’
“Second Law.” Deuteronomy is the most stridently mono-
theistic book of the Hebrew Bible, and it lent weight to this
new political program.

But within a generation of King Josiah's death, the
Chaldeans under Nebuchadnezzar (as discussed ear-
lier in the chapter) conquered Jerusalem, destroyed the
Temple, and carried thousands of Hebrews off to Babylon
in 587/586 B.c.E. This Babylonian Captivity brought many
challenges, paramount among them the maintenance of
the Hebrews' identity. The leading voices in defining that
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identity continued to be the patriotic Yahwists, the same
people who would later spearhead the return to Palestine
after Cyrus of Persia captured Babylon and liberated the
Hebrews two generations later.

Among the Yahwists, the prophet Ezekiel stressed
that salvation could be found only through religious pu-
rity, which meant ignoring all foreign gods and acknowl-
edging only Yahweh. Kingdoms and states and empires
came to nothing in the long run, Ezekiel said. What mat-
tered for those living in exile was the creature God had
made in his image—man—and the relationship between
God and his creation.

The period of captivity was therefore decisive in forg-
ing a universal religion that transcended politics. Just as
Yahweh existed outside creation, so the people who wor-
shiped him could exist outside of a Hebrew kingdom. In
Babylon, the worship of Yahweh therefore became some-
thing different: it became Judaism, a religion that was not
tied to any particular political system or territory, for after
586 B.C.E. there was neither a Hebrew ruling class nor a
Hebrew state. Outside of Judah, Judaism flourished. This
was an unparalleled achievement in the ancient world: the
survival of a religion that had no political power to back it
and no holy place to ground it.

After You Read
This Chapter

56 CHAPTER 2

After 538 B.c.t., when Cyrus permitted the Hebrews of
Babylon to return to their lands and to rebuild the Temple,
Jerusalem became once again the central holy place of Hebrew
religious life. But the new developments that had fashioned
Judaism during captivity would prove lasting, despite the
religious conflicts that soon erupted. These conflicts led to
ever more specific assertions about the nature of Judaism,
and to religious teachings that focused on ethical conduct as
an obligation owed by all human beings toward their creator,
independent of place or political identity. The observance
of ritual requirements and religious taboos would continue,
but not as the essence of religious life; rather, they would be
symbolic of the special relationship binding Yahweh to the
Hebrews. Eventually, the transcendental monotheism that
emerged from these historical processes would become com-
mon to the worldview of all Western civilizations.

CONCLUSION

The centuries between 1700 and 500 B.c.E. were an epoch
of empires. While the two great powers of the second mil-
lennium were New Kingdom Egypt and the Hittite Empire

REVIEWING THE OBJECTIVES

® The settlement of Indo-European peoples in the Near East
had marked effects on the older civilizations there. What
were some major consequences?

® Egypt’s New Kingdom differed profoundly from the Old and
Middle Kingdoms that preceded it. Why was this the case?

® The civilizations of the late Bronze Age were bound together
by transnational networks. What were the strengths and
fragilities of these relationships?

® \What kingdoms and empires emerged in the Near East after
the devastation caused by the Sea Peoples?

® Monotheism was a significant historical development of
the first millennium B.c.e. Why is it so important?
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qatolia, a host of lesser empires also coalesced during
period, including Minoan Crete, Mycenaean Greece,
he trading empire of the Assyrians. All were sustained
sophisticated network of trade and diplomacy. But
en 1200 and 1000 b.c.E. the devastation wrought by
a Peoples brought this integrated civilization to an
these invasions cleared the way for many new, small
Jincluding those of the Phoenicians, the Philistines,
dians, and the Hebrews. Many crucial cultural and
mic developments were fostered by these small states,
ing alphabetic writing, coinage, mercantile coloni-
> and monotheism. Yet the dominant states of the
ge continued to be the great land empires centered
Asia: first the Neo-Assyrians, then briefly the
ans, and finally the Persians.

e empires of the early Iron Age were quite differ-
m those that had formed an integrated Near East
ind years before. These new empires were much
ly unified. They had capital cities, centrally
ed systems of communication, sophisticated ad-
ative structures, and ideologies that justified their
imperialism as a religious obligation imposed
by a single, all-powerful god. They commanded
of unprecedented size, and they demanded from
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their subjects a degree of obedience impossible for any
previous Bronze Age emperor to imagine or enforce. Their
rulers declared themselves the chosen instruments of
their gods’ divine will.

At the same time, we can trace the emergence of more
personalized religions. Zoroastrian dualism and Hebrew
monotheism added an important new emphasis on ethical
conduct, and both pioneered the development of authori-
tative written scriptures that advanced religious teach-
ings. Zoroastrianism, despite its radical re-imagining of
the cosmos, proved fully compatible with imperialism
and became the driving spiritual force behind the
Persian Empire. Judaism, by contrast, was forged in the
struggle to resist the imperialism of the Neo-Assyrians
and Chaldeans. Both systems of belief would exercise
enormous influence on future civilizations. In particu-
lar, they would provide the models on which Christianity
and Islam would ultimately erect their own traditions,
just as the models of imperial governance forged in this
period would become the template for future empires. In
Chapter 3, we will look at the ways in which the city-
states of ancient Greece both built on and departed from
these models.

THINKING ABOUT CONNECTIONS
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® |n the religions of Akhenaten, Zoroaster, and the
Hebrews we see a rejection of polytheism. What cultural
factors may have contributed to this? What would you
consider to be the long-term effects of monotheism as a
motivating force in history?

® What patterns of success or failure appear to be emerging
when we consider the empires that flourished in the Iron
Age, particularly those of the Assyrians and the Persians?
Are similar patterns visible in other periods of history,
including our own?
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