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INTRODUCTION

A New Approach to the Bible

This book proposes a different way of understanding the formation
of the Hebrew Bible based on apprenticeship learning and scribal
communities.! Over the past forty years I have studied biblical litera-
ture, ancient inscriptions, and archaeology. From these studies grew the
realization that communities, and not so much individuals, are central
to the formation of the Bible. To be specific, I am speaking of scribal
communities. These are the people who wrote, copied, collected, collated,
edited, and preserved biblical literature. In order to understand the
Bible, we need to understand the people who wrote it and the commu-
nities in which they worked.

In proposing an apprenticeship model for the formation of biblical
literature, I am taking aim at the individualistic model of biblical author-
ship. The view of biblical authors is anachronistic. It transports modern
views of writing and authorship back into the distant past.” It assumes
the conveniences of modern technologies like printing presses and the
industrial production of paper that make writing and books a much
easier, more accessible, and more private enterprise. But producing and
distributing literature in antiquity relied heavily on scribal communities
and social infrastructure. A scribe could not just sit and write and then
distribute their work. Writing and literature as well as their distribution
and dissemination relied on communities.

In this book, I will emphasize the communities, not the individuals.
I do not mean to completely dismiss individual authors, and we will find
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2 INTRODUCTION

a few of them along the way. Rather, I believe we need to acknowledge
that scribal communities were the primary setting for the creation, pres-
ervation, and transmission of literature. We have a tendency to interject
our own worldview into the formation of the Bible, in other words, a
worldview of authors and individuals. Scribal communities are a sharply
different model of biblical authorship than assumed by the old question:
Who wrote the Bible?* That question looked to individuals. Moses
wrote the Pentateuch; Ezra edited it. David wrote Psalms. Solomon wrote
Proverbs. The need to assign authors to ancient Israelite literature first
began in the Hellenistic period. The Greeks had their authors—Homer,
Herodotus, Plato, Aristotle—and as classical Jewish literature entered
a Hellenistic world, Jews began to feel the need to assign authors to their
literature. But authors were not part of the ancient near eastern context
of the Bible. Rather, it was a Hellenistic idea that was injected into the
history of the Bible in its reception rather than its production. A book
like Genesis, for example, gives no hint of an author. And this is true for
most other biblical books. Even the books of the prophets, like the Book
of Isaiah, actually do not ascribe authorship to the prophet. The prophet
is a character in the book, not the author. Thus, the book is introduced
as “the vision that Isaiah saw” and not “the words that I wrote” (Isa1:1).
Likewise, books like Samuel are named after characters in the story
rather than the authors of the texts. But we will get to this part of the
story of the scribes later. For now, it is enough to point out that contrary
to our expectations, the Bible itself is not a book that usually names
authors. This is almost certainly because it was collected and produced
by communities.

The emphasis on communities, as opposed to authors, fits well with
the increasing dissatisfaction with the Documentary Hypothesis among
biblical scholars.* For more than a century, the Documentary Hypoth-
esis, which envisioned four documents (and by extension four authors)
to the Pentateuch—]J, E, D, and P for the Yahwistic, Elohistic, Deuter-
onomistic, and Priestly authors—reigned supreme. In 1977, a German
professor, Rolf Rendtorff, wrote a critique of the hypothesis, suggesting
that instead of documents, we should think about the processes and tradi-
tions that created the Pentateuch.® His work was largely responsible for
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INTRODUCTION 3

introducing significant cracks into the old scholarly consensus, but a
new consensus has not yet emerged.® Even as the influence of the Docu-
mentary Hypothesis has waned, the framework of authors and their
documents still influences the field. It is not only a Hellenistic way of
thinking about literature and authorship; it is the way that we operate in
the modern world. But the world of ancient Israel was quite different—
it was a world inhabited more by scribal communities and less by
authors.

To be fair, the Documentary Hypothesis always recognized the problem
with authors.” For example, in Julius Wellhausen’s seminal work, Die
Composition des Hexateuch, he suggested a long history of composition
among the different sources—for example, J*, J% J* and an E', E?, and
E*—each of which reflected a stage in the composition of the sources
that implied an ongoing scribal community as opposed to a series of
different authors. Hermann Gunkel summarized it nicely in suggesting
that “J and E are not individual writers but rather schools of narrators.”®
Unfortunately, biblical scholarship has tended to fall back into the
convenient concept and terminology of individual authors.

This book also reflects my own personal journey with the biblical
text. I was especially influenced by studying archaeology, geography,
and languages in Jerusalem. I came to Israel fresh out of college, just
twenty-one years old. I was particularly struck by one teacher who re-
peatedly admonished me, “Bill, you’ve got to think with your feet on the
ground.” It was his way of telling me to get out of my ivory tower. Part
of this meant that I spent many days wandering around in an old Land
Rover, hiking along wadis, and climbing up and down tells (artificial
mounds of biblical cities). Today, in my air-conditioned university of-
fice in front of my laptop and surrounded by books, it is easy to lose
perspective. But the ancient Israelites did not live in books, they lived
along the dusty highways and byways of the land. Digging into the
archaeology of places, walking the geography of the land, and reading
the inscriptions of the ancients began to put my feet on the ground and
helped me to think practically about how biblical literature came to be.

Thinking with your feet on the ground may upset some religious
approaches to the Bible, which take it as the “word of God”—not of
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scribes. I didn’t intend this book to be a broadside against a religious
reading of the text—against divine inspiration, if one believes. Rather,
I merely intend to take the human side of scripture quite seriously. Only
the most conservative religious traditions adhere to a “dictation theory”
of scripture and thereby eliminate any human agency. This book is
interested in the human agency of those who created and preserved
biblical literature.

Thinking with your feet on the ground will also upend some popular
scholarly conceptions. For example, scholars often write about and
refer to a “wisdom school” But there was no such thing. It projects
ourselves—us scholars and our experiences—onto ancient Israel. This
vision of ancient scribes started by identifying a genre of literature,
wisdom literature, and then conjured a school of sages that created
the literature.'® Sounds like a bunch of university professors wrote the
Bible! In this instance, I do not think that I am misguided in suggesting
that we often project ourselves onto the ancient world. Scribal com-
munities must have social locations, but there was no social institution
akin to a university for the “sages” of ancient Israel. A wisdom school of
sages has no practical grounding in ancient Israelite society. Wisdom
literature is merely a genre of curriculum studied by all scribes. There
were no formal “schools.” There were no classrooms. Fledgling scribes
learned in apprenticeships. Scribes were attached to one another, and
they were attached to institutions like the palace or the temple or to
social groups like the military, merchants, or landowners.

Scribes were not venerable wise men hanging out with their books.
Everyone needs to “pay the rent,” and scribes were no exception. Learn-
ing to write was a skill associated with professions, not sages in ivory
towers. Sometimes scholarly descriptions of these sages are almost
comical. For example, Gunkel described the sages as men with long
beards who sat together at the town gate exchanging the proverbial say-
ings from their youth surrounded by eager young people.'’ And yet we
now know that wisdom and proverbial sayings were a fundamental
genre of educational literature used in training all scribes.'? Perhaps old
men did sit at the town gate holding forth. But “the Sage” was not a title

» «

in ancient Israel in the way that “the Priest,” “the Prophet,” or “the Scribe”
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could be used as a title."® Priests and prophets were professions, but
sage was not. All scribes, whether they were royal, military, temple, or
mercantile, studied and learned proverbial sayings as part of the stan-
dard early scribal curricula; there were no “wisdom” scribes. There were
no sages wandering around independent of social institutions like the
court, the bureaucracy, the market, or the temple.

If we want to understand the formation of biblical literature, we need
to think about the locations where scribes actually worked in ancient
Jerusalem, Judah, and Israel. It is important to distinguish these three
terms and locations—Jerusalem, Judah, and Israel. Jerusalem is where
biblical literature was ultimately collected, edited, and preserved. But
Hebrew literature made its way to Jerusalem from other locations in
Israel and Judah. Although the term “Israel” became a general term to
refer to both the northern and southern kingdoms—to a united
people—it originally referred more specifically to the northern king-
dom with its capital in Samaria (and earlier with capitals in Shechem
and Tirzah). In this book, I use “Israel” to refer more narrowly to the
northern kingdom, and “Judah” to refer to the southern kingdom. Lit-
erature comes to Jerusalem from Samaria and perhaps Bethel in the
north as well as from the countryside of Judah, cities like Lachish as well
as smaller villages. Literature also came back from exile and diaspora,
from places in Babylonia and Egypt, to Jerusalem, where it gets col-
lected and edited in the Jerusalem Temple. Finally, we should not forget
that the Pentateuch also went out from Jerusalem to the north, where
it became a foundation document for the Samaritan temple on Mount
Gerizim when it was built in the fifth century BCE.

We also need to think practically about how scribes actually learned
and worked. This began with relationships—master scribes and their
apprentices. These master scribes were first employees of the govern-
ment bureaucracy. They had official positions. They trained their
apprentices—junior scribes. And while learning and working to-
gether, they created tight-knit communities. We can call them guilds,
but that term can regrettably conjure up medieval associations (more
on this in the next chapter). Although I do not mean to equate the me-
dieval guilds with ancient scribal communities, the term guild is a useful
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synonym. In fact, I like scribal guild because it has more of a tangible sense
than community. Scribes did form tangible associations while being ap-
prenticed together and then sharing a vocation.

There were no schools in ancient Israel, at least not in the formal
sense. Schools have buildings. Schools are public and institutional. In
ancient Israel, however, learning was more like home schooling, to use
a useful, if inexact, modern comparison. Scribes learned their trade
through apprenticeships, and a master scribe could take on several ap-
prentices. In the Book of Isaiah, the prophet refers to them as limmiidim,
which can be translated as “students” or “disciples.” These communities
of scribal disciples grew out of the apprenticeship learning model em-
ployed in ancient scribal education. Thus, the Bible was formed and
passed along on a collaborative model rather than on an individualistic
model of learning and knowledge transfer. This has profound implica-
tions, as this model of learning created communities that created the
literature of ancient Israel.

Scribal communities were related to professions, and writing was
a skill learned for these professions. Learning to read and write was a
trade, like being a potter learning to throw pots or a metalsmith crafting
jewelry, tools, or weapons. There were many trades that used writing,
including government bureaucrats, soldiers, priests, prophets, artisans,
and merchants. These communities transmitted learning and knowl-
edge, replicating themselves and transferring traditions and skills to the
next generation. The scribal communities who wrote the Bible were no
exception.

This book is the story of the ancient Hebrew scribal communities that
gave us the Bible. It charts the emergence, development, multiplication,
survival, and adaptation among the communities that produced the
Hebrew Bible. Herein I unabashedly try to simplify the formation of the
Bible by viewing it through the lens of scribal communities. Of course,
everything is more complex and nuanced in real life, but it helps to
have a working model. Scribal communities will be a way of simplify-
ing the formation of biblical literature. The temptation will be to mul-
tiply and fragment the scribal communities themselves—in other
words, to individualize them. However, the anthropological literature
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on “communities of practice,” together with the archaeological and epi-
graphic evidence, should serve as a hedge against this temptation. I will
insist that every scribal community has to have a tangible social context.
Scholars are wont to endlessly multiply the “sources” and “redactions”
of biblical literature, but the scribal community model requires tangible
social contexts that will rein in this inclination. As a result, we will be
able to weave together the story of the various communities of ancient
scribes that should serve as a transformative template for the composi-
tion of biblical literature.

The apprenticeship model was certainly not unique to ancient Israel
or Hebrew scribes. Scholars readily acknowledge that ancient near east-
ern scribes learned in apprenticeship-type learning contexts. For ex-
ample, Dominique Charpin’s Reading and Writing in Babylon outlines
the extensive evidence for “apprenticeships in the art of the scribe.”!*
Likewise, Niv Allon and Hana Navrétilovd’s book Ancient Egyptian
Scribes details case studies of different types of Egyptian scribes that
provide a window into how apprenticeship worked in the education of
different types of Egyptian scribes.'® Studies of ancient Israelite scribes
like Christopher Rollston’s Writing and Literacy in the World of Ancient
Israel also acknowledge the role of apprenticeship in the education of
scribes, but the observation is made in passing.'® In James Crenshaw'’s
study on Education in Ancient Israel, he actually misrepresents scribal
education when he writes, “In Egypt and Mesopotamia, where complex
writing systems existed, scribal training occurred in official schools.”"”
The word “schools” is problematic even in Egypt and Mesopotamia. It
tends to give us misleading mental images based on our own current
educational experiences. To be fair, Crenshaw was using this statement to
contrast the lack of evidence for “schools” in ancient Israel as well as
to discuss two different periods for the development of Hebrew
“schools”—the days of David and Solomon (tenth century BCE) or the
times of Hezekiah and Isaiah (eighth century BCE). But there were no
“schools” in our sense of the word in ancient Israel at any time. Nor is it
a useful model elsewhere in the near east. Moreover, as I have shown in
my book The Finger of the Scribe, the Hebrew scribal curriculum was
already developing in the early Iron Age (that is, by the eleventh century
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BCE). This curriculum for scribal communities served fledgling scribes
who learned with masters as apprentices, not in schools as students.

This book will streamline the story of scribal communities into a
simple narrative. First of all, I narrow the story by focusing on the emer-
gence and history of Hebrew language scribal communities. In addition,
my interest in the formation of biblical literature will keep my focus on
Jerusalem and Judah because that is where biblical literature coalesced
over the years. Although my interest is in the formation of biblical
literature, I think it is useful to approach the question from the outside
looking in—that is, from external evidence gleaned from Hebrew in-
scriptions, comparative evidence, and archaeology. The working model
for this streamlined story comes from anthropological theory about
education, especially the apprenticeship model of education. Although
my use of this model will focus on the external archaeological, inscrip-
tional, and comparative evidence, I will supplement and illustrate it
through the Hebrew Bible.

The rise of new scribal communities is one of the most important de-
velopments for the formation of biblical literature discussed in this book.
Up until the eighth century, the state was the main patron for scribes.
But in the wake of the Assyrian empire, urbanization and globalization
encouraged the spread of writing to different sectors of society. Writing
became more than just an administrative tool; it also developed as a
political, economic, and religious tool. Various sectors of society took
advantage of this developing tool. New scribal communities developed
and cultivated their own literatures, traditions, and forms of propa-
ganda. Eventually, the Babylonian destruction of Jerusalem and Judah
curtailed these other scribal communities. In the wake of destruction
and rebuilding, the priests and the temple emerged as the leaders of a
restored Judean scribal community in Jerusalem. They collected and
preserved the written traditions from the Iron Age, but their own writ-
ings focused on the temple and on the reshaping of Jewish identity and
community in their Persian and Hellenistic context, bringing us to the
end of the narrative account of Hebrew scribal communities. By focus-
ing on these scribal communities, I offer a simple and powerful frame-
work for understanding the formation of biblical literature.
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106, 134, 139 149, 151, 156; alphabetic, 38,
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315n21; Egyptian, 38, 51-54; female, 155-74;
priestly, 175—203, 207-30; prophetic,
111-34; titles of, 24—25, 38-46, 51-54, 67,
82,111

scribal curriculum, xi, 4-3, 7-8, 17, 20, 21, 43,
58, 94, 106, 156, 159, 169, 200, 202—3, 266;
Aramaic, 215-16, 246—47, 261-62, 275;
cuneiform, 50-52, 70, 72, 155, 226-28, 265,
278, 315n24; Egyptian influence on,
42-51, 52-54; Hebrew, 53, 94, 15960,
70-72, 74, 95, 109, 214, 262, 266, 275

Sennacherib, 101, 105, 137-38, 298n3

Sepharvaim, 234

Seraiah, 65, 67,192, 265, 272

Shabaka, 53,264

Shallum, 91, 115-16, 170, 192, 308n30

ShalmaneserV, 83, 247

Shaphan, 29, 143, 146, 170, 192-93; scribal
family of, 210, 293n42

Shechem, s, 78, 93, 94, 244

Sheshbazzar, 224

Sheshonk I, 69

Shiloh, 77, 197, 242

Sidon, 51

Siloam Tunnel inscription, 101-6, 300n4

Silwan, 190

Sinai, 175, 201, 241

Socoh, 86, 89, 190, 311022

Solomon, 2, 7, 11, 17, 18, 21, 25, 26, 45, 53,
§7-61, 69-70, 136, 153, 155, 168, 169, 170,
214, 264, 296nn6 and 7

Song of Deborah, 93, 167, 173, 280

Song of the Bow, 71-72, 297n19

sons of the prophets, 13, 17, 26-27, 11223,
130-32

Succoth, 95

synagogues, 281-87, 320nns, 6, 8, 10, 14

Syria, 36, 51

Tahpanhes, 208
Tel Amal, 122
Tel Aviv, 147

Tell Beit Mirsim, 88

Tell el-Hesi, 55

Tell Summeily, 55-56

Tel Sera, 186

The Instruction of Amenemope, 41-43, 52, 169,
294nni4, 16, and 17

The Wisdom of Ahiqar, 246-47, 262—63,
279

Thebes, 21, 44, 69

Theodotian inscription, 283

Thisbe, 247

Thoth, 36

Thutmose 111, 45

Tiglath-Pileser III (Pul), 83, 91-92, 101

Timnah, 106

Tirzah, 91, 93, 297n23, 5

Tjanuni, 18-19

Tobiah, 263

Tutankhamen, 17

Tyre, s1, 101

Ugarit, 27, 36, 50, 63, 68, 133, 156, 262, 291nn10
and 11, 293139, 30505, 307n12
Uz, 95

vocabulary list, 51, 52, 82

Wadi Murabba ‘at, 88
wisdom school, 4
Wisdom of Sirach, 5253, 265, 286-87

Yael, 73

Yavneh-Yam, 147, 306n18

Yehud Stamp Seals, 240, 261, 314ns, 319118
Yenhamu, 37

Zaphon, 216-17
Zedekiah, 158, 219-21, 272
Zenon, 237

Zerubabbel, 238

Zion, 12, 217

‘Abdi-Heba, 37
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