ASSOCIATEON PANAFRICAINE 7 PANARICAN ASSOCIATION
| DEs ExeceTes CATHOLIQUES ('
LLA MIGRATION MIGRATION
DANS LA BIBLE IN THE BIBLE

Actes du dix-huitieme congres | Proceedings of the Eighteenth
de I’ Association Panafricaine Congress of the Panafrican
- des Exégetes Catholiques | Association of Catholic Exegetes

Atakpamé (Togo) du ler au 8 septembre 2017
Meélanges offerts a Mgr Cornelius Fontem ESUA a I’occasion de ses 75 ans
Mélanges to Archbishop Cornelius Fontem ESUA on the occasion
of his 75th birthday




ISBN: 77-
g

L




The Migrant Status of Israel in the Structuring
of the Biblical Story

Mary Sylvia Nwachukwu, DDL

Abstract

This essay investigates the important role the migrant status of
early Israel played in the structuring of the biblical story. The story
of Israel in the Torah and the Deuteronomigtic History are structu-
rally encased within events of migration in and out of the land. After
becoming a monarchy, Israel’s nomadic origin continued to count as
important in her self-definition and as determinant for important faith-
based ethical values. The paper claims that Israel came to discover in
her nomadic and wandering experiences an understanding of God’s
call and of her mission to the nations. The interpretation of Israel’s
history given in this essay invites a religious interpretation of contem-
porary migration of Africans.

Keywords: Self-definition — Changing views — Plausibilists -
Pentateuch — Migrant factor.

1. Introduction

Migration is as old as human existence in the world. In contem-
porary times, there are several reasons why people choose to or are
forced to migrate. Besides globalization, which has made easier the
movement of economic migrants, other more negative factors, like
political conflicts, violence, escape from extreme weather condi-
tions, lack of access to opportunities and human rights violation have

~caused the forceful movement of peoples from their native lands to
other places. Like many peoples of the world, Israel’s life is marked _

- at several stages by experiences of migration, immigration and exile.

Migration became for Israel a determinant factor for understanding
themselves and their mission in the world.

This essay investigates the important place the migrant stage of
ancient Israel is given in the $tructure and message of the Hebrew
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Bible. The Pentateuch presents the patriarchs as the ancestors of Israel
who migrated from Ur of Chaldeans in Mesopotamia into Syria-Pa-
letine. The relationship of these ancestors with God, which included
promises of land and progeny and covenants, are represented in the
Bible as foundational to Israel’s life and mission. The Deuteronomis-
tic hiftory continues to narrate the next events concerning Israel’s
departure from Egypt and the journey to the Promised Land. When
one considers the total span of biblical Israel’s existence, it is $triking
that the people spent about three quarters of their existence either on
a journey or living like strangers than living as an independent state
‘5 their land. The historicity of these periods of nomadic existence has
been at the center of scholarly interest.

. 'One important preliminary that must be clarified at the begin-
ning of this essay concerns scholarship’s assessment of the historical
character of the events of migration in Israel’s history. The $tories of
the migrations of the patriarchs and of Israel’s journey from Egypt
into Palestine must not be understood as sequence of literal historical
events. In spite of the highly contested historical reliability of the ac-
counts, this essay gives much weight to the place which the final cano-
nical biblical text accords to the early stages of migration in Israel’s
life. The canonical text bears witness to what Israel remembered of
their past. Even though the historical details are lost, these events are
considered of vital importance for their life and self-concept.

The essay begins by presenting the changing views of scholar-
ship on Israel’s beginnings. It continues to expose the structure of the
fir§t two parts of the Hebrew Bible, the Torah and the Deuteronomistic
History, in order to highlight the important place they give to migra-
tion in their opening and closing chapters. The next section of the essay
exposes other defining matters of Israel’s life which further underscore
the importance of nomadic existence in Israel’s religion and faith in
God. The essay concludes by emphasizing the need to theologically
interpret contemporary higtorical events of migrations and to see in
them avenues of God’s word for and to us.

2. Changing Views of Scholarship on Israel’s Beginnings

This part of the essay traces the history of changing assessments
and reevaluations of the patriarchal age and of Israel’s emergence in
light of archaeological and textual evidences!. Before the beginning

1 Cf M.BISHOPMOORE-B. E.KELLE, Biblical History and Israel s Past: The Changing
Study of the Bible and History (Grand Rapids, MI, Eerdmans, 2011) 43-144, for this review of
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of modern critical study of the Bible, the biblical representation of
the patriarchs and their settlement were accepted as credible historical
accounts of Israel’s beginnings. The patriarchs were undertood as his-
torical figures who lived in the first half of the second millennium and
who migrated into Syria-Palestine during the migration wave of semi-
nomadic West Semitic peoples. Similarly, the stories of Israel’s exodus
from Egypt, journey through the desert and conquest of the land were
accepted as historical at face value.

Around the later part of the 19th century and midway through the
20th century, many scholars accepted Julius Wellhausen’s and other
scholars’ claim that the patriarchs were probably literary representa-
tives of early ethnic groups of nomadic Hebrews. This skepticism over
the historical character of the patriarchs originated from the conviction
that the literary sources and legends, composed more than five hun-
dred years after the patriarchs had lived, cannot give any knowledge of
the patriarchs as historical figures. Rather, they are a window view of

the religious practices of Israel in the Iron Age?. This consensus deve-
loped concurrently with a more skeptical view that was prevalent near
the beginning through the middle of the 20th century and which based
its arguments on evidence from archaeological discoveries. This far
leftist view, which disproved the historicity of the patriarchs, shifted
the discussion to another level?. :

In the mid-twentieth century, differing construal of evidences
from archaeology and extra-biblical texts produced two major scho-
larly views on Israel’s beginnings. The first view came from William
F. Albright and most American scholars who held that archaeological
data offer parallels that substantiated the historicity of biblical stories
and events, and on this basis, they placed the patriarchs in the Middle
Bronze Age (ca. 2000-1500 B.C.) and the conquest at Late Bronze
Age*. Albright also held that Exodus 15 (the Song of Moses) is a re-
liable very early report of the exodus. The strongest arguments of this
view were based on some aspects of the life of the patriarchs which
according to them accurately reflected archaeological depictions of
the realities of life in Nuzi and Mari of the early second millennjum.,

Sistory of stages, according to scholars’ studies on Israel’s beginning.

2 Wellhausen’s reformulation of the documentary hypothesis in his Prolegomena to the
History of Israel (Atlanta, GA, Scholars Press, 1994), received wide acceptance by the
beginning of ry. Similar ideas are found in Hermann Gunkel in his The Legends
o Genesis (New York, Schocken Books, 1964).

3 Cf M. BISHOP MOORE —-B. E. KELLE, Biblical History and Israel s Past, 48-57.

< CL].J. McDERMOTT, What Are T, hey Saying About the Formation of Israel? (New York,
Faulist Press, 1998) 37.
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These are: their occupation as nomadic pastoralists, which supported
the theory of Amorite migrations from Southern Mesopotamia into
Syria-Palestine, personal names, social customs and legal practices’.
While this view was enjoying scholarly consensus at the time, histo-
rians and biblical archaeologists made further effort to discover other
evidences of historicity in the wider context of the ancient Near East.

The second view, whose major proponents are Albrecht Alt and
Martin Noth®, made a distinction between biblical history and Israel’s
actual past. It maintained that the patriarchal stories and Exodus 15
were probably based on older legendary materials, but they reflect the
time of the later writers who composed them. The Bible’s chronologi-
cal information makes the dating of these events difficult’. Moreover,
no evidence exists, and no extra-biblical text corroborates the exo-
dus and wilderness stories. Therefore, even though the narratives give
some information on the ancestors and on Israel’s beginning, nothing
specific can be known about them as historical figures. The biblical
record came to be considered more as later literary and ideological
portrayals of the time before history?.

Given the conclusion of Alt and Noth, a revision of the erstwhile
dominant Albright view began with some of his first-generation
students®, who came to assert that only the general background and
not the patriarchal figures can be established historically. Increased
emphasis on the later origins of the patriarchal narratives and settle-
ment stories, as well as reinterpretations considering new archaeolo-
gical data, brought most historians of ancient Israel to abandon the
Albright view. The major supporting elements of the Albright view
were further critically investigated and discredited.

Beginning a discussion that would later frustrate all efforts to
reconstruct a patriarchal age in studies of Israel’s past, two scholars,
Thomas L. Thompson and John van Seter, made efforts to eliminate
the obsession of using the patriarchal narratives as historical sources.

5 Cf. M. BISHOP MOORE - B. E. KELLE, Biblical History and Israels Past, 49-51, 77-78.
Cf. also R. de VAUX, B. MAZAR, Y. YADIN and E.A. SPEISER.

6 Cf. A. ALT, “The God of the Fathers™ in Essays on Old Testament History and Religion (A.
Alt, ed.) (Oxford, Basil Blackwell, 1966) 3-66.

7 According to 1 Kings 6:1, the exodus occurred 480 years before the fourth year of
Solomon’s reign. The symbolism of this date (twelve 40-year periods) highlights its religious
significance, which outweighs any historical intent. 1 Kings 6:1 (LXX) has 440 years.

8 Cf. W. T. PITARD, “Before Isracl: Syria-Palestine in the Bronze Age”, in The Oxford
History of the Biblical World (M. D. COOGAN ed.) (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1998)
25-57; M. BISHOP MOORE — B. E. KELLE, Biblical History and Israel’s Past, 51.

9 For instance: J. BRIGHT, 4 History of Israel (Philadelphia, PA, Westminster Press, 1959).




