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Abstract 

The book often called the Hebrew Scriptures or the Old Testament, appropriately called 
the Tanakh, consists of a creation poem (the “Heptameria”) followed by the grand narrative of 
development of Israel, which itself is composed of many shorter stories. The Tanakh might be 

described as a sequence of five covenants (pacts or treaties) between Yahweh and human beings. 
Each of these covenants has a conveyer, to be distinguished from the recipients of these 

covenants, and the conveyers are Noah, Abraham, Moses, David and Jeremiah. The recipients of 
each of these covenants are, respectively: all animal life, Abraham, Israel, David’s dynastic 
successors, and the two nations of Israel and Judah. Appropriate names for each of these 

covenants are: The Conservation Covenant, Abraham’s Covenant, The Sinai Covenant, The 
Davidic Covenant, and the New Covenant. 

Each covenant corresponds to a part of the human body. Conservation corresponds to the 

blood, Abraham’s to the genitals, Sinai to the abdomen (stomach and womb), David’s to the 
heart, and New to the boundaries of the body. Thus, the Tanakh is a whole with an organizing 
principal of covenantal correspondence to corporality. With the understanding that each covenant 

corresponds to the body in a particular way, we can appreciate how Israel maintained a sense of 
connection with their deity with a worldview of “polarization,” in which there were two 

substances; divine substance and worldly substance. Furthermore, we can speculate that a 
relationship existed between the belief that humans bore the image and likeness of their deity and 
belief in covenant. 

Employing the correspondence between covenants and body parts as a hermeneutical 

device, we can understand how mysterious stories functioned within a grand narrative, a 
narrative in which Yahweh progressively adopts the Israelite body. Other than the covenant 

stories themselves, stories this study considers are: the story of the Nephilim, the story of Noah’s 
cursing of Canaan, the stories the destructions of Babel and Sodom, the stories of Abraham 
passing off his wife as a sister, the stories of women rescuing Moses, the story of the failure of 

Saul, the story of Nathan’s parable against David, and various episodes of Jeremiah’s prophesy. 
We will also consider the land-tenure system of ancient Israel whereby people returned to their 

ancestral land during the year of Jubilee. 

The Sinai Covenant addresses the abdomen (stomach and womb,) and the Davidic 
Covenant addresses the heart. The first regards all of Israel as possessing divine sonship or 
adoption, and second reserves divine sonship, or adoption, to the royal descendants of David. 

We thus discover tension between the covenants of Sinai and David. This study interprets the 
New Covenant as a Hegelian synthesis between the Sinai and Davidic covenants. 
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Introduction 

Sitting next to a fellow gymnastics dad where our sons train; we discussed our vocations; 

he is a union organizer, and I am a graduate student in English with an interest in religion 

studies, mythology, and the Bible.  He said he had committed himself to read the work he called 

“The Old Testament,” because, “for good or ill, it is the most impactful book in history.” 

Perhaps my fellow gymnastics dad’s assertion needs no defense, or perhaps readers will have 

their own anecdotes, but be that as it may, evidence of the Bible’s continued cultural relevance 

will help justify my topic, the topic of the five covenants and how they reveal the Bible’s 

wholeness. First, it is worth mentioning that both the Christian scriptures and the Muslim Quran 

are clearly responsive to the prior Hebrew Scriptures. Thus, many, if not most, of the world’s 

religious population respects these scriptures to some extent. Outside of the house of worship 

and into the cinema, readers will be able to find their own examples of Hollywood movies that 

are either inspired or provoked by the Hebrew Scriptures. Another unscientific measure of their 

continued relevance of the Bible is to run a “Bible Funny” search at Google Images and enjoy all 

the funnies that spring forth from Weblandia. 

Given the clear, cultural relevance of the Bible, it is perplexing how complicated it is to 

say what the Bible is, or even IF it “is.”  In the words of Stephen Stills, “There’s something 

happening here, what it is ain’t perfectly clear.”1 In the title of his book on the cultural relevance, 

commercialization, and textual history of the Bible, Timothy Beal calls the Bible “an accidental 

book.”2 Teal never specifically defines what he means by “accidental,” but in describing the 

textual history, he counteracts the notion that the Bible ever was truly a unified, univocal, and 

1 Stil ls, Stephen. "For What It's Worth (Stop, Hey What's That Sound)" Atco Records, January, 1967. 
2 Beal, Timothy K. 1963- (Timothy Kandler). The Rise and Fall of the Bible: The Unexpected History of an Accidental 

Book. Houghton Miffl in Harcourt, Boston, 2011. 
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authoritative work.  Teal writes of the evolution of the book, “The image of oneness and the 

reality of manyness have developed hand in hand, each simultaneously encouraging and 

challenging the other.”3 And furthermore, “…there never was one single, official version of the 

whole.”4 Apparently, Teal employs the word “accidental” in the Aristotelian sense of something 

that lacks essence.  In his assessment, there is no essential Bible. 

Teal’s skepticism regarding the unity of the Bible challenges the academy practically if 

not profoundly, for the academy offers courses with the word “Bible” in their titular descriptions, 

descriptions which ostensibly suggest there is some body of literature that is essentially Biblical. 

Academics should be able to designate certain passages “Biblical,” and others not.   However, 

such designation will be at best tentative if the Bible is not a recognizable whole. Bible 101 

instructors might take solace in the belief that if they assign, say, the Book of Exodus for 

reading, that the students will understand the assignment.   However, Teal reveals such an 

assignment is not as clear as we might think.   Students might arrive with “The Golfer’s Bible,” 

or “The Teenage Boy’s Bible,” or any number of other “Bibles” marketed to special interest 

groups.   Their editors have packed these “Bibles” with footnotes and colorful commentaries that 

will distract from the ancient text; and these additions will impose commentaries on the students, 

commentaries that arise from modern religion, not the ancient text.  For example, the students 

will receive messages from the “book” of “Exodus” that will have nothing to do with the hard 

labor, leadership, lamb-slaying, liberation, and land seeking that astute readers understand as 

constitutive of the Exodus.   Of course, many instructors will direct their students to buy a certain 

version of the Bible, like the Harper Collins Study Bible, but even this reputable version is full of 

additions that a given scholar might agree or disagree with.   Many students will arrive in class 

3 Ibid., 144. 
4 Ibid., 147. 
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with sectarian eisegesis corrupting their consciousness like so much rust, and thus it is incumbent 

on the serious Biblical scholar to strip away that rust to reveal the vehicle under it.  However, 

then we must ask; is there really a vehicle beneath the rust?  To press this metaphor, along with 

the owner of an old car we might ask; is anything but rust holding the vehicle together?  Is there 

a frame, windows, or wheels? 

Covenant Correspondence to Corporality 

The present study aims to defend the idea that the Hebrew Scriptures constitute a kind of 

whole, a whole comprised of a sequence of five covenants (promises, treaties) that both 

correspond with each other, confront each other, and eventually consolidate with each other in 

the New Covenant. Of course, these covenants correspond with each other in the sense that one 

follows the other as the story of Israel develops. That is, they have the correspondence of mutual 

belonging to a linear sequence of narrative events. However, there is another, more subtle 

correspondence of the covenants, independent of the narrative events - each covenant relates to 

part of the human body. The covenant embedded in the story of Noah corresponds to the blood, 

the covenant embedded in the story of Abraham corresponds to the genitals, that embedded in 

the story of Moses the abdomen (stomach and womb), David, the heart, and Jeremiah, the 

boundaries of the body. It is incumbent on me both to describe the covenants as such and to 

defend the notion that each one does indeed relate to its respective anatomical feature. However, 

I do not wish this essay to be simply a kind of interpretative table of contents. If I just listed the 

five covenants, described them, and explained how they related to the body, my essay would be a 

tad dry, and probably a tad artificial, and though I might have demonstrated the Bible is a whole, 

I would not have demonstrated the Bible has the organic development that adhere in the most 

beautiful wholes. Thus, this essay will employ the corporality of covenants as a hermeneutical 
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tool.  In other words, it is my hope that seeing the Bible as a sequence of covenants relating to 

the body, and thus as a whole, will shed light on mysterious texts within the Bible. 

Covenant Stories in Popular Culture 

Fortunately for instructors addressing mysterious texts, interested students frequently will 

have knowledge of the covenants prior to entering the classroom, knowledge received from 

cultural events. Instructors might accentuate or correct this knowledge. Here the popularity of the 

Bible helps academics, for the stories surrounding these covenants continue to influence current 

events, and the current events continue to remind interested people of the stories. Certain cultural 

artifacts are noteworthy.  On February 4, 2014 Bill “The Science Guy” Nye debated Ken Ham, 

C.E.O, of Young Earth Creationist Ministries on the merits of Creationism as an explanation of 

the origin of species, and Ham frequently cited the Genesis story of Noah.  In 2016, Ham would 

spearhead the creation of the Ark Encounter theme park, including a full-scale model of the 

legendary ark.  This park had its ribbon cutting on July 5 with an estimated attendance of seven 

thousand donors.5 Whether one commends or condemns this park, the park’s creation shows the 

story of Noah to be relevant in today’s cultural milieu; and the story of Noah culminates in a 

covenant corresponding to the blood. 

The next covenant in the Tanakh comes in the context of the story of Abraham. On 

December 8, 2016, the New York Times reported on the Danish Medical Association’s 

recommendation to end circumcision for boys.6 The article makes it clear the ethics committee of 

the Association consulted the Jewish community.  It is readily inferable that the input from the 

Jewish Community was important because of Jewish rite of passage/initiation of the Bris, and the 

5 Wartman, Scott (July 5, 2016). "Thousands descend on rural Ky. town to board ark". Cincinnati Enquirer. 
Retrieved July 6, 2016. 
6 https://www.nytimes.com/2016/12/08/world/europe/circumcision-boys-babies.html 

4 
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Bris, in turn, is important because of the Covenant of Abraham in Genesis. Perhaps of greater 

cultural relevance is the recent revival of Atwood’s novel The Handmaid’s Tale by television 

network Hulu.  Though set in a dystopian future, the title of the novel derives from the ancient 

tale of the birth of Ishmael in Genesis 16. Ishmael represents a potential rival to Isaac as the heir-

apparent of Abraham’s covenant, but at least to Jews and Christians, he did not gain this honor. 

Thus, the revival of The Handmaid’s Tale is yet another footnote to the story of Abraham, a 

story containing a covenant corresponding to the genitals. 

The next covenant in the Tanakh is the Sinai Covenant, which the narrative presents in 

the context of the biography of Moses. On November 16, 2016, Heritage Auctions in Dallas sold 

the “world’s earliest-known stone inscription of the Ten Commandments” for $850,000. The 

Ten Commandments are, arguably, the tersest summary of the Sinai Covenant, which, as we read 

in Exodus or Deuteronomy, God wrote on tablets for Moses for the discipline and benefit of the 

Hebrew fugitives from Egypt.  The Sinai covenant corresponds to the abdomen; both stomach 

and womb. 

The next covenant in the Tanakh is the David’s Covenant. Note the title of Malcolm 

Gladwell’s David and Goliath: Underdogs, Misfits, and the Art of Battling Giants alludes to the 

famous tale of the shepherd boy who would be king slaying the giant with a stone.  Curiously, 

there is an alternative version of the lay of Goliath found in 2 Samuel 21:19, where an unknown 

named Elhanan does the slaying (all quotations shall be from the New Revised Standard 

Version.) Of course, popular culture is about as likely to honor Elhanan as the victor in the 

famous duel as it is to credit Gustave Whitehead with the invention of the airplane.  Yet this 

factual inconsistency in the Book of Samuel compels us to ask why David was so important, if it 

was not for killing a giant.  It was not the case, as mentioned, that David was the first king with 
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divine approval, for that was Saul.  A likely explanation for David’s significance is his receipt of 

the covenant of an everlasting dynasty.  Why him, and not Saul, is a topic I shall speculate on, 

and part of the reason is the covenant’s correspondence with the heart. 

Thus, it seems that four of the five covenants have “conveyers,” a male hero with the role 

of delivering and/or receiving the covenant, and the biographies of these males remain culturally 

relevant.  What of the fifth; the so-called “New Covenant?” Of the five covenant conveyers, 

Jeremiah seems, after my admittedly cursory survey of cultural artifacts, to have the least fame. 

Ready-made allusions to the work of Jeremiah do not spring from headlines.  The great lamenter 

lacks the household name status of the other covenant conveyers; perhaps we can call him 

“Jeremiah, the Black Sheep of the Covenant Conveyers.”   It’s not his fault.  Let’s face it, while a 

global flood, or the parting of a sea, or the slaying of a giant, are great fodder for films, the 

purchase of a toxic land asset is not so much (see Jeremiah 31:1-15). Jeremiah probably will 

never fare well at the Academy Awards, but that need not mean he should not fare well among 

academics.  With the number of thinkers interested in the nature of wholeness, Jeremiah deserves 

our attention.  Jeremiah consolidated egalitarianism, from the Sinai covenant, with potency, from 

the Davidic covenant, to form a worldview that apparently preserved Jewish identity in the crisis 

of the destruction of the first temple and the exile.   Academics, religious or not, who consider 

their work to be a work of synthesizing theories of justice and aiding the formation of identity 

should take an in interest in Jeremiah’s example. Part of the reason Jeremiah achieves this 

synthesis is that his covenant corresponds to the boundaries of the body. 

The Holism of the Hebrew Scriptures 

Dialectical interpretation should aid our understanding, for seeing a process of a unity 

between opposites to form a new synthesis, and then that synthesis’s renewal as a new thesis, 
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describes the wholeness of the Bible.  Obviously, Hegel’s work is relevant. The existence of 

opposites necessitates the existence of thresholds between the two, so Turner’s classic work on 

liminality is relevant.  The Bible is not only literature, it is also a ritual object, and literary 

commentary on ritual, and therefore, Victor Turner’s comparison of ritual and literature is 

relevant.  Turner wrote, “Both ritual and literary opus are metalanguages, in the former case a 

non-verbal as well as a verbal one, confronting in their symbolism and within their frames, forms 

and values that would otherwise be regarded as separate, discrepant, or even opposed.”7 

(Emphasis mine.) Philosopher Errol Harris, reflecting on how entities within wholes come into 

tension with each other, writes, “…self-contradiction is unavoidable, and is ubiquitous among 

differentiated finites.  Yet, while it is endemic, it is not insuperable, because as soon as the 

mutual implication of the opposites is recognized and their unification in the identity of a more 

comprehensive whole is admitted, the contradiction is resolved and the opposition reconciled.”8 

Readers can see that the Sinai Covenant and the Davidic covenant are opposites; the former is 

egalitarian, the latter autocratic, the former holds that Israel as a whole is the son of God, the 

latter that David’s royal descendent is the son of God, the former concerns the abdomen, the 

latter, the heart.  Yet these oppositions get resolved in the New Covenant of Jeremiah; thus, the 

Hebrew Scriptures are a whole. 

Gender and Covenant 

Reflections on Jeremiah, particularly on his celibacy and his relationship with women, 

lead readily enough to a discussion on gender and the Bible.  Even a cursory reading of the Bible 

7 Turner, Victor W. (Victor Witter), and Edith L. B. Turner. Blazing the Trail: Way Marks in the Exploration of 
Symbols. Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 1992. p. 85 

Harris, Errol E. Cosmos and Anthropos. New Jersey: Humanities Press International, Inc, 1991. p. 18 
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reveals it is patriarchal, or, to use Carol Meyers’s preferred term, androcentric.9 By choosing to 

focus specifically on the five covenants between humans and Yahweh, I will necessarily 

accentuate this androcentricism, for Yahweh enacts each covenant with men:  Noah, Abraham, 

Moses, David, and Jeremiah.  To ameliorate this accentuation, reflections on the impactful 

actions of women in these stories is in order.  Female agency in the Bible, often daring and 

clever, sometimes saved the lives of these five men, and seem to have altered the overall nature 

of the covenant relationship between the people and Yahweh.  The stories of bold deeds of 

women reveal a special kind of female agency in the Bible that gender-minded scholars should 

highlight. Meyers’s discussion on gender specialization and the expertise of women of the 

ancient Israelite family provides fodder for understanding how the women’s role in covenant 

development was analogous to nature of work for the woman in this specialized culture. 

Meyers’s writing reveals how “women’s work” merged with the worldview of the Sinai 

Covenant, particularly the essential belief in land tenure, an institution this study will examine in 

the chapter on the Sinai Covenant. Meyer’s writes, 

Another distinction between male and female labor is that, taken as a whole, 

female tasks required a higher degree of expertise, judgement, and skill than did male 
tasks. Not that judgement and skill were lacking as requirements for men’s work; but, as 
a whole, technological knowledge was less characteristic of men’s labor than of 
women’s, although other aspects of men’s work, such as sensitive awareness of 
ecological variables, involved the acquisition of experience over extensive time periods, a 

pattern not present for female tasks. 
Another distinction involves the interlocking and sequential nature of the many 

female tasks. A woman’s labor involved an organic progression of operations – a “self-

perpetuating chain.”10Fire building and tending, bread making, the weaving of cloth – all 
required an integrated sequence of activities. The kinds of work performed almost 

exclusively by males, in contrast, tended to involve more discreet tasks, with one 
operation performed in relative isolation from another. Indeed, the extension of a field 
operation into the next phase usually meant that women took over the sequence of 

9 Meyers, Carol. “The Family in Early Israel.” Perdue, Leo G. et al. Families in Ancient Israel. Louisvil le, Ky.: 
Westminster John Knox Press, 1997. p. 34. 
10 Ulrich, “Ways of Her Household,” p. 39 (Meyer’s citation.) 
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activities – as in cereal production, for example, when harvested grains were transformed 
to flour and then bread.11 

In the Tanakh, an early example of a woman’s agency is the story of how Rebekah helps 

her son Jacob receive a blessing from his father, Isaac; a blessing intended for his twin brother 

Esau (Genesis 27).  In keeping with Meyer’s description of women’s work, Rebekah displays 

two skills in this story. The first is the preparation of roasted kid, evidently in such a way that 

Isaac will not be able to distinguish the kid from game. The second is the skill of fashioning the 

kid’s skins so they might cling to Jacob’s hands and necks and feel like body hair to the blind 

Isaac.  Note how the two, skilled tasks are interlocking, the killing of the kid, the preparation of 

the meat, and the use of the skins to make an Esau-costume. Furthermore, note that Rebekah 

displays cleverness in this story.  Finally, note that she acts apparently just because she prefers 

Jacob; though readers know that Rebekah knows that “the elder shall serve the younger ” (Gen 

25:23), there is no indication that she acts to make a prophesy come true, she apparently acts 

from her own desires. 

The story of Jacob and Esau appears between two covenant stories, that of Abraham and 

that of Moses.  Abraham’s addresses the genitals, Moses’s, the abdomen, both stomach and 

womb. Furthermore, the story of Esau and Jacob is a story that starts within Rebekah’s womb, 

where the twins struggle (Gen 25:23), and the story is one that ultimately places value on the 

meat of herd animals over game – for it is the twin with the herd animal that prevails.  Rebekah’s 

act has consequences for how the covenant people to develop; the introverted and “anthroverted” 

(human-like, as opposed to animal- like) Jacob is to inherit the covenant, and the preferred meat 

is to be herd meat. The Sinai covenant further promotes the preference for herd-animals.  Thus, 

Rebekah’s story, found after Abraham’s covenant, subtly introduces the next covenant story, in a 

11 Meyer’s, p. 26. 
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way analogous to how, with a nod to Meyers, women’s work was a sequence of skilled tasks that 

prepared the way for the occasion of the next men’s work. 

Similarly, Moses’s mother and sister will save his life (Ex 2:1-10) using skills, 

cleverness, and initiative, and later his wife will save his life displaying these same qualities (Ex 

4:21-26).  If we examine the covenant stories, we read that the deity, Yahweh, takes the initiative 

to instill a mission into a male, covenant conveyer. Hence, Abraham receives a calling (Genesis 

12), Moses meets Yahweh at the burning bush (Exodus 3), etc.  The instillation of the mission 

happens as an interruption to the flow of the men’s work, as we might expect, given that men’s 

work was discreet tasks.  Women of the Tanakh also have agency in the development of the 

covenant people, but their work arises out of the flow of events, with no interruption by or 

instruction from Yahweh.  A baby must be saved, a husband must be saved, and the woman has 

the skills to do so and she does so.  Thus, the way the covenants occur and develop in these 

stories appears to relate to how the Israelite culture assigned gender roles. 

In regards to agency, anthropologist Victor Turner observes a special way individual 

agency manifests in liminal settings, in the crossing of a threshold from one way of being to 

another. Each covenant-story entails some form of crossing:  Noah crosses the deluge, Abraham 

enters a new land, Moses leads the people across the Sea of Reeds, David transfers the ark to 

Jerusalem and Jeremiah prophesizes to Israel at a time when many of them will be going into 

exile.  Covenants happen in proximity to liminality.  Turner writes, 

…the besetting quality of human society, seen processually, is the capacity of 
individuals to stand at times aside from the models, patterns, and paradigms for behavior 
and thinking, which as children they are conditioned into accepting, and in rare cases, to 
innovate new patterns themselves or to assent to innovation.  There is nothing mysterious 

about these capacities if we accept the testimony of evolutionary biology.  Evolving 
species are adaptive and labile; they escape the constraints of that form of genetic 

programing which dooms a species to extinction under conditions of radical 
environmental change.  In the evolution of man’s symbolic “cultural” action, we must 

10 



 

 
 

       
         

           
         

        
     

 

 

             

         

           

          

           

           

      

  

            

            

              

         

       

             

            

        

          

            

                                                                 
                  

  

seek those processes which correspond to open-endedness in biological evolution. I think 
we have found them in those liminal, or “liminoid,” (postindustrial –revolution), forms of 

symbolic action, those genres of free time activity, in which all previous standards and 
models are subject to criticism, and fresh new ways of describing and interpreting 

socialcultural experience are formulated.  The first of these forms are expressed in 
12philosophy and science, the second in art and religion. 

If we employ Victor Turner’s theory of how individual agency arises during periods of 

liminality, it follows that, as Meyers’s proposes, individual women would have had a special 

kind of agency in the development of the covenant worldview.  Thus, while the covenant 

worldview is androcentric, women also shape it, thus it is gynomatic. Furthermore, the 

gynomatic nature of the covenant worldview relates to Jeremiah, a prophet whom conveys a 

covenant related to boundaries: the boundaries of the body, the boundaries of the city, and the 

boundaries between men and women. 

The Word “Tanakh” 

To keep my project manageable, I am going to focus on the body of work Christians refer 

to as the Old Testament and scholars often refer to as The Hebrew Scriptures. As should be clear 

by now, I prefer the term “Tanakh” to indicate this body of work. The Jewish scriptures, at least 

since the early second century BCE had three parts, the Law, the Prophets, and the Writings. 

Under their Hebrew names, Torah, Neviim, and Ketuvim, these parts, abbreviated by the first 

letter of the names of each, collectively gained the title Tanakh, a term Jews frequently use for 

the Bible.  As Coogan states,“Modern scholars often use the term Hebrew Bible to distinguish 

those books from the Christian Bible, which includes the New Testament as well, and also 

because the designation Old Testament, which was not used until the late second century CE , 

can be seen as pejorative, implying that the Jewish scriptures that comprise the “Old” Testament 

12 Turner, Victor. 1974. Dramas, Fields, and Metaphors: Symbolic Action in Human Society. Ithaca, NY: Cornell UP. 

pp 14-15. 
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have apparently been superseded by the later writings that form the “New” Testament. But the 

term Hebrew Bible itself is something of a misnomer, since a few chapters of these scriptures are 

not in Hebrew, but rather in the closely related Semitic language of Aramaic.”13 The term 

Tanakh seems the best term to describe the holistic sequence of covenants that is the subject of 

this study. 

Distinction Between Covenant Recipients and Covenant Conveyers 

As also should be clear by now; I’ll be giving special attention to characters receiving, or 

bearing, or facilitating, covenants from the deity of the Tanakh, and showing how each covenant 

corresponds to the human body in a certain way, and how this covenantal correspondence to the 

corporal might enable interpretations of mysterious passages.  The idea of Covenant, which is a 

treaty or a promise, is the dominant theological idea of the Hebrew Scriptures.  Let us refer to 

Noah, Abraham, Moses, David, and Jeremiah as “covenant conveyers.”  Though I use these 

individual’s names, strictly speaking, only Abraham’s and David’s are between a deity and an 

individual; that is, in only these two cycles are the recipients the same as the conveyers. Though 

we have the terms Noahic, Abrahamic, and Davidic, the terms “Mosaic” and “Jeremiahic” are 

inadequate, because Moses and Jeremiah conveyed covenants between all of Israel and Yahweh; 

the individuals simply had a mediating role.  Thus, it is best to use the terms “Sinai” to refer to 

the covenant Moses conveyed and “New” to refer to the covenant Jeremiah conveyed.  Noah’s 

covenant is not with him as an individual either.  As Leo Perdue points out, the “Noahic” 

covenant is actually between Yahweh and all of creation.14 With a nod to ecocriticism, let us call 

this one the “Conservation Covenant.” 

13Coogan, Michael. Old Testament: A Very Short Introduction, edited by Michael Coogan, Oxford University Press, 
USA, 2008. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/buffalo/detail.action?docID=415928. p. 
21 
14Perdue, Leo G. Families in Ancient Israel. Louisvil le, Ky.: Westminster John Knox Press, 1997 p. 242 

12 

http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/buffalo/detail.action?docID=415928
https://creation.14


 

 
 

           

              

               

           

          

           

            

          

           

            

             

         

          

          

         

                 

         

          

             

         

   

             

           

Having made these comments regarding the distinction between conveyers and 

recipients; let me stress that I am quite interested in the personal biographies of Moses and David 

and the rest.  Moses is ethnically a member of an enslaved tribe, but he spends time in the court 

of the ruling class, and then must leave, and then must return to liberate his people.  Who better 

to convey a covenant endorsing egalitarianism and the proper occupancy of the Promised Land? 

David was the youngest of his brothers, a position in birth order common prejudices would 

assign him to the position of follower for life, and yet, David was a shepherd, the very symbol of 

leadership in Israel.  Who better to convey a covenant regarding the nature of leadership? Moses 

and David seem suitable for their roles, and this suitability suggests that Yahweh’s selection of 

these individuals is not arbitrary; that there is indeed a human side to the divine-human 

relationship covenant concerns; that who the human is is important even as who the deity is. 

Though, as mentioned, all the covenant-conveyers are male, the humanness of the covenant 

relationship magnifies the importance of the women in the Tanakh.  For, if Moses’s mother, 

sister, and wife had not saved his life, we cannot assume Yahweh could simply choose someone 

else.  Indeed, the reluctant Moses wanted Yahweh to choose someone else (which ticked the 

deity off) but it is clear that Moses was the one to convey the Sinai covenant.  At the risk of 

sounding heretical, readers might infer that Yahweh needed Moses, and thus the women who 

saved Moses were helping Yahweh, though the help was apparently not deliberate.  We might 

assert the same of Rebekah who favored Jacob over Esau. Since the men are important in 

themselves, the agency of the women who activated their conveyance is also important. 

Previous Work on Covenant 

In studying scholarly writings on covenant, I have discovered disagreeing theories on 

the origin of the concept.  Several scholars, including Joshua Berman, believe the Ancient Near 
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Eastern legal instrument between kings known as a “suzerainty treaty” heavily influenced 

Hebrew beliefs on covenant.  In Berman’s assessment, the Israelites were able to adapt this royal 

instrument to codify an egalitarian society.  Moshe Weinfeld considers the relationship between 

the suzerainty treaty and Hebrew covenants in depth, and tentatively concludes that Davidic 

scribes codified the Hebrew covenant conception.15 These scholars analyze the legal instrument 

in depth to determine if these suzerainty treaties were pure promises, or if they had obligations 

attached, or if they were some combination of unconditional promises and mutual obligations.16

In contrast, Leo Perdue finds scholarly comparisons between the suzerainty treaties and the 

Hebrew covenants to be “forced” and if such similarities exist, they are due to the internat ional 

17dealings of the monarchies of Judah and Israel. 

Note that Perdue’s view is not exclusive of Weinfeld’s; both acknowledge the role of the 

monarchy in codifying the worldview of covenant. However, Perdue believes prior to 

codification there was an engendering of covenant thinking in the situations of the households of 

the rural ancient Hebrews; households eking out an existence in the difficult mountainous terrain 

they inhabited. A point of similarity between the households and the legal instruments of kings 

is that both concern, if only in their language, a concern for kinship relationships. Weinfeld 

explains that the Near Eastern Kings making their treaties employed adoption language, creating 

a legal family of two kings.18 So, regardless of whether Weinfeld’s top-down theory of covenant 

is correct, or whether Perdue’s bottom-up theory of covenant is correct, both agree that covenant 

relates to family. 

15Weinfeld, M. “The Covenant of Grant in the Old Testament and in the Ancient near East.” Journal of the American 

Oriental Society, vol. 90, no. 2, 1970, pp. 184–203., www.jstor.org/stable/598135. 
16 Heideman, Daniel M. Promissory and Obligatory Features of the Davidic Covenant in Samuel-Kings, ProQuest 
Dissertations Publishing, 2015. 
17 Perdue, Leo G. Families in Ancient Israel. Louisvil le, Ky.: Westminster John Knox Press, 1997. p. 240 
18 Weinfeld, 190-193. 
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Another distinct belief relating to the family in the Hebrew worldview was the belief that 

Yahweh made humans in his own image and likeness. The six-plus-one-day creation story 

opening the book of Genesis contains a powerful and perplexing proposition on Day Six; that 

God self-reflectively and intentionally made humans, male and female, in the divine image and 

likeness.  Interpretations of these few verses have abounded, as surveyed by W. Towner.19 One 

simple interpretation is inferable from the repetition of the phrase “likeness and image” a few 

pages after in the beginning of chapter five, where it clearly refers to the similarities of father and 

son, Adam and Seth (5:3). Thus, stated simply, the Imago Dei refers to a parental relationship 

between God and humanity.  If the Imago Dei is equivalent to a familial relationship, and 

covenant is equivalent to a familial relationship, than Euclidian logic dictates that the Imago Dei 

is equivalent to covenant.  William Dumbrell explores the relationship between covenant and the 

Imago Dei in his theological work.20 The phrase “image and likeness” gets reiterated in the text 

on the Conservation Covenant, and before this text, there is a story of “sons of god” on earth we 

shall consider in the chapter on Noah. Under the Sinai covenant, we read Israel is the son of 

God, and under the Davidic, we read that members of David’s dynasty are sons of God.  The 

party referred to as “sons of God” thus varies, and this variety is an appropriate topic for study. 

Mythologies of Israel and the surrounding cultures have this in common; that they are 

both interested in the Imago Dei, albeit in different ways.  Israel’s innovation seems to be that 

they thought of Israel as a whole of bearing sonship (Berman.)  Thus, keeping with the Euclidian 

logic, for Israel, covenant was for everyone, not just for kings.  Scholars thus do not need to 

establish firmly whether belief in covenant came from the suzerainty treaty (as Weinfeld asserts) 

Towner, W. Sibley. "Clones of God: Genesis 1:26-28 and the Image of God in the Hebrew Bible." Interpretation: 
A Journal of Bible and Theology 29.4 (2005): 341-56. Print. 
20 Dumbrell, Will iam J. Covenant and Creation: A Theology of Old Testament Covenants. Nelson, Nashville, 1984. 
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or whether it arose from the family systems and geography of the land of Israel (as Perdue 

asserts.)  There is a simpler explanation; belief in covenant arose from the belief that humans 

bear the image and likeness of their Creator, and furthermore, they differed from their neighbors 

in that they held all had this image and likeness. Another notable difference is that often, in 

other mythologies, the world itself is made from the body of a deity, and the king descends from 

a deity.  Thus, one divine figure (the king) rules over a divine terrain, the world. These other 

mythologies discover divinity in leaders and land.   For the pre-monarchic Israelite, the 

covenanted human, regardless of social stature, has a divine description of his or her body, and in 

order to occupy the land, one must be true to that divine description on your body.  With the rise 

of the monarchy circa 1000 B.C.E., an alternative locus for divinity seems to have appeared in 

Israelite thought; for now the royal descendants of David gained the honorific “son of God.” (2 

Sam 13-16) The story of Saul, which we shall study, highlights how the idea of a monarchy 

conflicts with the more egalitarian Sinai Covenant, and the Davidic concern for the heart is 

concomitant with a covenant for the monarchy.  The New Covenant was necessary to address 

discrepancy between the Sinai and Davidic covenant. 

A number of passages in the Tanakh emphasize the importance of male and female 

fertility, and the pressing need for a son to carry on the name of the father and to inherit the land. 

Perdue and his co-writers provide a sound connection between this foundational story and the 

geographical circumstances of the households of pre-monarchic Israel.21 This compulsion for 

procreation relates the Abrahamic covenant to the penis, even apart from the ritual of the Bris, 

which we first read of in the cycle of Abraham. Heading up the body, the Sinai Covenant relates 

to the abdomen, which, according to both Rosner and Wolff,22 can refer to either the place where 

21 Families in Ancient Israel. 
22 Wolff, Hans Walter. Anthroplogy of the Old Testament. SCM Press LTD, London. 1973 p. 63 
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food goes or the place from which the fetus grows. The dietary laws of the Tanakh are well-

known, and explained famously by Mary Douglas.23 The Tanakh also contains a law concerning 

the value of an unborn fetus.24 Carol Meyers addresses the apparent lower valuation of women in 

Leviticus 27: 3-8 in consideration of the important child-bearing role of women in this society 

where procreation was both a joy and an economic necessity.25 Sinai concerns the stomach in 

these obvious ways, but it is also noteworthy that the Sabbath commandment of the Decalogue 

holistically connects to the need for food-production.  The Sabbath commandment prescribes not 

just a day off, but also a year off for the land, for the workers, and even for the wild animals (Lev 

25:1-6), and furthermore, a year of return for displaced families, the year of Jubilee (vs. 13-17). 

Thus, we see how the Decalogue relates to food-production and for the concern that all get fed. 

Moving up the body, there are a number of passages where the quality of David’s heart, and how 

it relates to his status as ruler, are explicit. In the end we will read of Jeremiah, who upheld both 

the Sinai and Davidic covenants, and who believed another covenant was yet to come, in which 

the heart would become the tablet of the law. 

23 Douglas, Mary, 1921-2007. Purity and Danger: An Analysis of Concepts of Pollution and Taboo. Praeger, New 
York, 1966. 
24 Exodus 21:22 
25 Families in Ancient Israel., 34. 

17 

https://necessity.25
https://fetus.24
https://Douglas.23


 

 
 

  

        
 

           

          

          

           

            

           

            

             

           

          

             

               

          

             

           

              

       

             

                                                                 
                

   
   
                  

   

Chapter One 

The Bodies of Big-Brained Bipeds and the Viscera of Divinities 

It should not surprise us to find a correspondence to the corporal in the Tanakh, for the 

human body always has a prominent position in religious stories.  In her well-respected work 

Purity and Danger, Mary Douglas writes, “…body symbolism is part of the common stock of 

symbols, deeply emotive because of the individual’s experience.  But rituals draw on this 

common stock of symbols selectively.”26 In the same work Douglas writes, “The body, as we 

have tried to show, provides a basic scheme for all symbolism.  There is hardly a pollution which 

does not have some primary physiological reference.  As life in the body it cannot be rejected 

outright.”27 Douglas is primarily interested in ritual and magic rather than literature like the 

Tanakh, but dedicates a chapter to “The Abominations in Leviticus.” Douglas writes on why 

substances that transgress the body, like tears and feces, become “pollutants” in certain cultures, 

an analysis that shall become pertinent when we get to Jeremiah, a covenant conveyer for the 

boundaries of the body.  Our present concern is simple; that the body of literature known as the 

Tanakh, in virtue of being religious literature, concerns the human body.  Philosopher Errol 

Harris writes that religion, along with morality and science, is a whole,28 and that the parts of the 

whole contain a structural principle that “resists partiality,” is immanent to every part, and since 

it is immanent in all parts, it compels the complex toward more explicit wholeness.29 The 

Hebrew religion, as a whole, consists of rituals, literature, and a concern for the body, and 

following Harris, we can observe that the structural principle of the Hebrew Scriptures is 

26 Douglas, Mary, 1921-2007. Purity and Danger: An Analysis of Concepts of Pollution and Taboo. Praeger, New York, 

1966. p. 121 
27 Ibid., 163-4. 
28 Harris, Errol E. Cosmos and Anthropos. New Jersey: Humanities Press International, Inc, 1991., 150 
29 Ibid., p.154. 
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covenant. Since the scriptures and the body are a part of the whole of the religion, it follows that 

the scriptures must incorporate (pardon the pun) the body. Mary Douglas has already written of 

the Hebrew’s deep concern for wholeness, writing of their religion, “To be holy is to be whole, 

to be one; holiness is unity, integrity, perfection of the individual and the kind.”30 

The body is certainly a prominent feature in other mythologies; mythologies the Tanakh’s 

compilers would know about, in many cases.  In the Babylonian Enuma Elish the victorious god 

Marduk tears apart the body of the vanquished Tiamut to make the sky and earth,31 and later 

humanity gets created from the blood of the sacrificed god Ea.32 The Egyptians thought humans 

came from the tears of Atum.33 A number of other myths more distant from the Hebrews present 

the world as composed from the body of a supernatural being.  The Dogon believe the world is a 

body; “Its sexual organ is an anthill, and its clitoris is a termite hill.”34 The Mande believe the 

earth was originally a placenta, and that a primordial being, Faro, was torn apart to create the 

first trees.35 In the North, the Norse held that Odin slew the frost giant Ymir and made the world 

from his body.36 The Hindu Rig-Veda X holds that the different castes came from different parts 

37of a sacrificed poly-limbed primal man. 

However, in the Hebrew cosmogony neither the world nor human beings have divine 

viscera as their raw material.  Given the widespread belief that a supernatural body was the raw-

material for the creation of the world and/or humanity, we might well ask why the same notion 

30 Douglas, p. 54. 
31 Sproul, Barbara C, ed. Primal Myths: Creation Myths from Around the World . San Francisco: 

Harper, 1979. pp. 102-3. 
32 Ibid., 104. 
33 Ibid., 85. 
34 Ibid., 51. 
35 Ibid., 67. 
36 Crossley-Holland, Kevin, ed. The Norse Myths. New York: Pantheon Books, 1980. p. 4 
37 Sproul, 180. 
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does not appear in the Tanakh.  What we read instead is that God made humans in his own image 

and likeness. 

Scholars have long recognized that the book of Genesis contains two creation accounts, 

often thought to arise from different sources and different periods of Hebrew history.  The first is 

the majestic seven-day creation account, which opens with the first verse of the Tanakh, where 

God creates through decreeing and dividing light/darkness, sky/water, and earth/water.  These 

acts of decreeing and dividing constitute the first three days, establishing three dichotomies and 

thus three domains.  God then fills these domains on the next three days, with celestial lights on 

the fourth day, swimmers and flyers on the fifth day, and animals and humans on the sixth day. 

The crest, or climax, of the deity’s creative activity is the creation of humanity on the sixth day, 

followed by the commandment, “Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth and subdue it.” (Gen 

1:28) The command to occupy the domain – the earth – closely follows the ascription of the 

divine image and likeness.  Note humanity appears on the same day as earth-bound animals, but 

with separate “Let” statements:  “Let the earth bring forth living creatures of every kind: cattle 

and creeping things and wild animals of the earth of every kind.” (v. 24) and then “Let us make 

humankind in our image, according to our likeness.” (v. 26) Only the “cattle” species warrants 

specific mention among all the animals, highlighting the importance of this herd-animal to the 

Hebrew.  The crest, or climax, of the account is God’s self-representation in the human (v 27), 

and the humans are distinct from the cattle, creepers, and wild animals in bearing God’s image, 

but even more distinct from the swimmers and flyers, which God created on a previous day. 

God then rests on and hallows the seventh day.  Levenson, providing commentary for the Jewish 

Study Bible, notes that only the seventh day, validating the crucial Sabbath, has no symmetrical 

counterpart among the days; it is an exception to the domain/filling pattern seen in the other six 

20 



 

 
 

             

            

         

              

                

            

        

           

           

           

     

            

            

            

             

     

           

         

               

        

          

                                                                 
              

             
                 

 

days.38 This aesthetic structure qualifies the passage as a discreet work of poetry that I propose 

scholars refer to as the “Heptameria” combining the Greek words for “seven” and “day.” 

Though we read humans are made in God’s “image and likeness,” which theologians 

refer to as the Imago Dei, nowhere does it say that the earth or the humans get made from divine 

viscera; though the line “Let the earth bring forth” suggests earth itself might be a raw material. 

As noted, it is commonplace in mythology that the world or the human or both are fashioned 

from divine corporality, and that belief constitutes, to evoke Eliade, a connection between “the 

sacred and the profane.”39 Since the Hebrews apparently did not hold this belief regarding a 

god’s body, how did they connect the sacred and profane?  It is reasonable that the Hebrews 

made this connection through the theme of this study, covenantal correspondence with 

corporality.  The Conservation Covenant corresponds to blood, blood held sacred whether 

flowing in the veins of humans or of hooved ruminants. Abraham’s Covenant corresponds to the 

genitals, the Sinai Covenant with the abdomen, the Davidic with the heart, and the New, as we 

shall see, with the boundaries of the body. Thus, to use Errol Harris’s terminology, as covenant is 

the organizing principle of the Tanakh in Hebrew religion, it is simultaneously the organizing 

principle of the human body. 

In the different covenants, we find different versions of what the Imago Dei honorarium 

means.  Under the Conservation Covenant, the Imago Dei apparently indicates dominion over 

animals for all humans, for the covenant upholds the belief that God made humans in his image 

originally, but, notably, we don’t read the word “likeness” here (Gen 7:6).  As noted in the 

introduction, sonship has a Euclidean equivalence with the Imago Dei; both are equivalent to a 

38 Berlin, Adele,, Marc Zvi Brettler, and Jewish Publication Society. The Jewish Study Bible. 
Oxford : New York, New York: Oxford University Press, 2014 

39 Eliade, Mircea, 1907-1986. The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion. Harcourt Brace, New York, 1959. 
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familial relationship with God.  However, under the Sinai covenant, we can infer that all 

Israelites are sons of God, or rather, that Israel as a whole is God’s firstborn son (Ex 4:22), but 

nothing is said of Gentiles of other tribes.  The Davidic covenant reduces the circle of sonship 

even further, for here we can infer only that royal descendants in the Davidic dynasty are sons of 

God.  Readers should note that Sinai’s conception of divine sonship is more egalitarian than the 

Davidic conception of divine sonship; a tension I wish to explore.  But I am getting ahead of 

myself. The point for now is that the Heptameria proposes both a mandate for occupancy of the 

land and an ascription of the “image and likeness;” and thus the occupancy and the ascription 

correspond to each other.  It follows, reasonably enough, that the human body constitutes the 

means by which the divine image occupies the land.  The present argument is that the 

progression of covenants we read of in the Tanakh lends specificity to how the “image and 

likeness” manifests in the world. 

The second creation story is the familiar story of Eden, where God molds man (or an 

androgynous human) from the earth, or “humus” to use Phylis Trible’s translation.40 Note how 

the Eden story reverses the earth-from-divine viscera raw material found in other mythologies. 

Here in Genesis, as is hinted in the aforementioned line “Let the earth bring forth,” we see pre-

existent earth, or humus, as raw material for a being who may bear the image of the Creator, as 

opposed to the creation of the earth from the broken body of a god. I qualified this assertion with 

the word may because scholars often date the Heptameria as later than the Eden story, and thus 

we cannot assume the molded being in the Eden story originally bore the image of the Creator. 

After the Eden Story, the first place we read of the Imago Dei is Genesis 8:6; just before the 

story where God reveals his covenant with Noah – a covenant I am calling the Conservation 

40 Trible, Phyllis. God and the Rhetoric of Sexuality (London: SCM, 1978), p. 77 
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Covenant. The Eden story actually suggests Adam and Eve usurped the likeness of God by 

eating the forbidden fruit. 

The Lack of Divine Viscera in the Hebrew Conception of the World 

In neither the Heptameria nor the Eden story do we read of the earth or sky as made from 

the body of a god. The storytellers do not tell us what the raw material of the world is - what God 

made the world from. Rather, God makes the earth and sky for something, for filling. Neither are 

humans made from divine blood or some part of a god’s body. The stuff of humans is not divine 

stuff in the Heptameria or the Edenic story. The stuff of humans is never divine stuff in the entire 

Tanakh; so the question follows, what is the substance of the Imago Dei? The cosmogonic 

narratives leave this question open, perhaps inviting the readers to discover the specifics in the 

Tanakh that follows. We should note here that these Hebrew creation tales leave another 

possibility open; that human activity might be analogous to divine activity, and the Sinai 

Covenant, which readers find later in the Tanakh (but which Moses may have conveyed earlier 

than the writing of the creation tales,) suggests just such an analogy. In the Decalogue, we read 

“Six days you shall labor and do your work, but the seventh day is a Sabbath to the Lord your 

God, you shall not do any work.” (Ex 20:9) This could mean that the body of God displays a 

pattern of activity similar to the body of the obedient human. Here again, though, there is no 

divine raw material, only human activity analogous to divine activity. Even allowing that the 

“image and likeness” might be a type of activity, the fact remains that the work/rest pattern 

occurs in the context of a covenant, the Sinai Covenant which corresponds to the abdomen. 

Does it reduce the human to not have divine stuff as raw material? Joshua Berman argues 

in his book, Created Equal: How the Bible Broke with Ancient Political Thought, that the 

Hebrew concept of the Imago Dei, and the Sinai Covenant, actually achieved a previously 
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unknown level of human dignity and equality.41 The notion that the new conception of the earth 

of the Hebrews, abstracted from divinity, though accompanied by a hallowing (note the A in this 

word) of humanity, the Imago Dei, may have simultaneously hollowed (note the first O in this 

word) out the cosmos. It is tempting to associate the lack of divine raw material in the earth with 

what critics refer to as the desacralization of the earth. As John F. Haught observes, “The biblical 

desacralization of nature may have helped opened up the natural world to human domination and 

exploitation.” However, Haught is careful to note that apologists, while stressing the 

transcendence of God, do not “sanction the exploitation of nature.”42 

Yet the possibility remains that the radical Hebrew cosmogony, while elevating 

humanity, removed a sense of divine immediacy, a removal that the incumbency of covenant 

remedies by providing the possibility of fulfillment for different anatomical parts of the human 

body. Each covenant, I will argue, not only recognizes a part of the body, but also lends that part 

greater potential to symbolize a connection with the creator. The blood (shared by humans and 

hooved ruminants) becomes a mediator for atonement, the genitals get associated with the 

abundance of blessing, the abdomen becomes occupying, or place-making, the heart becomes 

resolute, and the boundaries become dignifying. Thus, in addition to lending specificity to the 

“image and likeness,” the covenants remediate the lack of immediacy of divine viscera in 

Hebrew Cosmogony. 

Since some commentators believe the Hebrew God lacks a body, these might find 

nothing surprising in the lack of divine flesh to make the earth. The reasoning might go that the 

Hebrews were strict monotheists, and their god lacked a body, thus the worldview could not 

41 Oxford ; New York, N.Y.: Oxford University Press, 2008. 
42 Haught, John F. “Christianity and Ecology.” This Sacred Earth: Religion, Nature, and the Environment, 2nd 

addition. Gottlieb, Roger S. ed. Routledge, NY p.217 
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postulate a substance for world-building, any more than the modern worldview can postulate that 

dragon’s flesh is the substance of the earth, since we don’t believe dragons exist or ever existed. 

Such reasoning would be monistic, asserting that there is only one kind of substance, the world 

substance, and that God lacked a substance. Elaine Scarry is one commentator who does not 

perceive God’s body in the Tanakh, and, as one might guess, she believes Yahweh to be 

imaginary and lacking substance. I do not intend to suggest monism is a modern conceit.  The 

aforementioned mythologies other than the Hebrew are monistic as well; postulating that only 

divine substance exists, albeit alive or dead.  When Marduk slays Tiamut he ponders her corpse, 

wondering what to do with it, effectively having changed her from an adversary into raw 

material for some project. He then creates the cosmos from the corpse, thus both the cosmos and 

the creator are of one substance, divine substance, but the world is dead, slain substance instead 

of living, slaying substance. If there is only one kind of substance, it is senseless to try to connect 

it with something else, so monism requires no bridge. However, if there is a divine substance and 

a world-substance, and a human desire to tangibly connect with the divine, people need a bridge, 

a third entity to connect the one substance with the other. Covenant is a kind of bridge. 

A Bridge Between Two Substances 

A monistic hermeneutic of the Tanakh would not require covenant to even exist. 

Therefore, perhaps a modern, monistic view of the world is partly to blame for why covenant 

seems to get so little attention in both churches and the academy. An alternative hermeneutic is 

strict dualism; where the deity is “up there” and humans are “down here” and the distinction is 

absolute. A strict dualism does not require covenant or something akin to it, for strict dualism 

holds there are two substances with a chasm between them, and no bridge.  Neither monism nor 

dualism resonates with the belief in covenant. Permit me to coin the word “polarism” to describe 
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what my approach suggests we find in the Tanakh, polarism like the two ends of the earth or a 

magnet. Certainly, the creator and the created are different in the Tanakh, but they exist together 

within a whole. The world is a different substance than the creator, but its raison d’état is to be a 

domain in which ultimately the “image and likeness” shall appear and inhabit.  Covenant is the 

connector, the bridge. 

Does Yahweh, as a literary character, lack a body?  Benjamin Sommer’s well-researched 

and articulate book The Bodies of God and the World of Ancient Israel thoroughly describes how 

the god of the Tanakh actually has a body, and how the Hebrews conceived that body differently 

at different points in their history. There is no need review Sommer here, but note that he 

specifically criticizes aesthetics professor Elaine Scarry for her assertion that the Hebrew god has 

no body.43 Though I find much of her aesthetic reflections lucid and insightful, I must contend 

with Scarry as well, for, under her reading of the Tanakh, the connection between Yahweh and 

humans is a weapon, and under my reading, the connection is covenant, which is about peace 

occupancy, and adoption, not violence, destruction, and constricton. Our readings of the Tanakh 

are mutually exclusive. Following Sommer, Yahweh does have a body, apparently of a different 

substance than the world, and there are other gods, suggesting there is such a thing as divine 

substance, which gods have, but which is not raw material. A bridge between these substances 

seems necessary; and it would be fitting if that bridge conveyed a feeling of embodiment. 

That the Hebrew God lacks a body is an axiom of Elaine Scarry’s treatment of the Bible 

in The Body in Pain.44 Scarry’s argument has a similar goal as my own in that both of us aim to 

43 Sommer, Benjamin D., 1964, and American Council of Learned Societies. The Bodies of God and the World of 
Ancient Israel. Cambridge University Press, New York;Cambridge [U.K.];, 2009. (NOTE to self – need to find 
the page where he complains about Scarry.) 

44 Scarry, Elaine. The Body in Pain: The Making and Unmaking of the World. Oxford University Press, New York, 

1985. 
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identify a bridge between the human and the divine in the Hebrew worldview.  In my 

assessment, that bridge is covenant which corresponds to the corporal in a holistic and 

identifiable way. As I shall strive to reveal later in this essay, covenant-making is analogous to 

adoption, that is, the Hebrew deity YHWH engages in family-formation corresponding with the 

occupancy and ascription described in the Heptameria. Scarry’s perspective on the Hebrew deity 

is, to say the least, more pessimistic. Where I read that the bridge is a covenant, Scarry is 

convinced the bridge is a weapon. To her defense, The Body in Pain is not a book on Biblical 

scholarship, but a reflection on the paradoxes of pain and the power of the imagination. As 

noted, much of her work is quite insightful. Scarry provides a chapter on torture and a chapter on 

war, and another chapter on “Pain and Imagining,” and then a chapter on the Bible and Marx. 

Seen in context, it is difficult not to infer that her perception of God as holding a weapon indicts 

God (whom she calls the “major created object” and the “primary Artifact”) as a tortfeasor of 

torture, albeit an imaginary one. 

Scarry’s indictment derives from the violence done by God in the Tanakh, and that his 

weapon is “a vertical line connecting two radically different ends.”45 To summarize Scarry’s 

position, on the divine end of this vertical line there is no body, and on the human end, there is 

very little voice.46 Since she regards Yahweh as imaginary, she seems to argue that human 

creativity can compromise itself, as when she says, ““…belief in the scriptures is literally the act 

of turning one’s own body inside-out - imagining, creating, the capacity for symbolic and 

religious thought begin with the capacity to endow interior physical events with an external, 

nonphysical referent.”47I do not dispute that human creativity can compromise itself, and 

45 Scarry, p. 198-200. 
46 Ibid., 192. 
47 Ibid., 190. 
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Scarry’s thoughts on the nature of the imagination are engaging. However, her argument depends 

on the notion that God always holds a weapon in the Tanakh, and she has to stretch the definition 

of a weapon to propose such wielding. She goes so far as to call the flaming torch and pot of 

Abraham’s vision of Genesis 15 “weapons,” even though there is no indication these objects are 

meant to hurt anyone. In this Genesis passage under Abraham’s covenant, Yahweh is 

solemnizing his promise. Scarry then calls the burning bush from which Moses receives his 

calling a “weapon.” Such a description of the bush fails, for the whole reason the burning of said 

bush is wonderful is that it does not consume – it does not harm the bush. (Ex 3:2) Fire might 

indeed be a weapon: like flame-throwers, napalm, or the “Zippo Raids” of the Vietnam War, it is 

illogical to claim that a fire that does not consume could ever be a weapon.  The fire of 

Yahweh’s burning bush more likely symbolically conveys the salutary nature of fire: its warmth, 

its light, its cooking power – but, since it does not consume, it excludes fire’s destructive aspect. 

Scarry goes onto call “…fire, storm, whirlwind, plague, rod, arrow, knife, (and) sword” 

weapons, and then tries to defend this categorization for half of these words; insisting that a fire, 

a storm, a whitlwind, and a plague are in the same category as the other items (which are clearly 

weapons).48 Scarry obliges herself to set such a broad definition of a weapon in order to argue 

that the human and the divine get connected by a weapon. Not to put too fine a point on it, but 

how could a bodiless deity hold a weapon to begin with?  Scarry’s monism, her belief in only 

worldly substance, conflicts with her “polarism,” belief in two substances connected in some 

way. 

True, there are few clear examples of an armed god in the Tanakh.  One clear example is 

in Isaiah, “Ah, Assyria, the rod of my anger – the club in their hands is my fury!” (10:1) Note 

48 Scarry, 200. 
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here Yahweh has a weapon but does not hold it; the Assyrians are both the weapon and the 

wielder of the weapon and the weapon is wrath. For this particular verse, Scarry’s interpretation 

is somewhat sound. Yahweh has a weapon without needing a body to hold it. However, there are 

other examples in the Tanakh where the deity has no weapon, but rather withdraws his protection 

of Israel and allows their enemies to prevail. The enemies of Israel hold the weapons, not 

Yahweh. Yahweh just chooses for a time to stop being a shield, as he had assured Abraham he 

would be when he first solemnized Abraham’s covenant. (Gen 15:1) Then in Judges the text 

says, “…the Israelites did what was evil in the sight of the Lord and worshipped the Baals…So 

the anger of the Lord was kindled against Israel, and he gave them over to plunderers who 

plundered them, and he sold them into the power of their enemies all around….”(Judg 2:11) 

Thus the wielding of weapons occurs within the context of the sociological plot of humans 

verses humans – not the theological plot of God verses human.  In covenant conceptualization, 

God holds – or rather IS – the shield, the preventer of hurt.  The shield might be said to be the 

bridge to Israel, and when Yahweh draws in the bridge, Israel suffers. 

Covenant and Peace 

To acknowledge one facet of Scarry’s argument, there is indeed a great deal of violence 

and pain in the Tanakh. Humans do awful things to each other, and YHWH does awful things to 

humans.Joshua’s total destruction of the inhabitants of Ai is genocide (Josh 8:26), and the prior 

destruction of the earth in the deluge is “geocide.” As a Biblical scholar and Quaker minister, it 

would be irresponsible for me to ignore the flagrant violence of the Tanakh. However, it would 

be equally irresponsible to ignore critiques of violence therein, a selectivity I fear Scarry 

indulges in. 

29 



 

 
 

             

          

          

         

       

           

             

            

            

             

              

           

           

            

              

         

         

      

           

              

            

              

                                                                 
     

In the Tanakh, it is covenant that is the bridge, and covenant’s raison d’état is peace, not 

war. As noted in the introduction, scholars often compare the Hebrew covenants to treaties 

between kings in the Ancient Near East, treaties known as suzerainty treaties. To a certain extent, 

the Hebrews borrowed concepts from their neighbors, or rather, adapted them to their own 

convictions. We should not think of the Hebrews as simple copycats, for, as Mary Douglas notes, 

“The Israelites absorbed freely from their neighbors, but not quite freely. Some elements of 

foreign culture were incompatible with the principles of patterning on which they were 

constructing their universe; others were compatible.”49Joshua Berman is articulate on how the 

Hebrews adapted the legal instrument of the suzerainty treaty to justify an egalitarian society. 

While considering pacifism in the Tanakh, I am presuming the Hebrews kept one aspect of the 

suzerainty treaty – the emphasis on peace. Under the terms of one important ANE suzerainty 

treaty, between Ramses II of Egypt and Hattusilis III of Hatti, we read the word “peace” three 

times. If the Near Eastern suzerainty treaty provided a precedent for the Hebrew concept of 

covenant, and it is likely it did, it follows that covenant is about peace. 

My argument above is an argument from derivation, that is, if the legal instrument of the 

suzerainty treaty yielded the theology of covenant, and the treaties were conciliatory, than 

covenant is conciliatory. However, as already noted, the Hebrews accepted some ideas from their 

neighbors, rejected others, and adapted others, and there is thus no necessity that pacifism would 

adhere to the Hebrew adaptation. I thus need to provide more evidence for the conciliatory nature 

of covenant. For this evidence, I point to how each of the five covenants in some way critiques 

warfare. The story of deluge, as we shall shortly explore, begins with Yahweh’s distress over the 

chronic violence on earth; “Now the earth was corrupt in God’s sight, and the earth was filled 

49Purity and Danger., p. 61. 
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with violence.” (Gen 6:11) Other mythologies have parallels to the deluge story, and shortly we 

shall consider the remarkably similar story of Utnapishtim in the Babylonian Epic of Gilgamesh. 

However, as Dumbrell observes, “…in the biblical flood account where in contradistinction to 

any parallels, the biblical narrative advances ethical reason for the divine action.”50 The pacifist 

can object to Yahweh’s solution to the problem of human violence, but the narrative fact remains 

that the solution is Yahweh’s action is disciplinary rather than aggrandizing or accidental action. 

By contrast, consider Enil’s motivation for sending the flood in Babylonian lore, that humans are 

too noisy and are keeping him awake.51 

Turn now to the story of Abraham, and you will read that the covenant-solidifying ritual 

of Genesis 15 immediately follows the story of Abraham’s blessing by the enigmatic priest-king 

Melchizedek, who rules over a city called Salem, or peace, and this priest-king abstains from the 

war of four kings against five. (Gen 14:1-20) The implication is that blessing comes from a place 

of peace, and peace is contiguous with covenant. 

Moving on to Sinai and David, we might discern in the stories something like 

Emmerson’s words in Brahma, “If the red slayer thinks he slays/Or if the slain thinks he is 

slain/They know not the subtle ways/I  keep, and pass, and turn again.” Violence adversely 

effects both the aggressor and the victim. In the Exodus story, we find that the Hebrews slaves 

exert no physical violence against their Egyptian taskmasters to achieve liberation, though the 

Egyptians had enslaved them and drowned their first-born. Yes, the tenth plague against Egypt, 

the death of Egyptian eldest children, is horrifying, but this is Yahweh’s deed, not the Hebrew’s. 

The only two Hebrews we can in any way indict for the mass infanticide against the Egyptians 

50 Dumbrell, Will iam J. Covenant and Creation: A Theology of Old Testament Covenants. Nelson, Nashville, 1984, p. 
13. 
51 Berman, Joshua. Created Equal: How the Bible Broke With Ancient Political Thought. Oxford ; New York, N.Y.: 

Oxford University Press, 2008. p. 23. 
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are Moses and Aaron. Moses prophesizes, and Aaron takes his staff and stretches out his hand 

(Ex 7:19), but the words of Moses and the gestures of Aaron do not kill the Egyptian young, only 

provoke obstinacy in Pharaoh that eventually leads to mass infanticide. Nevertheless, even for 

his relatively small role in bringing the calamity upon the Egyptians, Moses must first 

empathetically suffer the loss in his own person.52Thus, the story of Moses and the death of the 

first-born Egyptians provides a dramatic illustration of how violence negatively effects both the 

victims and the aggressors. 

Turn now to the Davidic covenant. I grant that military success is the primary, maybe 

even the only visible reason David gets to be king in the first place. There is an invisible reason 

too– his heart – we’ll get to that later. This covenant, I concede, may be warlike. Not all of the 

covenants are the same, and it is possible that the Davidic covenant encouraged war more than 

the other four by concentrating power in a king, and a king is a leader of war. However, 

promoting war could hardly be the Davidic covenant’s explicit purpose, for it is specifically 

because of the violence of David’s ascension that Yahweh, according to the narrative, bars his 

beloved king from building the temple (I Chr 28:3). The privilege of temple-building falls on 

David’s successor, Solomon, whose name in Hebrew is Shelomoh, which readers will note 

resembles the Hebrew word for peace, Shalom, and it is Solomon who first acquires the title “son 

of Yahweh.” Furthermore, after David is successful in all his military campaigns, he almost 

immediately abuses his power in the well-known scandal of Bathsheba. Following this scandal, 

David loses an infant son, then later an adult son rebels against him and a disastrous civil war 

ensues (2 Sam 15-19.) If the red slayer thinks he slays; he has another think coming. 

This empathetic suffering is my interpretation of the strange episode of Exodus 4:24 -26. It is an episode where 
Moses’s wife saves his l ife, and thus it wi l l be appropriate to discuss further when we consider the dynamic role 

women take on in the formation of covenant. 
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Turn now to Jeremiah. The conveyer of the New Covenant repeatedly rails against the 

false claim of peace, in passages that seem to call Israel to face the brutal facts of war in their 

times (Jer 6:14, 8:11). However, in the midst of bringing news of the New Covenant, Jeremiah 

also envisions “abundance of peace.” (33:6) Each covenant story contains the theme of peace. 

In skipping through the Tanakh as I have to present these passages of peace, I am 

practicing selectivity, and thus, a detractor might find me biased. Let me reiterate that I in no 

way ignore, nor do I condone, the obvious endorsements of violence in the Tanakh. I would be 

guilty of the very hypocrisy Jeremiah condemns. However, each of the passages I selected is 

significant because not only does it speak of pacifism, but also because it speaks to the nature of 

covenant, and covenant, I argue, is the central theme and dynamic principle of the Tanakh. The 

violence is more peripheral, and while a peripheral action may be abundantly apparent, it does 

not constitute the essence. The peripheral is discriminable from the essence. Contrary to this 

discriminatory reading, Scarry’s critique ascribes a fusion between the wounding of humans and 

the generation of humans in the Tanakh, a fusion that, if it were real, would make violence 

endemic to the Hebrew worldview. She writes, 

In the narratives of human generation, there begins to be exposed the mental 
structure present in the activity of “believing,” the intensification of the body and the 
projection of its attributes outward onto a disembodied referent.  Here the inner reflex of 
“faith” or “sustained imagining” is almost wholly benign.  But the same mental structure 
will also be visible in the much more disturbing scenes of wounding attended to below: 
the two kinds of scene – generation and wounding – have so much in common that it 
seems possible that the persistent and troubling occurrence of human hurt is the result of 

its conflation with generation in the Old Testament habit of mind, a conflation of the 
sources of pain and creation…53 

53 Scarry, p. 197 
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Yes, there is human generation – what I would call fertility – in Genesis.  Of course, 

there is violence in Genesis, too. To take two examples, the violence of Abraham54 and the 

violence of Dinah’s brothers (Gen 34:25-31); these are both examples of family members 

defending one-another against aggressors, a type of violence that will coincide with family 

fertility, so long as aggression shall persist. So Scarry is correct that the believing in these 

passages is benign; that is, discriminable from the acts of violence. She is also correct that later 

in the Tanakh, Yahweh becomes more forceful about faith. It is in Exodus where the violence 

becomes more about Yahweh’s dominance; here we read of the death of the Egyptian first-born, 

the apparently unnecessary drowning of Pharoah’s army, and the slaughter of brothers, friends, 

and neighbors after the Golden Calf incident. 

The discontinuity between Genesis and Exodus may occur because these stories narrate 

different covenants, the first is under Abraham’s, and the second is under Sinai. Please 

understand, these distinctions are not absolute, but they are not arbitrary, either. The biographies 

of Abraham and Moses distinguish the different covenants from each other, and, as I aim to 

show, their correspondence with different body parts further distinguishes them. Abraham’s 

covenant corresponds to the genitals, and thus sex and procreation. Abraham feels a great desire 

for descendants. Now, while the libido certainly exerts an internal pressure to seek sexual 

satisfaction, and while, if circumstances are conducive to procreativity, libido will result in 

babies, satisfaction of the libido and procreation are not necessary for the survival of the 

individual. Babies are a bonus. I should qualify these remarks by pointing out that Hebrew 

religion clearly places great emphasis on fertility, for both men and women. For now, one verse 

from the Heptameria will suffice as evidence, “Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth and 

54 See the war of four kings against five alluded to earlier – Genesis 14:1-16. 
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subdue it….” (1:28) However, the facts of human physiology have not changed. Abraham may 

certainly have had a spiritual urgency to have children, but he was not going to die from 

childlessness. The urgency for Abraham comes from his awareness that he might die from old 

age without a natural heir (15:2). Childlessness will not kill you and aging will kill you 

eventually. Hunger, on the other hand, will kill you in forty days. Hunger is a more dire 

circumstance than heirlessness. Given the clear-and-present danger that hunger entails, it is more 

likely to lead to violence; and this immediate danger could be why the stories become more 

violent under the Sinai Covenant. 

Scarry interprets the Hebrew relationship to God as achieved through inequitable 

stricture, writing, “God is all things; man becomes godly only by doing some of those 

things…God both creates (six days of making) and abstains from creating (the one day of rest); it 

is by imitating his abstaining from creating (the one day of rest); it is by abstaining from creating 

that man finds the godlike within him.”55 In this assertion, Scarry implies that the Hebrew faith is 

anti-human creativity.  However, she is misreading the fourth commandment. What it actually 

says is, 

(8) Remember the Sabbath day, and keep it holy.  (9) Six days you shall labor and 
do all your work.  (10) But the seventh day is a Sabbath to the Lord your God; you shall 

not do any work – you, your son or daughter, your male or female slave, your livestock, 
or the alien resident in your towns. (11)  For in six days the Lord made heaven and earth, 

the sea, and all that is in them, but rested the seventh day; therefore the Lord blessed the 
Sabbath day and consecrated it. (Ex 20:8-11) 

Note the parallel structure between verses (9) and (11.) Humans are to work just as God 

worked, and in verse (10), we read that humans are to rest just as God rested. As noted above, 

the body of God enacts a pattern of activity that the bodies of humans are to emulate. Also, note 

the egalitarian nature of the commandment. The Hebrews had escaped from the Egyptian order 

55 Scarry, 207. 
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where some had to work all the time and others did not have to work at all. The Decalogue 

rectifies this inequality by giving equal time of work and rest to all. 

Furthermore, the Tanakh does not compromise human making, as Scarry’s critique 

suggests it does. Within its pages, we discover (somewhat tedious) descriptions of how things are 

made. For example, there are seven chapters in Exodus alone concerning the construction of 

religious trappings. In modern times, we might consider all the arts, architecture, music, and 

charity created by celebrants of the Abrahamic faiths, and ask how it is possible that a “mental 

structure” that suppresses creativity could produce so many creative individuals. Scarry’s 

critique does not stand, at least not as she has articulated it. 
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Chapter Two 

The Conservation Covenant: The Somatic Sanguinity 

The story of Noah (Genesis 6-9) and the flood in the book of Genesis is doubtlessly one 

of the most popular stories ever told. Just about every church nursery in the country has a picture 

of the ark, the animals and the rainbow. You will find many children’s books versions of it; we 

hear it when we are very young. Can you remember the first time you heard the story of Noah’s 

Ark?  Probably not. When my wife was pregnant with our first child, someone gave us a gift of 

baby powder of a certain brand. There on the bottle of baby powder was the ark, the animals, and 

the rainbow. Well, I suppose baby powder is a defense against a certain kind of protection 

against a certain kind of flood. So, the story of Noah is well-known, but what may be lost in all 

the popular representations of the story is the shift in thought it represents. The deluge story in 

Genesis, and the covenant it concludes in, represents a shift away from an emphasis on 

individual immortality toward an emphasis on human fertility and an ethics on the conservation 

of life-in-general. It also addresses a part of the body, or rather a flow within the body, that 

animals and humans share – blood. Thus, this covenant addresses the somatic sanguinity. Before 

Yahweh enacts the covenant; we read that Noah performed a sacrifice, and, 

…when the LORD smelled the pleasing the pleasing odor, the LORD said 
in his heart, “I will never again curse the ground because of humankind, for the 

inclination of the human heart is evil from youth; nor will I ever again destroy every 
living creature as I have done. 

As long as the earth endures, 
seedtime and harvest, cold and heat, 

summer and winter, day and night 
shall not cease.” (Gen 8: 21-22 NRSV) 

Note, before the emphasis on the steadiness of the seasonal cycle and the diurnal 

pendulum, we read of “seedtime and harvest,” a reference to the survival of humanity based on 
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agriculture. Shortly thereafter, we read of an emphasis on human fertility. The covenant we read 

at the conclusion of the deluge story reads thus: 

God blessed Noah and his sons, and said to them, “Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the 
earth. The fear and dread of you shall rest on every animal of the earth, and on every 
bird of the air, on everything that creeps on the ground, and on all the fish of the sea; 
into your hand they are delivered. Every moving thing that lives shall be food for you; 

and just as I gave you the green plants, I give you everything. Only, you shall not eat 
flesh with its life, that is, its blood. For your own lifeblood I will surely require a 

reckoning: from every animal I will require it and from human beings, each one for the 
blood of another, I will require a reckoning for human life. Whoever sheds the blood of a 
human, by a human shall that person’s blood be shed; for in his own image God made 
humankind. And you, be fruitful and multiply, abound on the earth and multiply in it.” 
(Gen 9: 1-7) 

So, humans receive a mandate for fertility and a command to sanctify blood, which 

includes a reiteration of what was affirmed in the sixth day of the Heptameria, that humans bear 

the image of God (but note the lack of the word “likeness.”) Furthermore, God commits himself 

to conserve all animal life. 

Then God said to Noah and to his sons with him, “As for me, I am establishing my 
covenant with you and your descendants after you, and with every living creature that is 
with you, the birds, the domestic animals, and every animal of the earth with you, as 
many as came out of the ark.I establish my covenant with you, that never again shall all 

flesh be cut off by the waters of a flood, and never again shall there be a flood to destroy 
the earth.” God said, “This is the sign of the covenant that I make between me and you 
and every living creature that is with you, for all future generations: I have set my bow 
in the clouds, and it shall be a sign of the covenant between me and the earth. When I 
bring clouds over the earth and the bow is seen in the clouds, I will remember my 

covenant that is between me and you and every living creature of all flesh; and the 
waters shall never again become a flood to destroy all flesh. When the bow is in the 

clouds, I will see it and remember the everlasting covenant between God and every 
living creature of all flesh that is on the earth.” God said to Noah, “This is the sign of the 
covenant that I have established between me and all flesh that is on the earth.” (vs 8-17) 

Note the sacredness of the blood of both humans and animals, a religious belief that could 

be an adaptation of the pagan belief that the gods created humans from the blood of a god. The 

text suggests that the blood of both humans and animals is equally sacred. While animals might 

be slaughtered for food, humans are not to be murdered. Furthermore, note the reiteration of the 
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declaration in the sixth day of the Heptameria; that humans bear the image of God, and it is this 

Imago Dei that gives humans a right to life that animals lack. 

Conservation and the Imago Dei 

Note the covenant is for “every living creature.” So, while blood, or life, belongs to animals and 

humans, and God’s promise to refrain from geocide by drowning belongs to every living 

creature, the Imago Dei is something just humans have, something they had from their inception. 

The Imago Dei, as has been noted, apparently has a Euclidean equality with a covenant 

relationship in that both relate to a familial relationship, specifically, the relationship of sonship. 

Humans are similar to the animals in that they have life in their veins, and that they are both 

protected by the conservation covenant, but unlike the animals in their omnivorism, and that the 

humans are universally dreaded. Recall that the sixth day of the Heptameria saw the creation of 

both animals and humans, but under different “Let” statements, suggesting likeness and 

difference. Readers might well infer that humans are animal, and yet, something more. Also, 

note that while the sixth say of the Heptameria includes the adjectives “image” and “likeness,” 

here in the conservation covenant, we only read the word “image. ” The Hebrew word translated 

into “image” is besalmenu, which shares a root with the word salma, “garment.” The “image” is 

thus something God might simply transfer to the creature, like a garment. English translators 

translated the Hebrew word udemut as “likeness,” and it could mean “figure” or even “statue.” 

The “likeness” is thus something that must get created through work; it cannot be simply 

transferred. The inclusion of the word “likeness” might indicate an acknowledgment that the 

creator intends to make something of the beings that bear his image – that he intends to initiate a 

covenantal relationship. 
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If we just read these texts excised from their context in the early chapters of Genesis, and 

the excised from the even greater context of a progression of somatic covenants in the Tanakh, 

we might confront a logical problem; does the Euclidean equivalence thoroughly adhere? The 

conservation covenant envelops both animals and humans, but God only recognizes the latter as 

his image. If the conservation covenant does indeed create a family relationship, why would not 

animals be a part of this family, and if they are a part of the family, why can some siblings eat 

the other siblings? 

From Somatic Occupancy to Adoptive Occupancy 

This logical problem only persists after excision from the whole of the text, that is, if 

readers fail to notice that the earlier narration provides an illustration of sonship immediately 

prior to the deluge. Earlier in Genesis, we find a portrait of sons of God unencumbered by the 

conservation covenant, sons that are humanoid (or at least, can breed with humans), but sons that 

are also inhumane.  So, sonship, within the understanding of Hebrew mythology, can exist 

independently of covenant, but that form of sonship turns out to be dysfunctional.   This story is 

the strange tale of the sons of God begetting the Nephilim from Genesis 6: 1-8, the climax of 

which is a war-torn world God feels he must destroy.  Let us call it the “Tale of Begotten 

Giants.”  With its supernatural beings breeding with human women to procreate violent giants, 

students of mythology will wonder how such a polytheistic tale worked its way into the Tanakh. 

With its gods and demigods, the tale seems more like Mesopotamian or Greek mythology than 

that of the Hebrews. Indeed, it is conceivable that the tale is an Israelite parody of their 

neighbors; like the Akkadians with their Epic of Gilgamesh. However, when we understand this 

story as a part of a holistic book with a sequence of covenants that relate to the body, the story 

does not seem so strange, and it is not simply a foreign story intruding into the Israelite corpus. If 
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we just read the text of the conservation covenant, we might be confused about why the animals 

are so unequal. If we read the “Tale of the Begotten Giants” and the Noah story along with that 

text, we might be perplexed by the apparent paganism of this tale. However, if we attempt to 

understand the Tanakh as a whole, as a sequence of covenants, the stories make more sense. The 

Tale of Begotten Giants has a function in developing the theme of the incumbency of covenant. 

Here is the tale: 

When people began to multiply on the face of the ground, and daughters were 

born to them, the sons of God saw that they were fair; and they took wives for themselves 
of all that they chose. Then the Lord said, “My spirit shall not abide in mortals forever, 
for they are flesh; their days shall be one hundred twenty years.” The Nephilim were on 

the earth in those days—and also afterward—when the sons of God went in to the 
daughters of humans, who bore children to them. These were the heroes that were of old, 

warriors of renown. The Lord saw that the wickedness of humankind was great in the 
earth, and that every inclination of the thoughts of their hearts was only evil 
continually. And the Lord was sorry that he had made humankind on the earth, and it 

grieved him to his heart. So the Lord said, “I will blot out from the earth the human 
beings I have created—people together with animals and creeping things and birds of the 
air, for I am sorry that I have made them.” But Noah found favor in the sight of the Lord. 

(Gen 6: 6-8) 

The first verse in this passage indicates God has sons who are distinct in their sonship 

from the rest of humanity, apparently, because they have the spirit or wind (Hebrew, ruhi) in 

some special way. Given the statement, “My spirit shall not abide,) the spirit apparently endows 

the sons with immortality. The sons have free access to the daughters of humans, apparently 

unchecked. Yahweh declares his intention to withdraw his spirit from mortals for they are flesh, 

Hebrew basar, a word that in other contexts gets translated “meat.” The reference to the flesh, or 

meat, indicates the tale is about the body; perhaps we could say it is about the mortality of the 

body, or its animal nature. Given what follows with the ark and the conservation covenant and 

blood, I have coined the expression “somatic sanguinity” to refer to the aspect of the body this 

covenant addresses, the inner life-flow. The breeding of the sons of God and the mortal women 
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56yields the Nephilim , who are destructive warriors. Thus, this particular way of blending the 

divine and the human, immortal beings breeding with humans, proves dysfunctional. Apparently, 

a new way of blending is needed, and that way, we shall shortly read, is the way of covenant. As 

stated above, the Israelite sages might be parodying their neighbors; asserting, “Your view of 

how the divine occupies the world wouldn’t work – our way makes sense.”  We might call the 

first view, the “nephilizing” of the world, somatic occupancy of the divine in the world, but a 

new form of occupancy became necessary. 

Let us call this new form of occupancy adoptive occupancy. Recall from Weinfeld’s 

work in the introduction that covenants might have adoption language. It is reasonable to 

conclude that the conservation covenant reveals a change of occupancy style by Yahweh, a 

change bought on by the dysfunction of somatic occupancy. One would expect the adopted to be 

similar to the sons of God – they are all humanoid, for only humanoids could have interbred with 

the humans to beget the giants. Animals would not be adopted, but they still could be under the 

covenant, just as commoners under a king adopted by a suzerain would still be under the 

covenant, but the commoners would not be adopted. In other words, Yahweh could adopt beings 

with a certain kind of body, that of a big-brained biped, while still placing all the other, non-

adopted types of body (the animals) under the covenant. 

In addition to a shift from somatic occupancy to adoptive occupancy, readers might 

discern a shift from spirit (Hebrew ruah) vivification to a blood (Hebrew dimkin) vivification. I 

use the word “vivification” to mean “bringing to life;” if an accident victim was moribund, and 

56 According to the Theological Wordbook of the Old Testament, the word nephesh has several meanings, including 
breathing, living, and appetite. The editors do not favor the traditional “giant” as a translation for Nephilim. I 
suggest the latter might indicate a strong being with a great appetite. Harris, R. Laird, Archer, Gleason L., Waltke, 

Bruce K., eds. The Theological Wordbook of the Old Testament v 2. Moody Press, Chicago, 1980. 
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the paramedics used a defibrillator to start the heart, that would be “defibrillator vivification.” 

Actually, this semantic explanation is not too good because a defibrillator is not identical with 

life. To clarify, in the “nephilized” world of this mythology, the spirit IS life. In the world under 

the Conservation Covenant, the blood IS life. It is notable that the word “Nephilim” clearly 

derives from the Hebrew word for life, napes,57and that after the deluge the text indicates that 

lenapsotekem dimkin, “life-blood,” shall now be sacred. The real livingness of the world shall no 

longer be spirit-filled giants walking around and wreaking havoc, but livingness shall now be 

running through the veins of the new representatives for the divine, the Imago Deis, the adopted 

kings. 

Later in the Tanakh, we will read how Pharaoh’s daughter adopts baby Moses, and Jacob 

was the second born of twins, and how he gained the covenant his brother lost. David, a covenant 

conveyer and recipient, was the youngest son. The idea that the adopted child, or the latecomer, 

would receive the covenant and in doing so surpass the genetic child or the first-born was 

familiar to the Israelites, and may have been a part of their self-understanding as a people. The 

story of Noah and his descendants replacing the Nephilim as the divine occupants of the world 

fits this paradigm. 

Comparison with The Epic of Gilgamesh 

Any scholarly treatment of the Israelite deluge story would be incomplete without a 

comparison to deluge story in the Epic of Gilgamesh, and, since the Epic, in addition to 

containing a deluge story, also contains its own reflection on the intersection of the animal and 

the human, such a comparison is particularly apropos here. The poet of the Epic says of the title 

character in Book I, 

57 See previous footnote. 
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The city is his possession, he struts 
through it, arrogant, his head raised high, 

trampling its citizens like a wild bull. 
He is king, he does whatever he wants, 

takes the son from his father and crushes him, 
takes the girl from her mother and uses her, 
the warrior’s daughter, the young man’s bride 
he uses her, no one dares oppose him.58 

As the undisputed sovereign of the walled city of Uruk, Gilgamesh’s will is the norm, 

and his genes are privileged.  He gets first sexual use of virginal brides, a privilege that reminds 

us of how the Genesis sons of God took whatever daughters they liked. The oppressed people of 

Uruk pray to their gods for help, and the god Anu tells the goddess Aruru, 

…Now go and create 
A double for Gilgamesh, his second self, 

a man who equals his stormy heart. 
Create a new hero, let them balance each other 

59perfectly, so that Uruk has peace. 

Thus Enkidu gets created.  The literary device we find here is the alter ego, or twin, or 

complement, one who both reflects and balances the other. Later in this study, we shall consider 

a set of twins in which one is smooth and the other hairy – Jacob and Esau. Keeping with 

Gilgamesh for now, Aruru delivers the king’s future counterpart Enkidu into the wilderness, but 

at this point, but Enkidu arrives with some humanizing required.  He is at first more animal than 

human, covered with hair, roaming the wilderness, and “eating grass with the gazelles.”60 Since 

he frees animals from traps, Stephen Mitchell calls him, “the original animal activist,” and “…he 

is Gilgamesh’s opposite and mirror image; two-third’s animal to Gilgamesh’s two-thirds 

divine.”61 Gilgamesh and Enkidu stand at opposite sides of the ladder of animals, humans, and 

58 Mitchell, Stephen. Gilgamesh: A New English Version. Simon and Schuster, New York, 2004 p. 72. 
59 Mithell, Stephen. p.74. 
60 Mitchell, Stephen. p. 75 
61 Mitchell, Stephen. p. 11 
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gods, intersecting with each other in their one-third humanness. Having delivered an unfinished 

twin, Aruru is the Ikea of divinities, delivering the new hero incomplete and not quite ready to 

serve as a counterpart to Gilgamesh.  Enkidu’s humanization, described below, entails a 

movement away from the animal world, but furthermore, his eventual friendship with the 

Gilgamesh entails an engagement between the tyrant and animality. 

Let us compare Gilgamesh with Noah, who in Genesis is to be the progenitor of the 

human species after the withdrawal of ruha, spirit, and after the deluge. Noah also engages the 

animal aspect of life on earth, first as a conservationist (he preserves life on earth), and then as a 

keeper of the sanguine. Before Noah, the divine inhabited the world in the form of demigods. 

Two-thirds of Gilgamesh is this very form of inhabitance, because he is two-thirds divine. The 

friendship between Enkidu and Gilgamesh would seem to represent animal-human relationship 

with an injection of divinity, and the Conservation Covenant represents this relationship where 

divinity has been withdrawn. The post-deluge pact of Genesis addresses blood, or livingness, but 

while this red, fluid life-stuff shall be a means of atonement (when the priests perform blood 

sacrifices,) it is not divine, itself. In Genesis, God replaces somatic occupancy with adoptive 

occupancy. Blood after the deluge story is vivification. 

In the Epic, though Gilgamesh does not know the Enkidu’s origin or function, somehow 

Gilgamesh knows what to do about him. He recruits the priestess of Ishtar Shamat, “one of the 

priestesses who give their bodies to any man, in honor of the goddess.”62 Shamat dutifully has 

sex with Enikdu for seven days straight – because of course, that’s how one humanizes a wild 

man - and this erotic marathon serves the purpose of showing Enkidu “what a woman is.”63 

Enkidu learns of femininity and becomes human.  Note how his intimacy with a priestess; a 

62 Mitchell, Stephen. p. 77 
63 Mitchell, Stephen. p. 79. 
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woman close to the gods, serves to draw him closer to humanity – he is not being adopted into 

humanity like a pet; rather his somatic involvement with a mediatrix actually makes him more 

human. Note also the purpose of the intercourse is not procreation – it is for the masculine to 

know the feminine, and for the animal to become the human. Under the Covenant of Abraham in 

the next chapter, we shall see sexual intercourse clearly tied to procreation, in contrast to the 

implication of The Epic. After the seven-day sex marathon with the priestesses, the animals no 

longer welcome Enkidu, and “…he knew his mind had somehow grown larger, he knew things 

now that an animal can’t know.”64 Enkidu has been partly humanized, and with bread and beer, 

he becomes even more human.65 

When Enkidu tragically dies, the distraught Gilgamesh embarks on a quest to acquire 

immortality. He goes to see the one mortal granted immortality by the gods, Utnapishtim, “the 

Distant One,”66 who lives with his wife beyond the tunnel where the sun rises from the earth, 

across the great ocean of the Waters of Death.67Gilgamesh believes only Utnapishtim can give 

him the secret of immortality. On meeting him, “The Distant One” relates his own story of 

acquiring immortality to the king. The parallels with the Biblical deluge story are striking; in 

both, the heroes receive word the god(s) are going to drown the earth, both build a floating 

vessel, both rescue animals. Utnapishtim, we should note, rescues certain humans, too.68 Both 

send out birds to find dry land, both offer a sacrifice after the flood, and the god(s) of both heroes 

enjoy the aroma from the sacrifice.69With all the similarities between the stories, it is a wonder 

64 Mitchell, Stephen. p. 79. 
65 Mitchell, Stephen. p. 86. 
66 Ibid., p. 171. 
67 Ibid., pp. 164-171. 
68 Ibid., 184. 
69 Ibid., 180-181. 
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we have inherited two stories – and the reason for this duality is that certain elements in the 

Biblical story are different, and this difference reveals a shift in thought. 

In both stories, a god makes an oath using an object after the flood is over.70However, the 

Sumerian deity Aruru makes the oath on a necklace of lapis lazuli, and not a rainbow, and her 

oath is to “never forget these days.”71 Note that in the Sumerian version, we do not read a vow 

that the flood shall never happen again. Utnapishtim receives a special reward for his work – the 

gift of immortality – he receives everlasting vivification. Arguably, Noah receives a reward in 

that he has the honor of being the next progenitor of humanity, a reward Utnapishtim does not 

receive, for he has no children, but has rescued other human beings who can have descendants. 

Noah does not receive immortality. Important to the present study is the absence of a 

sanctification of blood in the Sumerian tale. Thus, the Biblical story represents a shift away from 

an emphasis on immortality and a shift toward an emphasis on fertility, solidified by a 

conservation covenant that preserves life and sanctifies blood.  In the Israelite worldview, 

humans know the divine through adoption and atone with Yahweh through blood.  While 

chronically mortal, humans have the privilege of ruling the animals, and can be confident that the 

very stuff of life flows in their veins. The ancient Israelite belief was that humans received 

vivification through children and with the knowledge that blood is life, not through immortality. 

In Israelite mythology, the newly adopted occupants, with lifeblood in their veins, are to 

fill the earth, to occupy it.  However, as we all were taught the day our faith in the stork was 

annihilated; a deed has to be done in order for this fertility to occur, and that begetting activity 

depends on the organs of the body we are most shy about.  It is these organs that we find treated 

in the next covenant in Genesis. 

70 Ibid., 188. 
71 Ibid., 189. 

47 



 

 
 

  

       
 

  
  

    
    

 

     
 

              

             

            

              

     

                

              

            

            

          

               

             

          

            

                 

                 

           

             

Chapter Three 

The Covenant of Abraham: The Somatic Procreation 

Father Abraham 
Had many sons! 

Many sons had Father Abraham! 
I am one of them, 
And so are you… 
So let’s all praise the LORD! 

If anyone has ever sung the popular camp song above, you know it accompanies a silly 

dance that involves the whole body. I learned it in Christian camp, though I have not read any 

evidence that Jewish youth camps sing it too, it would certainly be allowable.  Abraham has been 

called the “Father of Three Faiths,” and one of these is Judaism; but we should add a fourth faith 

to the list – Samaritanism. 

The song captures a major theme of the mythos of Abraham; that his descendants are “as 

numerous as the stars of heaven and as the sand that is on the seashore.” (Genesis 22:17a RSVP). 

What the song does not capture is the uncertainty faced by Abraham (previously, Abram), and 

his wife Sarah (previously, Sarai) before they even became parents.  The text relates that 

Abraham was 100 years old when he and Sarah had their first child together, and even if we do 

not take that number at face value (Genesis 21:5), what precedes clearly indicates he thought he 

and his wife were both too old (Genesis 17:17.)  A popular interpretation of the Abraham cycle is 

that Abraham was too impatient to wait for children by Sarah, impatience that led to the 

unfortunate affair of Hagar and her son Ishmael (Genesis 16), which some ministers rather 

boldly put forth as the source of all the warfare in the Middle East unto the present day. 

However, we might well ask of the text, what was the point of the delay in the first place? 

If we understand each of the five, theistic covenants of the Tanakh as pertaining to the 

human body in a certain way, we can assert with confidence that the Abrahamic covenant 
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pertains to the penis. The very reminder of the covenant is not up in the sky like the rainbow, but 

is instead below the waistline of the male, the covenant of circumcision. Every time the Israelite 

male urinated, he would be reminded who he was. The text, admittedly, is androcentric (just as is 

the camp song above,) and the pertinence of Sarah’s vagina is not as explicit.  Nevertheless, the 

cycle makes it clear that Sarah’s vagina is also important – otherwise, Hagar’s child of Abraham 

could have inherited the covenant. The rite of circumcision directly ties the covenant to the male 

organ, and lays emphasis on it, seen here specifically as an organ for procreation (as opposed to 

an organ used to discover womanhood, as it is in the episode of Enkidu and Shamat.) Of course, 

it is not surprising per se that begetting should begin from the penis, but the particular penis and 

vagina under consideration are unusual; they are “supposed” to be worn out, parts of bodies that 

are too old for procreation, vestigial leftovers from the springtime of the human life. It takes a 

miracle for these genital parts to be restored to their original function; YHWH must first promise 

descendants to the older couple and then intervene. Thus, while the cycle of Abraham stresses 

that normal sexual intercourse produces the first forebear of the multitude that shall be Israel, 

there must also be the miraculous action of rejuvenation of fertility. Since Abraham does indeed 

age, he is not one of the antediluvian sons of God, and YHWH is not personally begetting the 

new occupants; but YHWH is involved in the rejuvenation. 

With both human sexual intercourse and divine intervention occurring to implement it, 

the Covenant of Abraham is a bridge between humanity and the divine, one not based on somatic 

occupancy, but on adoptive occupancy. When we first meet Abraham, then Abram, the text 

relates, 

Now the Lord said to Abram, “Go from your country and your kindred and your 
father’s house to the land that I will show you. I will make you a great nation, and I will 
bless you, and I will make your name great, so that you will be a blessing. I will bless 
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those who bless you, and the one who curses you I will curse; and in you all of the 
families of the earth shall be blessed.” (Genesis 12:1-3) 

The Hebrew word for bless, barak is consonant with the Hebrew word for create, bara, 

and the Hebrew word for son, bar, and thus the semantics here suggest the creation of a son, an 

adoption, followed by a spreading of sonship throughout the earth – an occupancy. When we 

consider that the call extracts Abram from his “father’s house,” the apparent adoptive nature of 

the calling is more evident. When we further consider that YHWH will give Abram and Sarai 

new names, and their name shall be great, the sense of adoption is heightened. 

The Tale of the Intoxicated and Naked Noah 

YHWH’s further promise to Abraham of a land for his descendants to dwell in (Genesis 

17:8) creates a local parallel for the globalism we read of under the Conservation Covenant and 

in the Heptameria, for just as the descendants of Noah are to occupy the earth, Abraham’s 

descendants are to occupy the land of Canaan. Other parallels with the Noah story exist, but 

strangely, after Noah we find no further reference to the sanctification of blood in the entire book 

of Genesis. With a little interpretation, it seems that with the pact of the Conservation Covenant 

in place, the subject of the covenant shifts from blood to the genitalia, mostly the male genitalia. 

Even the rather perplexing story of Noah’s cursing of his son Ham, if nothing else, 

conveys a concern for the sacredness of the male sexual organ. Let us call it, “The Tale of 

Intoxicated and Naked Noah.” The story names Noah as the first vintner (Genesis 9:20). He 

makes wine and gets drunk to the point of passing out, naked. Perhaps he is tormented by 

survivor’s guilt, seeing all humanity except for him and his immediate family have drowned. If 

we were to press (no pun intended) the pertinence of the Conservation Covenant to blood, we 

could interpret Noah’s imbibing as one more allusion to blood, for later Jacob calls wine the 

“blood of grapes.” (49:11) Ham sees his naked father, and tells his older brothers, Japheth and 
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Shem, about it.  The text is terse; simply reading, “And Ham, the father of Canaan, saw the 

nakedness of his father, and told his two brothers outside.” (9:22) We read no indication that 

Ham peeked in to leered at his naked father’s body, or that he mocked his father, he seems to 

simply observe and report. The text provides no indication that Ham did anything disrespectful 

or immoral. Shem and Japheth respond by getting a garment, and walking backwards so they do 

not see their father’s nakedness, and covering him. Clearly, they respect their father’s modesty. 

However, though we might be tempted to interpret the older brothers’ respect as indicating the 

younger brother’s disrespect, the text does not mention any obvious wrongdoing on Ham’s part. 

Yet when Noah awakes, he curses Ham’s son, Canaan, the forebear of the Canaanites, 

consigning the latter to everlasting slavery under the descendants of Shem. 

Noah’s cursing strikes the modern reader as unjust, a temper-tantrum of a hung-over old 

man. Even if Ham had done something disrespectful or licentious or what-have-you (and, once 

again, the text provides no indication that he did), surely Canaan deserves no punishment, and 

even more so, Canaan’s progeny are innocent. As is the Tale of the Begotten Giants, the story is 

perplexing, but while acknowledging the strangeness of it, we can discern the story has a 

function.  One obvious function is to justify Israel’s enslavement of the Canaanites. In a nation 

whose foundational story was one of liberation from slavery (the Exodus), surely the persistence 

of slavery as an institution would require some mythological rationalization. It is equally obvious 

that paternal nudity is a concern of this story, and, if we recognize that the next covenant to come 

concerns the penis, it is not too great a stretch to assert that the Tale of Intoxicated and Naked 

Noah prepares readers for this concern of this covenant. 
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Shinarian’s Shenanigans 

In the next chapter, readers encounter the Tower of Babel (Genesis 11: 1-9). The tale is 

etymological, explaining how Babel received its name, and etiological, providing an account of 

why humanity has several languages. For the present study, the notable feature is that the 

residents of Shinar wish to build both a city and a tower with “its top in the Heavens.” (v. 4) As 

we shall see later in the story of Sodom and Gomorrah, the story suggests an anti-urban bias, 

which paves the way for a story with a hero, Abraham, who never settles down as urbanites do. 

The Shinarian project reverses the earlier narrative Tale of the Begotten Giants, where divine 

beings exert sexual license over mortal women. It is notable that the Akkadian word ziqqurratu, 

commonly translated “ziggurat,” or “temple-tower,” might also be translated “wedding-cake,” 

conflating the construction of a temple tower with a wedding. Even more notable, the word 

ziqqurratu is consonant with the Akkadian word zaqāpu, which means “to erect something 

upright,” or “to have an erection,” or simply, “penis.” We might infer the construction of the 

tower “with its top in the Heavens” is comparable to a forcible marriage and a rape of God. The 

phallic implications of the Akkadian language arise from a semantic consonance that does not 

appear in the Hebrew language. However, when we consider the arc of the narrative of Genesis: 

a concern over Noah’s nudity, the tower story, a covenant signified by circumcision, then a tale 

in which the men of Sodom actually try to rape divine messengers (Genesis 19: 1-11), it is 

reasonable to conclude that the Tower of Babel story is about a rape attempt by mortals on 

YHWH. Seen in this light, YHWH’s severe reaction to the building project is understandable; 

the text relates he confused their language and “scattered them abroad from there over the face of 

the earth, and they left off building the city.” (vs. 7-8) Please note the YHWH prevents the 

completion of the city, rather than the tower, but presumably the tower was never completed. 

52 



 

 
 

             

          

                

             

         

         

            

                 

             

           

           

            

             

   

      

             

              

           

               

          

             

            

         

The Shinarian’s shenanigans in building a tower thus constitute an attempt to create a 

phallic connection between humanity and YHWH, a type of connection the sages already 

indicted in the Tale of the Begotten Giants. Thus, the message of the Tower of Babel tale is that 

a mortal attempt to make such a connection is as misguided as a divine attempt to make such a 

connection. The proper connection, Genesis shall soon reveal, is via covenant, particularly a 

covenant that both validates human sexuality and involves a divine miracle. 

Recall that YHWH gives both Abram and Sarai new names, a christening that resonates 

with the theme of adoption. One detail of the Tower Tale is that the Shinarians wish to “make a 

name for ourselves.” (v.4d) Their self-glorification contrasts with the adoptive naming seen in 

the Abrahamic cycle, where it is YHWH who bestows the new name, and makes Abraham’s 

name great. Furthermore, after their punishment the Shinarians do not get to occupy any one 

land, but are “scattered abroad over the face of the earth.” Thus, we have another confirmation of 

the interpretation that the Israel sages meant to endorse a view that YHWH wishes to occupy 

adoptively, rather than somatically. 

The Sister-Wife of the Traveling Patriarch 

On female genitalia under this covenant, an episode that demonstrating its pertinence is in 

the last half of chapter 12, right after Abram receives his first call. Abram and Sarai travel to 

Egypt to escape a famine. Because Sarai is beautiful, Abram fears the Egyptians will kill him and 

take her, so he instructs her to tell people she is his sister rather than his wife. Thus, it comes to 

pass that Pharaoh himself takes Sarai, and the ruler compensates Abram handsomely. Yahweh 

then sends plagues on Pharaoh because he has taken Abram’s wife. Somehow, Pharaoh finds out 

he has taken a married woman, and he is upset with Abram (justifiably so, methinks.) The ruler 

returns Sarai and orders protection for Abram (Genesis 12: 10-20).  
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Certainly, the story of the sojourn in Egypt deserves a feminist critique. Abram’s 

behavior, born of fear, denies the agency of Sarai. Pharaoh receives divine punishment for his 

patriarchal behavior, but Abram comes away much richer and with the protection of the state to 

boot. However, for the sake of the present argument, what we shall focus on is what this story in 

context says about Sarai/Sarah’s body, to be more explicit, about the importance of her vagina. 

The story makes it clear that Abram is willing to surrender her body to a ruler out of fear for his 

life, but that Yahweh will have none of it. By Yahweh’s rule, Abram is to have life, wealth, and 

Sarai; even a ruler reputed to be divine (like Pharaoh) must respect Abram’s privilege, and must 

suffer plagues and financial loss if he does not respect that privilege, even if the disrespect is 

unwitting and unintentional. Note that it is not by “hard work” that Abram acquires his wealth in 

this story, but by ingratiating himself to Pharaoh by “giving” the ruler his “sister.” 

A curious fact of Genesis is that a very similar story appears later, in chapter 20, in which 

the covenantal couple, who have now received their new names, travel to Gerar. Since the 

episode in Egypt, the handmade Hagar has had a child by Abraham (then Abram) at the 

instruction of Sarah (then Sarai.) They have already received the promise to have a son 

genetically from both of them, and Yahweh has destroyed Sodom and Gomorrah. One would 

think Abraham would feel safe by now, but apparently, he does not. He tells King Abimelech of 

Gerar that Sarah is his sister, and the Egyptian episode repeats itself. The stories are practically 

the same, but the Gerar episode includes information readers did not learn from the Egyptian 

episode. God tells the king that he has taken a married woman through a dream, and warns the 

king he might die. However, God has prevented the King from “sinning” (which presumably 

means he never had sex with Sarah), and, when the king returns Sarah to her husband, Abraham 

excuses himself for his ostensible lie by stating Sarah IS, in fact, his sister, or rather, his half-

54 



 

 
 

            

     

           

              

            

                

            

             

               

             

            

 

             

               

              

         

           

             

           

             

            

       

                                                                 
                    

                    

sister. They share the same father, but not the same mother. They are phallic siblings, but not 

vaginal siblings (Genesis 20: 1-18). 

Keep in mind that, at this point in the narrative, Abraham has already sired Ishmael. This 

siring comes about because Sarai thinks she will never have children through her own body, and 

thus she instructs Abram to “go in to” her handmaid and sire a child so that she (Sarai) “shall 

obtain children by her.” (16:2) The adoption of the child of a slave woman was a practice of the 

Nuzi of Mesopotamia,72 so Sarai’s adoption may not have been unusual. The relevance to the 

present study is that Sarai tried to get another vagina to make a child for her, and the narrative 

reveals that such an arrangement will not fulfill the requirements for the covenant. In the next 

chapter, Abraham will pray, “O that Ishmael might live in your sight!” (Genesis 17:18) 

However, God makes it clear that only a child of both Abraham and Sarah shall receive the 

covenant. 

Note that Sarai is clear that she wants Hagar’s child for herself; she gives no indication 

that she is allowing the sex with her handmaid so Abram might have an heir. Sarai is pursuing 

her own desire. As discussed in the introduction of this study, women in the Bible often act on 

their own initiative. In the episode of Abram, Sarai, Hagar, and Ishmael, Sarai’s action seems to 

have been a mistake. To defend her choice, we should note that Ishmael’s descendants will later 

perform an important task in taking Joseph down to Egypt (Genesis 37), an event that Yahweh 

had foretold to Abram even before the birth of Ishmael (Genesis 15). Sarai’s insistence that 

Hagar bear a child for her mistress might seem selfish, but it is actually contributing the 

development of Yahweh’s adoptive occupancy.  Nevertheless, the story makes it clear that it is 

from Sarah’s vagina that the covenanted child is to emerge. 

72 Benjamin, Don C., and Matthews, Victor H, eds. Old Testament Parallels: Laws and Stories From The Ancient 

Near East, Fully Revised and Expanded Edition. “Certificate of Adoption.” New York, NY.: Paulist Press, 1997. P. 85 
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Now returning to the Gerar episode, the message here is that Sarah’s vagina is for 

Abraham’s penis only, not for a penis of a deity or a king. Furthermore, the story reveals the 

married couple are vaginal siblings. In this culture, vaginal siblings are more closely related to 

each other than are those that are merely phallic siblings; closely enough related they should not 

marry each other. We might infer that, under this ancient worldview, vaginal siblings are fully 

family with each other, and thus barred from starting a new family, as a marital couple will. 

Assuming we have understood correctly the mores regarding new family starts; it follows that 

Yahweh would have to adopt both Abraham and Sarah in order to start a new family by 

adoption. Had he not given both the man and the woman new names?  If Yahweh only adopted 

the one with the penis, there would be no vagina to ensure full familiarity. Could Yahweh have 

only adopted the one with the vagina?  I doubt the practice of female circumcision could be an 

adequate sign of the covenant, but more pertinent is the consistent patrilineality and 

androcentricism of the Tanakh. Yahweh’s adoption of Sarah to the exclusion of Abraham would 

not fit the patriarchy of the culture. 

Taking the stories in sequence: the Egyptian sojourn, Sarai’s conscription of Hagar, and 

the Gerar sojourn, the message is that Sarah’s vagina is just as covenanted as is Abraham’s penis, 

though without circumcision.  This concern for the vagina is not insignificant. Egyptian 

mythology held that under certain circumstances a birth could happen without a vagina even 

being present; the primordial god Atum creates the other gods by masturbating in his own mouth 

and spitting them out,73 and the male god Seth becomes pregnant by unwittingly eating Horus’s 

73 Sproul, Barbara C, ed. Primal Myths: Creation Myths from Around the World . San Francisco: 

Harper, 1979. p. 85 
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74semen. The Abrahamic covenant’s concern for both male and female genitalia indicates a 

validation of human pairing. 

Sodom Not So Edenic 

One more story, alluded to earlier, from the cycle of Abraham deserves more 

commentary. The story is of how the men, young and old, of Sodom, attempt to rape two male 

guests of Abraham’s nephew, Lot.  Lot had moved to Sodom earlier when he and Abraham (then 

Abram) had determined that their herders were fighting too much over grazing-lands. Abram 

offered Lot the option to choose which direction to go, and Lot went in a direction that reminded 

him of “the garden of the LORD.” (Genesis 13:10)  As it turned out, though, the natives of 

Sodom turned out to be not so friendly. To try to stop the rape, Lot offered the lustful crowd his 

virgin daughters as a substitute for his guest (which is undoubtedly why he did not win Father of 

the Year award), but the men of Sodom are determined to rape the guests, and only desist when 

the guests magically strike the would-be rapists blind. After Lot and his family escape, God 

destroys Sodom. 

Commentators, anxious to refute homophobic interpretations of the text, have asserted 

that the crime of the Sodomites (please note I use this word literally) is their lack of hospitality. 

However, that interpretation seems to trivialize the crime.  Failing to provide a bed for a 

traveling friend is poor hospitality.  An attempt of all the men in a city, young and old, to rape 

two visitors to their town is abuse so severe it cries out for explanation (Genesis 19:1-11). 

The two visitors in Sodom have been revealed as angels, and they have previously visited 

Abraham and Sarah and informed them that the two of them, together, shall have a son (Genesis 

74 ODEN, RA. "'Contendings of Horus and Seth' (Beatty,Chester Papyrus no 1) - Structural Interpretation." History of 

Religions, vol. 18, no. 4, 1979, pp. 356. 
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18: 1-15.) It is during this episode that Sarah laughs at the very idea that a woman of her age 

should be fertile. When she laughs, she says to herself, “After I have grown old, and my husband 

is old, shall I have pleasure?” (Genesis 18: 12)  That word, pleasure, is significant.  Note that 

Sarah is thinking of the hoariness of both herself and her husband. Has old Abe gone impotent? 

It is possible – it has been thirteen years since he begat Ishmael. However, it is difficult to prove 

the word refers specifically to sexual pleasure. The Hebrew word translated “pleasure” here is 

ednah, a word appearing nowhere else in the Tanakh, and the words translated “pleasure” in the 

Song of Solomon, where we might expect the words to denote sexual pleasure, are different 

Hebrew words. What the word ednah will certainly remind readers of is the word “Eden.” What 

Sarah finds laughable is the notion that she might have Edenic fertility, a fertility akin the first 

fertility, ever. Furthermore, the use of the word ednah shows the ironic contrast between what 

Yahweh promises her and her husband and what Lot faced. Before the angels go to destroy 

Sodom, they promise the covenantal couple an Edenic fertility, and Sarah does not believe them. 

Lot, who had traveled to Sodom apparently believing he will find something like Eden, finds, in 

fact, the very opposite of fertility. As mentioned, the Sodomites were not even interested in his 

virgin daughters. 

The Sodomite attempted rape is not simply inhospitality – it is an attempt to rape divine 

beings. Just as the Shinarians tried to build a giant phallus to rape God in the sky, the Sodomites 

attempted to rape Yahweh’s representatives on earth. Remember, we read these stories in the 

context of a covenant narrative that addresses the potential sacredness of the human genitalia on 

earth, in a divinely orchestrated effort to occupy a land with adopted big-brained bipeds. It is a 

covenant that addresses the somatic procreation. 
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Chapter Four 

The Sinai Covenant: The Abdomen as Somatic Place-Making 

Why is this night different from all other nights? 
On all other nights we eat leavened products and matzah, and on this night only 
matzah. 

On all other nights we eat all vegetables, and on this night only bitter herbs. 
On all other nights, we don’t dip our food even once, and on this night we dip 

twice. 
On all other nights we eat sitting or reclining, and on this night we only recline. 

- Questions from the Haggadah; from the Jewish Seder meal. 

Four out of five of the questions from the Haggadah, the ceremonial dialogue from the 

Jewish celebration of Passover, directly concern food. Of course, we do not have to seek a 

connection between food and the Exodus story in modern Passover celebrations; we can look 

back in the Torah to the “Bread from Heaven” episode, 

The whole congregation of the Israelites complained against Moses and Aaron in 

the wilderness. The Israelites said to them, “If only we had died by the hand of 
the Lord in the land of Egypt, when we sat by the fleshpots and ate our fill of bread; for 

you have brought us out into this wilderness to kill this whole assembly with hunger.” 
Then the Lord said to Moses, “I am going to rain bread from heaven for you, and each 
day the people shall go out and gather enough for that day. In that way I will test them, 

whether they will follow my instruction or not. On the sixth day, when they prepare 
what they bring in, it will be twice as much as they gather on other days.” (Exodus 16: 

2-5) Emphasis mine. 

The story of the bread from heaven comes a mere two chapters after the dramatic escape 

through the Sea of Reeds. Though preachers might chide the Israelites for their unrealistic 

nostalgia and their lack of faith, the story highlights a fundamental need that those of us living in 

Fatlandia might forget; food actually does not fall from the sky under ordinary circumstances.  If 

we are not eating, we get grumpy first, and desperate soon after, and if we do not eat, we will 

die.  The Israelites were not being whiny. They were being hungry. A return to Egypt would 

have been acceptable to avoid starvation. 
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In the bread from Heaven episode, note the foreshadowing of the Sabbath commandment; 

that on the sixth day there shall be twice as much manna so none is necessary on the seventh. 

The text does not say so, but we might well infer that the Israelites are to gather twice as much as 

usual on the sixth day so that they do not have to labor on the seventh. It is notable that, looking 

back to the Heptameria, the sixth day is the only day in which God pronounces two “Let…” 

statements, one to create the animals, and one to create human beings. As previously noted, one 

possible way we might interpret the phrase “image and likeness of God” is as referring to the 

pattern of behavior for the copy is to be the same as that of the original.  In both the Heptameria 

and the bread from heaven episode, we discern a pattern of labor on five days, double-labor on 

the sixth day, and no labor on the seventh day. To phrase it “algebraically,” both God and 

obedient humanity adhere to 5L+2L+0L every week, where L indicates one unit of labor.  As 

noted under the chapter regarding the conservation covenant, looking back at the Hebrew of 

Genesis 1:26, the word translated “image” is besalmenu, which shares a root with the word 

salma, “garment.” Thus, the image of God is something that God can pass on to someone else, 

like an equation, or, to use the previous word evocative of a garment, a pattern. As we shall 

consider, this algebraic pattern shall iterate in the cycle of seven years defining the Israelite 

calendar. For now, just note that the bread from heaven episode offers an introduction to the 

Sabbath law, and that the episode is largely about food. 

The Sinai covenant addresses the womb as well. In Exodus during the narration of the 

Egyptian plagues, at the institution of the Passover meal on the night of the plague of the death 

of the firstborn males, we read, 

The Lord said to Moses: Consecrate to me all the firstborn; whatever is the first to 
open the womb among the Israelites, of human beings and animals, is mine. Moses said to 

the people, “Remember this day on which you came out of Egypt, out of the house of 
slavery, because the Lord brought you out from there by strength of hand; no leavened 
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bread shall be eaten. Today, in the month of Abib, you are going out. When the Lord brings 
you into the land of the Canaanites, the Hittites, the Amorites, the Hivites, and the Jebusites, 

which he swore to your ancestors to give you, a land flowing with milk and honey, you shall 
keep this observance in this month. Seven days you shall eat unleavened bread, and on the 

seventh day there shall be a festival to the Lord. Unleavened bread shall be eaten for seven 
days; no leavened bread shall be seen in your possession, and no leaven shall be seen among 
you in all your territory.  (Exodus 13:  1-7) Emphasis mine. 

Note, here again we find foreshadowing of the Sabbath law, “seven days shall you eat,” 

only here the seven-day cycle is about consumption rather than production. This pattern of seven 

shall be reiterated under the Israelite calendar observing a seven-year cycle and a seven times 

seven Jubilee semicentennial. The story of the institution of the first Passover lays emphasis on 

the abdomen, which is both womb and stomach.  The first to “open the womb” are to be 

consecrated, and the Promised Land is a land where a stomach, especially a child’s stomach, 

shall be satisfied with “milk and honey.” The celebration of the escape from Egypt, and the 

promise of the new land for Israel, is a meal, rather than a celebratory dance, candle lighting, or 

liturgical procession. 

When we get to the actual passage of the Sinai Covenant, God speaks to Israel from the 

mountain and pronounces the Ten Commandments, including the third, fourth and fifth, 

(third) You shall not make wrongful use of the name of the Lord your God, for 
the Lord will not acquit anyone who misuses his name. 

(fourth) Remember the sabbath day, and keep it holy. Six days you shall labor and 
do all your work. But the seventh day is a Sabbath to the Lord your God; you shall not do 

any work—you, your son or your daughter, your male or female slave, your livestock, or 
the alien resident in your towns. For in six days the Lord made heaven and earth, the sea, 
and all that is in them, but rested the seventh day; therefore the Lord blessed the sabbath 

day and consecrated it. 
(fifth) Honor your father and your mother, so that your days may be long in the 

land that the Lord your God is giving you. (Exodus 20:  7-12) 

The third commandment designates the tetragrammaton, YHWH, as sacred, and we 

might interpret the Sinai Covenant as entrusting the very name of God to the Israelites for safe-
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keeping, just as an adoptive parent gives his or her name to the adoptee, with the hope that the 

adoptee will uphold the honor of the name. 

For the present study, it is noteworthy to point out the sacred name Yahweh shares a 

prefix with the Hebrew yasar; to fashion, form, or frame.75 Several words in Hebrew starting 

with ya indicate formation: yasag indicates “set, place, or establish,”76 yasa indicates “lay or 

spread,”77yasaq indicates “cast,” yaqosh indicates “lay a snare.”78 With interpretation, we can 

infer the reference to formation in other Hebrew words: yad indicates “hand” (the body-part used 

in forming,) yada indicates “know” (form a concept in the mind,) or “sexual intercourse” (to join 

physical forms,) and yalad indicates “to bear, beget, bring forth”79 (forming a new human being.) 

Obviously, the “ya” in yalad is significant to the present argument that the Israelite God connects 

to humanity through adoption. If the Hebrew letter “He” in the tetragrammaton indicates “The,” 

then “YHWH” suggests “the parent,” and more broadly, “the one who forms.” The third 

commandment thus insists that the Israelites keep sacred the idea of a profound former, an 

insistence relevance to the claim that the Sinai Covenant is about place-making. Furthermore, in 

entrusting his own name to Israel, Yahweh establishes a relationship with Israel that, because of 

the nature of the name itself, must be a parental," formative relationship. As we might read 

earlier in the strange tale where Moses’s wife protects him from Yahweh, the deity asserts with 

third commandment, “Israel is my firstborn son.” (Exodus 4:22) 

Note the fourth commandment explicitly ties the Sabbath to the Heptameria, and God 

instructs the Israelites to do as God does. The Hebrew word for Sabbath shabbat80shares a root 

75 Theological Wordbook of the Old Testament, entry number 898 (need to finish this reference) 
76 Ibid. 895 
77 Ibid., 896 
78 Ibid., 399. 
79 Ibid., 867. 
80 Ibid., 2323b 
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with the feminine form of the word for “seven,” sheba, and the word for “a weave,” shabas,81and 

interestingly, for the word for “swear.” shaba.82 The seventh day, the day of rest, would seem to 

have a linguistic connection to the formation of an oath, a swearing and a making, a kind of 

solemnization of the entirety of creation that both the creator and the creature preform. Recall as 

well that both Yahweh and humanity are to adhere to the 5L+2L+0L structure of the week, and 

that this adherence constitutes an image, or garment – something that an owner can pass on to 

someone else. The seventh day does not spare the Israelite from labor, for he or she needs to 

labor twice as hard on the sixth day, just as God did when God created the heavens and the earth. 

Rather, the seventh day solemnizes and avows for the creative labor that preceded. Such a 

solemn avowal served to solidify a sense of real belonging to the land. The Israelites, after all, 

had labored in Egypt as well, but without a sense that this labor represented a divine pattern, and 

without a weekly pregnant pause to affirm adoption and occupation. To truly occupy a land, the 

people needed a day to affirm the occupation; thus, the Sinai Covenant addresses the aspect of 

the somas that makes a place, the somatic place-making. 

Dwelling and the Belly 

The Decalogue does not refer to food explicitly, but the foreshadowing of the Sabbath 

command in the Exodus story mentions food. The Promised Land is the “land of milk and 

honey.” Mary Douglas, in her famous chapter, “The Abominations of Leviticus,” makes a case 

that the kosher laws of the Torah serve to place the Israelite, through dietary practice, at a place 

in the world where their religion taught them they should be. Of the scheme of kosher and non-

kosher animals, Douglas asserts, 

81 Ibid., 2320 
82 Ibid., 2319a. 
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To grasp this scheme we need to go back to Genesis and the creation. Here a 
three-fold classification unfolds, divided between the earth, the waters and the firmament. 

Leviticus takes up this scheme and allots to each element its proper kind of animal life. In 
the firmament two-legged fowls fly with wings. In the water scaly fish swim with fins. 

On the earth four-legged animals hop, jump or walk. Any class of creatures which is not 
equipped for the right kind of locomotion in its element is contrary to holiness. Contact 
with it disqualifies a person from approaching the Temple.83 

According to Douglas, the selection of animals suitable to eat resonated with the three-

fold classification; animals that truly looked like they belonged to earth, or truly looked like they 

belonged to the sea, were kosher. An animal with hand-like paws that went on all fours would be 

unclean because that animal “ought” to be walking upright. An animal like a crab, that lived in 

the water but crawled like it “ought” to live on the land would likewise be unclean. Douglas lays 

out the distinction between unclean and clean mammals; the latter will always chew their cud 

and have a cloven hoof, for, according to her theory, these animals appeared to truly belong to 

the land; there was nothing chimerical about them. Her argument resonates with the notion that 

the way the pious Israelites eats establishes the human place in the cosmos. 

As for the sky-animals, Douglas admits, “Birds I can say nothing about, because, as I 

have said, they are named and not described and the translation of the name is open to 

doubt.”84Douglas’s reticence is appropriate with regard to what the Torah states and does not 

state regarding clean and unclean birds. However, the Babylonian Talmud provides positive 

indicators for clean birds: that the bird should not be a bird of prey, that it should have an extra 

toe, that it should have a gizzard that can be peeled, and that it should have a crop (a sack in the 

esophagus for storage.)85 Note that, besides the requirement of an extra toe, the other three 

requirements for cleanliness of a bird are about food. Two of the requirements, a crop and an 

83 Douglas, Mary, 1921-2007. Purity and Danger: An Analysis of Concepts of Pollution and Taboo. Praeger, New 
York, 1966. p. 69 
84 Ibid. 
85 Talmud - Mas. Chullin 2a, p. 192 https://www.halakhah.com/pdf/kodoshim/Chullin.pdf, downloaded 4/15/18 
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obvious gizzard, are likely included because these parts of the bird’s digestive track resemble the 

extra stomachs in a cloven-hoofed ruminant. If a bird is prey rather than predator, it is a bird to 

be eaten by animals rather than an eater of animals. If we trust that some of the Talmudic 

specifications derive from ancient oral traditions, and we accept that the Sinai Covenant 

addresses the stomach, it follows that the kosher rules regarding birds fit in to an over-all 

paradigm of a covenantal concern for the abdomen. 

Following Douglas, the dietary requirements of the Israelites served to solidify their 

sense of place in the in the cosmos; between the sky and the sea, and maintaining, or celebrating, 

the separation of the sky, the earth, and the sea as represented in the Heptameria. So the flesh 

that goes into the abdomen is place-making. What about the flesh that comes out? 

Dwelling and the Swelling of the Womb 

The Heptameria also includes a command to be fertile, “Be fruitful and multiply, and fill 

the earth and subdue it.” (Genesis 1:28B) Note the similarity between this command and the 

requirement of the fifth commandment, which both prescribes honor to both parents and provides 

a consequence; to live long in the land Yahweh is giving. The fact that both parents are included 

is significant in a text addressed to men. Turning back to the Second Commandment (not quoted 

above), we find another consequence concerning the relationship between children and the 

father. Israelites are not to make idols, for Yahweh is jealous, and will punish “children for the 

iniquity of [parents,] to the third and the fourth generation of those who reject me, but showing 

steadfast love to the thousandth generation of those who love me and keep my commandments.” 

(Exodus 20: 4-6) The NRSV translates the Hebrew word abot “parents,” but given that the fifth 

commandment uses the Hebrew word immeka, “mother,” and abika, “father,” the word “fathers” 

in the second commandment is accurate. The moral instructions and moral warnings of the 
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Decalogue, in their context of a patriarchal, androcentric text, are for men. The text of the second 

commandment indicates a greater degree of moral accountability in men than it does for women; 

and the punishment for men to fear is that their children will suffer for the idolatry they might be 

tempted to indulge in. Nevertheless, the prescription of the fifth commandment is that both 

mothers and fathers shall receive honor so that the Israelite might “live long in the land,” a 

consequence that resembles the consequence of filling the earth. Both mothers and fathers are 

necessary for fruitfulness and multiplication, which is in turn necessary to occupy a place fully. 

Thus, while the second commandment focusses on the morality of the fathers exclusively, the 

fifth commandment highlights the half of the population that possess wombs and acknowledges 

that the womb-endowed are important for continued occupation. This covenant thus addresses 

both organs of the abdomen; the organ that consumes flesh and the organ that produces flesh. If 

we allow that rules of what goes into the stomach (kosher rules) are connectable to the Hebrew 

sense of dwelling on the earth, betwixt sky and sea, and we further allow that wombs are a part 

of maintaining occupation, it follows that this covenant addresses the abdomen as the place-

making capacity of the somas. 

If the Israelite was to have a sense of divine adoption under the third commandment, and 

to perceive that both six days of labor and one day of avowal solidified belonging to the land, the 

role of the human parents is open to doubt. If God has adopted me, and it is my labor and my 

avowal that allows me to belong, what is the role of human parents? The second commandment 

addresses the doubt by asserting that the father, child, grandchild and great-grandchild 

progression allows a means for Yahweh to enforce loyalty. Furthermore, in the fifth 

commandment, we find that continued honor to both parents, the womb-endowed and the womb-

wanting, ensures fertility combined with occupancy of the land. Thus, the Sinai covenant 
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maintains both the emphasis on divine adoption and the mandate for human fertility discernable 

from the rejuvenation of Abraham and Sarah. 

It is reasonable to conclude that other commandments in the Torah which modern readers 

find constrictive are derivative from the mandate for fertility. For example, to punish a couple 

with banishment for having sex during menstruation (Leviticus 20:18) might seem both arbitrary 

and severe to modern readers. However, if we understand the Sinai Covenant mandates fertility 

and respect the womb; the rationale for the law becomes clear; sex during menstruation is not 

fertile and it amounts to penetration of the womb at a time of apparent “sickness,” the word the 

text uses to describe the woman’s period. Just as it is unkind to pour salt in a bleeding wound, it 

is unkind to pour seed into a bleeding womb. Leviticus 18:19 has a similar proscription against 

sex during menstruation, and three verses later we find a proscription that many scholars find 

abhorrent after the modern rise of the queer rights movement; “You shall not lie with a male as 

with a woman; it is an abomination.” (Leviticus 18:22) Surely, a modern student might well 

object, it is unjust to punish a couple for consensual, sexual activity that does no harm to others. 

Yet under a worldview that commands fertility and respects the womb, the law has a rationale. 

Note the text specifies that a man is not to be treated “as a woman,” that is, as a human with a 

womb. The text does not say, “A man shall not know another man.”as the Biblical language 

might have said with regard to male homosexuality (recall what the Sodomites said of the male 

angels.) The proscribing commandment specifies the problem; the man has no womb. 

Furthermore, same-gender sexuality does not carry the potential for fertility of other-gender 

sexuality. The law has a rationale under the Sinai Covenant; and though we should not defend or 

excuse the homophobia of the law, we can understand it in context. 
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Womb-Endowed to the Rescue 

We might expect a society under a covenant that addresses the womb to favor those who 

are womb-endowed over those who are womb-wanting, but with regard to the Tanakh, such 

favoring is difficult to find. Each of the five theistic covenants clearly have a covenant conveyer, 

and that conveyer is male. To repeat, I write “conveyer” rather than “recipient” because the two 

are not necessarily the same; Noah is not the recipient of the covenant signified by the rainbow, 

the recipients are all living beings; thus the first covenant in the Tanakh is the “conservation 

covenant,” rather than “Noah’s covenant.” Likewise, the Israelite people, and not just Moses, are 

recipients of the “Sinai Covenant.” Nevertheless, each of the five covenants which, when named 

in sequence, amount to a table of contents for the entire Tanakh, are presented with the 

biography of a central, male figure: Noah, Abraham, Moses, David, and Jeremiah. The reasons 

for this androcentricism are certainly fodder for scholarship, but exploring them seems outside 

the present purview. The question before us at this point is, “whither the womb?” and the womb-

endowed are certainly significant to the biography of Moses, as we might expect of the 

biography of one who conveyed a covenant that regards the womb. 

Twice in his life, women save the life of Moses. The first episode is when his mother 

places him in a basket in among the reeds of the Nile. Pharaoh had passed an edict that every 

Hebrew boy (not just the first-born) is to die, in an effort to feminize, literally, the Hebrews. At 

first, Pharaoh commands the midwives to kill the baby boys, and in a passage that gives much 

attention to the process of birthing, the midwives refuse this command (Exodus 1:15-22). Next, 

Pharaoh responds by ordering his own people to throw the Hebrew boys into the Nile. Note that 

Pharaoh’s orders are essentially a first-step toward genocide, if all the Hebrew survivors were 

women, they would die out entirely as a people or the women would have been absorbed as 
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wives into Egyptian households. To save him, Moses’s mother makes a basket for her infant son 

and places him in the reeds of the Nile. In popular cinematic versions of the tale of the Exodus, 

like The Ten Commandments and The Prince of Egypt, viewers see the basket containing baby 

Moses floating dramatically down the Nile, clearly in peril.The implication of these versions is 

that God must somehow be watching over and protecting Moses. However, Moses’s mother is 

not casting her son into the hands of Providence and hoping for a miracle – she is more cautious 

and cleverer. The original text simply reports, she “placed it among the reeds on the bank of the 

river.” (Exodus 2:3, emphasis mine)  Miriam, Moses’s sister, stays to watch the basket, which 

seems to indicate that mother and sister had a plan and Miriam is watching to make sure events 

transpire accordingly. The text never states that Miriam ran along the bank of the Nile watching 

the basket as it floated downstream, rather, “she stood at a distance.” (Exodus 2:4)  A basket 

placed among the reeds on the bank of the river, assuming the reeds were thick and the current 

was slow, would float in one place on the surface, not down the river. As is well-known, 

Pharaoh’s daughter finds the basket and the baby in it when she comes to bathe. The text does 

not report that the mother and Miriam knew the princess would bathe at that very place – but 

they certainly could have known. It is reasonable to assume the princess had a favored place, and 

reasonable she would have had an entourage with her that would make her visits obvious to 

bystanders. It thus seems likely that Moses’s mother and Miriam planned for Moses to be 

discovered and adopted – they were not relying on “blind faith;” rather, they were smart. Note 

how, at the end of the story, Moses’s mother still gets to nurse him and the princess even pays 

her (Exodus 2:9). She still gets to treat Moses as her baby, and she receives wages, even while 

Moses legally belongs to Pharaoh’s household. Also note that Moses’s mother, strictly speaking, 

did not break Pharaoh’s commandment. She did “throw” her baby in the Nile – it is not her fault 
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Pharaoh neglected to specify that the baby boys shall not have a water-tight basket around them. 

Even if Pharaoh had caught the mother and Miriam in their scheme, the women still could say, 

“We obeyed the order.” Moses’s mother manages to protect the fruit of her womb within the 

bounds of the rules Pharaoh set up to destroy him. She works to pursue her own interests, and in 

so doing, ensures the survival of the next covenant-conveyer. 

Now, let us compare the story of Moses in the Nile to the story of Sargon I in the 

Euphrates. Sargon of Agade was one of the greatest rulers of the Akkadian empire, and his 

annals include a birth story remarkably similar to that of Moses – but with notable differences. 

Call me Sargon. I am the child of a priest and an unknown pilgrim from the 

mountains. Today, I rule an empire from the city of Agade. 
Because my mother did not want anyone in the city of Asupiranu to know that she 

had given birth to a child, she left me on the bank of the Euphrates river in a basket 
woven from rushes and waterproofed with tar. 

The river carried my basket down to a canal, where Akki, the royal gardener, 

lifted me out of the water and reared me as his own. He trained me to care for the 
gardens of the great king. 

With the help of Ishtar, divine patron of love and war, I became king of the black-
headed people and have ruled 55 years.86 

First, Sargon is a son of a priest, just as Moses’s father (who is noticeably absent from his 

biography other than a brief mention) is from the House of Levi – the priestly tribe.  Moses’s 

mother is also a Levite (Exodus 2:1). However, Sargon’s mother is just an “unknown pilgrim,” a 

woman of no account. She is apparently embarrassed to have had an affair with a priest, and this 

is her motivation for placing Sargon in the river. She wishes to save her own reputation, not her 

son’s life, and apparently lacks the will to kill her own son, but does not wish to live in shame 

either. She decides to leave her son’s fate to the river. No equivalent to Miriam watches to see 

what becomes of baby Sargon, and, in this story, the basket does indeed float down the river. In 

this floating, the Sargon story is more like what cinematic stories of the infancy of Moses 

86 Benjamin and Matthews, p. 85. 
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portray. Sargon survives apparently due to luck. Like Moses, he comes into a royal household, 

but because a male gardener rescues him, not a princess. The Sargon story thus has no regard for 

the womb-endowed; the mother is pregnant because of a potentially embarrassing affair, she 

displays little regard for her son’s life, and no intelligence other than basket-making. The 

contrast of the brave and intelligent women of Moses’s story highlights the import of the womb 

under the Sinai Covenant. 

Moses’s mother, using her mind as opposed to relying simply on faith, saved his life 

without literally defying the authority, Pharaoh. Later in his life, while returning to Egypt, his 

wife would save Moses’s life again, similarly working within the boundaries of the ruling power, 

and similarly using her mind. In one of the more perplexing stories of the Tanakh, while Moses 

and his wife and sons travel to Egypt on his way to call for the release of his people, Yahweh 

tries to kill the neophyte prophet. 

And the Lord said to Moses, “When you go back to Egypt, see that you perform 
before Pharaoh all the wonders that I have put in your power; but I will harden his heart, 
so that he will not let the people go. Then you shall say to Pharaoh, ‘Thus says the Lord: 

Israel is my firstborn son. I said to you, “Let my son go that he may worship me.” But 
you refused to let him go; now I will kill your firstborn son.’” 

On the way, at a place where they spent the night, the Lord met him and tried to 
kill him. But Zipporah took a flint and cut off her son’s foreskin, and touched Moses’feet 
with it, and said, “Truly you are a bridegroom of blood to me!” So he let him alone. It 

was then she said, “A bridegroom of blood by circumcision.” (Exodus 4:21-26.) 

John Willis has assembled a book of some 230 pages on the three verses of scripture 

about Zipporah’s rescue, Yahweh and Moses in Conflict, that contains 42 interpretations of these 

three verses including early Jewish sources, early Christian sources, criticisms from ideology and 

psychology, and criticisms from many academic fields of study.87 Strangely, Yahweh tries to kill 

87 Will is, John T. Yahweh and Moses in Conflict, Lang, Peter, AG, Internationaler Verlag der Wissenschaften, 2010. 
ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/buffalo/detail.action?docID=1055832 . 
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Moses (though some have speculated Yahweh actually threatened the son,) and, to add to the 

strangeness, his wife Zipporah is able to save Moses through circumcising her son and touching 

Moses’s “feet”, with the bloody foreskin. “Feet” could well be a euphemism for genitals. It is a 

mystery how Zipporah knew to perform this act, and why it worked, but her father was a priest 

(Exodus 2:16), and she may have learned magic from him. Willis ends with his favored 

approach, rhetorical analysis, which “trusts the texts as they are because they have their own 

internal logic,” and he sees the story as happening within the larger narrative of Moses’s life. 

With reference to the Passover, he tentatively asserts that Moses was the one Zipporah touched, 

and still later, that she pronounces Moses as “protected by blood” rather than “a bridegroom of 

blood.”  Willis then goes on to relate how Yahweh and Moses were frequently at odds with each 

other, that Moses is reluctant, and it is reasonable to think that while Moses had left Midian, he 

did not really intend to fulfill his mission. 

The Rhetorical Approach seems sound. Willis’s analysis shows that Zipporah’s ritual 

rescue connects the covenant of Abraham with the Sinai covenant, or rather, to the Passover, 

which concerns food. However, in giving so much attention to the volatile relationship between 

Moses and Yahweh (which is certainly an important part of the story), Willis may underplay the 

agency of Zipporah. Besides, before the inn incident, Moses’s reluctance seems to have abated – 

he embarked on his quest – so why would YHWH still want to punish him? A broader view 

reveals that Zipporah’s ritual rescue fits within the greater logic of the arc of Moses’s life. 

Women rescued him before the princess adopted him, and a woman in turn rescues him as he 

goes home to disavow his Egyptian adoption and liberate his real people. Having married outside 

his ethnicity, Moses’s nationality is a matter of concern for the second time in his life. His 

marriage to Zipporah did not matter when he was comfortably in exile, but now that he is 
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returning as a long-lost Hebrew to defy the court he used to belong to, Moses’s ethnicity is quite 

relevant. 

Moses is on a mission that will ultimately lead to the Egyptians losing their first-born 

sons; and, under a covenant where fairness is of utmost importance, it is fitting that his life, as a 

first-born and an adopted Egyptian, should be at risk as well. The text just before the inn episode 

highlights that Israel is the first-born son of Yahweh, and Yahweh will kill the first-born of 

Egypt. Is Moses a first-born Hebrew who was fortunate enough to have a mother and sister 

clever enough to save him as an infant? Or; is he a fugitive Egyptian? He is in the margin 

ethnically speaking, and as he is traveling, he is liminal, and Zipporah is present as a spiritual 

guardian. The inn incident is a tale in an epic of the life of Moses, and this tale occurs within a 

meta-epic of covenant development. 

Pharaoh’s genocidal command at the beginning of Exodus singles out the Hebrews and 

demands all their boys die, but Yahweh’s command at the time of the Passover only condemns 

the first born, and furthermore, it condemns both the first born of the Hebrews and Egyptians, 

indiscriminately, but with the caveat that Moses reveals to the Hebrews a means of protection. 

Yahweh’s infanticide will not exterminate the Egyptians, and is not a simple retribution for 

Pharaoh’s command, for the deity’s command endangers both Hebrew and Egyptian babies, but 

the families of the former know how to keep them safe. The only privilege the Hebrews receive 

is the privilege of knowing that blood on the doorposts and lintels will save them (12:23). The 

episode at the inn suggests Yahweh himself is bound by the concern over the first-born, for 

Moses is the first-born male, and bound by the egalitarian concern that no race is exempt. 

Yahweh apparently attacks Moses in order to be consistent with what will happen later; it would 

be unfair to exempt Moses. 
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Zipporah finds a way to have agency even in the midst of these bounds, as Moses’s 

mother and sister did earlier. If we consider “a place” as a location with both boundaries and the 

potential for dwelling, both Moses’s mother and his wife metaphorically make a place for 

themselves. Thus, this covenant concerning the womb also concerns the place-making capacity 

of the somas. The message of both tales of how women preserved Moses seems to be that the 

womb-endowed can exert their will even while under an authority; that the womb-endowed can 

make a place. 

Furthermore, even the literal place where the Hebrews are to find freedom has the 

capacity to expel inhabitants. Leviticus relates, “Thus the land became defiled; and I punished it 

for its iniquity, and the land vomited out its inhabitants.” (18:25)  The Promised Land itself 

seems to be a kind of stomach, and before the Hebrews can settle there, they must endure 40 

years in the wilderness – and that number corresponds to the same number of weeks a child 

gestates in the womb. 

Real Estate Law and the Sinai Covenant 

To further the argument that the Sabbath concerns the stomach, and is about place-

making, we must consider the system of land tenure codified in the Torah. This is a an economic 

system that does not assign ownership to investors, like capitalism, nor to a collective, like 

communism, but assigns ownership to the deity who in turn allots land to the tribes and families 

within the tribes. The system of land tenure appears to have the aim of ensuring that no family 

ever is deprived of land, and thus every family shall always have a place to farm and thus eat.  

For six years you shall sow your land and gather in its yield; but the seventh year 
you shall let it rest and lie fallow, so that the poor of your people may eat; and what they 

leave the wild animals may eat. You shall do the same with your vineyard, and with your 
olive orchard. (Exodus 23: 10-11) 
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Note the obvious connection with the Sabbath, only that the land itself has a Sabbath 

every seven years, so that poor and even wild animals might eat. Above this cycle, we find an 

even longer cycle of seven times seven years: 

You shall count off seven weeks of years, seven times seven years, so that the 
period of seven weeks of years gives forty-nine years. Then you shall have the trumpet 

sounded loud; on the tenth day of the seventh month—on the day of atonement—you 
shall have the trumpet sounded throughout all your land. And you shall hallow the 
fiftieth year and you shall proclaim liberty throughout the land to all its inhabitants. It 

shall be a jubilee for you: you shall return, every one of you, to your property and every 
one of you to your family. That fiftieth year shall be a jubilee for you: you shall not sow, 

or reap the aftergrowth, or harvest the unpruned vines. For it is a jubilee; it shall be holy 
to you: you shall eat only what the field itself produces. 

In this year of jubilee you shall return, every one of you, to your property. When 

you make a sale to your neighbor or buy from your neighbor, you shall not cheat one 
another. When you buy from your neighbor, you shall pay only for the number of years 

since the jubilee; the seller shall charge you only for the remaining crop years. If the 
years are more, you shall increase the price, and if the years are fewer, you shall diminish 
the price; for it is a certain number of harvests that are being sold to you. You shall not 

cheat one another, but you shall fear your God; for I am the Lord your God. 
You shall observe my statutes and faithfully keep my ordinances, so that you may 

live on the land securely. The land will yield its fruit, and you will eat your fill and live 
on it securely. Should you ask, “What shall we eat in the seventh year, if we may not sow 
or gather in our crop?” I will order my blessing for you in the sixth year, so that it will 

yield a crop for three years. When you sow in the eighth year, you will be eating from the 
old crop; until the ninth year, when its produce comes in, you shall eat the old. The land 

shall not be sold in perpetuity, for the land is mine; with me you are but aliens and 
tenants. Throughout the land that you hold, you shall provide for the redemption of the 
land. 

If anyone of your kin falls into difficulty and sells a piece of property, then the 
next of kin shall come and redeem what the relative has sold. If the person has no one to 

redeem it, but then prospers and finds sufficient means to do so, the years since its sale 
shall be computed and the difference shall be refunded to the person to whom it was sold, 
and the property shall be returned. But if there are not sufficient means to recover it, what 

was sold shall remain with the purchaser until the year of jubilee; in the jubilee it shall be 
released, and the property shall be returned.  (Leviticus 25: 8-25) 

Note the detailed description of how the selling of property should never lead to 

permanent lack of land, and how a sale of land is actually a sale of crops, for Yahweh owns the 

land. Also, note the expansion of the 5L+2L+0L equation, in that Yahweh promises to work 

harder in the sixth year, producing a large crop, which the people must work harder to gather, so 
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that planting in the seventh year will be unnecessary. It is clear that this Sabbath-based calendar, 

culminating in the year of Jubilee, intends to ensure that those under the Sinai Covenant will 

never lack food, and will never lack a place. The covenant addresses the somatic place-maker. 
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Chapter Five 

The Davidic Covenant: The Heart as The Somatic Resolve 

To the leader. A Psalm of David, when the prophet Nathan came to him, 

after he had gone in to Bathsheba. 

Have mercy on me, O God, according to your steadfast love; according to your abundant mercy 

blot out my transgressions. 

2 Wash me thoroughly from my iniquity, and cleanse me from my sin. 
3 For I know my transgressions, and my sin is ever before me. 
4 Against you, you alone, have I sinned, and done what is evil in your sight, 
so that you are justified in your sentence and blameless when you pass judgment. 

5 Indeed, I was born guilty, a sinner when my mother conceived me. 
6 You desire truth in the inward being; therefore teach me wisdom in my secret heart. 

… 

10 Create in me a clean heart, O God, and put a new and right[b] spirit within me. 
11 Do not cast me away from your presence, and do not take your holy spirit from me. 
12 Restore to me the joy of your salvation, and sustain in me a willing[c] spirit. 
13 Then I will teach transgressors your ways, and sinners will return to you. 
14 Deliver me from bloodshed, O God, O God of my salvation, and my tongue will sing aloud of 
your deliverance. 

… 
16 For you have no delight in sacrifice; if I were to give a burnt offering, you would not be 
pleased. 

17 The sacrifice acceptable to God is a broken spirit; a broken and contrite heart, O God, you will 
not despise. 

18 Do good to Zion in your good pleasure; rebuild the walls of Jerusalem, 
19 then you will delight in right sacrifices, in burnt offerings and whole burnt offerings; 

then bulls will be offered on your altar.  (Psalm 51 NRSV) 

Psalm 51 (printed above) is a favorite text for liturgical songs, especially the sentence 

“Create in me, a clean heart, Oh God, a put a new and right spirit within me.” Like many of the 

Psalms, we find a superscription editors have placed as a heading to the Psalm, here, “To the 

leader. A Psalm of David, when the prophet Nathan came to him, after he had gone in to 

Bathsheba.” Scholars like Mitchell Dahood have noted that the Psalm as presented cannot have 

been entirely composed by King David, for the final two verses imply the Babylonians have 
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already destroyed Jerusalem and the First Temple.88 However, for our purposes, the authorship is 

irrelevant, for the superscript says, “To the leader.  A Psalm of David…” thus the superscript 

implies that the leader of the psalm, the one leading its recitation in a synagogue, is to present the 

psalm in association with King David and the Bathsheba affair; we might guess the leader would 

say something about David in the context of a recitation of the psalm.  Leaders of the 

worshipping Jews during the exilic time felt the contrition of the psalm resonated with that of 

David after Nathan confronted him, and, regardless of authorship, the psalm itself concerns the 

need for a “clean heart.” Thus, David, liturgically speaking, became associated with the heart. 

Is This Covenant I am Conveying? 

One concern we should address upfront is whether the promise Yahweh gives to David, 

to sustain his dynasty forever, is actually a covenant at all. This promise occurs before the 

Bathsheba affair.  When readers of the Tanakh first encounter the promise, Yahweh says, 

When your days are fulfilled and you lie down with your ancestors, I will raise 
up your offspring after you, who shall come forth from your body, and I will establish his 
kingdom. He shall build a house for my name, and I will establish the throne of his 

kingdom forever. I will be a father to him, and he shall be a son to me. (2nd Samuel 7: 
12-14.) 

We do not read the word “covenant” in this passage. Rather, Yahweh simply assures 

David that he will have an everlasting dynasty, and that he will adopt David’s son. Psalm 2, 

clearly a royal Psalm, makes it clear that the belief of adoption is a part of the belief of the 

“Lord’s anointed” – the king, when the Psalm reads “I will tell of the decree of the Lord: He said 

to me, ‘You are my son; today I have begotten you.’” (Psalm 2:7)  The Israelite belief in divine 

adoption manifests in their belief about the Davidic dynasty. To find the word “covenant,” we 

must turn to Chronicles, where the description “covenant” adheres to the promise of an 

88 Dahood, Mitchell J. Psalms. v. 2, Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1966. 
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everlasting dynasty.  When Yahweh appears to Solomon, he says, “As for you, if you walk 

before me, as your father David walked, doing according to all that I commanded you and 

keeping my statues and my ordinances, then I will establish your royal throne, as I made a 

covenant with your father David saying, ‘You shall never lack a successor to rule over Israel.’” 

(2nd Chronicles 7:17-18.) Note the hybrid nature of the covenant, both conditioned and 

unconditioned, conditioned by Solomon’s loyalty and based on an unconditional promise to 

David. Later in 2 Chronicles, after Judah and Israel separate from each other (Judah remaining 

under the Davidic dynasty), Judah’s King Abijah and Israel’s King Jeroboam make war with 

each other.  Abijah shouts to his enemies, “Do you not know that the Lord God of Israel gave the 

kingship over Israel forever to David and his sons by a covenant of salt?” (2 Chronicles 13:5). 

The implication of this taunt is that the covenant of an everlasting dynasty persists, but human 

beings can rebel against it, and the Northern Kingdom of Israel had done so.  At times, even the 

lineage of David will produce bad guys, kings of Israel. (2nd Chronicles 21:6) Even so, the 

historian reports, “Yet the Lord would not destroy the house of David because of the covenant 

that he had made with David, and since he had promised to give a lamp to him and to his 

descendants forever.”  (2 Chronicles 21:7) Since these examples from Chronicles refer to 

Yahweh’s promise to David as a “covenant,” and Chronicles is a later work, it is reasonable to 

conclude that the understanding of the promise as a covenant came later in the history of the two 

kingdoms, perhaps as a reaction to the estrangement of the North from the South. 

However, it was not a great stretch to call the promise a covenant. Recall the Euclidean 

relationship between the Imago Dei, a familial relationship, and covenant. When David first 

receives the promise, Yahweh assures him he shall have a son who shall also be a son of 

Yahweh, as if Yahweh shall perform an adoption.  Yahweh commits to the familial relationship 
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with David’s progeny from the beginning, and in this sense, the promise was always covenantal, 

even if not in name. The later description of the promise of an enduring dynasty is not 

discontinuous with the quality of the original promise – it follows the Euclidean logic of 

covenant. 

The Davidic Covenant seems at times to be conditional, and at other times, unconditional. 

The paradox is in keeping with the understanding that this covenant addresses the heart. Douglas 

R. Edwards describes “the heart” as “probably the most important anthropological word in the 

Hebrew scriptures, referring almost exclusively to the human heart…” in his entry on “heart” in 

the Harper’s Bible Dictionary. Edwards goes onto write, “The heart also represents the idea of 

volition and conscience (1 Sam. 24:5; 2 Sam. 24:10). The request for a pure heart is the desire 

for a new and more perfect conscience (Psalm 51:10; Matt. 5:8). Since the heart is the center for 

decisions (2 Sam. 7:21), obedience, devotion, and intentionality, it represents the total human 

89”person. Following Edwards, the heart was too important a concept in the Hebrew worldview 

to go without a covenant. However, as a center for volition and decisions, the heart must remain 

free, otherwise, it would cease to be a heart per se. Thus, within the mythos of Israel, the heart is 

subject to address by a covenant, and simultaneously, must have dignity. Therefore the duality of 

the Davidic Covenant; both conditional and unconditional, is a duality that arises from the nature 

of the heart within the mythos; the heart must be subject, and also must have dignity. When the 

Psalmist composed number 51 and wrote, “Create in me a clean heart, O God…” the psalmist 

regarded both the dignity of the deity and the human. Yes, the text affirms, God can create a new 

heart, but the human must make a “heart-felt” decision to request it. Notably, the voice of the 

89 Achtemeier, Paul J., and Roger S. Boraas. “Heart.” Harper's Bible Dictionary, 1st ed., Harper, 1985. 
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Psalm is a solitary individual (note the repetition of the word “me” six times in the three verses 

10, 11, and 12,) but that individual acknowledges utter dependence on God. 

A Prayer for a Resolute Heart 

To add to what Edwards observes regarding the request for a more perfect conscience, 

the Psalm amounts to a request for leadership ability and resolve. The adjective modifying 

“spirit” and translated “willing” in verse 12 is nedibah, which is consonant with nedib which 

means “generous man,” or even “prince.” Thus, here a “willing spirit” means a spirit taking on 

the duty of public service. Dahood and others have translated nedibah as “resolute,” thus, in 

Dahood’s translation verse 12 reads, “A clean heart, O God, create in me, and re-create within 

me a resolute spirit.”90 Insofar as we associate a firm resolution with leaders, the word “resolute” 

works in the context of a psalm giving voice to a king, especially since other parts of the Psalm, 

along with its association with the charismatic David, solidify the sense that the psalm concerns 

the divine intervention necessary to create a leader. Continuing with Dahood’s translation, “That 

I may teach rebels your ways, and sinners to return to you. Deliver me from the tears of death, O 

God, my God.” (vrs. 15-16)91 The request for the ability to teach rebels, as opposed to 

conquering them, suggests the praying subject hopes to lead by example, and the prayer for 

deliverance from the “tears of death” suggest a concern with leadership capacity in the midst of 

bereavement. Perhaps the NRSV translation “Deliver me from bloodshed” is more in keeping 

with the conception that the voice of the Palm is a king, who must face the jeopardy of death 

when leading soldiers into battle. 

90 Dahood, p. 1. 
91 Dahood, p. 2 
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A Candidate for Covenant Conveyer that Couldn’t 

Of the five covenants under consideration in this study, the Davidic is the only one 

preceded by a failure, in the sense of a failed individual who could have, hypothetically, have 

been the covenant conveyer. Yahweh sent the prophet Samuel to anoint Saul king before David 

(1 Samuel 10:1), but Yahweh will reject Saul later (1 Samuel 15:10). True, each of the other 

covenants follows a tragedy. Noah’s covenant follows the tragedy of the Nephilim and the 

deluge, Abraham’s the collapse at Babel, Moses’s slavery and the slaughter of male babies, and 

Jeremiah’s the exile; but none of these covenant stories provide a biography of a candidate for 

covenant-conveyer who failed; in particular, King Saul. 

A failure of a potential covenant-conveyer candidate is surprising. Once, while teaching 

the story of Saul at a Bible study, I noticed a parishioner frowning and clearly occupied with 

inward thoughts. He explained his sudden turn inward by saying, “I’m just wondering what it 

means in the big picture, that God anointed Saul, and Saul failed.” I never asked my parishioner 

what he meant by “big picture,” but I suspect the root of his cognitive dissonance was an 

apparent challenge to the idea of divine omniscience. Why would a deity who knows the future 

anoint a king who is bound to fail? 

One of the issues involved in this covenant is the very notion that Israel should even have 

a king is subject to doubt. Following Joshua Berman’s analysis, the Sinai Covenant was, for the 

time and place it occurred, a turn toward egalitarianism. Even the priesthood, that is, the priestly 

tribe of the Levites, who might seem to have superiority in their privilege of divine mediation, 

were equalized under Sinai in that their privilege to mediate the divine was offset by the denial 

of land ownership. Recall that under the system of land tenure, which is clearly relatable to 

Sabbath observance, land tenure guaranteed every Israelite tribe and family land in perpetuity; 
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they might “sell” their land outside of their tribe, but the sale was actually more like a lease, 

because at the year of Jubilee every family would return to their own land. Such a leasing might 

occur if the family needed money, quickly, or if for some reason they did not have sufficient 

number of laborers to farm the land. However, the land-tenure system excluded the Levites. 

Recall that Aaron was the ancestor of the Levites; and to him Yahweh spoke, “You shall have no 

allotment in their land, nor shall you have any share among them; I am your share and your 

possession among the Israelites.” (Numbers 18:20)  And a few verses later, “...because I 

(Yahweh) have given to the Levites as their portion the tithe of the Israelites, which they set 

apart as an offering to the Lord.  Therefore I have said to them they shall have no allotment 

among the Israelites.” (Numbers 18:24)  Thus, while Levites had the honor of a special 

relationship with Yahweh, and the privilege of receiving the tithe, they had no land to farm for 

themselves. The Levites needed the tithe because they did not have land to farm; and the tithe 

equalized them with the other Israelites who had land to farm. Under such an egalitarian system, 

readers might infer that the very idea that one man might accrue excessive amounts of land, 

money, laborers, and divinity would be ethically dubious. 

Another problem with a monarchy was the individualization of divine adoption. Under 

the Sinai Covenant, Israel as a whole was a firstborn son of God, and thus all of Israel were equal 

in their status before God. An ascription of divine sonship to one man, the king, contradicts this 

egalitarianism. 

Thus, when Israel demands a king of Samuel, a “king to govern us, like other nations.” 

Samuel is understandably displeased, prays, and receives the answer from Yahweh, “Listen to 

the voice of the people in all they say to you; for they have not rejected you, but they have 

rejected me from being king over them.” (1 Samuel 8: 4-7) Samuel points out to the elders of 
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Israel that the mortal king they demand will impress Israelites to “plow his ground and reap his 

harvest,” will “take the best of your fields and vineyards and olive orchards,” “will take one tenth 

of your grain and of your vineyards,” “will take one-tenth of your flocks, and you shall be his 

slaves.” (1 Samuel 8:11-17, emphasis mine.) In predicting the mortal king will take one-tenth, 

Samuel predicts the king will assume the privilege of a priest in demanding a tithe, but, unlike a 

priest, the king will seize land, and thus will undo the egalitarian structure of the land tenure 

system. In a way, a monarchy would undo the Exodus itself by returning Israel to enslavement. 

On the day of the public recognition of Saul’s reign, Samuel asserts, “Thus says the Lord, the 

God of Israel, ‘I brought up Israel out of Egypt, and rescued you from the hand of the Egyptians 

and from the hand of all the kingdoms that were oppressing you.’ But today you have rejected 

your God, who saves you from all your calamities and your distresses; and you have said, ‘No! 

but set a king over us.’” (1 Samuel 10:17-19)  A monarchy in Israel constitutes a backward 

move, a reversion toward Egypt. 

It is thus inevitable that the first king should fail, for the very idea of a king throws a 

wrench into the work of egalitarianism started at Sinai. Covenantally speaking, Saul stepped into 

an ill-formed incumbency; but, to his credit, or his blame, he did not do so eagerly. Saul hid 

himself in the baggage before his reign was recognized (1 Samuel 10: 20-22). As mentioned, 

Samuel had predicted a king would seize Levitical privilege, and, as readers might expect, King 

Saul will soon antagonize the priesthood. In preparing for a battle with the Philistines, Saul is 

supposed to wait for Samuel to perform the priestly duty of a Levite, but the people are slipping 

away while they wait for Samuel, and Saul is getting worried, so he acts like a priest, performing 

the sacrifice himself.  It is at this moment that Saul loses the dynasty readers might expect him to 

have, for when Samuel finally does arrive, he chides Saul for performing the sacrifice and says, 
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“The Lord would have established your kingdom over Israel forever, but now your kingdom will 

not continue; the Lord has sought out a ruler after his own heart.” So, Saul was indeed a 

candidate to be a covenant-conveyer, but his decisions led Yahweh to cancel his candidacy (1 

Samuel 13:13-14 emphasis mine.) Later in the narrative, after David has entered Saul’s service 

and become popular, Saul orders Doeg to slaughter an entire town of priests. Doeg is an 

Edomite, a descendent of Esau, which frees him from respect for the priesthood, and, as we shall 

explore, Saul’s association with an Edomite validates the idea that Saul had a reverted 

constitution. The motivation for the slaughter of the priests was that Saul was jealous of the 

people’s acclaim for David, and that the priests had provided bread and a sword to David. Saul 

correctly concluded that the priests and David held an alliance, and, fearing David, the king had 

the priests killed by the hand of an Edomite. Saul thus came into antagonism with the priests. 

Adopting a broader perspective on the text, Saul’s reversion might be seen as going back 

even further than Sinai, back to the antediluvian epoch. Saul defeated the Amalekites in battle, a 

tribe descended from Amelek, who was a grandson of Esau, whom, as mentioned, was the 

forebear of Doeg. (for evidence that Amelek was Esau’s grandson, see Genesis 36: 15-16.) 

Flashing back to the book of Genesis (after the Conservation Covenant and Abrahamic 

Covenant), Esau was animal-esque in a way that recalls Enkidu from The Epic of Gilgamesh.  If 

we review the story of the twins Jacob and Esau, starting in Genesis 25 through Genesis 27, we 

read that Esau had a hairy mantle, like an animal, and that he was a hunter, but that Jacob was 

quiet and preferred the tent to the field (Gen 25: 24-28). Later in the twins’ story, when their 

mother Rebekah wishes to see Jacob receive the blessing their father intends to give to Esau, and 

intends to deceive the blind Isaac, Jacob points out that his skin is smooth, not hairy, like his 

brother’s. Rebekah responds by dressing Jacob in animal skins. The animal skins apparently feel 
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just like Esau, for the scheme works and Jacob usurps his father’s blessing (Genesis 27).  As 

observed earlier in this study, Rebekah, a woman takes personal initiative and the covenant-

relationship with Israel develops. Rebekah pursues her own desires and consequently something 

happens relevant to the covenant progression; the introverted, and “anthrover ted” Jacob inherits 

the covenant. Esau does not inherit the covenant, and Esau is hairy like an animal, and chases 

animals. The Conservation Covenant firmly established the boundaries between animals and 

humans, and the episode of Jacob and Esau preserves these boundaries. Flashing forward again 

to Samuel, the Amalekites were descendants of Esau; and the Israelites may have associated 

them with animals. 

The story of Saul’s defeat of the Amalekites and the aftermath includes a level of 

brutality from Samuel/Yahweh that will disturb modern readers. It might help to recall that 

Yahweh had foretold the annihilation of the Amalekites even before the Sinai Covenant, so that 

Samuel’s deeds might be seen as a fulfillment of a prophesy rather than as simple cruelty (Ex 17: 

14). Be that as it may, Samuel, speaking in the name of Yahweh, instructs Samuel to utterly 

destroy the Amalekites:  man, woman, child, and all the animals. Saul defeats the Amalekites, 

and kills “all the people,” but spares the life of King Agag. Saul also spares the life of many of 

the animals. (1 Sam 15:1-9.)  Oddly, later in Samuel, there are still enough Amalekites left to 

mount a raid against Israel and test David’s leadership (1 Samuel 30,) which suggests that Saul’s 

mercy extended beyond the king and the animals. However, the King Agag and the animals are 

the primary concern of the clash between Samuel and Saul, a clash that leads to Yahweh 

rejecting Saul as king. Samuel is angry that King Agag and the animals were spared. At first, 

Saul defends himself saying the animals were to be sacrificed, but Samuel responds, “Though 

you are little in your own eyes, are you not the head of the tribes of Israel? The Lord anointed 
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you king over Israel.” (v. 17) Samuel’s criticism suggests that Saul lacks self-esteem, that he is 

little in his own eyes, and that he does not trust in his own anointing; Samuel calls Saul 

irresolute. More broadly, Saul has spared the king, suggesting Saul believes kings are somehow 

exempt from divine decree, a violation of egalitarianism. Furthermore, Agag is a descendent of 

Esau, who is animal-esque, and Saul has also spared animals. Therefore, Saul is not only 

irresolute, but also appears to be confused about the role of animals, as if the Conservation 

Covenant does not exist. Samuel calls for Agag and does what Saul will not do – hacking the 

defeated king in pieces. 

The text of the Agag story says the Lord “regrets” having made Saul king – a challenging 

statement to a modern theology that conceives God as omniscient. Then it says, “he (Saul) has 

turned back from following (Yahweh)” (15:11) further suggesting a lack of resolve on Saul’s 

part. Saul embodies not only a denial of the Sinai Covenant, but also a reverted turn toward the 

antediluvian, when the phrase “son of God” meant something other than adoption. Since readers 

are about to hear that Solomon is to be a called a “son of God,” we readers need to know that 

there is wrong way to be a “son of God,” a way of irresoluteness, over-privilege to kings, and 

antediluvian confusion between the distinction between humans and animals. Though confusing 

to modern theology, the story of Saul fits the theme of the Tanakh that turning back is bad, as 

when Lot chose to head toward Sodom because it was like Eden, (Gen 13:10) and Lot’s wife 

looked back at the destroyed Sodom and became a pillar of salt (Gen 19:26). 

Saul’s lack of resoluteness was apparent even when the people first proclaimed him 

king – he hid among the baggage. Even before this hiding, the narrative provides a clue that 

Saul’s heart is not right. Samuel first anoints Saul when he is out looking for his father’s 

donkeys, another clue that animalism contaminates Saul somehow. Samuel meets Saul and 
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anoints him with a “vial of oil.”  After the anointing of Saul, the prophet predicts that on Saul’s 

way home, “… the spirit of the Lord will possess you, and you will be in a prophetic frenzy 

along with them and be turned into a different person.” (1 Sam 10: 1-6, emphasis mine) Then, 

three verses later, right before the people proclaim him king, we read of Saul, 

As he turned away to leave Samuel, God gave him another heart; and all these 

signs were fulfilled that day. When they were going from there to Gibeah, a band of 
prophets met him; and the spirit of God possessed him, and he fell into a prophetic frenzy 
along with them. When all who knew him before saw how he prophesied with the 

prophets, the people said to one another, “What has come over the son of Kish? Is Saul 
also among the prophets?” A man of the place answered, “And who is their father?” 
Therefore it became a proverb, “Is Saul also among the prophets?” When his prophetic 
frenzy had ended, he went home. (1 Sam 10: 9-13, emphasis mine.) 

The text calls Yahweh’s possession of Saul both a transformation into “a different 

person,” and the receipt of “a new heart.” Thus, this passage demonstrates something about the 

conception of the heart in ancient Israel – replacing it makes you into a different person, and thus 

the heart is equivalent to selfhood. The anonymous man’s question about who the father of the 

prophets are seems an arbitrary addition, and ostensibly, the question is simply about who the 

leader of the band is. However, if we consider the importance of divine adoption to the Israelite 

conception of covenant, and how Solomon will later be called a “son of God,” the question has 

broader significance for the reader. Has Saul become a son of Yahweh, or is he still a “son of 

Kish?” This question by the anonymous man comes between Saul’s anointing and his public 

recognition as king, and it hangs over Saul’s whole story. If he is a son of Yahweh, 

egalitarianism is in jeopardy, if he is the son of Kish, can he really be king? 

The Covenant Conveyer with a Clear Cardio 

After the episode of Agag, Yahweh instructs Samuel to seek out David and anoint him 

king, so the prophet fills his horn with oil. The prophet goes to the household of Jesse, and he 

brings his sons out. Samuel looks at the eldest son, Eliab, and thinks, 
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“Surely the Lord’s anointed is now before the Lord.” But the Lord said to 
Samuel, “Do not look on his appearance or on the height of his stature, because I have 
rejected him; for the Lord does not see as mortals see; they look on the outward 
appearance, but the Lord looks on the heart.” Then Jesse called Abinadab, and made him 

pass before Samuel. He said, “Neither has the Lord chosen this one.” Then Jesse made 
Shammah pass by. And he said, “Neither has the Lord chosen this one.” Jesse made 
seven of his sons pass before Samuel, and Samuel said to Jesse, “The Lord has not 

chosen any of these.” Samuel said to Jesse, “Are all your sons here?” And he said, “There 
remains yet the youngest, but he is keeping the sheep.” And Samuel said to Jesse, “Send 

and bring him; for we will not sit down until he comes here.” He sent and brought him 
in. Now he was ruddy, and had beautiful eyes, and was handsome. The Lord said, “Rise 
and anoint him; for this is the one.” (1 Samuel 16: 6-12, emphasis mine.) 

Note the internal dialogue that occurs between Samuel and Yahweh; Samuel thinks Eliab 

must be the king because he is tall and handsome, but Yahweh corrects him, asserting he (the 

deity) can see the heart – something that is internal, and that yet existentially equivalent to the 

individual. The text suggests the essence of the person is both unseen by mortals and yet 

constitutional. Seven sons of Jesse pass before Samuel’s gaze, but it is only the unseen one that 

is truly kingly. While the people have demanded a king against the will of Yahweh, Yahweh 

accommodates them, but reserves for himself the right to decide which man is qualified; which 

man has the right heart. Now, note that David is not homely – he is handsome like Eliab, but that 

is not his qualification. Yahweh gave Saul a new heart and he became a different person during 

the prophetic ecstasy episode. Unlike Saul, David does not have to receive a new heart; Yahweh 

recognizes that David’s heart is good from the beginning. 

None of the other stories of Yahweh’s recruitment into covenant conveyance highlight 

the heart, but then, none of the other stories start with a human request for leadership. In Egypt; 

The Israelites groaned under their slavery, and cried out. Out of the slavery their 
cry for help rose up to God. God heard their groaning, and God remembered his covenant 
with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. God looked upon the Israelites, and God took notice of 

them.  (Exodus 2: 23-25) 
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The Israelites cry out to Yahweh for help in Egypt, but they do not specify what kind of 

help they want – there is no request for a warrior or a shepherd. Furthermore, it is Yahweh’s 

remembrance of the Abrahamic covenant that engenders a response, in addition to the cries. It is 

God’s choice to call a leader to confront Pharaoh and lead the people from Egypt. Such is the 

case for Noah, Abraham, and Jeremiah as well. Only with regard to an Israelite king is Yahweh 

responding to a specific request for leadership, and Yahweh is willing, but not eager. To offset 

Yahweh’s passivity in accommodating the people’s desire, which he considers an affront on his 

sovereignty, Yahweh scrutinizes the candidates and chooses one carefully. Thus, Yahweh 

preserves his sovereignty even while accommodating a human desire for formal leadership.  We 

can understand the Davidic covenant’s concern for the heart as a compromise between the deity 

and humanity, a compromise that respects the desires of both parties. Thus, while the story of 

Saul’s failure followed by David’s success challenges modern notions of God’s omniscience, the 

contrast between Saul and David affirms God’s ability to compromise with humanity, while 

maintaining sovereignty. The deity presented here is “human” in the sense of capable of 

mistakes, and “humanitarian” in his ability to make a relationship with humanity work.   

Strictly speaking, the heart is invisible to mortals, and the texts implies readers should 

accept that Yahweh knows something about David that readers themselves cannot know. 

Readers can note, however, that David is the youngest, and thus has the lowest status in the 

family, and thus, family status is not Yahweh’s primary concern. David’s family has him 

keeping the sheep, a kind of male Cinderella who “obviously” does not need to be at the regal 

drafting event. Samuel has to send for David, unlike Saul, who came to Samuel while out 

looking for lost donkeys. As mentioned, the lost donkeys episode suggests Saul has an animal 

quality; to be more exact, he is following animals when he gets anointed, and incompetently so, 
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for he never actually finds them. David, on the other hand, is actively engaged in keeping the 

sheep. Since shepherding is a metaphor for leading human beings in the Tanakh, the story 

suggests that David is already engaged in leadership, to a certain degree, when Samuel comes to 

him. Samuel’s anointing of David only places a stamp of approval on what is already happening, 

and, as noted, David’s heart does not need to be changed. Saul follows asses, David keeps and 

protects sheep; he has the heart of a king. The text thus reveals the evidence of a good heart, 

while maintaining that only God can know it. 

David’s Resoluteness 

Readers can also infer that David is resolute. In the next chapter after David’s anointing, 

we find the famous episode of David and Goliath. The Philistine giant terrifies the Israelites, but 

David asks, “Who is this uncircumcised Philistine that he should defy the armies of the living 

God?” (1 Sam 17:26)  Eliab challenges his youngest brother, and asks him why he is not doing 

his job keeping the sheep, saying, “I know your presumption and the evil of your heart; for you 

have come down just to see the battle.” (v 28)  Eliab’s question implies his brother should remain 

just a literal shepherd, and calls into question the nature of David’s heart, and assumes David is 

not truly resolute; he is just coming to watch, Eliab thinks, and not to engage. In spite of his elder 

brother’s doubts, David goes to Saul and affirms that he is indeed resolute, and furthermore, the 

Israelites should follow him in his resolve; “Let no one’s heart fail because of (Goliath); your 

servant (David himself) will go and fight with this Philistine. (v 31-32) Saul responds that David 

is too immature to fight a seasoned warrior. Not dissuaded from his resolve by even the king, 

David draws on his own experience of being a shepherd, comparing Goliath to the bears and 

lions he used to fight to defend his father’s sheep. (vs. 34-37) David understands that his own 

skills as a shepherd are what empowers him; he is not disavowing who he already is; a shepherd 
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boy, he is not insisting he is something other than what he is, but he perceives the heart of a 

shepherd is the same as the heart of a champion. Saul even tries to make David wear the king’s 

own armor, but this armor was not suitable for one who has the heart of a shepherd, “he was not 

used to them.” (v. 39) As every Sunday school student knows, it was the shepherd’s weapon, the 

sling, that would fell the giant. (v. 49) Thus, in being what he already was, a shepherd, David 

became something more, a champion. His heart was right from the beginning, and he was 

resolute. Thus, this covenant concerns the heart, and is the covenant concerning the somatic 

resolve, revealing the self and augmenting the self. 

Leaving his Heart in the Bathsheba Fiasco 

It would thus be the greatest of tragedies if David, once he had ascended to power, ever 

forgot that he was, at heart, a shepherd. Such is the grim possibility hanging over his reign in the 

aftermath of the other famous; or infamous, episode from David’s life, his affair with the wife of 

Uriah and the murder of the latter. The story from 2 Samuel is familiar; David is comfortable in 

his reign, and orders Bathsheba to come to him for sex while her foreign husband is off doing 

battle for David himself. When Bathsheba becomes pregnant, David first calls Uriah from the 

battlefield to try to get him to sleep with his wife, but Uriah will not do so, because he does not 

think he deserves better accommodations than his fellows on the battlefield. The great irony is 

that Uriah is behaving in an egalitarian fashion while his king is misusing his privilege. David 

then sets things up so that Uriah will die in battle, commanding his officer to move the Hittite to 

the frontline and then having his fellows draw away. (2 Samuel chapter 11) 

The prophet Nathan comes to David to confront him on the crime. Readers might expect 

the prophet to say something like “Adultery is wrong!  Murder is wrong!  You’re in trouble, 

David-dude!” But of course, David already knows adultery and murder are wrong, otherwise he 
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would not have gone to such length to cover up these sins. Instead, the prophet confronts the 

king with a parable: 

“There were two men in a certain city, the one rich and the other poor. The rich 
man had very many flocks and herds; but the poor man had nothing but one little ewe 
lamb, which he had bought. He brought it up, and it grew up with him and with his 

children; it used to eat of his meager fare, and drink from his cup, and lie in his bosom, 
and it was like a daughter to him. Now there came a traveler to the rich man, and he was 

loath to take one of his own flock or herd to prepare for the wayfarer who had come to 
him, but he took the poor man’s lamb, and prepared that for the guest who had come to 
him.” Then David’s anger was greatly kindled against the man. He said to Nathan, “As 
the Lord lives, the man who has done this deserves to die; he shall restore the lamb 
fourfold, because he did this thing, and because he had no pity.” 

Nathan said to David, “You are the man! Thus says the Lord, the God of Israel: I 
anointed you king over Israel, and I rescued you from the hand of Saul; I gave you your 
master’s house, and your master’s wives into your bosom, and gave you the house of 
Israel and of Judah; and if that had been too little, I would have added as much 
more. Why have you despised the word of the Lord, to do what is evil in his sight? You 

have struck down Uriah the Hittite with the sword, and have taken his wife to be your 
wife, and have killed him with the sword of the Ammonites. (2 Sam 12: 1-9) 

Note how Nathan constructs the parable to estrange David from himself, and thus gets 

him to convict himself. When David condemns the fictional rich man, whom he apparently 

believes is real, the condemnation comes from the King’s own judgement – his heart – but the 

king is unwittingly condemning himself. Given that kings are rich, and the fact that Nathan says, 

“You are the man!” it is clear the rich man of the parable represents David. We might be tempted 

to call the poor man Uriah, but when we consider the story of David is about the heart, we can 

discern the poor man is a second David “inside” the King David, David’s original self. In telling 

a tale of a man who loves a lamb, Nathan is currying the sympathy of the king by evoking the 

king’s own childhood and youth – the king was once one who cared for sheep. If the prophet 

Nathan confronted Citizen Kane on his Machiavellian business methods, Nathan would tell a 

story of a boy who loved a sled. Thus, Nathan is attempting to “pull at the heart-strings” of the 

king (pun emphasized) and in doing so, Nathan deliberately distracts the king from his rather 
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obvious association with the rich man. Thus, Nathan exposes the contradiction between the 

David’s current abuse of power and his heart, his invisible heart, as a shepherd boy. While the 

shepherd boy, David, had recognized that he could use his own sling to kill an enemy, the king, 

David, was the exact opposite. He had used the sword of the enemy to kill an ally. To use 

Jungian terms, the haughty king is David’s persona, and the shepherd boy is David’s anima.92 In 

the parable, the Hebrew word ubeheqow gets translated “in his bosom,” to reference to how the 

poor man embraced the lamb. The Hebrew root heq refers to a hollow or cavity, as in the hollow 

one can form when wrapping your arms around someone. The Theological Wordbook of the Old 

Testament says of heq, “The “bosom,” like other physical terms (e.g. “bones,” “kidneys,” and 

“heart”) may serve as an emphatic, intimate term for the person himself.”93 In having the poor 

man hold the ewe so close, Nathan is showing the ewe is bound up with the very identity of the 

poor man, the text itself says the ewe is like a daughter. The specific sins David had committed 

are not the target of the parable; for, as previously mentioned, David clearly already knows his 

deeds were wrong.  Rather, the very nature of David’s self is at stake – his heart. His abuse of 

power pits his presented persona against his inner anima. As for the traveler in the parable, he 

could well represent Uriah; who was, after all, a foreigner. The rich man in the parable is not 

willing to provide hospitality for the traveler – true hospitality – and thus abuses an 

impoverished man in order appear hospitable, just as David had pretended to be hospitable to 

Uriah when he was actually just trying to get him to sleep with his wife. The inauthenticity and 

92 “We can, therefore, speak of an inner personality with as much justification as, on the grounds of daily 
experience, we speak of an outer personality. The inner personality is the wa y one behaves in relation to one’s 
inner psychic processes; it is the inner attitude, the characteristic face, that is turned toward the unconscious. I call 
the outer attitude, the outer face, the persona; the inner attitude, the inward face, I call the anima.” Jung, Carl G. 
“Definitions” Psychological Types, CW 6, pars 797-811. Quoted from The Essential Jung. Storr, Anthony, ed. MJF 
Books, New York, 1983. pp. 100-101 
93 Harris, Archer, and Waltke, vol 1, p, 273 
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abusiveness of the rich man in the parable represent what David is in jeopardy of becoming, a 

new identity that would tear out the heart of the shepherd boy he once was. 

Within the mythos of Israel, only a resolute king could counteract the tendency of a 

monarchy toward reversion to Egypt and the antediluvian, and only a king with a firm humility, 

grounded in self-understanding, could maintain egalitarianism. Thus, the king needed to be both 

resolute and humble; a leader-servant. In other words, the king needed to have a clean heart. We 

might say this covenant addresses the somatic resolve. 
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Chapter Six 

The New Covenant: The Boundary of the Somas 

In a society where interests conflict I realize there can be no absolutes. My freedom to 

swing my arm ends where the other fellow’s nose begins. But the other fellow’s nose doesn’t 
begin in my brain, or in my soul either, as the religionists would have it. 

Arthur Garfield Hayes94

My previous chapter headings have quoted prominent references to their respective 

covenants from religion, to illustrate the continued relevance of these covenant-stories, even if 

the covenants themselves receive little treatment from scholars and have no acclaim in religious 

rituals, catechisms, or creeds. The quote from prominent lawyer Hayes, granted, does not arise 

from religion.  Other than the common words to bless the wine of the Eucharist, “This cup that is 

poured out for you is the new covenant in my blood” (Luke 22:20), the new covenant finds scant 

elaboration in religion.  However, the quote from Arthur Garfield Hayes above, incorporating the 

popular adage, “Your right to swing your arm ends where my nose begins,” seems pertinent, for 

it highlights a fact of human embodiment; that in our embodiment, we are bounded beings. 

Of course, there are cultural variations in what bodily proximities are appropriate and 

what are not.  In my culture, I observe that even approaching too close to another body – let’s 

say, within two feet – is enough to provoke an “excuse me” to validate a sense of personal space 

– space around the body. When we first meet someone, we ritually grasp hands; permitting the

parts of our bodies furthest from our torsos to touch (I suppose feet are further from our torsos, 

but not being chimpanzees, we cannot properly shake feet with each other, as we shake hands.) 

An embrace, which draws another body close, is appropriate for friends at special times, and 

more intimate body-contact is appropriate for only lovers and doctors. Generally, we feel shy 

94 Democracy Works. https://quoteinvestigator.com/2011/10/15/liberty-fist-nose/ quoted 4/30/2018 
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about the bodily fluids that transgress the boundaries of the body; tears and feces alike emerge 

from our interiors in solitude or only with those with whom we are most comfortable. Read again 

the quote from Hayes; “But the other fellow’s nose doesn’t begin in my brain, or in my soul 

either, as the religionists would have it.” His statement rests on the ontological experience that 

one person’s body is distinct from another’s; should my soul desire it, I can easily wiggle my 

nose and swing my arm, but I cannot act the puppeteer on another person, even if he or she is 

next to me. Our bodies have real boundaries, and the boundary is a real part of the body. 

The reality of the boundary of the body is probably one reason the ancient Hebrew 

worldview required a covenant specifically addressing those boundaries. Another reason is the 

unresolved tension between the Sinai Covenant and the Davidic Covenant. The Sinai Covenant 

held that divine adoption rests in the community of Israel and in the occupancy of the land. 

Under this covenant all Israel, collectively, was the “son of God.” In contrast, the Davidic 

covenant held that Solomon, or the dynasty of successors after David, were the “sons of God.” 

The first covenant is egalitarian, the second, monarchal. The inconsistency between the two 

covenants does not end there, for one addresses the external, the other the internal.  As I hope I 

demonstrated in my chapter on the Sinai Covenant, it considers the land, the ownership of land, 

and the working of the land – external realities. Yes, the Sinai Covenant addresses the abdomen 

as part of the body, but as a placemaker, a part of the body that belongs to a place in that it takes 

food in; and that fills a place in that it gestates children. The Davidic Covenant, I hope I have 

equally demonstrated, is extremely inward, concerning the resoluteness of the heart. 

Both of these covenants are coherent within their own set of assumptions: to occupy a 

land there must be a group; hence, divine sonship adheres to a collective Israel under Sinai. Even 

the word Torah evokes an externality. In Deuteronomy 1:12, the Hebrew word torach gets 
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translated “heavy burden” (NRSV) or “cumbrance”  (King James), and torach is consonant with 

tora, law or teaching. This consonance suggests the tora is something carried, and thus 

something outside the self. However; leadership is a quality adhering in a few people or in one 

person; hence divine sonship adheres to a string of individuals under the Davidic covenant. We 

do not think of our hearts as being burdens on us, but rather, as an internal dynamo (though, 

admittedly, a sad heart might be called a “heavy heart.”)   Thus, the two covenants are 

intrinsically coherent within themselves, but they are incoherent with each other. With a nod to 

Hegel, we can infer the tension between these two covenants created a need for yet another 

covenant to address the boundary between the external and the internal, and the paradox that 

humanity desires both equality and leadership. 

And now, an extended quote from the book of Jeremiah: 

The days are surely coming, says the Lord, when I will make a new covenant 

with the house of Israel and the house of Judah. It will not be like the covenant that I 

made with their ancestors when I took them by the hand to bring them out of the land of 

Egypt—a covenant that they broke, though I was their husband, says the Lord. But this is 

the covenant that I will make with the house of Israel after those days, says the Lord: I 

will put my law within them, and I will write it on their hearts; and I will be their God, 

and they shall be my people. No longer shall they teach one another, or say to each other, 

“Know the Lord,” for they shall all know me, from the least of them to the greatest, says 

the Lord; for I will forgive their iniquity, and remember their sin no more. 

Thus says the Lord, 

who gives the sun for light by day 

and the fixed order of the moon and the stars for light by night, 

who stirs up the sea so that its waves roar— 
the Lord of hosts is his name: 

If this fixed order were ever to cease 

from my presence, says the Lord, 

then also the offspring of Israel would cease 

to be a nation before me forever. 

Thus says the Lord: 

If the heavens above can be measured, 

and the foundations of the earth below can be explored, 

then I will reject all the offspring of Israel 
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because of all they have done, 

says the Lord. 

The days are surely coming, says the Lord, when the city shall be rebuilt for 

the Lord from the tower of Hananel to the Corner Gate. And the measuring line shall go 

out farther, straight to the hill Gareb, and shall then turn to Goah. The whole valley of the 

dead bodies and the ashes, and all the fields as far as the Wadi Kidron, to the corner of 

the Horse Gate toward the east, shall be sacred to the Lord. It shall never again be 

uprooted or overthrown.   (Jeremiah 31: 31-38) 

Note how in verse 31 and in verse 38, we read the phrase, “The days are surely coming.” 

Of the five covenants under consideration in this study, the New Covenant is the only one that is 

set in the future.  “The days are surely coming when I will make a new covenant with the house 

of Israel and the house of Judah.”  It is the promise to make a covenant. By contrast, when 

Abraham receives the covenant in Genesis 17; while the fulfillment of that covenant is in the 

future; a multitude of descendants in the Promised Land, the actual covenant is in the present. 

Jeremiah, on the other hand, prophesizes a covenant Yahweh will enact later. Such is the nature 

of a covenant that, by its nature, transgresses the boundaries of the body. Note that Jeremiah 

insists the New Covenant shall be written on the heart, and that the heart is the center of 

decision-making, and when it is “clean,” a center of resolve. Furthermore, the New Covenant 

concerns yada, knowing; “all shall know me from the least to the greatest,” and yada refers to 

intimacy in Hebrew, so much so that the word means sexual intercourse in other contexts.95 

Thus, the New Covenant concerns both inner decisions of the heart, where Yahweh allows 

human dignity, and an intimacy, a love for, an external deity. Insofar as decisions concern a 

future goal, the fulfillment must lie in the future. On the other hand, insofar as knowledge entails 

intimacy, the relationship foretold here must have the weight of adoption, which is the creation 

95 Theological Wordbook of the Old Testament; yada. 
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of a covenant. Thus, we read of a promised covenant. To state it simply, Jeremiah has a vision of 

a covenant yet to come. 

Jeremiah is a consummate visionary.  Very early in the narrative of his calling, we read, 

The word of the Lord came to me, saying, “Jeremiah, what do you see?” And I 
said, “I see a branch of an almond tree.” Then the Lord said to me, “You have seen well, 
for I am watching over my word to perform it.” The word of the Lord came to me a 

second time, saying, “What do you see?” And I said, “I see a boiling pot, tilted away 
from the north.” Then the Lord said to me: Out of the north disaster shall break out on all 
the inhabitants of the land.  (Jeremiah 1:11-14) 

In this passage, the Hebrew word for “almond,” shaqued, is consonant with the Hebrew 

word for “watching,” shoqued, forming a pun. The representation of an almond tree as watching, 

or seeing, is not merely a semantic pun, but draws on a physical metaphor, for the almond nut 

resembles a human eye. Thus, the almond branch is a twofold symbol of watching; based on both 

semantic consonance and physical resemblance. Yahweh is watching in this passage, and 

Jeremiah is seeing. Appropriately, the next passage entails a vision of disaster, with an invasion 

from the North represented as a spilling, boiling pot. Why open the book of Jeremiah with such 

an emphasis on vision? The opening is in keeping with Jeremiah’s interest in the future, a 

foreseen covenant rather than a received covenant.  Furthermore, the very first vision of the book 

of Jeremiah highlights the importance of the eye – which is a portal between the inner part of the 

body and the outer, world, insofar as the eye produces tears. 

A Prophet of Tears and Turds 

Jeremiah has rightly been called the “weeping prophet.”96Other than the lengthy, 

emotional book of Psalms, we find the word “tears” written in Jeremiah more than any other 

book in the Tanakh, and if we add the “tears” in Lamentations (which tradition holds Jeremiah 

96"Jeremiah", New Bible Dictionary, Second Edition, Tyndale Press, Wheaton, IL 1987. 
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wrote) to the count, the sum of the number of appearances of “tears” equals that of the Psalms. In 

Purity and Danger, Mary Douglas lists teardrops as one of the boundary-crossers of the human 

body; writing, 

“…all margins are dangerous. If they are pulled this way or that the shape of fundamental 

experience is altered. Any structure of ideas is vulnerable at its margins. We should 
expect the orifices of the body to symbolise its specially vulnerable points. Matter issuing 

from them is marginal stuff of the most obvious kind. Spittle, blood, milk, urine, faeces 
or tears by simply issuing forth have traversed the boundary of the body.”97 

The fact that Jeremiah does so much weeping is consistent with the theory that the New 

Covenant concerns the boundaries of the body. Furthermore, to mention another bodily boundary 

breaker from Douglas’s list, Jeremiah mentions feces more than any other book of the Bible, or, 

from the NRSV, “dung.” Jeremiah uses dung as a simile for what will become of the human 

bodies in the wake of the fall to Babylon, writing, “Speak! Thus says the LORD: ‘Human 

corpses shall fall like dung upon the open field, and sheaves behind the reaper, and no one shall 

gather them.” (9:22) In Jeremiah, the body itself becomes its own boundary-breaker. However, 

observe in the passage regarding the “valley of dead bodies and ashes” above (31:40), that 

Jeremiah envisions that the valley shall become “sacred to the Lord.” This valley is Gehenna, on 

the outskirts of Jerusalem, infamous as a historical site of idolatrous human sacrifices and, in 

Jeremiah’s day, it was a sewage dump. Jeremiah does not just envision that human bodies shall 

fall like dung, he also envisions that human dung, or the boundary-valley that holds it, shall 

become sacred. Thus, in Jeremiah’s prophesizing, Israelite bodies face an immediate danger of 

becoming extremely unclean, but, in the future, under the New Covenant, Israelites can hope for 

a new level of cleanliness that will expand beyond their human bodies to envelop the boundaries 

of Jerusalem itself. However, in the time of his prophesizing, many of the Israelites faced exile 

97 Douglas, p. 122 
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into Babylon, and many would go into exile during the course of his career. They were 

anticipating that the Babylonians would physically compel them to leave the boundaries they 

were familiar with and cross into another set of boundaries – and the question hanging over 

Israel was; shall this bodily move destroy their nationhood? 

Synthesizing Sinai and the Dynasty 

Absolutely not; Jeremiah’s prophesy proclaims. We should note that, in Jeremiah’s view, 

and in spite of their respective differences, both the Sinai Covenant and the Davidic Covenant 

are set and perpetual. As the extended quote above reveals, the Sinai Covenant is as fixed as the 

“fixed order” of the Heavens (31:36). True, the Sinai Covenant seems to have priority in 

Jeremiah’s prophesy. Coogan writes, 

Jeremiah insists that despite the extravagant claim of monarchs of the dynasty 
founded by David that God would forever protect them and the Temple in their capital 

Jerusalem, there was a prior commitment— the Sinai Covenant. This was the framework 
for the prophets’ interpretation of the past, the present, and the immediate future. They 
proclaimed their message in specific historical contexts, to their contemporaries— 
sometimes individuals, especially kings; sometimes groups within the community; 
sometimes, at least rhetorically, foreign nations; and most frequently the people of Israel 

as a whole98 

Jeremiah not only verbally affirms his trust reveal in the Sinai Covenant, but also acts 

accordingly. In the next chapter after the pronouncement of the New Covenant, Jeremiah 

receives word that his cousin wishes to sell his field. Under the land tenure system of the Sinai 

Covenant, potential buyers within the family would have the first right to purchase – the land 

would not simply go to the highest bidder. As a cousin, Jeremiah has the right of redemption – a 

right that might seem rather empty, given the whole land is about to fall to Babylon. However, 

98 Created from buffalo on 2017-05-22 13:57:31.hael. Old Testament, edited by Michael Coogan, Oxford University 
Press, USA, 2008. ProQuest Ebook Central, p. 76. 
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Jeremiah purchases the land and carefully preserves the deed of sale, demonstrating not only his 

regard for the Sinai Covenant but also his confidence that Israel will control the land again; “For 

thus says the Lord of hosts, the God of Israel: Houses and fields and vineyards shall again be 

bought in this land.” (32:15)  Note how Jeremiah’s affirmation addresses the boundaries of the 

land, in that Israel will enter it again, and boundaries within the land of Israel, for his purchase 

concerns the boundaries of a specific field that his family has tenure over. The bounded body of 

the Israelite dwells within the boundaries of a land and boundaries of real estate. 

As noted, Jeremiah also affirms the endurance of the Davidic Covenant. In the next 

chapter of the book after the sale of the land, Jeremiah once again employs the analogy of the 

diurnal cycle to illustrate the reliability of the covenant: 

Thus says the Lord: If any of you could break my covenant with the day and my 
covenant with the night, so that day and night would not come at their appointed 

time, only then could my covenant with my servant David be broken, so that he would 
not have a son to reign on his throne, and my covenant with my ministers the 

Levites. Just as the host of heaven cannot be numbered and the sands of the sea cannot be 
measured, so I will increase the offspring of my servant David, and the Levites who 
minister to me. (33:20-22) 

Jeremiah believes in the endurance of both the Sinai and Davidic covenants, but he sees 

the latter as contingent on the keeping of the former. In Chapter 17 we read Jeremiah’s insistence 

on Sabbath rest with regard to the carrying of burdens. Here is the quote, “…if you listen to me 

(Yahweh), and bring in no burden by the gates of the city on the Sabbath day, but keep the 

Sabbath day holy and do no work on it, then there shall enter by the gates of the city kings who 

sit on the throne of David…” (vs. 24-25) Thus, the power of the dynasty of David is contingent 

upon Sabbath observance – but remember, neither covenant shall ever be abolished. It is 

significant that of all the forms of labor Jeremiah could have mentioned, he chooses to mention 

the carrying of burdens through the gates of Jerusalem. Part of the purpose of focusing on the 
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gates is to distinguish between the continuance of the Davidic dynasty and the maintenance of 

power by descendants of David. For Jeremiah, the Davidic dynasty is as sure as the night and 

day. However, David’s descendants are clearly not to remain in power during the exile, so the 

gate of the city in this passage serves to symbolize both the continuance and enthronement of 

Davidic descendants: the continuance always endures; the enthronement might go on hiatus due 

to Sabbath violations. Furthermore, the gate represents both the observance of the Sinai 

covenant, rest, and the activity of the Davidic covenant – ruling. Most importantly for the 

purposes of the present study, Jeremiah indicates a place that is a boundary, a gate to a city. At 

the boundary of the city, both the Sinai Covenant and the Davidic covenant are relevant. 

Likewise, at the boundary of the body both covenants are relevant, for the New Covenant 

moves the external Sinai Covenant into the interiority of the heart, writing it there, on the 

somatic organ of the Davidic Covenant. The promised covenant Jeremiah envisions will create a 

resolve within every Israelite that is analogous to a leadership role bestowed on every Israelite. If 

every Israelite has the heart of a king, the distinction between the divine son as Israel and the 

divine son as king gets transcended; or synthesized together in a Hegelian fashion. In the future 

covenant Jeremiah envisions, intimate relationship with Yahweh – yada – supersedes status, and 

all “know the Lord, from the least to the greatest.” 

Gender and Jeremiah 

If the New Covenant concerns the boundaries of the body, it is sensible to ask if it 

considers a boundary that is a great cumbrance to the big-brained bipeds of Planet Earth – the 

boundary between the male somas and the female somas.  While the explicit text of the New 

Covenant makes no mention of the male/female divide, elements of Jeremiah’s prophesy 
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transgress the male/boundary divide. First, let us consider his choice to remain a bachelor. We 

read, 

The word of the Lord came to me: You shall not take a wife, nor shall you have 
sons or daughters in this place. For thus says the Lord concerning the sons and daughters 
who are born in this place, and concerning the mothers who bear them and the fathers 

who beget them in this land: They shall die of deadly diseases. They shall not be 
lamented, nor shall they be buried; they shall become like dung on the surface of the 

ground. They shall perish by the sword and by famine, and their dead bodies shall 
become food for the birds of the air and for the wild animals of the earth. 

For thus says the Lord: Do not enter the house of mourning, or go to lament, or 

bemoan them; for I have taken away my peace from this people, says the Lord, my 
steadfast love and mercy.  (Jeremiah 16: 1-5) 

First, let us note how astonishing it is that Yahweh is instructing Jeremiah to go childless. 

The mandate for human fertility comprises a major facet of the Israelite worldview going back to 

the Heptameria, and elements of the Sinai Covenant, to wit, “Honor your father and your mother, 

so that your days may be long in the land the Lord your God is giving you.” imply that child-

bearing shall be a continual norm (Exodus 20:12). Likewise, the Davidic Covenant implies that 

every descendent of David shall have at least one descendent himself, for Yahweh says, “Your 

house and your kingdom shall be made sure forever before me, your throne shall be established 

forever.” (2 Sam 7:16) The disaster to occur in Israel is so severe that it compromises even the 

age-old mandate for fertility, and both children and parents are to become like dung and food 

(for the birds), substances that pass out of and enter into the body. In fact, a few chapters later, 

children and neighbors become food for the humans, in a forecast of cannibalism (19:9).  Indeed, 

Jeremiah curses his own birth, lamenting, 

Cursed be the day 
on which I was born! 

The day when my mother bore me, 

let it not be blessed! 
Cursed be the man 

who brought the news to my father, saying, 
“A child is born to you, a son,” 
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making him very glad. 
Let that man be like the cities 

that the Lord overthrew without pity; 
let him hear a cry in the morning 

and an alarm at noon, 
because he did not kill me in the womb; 

so my mother would have been my grave, 

and her womb forever great. 
Why did I come forth from the womb 

to see toil and sorrow, 
and spend my days in shame? (20:14-18) 

In cursing his own birth and wishing his father had aborted him (not to empty the womb, 

but to render his mother permanently pregnant with a corpse), Jeremiah laments a fundamental 

tenant of the Israelite worldview. Note he also transgresses the boundary between the womb and 

the tomb.  Jeremiah is not hoping for adoption, he is lamenting that he was ever born at all. 

The Heptameria’s mandate for fertility complements the mandate for occupancy of Earth 

and thus Jeremiah’s compromise of it implies a move toward emptiness that existentially 

threatens Israel.  One wonders what was the purpose of Jeremiah’s purchasing land in Israel if he 

himself is to have no descendants, but then, as already noted, his purpose was to demonstrate in 

action his trust in the Sinai Covenant. While Jeremiah repeatedly assures his audience both the 

covenants of Sinai and David shall endure, and envisions them synthesized into one New 

Covenant, the synthesis is not to occur without a moment of threat to both of them; a threat 

epitomized by the very inversion of fertility. 

Jeremiah’s infertility does not exhaust the threat to the previous covenants, for this 

infertility accompanies life-long bachelorhood for Jeremiah. This perpetual bachelorhood 

similarly runs counter to both covenants. The Sinai Covenant prescribes a wife to a man as his 

property; in the tenth commandment, the wife is listed as an item of property along with slaves, 

animals, and anything else (Exodus 20:17). In the story of the Bathsheba affair, it is obvious that 
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part of David’s wrongdoing was that he took another man’s wife, and that marrying her was a 

part of the ethically perverse correction (2nd Samuel 11:27). That Jeremiah does not marry does 

not only mean he will go childless, it also means that he shall not own a woman nor exploit one 

for sexual pleasure. 

However, though Jeremiah’s rejection of the traditional, male role of owner of women 

and begetter of children does, to an extent, reduce his Jewish manliness, it would be too far a 

stretch to say that Jeremiah is feminized. He moves toward the boundary between men and 

women without actually entering feminine embodiment. Consider this passage from chapter 

nine, with its noteworthy references to tears and dung: 

Thus says the Lord of hosts: 

Consider, and call for the mourning women to come; 
send for the skilled women to come; 

let them quickly raise a dirge over us, 

so that our eyes may run down with tears, 
and our eyelids flow with water. 

For a sound of wailing is heard from Zion: 
“How we are ruined! 
We are utterly shamed, 

because we have left the land, 
because they have cast down our dwellings.” 

Hear, O women, the word of the Lord, 
and let your ears receive the word of his mouth; 

teach to your daughters a dirge, 

and each to her neighbor a lament. 
“Death has come up into our windows, 

it has entered our palaces, 
to cut off the children from the streets 

and the young men from the squares.” 
Speak! Thus says the Lord: 
“Human corpses shall fall 

like dung upon the open field, 
like sheaves behind the reaper, 

and no one shall gather them.”  (vs. 17-22) 

Note how, in the wake of a military slaughter, women take on a leadership role, albeit the 

role of leading mourning. The text suggests the existence of a profession of leading mourning; a 
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gender-specific profession filled by women. It is interesting how such a profession (whether it 

actually existed or is a figment of Jeremiah’s vivid imagination) both perpetuates a negative 

stereotype that women are more weepy (though Jeremiah’s weeping certainly gave all women a 

run for their money), and, simultaneously, grants a professional, leadership role to women. 

Finally, as we might expect given Jeremiah’s strange elevation of women, we find 

another passage that suggests that men might bear children: 

These are the words that the Lord spoke concerning Israel and Judah: 
Thus says the Lord: 

We have heard a cry of panic, 
of terror, and no peace. 

Ask now, and see, 

can a man bear a child? 
Why then do I see every man 

with his hands on his loins like a woman in labor? 
Why has every face turned pale? 

Alas! that day is so great 

there is none like it; 
it is a time of distress for Jacob; 

yet he shall be rescued from it. 
On that day, says the Lord of hosts, I will break the yoke from off his neck, and I 

will burst his bonds, and strangers shall no more make a servant of him. But they shall 

serve the Lord their God and David their king, whom I will raise up for them. (30:4-9) 

It would be too great a stretch to say that Jeremiah was an early feminist, or sort-of 

transgendering prophet, for the role-reversals between men and women he envisions happen only 

in a context of severe distress, a context that would call all norms into question. When society is 

falling apart, the prophet suggests, women might act like men, and vice-versa. However, these 

transgressions of the boundaries between the male somas and the female somas resonate with an 

interpretation of the New Covenant as a covenant for the boundaries of the body, interested in 

bodily orifices, gates, and the outer valley full of human refuse. Jeremiah maintains the 

endurance of both the Sinai and Davidic covenants, and addresses the way they confront each 

other by focusing on the boundary between the self and the other, the city and the country, 
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Israel’s land and the land of the Babylonians, the womb and the tomb, and men and women. The 

New Covenant addresses the Boundaries of the Somas. 

. 
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