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Introduction

This volume of essays is a Festschrift for Professor Jon D.
Levenson, the Albert A. List Professor of Jewish Studies at Harvard
Divinity School in honor of his sixty-fifth birthday. Unlike similar
volumes, which tend to be collections of loosely related essays, we have
opted to focus on one theme that we believe animates much of Jon
Levenson’s scholarship: the theological meaning of Israel’s election.
Thus we asked each contributor for an essay in his or her discipline focused as squarely as possible on that theme. Furthermore, we encouraged the authors to emulate the clear and concise style characteristic of
both Levenson’s scholarly and his more popular writing, in the hope of
making this book accessible to lay readers and useful in the classroom
setting. We think that the resulting volume not only engages the lifelong work of Jon Levenson but sheds new light on a topic of great import to Judaism and Christianity and contributes to the ongoing
dialogue between these two faith traditions.
Perhaps a brief historical overview is in order here. Up until the last
decades of the twentieth century, much of modern biblical scholarship
portrayed Judaism as an inherently particularistic religion that could
never fully embrace the type of universalism that many claimed to have
pervaded Christianity from its origins. That assumption was animated
by a number of factors, but especially by the belief that Judaism’s affirmation of Jewish election impeded its ability to break free from the
confines of nationalistic particularism. In such a reading, Jesus and even
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more so Paul are understood to be the towering figures who created a
new religion by opening election to everyone and thus universalizing
biblical religion. This view was undergirded by a tendency to confuse
Enlightenment universalism with certain universalist strands of biblical
thinking and to assume that modern universalism was indeed identical
with the biblical strands of universalism found in a Christian approach
to scripture.
This problematic understanding of Judaism and Christianity has
been critiqued from differing angles by scholars in a number of fields.
One of the most important and theologically incisive voices on this
topic has been that of Jon D. Levenson. His careful but very wide-
ranging scholarship on the Hebrew Bible and its theological reuse in
later Judaic and Christian sources has influenced a generation of Jewish
and Christian thinkers. Levenson’s seminal book, The Death and Resurrection of the Beloved Son, demonstrated that both Judaism and Christianity equally embraced the notion of election, even if they understood
the meaning of their elect status in unique ways. Rather than rejecting
the Hebrew Bible’s election theology, Christianity amplified it, as seen
most clearly in the way that Jesus’s life, death, and resurrection mirror
major narrative and ritual texts from the Hebrew Bible. Levenson went
on to demonstrate that those who understood Jesus and Paul as universalists were imposing a set of modern and wrongheaded assumptions
on these figures, both of whom loudly affirmed the notion of Israel’s
special election.
To be clear, Levenson does not go on to argue that the shared affirmation of election theology means that the fundamental truth claims
of these two religions can be easily reconciled. On the contrary, he demonstrates that in many ways Judaism and Christianity are divided by a
common heritage because their understandings of biblical election theology are at once structurally analogous and unique. While this might
be a cause for despair, Levenson’s thinking has actually laid the groundwork for a more authentic Jewish-Christian dialogue inasmuch as he
has helped both Jewish and Christian thinkers understand their deepest theological claims more clearly and cogently.
Focusing on the theme of Israel’s election, this volume seeks to
present to a broad audience the rich theological dialogue that Professor
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Levenson’s thoughtful and wide-ranging scholarship has given rise to
over the last three decades. These essays span a host of fields including:
Hebrew Bible (Clifford, Garr, Kaminsky, Moberly, Schifferdecker),
apocryphal and pseudepigraphic literature (Anderson, Goering, Henze,
Kugel), New Testament (Reasoner), rabbinics (Hirshman), history of
Christian exegesis (Madigan, Schramm) and modern theology (Batnitzky, Marshall). They are penned by Jews, Catholics, and Protestants.
A number of essays take up particular insights in Levenson’s work, thus
illuminating them from a range of disciplines and perspectives. All the
contributors to this volume have had their thinking deepened by Levenson’s thoughtful scholarship, and our lives have been enriched by our
personal and professional interactions with Jon.
We write this with the knowledge that Professor Levenson is still
hale and healthy and busy working on more contributions to the study
of the Hebrew Bible. We wish him many more productive years and the
traditional blessing that he reach a hundred and twenty years!
Gary A. Anderson and Joel S. Kaminsky
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Ch a pt e r 1


Election in Genesis 1
R ic h ar d J. C l i f f or d, S. J.

Genesis 1:1–2:4 (hereafter Gen 1) is a composition of the
Priestly source (P), a source that has among its interests Israel’s distinctive public worship and the chronology of events in the story of the
human race and of Israel. The P preamble to the Pentateuch, Gen 1,
narrates the coming into being of heaven and earth (the Hebrew idiom
for the universe), an event that took place long before the origin of Israel in the person of its ancestors Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. One would
expect therefore that P, given its care for chronology, would in Gen 1
have studiously avoided anachronistic references to Israel, and especially to its liturgical life, which for P began at Mount Sinai (Exod
19–Num 10). This article explores the surprising fact that Gen 1 contains covert references to several defining features of Israel, viz., the
Sabbath, the temple, the dietary laws, and the conquest. Despite its care
for proper chronology, P evidently shared the ancient conviction that
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important elements of the world “were there from the beginning” and
acquired their significance at their origin. If one may borrow from computer language, P’s references to Israel are “locked” in the disk of Gen 1
and are accessible only to those possessing the required code.
If allusions to Israel are indeed locked in Gen 1, the fact has implications for the meaning of election in the Bible. The Gen 1 allusions to
Israel have been read in at least two ways. According to the first, Gen 1
is communicating to insiders that God’s real interest in creating the
world was Israel; others nations are mentioned, but they are present
only as backdrop and audience for God’s business with Israel. According to the second, the foreshadowing means that from the beginning
there existed a complementarity between the elect nation and the other
nations. The tasks and hopes of Israel and the nations, respectively,
might be differently expressed and differently timed, but they are closely
related. Israel is an example of a nation doing important things in its
own way while sharing the experience and aspirations of other nations.
Tw o P r e lim in a ry Co m m e n t s on th e G e n 1 Co s m ogo ny
Genre and Structure

Like many ancient Near Eastern cosmogonies, Gen 1 is introductory,
preparing readers to appreciate the great literary work that follows. As
Mark Smith points out, “the placement of Genesis 1 at the very beginning of the Bible stakes a claim, asserting the primary status of its account over and above other biblical versions of creation.”1 Given the
pronounced theocentrism and traditionalism of the ancient Near East,
scribes assumed that the meaning of a reality was clearest at the moment of its creation, when God’s imprint, so to speak, was freshest and
most visible. Gen 1 lets the reader know what to look for in the vast and
compendious Pentateuch, not only in the primeval history, but in Gen
12–50, and indeed in the entire Pentateuch.
One of the most striking features of Gen 1 is its seven-day structure. That structure can help us see the introductory function of Gen 1.
The six days on which God works are arranged in matching panels
(days 1–3 and 4–6), with God’s day of cessation from work placed out-
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side the series in the climactic seventh spot. (See table below.) With
qualifications that we will discuss below, days 1–3 depict the creation of
the domains of sea, sky, and earth, and days 4–6, the creation of their
mobile inhabitants, classified according to their means of locomotion—
wings flapping in the sky, fins propelling (rāmaś) through the sea, animals crawling with legs (rāmaś) or walking on all fours on land. In the
perspective of Gen 1, life is concretized as movement; what moves on
its own power is alive. Days 4–6 display the energy permeating the universe. Day 7, however, is a reminder of the text’s profound theocentrism, drawing attention to the creator rather than the creation.
The Pre-creation State (1:1–2)
Panel I: Creation of Static Domains

Panel II: Creation of Their Mobile
Occupants

Day 1. 1:3–5
Day 4. 1:14–19
[1] Light/darkness
[5] Luminaries
Day 2. 1:6–8
Day 5. 1:20–23
[2] Water/dome/sea
[6] Fish and birds
Day 3. 1:9–13
Day 6. 1:24–31
[3] Water/dry ground (vv. 9–10) [7] Land animals (vv. 24–25)
[4] Plant life (vv. 11–13)
[8] Human beings (vv. 26–31)
Day 7: Post-creation Rest. 2:1–3

Though appearing at first reading to be rigid, the text actually alternates between fixed and flexible. The “two-panel” scheme (vv. 3–13 //
13–31) conflicts with the act-oriented scheme in days 1–4. God’s shaping of “heaven and earth” is completed on the fourth day, not the third,
for only on the fourth day is the sky hung with the greater and lesser
lights. The panels therefore overlap: the making of domains (the chief
work of days 1–3) is completed only on day 4, whereas the populating
of the domains (the chief work of days 4–6) gets underway on day 3.
“Heaven and earth” is the Hebrew idiom for the universe in which
each noun is qualified by the other. As Luis Stadelmann notes, “the
term ʾrṣ means primarily the entire area in which man thinks of himself
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as living, as opposed to the regions of heaven or the underworld.”2 “The
heavens” in Gen 1 is more accurately rendered “sky.” God’s heaven is a
completely different reality, existing prior to any creation, and inhabited
by the perennially existing bĕnê ʾělōhîm, lit. “sons of God,” heavenly beings. The universe depicted in Gen 1 is best described in Shakespeare’s
phrase, “O brave new world, That has such people in’t!” (The Tempest
5.1). The new world is deliberately put in parallel to the heavenly world
and its inhabitants while remaining quite distinct from it. In this new
heaven and earth, earthly beings will play a role analogous to the role
played by beings in the heavenly world. Earth’s inhabitants are even
called ṣābāʾ, “host,” in Gen 2:1, a term that elsewhere refers to the heavenly host (e.g., 1 Kgs 22:19; Pss 103:21, 148:2). Psalm 115:16 catches
both the parallelism and the difference: “The heaven of heavens belong
to Yhwh, but earth he has given to human beings.” The priority of the
heavenly beings and their respectful relationship to earthlings is nicely
expressed by the divine assembly’s decision to create human beings “in
our image, after our likeness” (Gen 1:26).
Many ancient Near Eastern cosmogonies have as their purpose to
ground present-day realities in the primal moment when the gods laid
down the fundamentals of the universe. Several cosmogonies describe
the ordering of heavenly bodies that determine the reckoning of time
and thus of feast days honoring the gods. In other cosmogonies, the
construction of a temple is part and parcel of creation. In still others,
kingship is an original feature of the primordial world. Many cosmogonies lay down the basic features that constitute a particular people, e.g.,
they mention the particular land on which the people will live.
Dating and Original Context

The Pentateuch reworks many preexilic traditions and presents them in
a new synthesis for an exilic audience. “Exilic” can refer both to those
actually suffering exile in the sixth century b.c.e. and to those experiencing the crisis of meaning that came in its wake decades after the
physical event. Such audiences needed to hear Gen 1 highlight relevant
themes in order to restore their faith and and sense of hope. Among the
relevant themes would have been God’s sovereign power and free commitment to “heaven and earth,” the extraordinary worth of human be-
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ings, the divine intent that the species of “man” continue in existence
through progeny and through possessing land to sustain itself, and the
reaffirmation of the importance of key Israelite institutions such as the
Sabbath, the temple, and dietary laws. To all of these issues Gen 1 has
something to say, for as we shall see, the Pentateuch was designed in
part to help anxious and displaced exiles reread their traditions as promise and assurance. Gen 1 directs them to read their traditions in just
that way.
T he S a b b ath

And since God finished on the sixth3 day the work he had been doing,
he ceased (šābat) on the seventh day from all the work he had been
doing. God blessed the seventh day and made it holy, for on it he ceased
(šābat) from all the work he had done in creation.4 (Gen 2:2)

The most obvious connection between Gen 1 and later Israelite institutions is God’s six-day work week followed by a seventh day of cessation from work. Elsewhere in the Bible, and especially in the P source
in the Pentateuch, the seventh day of the week is called the Sabbath
(haššabbāt), but the word does not occur in Gen 1. Genesis 1 twice uses
the similar-sounding verb šābat, “to cease (doing an act),” to characterize the seventh day (Gen 2:2, 3). There is debate on whether šābat and
šābbat are etymologically related and, if they are, whether the noun
comes from the verb or the verb from the noun. To be precise, Gen 1
does not describe the institution of the Sabbath, but simply shows God
working six days and ceasing from work on the seventh. The NRSV
and NABRE render šābat in Gen 2:2, 3 “rested,” but LXX and NJPS
render more accurately “ceased (working),” for the primary meaning of
šābat is to cease doing something, not to rest. Nonetheless, Gen 2:2–3
provides a basis for the later institutionalization of seventh-day rest.
The first occurrence of the word Sabbath in the Pentateuch is in
the P verse, Exod 16:23, in which Moses tells the people: “This is what
the Yhwh meant: Tomorrow is a day of rest, a holy Sabbath (šabbātôn
šabbat qōdeš) of Yhwh.” In the largely P narrative in Exod 16, Israel
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e ncounters for the first time, it seems, God’s way of acting in a six-plusone day mode, for the people had not yet been commanded to observe
the Sabbath. They only came to know the six-plus-one manner of acting through their experience of receiving the manna. Each day they
gathered the day’s yield. Gathering more did not increase the yield, nor
did storing up manna for the next day prove useful, for stored-up manna
became maggoty and foul smelling (vv. 17–20). On the seventh day, the
Sabbath, things were different. On the day before Sabbath, the people
were told to lay in a two-day supply and were guaranteed that the stored
portion would not become foul. They were “to stay where they were,”
i.e., not go out and gather. “So the people remained inactive (šābat) on
the seventh day” (vv. 29–30 NJPS). Through their formative experience
in the wilderness, the people came to learn God’s rhythm in working
and dealing with them.
The people’s wilderness experience prepared them for the next
stage of “learning the Sabbath.” It was at Sinai, according to P, that Israel came to be a nation with a law. In the Decalogue (Exod 20:8–11),
the people’s wilderness experience of the manna distribution becomes
concretely expressed as a commandment. In Exod 25:1–31:17, Moses
gives seven speeches detailing how the people are to build the taber
nacle. Six of the speeches concern its construction, and the seventh
(Exod 31:12–17, P) concerns the Sabbath: “You shall nonetheless keep
my Sabbaths, for this is a sign between me and you throughout your
generations, given in order that you may know that I, Yhwh, sanctify
you” (NSRV). (“Nonetheless (ʾak)” in the sentence indicates that the
Sabbath is to be observed even while the tabernacle is constructed.) Six
days of work plus one of rest follows the order of creation. Israel’s observance of that order in the Sabbath makes known to other nations
that they are God’s special people. Sabbath observance is thus a sign of
the “covenant for all time” (Exod 31:16): “It shall be a sign for all time
between Me and the people of Israel. For in six days Yhwh made
heaven and earth, and on the seventh day he ceased from work and was
refreshed” (Exod 31:17 NJPS).
In Priestly theology, God brought the world into being in a particular rhythm of work and cessation from work. Israel has the great
privilege of knowing that rhythm through experience and command-
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