THE TRIBES OF YAHWEH

One of the most exciting and edifying developments in Old Testament studies in recent years has been the rereading of the “conquest” of Canaan and the formation of the Tribes of Yahweh.  In the past one of the most difficult problems of scholars and Christians in general was the Joshua story of violent conquest under the divine mandate to kill every man, woman, and child.  Archeological research has revealed that there was no such systematic conquest of Canaan, and the Book of Judges itself indicates that the process of settlement and conquest took place over a long period of time.  Under the leadership of George Mendenhall and Norman Gottwald, a new understanding has emerged that can be summarized as “social revolution and retribalization,” a complex analysis of social, economic, political, and religious elements present in Thirteenth Century (B.C.) Palestine.  We will make use of the excellent summary found in Anthony Ceresko's book, Introduction to the Old Testament: A Liberation Perspective.


At the time when the Israelites made their way from Egypt to the Promised Land, the city-states of Canaan were themselves in turmoil due to a weakening of Egypt's hegemony on the one hand and due to the alienation of peasant farmers and other disaffected groups on the other.  Technological innovations, especially the introduction of iron for tools to clear the wooded hills and plows to work the rockier upland soil, were opening up the possibility of larger settlements in the hill country, which was not accessible to the chariots of the dominant city-states.  When the Hebrews arrived from Egypt, they were able to join with a much larger population of peasant farmers, herdsmen, and others fleeing from the oppressive city-states and settling the hill country, thus making common cause for freedom and self-determination.  This social revolution in turn found among the former Hebrew slaves socio-economic ideals and a religious ideology in support of their movement.  

The Moses group, in rejecting both the physical and psychic bondage of the Egyptian socio-political and economic system, had also abandoned the religious ideology that legitimated and reinforced that system.  In replacing the Egyptian gods, whose son the Pharaoh claimed to be, they chose, or claimed to have been chosen by, Yahweh, the god of the oppressed, a god who stands by the poor and frees those enslaved.  The religious cult they began to develop would also serve as a binding and legitimating force for the new people now being created in the hill country of Canaan.  (Ceresko, 1992:97)

This new social order was built through a process that has been called “retribalization.”  The predominant socio-economic system at that time was for urban elites to control the surrounding agricultural areas and villages so as to leave only a minimum for their subsistence and to extract as much as possible for themselves.  This has been called the Asiatic mode of production.  The aim of the Tribes of Yahweh was to resist the Asiatic mode centered in the city-states and to create a decentralized, egalitarian, tribal mode of life so that all the clans and families might have enough.  None would become wealthy and powerful and oppress and exploit the rest, and surpluses produced would not be siphoned off through tributes to urban elites. They turned back from the dominant state paradigm to a tribal paradigm for their life.


The Tribes of Yahweh found important foundations for this alternative way of life through the public worship of Yahweh and through the Covenant.  The Covenant required that each extended family have access to the basic resources for survival, particularly through the spirituality and practice of the Sabbath Day, the Sabbath Year, and the Jubilee.  The Tenth Commandment was a clear prohibition of the accumulation of property, so that they should not even desire the houses and lands of their neighbors.  Periodic assemblies provided opportunities for families and clans to meet and handle disputes, name their representatives, and maintain a wide base of power.  Periodic festivals provided opportunities for the people to “affirm, strengthen, and celebrate their unity and identity as Yahweh’s ‘chosen’ people.  For they were a people who, in adverse and trying circumstances, had found a way to come together and as a people seize control of their destiny, their future, their history.”  (Ibid. 101)


Yahwism developed, then, as “the religion of the social revolution.”  The Hebrew story of liberation from slavery in Egypt takes on new meaning in the struggle of oppressed Canaanite peoples “to free themselves from their former bondage and establish themselves in a situation in which they could maintain that freedom.”  (Ibid. 103)

The origins of Israel are most authentically read not as the inexplicable result of an arbitrary choice by a God who intervenes into the history of an ethnically and racially homogeneous people by miraculous works in a “top-down” model of divine action.  Rather, our view sees how Israel emerged as the result of one of many movements within human history of groups of people at the bottom or on the margins struggling to achieve and maintain a more just, peaceful, and free human community.  Israel was one of the few groups successful in its efforts, and part of that success is the record of the struggle, which is left as a heritage for future generations, a sign and beacon of hope to all those who long for liberation.  In this struggle, the people were responding to the call of the Spirit of God in their midst, a Spirit who invites all human beings to free themselves from every kind of bondage.  (Ibid. 103)
Yahwism was an alternative way of life--social, economic, political, religious.  It gave a transcendent dimension to the struggle of diverse, marginalized peoples to overcome the dominant mechanisms and ideologies of oppression and to create a new social order in which all would have enough.

1.  Consider ways in which Jesus and Paul continued the struggle of poor, marginalized, and oppressed people for liberation and abundant life in First Century Palestine.
2.  Consider ways in which our churches continue the struggle of poor, marginalized, and oppressed people for liberation and abundant life in the Twenty-First Century.
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