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Social Anthropology and the Uld Testament ~

Present, Past and Future.

The Old Testament is a collection of books which can be studled
from several angles. Apart from its obvious ‘interest to theologlans
and historians of religion, it is the major source for knowledge
about the ancient Hebrew language, ancient Hebrew Tiistory and law,
and ancient liebrew social. life and institutions. loreovor, while in
practice some scholars have become spécialists in only one or .two of
the latter areas mentioned, it is obvious that the theolosian or
historian of religion caunnot afford to ignore any of these areas of

gstudy.

Yet for all that the 0ld Testament is the major source for knowledge
about the ancient Ilebrews, its evideunce is fragmentary to such a degree
that it can often only be elucidated with the help of neighbouring -
disciplines, that is, by mocans of a comparative method. Biblical
Hebrew, for exauple, represents oaly a small proportlon of the Hebrew
that was spoken and written between 1200 and 200 B.C. (the approx-
imate ranse of 0ld Testawent liter ture), and it has. long ‘been the
prnctlce for languages releted to Hebrew to be used in the 1nter—
is much about Blbllcal Hebrew tnat 1s,not known. .In the ‘gphere of
history, the 0ld Testament evidence is fragmentary because the 01ld
Testament writers selected only certain events for theological comment
and ignored the rest, or because the events were the subject of re-
interpretation and re-fashioning in the light of ancieant Israel's
subsequent faith and worship. In this area, much help has been galned
from our hnouledge of ancient Hear fastern hlstory.

The fragmentary nature of the Wltness of the- Old Testaﬂent to the
life of ancient Israel is the essential basis for understanding why, at
various times in its history, 01d Testament study has shown an interest
in Social anthropology. [For while modern Social Anthropology has
Genied that its job is to reconstruct the history of man's social
institutions and beliefs, this was certainly not true of those specu-
lations and enquiries about man in community which were the necessary
forerunncrs of Social Anthropology, and which I shall also designate as
Social anthropology for thie sake of convenience in this essay. A
discipline which claimed to be able to reconsiruct the history of the
rnontal, religious and social developneat of mankiné was obviously very
attractive to scholars studying as fraguentary a source as the 0ld
Testament. On tlie other hand, the more Social Anthropolosy denied
tiat its job wag to nale such reconstructions, the less attention was
paid to it by 01d Testament scholars., In what follows, I shall sketch
briefly some of the important points of contact between 01ld Testament
study and Social Anthropology, and I shall comment on the present
state of relations between the two disciplines and suggest future
possible developments.,

The modern period of 0ld Testament study began roughly in the
second nzlf of the eighteenth century; and although scholars working
prior to this period had shown an interest in Social Anthropology, the
beginning of the modern period saw the first attempts to think carefully
about irethodology. The scholar most directly responsible for this was
the G8ttingen orientalist Johann David MNighaelis (1717 - 1701).
Michaelis was an avid reader of the accounts of travellers and the like
in the Near iast, as well as in areas including North America, and
liongolia., He was early convinced, however, that such accounts were
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largely not the work of trained observers, and that a properly-

trained expedition to the liear Last would shed light on the 01d
Testament in a way that the usual accounts of travellers and
missionaries did not. Accordingly, liichaelis urged the learued world
of liis day to mount a scholarly expedition to Arabia, and he was
rewarded with success when King Frederick V of Demmark agreed to provide
the necessary patronage and finance, The expedition set out for arabia
in 1761, and in the following year, lichaelis published one hundred
questions wiich he had addressed to the expedition.l

The expedition consisted of five membirs - a professor of
Oriental languages, a professor of Boiany, a doctor, a painter and
a surveyor., Its aims included the study of the flora of parts of
Arabia, the study of Arabic dialects, and the observition of the
customs and social life of Arabs in those parts of Arabia which were
thought to ave been most free from foreign influence. This latter
aim wouvld, it was hoped, be of particular value for understanding
social life in Cld Testament times. This is not the place to record
the adventures of the expedition, which was characterised by fearful
claslies of personality, and the tragic deaths of four out of the five
participants, Only the surveyor, Carsten Wiebuhr, survived to complete
as nuch as he could of tie expedition's work, but his achievement was
remarkable. ‘Thsreas he might easily have been written off as the least
scholarly member of the expedition and therefore the least fitted to
bring its wori to completion, it was he who was most ready to learn how
to adapt to the alicn conditions in which he found himself, hile his
two professorial colleagues uwere concerned to raintain a rivalry with
each other, and a superiority over the other members of the party, and
especially over the 'natives', Wiebuhr gained suffiicient Imowledge of
Arabic dialects (he had begun %o study Arabic under Michaelis in
G8ttingen), and gained sufficient sympathy with informers to be able
to elicit valu.ble infornation.2 :

The anthropological presuppositions underlying the expedition
are obvious. ¥First, there was the idea of the 'changeless desert!
which could sowmehow nreserve a people in a state of social equilibrium
provided that there was no-outside influeiice. Second, there was
the notion that if Arab tribesmen could be found whose material culture
reseinbled, for example, that of the 0ld Testament patriarchs (Abraham,
Iszac, and Jacob, as described in Genesis), then inferences could also
be made from the one to the other about social institutions, and even
religious belief, These presuppositions have survived into modern
01d Testament scholarship; but if, from the point of vieiww of modern
Social inthropology, these presuvpositicns were highly ruesticnable,
Fiebuhr, and before him Michaelis, already perceived souctumb of the
importance of what later came to be called fieldwork.

In the preface to one of nis accounts of the expedltlon,3
Niebuhr stressed that the tragic loss of life th~:t had been exyzrienced
should not deter subsequent expeditions. Death had occurred because
sone of his colleagues had been reluctant to adopt the 'native' diet
and way of life; they had wanted to live in western fashion in the
east. liebuhr further stressed the need not only to lkunow the language
and. to win the confidence of informants, but to listen to them without
any preconceived criticism drawn from the listener's own religious or
cultural background.

In the wake of Niebuhr's successful work, there was renewed
interest in materials frowu the east which misht illuminate the Bible.
liany accounts of travels in the east from before the time of the
Danish-sponsored expedition were published in works such as Paulus's
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Samplung® and there was a re-publication in German of the boolk by L.
alrvieux (1635 = 1702) Voysge fait par ordre du Roy Louis XIV dens

la Palestine which had first appeared posthumcusly in 1717.7 Lrvieux's
book, which originated from soize twelve years spent in the Palestine
area from 1653 ~ 1665, had been noticed by lMichaelis, who had also
recognised its value for the interpretation of the 01d Testanent.
Question 58 of the questions addressed to the expedition had asked
its members to check the accuvracy of Arvieux, and liebuhr had given a
favourable reply. If Hiebulir gave approval to a book that went back
to the mid-seventeenth century, but which was to influence the 01d
Testament research of tihe late eighteenth and early nineteenth
centuries, pewvleps its influence was excusable, But the same could nét
be said for many of the accounts that appeared in Paulus's Samalung,
soue of them being accounts going back to the sixteenth century, and
provided by missionaries and similar 'coumitted' observers., It would
seem that the lessons pointed by Niebuhr about how best to obtzin
objective inforumation were slow to be learnt. The anthropological
theor: underlying the vhole enterprise was nowhere better expressed
than in the preface to the new German edition of Arvieux. This

book, said the editor, 'accurately portrays the customs of a people
that has vpreserved the pastoral, nomadic way of life of its ancestors,
Abrahaii, Isaac and Jacob in a pure form, and free from foreign
customs', '

-In the second half of the eighteenth century there was quite a
different, but nevertheless equally important, use of theories based
on anthropology in the interpretation of the 0l1d Testament. The fons
et origo was once more GBttingen, where the classicist, Christian
Gottlob Leyne (1729 - 1812) put forward a theory of mythopoeic thoughti
Basing himself on accounts such as Carver's Tri.vels through the interior
parts of Horth America, lieyne argued that Greek myths should be under—
stood as the procduct of primitive, and thus earliest, man's attempt to
understand and describe the workincs of nature.7 Heyne's tlicories
were applied to the interpret.tion of Genesis 3 by the orientalist
Johenn Gottfried Aichhorn (1752-1827), himself a pupil of both Heyme
and lichaelis.8 iccording to Zichhorn, the story of the 'fall' of man
in Genesis 3 was a genuine account of the experiences of the first
man and woman.2 They had lived in a garden, but had become awvare of
the dangers of a certain tree because animals died after eating its
frvit. Yhen a snake ate the fruit and suiffered no harm, the man and
the woman were encouraged to do likewise. The fruit was in fact
poisonous, and it affected their physical constitution so that they
became aware for the first time of physical passion. A thunder
storn in the evening caused them to flee in terror from the garden.
This is wh:t had actually happened; the extant form of Genesis 3
with its presentation of the events in tzrms of the divine - the divine
prohibiticon against eating tie fruit, the divine expulsion from the
garden and so on-derived frow the way in which the mythopoeic thought
of earliest man had nerceived and described the events.

Dichhorn's exegesis of Genesis 3 is today a bizarre example of
what could be done even in what I have called the modern period of
01d Testament study. It does, however, represent the first positive
attempt to de-mythologize the Bible. Not for the last time was the
01d Testanent interpreted on the basis of a theory of primitive meuntality
vhich in turn depended on the accounts by travellers of 'primitives'.

The next important methodological step in the relation Between
the 01d Testament and Social Anthropology was not taken until the
latter part of the nineteenth century, when, indeed, there developed
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one of the few serious discussions among 01ld Testament scholars
about anthropological method. The protagonists were on the one
hand,  scholars who took au evolutionary view of the development of
gsocial institutions and religion, backed up by Pylor's doctrine of
survivals; and the historical, diffusionist schclars often referred
to a8 the pan-Babylonions.

One of the first 01d Testaizent scholars to atteapt to demon—~
strate the evolutionist viewpoint was W. Robertsoi Swmith in his
book Hinship and Marriagse in iiarl Arabia.l0 In this worl,
Robertson Smith argued that the earliest form of social life among the
Senites was that of the unit bound togethor by common blood and
identified with atotem amimal or object: witiiin each unit the matri-
archal principle was dominant. The argusent was backed up by an
exenplory use (or misuse!) of the doctrine of survivals (Robertson
Snith preferred the term 'relics') in which from the 01d Testaient
point of view, texts were interpreted with complete disregard for
their literary context, and a search was made of tlie 0ld Testarent
for every possible personal or group name which misht be derived from
an animal, and thus be evidence for the totemic theory.ll

In Germany, J. Wellhausen searched ancient Arabic texts,
especially those of the »re-lslanic p:riod, for survivals of
primitive Semitic reli-gion,1 and the efforts of both Wellhausen
and Hobertson Smita in the study were reinforced in the field by an
Amgrican, Samuel Ives Curtiss. Curtiss believed that it was possible
to find survivals of primitive Semitic religion in present-day (i.e.
around 19C0) Syria and Palestine, provided that certain criteria were
applied, TFirst, to be primitive, a religious belief or practice should
be contrary to Christianity or Islam. Second, it siould, if possible,
be found in areas where both Christianity and Islam normally held
sway., Third, it should correspond with what had been discovered from
the ancient literary sources. Curtiss's field researches were embodied
in a book entitled Primitive Semitic ielizion TOGQXIB, one of whose
main assusiptions was that religions lilke Christianity and Islam were
merely a veneer spread thinly over pecpleswho in fact bore witness to
the sort of religion practised by the ancestors of the ilebrews some
2,00u vears before Christ. The findings of .obsrtson 3Smith, Jell-
hausen and Curtiss greatly ianfluenced the reconsitruction of the history
of Israelite religion. The ancient Hebrews were comonly represented
as passing through animism and polytheism to monotheism, and their
social developnent was classified as first nomadic, then agriculturalist,
and then urbanised.

This oicture of ancient Hebrew life and religious belief was
challenged by the pan=Babylonian school, us were the assuwptions on
which it rested.l4 The sciiool, of course, arose from the publication
from roughly 1470 onwards of the recently-discovared cuneiform texts
from ancient liesopotamia, texts which for the first time provided
first-hand kncwledge of ancient Assyria and Babylonia. The evolution-
ist school deliberately ignored these texts on the grounds that although

hey were undcuvtedly anciens, they were not prinitive. The Semitic
culture of lesopotamia had beeir buillt on the foundations of the
earli:r non-Semitic Sumcerian culture, and it was pr:fzrable to use the
nuch later 'purer' evidence from Arabia for the interpretation of the
early parts of 01d Testanent than the 'impure' liesopotamian evidence,
even thouzii the lattor ante-dated or was contenporary witl the
enrliest parts of the 0ld Testament. '

[N
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The pan-Babylonians, on the oth.:r hand, argued that it was
impossible to ignore the newly-discovered history of the ancient world
in 01d Testaient times, especially as the 01d Testaent itself claimed
that its forebears had originated from l:esopotamnia., They cihallenged
the notion of the changeless desert, which was so imnortant a part of
the evolutionary arguwient. The fact that tle history of the Arabian
desert was unknomn Jid not mean thet it hod had no history; and the
nan-Babylonians, on the basis of .ssyrian texts, posited the existence
of a powerful North Arebian kingdom of Husri, which had exerted in-
fluence on the iiebrews in ancient tines. Furth-r, the pan-Bab;lonians
ruestioned the doctrine of survivols as it was used to ieéconatruct the
prinitive Semitic religion. TFar from being survivals, the practices
adduced by Curtiss and the others were degenerations from an advanced
vattern of culture that bad spread from Babylon in ancient times, and
had affected thie whole of the ancient l:ear sast. It was a mistale
to imagine that Chricstianity and Islam wore the veneer spread over a
folk religion which had its rcots in primitive times. Christianity,
Islan and Judaism had themselves arisen out of the remains of the
ancient Babyloniaun culture pattern.ld

In view of the fact thut the doctrine of survivals for the
~urpose of historical reconstruction has been gensrally discredited
in the present ¢entury, it would appear that the pan-Babylonians
were closer to .a sound methodology tian their opponents: though
nresunably few today would accept their exarger.ted theories of culture
patterns and diffusion. In the eyes of 0ld Testaient schiolars, the
pan-Babylonians took such extireime standpoints on other issues that
their whole position was disregarded. For example, they adopted an
astral/mythological view of the origin of ancient historical texts,

a view which 4t its mo0:t extreue derived the Fassion Narrative of the
Gospels from the Lpic of Gilamesh, whiclhi in turn was ultimately based
on speculations about the sun and moon and other heavenly bodies.
Arailn, subsennent research has shown that their claims about the
ancient North Arabian kinjdom of IHusri were unfounded.

Perhans in the debate between the evolutionists and the pan-
Babylonians, the issues were too much polarised; but st least the
issues were recognised. In subsequent 0ld Testarent scholarship,
there has been a tendency to ignore the methodological iszues, and to
have one's cake and eat it. Thus rany scholars have roccognised the
importance of the Babylonian material and of setting the 01d ‘estament
in its historical background, yet they have continued to use the doc-
trine of survivals and to observe contemporary Bedouin in order to under-
stand parts of the 01d Testaent. If they have used a cultural model,
vhetlier consciously or unconsciously, it has been one in which centres
of civilisation like Babylon, tgypt, Ugarit and even the Palestinian
city states are seen as having generated spheres of cultural in-
flrence, but these spheres did-not cover the entire ancient iear
Hast; there were numercus 'gaps', and in these gaps, peoples like the
forbears of the ancient Hebrews lived, largely untouched by the hisgher
cultures of the area, so that it remains legitimate to deduce social
and religious facts cbout these people from latcer peoples such as
bedouin Arab tribes who have sinila:ly, so the tueory would suppose,
had mininmal contact with more advanced culture.

"Thethsr this model is an adequate one in the lisht of tue
evidence available, is perhaps somecthing that cultural anthropologists
could tell 01d Testament swpecialists. Jhat is ceitain is that more
evidence relevant to the construction of a more adequate model if
one be needed, can be expected to be forthcoming. The pan-Babylonians
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may have been wrong about Musri, but North Arabia has yst to be system-
atically excavated, and if and when this can be done, the 'change~
less desert' theory may have to retreat a little further,l

I now turn to the preseant century, and to the contemporary use
by Old Testament study of material or theories derived from Social '
Anthropology, and this can perhaps be best done by making comments under
several headings. - v

The doctrine of survivals

Although often e¢lothed in sophisticated quasi-historical dress,
the doctrine of survivals continues to be used for historial re~
construction. A noteworthy exanple is the 'God of the Pathers'
theory of the German scholar Albrecht Alt.17 Alt uses inscriptions
found in various parts of Arabia, anddting from the centuries
immediately preceeding the Christian era, to reconstruct the religion
of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, who are usually dated in the 18th
century B.C. by 01ld Testament scholars. The method used supposes that
the religion implied in the phrases 'the god of X' (X being a man's
name) in the inscriptions, can be used to understand phrases such as
Ythe God of Abraham' in Genesis 28: 13. The biblical phrases are
treated as survivals, and are removed completely from their context.
Interpreted in the light of the much later inscriptions, they allow us
to reconstruct the religion of the. patriarchs. In fact, we know next
to nothing about the people who wrote the inscriptions, and data which
might support the comparison is almest wholly lacking. '

Primitive mentality

Theories of primitive mentality or of nythopoeic thought
derived directly or indirectly from Social Anthropology have been
greatly influential in modern 01d Testament Studies. Lévy-Bruhl's
theories of pre-logical thought have become the main-stay of the
theory of ‘'corporate personality' which was first advanced among
014 Testaoment scholars_by H. Wheeler Robinson. Although, as I
have argued elsewhere,~® the notion of 'corporate personality' as
understood in 01d Testament study is complex and ambiguous, and
in some of its facets is not to be dismissed out of hand, the
following quotation from ‘/heeler itobinson indicates its more
questionable nature,

"Thore is a fluidity of conception, a possibility of swift
‘transition from the one to the many, and vice versa, to which

our thought and language have no real parallel. ‘Then we do
honour today to the "Unkmown Warrior”, we can clearly distinguish
between the particular soldier buried in the AbLey and the great
nultitude of whom we have consciously made him the representative.
But that clearness of distinction would have been lacking to an
earlier world,. prior to the development of the modern sense of
personality.'i9

In a different connection, 0ld Testawnent scholarship has used a
theory based on Cassirer's interpretation of largely pre~fieldwork
evidence in Kantian epistemological terms. The position expounded
in the second volune of Cassirer's fhilosophy of Symbolic Forms
was taken up in the symposiun of essays entitled Before Philosophye
These essays, which describe the thouzht of the ancient Near iast,

20
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have as their theme the view that in the ancient Near Zast, man did
not experience the phenomenal world as an 'it' but as a 'thou'; or

to use theological jargon, what was believed to be the divine was
always experienced as immanent in nature and never as something
transcendent. Curiously enough, 0ld Testament scholars have used

this theory about how ancient Near Bastern man experienced the world
of nature, not to explain, but rather as a: foil to the ancient Iebrevws.
It has been argued that the Lebrews experienced the world of nature

in a quite different way from their neighbours, and th:t in this lies
their uniqueness.21 But in the whole operation, there has bsen a

good deal of confusion between epistemology and psychology, and

it has not been satisfactorily explained how the mental processes

of the liebrews came to be so different from those of their neighbours,
quite apart from the questions of whether Ca531rer s 9051t10n is tenable
and can be applied to thé ancient Wear Bast.: :

It is impossible to dlscuss'prlmltlve mentality without nention-
ing the influence of I'razer's theories of magic in 0ld Testament study.
These are still widely held, in their most crudely causative form, by

many 01d Testament scholars. The latter are largely unaware of the
recent eiphasis by Social Anthropologists on the syibolic and expressive
aspects of magic, nor has the obvious question been asked 2s to how
life would have been possible if ancient peoples thought that like was
affecting like all the time, Closely allied to causative vieuws of
magic has been the stress on the ritual theory of myth, ond the magical
(1 e. causative) function of myth and ritual performance. In this
connection, diffusionism has also been strong. Certain schools of 01d
Testament scholdrshlp have argued that in ancient Babylon, myth and
ritual (mas ;ical) rites were performed, and that this must also have
been true for the cities of ancient Israel by diffusion of a Babylonian
culture pattern.

Terminology for social units.

If people know nothing else about the 01d Testament, they mow
that there were once twelve tribes of Israel, But what is a tribe?
This is a question which, as I understand it, could not be easily
answered by anthropologists; and the truth of the matter probably
is that the term tribe has been applied to phenomena of such com-
plexity in the history of anthropology, that wrong comparisons have
been made, and that a much nore sophisticated terminology is re-
quired.22 01d Testament scholars szem to be such more confident
than social anthropologists that they know what tribes avd clans are,
and the scholarly liter.ture abounds with attempts to recounstruct
the history of the tribes before their settlement in ancient Palestine,
in spite of the fact that it is also widely conceded that in one
sense many of the groups did not become tribes until after they had
become settled. A4 further common mistake made in 0ld Testament
‘study is to confuse the classifications and descriptions of social
structure that would be made by a trained observer, with the temms
for social structure used among the people observed. Thusg it is
usually accepted that in order to understand ancient Hebrew social
structurs, all one has to do is to analyse the relevant Hebrew
vocabulary, in spite of the fact ti:at when this is done, a good deal
of inconsistency and overlapping is found. It then often haipens
that a scholar puts forward a consistent scheme for interpreting the
data, said to come. from an 'early' period of ancient Israel's life,
and the inconsistencies are then explained in torms of developuent -
or breaking down of the 'earlier' system.
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I think that encugh has now been said about the modern position
of the use by 0ld Testament scholars of data from .ocial Anthropology.
At this point, Having been critieal by 1mpllcatlon about my colleagues
and fellow-workers, I feel that I must come to their defence. If
the picture that I have presented strikes the Bocial anthropologist
as appalling, I hope that he will allow that the desands made on the
01d Testauent scholar are in fact enormous, involving as they do the
mastery of several ancient Semitic languages, the classical languages
and modern languages, not to mention Theology and Ancient History.
Further, current Old Testament study is based on foundations that go
back a long way, and the amount of reading to be done to become
acquainted with the diseipline ds‘such is daunting., Howevor, if I
defend my colleagues, 1 do not necessarily excuse thewm. ihether we
like it or not, we are going to have to recognise that in areas.in
which 014 Testament study impinges on Social Anthropology, enough is
going to have to be known about the latter b; some 01ld Testanent
specialists to prevent fulse models from being employed. If 01ld
Testament scholarship has fto become even more fragmented and special=~
ised within itself, this will be an 1nev1table outcome of the advance
in knowledge. ,

This brings me briefly to the future. The most interesting
thing about the future is that recently, one or two social anthropolo-
gists have shown an interest in the 01d Testament. One thinks parti-
cularly of Professor Llary Douglas23 and Professor &Zdrnund Leach.

From the 0ld Testament angle, Douglas's contribution has been the wore
helpful, because she has done her 01ld Teéstament homeworl: more
thoroughly than Leach, although the latter's contributions are always
stimulating, if nothing else.é5 If social anthropologists wish to
write further about the 01d Testament, it is wvery much to be hoped
that they will seek the ready cooperation which would undoubtedly core
from the 01d Testament side.

In the opposite direction, there is, of course, much to be done
by 01d Testament scholars themselves. Tor example, they are best
placed to examine the history of tleir discipline, and to expose tle
anthropological assumptions on which it is based. There will in
future, however, be much for Old Testament scholars to learn froy,
social anthropologists about such subjects as magic, ritual, wmyth
and sacrifice. Also, there is a desperate need for an expert in kin-
ship systems and cultLral anthropology to examine, together with an-
01d Testaizent scholar, the kinship systems of the 0ld Testament, as
well as the models used for the general inte srpretation of the llfe
of the ancient liebrews in their historical and cultural setting.

It would be of importance if such an invéstigation discovered that

in fact the evidence was insufficient to allow any {irm conclusions .
to be drawn. After all, Bvans-Pritcherd has defined the task of Social
Anthropology -as the study 'of social behaviour, generally in in-
stitutionalized forms .... either in contemporaneous societies or

in historical societies for which thore is adequate information of

the kind to make such studies feasible.'26 1t would do no harn, and
immense good to 0 01d Testament study to know more clearly, if necessary,
the limite of what it can lmow asbout the ancient Hebrews.

John Rogerson
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