
THE "CONTEXTUAL METHOD": SOME WEST SEMITIC REFLECTIONS

K. Lawson Younger, Jr.

Let's go back for a moment 200 years — instead of 3000 years or more (i.e., about 1800 CE). Suppose biblical
scholars gathered for an august conference like this and wanted to discuss the context out which the Hebrew Bible
arose. What could they discuss? Not much. The earliest manuscripts of the Hebrew Bible are not even a millennium
old at that point. The Old Greek or Septuagint offered a small window into a much earlier understanding, but this
was more like a tiny porthole at the water-line at best. A few classical writers could be investigated, e.g. Herodotus
or Josephus. But again these were only very tiny portholes at the water-line and ones with a large amount of seaweed
stuffed in them! A recent article by Steven Holloway illustrates this. Investigating the various interpretations of the
identification of "Pul" in 2 Kings 15:19-20, he documents that among biblical commentators and historians of the
ancient world writing prior to 1850, Pul was universally recognized as the first Assyrian conqueror to trouble Israel,
followed immediately by Tiglath-pileser (i.e., two separate kings).1 Today, we know that Tiglath-pileser III was Pul,
though there is still some discussion among Assyriologists concerning the etymology and use of the name Pul.2 In
1800, there was not one single known extrabiblical Hebrew inscription. Egyptian hieroglyphics were known, but not
yet deciphered. In fact, the Rosetta Stone was still in Egypt in French hands. Cuneiform inscriptions, for the most
part, still lay in the ground in Mesopotamia.

Fortunately, all that situation of the early 1800's has dramatically changed. Today a number of persons or events
of the Hebrew Bible are attested in extrabiblical materials; in fact, one may even be pictured (Jehu on the Black
Obelisk — though some scholars believe it is only Jehu's emissary that is pictured).3 In addition, we may have seals
or seal impressions of some biblical characters like Baruch, the scribe of Jeremiah.4 A newly published ostracon
mentions a king 3Ashyahu — Joash or Josiah.5 The Ketef Hinnom Amulet scrolls provide the earliest attestation of
a biblical text, recording a version of the Aaronic blessing at the end of Numbers 6.6

Discoveries in the last two decades in Syria alone have been impressive and insightful: Ebla and Emar are
noteworthy; so too the number of Assyrian, Old Aramaic, Phoenician and hieroglyphic Luwian inscriptions; and
more tablets from Mari, Ugarit and Alalah have been discovered and/or published. And thankfully, we possess much
better readings of some of the texts discovered earlier in the twentieth century due to the photographic efforts of
B. Zuckerman, W. T. Pitard, T. J. Lewis, A. G. Vaughn, et al.

Yet in the same two decades of these discoveries in Syria, Biblical Studies has moved from author-oriented readings
of the Hebrew Bible, to text-oriented readings, to reader-oriented readings. Today, different methodologies jockey
for the pole position. Increasingly, biblical literary critics are turning their attention to the relationship between text
and reader and to the social context of the reader's "production of meaning." At its most extreme, such literary
criticism treats biblical literature in even greater isolation from its cultural environment, with the entire interpretive
transaction taking place between the Bible and the modern reader. This approach, as Simon Parker has recently
observed,7 puts the reader rather one-sidedly in control of the literature, conforming it to the categories and interests
of current criticism without regard to the categories and interests of ancient literature. Rather than seeking to let the
literature of ancient Israel address us on its own terms — however remote from ours and however we may finally
judge them — it too easily makes of biblical literature a reflection of our own concerns at the end of the twentieth
century, whether secular or theological.8

1 S. W. Holloway, "The Quest for Sargon, Pul, and Tiglath-Pileser in the 19th Century," in Mesopotamia and the Bible: Comparative
Explorations (JSOTSup 341; ed. by M. W. Chavalas and K. L. Younger, Jr.; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 2002) 68-87. This essay
demonstrates some of the dangers of "biblicizing" ancient texts by forcing on them features drawn from the Bible. For a discussion of this
problem, see J. M. Sasson, "Two Recent Works on Mari," AfO 27 (1980) 127-135.

1 That the names Tiglath-pileser {Tukulti-apil-Esarra) and Pul (Pulu) were used to designate a single ruler is no longer seriously called in
question. For a further discussion, see COS 2:285, n. 21.

3 For the text, see the Black Obelisk, Epigraph 2 (COS 2.113F), For the relief, see ANEP figs. 351-355.
4 See COS 2.10k.
5 See COS 2.50.
6 See COS 2.83.
7 S. B. Parker, Stories in Scripture and Inscriptions. Comparative Studies on Narratives in Northwest Semitic Inscriptions and the Hebrew Bible

(New York/Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997) 4.
8 Ibid. In addition to these two factors, Parker points out a third factor, a religious factor. Since the Bible is a direct communication from God
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xxxvi The Context of Scripture, III

But undoubtedly the response of ancient audiences to many of the features of the ancient documents must have been
different from ours. Their rhetoric was designed to create a certain impression on the hearer or reader, and that
impression is lessened or confused by a reader's ignorance of the ancient rhetorical devices and the presuppositions
that these texts employ. Some apprehension of the ancient culture and social environment that their rhetoric
presupposed and addressed — in which the composer made his or her choices — is essential for fulfilling the role
of "implied reader."

Please don't misunderstand me. The different reading strategies employed today have provided many new and valua-
ble insights — some to greater or lesser degrees. And I am not interested in this essay devolving into a discussion
of philosophical hermeneutics.9 But in most cases, these readings, especially the reader-oriented ones, are fundamen-
tally ahistorical. Some even violate the integrity of the text.10 Thus there is little interest in comparative analyses with
ancient Near Eastern texts among many biblical scholars.

At the same time as the rise of reader-oriented readings, there has been a trend within biblical scholarship to date
all biblical materials to the Persian or Hellenistic periods. This has had an obvious impact on how certain scholars
view the relevance of much of the ancient Near Eastern data now at our disposal. Some scholars may question
whether they should really purchase The Context ofScripturel Now if they are questioning that because of the price,
well that's understandable. But if they are questioning whether it is important for Hebrew Bible scholars to bother
reading any of these texts, that's another issue.

Unfortunately, some past comparative studies have indulged in great excesses in over-emphasizing the comparisons.
This indiscriminate use of the comparative method has especially occurred when new discoveries are first published
and such excesses undercut the importance of the comparative process.11 Over-emphasis for agenda reasons also
undermines legitimate comparisons. In this regard, Ugarit has perhaps been the most abused of all the ancient Near
Eastern materials.12 In a newly published book, Mark Smith has compiled a history of interpretation of the Ugaritic
materials which demonstrates many of these abuses.13 In a number of instances, scholars have been too quick in
attempting to do comparative study without allowing time to fully establish the proper reading and understanding of
the newly discovered text.

In spite of some of these trends and factors, it seems apparent — at least to me — that one of the best ways to
improve one's literary competence in reading the Hebrew Bible is to read as much of the literature under
consideration as possible within the Bible, but also and especially within the ancient Near East. Adequate
understanding, explanation, and assessment of ancient texts require attention to all dimensions of the text — literary
and historical, internal and external, intellectual and social.

Historians who recognize the literary character of the written narratives gain access to ancient Israel's intellectual
and social world in a way denied to those who read them naively as direct representations of past events or who
dismiss them altogether as historical sources because they do not provide documentary evidence. The former produce
"histories" that simply retell the stories of the Bible, while the latter produce histories that ignore the richest material
for reconstructing — to use Philip Davies' term with a little tongue and cheek — "historic" Israel.14

Over the last one hundred and fifty years, questions of how to handle the "parallels" between the biblical text and
the ancient Near Eastern materials have received different answers. On the one hand, some scholars have been guilty

to us, many believe that "the Bible must be comprehensible on its own, without having to read the literature of cultures that Israel — indeed God
— condemned. In addition, some feel an anxiety about discovering the Bible's human dimension or historical rootedness, which, in their view,
might lessen the divine character of the message" (S. B. Parker, "The Ancient Near Eastern Literary Background of the Old Testament," in The
New Interpreter's Bible [ed. by L. E. Keck; Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1994] 228-243, esp. p. 229.

9 For some common sense remarks, see A. Berlin, "A Search for a New Biblical Hermeneutics: Preliminary Observations," in The Study of
the Ancient Near East in the Twenty-First Century (ed. by J. S. Cooper and G. M. Schwartz; Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 1996) 195-207.

10 An example can be see in J. C. Exum, "Feminist Criticism: Whose Interests Are Being Served?" in Judges and Method. New Approaches
in Biblical Studies (ed. by G. A. Yee; Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1995) 65-90, esp. 83-88. Her interpretation ends up being the opposite of
what the text actually says!

11 The tendency has been to overemphasize the importance of new discoveries to the Old Testament, and then when the flaws become obvious,
approach comparative data from the standpoint of skepticism, causing many to completely ignore comparative material altogether. See J. J. M.
Roberts, "The Ancient Near Eastern Environment," in The Hebrew Bible and its Modern Interpreters (ed. by D. Knight and G. Tucker;
Philadelphia: Fortress, 1985) 96.

12 On the current status of Ugaritic studies, see W. G. E. Watson and N. Wyatt, editors, Handbook of Ugaritic Studies (HdO, Erste Abteilung:
Der Nahe und Mittlere Osten 39; Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1999) = HUS; and its review by D. Pardee, "Ugaritic Studies at the End of the 20th
Century," BASOR 320 (2000) 49-86.

13 M. S. Smith, Untold Stories: The Bible and Ugaritic Studies in the Twentieth Century (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2001); and "Ugaritic
Studies and the Hebrew Bible, 1968-1998 (with an Excursus on Judean Monotheism and the Ugaritic Texts)," in Congress Volume. Oslo 1998
(VTSup 80; ed. by A. Lemaire and M. Sasb0; Leiden: Brill, 2000) 327-355.

14 According to Davies, "historic" Israel would be the Israel referred to in ancient Near Eastern inscriptions from its first occurrence in the
Merenptah Stela down to the Assyrian sources of the first millennium. See P. R. Davies, In Search of "Ancient Israel" (JSOTSup 148; Sheffield:
Sheffield Academic Press, 1992).
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Younger: The "Contextual Method": Some West Semitic Reflections xxxvii

of overstressing the parallels, a type of "parallelomania,"15 while others — often in reaction to the excesses of the
former — have downplayed the parallels to the point of ignoring clear, informative correlations, producing a type
of "parallelophobia."16 One scholar has actually argued that Israel was so unique among the peoples of the ancient
Near East that it is unnecessary to do any comparative study!17 Interesting, isn't it, that a comparative argument can
be used to dismiss the need of doing comparative analyses!18

The fact is that presuppositions often shape the comparative evaluation. Some scholars emphasize the Old Testament's
similarity to and continuity with ancient Near Eastern literature. In this way they seek to demonstrate that the Old
Testament is authentic or, on the other hand, that it is merely a product of its environment. Other scholars emphasize
the Hebrew Bible's divergence from and contrast with its background. In this, they seek to demonstrate that it is
absolutely different or, on the other hand, that each of the ancient Near Eastern literatures should be appreciated on
its merits, not just in comparison with the others.19

In this light, the importance of William W. Hallo's work in proposing a balanced approach — a "contextual
method"20 — that seeks to observe both comparisons as well as contrasts in the literature of the ancient Near East
and the Hebrew Bible is paramount. The best comparative studies recognize that the literature of the ancient Near
East was produced not only out of a particular culture but also out of a larger literary tradition, and that comparison
with other literature that is similar within that tradition — serving the same purpose, using the same structure, or
referring to the same subject — reveals certain aspects of a text that might remain hidden.21 Moreover, this can serve
as a counterbalance to speculation derived from the analysis of one text in isolation. A contextual study may lessen
the conjectural element in historical analysis, as well as lessen the subjective element in literary criticism by exposing
what is traditional, conventional, or generic in a story. In other words, a contextual approach may produce the genre
"expectations" necessary to read the biblical text competently. While excessive concentration on similarities or
differences among texts distorts any conclusions about their relationship, giving due weight to both contributes to the
understanding and explanation — both of the individual texts and of the features they share with others.

A Four-pronged Assessment Process

In the development of criteria for the evaluation of parallels, the keyword must be "caution." I believe that balance
in the evaluation of the evidence is achieved through the assessment of propinquity along four lines: linguistic,
geographic, chronological, and cultural (not necessarily in this order). A parallel that is closer to the biblical material
in language, in geographic proximity, in time, and culture is a stronger parallel than one that is removed from the
biblical material along one or more of these lines. That does not mean that a parallel further removed is not relevant
evidence. There may be circumstances that strengthen its relevance. For instance, one mitigating factor along the
chronological axis is that of a medium for the transmission of tradition. Thus, in the conservative ancient Near East,
if there was a clear medium by which a more ancient tradition could accurately be transmitted to a later time period,
then the relevance of that parallel may be increased in the evaluation process. This means, for example, that a
Sumerian parallel may be more relevant along the chronological axis then it first appears.

By implementing such a four-pronged assessment process, caution signs may appear that slow down the tendency
to over-state the evidence. For the problem with the traditional comparative approach, as Dennis Pardee has pointed
out, is not that it compares or contrasts, but that it sometimes begins comparing with distant parallels rather than with
the proximate ones, or that it does not nuance its use of comparisons with distant entities, or that it is selective,
choosing only those comparisons which favor a certain thesis.22

I would like to illustrate this by looking at a curse formula that involves the "baking of bread in an oven" which
parallels Leviticus 26:26. The texts are:

15 E.g., see M. Dahood, Psalms (AB; Doubleday, ). For the term parallelomania, see S. Sandmel, "ParaHelomania," JBL 81 (1962) 1-13.
16 R. Ratner and B. Zuckerman, "'A Kid in Milk?': New Photographs of KTU 1.23, Line 14," HUCA 57 (1986) 15-60, esp. p. 52.
17 R. J. Thompson argues that because Israel was unique in the ancient Near East (Israel alone developed real historiography), the relevance

of the comparative material is questionable (Moses and the Law in a Century of Criticism Since Graf [Leiden: E. I. Brill, 1972] 118-120).
18 For further discussion, see K. L. Younger, Jr., Ancient Conquest Accounts: A Study of Ancient Near Eastern and Biblical History Writing

(JSOTSup 98. Sheffield: Sheffield University Press, 1990) 52-53.
19 Parker, The New Interpreter's Bible, 234.
20 "Biblical History in its Near Eastern Setting: The Contextual Approach," in SIC 1:1-12; "Compare and Contrast: the Contextual Approach

to Biblical Literature," in SIC 3:1-30; The Book of the People (Brown Judaic Studies 225; Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1991) chapter 2: "The
Contextual Approach."

21 Ibid. Parker states: "A just comparison gives due weight to both commonalities and differences and seeks to explain both — as respectively
part of the common culture Israel shared with its neighbors and antecedents, or as part of the particular culture or sub-culture of the individual
work — or indeed of the creativity of its author(s)."

22 D. Pardee, "Review of SIC 2," JNES 44 (1985) 220-222, esp. p. 221. For some further methodological discussion, see S. Talmon, "The
'Comparative Method' in Biblical Interpretation — Principles and Problems," VTSup 29 (1977) 320-356; M. Malul, The Comparative Method
in Ancient Near Eastern and Biblical Legal Studies (Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener Verlag, 1990) 13-78.
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xxxviii The Context of Scripture, III

A. The Tel Fakhariyah Inscription (c. 850-825 BCE)23

Aramaic
{22)wmDh . nswn . Ppn . btnwr . Ihm .

wDl . ymPnh
(22) And may one hundred women24 bake bread in an oven,

but may they not fill it.

Akkadian
(35) 1 ME a-pi-a-te la-a il-<sam>-la-a (36)NINDU [var. possibly la-a u-<ma>-la-a]15

May one hundred women bakers not be able to fill an oven.

B. The Sefire Treaty (IA.24) (c. 760-740 BCE)26

Kaufman 1982

wsbc bnth y°pn b° °t Ihm
w3/ ymPn

And should his seven daughters bake bread in an oven(?),
but not fill (it).

Fitzmyer 1995; COS 2.82

wsbc bkth yhkn bst Ihm
wDl yhrgn

and should seven hens(?) go looking for food,
may they not kill(?) (anything)!

C. The Bukan Inscription (c. 725-700 BCE)27

wsbU)c . nsn . yDpw . btnr . hd [.]
wD/ . ymP^why .

And may seven (7) women bake (bread) in one oven,
but may they not fill (8) it.

D. Leviticus 26:26

besibrl Idkem matteh lehem
weDdpu ceser naslm lahm'kem Vtannur ^ehad
wehesibii lahm'kem bammisqal
waDakaltem
wel6D tisbacu

When I break your staff of bread,
then ten women shall bake your bread in one oven,
and they shall dole out your bread by weight,
and you will eat,
but not be satisfied.

The ancient Near Eastern texts are arranged in chronological order. They all come from Old Aramaic texts —
although the Tel Fakhariyah inscription is a bilingual and each text exhibits some dialectal traits. Thus on the

23 COS 2.34. Since the curse under consideration comes from the second part of the inscription, it is unaffected by diachronic issues related
to the inscription's sources. For discussion of these, see C. Leonhard, "Die literarische Struktur der Bilingue vom Tell Fakhariyeh," WZKM 85
(1995) 117-79; S. B. Parker, "The Composition and Sources of Some Northwest Semitic Royal Inscriptions," SEL 16 (1999) 49-62, esp. 50-82.

24 On the unusual form nswn, see S. A. Kaufman, "Reflections on the Assyrian-Aramaic Bilingual from Tell-Fakhariyeh," Maarav 3 (1982)
137-175, esp. p. 169; and J. W. Wesselius, "Review of Abou Assaf, Bordreuil and Millard 1982," BiOr 40 (1983) col. 182.

25Pardee and Biggs state: "Since most double consonants in this text are not written double, an emendation to «-< ma > -la-a seems more likely.
The line would then read 1 ME a-pi-a-te <NINDA> la-a u-<ma>-la-a NINDU 'a hundred woman bakers will not be able to fill an oven with
bread.'" See D. Pardee and R. D. Biggs, "Review of Abou Assaf, Bordreuil and Millard 1982," JNES43 (1984) 253-257, esp. p. 257. The Bukan
inscription makes the first emendation < N I N D A > unnecessary since it leaves out Ihm (probably an ellipsis).

26 CO.S2.82; £4/2:238-274, 342; 55/2:18-5; S. A. Kaufman, "Reflections on the Assyrian-Aramaic Bilingual from Tell-Fakhariyeh," Maarav
3 (1982) 137-175; A. Lemaire and J.-M. Durand, Les inscriptions arameennes de Sfire et VAssyrie de Shamshi-ilu (Geneva/Paris: Librairie Droz,
1984); J. A. Fitzmyer, The Aramaic Inscriptions of Sefire (Biblica et Orientalia 19a; Rev. ed; Rome: Biblical Institute, 1995).

27 COS 3.89.
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Younger: The "Contextual Method": Some West Semitic Reflections xxxix

linguistic axis they are more or less equal. While they all come from the general chronological range of c. 850-700
BCE, there is approximately one hundred and fifty years between the Tel Fakhariyah inscription and the Bukan
inscription. Geographically, the Sefire text would be closest and the Bukan text the furtherest away (coming from
the state of the Manneans in what is today modern Iran). However, there are difficulties with the reading of the
Sefire text (note the differences between Kaufman and Fitzmyer — both scholars recognize the problems in the
reading of this line). Thus this text is a significantly weaker parallel, if it is a parallel at all. Culturally, it is
important to note that, as Biggs has pointed out, this curse formula appears to be West Semitic in origin. There do
not appear to be any clear Akkadian parallels.28 So on the cultural axis, there is basic equality. But in the contextual
analysis, its differences must be noted too. In this regard, on closer inspection, none of the Old Aramaic texts is an
exact parallel to the Leviticus passage. In fact, there are slight differences between all the texts. Therefore, it would
be wrong, in my opinion, to argue for a direct borrowing on the part of the Hebrew Bible from any of these
inscriptions. Moreover, it would be wrong to argue for a particular date for the passage in Leviticus based on this
comparison. It appears that there were some stock West Semitic curse formulae that could be drawn from in the
composition of curse passages and that these could be adapted to the particular needs of the ancient writers. In the
case of the biblical writer, the apodosis of the curse is modified. In the Old Aramaic texts, the result is that the
women baking bread in a single oven may not fill the oven (in spite of all their efforts to do so). This may, in turn,
imply a resultant hunger. In the case of Leviticus 26:26, the apodosis does not emphasize the inability to fill the
oven, but a resultant hunger in spite of baking and eating. By comparison and contrast, a deeper understanding and
appreciation of the nuance of the biblical passage is obtained.

I do not intend to suggest by this example that the process of evaluating ancient Near Eastern parallels by means of
propinquity will be an easy process. There will be immediate disagreement among biblical scholars regarding the
date of the biblical texts that are being evaluated along the chronological axis (some arguing for early dates, others
for late dates). Such a difficulty might be overcome by suggesting a range of dates for the biblical material, though
this ultimately will not solve the problem. On the other hand, by evaluating the evidence along multiple axes, there
is the possibility of "a preponderance of the evidence" which could help minimize some of the disagreement.

Generally the geographic axis and linguistic axis will not be difficult, though certain texts will vex scholarly
consensus along linguistic lines (e.g. the Deir cAlla texts).29 But some difficulties in evaluation may arise along the
cultural axis. An example is the relationship between the Ugaritic texts and Canaanite culture. The question whether
the Ugaritic texts should be considered exemplars of Canaanite literature, i.e., literature from the same cultural milieu
as found in the southern Levant, has been debated off and on for decades. It would appear to me that in this case
a balanced view, such as expressed by Wayne Pitard30 that stresses both the cultural continuity and individual
distinctives of the southern Canaanite and Israelite contexts, is the best way forward.

Additional Considerations

Besides the assessment of the evidence along lines of propinquity, there are other items which need to be kept in
mind. Some of the following items may seem to be issues of common sense. But unfortunately this has not always
prevailed. The fact is that when people evaluate parallels, they act as mediators between the observed contexts. Thus
since it relies on mediators, the shaping of comparisons will always be a subjective enterprise, and its goal will
always seem apologetic.31 If we want it to be more than just intuition, there must be certain reasonable controls
implemented. Also, this is by no means intended as an exhaustive list — these are items which come most
immediately to mind in terms of areas of abuse.

1. The evaluation of parallels should generally be based on parallel types or genres. Thus we should compare
epistles with epistles and not epistles and epic poetry.32 However, one must be cautious not to apply an overly
strict view of genre, since modern categories may not reflect the ancient types. It would be very unfortunate
to eliminate legitimate comparative data simply on the basis of modern literary assumptions. Furthermore,
there may be instances where it is very beneficial to note comparisons and contrasts between two disparate
genres. But as a general rule and cautionary control, generic considerations should be observed, and where
there are differences these should be noted and weighed in the evaluation of the evidence.

28 Pardee and Biggs, JNES 43 (1984) 255. For a discussion of the Old Aramaic curses in these inscriptions (except for the Bukan inscription),
see K. J. Cathcart, "The Curses in Old Aramaic Inscriptions," in Studies McNamara, 140-152.

29 See B. A. Levine, "The Deir cAlla Plaster Inscriptions," COS 2.27.
30 W. T. Pitard, "Voices from the Dust: the Tablets from Ugarit and the Bible," in Mesopotamia and the Bible: Comparative Explorations

(JSOTSup 341; ed. by M. W. Chavalas and K. L. Younger, Jr.; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 2002) 250-274.
31 J. M. Sasson, "About 'Mari and the Bible,'" RA 92 (1998) 91-123, esp. p. 91.
32 In this regard, a recent statement by Dennis Pardee is very interesting. Concerning the nature of the Hebrew Bible and Ugaritic corpora, he

states: "... the two corpora are, therefore almost mirror-images of each other: there is very little narrative poetry in the Hebrew Bible but much
narrative prose, while in Ugaritic there is very little poetry that does not have a narrational structure and nothing comparable to most of the
Pentateuch and Former Prophets in the Bible." See D. Pardee, "Review of Simon B. Parker, editor, Ugaritic Narrative Poetry (trans, by M. S.
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xl The Context of Scripture, HI

2. It is very important that the ancient text actually contains the reading that we think it contains. A favorite
explanation for Exod 23:19 (34:26; Deut 14:21) "you shall not boil a kid in the mother's milk" disappeared
when collation and further study revealed that the Ugaritic text (KTU 1.23) did not contain the reading that
many thought that it did.33 In fact, nothing in the Ugaritic text gets "boiled." That's because the verb "to boil"
or anything like it simply does not appear here. Instead the text reads something like:

Over the fire, seven times the sweet-voiced youth (chants):
coriander in milk,
mint in butter .. .34

Those who read West Semitic inscriptions know that an unfortunate number of the texts are fragmentary and
sometimes quite difficult. The Deir cAlla plasters come immediately to mind. Another fragmentary text that
comes to mind is the recently discovered Tel Dan inscription. Of course, making assessments for comparisons
with biblical texts is not impossible with these texts; but caution must rule the day.

3. It is also very important that the interpretation of the ancient Near Eastern text is accurate. A particular
interpretation of the Ugaritic text KTU 1.119, "Ugaritic Prayer for a City under Siege," is a case in point.
A passage of that text was interpreted to mention child sacrifice as a means of relieving a city under siege.
This, in turn, was used as a way of explaining the story of Mesha's sacrifice in 2 Kings 3.35 This particular
explanation for the 2 Kings 3 passage appeared recently in a new textbook on the history of Israel.36 Laying
aside the fact that the Hebrew text of 2 Kings 3 may be interpreted differently,37 the point here is that the
Ugaritic text's interpretation was wrong in the first place. It is extremely doubtful that child sacrifice is in
view anywhere in the text — see Pardee's translation in COS 1.88 with appropriate notes (p. 285, n. 23).

Somewhat in this same vein are the Rap^uma texts from Ugarit. (Sorry, I seem to be picking on the
Ugaritologists, but some of them, or perhaps more accurately some biblical scholars working with the Ugaritic
materials, have provided the most infamous examples of abuses of comparative studies). Quite a number of
scholars from almost the beginning of Ugaritic studies have made comparisons between the rapPtima of the
Ugaritic texts and the rephdim of the biblical texts. The secondary literature on this topic is absolutely
enormous. This comparison may not, of course, be altogether invalid, but the difficulties of the Ugaritic
materials are legion. Wayne Pitard, in his recent discussion of these texts in the Handbook of Ugaritic Studies
states:

[I]n the final analysis, no decisive conclusions about the identity of the rpum can yet be
drawn ... Only further discoveries of texts relating to the rpum are likely to improve the
present situation ... It is clear that these texts [i.e. KTU 1.20-22] are exceedingly ambiguous
and that great caution should be used in drawing upon them to reconstruct aspects of
Ugaritic or Syro-Palestinian culture. In many cases such caution has not been employed ...
It is important not to place too much interpretational weight on ambiguous and problematic
texts such as these. Before they can be used as sources for dealing with the wider issues of
Canaanite religion and society, a clearer understanding of the texts themselves is necessary.38

4. Be aware of the limits of the comparison or contrast. Try not to conclude more than the evidence indicates.
This is especially important in places where the evidence is silent. The motif of grasping the hem of the
garment is attested in a number of ancient West Semitic contexts. It is found in texts from Alalah,39 Ugarit40

Smith, et al.; SBLWAW 9; Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1997)," JNES 60 (2001) 142-145, esp. p. 142, n. 1.
33 See Ratner and Zuckerman, HUCA 57 (1986) 15-60.
34 Following Pardee, COS 1.87 (pp. 278-279). I understand gzrm as a singular with enclitic m (following W. G. E. Watson, "Aspects of Style

in KTU 1.23," SEL 11 [1994] 3-8, esp. pp. 5, 7). Pardee translates as a plural "youths (chant)" (p. 278). Cf. another recent translation:
"Seven times by fire, youthful voices

a gd in milk,
a annh in butter ..."

See T. J. Lewis, "The Birth of the Gracious Gods," in Ugaritic Narrative Poetry (ed. by S. B. Parker; SBLWAW 9; Atlanta: Scholars Press,
1997) 208. See also M. Dietrich and O. Loretz, "Mythen und Epen in ugaritischer Sprache," 77X47" 3/6 (1997) 1089-1369.

35 B. Margalit, "Why King Mesha of Moab Sacrificed His Oldest Son," BAR 12 (1986) 62-63, 76.
36 W. C. Kaiser, A History of Israel. From the Bronze Age Through the Jewish Wars (Nashville, TN: Broadman & Holman, 1998) 334.
37 For the most recent discussions, see J. M. Spinkle, "2 Kings 3: History or Historical Fiction," BBR 9 (1999) 247-270; W. W. Hallo, "A

Ugaritic Cognate for Akkadian hitpuV in Studies Levine, 43-50.
38 W. T. Pitard, "The RPUM Texts," Handbook of Ugaritic Studies (ed. W. G. E. Watson and N. Wyatt; Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1999) 259-269,

esp. pp. 268-269. Cf. also COS 1.105.
39 See in particular the extensive use of the metaphor in the land grant of Abbael to Yarimlim. See COS 2.137', n. 4; and D. J. Wiseman,

"Abban and Alalah," JCS 12 (1958) 124-129 (lines 47-49).
40 CTA 6 2:9-11 and 30-31. See E. L. Greenstein, "'To Grasp the Hem' in Ugaritic Literature," VT 32 (1982) 217-218.
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and in the Panamuwa41 inscription from Zincirli and, of course, in 1 Samuel 15:27. These ancient texts
elucidate the custom of grasping the hem of the garment. Specifically, it was a gesture in which a suppliant
beseeches, or indicates his submission to, his superior by grasping the hem of the superior's garment which
explains what Saul was doing in grasping the hem of Samuel's garment. But the occurrence of this motif in
these ancient Near Eastern texts cannot establish the date of the biblical text. In fact, the practice of dating
a text on the basis of the occurrence of a particular motif — unfortunately a common practice among biblical
scholars in the twentieth century — is, in my opinion, an impossible task. For without a terminus a quo and
a terminus ad quern — i.e., a starting point and ending point — for the use of the motif, it is impossible to
know when a motif may have been utilized in a corpus of literature and, perhaps most important, when it
ceased being used in that literature.

5. Be careful in positing directions and amounts of influence. Do not say more than the evidence allows. In some
cases the direction and amount of influence is very clear. For example, the Assyrian Aramaic contracts, in
particular the grain loan dockets, demonstrate a very strong Akkadian influence, frequently calquing the
Assyrian loan phraseology and, in the case of the grain loans, even taking on the triangular shape of the clay
dockets.42 But then this should be expected considering the locations where these Assyrian Aramaic documents
are found. On the other hand, in the vast number of instances, it is quite difficult, if not impossible, to posit
the direction and amount of influence.43 In many cases we simply to do not possess enough information to
make intelligent guesses. Far too often the term "borrow" has been used to indicate a literary dependence that
cannot be proven and is often simply wrong in the light of later scholarly reflection.44

6. It is important to stay cognizant of the fact that all literary works may manipulate the evidence, consciously
or not, for specific political and artistic purposes. Therefore, it is important to recognize the ideological and
literary structures behind these documents.45 This is manifest in the use of hyperbole. Two West Semitic
examples will suffice. In line 7 of the Mesha inscription, Mesha claims: "and Israel has utterly perished
forever" (wysrDl . Dbd . Dbd . clm). In the Tel Dan inscription, the Aramean king appears to claim to have
"killed [seve]nty kin[gs]."46 As noted elsewhere, such hyperbole is used for emphasis and persuasion and
reinforces the ideology of the text.47

7. We need to recognize the degree of uncertainty in the interpretive process. This may also require a willingness
on our part to be prepared to change our historical reconstructions. Hazael's Booty inscription may be cited
to illustrate this point.48 The inscription reads: "That which Hadad gave to our lord Hazael from cAmq in the
year when our lord crossed the river." "The river" may be understood to be the Euphrates, as in biblical and
cuneiform texts49; but in the context as it is mentioned in conjunction with cAmq, the Orontes river may be
the river that the inscription denotes.50 An analogous situation may be seen in 2 Samuel 8:3-8 where we are

41 See COS 2.37, esp. n. 24.
42 See COS 3.56-58 (Aramaic) and COS 3.111-118 (Assyrian); andJ. N. Postgate, "Middle Assyrian to Neo-Assyrian: the Nature of the Shift,"

in RAI39 (1997) 159-168.
43 For a discussion of the issue of "borrowing," see J. Tigay, "On Evaluating Claims of Literary Borrowing," in Studies Hallo, 250-255; and

N. S. Fox, In the Service of the King: Officialdom in Ancient Israel andJudah (HUCM 23; Cincinnati: Hebrew Union College Press, 2000) 9-42,
esp. pp. 9-14.

44 An example of the problems inherent in positing literary "dependence" is seen in the problem of the relationship between the Egyptian wisdom
work Amenemope (see COS 1.47) and the "words of the wise" in Proverbs 22:17-24:22. Some scholars have assumed that Proverbs 22:17-24:22
"borrowed" its material from Amenemope (e.g. M. Lichtheim, AEL 2:147; A. Erman, "Eine agyptische Quelle der 'Spriiche Salomos,'"
Sitzungsberichte der Preussischen Akademie der Wissenschaften [phil.-hist. Kl. 15; 1924] 86-92, taf. vi and vii). A few scholars have argued the
opposite (e.g. G. L. Archer, A Survey of Old Testament Introduction [Chicago: Moody, 1974) 473-474). Both of these explanations concentrate
on the similarities without adequately accounting for the differences. But other scholars have overemphasized the differences to the exclusion of
some of the obvious similarities (e.g. R. N. Whybray, "The Structure and composition of Proverbs 22:17-24:22," in Studies Goulder, 83-96).
Another proposal is seen in the work of I. Grumach, Untersuchungen zur Lebenslehre des Amenope (Miinchner Agyptologische Studien 23;
Munich: Deutscher Kunstverlag, 1972). She argues that both Amenemope and Proverbs 22:17-24:22 are dependent on a common source. While
theoretically possible, this can only remain an hypothesis without the discovery of such a source. A more adequate type of explanation is seen
in J. Ruffle, "The Teaching of Amenemope and its Connection with the Book of Proverbs," TynBul 28 (1977) 29-68. He argues that the writer
of Proverbs 22:17-24:22 culled a number of proverbs from Amenemope (in some cases directly, in other cases with slight modifications) and that
this writer also added a significant amount of new material to this culled material. This is a more sophisicated model than the simple model of
literary "borrowing" and thus seems to be a better explanation for both the similarities and differences between the two works. For the most recent
discussion of the problem, see J. A. Emerton, "The Teaching of Amenemope and Proverbs XXII 17-XXIV 22: Further Reflections on a Long-
standing Problem," VT51 (2001) 431-465.

45 M. Liverani, "Memorandum on the Approach to Historiographic Texts," Or 42 (1973) 178-194.
46 Parker, Stories in Scripture and Inscriptions, 58. Cf. COS 2.23; 2.39.
47 Younger, Ancient Conquest Accounts, 227-228, 235.
48 See COS 2.40.
49 P.-E. Dion, Les Arameens a I'dge dufer:histoirepolitique etstructures sociales (Etudesbibliques, nouvelle serie 34. Paris: J. Gabalda, 1997)

201-202.
50 A. R. Millard, "Eden, Bit Adini and Beth Eden," £7 24 (1993) 173*-177*.
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told that "David beat Hadadezer of Rehob, king of Zobah, as he was going to set up his monument at the
river." Again, is the Euphrates river in view or is it the Jordan or Jabbok as Parker has recently suggested.51

Whatever our personal inclinations are in the identifications of the rivers in these texts, we must admit a
degree of uncertainty due to the texts' lack of specificity (at least to the modern reader).

Conclusion

Thus, if these common sense admonitions are joined to assessments of ancient Near Eastern parallels along the lines
of propinquity outlined above, I believe that very much can be gained in the understanding of the environment of
the biblical texts. I hope that I have, at least in some small way, demonstrated the necessity of a contextual method
for biblical interpretation via a few West Semitic examples. It may be noticed that I have restricted my remarks to
texts, the epigraphic evidence. I, in no way, mean to imply that there are not additional points to be gained through
the rich material cultural remains that archaeology has been providing the biblical interpreter for over a century and
a half. But it is the written sources that provide the greatest gains in the interpretation of a written corpus like the
Bible. Today, we no longer peer through a tiny porthole, but stand on the deck having the opportunity to take in a
large part of the panoramic view of the vast sea of twenty-four books of the Hebrew Bible.

1 Parker, Stories in Scripture and Inscriptions, 69.
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