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In his book The Land Walter Brueggemann characteristically described a
biblical topic so as to make it resonate with aspects of contemporary life and
faith.r The biblical land, as he took it, symbolizes home and belonging. Since
the concern for land is strongest in exilic literature, Brueggemann described
lsrael's relation to its land as basically a pilgrimage. This became a basis for
his kerygma: a biblical sense of belonging and direction for people of the
socially mobile USA.

The plea to s ituate religion is still much in force 30 years later. Studies on
embodiment, ritual, etc., testiry to our desire to understand how religion 'takes
place'. However, any attempt to grasp human belonging in terms of a politi-
cally defined area has lost credibility, no less so if the land in question were
biblical Canaan. Today, it is rather, the very earth-incidentally, a different
sense of Hebrew j'lti-that circumscribes human embodiment. It is therefore
curious that biblical passages depicting the earth as mother of humans should
have gone largely unnoticed in recent scholarship. I would direct attention to
these passages and their conceptual context. Hopefully, this could serye as a
tribute to a scholarly career dedicated to inducing biblical literature into
making contemporary sense.

In the early twentieth century a mother earth was commonly recognized in
three passages depicting humans as comingfrom their mother and returning
to earth:

Job l.2l: ilD?J :l?JR E-l9l 'btl iDfb 'nB' E'192

Qoh.5.l4: l l t , I  tr1-19'1b$ jDtrD Ng' ' l?,Xlr
Sir. 40.1: 'n ): c* tfrill tR rlr?J trr' 'Tt, rDrr EnlD rn$g ETb4

l. Walter Brueggemann, The Land: Place as Gift, Promise, and Challenge in Biblical
Faith (OBT: Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1977).

2. 'Naked I sprang from my mother's belly, and naked I return there'.
3. 'Just as he came from his mother's belly, naked he returns'.
4. 'From the day he springs from his mother's womb. to the day he returns to (earth,)

mother of all living'(Hebrew text in ms B, where the word in parenthesis occurs in the
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Sigmund Mowinckel. arnong olltcrs. assunlcd llrc cxistcrrcc ot'a conccpt
'mother earth' in Hebrew religion (but not an accompatrying cult).' The topic
did, however, not enter standard discussions of ancient Hebrew religion and
theology. One reason was perhaps that it could be associated with German
Religionsgeschichte and nationalist ideology,6 both compromised in the thir-
ties. Before and after World War ll cosmology was generally considered
theologically irrelevant, part of a 'nature religion' that biblical religion had
surpassed.T Hence, few scholars discussed mother earth in biblical literature.t
Among those who did were Belden Lane, Gregory Vall and Meir Malul.n
They all move away from the mythic and towards the poetical, symbolic or
cognitive as a prism for reading the relevant passages.

Did the Hebrews Believe in their Myths?

Let us, therefore, briefly consider mythology. Il as I shall argue, the ancient
Hebrews did speak about the earth as a cosmological authority and as mother
of humans, would that imply they believed there'really was'an earth mother
goddess? And would such a belief be conceived of as conceptually at odds
with stringent Yahwism? | believe not.

Most scholars would agree that a competent readerof Genesis I did not
think the earth was actually created in seven days. The Sabbath scheme in that
story is symbolical. lt denotes something else than that to which it l iterally
refers; it signifies the sanctity of the time order. lf the seven-day scheme is
symbolical, however, did the ancients believe that the world actually came

margin): see Pancratius C. Beenties. The Book of Ben Sira in Hebrew (SVT. 68: Leiden:
Bri l l .  1997). p. 69.

5. Sigmund Mowinckel. "'Moder.iord" i det Gamle Teslatnent', in Religionshistoriske
studier tillrignade Edvard Lehmann (ed.llerman Osterdahl; Lund: C.W. K. Glee rup. 1927).
pp. 130-41.

6. Gunkef . Mowinckel and subsequent scholars referred to Albrecht Dietrich. Muter
Erde: Ein I'ersuch iiber l'olksreligion l3rd enlarged edn: Leipzig: Teubner. 1925).

7. See Theodore Hiebert. The l'ahwist's Landscape: Nature and Religion in Early
/.srael (Nerv York: Oxlbrd University Press. 1996), pp. 4-12, etc.

8. For a brief research history, see Gregory Vall. 'The Enigma of Job | .2la' . Bib 76
( 1995), pp.325-42. and for a recent discussion. see David J.A. Clines. Job l-20 (WBC.
l7; Dallas: Word, 1989). pp.36-37.

9. Belden C. Lane. 'Mother Earth as Metaphor: A Healing Pattem of Grieving and
Civing Birth' .  Hori=ons 2l (1994). pp. 7-21: Val l .  'The Enigma of Job l .2la' ;  Meir
Maf uf . 'Woman-Earth Homology in Biblical Weltanschauung'. UF 32 (2000). pp. 339-
63: ct-. Meir Malul. Knowledge. Control. and Sex: Studies in Biblical Thought, Culture.
and ll/orldview (Tel Aviv: Archaeological Center Publication. 2002). See also Herbert
Schmid. 'Die "Mutter Erde" in der Schripl'ungsgeschichte der Priesterschrifl' . Judaica 22
(1e66). pp.237-43.
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into bcing throrrgh ( iril 's spcech'/ Or is this elemcnt syrnbolical too. perhaps
denoting thc sarrclity of divine speech? In short. what is the mode of
linguistic rel'erence tbr texts that we usually name myths?

Paul Veyne made a remarkable study of myths and truth claims in his
book Did the Greeks Believe in their Myths?r0 He demonstrated the existence
of various modalities of beliefs in ancient Greek culture. Myth, in his view.
was neither true nor false. '[T]he human past w.ls seen to be preceded by a
wondrous period that formed another world, real in itself and unreal in rela-
tion to our own' (p. 49). Mental Balkanization allowed for rationalizing and
allegorizing of myths without their losing status as true or good. Mythic stock
language was used to signify. for instance, political realities. lndeed, Veyne
argues, all truth is the result of constitutive imagination, and every culture
(and individual) has a multiplicity of conflicting programmes of truth.rr Such
truths'are only the clothing of forces; they are practices...'(p.90).To my
mind, this should imply that the linguistic reference for myhs were really these
forces and practices. Veyne implies something ofthe kind in his comment on
the rationalistic use of myth and legend: 'For the philosopher, myth was thus
an allegory of philosophical truths'. And the strength ofthe philosophicaltruth,
of course, was that it adequately accounted for those forces and practices.r2
Despite the apparent mental Balkanization, the philosopher did after all work
towards a single truth, and he did so by denying literal truth to the myths. His
procedure was to abandon the literal sense in a story and define its 'real'
sense in accordance with what could rationally be truth. This clearly implies
a perception of myth as figurative speech. The question, therefore, emerges:
what could biblical imagery of the earth as mother have signified?

The Earth as a Cosmologicol Authority

It is indeed a complex matter to recapitulate ancient Hebrew perceptions of
the earth. First, such notions would be part of the'smalltradition', that is:
those views that everyone in a given culture shares, views too obvious or
insignificant to become the focus of discourse. As such, they would tend to
be presupposed in daily discourse. In surviving texts they would be implicit.
This calls for archaeology of knowledge. And, as documented by Theodore
Hiebert. such archaeology would have to dissociate itself from views of nature
that struck twentieth-century theology as self-evident.rr Secondly, recovering
such small tradition. we should use whatever evidence is available and not

10. Paul Yeyne. Did the Greeks Believe in their Myths? An Essay on the Constittttive
Imagination (trans. Paula Wissing: Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 1988).

ll. See Yeyne. Did the Greeks Believe in their Myths?,pp.79-93.
12. Veyne. Did the Greeks Believe in their Myths?. p. 65: cf. pp. 59-70.
13. lliebcrt. l'ahwist's l.andscape. pp. 3-29.
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just written discourse. But it would be methodologically challenging-and
impossible in this setting-to give a coherent interpretation of all available
evidence. For now, the aim is to situate imagery of mother earth in its lin-
guistic and conceptual context in ancient Hebrew literature.

For a start, the earth (f,ttt, ):n, etc.) has cosmological significance in the
Hebrew Bible.'a rhe case is similar for other natural bodies rike the heavens.
the primeval waters, the ancient hills's or sheol (with which the earth is
associated).16 Particularly in Priestly theolog)r, frR (in all its senses 'earth',
'ground','land [of lsrael]') takes an active part in God's administration of
the cosmos: keeping Sabbath (Lev.25.2; cf.26.34), swallowing God's ene-
mies (Num. 26.10; cf. 16.30-34; Ps. 106.17), or performing judgment (ps.
50.4). Earth longs for the Lord (Ps. 143.6), and it is instrumental in bringing
God's blessing (Ps. 67.7; etc.). In prophetic literature we find the image ofa
mouming earth (Hos. 4.3; Joel l.l0; etc.'?)

Such passages could be dismissed as linguistic symbolism (i.e. personifica-
tions) without particular intent or force. However, flll occurs as grammatical
subject so frequently that it should not be dismissed as coincidental symbol-
ism.18 The earth is portrayed as a cosmic authority in biblical literature. It is
one of those primaeval bodies that humans could never perceive (Jer. 3l .37;
Job 38.4-7). As such it performs its agency-although sitently-in the work-
ings of the world. Far from being a rival of Yhwh, cosmologicar flR tends to
be something like a vendor in God's project.

Earth as Mother in Conventional Symbolic Speech

Major conventions of symbolic speech promote a view ofthe earth as mother
or originator for humans. The first two have clear parallels in ancient Near
Eastern literature.re Presently, however, we will focus upon ancient Hebrew
literature.

14. See Jan Bergman and Magnus Ottosson, 'f Tf, 'erets (eafth.land)', in TDOT,l,pp.
388-405 (384-97).

| 5. For af l these see for instanc e Gen. 49.25-26.
16. See Bergman and Ottosson, "erets', pp. 399-400.
| 7. See Katherine M. Hayes, 'The Earth Mourns': prophetic Meraphor and oral Aes-

thetic (Academia biblica 8; Atlanta: SBL, 2002).
18. David J.A. clines (ed.), Dictionary of Classical Hebrew (Sheffield: Sheffield

Academic Press, 1993), I, pp. 384,392.
19. See Giovanni Peninato, Das altorientalische Menschenbild und die sumerischen

und aklcadischen Schdpfungsmythen (Heidelberg: Carl Winter , l97l), pp. 39-40, 4l-46;
Jean Bottdro, Religion in Ancient Mesopotamra (trans. Teresa Lavender Fagan; chicago:
University of chicago Press, 200l ), pp. 97- l 03, l05- l0; M. Srol, Birth in Babylonia and
the Bible: Its Mediterranean setting (with a chapter by F.A.M. wiggermann; cuneiform
Monographs, 14; Groningen: Styx,2000), pp.9-16, 109-18, etc.
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(i) ' l hc llnl eorrvctttiott prcvails especially in sapicntiul rtttd propltclic
literaturc liorn thc l'crsian cra and later. lt describes humankind as dust. dirt.
etc.20Thisisexpl ic i t for instanceinlsa.64.T;Pss. 103.14;104.291.:Job4. l9:
33.6; Sir .  10.9; 17.32; 40.1l ,  and of course in Cen. 2.7:3.19.2r Several
biblical passages depict humans 'returning' to dust when dying (Pss. 90.3:
I 46.4; Job 34. l 5 ; Qoh. 3.20; | 2.7 ; etc.). These form a symbol ic resonance for
Job | .21 ; Qoh. 5.l4; Sir. 40.1 , where humans retum (]llD) to earth.

The imagery of human life as a journey from dust to ashes branched out
widely in Hebrew speech. As conventional speech it served also as a filter for
experiencing life.22 Two mouming conventions-to throw dust and dirt upon
one's head or to sit on the ground--cxtend the view ofdust as a significant
substance at the margins of human life.2r The same goes for the idea of the
dead as living forth in the dust, in their graves.2a Judging from lsa. 64.7 the
view of humans as dust or clay (-lDn; as in Job 4. l9) formed a resonance also
for imagery of God as potter and humans as pottery.2s

Even the symbolic alignment of earth and mother received embellishment.
The sapiential Psalm | 39 imagines a double act of divine craftsmanship (vv.
l3-15). God formed humankind'in my mother's belly'(v. l3), and appar-
ently simultaneously the bones were being formed 'in the depths of the earth'
(v. | 5). God is not as active in the second instance as in the first. This leaves
room for assuming some creative agency by the earth in Ps. 139.15. A similar
double act is envisioned in Job | 0.9- | | . Here, however, the deity has actively
formed Job from clay and dust (v. 9, implicitly in the earth) and woven sinews

20. The complex should be well known, described already by Johannes Hempel. Golt
und Mensch im Alten Testamen (Stuttgart: W. Kohlhammer. 2nd edn, 1936), pp. 197'202.
The Hebrew terms most frcquently denoting human 'substance' are '1D9,'lDll,lll''1, i''lE'lll
and -lEl'l. According to Stol, Birth in Babylonia and the Bible, pp. 120, l2l, etc.. earth is
an element actively used during birth deliverance.

2 | . Genesis 2-3 is best seen as Early Persian sapiential literature, See Terje Stordalen.
Echoes of Eden: Genesis 2-3 and Symbolism of the Eden Garden in Biblical Hebrew
Literature (Contributions to Biblical Exegesis and Theology, 25; Leuven: Peeters. 2000).
pp.206-13.

22. Cognitive psychology commonly assumes such function in metaphors. See Georgc
Lakoffand Mark Johnson, Metaphors ll/e Live By (Chicago: University of Chicago Press.
1980), pp. 3-6. etc.

23. See for instance I Sam. 4.12: 2 Sam. 1.2: lsa. 3.26: 47.1: ler. 14.2: E2ek.37.30l.
Mic. l. f 0: Job 2. l2; Lam. 2. l0: Neh. 9. l : and cf. inversely l Sam. 2.8: lsa. 52.2.

24. Cf. the transition in Gen. 37.35 and see for instance lsa. 26. l9: 29.4: Ezek.26.2O:
32.23-25'. Pss. 7.6: 9.17: 22.16,30; 30.10: 44.26: 63.10: Job 7.21: 10.21-22: 40.13.
Similar views are found throughout ancient Near Eastem literature: see Klaas Spronk.
Beatifc Afterlife in Ancient Israel and the Ancient Near East (AOAT.2l9: Kevelaer:
Butzon & Bercker, 1986). At this point, similarity even to Hellenistic material is obvious.

25. See lsa. 4 |.25: 45.9: Jer. | 7: etc.
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and llcsh (vv. l0- | | . irrrplicitly irr thc bclly ). l loth pussugcs Jxrrtnry u lrunrur
genesis in the earth in tandem with the lbnnation ol'the lbetus in the belly.

This imagery is further supported in passages where dead people are
revivified in their graves. One example is Ezek. 37.12-14, where the process
of revival of bones through God's spirit (ntr; is very similar to the act of
creation in Qoh. ll.5 (cf. Ps. 104.29-30). Another example is |sa.26.19,
provided that we render 'give birth' for the verb )l: in this and the previous
verse.26 'Your dead shall live, their corpses shall rise. [...] and the earth shall
give birth to rephaim.'27 We shall return to this verse. For now we just note
that both passages portray a recreation inside graves that is comparable to
foetal formation in the mother's womb. The same may be implied in Ps.
7l.20:.'you revive me and make me retum from the depths of the earth'. In
short, in ancient Hebrew imagination the grave would in certain respects
resemble a uterus.

One finds even the opposite comparison, imagining the uterus as a grave.
Two passages envision the speaker as hypothetically either remaining dead in
the mother's womb or as being invisibly transferred from womb to grave: Jer.
20.17:'[He] who did not kill me in the womb, so my mother would be my
grave and her womb pregnant forever'.28 Job 10.19: 'lf I died, no eye would
see me; I were as if I never existed, canied from belly to grave'.2e All these
passages testifr to the chthonic paradoxes oflife and death that are regularly
associated with the earth as a religious symbol.

(ii) Another string of symbolic speech furthers a different view of earth as
'originator' of humankind. lt presupposes the convention of depicting people
as plants, in particular as grass and trees.3o In some, apparcntly early Persian,
passages there is a relation between the metaphorical tree Israel and the land
upon which it is situated (i '1t1, Jer. 42.10; etc.; i'1D'111, Amos 9.15; etc.). The
symbolical import is that the land of Israel is instrumental in Yhwh's 'pro-
ducing' the nation. In lsa. 44.3-4 this symbolism is cast in the vocabulary of
creation. God spills water on the ground and pours spirit and blessing upon
humankind, just as in Ps. 104.10, 30. The Israelites flourish like grass and
well-watered willows. They are plants created by God through the agency of
the land.

Many years ago Herbert Schmid noted that in Gen. l.ll-12,24-25 the
earth actively brings forth plants and animals on God's command. In 1.26-27,

26. With HALOT on this root. Similar senses in verbs for'fall'occur in Akkadian and
Hittite, all probably due to the method of delivery; see Stol, Birth in Babylonia and the
Bible, p.127:cf. pp. l l8-21.

27. These E'ttD'l could be spirits of the dead (cf. HALOT s.v.).
28. tr)rl, nii 'r r 'rEn'lr "rlp'trR')';rnr trnib')nnrD n) ran.
29. tt lR rtP) ]DtD ;1';1R 'n"n n) rnnr. A similar idea is implicit in Job 3.l l.
30. Stordalen. Echoes of Eden. pp. 87-92.
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Itowcvcr. it is (irxl uloltc wlto acts in thc creation ot'humankind. Schmid
argucd thut (icncsis I had originally been a story where the earth brought
tbrth plants, animals andhumans.rr At the time he was unable to evoke either
the biblical metaphor on humans 'as grass' (above) or a concuning mytholo-
geme of creation in Sumerian literature.32 His interpretation did not gain much
support. lt seems to me, however, that the biblical redactor inserting Gen. 2.4
had a similar idea. This verse is best seen as a chiastic bridge between the first
and the second story ofGenesis. Given its use ofthe wordtoledot it would be
part of the final trajectory of Genesis.33 Usually toledot is a superscription
naming the progenitor of the characters in the following section (i.e. toledot
Adam in 5.1 opens the list of Adam's offspring, toledot Terah in 11.27 ini-
tiates the story ofAbraham, etc.). Reading Gen.2.4 in the same way, it relates
the story of Adam, Eve as 'the story of the offspring of heaven and earth'.

Isa. 34.1 expresses the same imagerysa: 'Let the earth listen along with all
thatfills it, the world and all its offspring'.35 In this statement'the offspring of
the world' is a pendant to 'that which fills the earth' (i.e. all life). By way of
popular (and probably historical) etymology, the word for 'offspring' (tl3tlC)
is related to the verb 'spring forth' (ttB') denoting the activity of the earth in
Gen. | .11,24.In Isa. 34.1, therefore, the earth (f-l$, )fn) has brought forth
all life forms, including humankind. The earth is originator of humankind.

(iii) Yet another string of symbolic speech in prophetic passages portrays
the nation as children of an adulterous woman lsrael, who used to be manied
to Yhwh and is now divorced.s6 There are, of course, strong symbolic associ-
ations between women and gardens, vineyards and fields in biblical literature
(cf. Isa. 5.1-7; Jer. 3.l; etc.). Jer. 50.12-l3 makes the obvious symbolical com-
bination and portrays the nation as children of )*ru J'ltl. Keown, Scalise
and Smothers note that a similar symbolism probably lies at the background
of Hos.2.5.37

(iv) Mowinckel and others pointed to a couple of instances depicting the
earth as originator for the entire cosmos. These do not appear to have the

3l. Schmid. 'Die "Mutter Erde"'.
32. Bott€ro, Religion in Ancient Mesopotamia, p.98.
33. For this and the following, see Terje Stordalen, 'Genesis 2.4: Restudyin g a locus

classicus' , ZAW 104 ( | 992), pp. 163-77 .
34. This is often neglected, but it is recorded for instance in Hans tNildberger,Jesaia.

3.Te il band, Jesaj a 2 8- 39 (BKAT. | 0/3; Neukirchen-Vluyn : Neukirchener Verlag | 982).
p.1341.

35. ;1'rrgrrB ):r )m;rn)nr nr;r unan.
36. Isa.50. l; Ezek. 16.44-50: Hos.2.2; etc.; cf. R. Abma, Bonds of Love: Methodic

Studies of Prophetic Texts with lrlarriage Inagery (Studia semitica neerlandica, 40; Assen:
Van Gorcum, 1999).

37. Gerald L. Keown. Pamela J. Scalise and Thomas G. Smothers, Jereniah 26-52
(WBC,27: Waco: Word Books. 1995). pp.365-66.
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Summing up. i t  should be clear that  not only,did thc ancierr l  l lcbrcus
occasional ly portray the earth as Inot l ter  (Job l .2t ;  Qoh. -5.14: Sir .  40.1).
t lrere were webs of l inguistic syrnbolisrn supporting and in part pronrotirrg
this irnagery. And as a foundation for this syrnbolisrn there was tlre apprehen-
sion of the earth as a cosmological authority---one that was sub.iect to Yhwlr
but nonetheless cosmological l ,v s igni f icant.  Based on this insight let  us
proceed to sorne further instances depicting the earth in parental roles.

Eurlh Reuc'tittg lo Hturtan ('onduct und Fttta

(i) First. we record that the Hebrews were taught t lrat slred blood should not
be let i  v is ib le on rocks and other sol id groLrnd. Instead. i t  should go down
into t l re ground or be covered wit l r  dust .  This v iew is expl ic i t  in the Hol iness
Code (Levi t icus l7-26) and Ezekiel  and mirrored in Deuteronomy and Job.,"
Scholars have of fered var ious explanat ions for th is concem. WalterZimmerl i
and David Clines regard tlre un-covered blood in Job 16. l8 as evidence for
Inurder.{" Jacob Milgrom. on the other hand. l ists seven different explana-
t ions in Lev. 17.3 and concludes t l rat  the blood had to be hidden in order to
avoid chthonic r i tes.  As an al ternat ive explanat ion he rnent ions the v iew that
since f  i fe is contained in the blood (as expressed in Lev. 17.14).  i t  must be
returned to God who gives l i l -e to al l  l iv ing.{r  This i rnpl ies that  God 'keeps'
l i fe in the earth-a v iew t l rat  concurs wi th the above vis ions of  the eanh as a
Irrctts for the 'production' and potential revivif ication of hurnans.

Sccondly.  t l rere are the i rnpl icat ions that God's counterpart  in the costnic
covenant in Gen. 9.  l -  l7 is in t 'act  the earth.  act ing on behal f  of  a l l  of  fspr ing.
Possibly due to a cornplex of tra.jectories. several covenantal coLlnterparts are
named lnore or less or Tra.s.sanl within Gen. 9.8- | 7: 'you and your descendants
and al l  l iv ing creatures.  a l l that  are wi th you arnong birds.  cat t le and every
animal of  the earth '  (vv.  9-  l0) :  ' t iorn everything that went for th f rom the ark

Jl l  i l lorr inckcl.  'Motlcr. iord'.  pp l- .12--.13 and l-1-l-35. rcspcctirvcl)

-39 l .cr  l7 l l :  l :zck 2.1 7:  I )cut  l2 l6:  l -5.23:. lob l6 l t l
{0. \ \ 'al thcrZimnrcrl i .  l ' . :eclt icl  I  ' l  c i lhuni. l i :cclt iel  /  l l ( l }Kn I. l3l l :Ncukirchcrr

Vlur n: Ncukirchcrrcr Vcrlag. 1969). pp 65-(r(r:  ( ' l incs. . loh I 2().  pp 3ltO-t l l
- l l .  Iacohl l l i lgrorn.  Lt , r ' i t i t t rs /7 l l (Al ] . - lA:Ncu York: l )oublcda).2(XX)).pp. l l t l l -

8- l

l i l .1 l l  1, l r  , ' r ,  r '  i r r  \ , rU ( \  l l )  \o i l . t i l ( l  . r l l  l r r r r r r ' ( t r ' . i l i l r (

{ \  l . ' t  I  r r r r l l r  r r r r  I  i  l l r r ' ro\( ' t t . r t t l t \ l l . l l t t ( ' ( l ' ,1(o\( ' t l , l l l l l ) ( ' l \ \ ( ' ( ' l l l l t ( . t l t ( l

l l te r ' l r r l l t  I  
- i l -  l r r ' r r ' t , r r r l , l  l r r '  l t ! . t t l t l i rc.  t lc t to l i t t r '  'er t ' t t  l t r  rnr '  (  t ( ' . r lut(

l l t r l  i r t  l l r ; r l  ( i r \ ( ' \ \e rrorr l t l  r i r l l tc t  l t i t rc cr l tcclct l  l ' -S- 
* ;  

"  \ r l r t ' (  r t 'nt" ' r ' . t )

so c lctrr l . t  ce l rocs (  icrrcsis l .  i t  scctrrs rc i tsot tablc to l i tkc ()  |  I  l rs : r  \ l rnnr.u \

dcsignat ion t r l r  a covcnant belween ( jocl  and al l  l i lc ' l l l r t  splrrrr '  l rorn l l r t '

crrr l l r  (c l .  Cen. I  .  I  l -12.24-25: lsa.  34.  |  ) .  
' l 'h is i t t tp l ics l l tc  c l t r l l t  r t \  r ( ' l ) r ( ' \ ( ' r l

tat ive lbrGod's covenantal  counterparts.  Such a rolc.  conlprr l rb lc lo l l r : r l  r ' l

thc lsrael i te elders in Exod. 24.9.  etc. .  is  cornpat ib le ui lh u pcrccpl  iorr  o l  l l r r

carth as parent and head of  the cosrxic parental  l tousc ( lS- i , ' l )  , ' \s : t  st t t t r

lnarv staterrent. therefbre. Gen. 9. l3 rnakes pert'ect sensc.
' l ' l re idea t l rat  hurnans, animals and eaf ih ( land) are bondccl  in i r  cor cniurt  t ( l

e l rsure peace is a cornmon topic in ancient Near E,astcnl  l i lcr i t t t r tc. '  l l re

covenants in Hos. 2.20 ( l ' . I  2.  |  8) :  E2ek.34.25-29: Job 5.23 cnsurc ; rcucc r t t t r l
rvel l  being for l rutnans. animals and land ( ; -1 ' lU or ' i '1N1." '  Note t l t i t t  t l tc  cr t t t
cept of  a covenant between God and earth opens up the possibi l i ty  o l 'a l igrr i r tu

the mother that brings fbrtlr humans ( lsa. 34. | ) rvith the rnotlrer lhal lrccorrrc'

a desolate plain (Jer.  52.12).  Both are bound in a div ine covenal t l . r '
( i i )  The earth somet imes punishes u'hat rvould,  according to t l tc  i t l rorc

symbol isrn.  be i ts of fspr ing.  This is expl ic i t  in lsa.  24.  |  -20.  a passagc possihlr

cornposed in the late f i f th century I ] ( ' l :  and inspired by Pr iest ly t radi l iot t .  ' '  As
observed by Katherine Hayes. earth is here sornetirnes distinct frclrn its inlrrrbi-
tants and sornet i rnes includes al l  l iv ing th ings. i t  is  somet imes lhc l tct i r r r - '
subject and sornetimes the object of divine action (cf. the shifi betrvecn l)s
1 39. f  3-  f  5 and Job l  0.8-9).  Also.  in lsa.  24.4.as in Ps. 90.2. ' i ' - rN and \ : i ,  ar  c
paral le l  agents along rv i th t l re l reavens. Now, in 1sa.24.5-6 the earth is pol-
Iuted rvhen i ts inhabi tants break the ever last ing covenant.r"  As a rcst t l l .  r t
curse hi ts the eart l r  and t l re inhabi tants sufTer the consequcnces. Whi lc t l t is
covenant is c lear ly not ident ical  to the one in Genesis 9.  the relat ion betrrccn

J2. j '-N: i 'n f:! :: i- ' t\I '  t:I I hit unplrcnt unit is olicn brokcn irrto dil ' l l 're rrr
'sourccs

. l - l  l . -S:  . . - :  . : . :  i : ._:
{J As i r r  ( icn l l l  2-5:  JI .57:  lsa l - l  7:  lcr  5 l  7.  I )s 96 l :  c lc
.15 Scclor instancclzakComcl ius. ' l 'aradiscMot i l .s inthc" l :schatologr"ol ' thcl l l i r ror

I ) rophclsant l  thclcorrographr ol ' thcAncicntNcar l :ast :  lhc( 'onccptsol ' l :cr t i l i t l  . \ \utcr
l rccs and "  I  icr l i icdcn" and ( icn.  2--- .1 ' . . / \ . t / .  l1 (  l9 l l l t ) .  pp { l - l l - l  ( - l1t

J(r  Sirni lar l r  lsa.  I  l . ( r :  65 25. lhc i t lca sccrns nr i r rorcd also in l .cr  26 6.  J2:  2 Slrrr

l7 2- l -2t l  (c l .  thc crprcssiorr  l ' :R- ' : fs  EruE)and possibl l  . locl  2.2 l -2{
{7 l ;or instancc l ;zck l(r -5 conl lrnrs thc scrrsc'nrarr iage agrccnrcnl '  lbr i i ' --
. l l l  I rrrthc passag.c. scc rcccntl)  . loscph l l lcnkirrsopp. / .salclr /  J9(n I] .  l9: Ncrr York:

I )ouhlcdar.20(X)) .pp.. ] { ( r -57 SccalsoI la lcs. ' l l r l :ur th l lourt ts.pp 129-75.artdl i r r
pr icst l l  in l lucncc. pp l . j7-3l l

J9 l ror  th is nirrnc ol ' lhc corcnant.  scc ( icrr  9 l ( r :  c l .9 l2 and clsc*hcrc in l '
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earth and inhabitants sccnrs to bc. l 'hc carth is txrund hy n c()vcnunt lirst ttr
witness the allegations against its inhabitants, and thcn to punish covenant
violators even though they depend upon it. The earth paradoxically figures
both on the giving end (as a cosmic authority enroiled by cod) and on the
receiving end (as bonded with its offspring). In passing, we record that this
ambivalent role resembles rather closely that of the goddess Nintu in llra-
lrasl's, who gave birth to humans in the earth.so

A similar picture occurs in earlier priestly theorogy. In Lev. 1g.24-25 the
land is defiled because of the canaanites, it gets punished and as a con-
sequence it 'vomits' the inhabitants-a disgraceful ,birth' indeed! In Lev.
20.22lsrael faces a similar threat. The earth is destroyed as a consequence of
human behav iour in Gen. 6.1 2- 1 3 ; Ezek. 7 .2- 1 2; 1 4. 1 3 -22; l 5.6- g; 22.23 -32;
Ps. 50. I -7 and possibly in Hag. 1.7 -l | ;ps. 98.9. The same seems ro occur in
literature closer to Deuteronomistic theologr.sr Except in psalm 50, these
instances do not mention the covenant (but in Hos. 4. I -3; Mic. 6. I -2; ps. 9g.9
the lawsuit pattern may suggest a covenant context). In any event they express
relations between the earth and its inhabitants comparable to what is
expressed in Genesis 9.

(iii) As seen above, earth is the proper location for the final rest of .dust
creatures' and for their blood. In happy instances, what the dead leave behind,
is a name or respect for their memory (cf. Ezek. 39. r 3). If, however, a dis-
graceful death prevents harmonious departure, earth sometimes acts to pro-
mote, nevertheless, a memory ofthe dead. The blood ofAbel shouts from the
earth (Gen. 4.10) and the frR is filled with the outcry of the Hebrew nation
also in Jer 46.12. The land (earth) is similarty fiiled with outcry following
ths aggression of the Lion of Judah (Ezek.19.7). More in the active, Job

A most actively protecting earth occurs throughout lsa.26.l9-21,a passage
loaded with imagery of the earth as mother. Taking my read from Joseph
Bf enkinsopp, I regard lsaiah24-27 as a priestly influenced composition from

50. See for instance lll.iii.32-iv.l3; 111.v.36ff. and 43ff. (several broken lines;.
5 l. Deut. 24.4: Jer.5 1.29 (concerning Babylon); Hos. 4. | -3; Amos g.g; see arso Mic.

7. l3 (conceming foreign nations).
52. on this difficult passage see A. de wilde, Das Buch Hiob eingeleitet, iiberseEr und

erltiutert (OTS, 22; Leiden: Brilt, l98l), p. 303.

\ l r t l r r  t t ,  l l , , t lxr  l .ut l t  t t t  l l th l t r r t l  lh 'htrx I t l t ' t r t l t t t t  l l l

t l tc  cnt ly l 'crr tn l r  t  rn lhc pr l l r r t  in 26.7 27. I  occurs as a prrct ical  uni t .  rv i t l r
vv.  20- l  I  nr  crpnrrs io l ls  to v.  1 9."  In lhese vcrses a div inely comrnissioned
voicc corrrl irns lhc lration in ordeal:

l9 Yrxrr dcad shall live, their corpses shall rise.
Awake and sing in joy, you dust dwellers!
For your dew is a dew of light,
and the earth shall give birth to rephoim.

20 Go, my people! Enter your chamber
and close your doors behind you.
Hide for a short time, until it passes.

2l Alas! Yhwh goes forth from the sanctuary
to punish the inequity ofthe inhabitants ofthe earth.
The earth uncovers its blood,
and it will no longer swathe its deceased.

First, in the active uncovering of blood in v. 21, earth would perhaps assist in
a potentialtrial against the guilty (cf. the role of the earth in lsa.24.l-20,
above). However, as in Job 16.18 the aim seems to be less to punish the
criminal and more to seek restitution for the poor offspring. When acting on
behalf of its deceased' (v. 2l ), earth's sympathy seems constantly to remain
with those long dead that come alive already in26.19.

Secondly, there is the 'chamber' (l.ln). Normally this noun refers to an
inner or hidden chamber. Given the focus upon the earth throughout the pas-
sage, it seems reasonable to take l.1n as reference to a grave chamber.sa This
is the sense of this word in two (or three) Hebrew inscriptions.ss lt is the sense
in set phraseology ('chambers of death', 'chamber of sheol') found in Prov.
7 .27, Hodryoth 18.36; 4Q426 5.l, and this is also the sense of this root in
Phoenician. Reading'(grave) chamber' in v. 20, the divinely commissioned
voice calls the nation to seek temporary shelter inside the earth. They will
join those already dead and take part in their revivification, as envisioned in
v. | 9 and implied in v. 2 | . Here earth not only supports justice for its dead, it
even hides the poor living offspring in its bosom. Earth then restores them to
glory in an event that could be envisioned as rebirth. Even lsa. 2. l0 indicates
that going into the rock (graves6) and hiding in the dust (death) would be a
way to avoid divine judgment. Indeed, it seems possible that lsa. 26.20-21
was augmented to 26.19 through exegesis of 2.10.

53. Bf enkinsopp. Isaiah I -39, pp. 346-48, 368. 37 0-72.
54. Contra Blenkinsopp, Isaiah l-39, p. 371. rcjecting this translation.
55. From el-Qom. first grave inscription. late eighth century; see Johannes Renz and

Wolfgang R6llig, Handbuch der althebrciischen Epigraphik (Darmstadt: Wissenschafl-
liche Buchgesellschaft. 1995), l. pp. 200-201: and from Silwan. Jerusalem. first grave
inscription, seventh century. Renz and R6llig. Handbuch der althebrciischen Epigraphik.
I, pp. 261-63. This sense is also probable in KAI | . l9 ( Byblos, around I 000 ace),

56. Again. the Silwan inscription.
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(i) Further work should be done in order to adequately excavate ancicnt
Hebrew imagery on the earth as mother. In particular, it would be necessary
to explore perceptions of earth in available archaeological material, espe-
cially in iconography.sT Also, it is necessary to relate the above linguistic
evidence to practices of ancestor cult and necromancy in ancient Syria-
Canaan.r' And indeed, we need a proper study of the chthonic in ancient
Hebrew religion.se Later Jewish sources should be searched for possible
reflections of the construct above. lt would be necessary to relate the Hebrew
material much more intensely to Northwest Semitic and further to other
ancient Near Eastern material. In particular, the relative lack of popular myths
in the Hebrew Bible is a challenge when trying to make sense of the .small

tradition' surfacing in the above material. In this matter comparative material
would be helpful. None of this could, however, be accomplished here.

(ii) Stif l, I hope that whatcouldbe accomplished, has shown that the earth
played a serious part in biblical mythology. At least in the persian era there
was conventional and conceptual support for Hebrew individuals to imagine
earth as a particularly significant authority in the universe. (And, this being
part of the small tradition, there is no compelling reason to think this would
have been fundamentally different in earlier centuries.) Earth acted in or
reacted to matters at the margins and at the centre of human life: birth, burial,
revivification and sustenance, livelihood. Hebrew people could think of
themselves as 'sprung' from the earth or as formed from dust in the ground.
Human life was ajourney from dust to earth. When returning, one would live
forth in the grave, with at least the symbolic potential for revivification from
the earth as a cosmic womb.s They would perceive ofthe earth as monitoring
human action, promotingjustice and guarding people's life and the memory
of the dead. Possibly, they could imagine the earth as their legal representa-
tive in the cosmic covenant that forms the basis for all life. Either because of

57. Relevant material occurs in Othmar Keel and Christoph Uehlinger, G,uinnen,
Gdtter und Gottessymbole (Quaestiones disputatae, l34; Freiburg: Herder, 1992), pp. 8G
85. etc.

58. Relevant material in Elizabeth Bloch-Smith, "/a dahite Burial Practices and Beliefs
about the Dead (JSOTSup, 123; Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1992), pp. 147-51; Spronk,
B e at if c Aft e r I ife, pp. 297 -305.

59. f n the lack of a monograph, see John H. Marks and Robert M. Good (eds.), Love
and Death in the Ancient Near East: Essays in Honor of Mamin H. pope (Guilford: Four
Quarters, 1987). Cf. Stordalen, Echoes ofEden, pp. 105-l l.

60. Bfenkinsopp, Isaiah l-39,p.371, challengesthe opinio communis on the lack of
hope for resurrection in Persian (and earlier) Judaism. I agree, although one evidently did
not hope for'resurrection' in the traditional Christian sense.

t f  f  t l f  r r t  l *  l l l , l , r  l , r th tn l l t l , lu r t l  l l r ' lvr ' t t  I  t t t ' t t t t t t t t | . r l

Irrcrrlnl lhllnrrlrllton llccfrrqi thc srrrull trnd thc lrtrgc trnditiotts ttpurl) or
bccausc ol n rtrorc krgtr nl e txrrdittttl iolt (taking thc carth us ctlstnic 'vcndor').

such Jrcrccptiorrr ol lhc curtlt ct>cxisted even with rigorous Yahwism (as in
lsa. 44.3-3: Jcr.  . l  |  . . ]7:  50. l2- l3;  Hos. 2.15,20;4. l -3. l2).  l t  comes as no sur-
prise therelbrc. that Mowinckel would find a concept of mother earth without
an accompanying cult.

So, what did biblical Hebrew imagery of the earth as mother signify? A
Hebrew farmer would not have gathered from all this that one could dig for
yet unborn children (Ps. 139.15) or literally put one's ear to the ground to
hear its voice (lsa. 29.4).Like the Sabbath scheme in Genesis l, this mythol-
ogy was symbolic: a producl of constitutive imagination (cf. Veyne). On a
surface level it seems akin for instance to the mythology found in Tablet Il of
the standard Babylonian epic of Atahasl's. Upon a divine decree, the earth
closes its womb with the effect that plants become scarce and humans starve.
They deteriorate year by year until they end up cannibals.6r While the biblical
symbolism has different facets and forms, both express a sense of human
connectedness to earth and environment. Such dependence would be basic in
agrarian cultures, while its form, presentation and interpretation would vary
with climatic and cultural context. Biblical mythology ofthe earth as mother
and originator of humans seems to have given form and expression to those
forces that link humanity to the environment. This mythologl recovers deep
levels of meaning in human practices that reflected these forces: fertility in
human reproduction, sustenance in agriculture and a sense of cosmic circular
flow in inhumation. As such they contribute to giving symbolic localization
and residential rights-inside the small traditiorr-to those agrarian modes of
religion that theologians so often have dismissed in biblical religion.

(iii) A sense of human dependence upon the environment may have been
immediate to people of the ancient Near East, but for a long time it was far
from evident in Western discourse. Indeed, our awareness of this matter is
still rather'thin' (Geertz). Could biblical mythology contribute to enrich con-
temporary Western discourse?

Let us start inside Christian religion. It is the role of religi on inter alia to
formulate symbolic universes that are capable of coherent interpretation of
life and of prescribing adequate action. Such symbolic universes are regarded
as truths and have tremendous influence upon the way people think and act.
Now, the more serious failure of Christian religion in matters ofecology was
not that it paved the way for modern exploitation of nature (contra Lynn
White). Rather, the fatal collapse has been the silent acceptance of technoc-
racy :rs self-evidently good. Thomas Berry writes: 'The prevalent feeling is
that the Christian spiritual tradition does not really need to be concemed about

61. Atahasis l l . iv.4-l  8.
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thc ttttlural wtlrld. . . lA lrry c()nccnr nhrut thc utrivcrsc or thc plurrcl | .itrtlr lrls
no grcat urg,cncy. lt has no ovcrwhclming rclcvuncc to thc ('lrristiurr li lL..', 'r
As a politically progressivc rnove. l)rotestant lheology bclbrc alrd allcr worlcl
war ll argued that cosmology should be disregarded altogether (cl. I l iebcrr.
above). This led to ecological insensitivity, which is now being exploited by
conservative forces. They profit from Protestants maintaining a symbolic uni-
verse that resists arguments for ecological action. However, the segments of
christianity supporting this view should be apt to honour biblical voices. lf
ecologically loaded biblical imagery could be part ofa reorientation in pror-
estant theology, this could potentially be a factor in political change, espe-
cially in the USA.

Secondly, biblical imagery helps us constitute 'artemative worlds that

good for our discourse, for our environment? lf it is, it could potentially be
recognized as relevant beyond the churches.

catherine Roach recently analysed the imagery of nature as mother in
North American popular and consumer culture.6i She found three different
images. The first two are widespread and very powerful: the image of the
self-sacrificing and all-nurturing mother; and that of the treacherous and
man-eating mother. Both images are potentially damaging to responsible
ecological reasoning. The fantasy ofthe never-ending abundance ofthe Good
Mother warrants mindless consuming and destruction of natural resources.
The imagery of the demonic mother licenses a war on nature: '[o]ur ambiva-
Ience...is exacerbated by paranoid-schizoid phantasy about the human
mother...' (p. l20). The third image is rhat of the victimized mother. This is
where Roach finds some hope for the future, provided one is able to avoid
idealizing as well as demonizing nature and arso to avoid anthropocentric
self-interest. she argues that much New Age environmentalism chooses a
'too simple route' that resembles manic reparation without dealing properly

62. Thomas Berry. 'christianity's Role in the Earth project'. inchristianit-v and Ecol-
opgt: seeking the llell-Being of Earth and Humans (ed. Dieter T. Hessel and Rosemary
Radford Ruether; Religions of the World and Ecology: Harvard: Harvard University
Center for the Study of World Religions. 2000), pp. 127-34 (132\.

63. Waf ter Brueggemann. The Prophetic Imagination(Philadelphia: Fortress press.2nd
edn. 2001). p. x. In this foreword Brueggemann gives an account of his engagement with
imagination as an interpretative and epistemic mode.

64. LakofTand Johnson. Melaphors ll/e Live By,pp.3-6.
65. catherine M. Roach. Mother/Nature: popularculture and Environmental Ethics

(Bloomington: lndiana University Press. 2003).

i f r t f r r t l r ,  l l r rJ! . r  l , r th nt  l l th l t , , t l  l l r . l , t , . r ,  l t t t . , , t t t t , t  l l7

tv i th grr ih nlrr l  lorr  t  ; rp I  l7-.1.1 ) .  I  lcr  Jxrsi t io l t  is l l tat  wc nlusl  pay attc l l t io l l  to
crtnttolrtlirxtr nrrtl rcrorrurre cs ()l \\ 'hirlcvcr nalure irnagery we use. Addition-
ally. slrc rccorrurrcrrds scll '-irony as a strategy to avoid absolutizing mother
carlh irnagcry. hrrt silnultancously to confirm. stil l, its ability to make intui-
t ive sense (pp. |  60-70).

Biblical imagery of the earth as mother combines the 'Good Mother' and
the 'Bad Mother' in its chthonic imagery. f iN acts in giving as well as taking
life. in hiding the life+o-become as well as the life-that-was. As age-old
wisdom this chthonic constellation seems to symbolically provoke some of
the awareness and critical distance that Roach calls for. Also, biblical imagery
firmly identifies humans as part of the cosmos, thereby avoiding non-reflective
anthropocentrism. The biblical metaphor seems capable of embracing bio-
logical knowledge of environmental interconnectedness without unwittingly
muting moral and other dimensions that are so important in humanist reflec-
tion. In short, it seems worthwhile to bring the biblical imagination to the
contemporary agorato explore whether it could perhaps contribute positively
in public discourse-as a prism for perceiving humans in the environment
and as a vehicle to propagate such themes in popular discourse. In so doing,
ofcourse, the imagery would be subject to Roach's call to constantly review
the connotations and resonances of this vision of humankind and its place in
the cosmos.

And by this move we come full circle, retuming to Walter Brueggemann's
opening issue: human belonging in the world. Thirty years later our vision of
the earth as mother resembles his vision of the land as home at least in one
respect. Both give direction and yet defy finitude. As der Jubilar himself
might have put it: biblical mythology consigns us to continued pilgrimage
towards embodiment of humanitv in nature.
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