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Answer to # 1, Part 2

When trying to understand any biblical passage, or section, it is necessary to recognize the possible influences that would have changed the view of the author of that particular story.  Once the influences have been acknowledged, the story will then be seen within the correct context.  The greatest influences on the Old Testament are the social situation of the people, the geography, surrounding cultures, and already present traditions. Each influence shapes the biblical accounts in its own way, thereby creating a distorted view of the true account.  


A large influence on the social situation of the people is the geography, so it is then wise to start there.  As Matthews points out, the geography of the ancient biblical world was very diverse.  It consisted of a dry, arid climate with a mixture of plains, mountains, and deserts.  A major factor in the lives of the people living in the area was that very little of the land was suitable for agriculture.  Therefore, the populations were grouped around the small portions of land that they were able to farm.  At the same time distance and mountainous regions separated those communities.  This allowed the communities to develop without a large influence from the surrounding peoples.  


Although the communities developed in relative solitude, we cannot forget the influence that trade had on the biblical area.  The Syro-Palestine area was situated between the three major powers of the ancient world: Babylon to the east, Greece to the north, and Egypt to the south.  All the significant trading routes between these powers ran directly through the area of Syro-Palestine.  This allowed for a mixture of these cultures with the biblical people’s culture.  There is evidence of this in the stories of Genesis, where there are significant similarities between the Babylonian, Egyptian, Greek and Biblical accounts of floods and creation.  


The mixture of these cultural influences resulted in a melting pot of traditions and celebrations within the Jewish culture.  The manifestations of these traditions are seen in the many Jewish feasts.  These Jewish feasts are very nature oriented.  In fact, the entire Jewish feast calendar revolves around the agricultural cycle, as well as a feast that celebrates the new moon given in honor of Yahweh.  There is the feast of Booths, to celebrate the fall harvest of fruit, olive, wine and the late grains.  Booths spring counterpart is Passover, a celebration of the spring harvest, which was later connected with the deliverance from Egypt.  Then there are the feasts connected with theological events, such as: Pentecost, Rosh Hashanah, Yom Kippur, Purim, and Hanukkah.  These feasts usually entail some animal or personal sacrifice.


The geography, surrounding cultures, and traditions all help to shape the Jewish social view.  This view was very patriarchal and family-centered. Because the early Jewish life depended on agriculture for survival, the entire family was involved with the growing of crops and raising livestock.  As Carol Meyers indicates, person identity was not important, you derived your identity through the family.  The early Jewish communities were in reality groups of individual families, which worked for themselves, not for the larger community.  This situation helped the culture to shape its patriarchal tradition.  Since the women spent most of their time bearing and rearing children, the men had to take on more of the physical labor on the farm.  This resulted in the formation of a patriarchal standard.  


Due to the patriarchal standard, it is not surprising that a patrilinial method of inheritance would arise.  All property passed through the oldest son, and the fathers in the family formed the marriages.  Blenkinsopp contends that women were expected to be obedient, pious, submissive, and frugal in the early monarchic periods.  This statement summarizes the view of woman, and the power of men in the early Jewish society.  


Although their view of their own society was very male-exclusive, their view of the other nations was inclusive.  Through their relationship with God, they understood that all nations had a divine origin, and therefore had some understanding that God loved nations other than their own.  This helped them find a respect for other nations, through that common thread.  


With the knowledge of this early Jewish world and family view, one can see the influences that played a part in the biblical accounts.  The geography influenced the makeup of the communities, the communities were influenced by the surrounding cultures, and the communities they lived in influenced the Jewish local and world-views. After all these influences had made their impact on the Jewish culture, it was at that point at which the Bible was created, and these influences came together in the form of stories told through faith.  This faith, which was influenced by the world around it, now influences the world through its theological ideas in a strange symbiotic relationship.

