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On the Death of God.

Reflections on His Life and Post-mortem Future

by

D.Wyatt Aiken

Similar to generic dying god stories typical to agrarian cultures, announcements of the

death of a God in the western world may also perhaps be seen to follow cycles. A first

important announcement occurred in the mid-first century, at sea off the western coast

of Greece, with the proclamation that the Great God Pan was dead.1 Some believe this

moment marked the beginning of the end of the pagan era. The announcement was

heard a second time, in the late 19th century, when Nietzsche’s Zarathustra, returning

into the world of men from a self-imposed exile, encounters a holy man in the wood

worshipping, says the Heiliger, “the God who is my God”-- a statement that leaves

Zarathustra wondering at the fact that this holy man had not heard in his woods that

God is dead. Nietzsche mitigates the matter-of-fact flatness of Zarathustra’s wonder

by also composing an exalted, quasi-mystical dirge in the now-famous madman story

from the Gay Science.

God is dead. God remains dead. And we have killed

him. How shall we comfort ourselves, the murderers of

all murderers? What was holiest and mightiest of all

that the world has yet owned has bled to death under

our knives: who will wipe this blood off us? What water

is there for us to clean ourselves? What festivals of

atonement, what sacred games shall we have to invent?

Is not the greatness of this deed too great for us? Must

we ourselves not become gods simply to appear worthy

of it?2

Many have been the assertions of ‘god is dead’, and sundry the variations on the

theme: from the ‘flight of the gods’, the “Entflohene Götter”, of Hölderlin,3 to the

contemporary God is Dead movement in America; it seems, however, that there is

always hidden within the very language of the assertion another proposition: namely,

that the gods, and especially the God that surfaced in the theological traditions of the

Christians, once existed. More philosophically oriented than the German romantics

and their ‘gods’, the high priests of the Death of God movement offer up the death of

the Christian God not by talking about “Him”, but rather, by talking about how

humans seem to have transcended the need, interest, or even the possibility, of Him.4

1



Plutarch, Moralia V, 17, MA: Harvard University Press, 1989.

Friedrich Nietzsche, The Gay Science, trans. W. Kaufmann, Random House, 1991, section

108, New Struggles, in section 125, The Madman; cf. section 343, The Meaning of our

Cheerfulness.

3

Friedrich Hölderlin, Germanien, in Sämtliche Werke, Briefe, Dokumente in zeitlicher Folge,

Band X, hrsg. Von D.E. Sattler, Bremer Ausgabe, München: Luchterhand Literaturverlag,

2004, 239.

4

Hamilton and Altizer’s list of 10 possible interpretations for ‘god is dead’ (Radical Theology

and the Death of God, Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill Co., 1966:x-xi), can be reduced to 3

2



So what has been at issue in this recent Death of God tradition, it would seem, is

really not (the) Deity, but rather the human (lack of) interest story.

One of the more provocative modern scholars to take up the standard in tracking

this idea, and making a surprisingly favorable pro-Christian argument, is Professor

Georg Picht in his essay entitled “The God of the Philosophers.” Following the

evidentiary tracks through Western intellectual history beginning with the ancient

Greek philosophers, and concluding that already at the beginning of the Christian God

tradition – in fact already in the apostle Paul,5 there occurred an historical

fusion/confusion between the God of the Philosophers and the God of the Bible,6

Picht7 draws a speculative conclusion to rival that of Kant’s noumena or

Verstandeswesen, which Kant also names “selbstgemachte Hirngespinste”.8 Namely,

that with the latter pronouncement of the death of God, which Picht interprets to mean

the death of the God of the Philosophers (originally articulated/created by

Xenophanes), Christian philosophy now has the opportunity to discover behind the

fusion-fiction Deity, {God of the Philosophers + God of the Bible}, the true God of

the Bible, the God-Behind-the-Mask, the God Christianity has not yet known in its

history.9 In this post-mortem dei period of human history, argues Picht, philosophers

will either follow a path into the ‘große Politik’ proclaimed by an exaltant

Nietzsche,10 thereby laying the first foundations for the authentically human ‘history

of man’ constructed by men upon the foundations of human thought, or there will

occur an Unmasking-of-the-God whereby Christian philosophers will finally be in a

paradigmatically ‘open’ position to discover the true God of the Bible: “[I]t is no

longer so easy for us to welcome the death of the God of Greek philosophy as the new

birth of the God of eschatological revelation and to dissolve the marriage which

bound philosophy and theology together for two thousand years of the Christian

tradition. But it is time to ask: What do we really mean by the name ‘God’?”.11

In the light of these various traditions of God/s in the West, then, and of their

dyings, and notwithstanding Picht’s optimism for the future transmutation of the GodBehind-the-Mask into the God of Christian eschatology, let us examine a different

alternative—let us assume that we moderns do in fact live post mortem Dei christiani.

Let us also assume, thus giving due credit to Nietzsche, Vahanian, Levinas, Hamilton,

et al., who have proclaimed the death of the Christian God (as opposed to Picht’s God

of the Philosophers), that there are plausible intellectual justifications for why the

modern world has moved beyond the Christian faith. In the Great Conversation, the

general themes: 1) some variation of atheism (1, 2); 2) a language shortfall (3,4,10); 3) and, a

narrative no longer consistent with men’s understanding or experience of the world (5, 6, 7, 8,

9).

5

Georg Picht, “The God of the Philosophers”, Journal of the American Academy of Religion,

Vol. 48, No. 1 (Mar., 1980), pp. 61-79. Picht, 74: “The equation of the God of biblical

revelation with the God of Greek philosophy begins, thus, in Paul already… […] The

ambivalent alliance between the God of biblical revelation and the God of philosophy is…

assigned to theology from its origin…”

6

Ibid., 71: “True, Christian theology, from the earliest church fathers to the present day, fused

the God of Christian revelation with the God of Greek philosophy almost inseparable.”

7

Ibid., 68.

8

Immanuel Kant, Prolegomena zu einer jeden künftigen Metaphysik, Hamburg, Felix Meiner

Verlag, 1976, 13:292.

9

Op. cit., 71ff.

10

Picht, 1980, 66-67.

11

Ibid., 77.
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‘death of God’ thinkers have laid the theoretical foundations of an idea.

A Holzweg

When Plato posited the reality of the Forms to explain how things came into

being and (were) moved, it was not long before Aristotle came along to point out that,

at the end of the day, the Forms are only a theoretical model with logical issues (e.g.,

their immovable, yet causative natures), and that a very adequate, but almost entirely

empirical description of reality could be posited without them. If I may play the role

of a much-reduced, modern Aristotle, I would like to suggest that the modern ‘God is

Dead’ propositions and treatments also contain an untenable assumption – that the

Christian God ever ‘existed’. This paper is in agreement with Professor Picht’s

analysis of the historical evidence, but in profound disagreement with his conclusion

that the God that has died is only the shadow God of the Philosophers; the wider

evidence of Western history, and not simply the evidence from the history of the

Western philosophical tradition, suggests that it is in fact the Christian God, and very

specifically ‘the God of the Bible’, who has gone missing. And there is no need of a

romantic and exalted post mortem: for the failure of the ‘God of the Bible’, equal to

that of His Alter Ego the God of the Christians, is that, as a philosophical Fiction

derived from debate and consensus, He/They never had any historical reality. This

path, of course, was already sign-posted by Anthony Kenny in the Wilde Lectures in

Natural Religion (1970-72) at Oxford University, in which he develops the following

argument:

If the argument of the previous chapters has been

correct then there is no such being as the God of

traditional natural theology: the concept of God

propounded by scholastic theologians and rationalist

philosophers is an incoherent one. […] [I]n the notion

of a God who foresees all sins but is the author of none,

there lurks a contradiction. There cannot, if our

argument has been sound, be a timeless, immutable,

omniscient, omnipotent, all-good being.12

So this thesis is not quite new in this telling, and has long been the white elephant in

the room of scholars of Western religions (per Picht and Kenny), as well as the theme

of poets:

Whoever, apostle, seer, or wide-browed bard,

Does his best to forge a God and then offer it back to broad

heaven,

Perceives only the mist and blackness confused

Of the firmament, sinister and calm, which has refused;

Man may try, premeditated, a God to expound

In his blind- and deafness profound,

Whether this Deity be Hindou, Pagan, Greek or Biblical in

nature,

The Shade responds to Man in nowise;13

12



Anthony Kenny, The God of the Philosophers, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1979, p. 121.

Author’s translation. Victor Hugo (Hugo, Victor. [1857?] Oeuvre Poétique, Vol. II,

Religions et Religion. Paris: Librairie Paul Ollendorff, p. 9): Quiconque, apôtre, augure, ou

13
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Is the Christian God, the Protagonist of the Bible, really dead? The question is

certainly of academic interest to the scholar of religions, and also a challenge for the

believer in the fides christiana. One thread of the argument of this paper is essentially

in agreement with Professor Picht’s analyses, and with his conclusion that the God of

the Christians is not the ‘God of the Bible’. The God of the Christians is

anhistorical—an extraterritorial14 Deity of Logic born out of the speculations of the

earliest Platonized Christian philosophers. It could in fact be argued that Western

philosophy already reached its zenith in the first half of the Common Era with the

conception and articulation of this God, whose genealogy can be traced in its

evolution from a Hellenistic Abstraktum, to a Supreme philosophico-religious Idea(l).

This “God”, conceived very literally out of season, corresponds to the highest ideals

of western neo-platonic thought, and bears no comparison, either in actions or

character, to the historico-geographical deities of the Hebrew Bible. Evidence for this

argument is considerable, and is drawn from textual as well as contextual materials;

from moral arguments and character studies that have been presented by, among

others, the philosopher-emperor Julian; and from a consideration of intellectual

arguments and traditions that evolved within medieval scholastic philosophy and

beyond.

In addition to our agreement with Professor Picht’s analyses, and as well with his conclusion

that the God of the Christian theologians is not the ‘God of the Bible’, the wider evidence of

Western history is compelling that the ‘God of the Bible’ is also not the God of the entire

Bible. Professor Picht hopes that the God-Behind-the-Mask will be ultimately discoverable

against the light of the Christian eschatological period, and he argues convincingly that this

God-Behind-the-Mask is neither the God of the philosophers nor the God of the Christians.

However, when we cast our gaze out beyond the philosophers of our Western intellectual

traditions, other evidentiary threads lead us to conclude, additionally, that the ‘God of the

Bible’, who must not be equated with the God of the philosophers or Christians, is not One:

the ‘God of the Bible’ does not share the same deity-profile as the Yahweh of the Hebrew

Bible, nor is Yahweh necessarily even the High God in the Hebrew Bible narrative (QED);

nor, furthermore, does Yahweh share the same mythological profile as the God of the New

Testament, who, however, does strangely resemble the God of the philosophers and

Christians (as Professor Picht has pointed out). This fusion/confusion of identities concerning

God in the traditions of the West is the result, to some large degree, of an organic association,

made in the earliest days of the Jewish Christians, between the Hebrew Writings and the

Christian letters of the early Jesus Movement, which were coming into circulation; the

resultant material confusion in popular, and even deliberate philosophical thought, with

respect to the profiles of the various gods, all being equally subsumed under the one ‘God’,

was then accentuated by the emerging God tradition of early Christian thought, and by its

subsequent codification through creedal articulations.



The ‘God of the Bible’

Buttressed by archaeology, biblical scholarship has paved a wide road for the

articulation of this argument; and much of recent scholarship received its impetus



barde au large front,/Forge un Dieu de son mieux et l’offre au ciel profond,/N’aperçoit que la

brume et la noirceur confuse/Du firmament sinistre et calme, qui refuse;/ L’homme a beau

présenter un Dieu, prémédité/ Dans son aveuglement et dans sa surdité,/ Que ce Dieu soit

indou, païen, grec ou biblique,/L’Ombre ne donne pas à l’homme la réplique.

14

Expression borrowed from Michel Onfray, Traité d’athéologie (Paris: Grasset, 2005),

189ff.
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from Albrecht Alt’s ground-breaking 1929 essay on the God of the Fathers,15 which

was so fruitfully furthered by the works of Albright, Gordon, D.N. Freedman, Cross,

et al.16 The Albright ‘school’, in seeking to identify more fully the various deities of

the Bible in the light of their ancient Near Eastern origins, has led some to wonder

whether the Western Religious narrative has “lost” the biblical Yahweh in its attempt

to articulate a philosophical God. Such is R. Friedman’s recent thesis: that the Hebrew

Bible is literally a record of the disappearance of God—that it is the story of a god

who has gone into retirement, who, like the Canaanite El a thousand years before him,

is become deus quiescens. This is a troubling state of affairs for the study of western

religions; indeed, it is potentially a worst-case scenario. For in addition to having

perhaps identified the wrong deity as God, western religious scholars now must

consider the possibility that the Hebrew Bible might very possibly be the narrative

record of a god-become-absent from the world of men (deus absconditus). It has

always been difficult for the missionary to make a persuasive case for a God who

cannot defend himself publicly—the Baalite priests of I Kings 18 learned from Elijah,

much to their detriment, that les [dieux] absents ont toujours tort.

The German Assyriologist Friedrich Delitzsch profiled this argument already

in a 1920 volume entitled, The Great Deception, in which he argues that, just like the

other olden gods: “the Hebrew national god (Nationalgott) belongs also to the

‘anemic’ ones (elîlîm)—as the Old Testament relishes designating the gods of other

peoples—and it is impossible that he should be identified … with the most-powerful

GOD.” 17 He concludes with: “Israel is not the people of “GOD”, but the people of

Jaho, as Moab is the people of Kemosh and Assur the people of the god Asur.” In a

similar iteration in the Interpreter’s Bible one reads: “The religion of the fathers was

not the same as the worship of the thundering Yahweh of Sinai. The God pictured in

Genesis is not like the God who reveals himself to Moses in the book of Exodus.” 18

§I. Textual Argument

There are persuasive reasons for rejecting the dogma that the Christian God is

also, and necessarily, the God of the Hebrew Bible; or even that He is a God of

ancient Near Eastern extraction. Not least of these reasons is the clear reading of the

Hebrew Bible. The “apostate" Julian, emperor of the Roman Empire after the death

of the Christianizing Constantine, is perhaps the first to make so cogently, and

following this line of thought, the argument against the Christian God as the ‘God of

the Bible’. In a short work entitled Contra Galileos,19 Julian argues that the Galileans,

or Christians, lay claim to the Jewish god, Yahweh, as their God; for Yahweh

revealed himself to Moses significantly, albeit enigmatically, by declaring that he had

once been known to the Patriarchs as El Shaddai, El of the wilderness, but He was

now revealing Himself to Moses in a new ‘persona’, as “ehyeh asher ehyeh,”20 or

15



Albrecht Alt, “Der Gott der Väter (1929),” in Kleine Schriften zur Geschichte des Volkes

Israel. München: C.H. Beck’sche Verlagsbuchhandlung, 1959.

16

Mark S. Smith, The Early History of God, Grand Rapids: Eerdmans Publishing Co., 2002,

xii, gives a detailed history of the recent scholarship.

17

Friedrich Delitzsch, Die Grosse Täuschung, Deutsche Verlags Anstalt: Stuttgart &amp; Berlin,

1920, 72, 74.

18

The Interpreter’s Bible in twelve volumes. Vol. I. NY: Abingdon Press, 1952, 297.

19

Julian, Against the Galilaeans in The Works of the Emperor Julian. Vol. III. MA: Harvard

University Press (Loeb), 1993.

20

Exod 3 14-15, Exod 6 2-3.
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Yahweh. A careful but even unsophisticated reading of the Hebrew Bible, however,

seems to make clear that Yahweh (Heb. hÎwøh◊y; LXX ku/rioß) is not the GOD known as

Elyon or the Most High (Heb. NwøyVlRo; LXX u¢yistoß); 21 he is Yahweh the

Windwalker, mythological kin to Ba’al-Hadad, Lord of Heaven; he is the Kriegsmann

at the head of a warring tribal league seeking through war to forge itself into a united

theocratic people.22

The evidence seems to indicate that Yahweh, the national god of the Jewish

tribes, is a junior member of the henotheistic grouping of ancient Near Eastern

national deities reflected in the Hebrew Bible—that this deity is in fact neither the

Creator, nor the (High) GOD of the ‘Bible’, and that, furthermore, this particular

subordinate ‘son of elohim’ received from the hand of Elyon a national or tribal

inheritance—the Israelite tribes. Julian concludes from these various narrative threads

that since the Christians claim their God to be Yahweh, inasmuch as Yahweh is not

Elyon, then neither is the God of the Christians Elyon. God is not GOD.

If the apostate emperor Julian is correct, it would seem that the material

confusion first arose in Hellenistic Judaism among the Jews of the Diaspora, who

were influenced by their reading of the Greek LXX. Paul of Tarsus, the Hellenized,

Roman-Jewish author of many of the NT letters, was just such a Jew of the Diaspora.

It is therefore not surprising that the qeoß-God of Paul’s letters (per Picht) should be

so un-Yawhistic; for the Hellenized qeoß is generic in both name and nature. qeoß

does not equate to the very particular Jewish warrior god, Yahweh, who, we shall see,

does not figure either mythologically or materially into the Christian articulation of

the ‘God of the Bible’. The problem remains, however, that the early Christians

received the Mosaic writings as endowed with divine authority. The letters of Paul

illustrate this ambivalence excellently; for according to Dodd, despite his Jewishness,

Paul “frequently uses expressions about God closely similar to those of Hellenistic

philosophy (e.g. Rom i.19-20, xi.36; I Cor. xii.6; Eph. iv.6).” 23 The earliest Jewish

Christians held the messianic event to be an organic out-flowing of Jewish history,

and argued that the God they worship is identical with the Jewish God, Yahweh. So

Julian, challenging this ‘dogma’ proclaimed by the Galilean bishops, by juxtaposing

that dogma against non-compliant texts of the Hebrew Bible, concludes that the

Christians, instead of laying claim to Hypsistos, mistakenly frame their trinitarian

God around a lower-ranked national god in the Hebrew Writings, i.e., Yahweh.

In Deut. 32:8-9, which is part of the very ancient Song of Moses, the Israelites

are reminded that Yahweh received an inheritance of people and land from the High

GOD Elyon, who distributed to each of his divine sons a specific inheritance. It is,

from a human point of view, a common ancient Near Eastern motif that the land

belongs to the people in heritage from their god. This is, in fact, common in the

Hebrew writings–the Israelite tribes receive from the hand of their god the land of

Canaan as an inheritance.24 Another conception of inheritance in the Hebrew Bible is

21



Cf. H.S. Nyberg, “Studien zum Religionskampf” in Archiv für Religionswissenschaft, vol.

35, 1938, 329-385, pp. 335-345 for scholarship on the question of El, Al, Elyon, etc.

22

Julius Wellhausen, Israelitische und Jüdischen Geschichte. Berlin: Georg Reimer, 1914,

23ff.

23

C.H. Dodd, The Bible and the Greeks. London: Hodder &amp; Stoughton, 1954, 7.

24

E.g., Num. 16:14, Num. 26:53, Num. 26:54, Num. 27:7, Num. 32:19, Num. 32:32, Num.

34:2, Num. 34:29, Num. 36:2, Deut. 4:21, Deut. 4:38, Deut. 12:9, Deut. 15:4, Deut. 19:10,

Deut. 19:14, Deut. 20:16, *Deut. 21:23 (of messianic interest), Deut. 24:4, Deut. 25:19, Deut.

26:1, Deut. 29:8…
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that Yahweh himself is an inheritance, not necessarily for the whole people, but for

one certain group or tribe from among the people—Yahweh is the inheritance of the

Levites;25 and when a group receives service to Yahweh as inheritance, because this

inheritance does not provide for the practical needs of the heirs, their ‘impractical’

inheritance is also allied with the preeminently practical idea of tithing; the other

tribes must contribute to the material support of the Levites.

There is yet another conception of inheritance found in the Hebrew Bible,

which is that the land itself (i.e., Canaan) is said to be an inheritance for Yahweh.

From a Hand higher than his own Yahweh received a landed inheritance.26 There are

also some twenty-nine references in the Hebrew Bible to the people—Jacob—as an

inheritance for Yahweh. The implications of course are similar—that Yahweh

received His inheritance from the hand of the Most High; but there is also the

suggestion that Yahweh had some choice in selecting out his own inheritance.27

The idea that the land of Canaan constitutes an inheritance for Yahweh, and

that Yahweh received the people—Jacob—as an inheritance, gives impetus to Julian’s

argument; for Deut. 32:8-9 records the story of the distribution of their inheritance to

all the Sons of Elohim, including Yahweh, from the hand of the Most High. This,

according to Julian, is yet another reason to reject the association between the

Christian God and either the Abrahamic Most High GOD or the Mosaic national god

Yahweh. Yahweh is a tribal deity with ‘tunnel vision’; he is interested in only one

tribal people and one land, and simply does not have the geographical stature,

personal qualities, or ‘general’ vision one would expect from a universal GOD. In

fact, in contrast to Christian arguments concerning God as creator, a universal GOD

does not necessarily have to be the Creator in neo-platonic thought. Therefore, it

should not surprise us that Julian would make this common platonic distinction—for

he uses the term demiurgos or begetter, arguing that it does not follow that demiurgos

has to be either God or GOD. Thus, when the Christians maintain that their God is

The Creator, which Julian translates through the platonic conception of the creating

demiurgos principle, they make the argument themselves for the subordination of

their God.

§II. Contextual Argument

In addition to the problematic nature of the evidence from the Hebrew Bible,

which renders improbable any Yahweh-qeoß/GOD connection, the mytho-poetic

narrative—the ‘Story’ of the Hebrew Bible—also speaks against the idea that the

Christian or NT God is GOD. This difficulty is partly due to the mis-conception that

the Bible is a single or unified ‘book’; it is rather a library compiled of at least sixtysix authors who composed their works over the space of approximately eight hundred

years, which makes uniformity and continuity of language and meaning simply

impossible to guarantee. This consideration is important when asking of the ‘Bible’in-translation the following questions: Who is the principal protagonist [God/GOD] of

this Story? Which deity, exactly, stands behind the generic English word, God? Or is

it rather that there is no one particular deity standing behind this Word-Idea? So

25



Num. 18:20, Deut. 10:9, Deut. 18:1, Deut. 18:2, Josh. 13:14, Josh. 13:33, Josh. 14:3, Josh.

18:7, Josh. 21:3, *Psa. 16:5 (perhaps of messianic interest, and the provision of the later

Christian notion of the priesthood of believers), *Ezek. 44:28.

26

Principally from the Pentateuch (Exod 15 17, Deut 9 26, Deut 9 29), and Psalm 2.

27

Ex. 34:9; Deut. 4:20; Deut. 9:26; Deut. 9:29; 1Sam. 10:1; 1Kings 8:51; *1Kings 8:53;

2Kings 21:14; Psa. 28:9; Psa. 33:12; Psa. 47:4; Psa. 68:9; Psa. 74:2.
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perhaps the greatest snag in the dogma of biblical monotheism is that the monolatric

‘Story’ that flows across the pages of the Hebrew Bible is inseparably woven into an

intricately designed, henotheistic, ancient Near Eastern fabric, complete with warring

gods sustaining their warring tribal inheritances. The Hebrew ‘Bible’ is not a

monotheistic text: it is, rather, an epic compilation of theomachically-framed stories

set against a Miltonesque backdrop of a world replete with deities, great and small,

weak and strong.

A Panoply of Gods

One of the more obvious goddesses of the ‘Bible’ is the Queen of Heaven

from Jeremiah 44, who might be the Canaanite Asherah28 or Anat.29 In the note to this

passage in the third edition (2001) of the New Oxford Annotated Bible, the editor

refers to evidence from “fifth-century BCE documents from Elephantine,” which

indicates that “at least some Jews in Egypt practiced a form of Yahwism that included

worship of the goddess Anat-Yahu (‘Anat of the LORD’).” However, this might also

be a syncretistic reference to the Egyptian goddess Isis, given the late seventh-early

sixth century dating of Jeremiah, and the fact that the setting for this scene is in

Egypt. On the other hand, Smith also writes that while Queen of Heaven is clearly the

title of a goddess, it is unclear whether she be “Astarte, Ishtar (or a syncretized

Astarte-Ishtar) or less likely Anat.”30 Anat is said (in several fragmentary contexts) to

have born to Baal a young bull, which provides yet a further linking with Exod 32 and

the story of the golden calf. Medieval Christianity will see in Jeremiah 44 a pre-vision

of Mary, the Mother of God, Regina caelorum.31

Another biblical deity is Baal, the huge32 warrior god of the ancient Canaanite

stories, who is famously challenged to a duel, and defeated, by Yahweh in I Kings 18.

Beyond the obvious mythopoetic framing of this story, R. Friedman33 points out that

this is, essentially, the story of God’s swansong—His “last public miracle” in the

biblical record; for after the stunning demonstration of His power poured out in divine

fire on Elijah’s stone alter on Mount Carmel, God will refuse to appear to Elijah at

Horeb/Sinai. It is interesting to note that in addition to the single prophet of Yahweh

and the 450 prophets of Baal, there were also present for this gigantomachy the 400

prophets of Asherah, which would suggest, were the story to be read according to the

normative agonistic themes of ancient Near Eastern mythologies, that the duel

between Yahweh and Baal might well have been for the ‘fair’ hand of the divine

Asherah!

There are also a variety of El gods in the Hebrew Bible. An ancient High God

in the Canaanite literature, El is widely attested at Ebla, although Dagan was supreme

god of the Eblaitic pantheon. El was head of the Ugaritic pantheon of gods, and

28



For a recent treatment of Asherah, see Judith M. Hadley, The Cult of Asherah in Ancient

Israel and Judah, (Cambridge: CUP, 2003).

29

For Anat, see U. Cassuto, The Goddess Anath, (Jerusalem: The Magnes Press, The Hebrew

University, 1971).

30

Smith, 2002, 182.

31

A twelfth century plainchant, the Regina caelorum was originally sung for the Feast of the

Assumption.

32

The idea of Baal’s sheer size, his height and largeness, is implied in Baal III i 25ff. Cf. G.R.

Driver, Canaanite Myths and Legends. Edinburgh: Clark, 1956, 111.

33

Richard Elliott Friedman, The Disappearance of God. Boston: Little, Brown and Company,

1995, 82ff.



Page 7 of 21

Death of God

28/07/2012



Asherah his consort. Yet, although there are temples to both Dagan and Baal at Ras

Shamra, there seems to have been there no cult to El, for no El temple has been

excavated to date. In addition to being a particular ancient Near Eastern High God,

then, the consensus of the scholarly literature is that El (Il) also occurs as a generic

term for ‘deity’.34 El is also widely attested in the Hebrew Bible, the most common

occurrences of which are found primarily in conjunction with other divine names;35

likewise, the El-deities are generally linked to specific geographical locations. There

are at least two major interpretative theories that attempt to make sense of the Eldeities in the biblical texts. According to Alt’s widely accepted (polytheistic) theory,

the El names refer to local numina, or minor nameless deities tied to specific places.

An alternative (monotheistic) theory, which is also widely held, is that the El-deities

are local manifestations of the one god, El.36 Among other biblically attested Eldeities, identified with their geographical cult sites, are El Roi (Beer-lahai-roi);37 El

Olam (Beersheba);38 El Elohe-Israel (Shechem);39 El Bethel (Bethel);40 and El Elyon

(Jerusalem).41 Likewise, there is El Shadday, who has a tribal link through the

Benjaminites; and, finally, there is possibly an El-type deity behind the story of

Jacob’s experience at Penuel.42

A particularly interesting passage, which might demonstrate the possible

conflation of Canaanite El with Israelite Yahweh, is the anti-Baalite book of Hosea.43

The prophet writes (11:7): “My people are bent on turning away from me. To the

Most High (‘l) they call, but he does not raise them up at all.” Some scholars have

argued that the broad strokes of Ugaritic literature combine to tell the story of aliyan

Baal’s dispute with El for the kingship of the gods; for El is already become ancient

and remote in the literature of the Ugaritic period, a deus quiescens. Lack,44 for

example, builds upon Nyberg’s suggestions of parallels between the Ugaritic Keret



34



Giovanni Pettinato, The Archives of Ebla. NY: Doubleday, 1981, 248ff.

Dictionary of Deities and Demons in the Bible (DDD), ed., Pieter van der Toorn, Eerdmans:

Grand Rapids, 1999, 295: “In the OT, ‘Elyon appears several times with El, either in

collocation (Gen 14:18-22; Ps 78:35), or in parallelism (Num 24:16; Pss 73:11; 107:11).”

36

Ibid., 1999, 295.

37

Gen. 16:13; Cf. DDD 291.

38

Gen. 21:33. Cf. inter alia DDD, 288; Rudolf Kittel, Die hellenistische Mysterienreligion

und das Alte Testament, Stuttgart: W. Kohlhammer, 1924, 73ff., and particularly 76-80;

David Noel Freedman, “Divine Names and Titles in Early Hebrew Poetry,” in Magnalia Dei.

The Mighty Acts of God, edited by Cross, Lemke, Miller, NY: Doubleday &amp; Co., 1976, 61-2;

Jack Miles, God. A Biography. NY: Knopf, 1995, 20, and esp. 72; and Lynn Clapham,

“Mythopoetic Antecedents of the Biblical World-View and Their Transformation in Early

Israelite Thought,” in Magnalia Dei. The Mighty Acts of God, edited by Cross, Lemke, Miller.

NY: Doubleday &amp; Co., 1976.

Clapham, 1976, 114-117.

39

Gen. 33:20.

40

Gen. 31:13; 35:7; cf. Gen. 28:10-22.

41

Gen. 14:9, 18-20, 22 &amp; Ps 78:35.

42

Gen. 32:22-32.

43

DDD, 1999, 295.

44

Rémi Lack, “Les Origines de Elyon, Le Très-Haut, Dans La Tradition Culturelle d’Israel”

in The Catholic Biblical Quarterly, vol. 24, 1962, 44-64, 48.

35
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