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‘But now ... do not let all this hardship seem
insignificant before you’: Ethnic History and
Nehemiah 9

KATHERINE E. SOUTHWOOD
St John’s College, University of Oxford

Introduction

Despite the fact that there is no term for ‘ethigicwithin the Hebrew
Bible, modern concepts such as ethnicity, natisngliand race have,
nevertheless, been applied to the matéridlis has sometimes raised the
concern that anachronism stands in the way of amgrezing texts which
are related to such themes. Concerning race, fompbe, Sadler explains
that

[to] ask the Bible to speak to issues of racekis fisking it for instruction
on airplanes, cellular phones, and cable televisiofhowever] one could
argue that the Bible has much to say about theegiraf “race,” because
it describes the interactions of people of varicakrs, phenotypes, so-
matic morphologies, and character traits.

The fact that modern terms such as ‘ethnicity’ @oe present within the
Hebrew Bible cannot straightforwardly lead to tlemdusion that ethnic
awareness did not exist before the term was cdindalvever, if we do

! Indeed, since the publication of the landmark mwiEthnicity and the Biblenearly
twenty years ago, the number of studies applyihgietmodels to the Biblical material has
increased significantly (M. G. Bretthnicity and the Bibl¢BIS 19; Leiden: Brill, 1996]).

2 R. S. Sadler, ‘Can A Cushite Change His Skin? @esh“Racial Othering,” and the
Hebrew Bible’,Int 60 (2006): 386—-403 (387).

% It is worth noting at this point that, as has Idmen recognized, the lexical corpus of
Classical Hebrew is very small (E. Ullendorff, Béblical Hebrew a Language SOAS
34 [1971]: 241-55.). Moreover, a range of Hebrenmteexist to describe ‘foreignersi
can be used of objects from foreign lands (Exo®21B:3; Ps 137:4); foreign clothes
(Zeph 1:8), and in construct form, foreign citidadg 19:12) and foreign languages (Prov
6:24), as well as foreign people (Deut 14:21; Rutt0; 2 Sam 15:19), especially women
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acknowledge that some texts display an awarenesthoitcity, then what
criteria should be applied in order to discernftirection and implications
of ethnicity within said text§3f no clear criteria are applied to discern the
importance of ethnicity within certain parts of tmeaterial then we

(Prov 2:16; 5:3, 20; 6:24; Ezra 10; Neh 13:26)can refer to an occupying foreign power
(Is 1:7; cf. Joel 4:17), or to strangers who dedspha land (Hos 7:9; cf. figuratively Ezek
16:32).73, which occurs in both nominal and verbal forms3n nin3 23 M), might be
viewed as somewhere between a ‘nativetX) and a foreigner; privileges dependent upon
hospitality and family are afforded, but ultimatehe sojourner resides in a place where
they did not originally belong.

4 Many parts of the Hebrew Bible have the potertidle labelled as texts wherein ethnici-
ty is recognizable. For example, there are numegamealogies (Gen 5; 10; 11:20-26;
25:12-18; Exod 6:16-25; Ruth 4:17-22; 1 Chr 1-%aE% 10:18-44). Knoppers has
published extensively on the question of geneatgemetimes with specific attention to
ethnicity. See G. N. Knoppers, ‘Ethnicity, GenegloGeography, and Change: The Jude-
an Communities of Babylon and Jerusalem in theySibEzra’, inCommunity Identity in
Judean Historiography: Biblical and Comparative Bgectiveged. G. N. Knoppers and
K. A. Ristau; Winona Lake, Ind.: Eisenbrauns, 20a9)7—71; G. N. Knoppers, ‘Intermar-
riage, Social Complexity and Ethnic Diversity inettGenealogy of JudahJBL 120
(2001): 15-30; G. N. Knoppers, ‘Shem, Ham and JépHée Universal and the Particu-
lar in the Genealogy of Nations’, ithe Chronicler as Theologian: Essays in Honor of
Ralph W. Klein(ed. M. P. Graham, S. L. McKenzie and G. N. KnappdSOTSup 371;
London: T&T Clark, 2003), 13-31; G. N. Knoppershél Relationship of the Priestly
Genealogies to the History of the High Priesthoodedrusalem’, idudah and the Judeans
in the Neo-Babylonian Perioed. O. Lipschits and J. Blenkinsopp; Winona Lalkel,.:
Eisenbrauns, 2003), 109-35; G. N. Knoppers, ‘Theidia Genealogy: Some Contextual
Considerations from the Ancient Mediterranean Woildanseuphratéen@2 (2001): 35—
50. There is also recognition of different langumgad dialects (Gen 11:1-11; Judg 12:6;
Neh 13:24; cf. K. E. Southwood, “And they couldtnmderstand Jewish Speech”: Ethnic-
ity, Language, and Nehemiah'’s Intermarriage Crigi§S62 [2011]: 1-19; J. A. Emerton,
‘Some Comments on the Shibboleth Incident (JudggkssX, in Mélanges bibliques et
orientaux en I'honneur de M. Mathias Deldaed. A. Caquot, S. Légasse and M. Tardieu;
Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener Verlag, 1985], 14%%5and awareness of different skin
colours (Jer 13:23; cf. Sadler, ‘Can A Cushite @eahlis Skin?’; R. A. SadleiCan a
Cushite Change His Skin? An Examination of Rad®iEity, and Othering in the Hebrew
Bible [Library of Hebrew Bible/Old Testament Studies 426ndon: T&T Clark, 2005]),

in addition to awareness of different origins, asevident through various appellations
given to those who are perceived to be foreign siscRuth the Moabite; Ittai the Gittite;
Sanballat the Horonite; Tobiah the Ammonite serv@&#shem the Arabian (Ruth 1:22;
2:2; 2:21; 4:5; 4:10; 2 Sam 15:19; 18:2; Neh 211M,4:3; 6:1; 13:28). In other texts, there
are forceful polemics against foreigners: Amos'actes against the nations, Jonah’s lack
of belief in the Ninevites, the conquering of Jedcthe warnings against foreign gods in
so-called Deuteronomistic texts, the new local idies given to Daniel, Hananiah, Mis-
hael, and Azariah, not to mention objections tmietintermarriage in Ezra and Nehemiah.
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risk using the biblical text in a divisive way. Fexample, the interpreta-
tion of specific narratives such as the ‘Curse ahti(Gen 9:18-29) in

American history has been used to authorize ankhiexgocial boundaries
marked by colour schemes.

Part of the problem is that concepts such as ethracd race have
been used colloquially within scholarship with &Kaof critical under-
standing of the concept itself. Social anthropdtghave long since rec-
ognized the problematic nature of attempting tangeéthnicity® Not only
do numerous definitions exist, there are also varynethods of reaching
such definitions.As such, ethnicity cannot be straightforwardly laggpto
or identified within the biblical material; rathi¢is important to recognize
the often context-bound emergence of ethnic awaeen€o illustrate,
words such as ‘nation’, ‘race’ and ‘ethnicity’ indi&ysia have an empha-
sis on descent as a result of the Malay concertonme submerged by the
Chinese. This has given rise to the political tdsumi which marks a
boundary between people who regard themselvesdagemus and peo-
ple who are tacitly regarded as ‘in-comers’ andrtlescendants. In con-

5 Fenton provides a useful summary of the emergehcacial awareness in America, an
awareness ‘grounded in slavery’ which left the linktween citizenship and whiteness
unquestioned; in a 1790 act of congress, it iedtdtll free white persons who have, or
shall, migrate into the United States and shalk giatisfactory proof, before a magistrate,
by oath, that they intend to reside therein, arall thke an oath of allegiance, and shall
have resided in the United States for one whole, y&mll be entitled to the rights of citi-
zenship’ (S. Fentorkthnicity [Cambridge: Polit, 2010], 25-26). Ironically, iortrast to
the Bible being used as a proof-text for enfor¢higck’ subjugation, the same story (Gen
9:18-29) was used for different purposes by Afridganericans to make sense of their
sufferings and point them toward a shared destiny.

5 Alongside ethnicity itself being ‘constructed asiah by the anthropologist as by the
subject’ (M. BanksEthnicity: Anthropological Constructiorféondon: Routledge, 1996],
190), the tie between ethnicity and ethnic grogsdw being questioned. Fenton claims
that ““groups” are both actual and constructed ..wduld be a mistake to think that
“groups” are self-evident population and commurstyb-sets with a clear line drawn
round each one’ (FentoR&thnicity, 5). Similarly, Brubaker argues that ethnicity aadst
independently of groups (R. Brubaketthnicity without GroupgCambridge, Mass.:
Harvard University Press, 2004]). | have discusigsd at length elsewhere; see K. E.
Southwood Ethnicity and the Mixed Marriage Crisis in Ezra ®:1An Anthropological
Approach (Oxford Theological Monograph Series; Oxford: Oxfobniversity Press,
2012), 19-71.

" For example, primordialists sometimes interprénigity as immutable whereas instru-
mentalists understand ethnicity as a tool througickvcertain communities gain wealth,
power, and social capital. See Barkthnicity, T. H. Eriksen Ethnicity and Nationalism:
Anthropological Perspectiveg8rd ed.; London: Pluto Press, 2010); J. Hutchinsod A.

D. Smith, eds.Ethnicity (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010).



4 SEA 79, 2014

trast, in Britain by the mid- and late nineteenéimtary, as the head of a
world empire, the link between whiteness, ‘naturafistery and civility
became prominent despite former national identéindy rooted in reli-
gious loyalties. In contrast again, in the USA aadefinitions have been
‘central to the idea of the American nation fromiiiception’; even now,
the distribution of public resources is often irc@acance with census
data® However, despite its context-bound nature, Erikissists that one
common element that can be traced exists.

The first fact of ethnicity is the application ofstematic distinctions
between insiders and outsiders; between Us and Them such princi-
ple exists there can be no ethnicity, since ethnmiesupposes an institu-
tionalized relationship between delineated categonvhose members
consider each other to be culturally distincfive.

Effectively, according to this line of argumenthmitity is a dichoto-
mous process which involves defining one’s own iitgiin contrast with
an Other who is perceived to be, and constructeditisrent’® As such,
the existence of the Other, who is often charamteras polar opposite, is
important for delineating ethnicity. At this poimt his argument, Eriksen
is not attempting to provide a definition of ethityicMoreover, as noted,
an array of other definitions of ethnicity existsdathe intention of this
paper is not to reproduce such deb&tddowever, if we are to utilize

8 Fenton Ethnicity; 49.

9 Eriksen Ethnicity and Nationalisp®3.

10«Otherness’ is always actively made rather thamigi These processes occur unselfcon-
sciously. However, since self and other are muguadinstitutive, it could be argued that
identification and objectification go hand in hafidhe sense of distance between the self
and the Other is generally manufactured, and treated as if found naturally. Cf. M. A.
Hogg and D. Abrams, edsSocial Identifications: A Social Psychology of lgreup
Relations and Group Processgondon: Routledge, 1988), 77.

11 Other scholars, for example the widely cited Hirtsbn and Smith, also insist that
common features of ethnic identity can be found.Hratchinson and Smith, these include
‘1. a commonproper nameto identify and express the ‘essence’ of its camity; 2. a
myth of common ancestrya myth rather than a fact, a myth that includesitlea of a
common origin in time and place and that giveg#mie[ethnic group] a sense of fictive
kinship ... ; 3. shareHistorical memoriesor better, shared memories of a common past or
pasts, including heroes, events, and their commatioor 4. one or morelements of
common culturewhich need not be specified but normally includigion, customs, or
language; 5. éink with ahomeland not necessarily its physical occupation by dkienie
only its symbolic attachment to the ancestral laslwith diaspora peoples; 6sanse of
solidarity on the part of at least some sections ofetimie’spopulation’ (Hutchinson and
Smith, Ethnicity, 6-7). While this list is helpful, although theafares are present within
some texts, not all biblical texts which may begoially concerned with ethnicity display
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ethnicity as a heuristic tool for aiding our an#ysf biblical material,

then what principles should be chosen to estaltliah a certain text is
genuinely about ethnicity or to what extent ethgiés important within

said certain text? In many ways the problem cachagacterized by the
classic ‘chicken and egg’ question: do we begirhlie Biblical text and
look for models (and if so, is this thoughtlesslglestive ‘cherry-

picking’)? Or, do we begin with models concernintgrécity and apply

them to the text (and if so, is this forcing an atumal reinterpretation of
the text to fit the modelj?

Perhaps one means of handling these questiondakecseriously the
nature of both fields without attempting to priczé one or the other.
Such a task is, of course, more easily theorizad #thieved. However,
there are some pivotal considerations that asgstask significantly such
as taking the nature of the evidence seriouslyceSwe are dealing with a
statictext (as opposed to a living community), which occurai extinct
language, then as much information about thatrteidt be brought to the
table. Detailed knowledge of the language (cogndtew it is translated
in Greek, nuances of each term and so on), is irmpbwithin studies
which utilize ethnicity as a heuristic tool. Faduto engage rigorously
with the text risks the misapplication of theors&sl models through mis-
translation. A similar level of academic rigour gltbbe applied when
examining ethnicity, with knowledge of the existitigerature, different
approaches, and important case studies. Howewusrstili leaves open
various questions concerning how we use a vast maz®cept such as
ethnicity to analyse an ancient text.

One way, and by no means the only way, of attergptie task of
bring ethnic data and Biblical data together, f@per suggests, is through
acknowledging thditerary nature of the Biblical material and, as such,
looking for studies of ethnicity which are alscetiry. For example, an

all of them. This is somewhat problematic for tbhaar who intends to use ethnicity as a
heuristic tool through which to analyse the Billiozaterial. If some of the elements on
the list are absent, can ethnicity still be recegd? How many of the elements on the list
need to be present in order to classify the matasi@oncerned with ethnicity?

12 Both approaches are perilous; one well-known exampan anthropologist engaging
with the Hebrew Bible and unnaturally reinterprgtthe text is Leach’s argument that the
Hebrew Bible should be treated as a late colleatomyths which are founded upon the
concern for blood purity; see E. Lea@enesis as Myth and Other Ess¢gsipe Editions
39; London: Cape, 1969).
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important aspect of ethnic identity is the conogfpa shared ethnic past
(regardless of the historical accuracy of such st)pand countless ac-
counts of ethnic history exist. The advantage #pigroach is it that eth-
nicity is not examined as an insurmountable whiole:,a certain aspect of
the topic is considered, allowing us to circumveifticulties within the
subject which are irrelevant for our purposes is ihstance and allowing
us to examine said aspect of the topic in detdils paper, therefore, ex-
plores various written accounts of ethnic histaryorder to shed light on
what type of a role recounting of the past withiahdmiah 9 might have.
The argument is presented through an initial amalgé some existing
histories and then the paper turns to examine heheiiah 9 might be
re-examined given this materidl.

Characteristics and Functions of Ethnic Histories

Smith, who has published extensively concerningiethistories, empha-
sizes the importance of collective historical meyrfor ethnicity* Smith

places the perception of shared history at the aebegthnicity, and there-
fore highlights the importance of the cultural ayinbolic elements of
ethnicity’® Indeed, using the category ‘historic ethnosymwlisSmith

focuses on values of ethnic history which is endodéhin the group’s
cultural heritage. This ethnic history is embeddetthin what Smith de-
fines as a ‘myth-symbol complex’, that is, an ethgroup’s distinctive

13 The choice of this order in presenting the evigetloes not mean that social anthropol-
ogy has been prioritized above the Biblical matefather, since the material is being
held up as a heuristic tool, it must initially t@toughly analysed.

14 Smith mentions the Hebrew Bible’s importance dmethistory, arguing that it func-
tions in a symbolic way through the perception ldred historical descent both for Jews
in a broad non-national sense and for Christianistwberceive themselves to be ‘children
of Abraham’ (A. D. SmithChosen Peoples: Sacred Sources of National |def@itjord:
Oxford University Press, 2003], 63). Thus, Smitlderstands the Hebrew Bible as a ves-
sel transporting the ‘myth-symbol complex’, or agrgstallization of subjective ethnic
history. See also A. D. Smith, ‘History and Natibiestiny: Responses and Clarifica-
tions’, in History and National Destiny: Ethnosymbolism ansl @ritics. (ed. M. Gui-
bernau and J. Hutchinson; Oxford: Blackwell, 200)5-209, and A. D. SmithiMyths
and Memories of the NatigiNew York: Oxford University Press, 1999).

15 Smith is not referring to history in the senseasfonstructions of the past, but to history
in the sense of its relevance for the present.uth sSmith describes ethnic history as ‘a
heritage and traditions received from one genardticanother, but in slightly or consider-
ably changed form, which sets limits to the comrsioutiook and cultural contents’
(Smith, ‘History and National Destiny’, 211).
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myths, symbols, historical memories and culturdles, which emerges
from a combination of historical fact and elabarativhich embodies

the corpus of beliefs and sentiments which thedjaas of ethnicity pre-
serve, diffuse, and transmit to future generati'c?ns.

Therefore, for Smith, interpreting the Hebrew Bibke a narrative of eth-
nic history is unproblematic despite the varioustables concerning the
extent to which we can perceive an awareness ofdityngenerated by an
ancient text. While this approach may be conclusivestudying the im-
pact of the material’s reception, it tells us éitdbout whether ethnic histo-
ry played a role in those communities who shapedbthlical material or
for early receivers of the text. Nevertheless, Bimitscholarship does
illustrate the type of role that narratives playréation to ethnic history,
even if such ‘historical’ texts contain very littieformation about the
past:’

Indeed, one of the few consistent points emergimgreg modern col-
lected studies of ethnicity (especially through tugrent renaissance of
critical interest in South African ethnicities), tisat there is a perceived
notion in most societies that history offers adation of ethnic identity®

16 Smith, ‘History and National Destiny’, 15.

Y This is not to suggest that ethnic histories her material within the Hebrew Bible, are
without value concerning reconstructions of thetpesleed, Peel in his interpretation of
Yoruba ethnicity in historical perspective, argtiest ‘despite the “invention of tradition™
which the writing of ethnohistory can sometimesoiwe, ‘unless it also makes genuine
contact with people’s actual experience, that thwihistory that happeneidt is not likely

to be effective’ (J. D. Y. Peel, ‘The Cultural warkYoruba Ethnogenesis’, iistory and
Ethnicity [ed. E. Tonkin, M. McDonald and M. Chapman; Lond&toutledge, 1989],
200). Thus, ethnic history is not merely a techei¢@ generate a particular present, and
cultural histories may shed light on what shapedpthst. See also J. D. Y. Pdgligious
Encounter and the Making of the Yorulgloomington: Indiana University Press, 2003).

18 A. S. Leoussi, ‘National Symbols: Ethnicity and stdirical Continuity in Post-
communist “New Europe™, irNationalism and Ethnosymbolism: History, Culturedan
Ethnicity in the Formation of Nationged. S. Grosby and A. S. Leoussi; Edinburgh:
Edinburgh University Press, 2007), 84-99; A. Galjstorical Ethno-symbols in the
Emergence of the State of Israel’, Nationalism and Ethnosymbolisfad. Grosby and
Leoussi), 161-89; D. Aberbach, ‘Myth, History an@tidnalism: Poetry of the British
Isles’, in Nationalism and Ethnosymbolisfad. Grosby and Leoussi), 221-33; C. Lentz,
Ethnicity and the Making of History in Northern Gtaa(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University
Press, 2006); W. van Binsbergéigars of Rain: Ethnicity and History in Central s
Zambia(London: Kegan Paul International, 1992); TonkittDonald and Chapman, eds.,
History and Ethnicity J. B. Maier and |. Chaim, ed€thnicity, Identity, and History:
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One of the functions of such histories is to impaiteriginality and conti-
nuity with the past and as such provide sourcgmliical, social or eco-
nomic legitimacy"? History’s legitimizing position is particularly pmi-
nent in the field of nationalism. For example, Chals study explains
that one of the principle foundations of Pauparnonatism was a shared
historical grievance regarding the integration efufpan homeland into
Indonesia, which has engendered a pan-Papuan igthuépicted as the
dispossessed and marginaliZ&d\s anthropologists and historians have
shown, history is often manipulated in situatiohsl@minance or inequal-
ity with both principal and subordinate actors treatheir own versions
of the past® This legitimizing function of history is particulg well il-
lustrated in a study of Bondei identities by Willigho investigates the co-
existence of differing historically focused paradgy of ethnic identity
among people living in close proximity, and eveairdl an identical eth-
nonym. Wills demonstrates that

people present history in such a way as to exphaid, provide justifica-
tion for, their understanding of the paradigmsddnitity in their area ...
Individuals’ understanding of history in turn affecheir perception of
identity; and their understanding of ethnic idgnéffects their calculation
of their own interests. These relationships formeaursive process ...
Changing circumstances lead people to reassessitieiests and their

Essays in Memory of Werner J. Cahnman WaxifiNew Jersey: Transaction Books,
1983).

191t should be noted that this is an instrumentairaach to the topic. De Vos takes a
similar approach, arguing as follows: ‘Belonging dospecific group with a genuinely
unique past, or, if need be, a fabricated one bemmome a conscious advantage to be ma-
nipulated by at least some members of a sociaraitdrial group. Some special members
can designate themselves as scholars examiningupimosed heroic past. An origin myth
can be created to justify a contemporary politicglalty or new sense of constructive
status enhancing social identity ... There are séveesons for invention — notably, con-
solidation and legitimization of political powermnteanced social status; or economic ad-
vantage’ (De Vos and Romanucci-Rd&thnic Identity 24).

20 R. Chauvel,Constructing Papuan Nationalism: History, Ethnicitgnd Adaptation
gWashington, DC: East-West Center Washington, 2004)

1 M. D. Woost, ‘Nationalizing the Local Past in $dnka: Histories of Nation and De-
velopment in a Sinhalese Villagédmerican Ethnologis20 (1993): 502—-21; N. Thomas,
‘The Inversion of Tradition’American Ethnologist9 (1992): 213-32.
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presentations of ethnic identity and history; bhis treassessment itself
builds on previous constructions of ethnicity arifsidry.22

This assessment illustrates how history and efiolgistity interact as the
volatile products of continuous processes of imtgwa, in which history
can be adapted in response to contemporary ciramces. Hence, the
narrated past acts almost as an obligue commetitazygh which exist-
ing opinions are communicated and validated. Tthusugh the creation
and recreation of a particularistic narration dftbwical identity, a model
for political authority and behaviour was legitiredt In effect, the lan-
guage adopted by the Bondei tribes for history'sateon, and values
projected through it provide us with more inforroatirelating their con-
temporary ethnic identities and political circunmtas than data with
which to reconstruct their past.

Numerous examples of written accounts of ethnitohysexist. Such
histories may take various forms (narrative, gesgpal myth), but are
usually written in highly selective ways. Eriksemoyides a good example
of literary ethnic histories which function in thigay?® The Canadian
tribe Wyandots (The Huron Indians of Québec) preflsmselves as an
endangered culture that has endured centuries Itfeatanent from colo-
nists. In a book authored by their Chief Max Gras#s, Le Premier des
Hurons (1981) there is no acknowledgement of traditiomaities be-
tween tribes in general, especially between Hurams their proximate
others, the neighbouring Iroquois. Instead, thdragal of ethnic history
emphasizes a ‘kind of pan-Indian culture, whichtemiall Indians against
all outsiders and primarily against the whitésThe type of history pre-
sented by Gros-Louis uses positive Euro-Canaderestypes of Indians
as

22 3. Willis, ‘“The Makings of a Tribe: Bondei Idengis and Histories’Journal of African
History 33 (1992): 191-208 (192).

2 Eriksen (inEthnicity and Nationalisinalso provides an example of a failed attempt to
construct ethnic history, where following the diists in the 1970s Muslims in Mauritius
followed the pan-Arabic trends and redefined tlagicestral culture. In the capital, Port-
Louis, Muslim women began to wear hijabs and the started to wear long white robes
and grow beards. They tried, effectively, to becatascendants of Arabs instead of being
descendants of Indian labourers. Despite the fadtthis attempt to mark out a specific
type of ethnic history in response to circumstangas unsuccessful, it nevertheless illus-
trates the way that ethnic histories function imstentally and their fluidity.

24 Eriksen Ethnicity and NationalisiB4.
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[c]lose to nature and respectful of plants and além.. spontaneously
hospitable, patently honest, incorruptible, [witieat personal integrity
tolzgrant and mild-mannered ... open-minded in respe foreign cul-
tures:

Although an instrumental view, it is clear that #tlnic history presented
fulfils a particular function for the Hurori8.As a minority fighting to
preserve their way of life in the face of Euro-Cdiaa dominance, the
type of history presented not only takes advant#geositive typecasts,
but also situates and narrates a place for thertsurdthin broader socie-
ty. Thus, written histories of ethnicity can furmetiin a similar way to
‘invented traditions’, that is, they can establshsymbolize social cohe-
sion of the membership of groups, determine ortilagie institutions,
status, or authority, inculcate beliefs, value eys, and conventions of
behaviour’

Another area where we have examples of the litetrarysmission of
ethnic history occurs within writing that is diredttowards children such
as text books and fantasy literature. Bartuloviasigers various represen-
tations of the war in Bosnia-Herzegovina (1992-)9@4&hin history
textbooks in the Serb Repubfft.The textbooks used in Bosnia-

% Eriksen,Ethnicity and Nationalisp84. Although stereotypes in this instance, thiéono
of an ethnic homeland has been widely acknowledgetaving a central role in ethnic
awareness. The land is also an important aspedatife American self-conceptions and
this link between ethnicity and land is difficult hegotiate when such people are forcibly
removed from the land.

% De Vos and Romanucci-Ross have also provided ampbe of the instrumental use of
ethnic identity and history which illustrates hieory that ethnicity is ‘a feeling of conti-
nuity with a real or imagined past’ and thereforecludes a sense of personal survival
through a historical continuity of belonging thatends beyond the self'. In the sixteenth
century, Calvinist scholars created a mythologad#din of a folk hero and his followers
coming west to build dikes against the North SeanfBatavia for inhabitants of the prov-
inces of the newly independent northern Dutch répulbhis ‘Batavian’ identity helped
mark off the Dutch and justified for them a specligious-political-economic destiny.
See G. A. De Vos and L. Romanucci-Rdsthnic Identity: Creation, Conflict, and Ac-
commodatior{Walnut Creek and London: AltaMira Press, 1998).25.

27 E. Hobsbawm and T. Ranger, ed&he Invention of TraditioiCambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1992).

2t has long since been acknowledged among hisisriaat the nation-state educational
system teaches history to children ‘not to undestheir society and how it changes, but
to approve of it, to be proud of it, to be or beeogood citizens of the USA or Spain or
Honduras or Iraq’ (E. Hobsbawr®n History[London: Abacus, 1998], 47). Indeed, some
claim that such textbooks contain a usable paat,ith national memories mirroring pre-
sent needs of communities. Such nationalistic hietodo not need to be founded upon
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Herzegovina promote separate, exclusive natiorettitles: the Bosniac,
Croatian and Serbidf.Bartulovic argues that the history textbooks in
Bosnia-Herzegovina maintain an identity born outlifferences, and the
construction of the ‘other’. Such textbooks drawdsss on the map
through, for example, enhancing the Serbs’ sensmiglueness and cohe-
sion, while demonizing their fellow citizeASThe Serbian nation is pre-
sented as an ‘innocent victim’ and, following theample of media and
political discourse, is equated with the Jéhdowever, the interpretation
of the past of the Bosnia-Herzegovina Serbs isofimgatible with the
Bosniac and Croatian visions of the last war’ dnd testifies to the crea-
tion of segregated identitie¥ Through communicating this ethnic history
within a written source, such sentiments are irateld within new genera-
tions resulting in a high consciousness of ethpigihong the young and,
as a result, a keen awareness of ethnic difference.

A similar account of a written presentation of éthimistory is supplied
by Rodgers who also examines textbooks introdustigpolchildren to
Ukranian national history?. Similar to Bartulovic, Rodgers argues that
while an all-encompassing national history is bessgoused, “a regional
politics of the textbook” is subtly being allowey the state to develop”.
Likewise, Cecire who examines the role of medieva$i in British and
Anglophone children’s fantasy literature since ##50s argues that it
often contributes ‘to a nationalistic tradition wbstalgia for the Middle
Ages, glorifying and reproducing that period’ alongh perceived codes

accuracy; rather they are sustained by reminisceata particular past. See K. Jenkins,
Rethinking HistoryLondon: Routledge, 2003), 22—-23.

29 A. Bartulovic, ‘Nationalism in the Classroom: Natives of the War in Bosnia- Herze-
govina (1992-1995) in the History Textbooks of Bepublic of Srpska’Studies in Eth-
nicity and Nationalisn® (2006): 51-72.

%0 Bartulovic, ‘Nationalism in the Classroom’, 59.

31 Bartulovic, ‘Nationalism in the Classroom’, 60.

32 Bartulovic, ‘Nationalism in the Classroom’, 62.0higside being constructed through
versions of the past, ethnicity is also clearlyroeted to the issue of religion in Bosnia-
Herzegovina. Sells illustrates that religious ntives also had a central role in manufac-
turing ethnic divisions. See M. A. Sells, ‘Sacralifis in Bosnia-Herzegovina: Mapping
Ethnoreligious Nationalism’, ifReligion and the Creation of Race and Ethnicity: |An
troduction(ed. C. R. Prentiss; New York: New York Universi®p03), 211-34.

3 P. W. Rodgers, ‘(Re)inventing the Past: The Rulitof “National” History in the
Ukrainian Classroom’ Studies in Ethnicity and Nationalisén no. 2 (2006): 40-55.

34 Rodgers, ‘(Re)inventing the Past’, 55.
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of values®® According to Cecire, such literature uses ‘mediewices to
negotiate the kinds of “timeless” truths that govettitudes and behav-
iours in present-day Britain’. Effectively, suchtioaalistic medievalisms
propel Westernized loci of power such as hierarchgsculinity, white-
ness, Christianity, physical strength or wealtky icontemporary contexts
through symbols of ethnic nostalgfa.

To summarize, the written accounts of ethnic histehich we have
examined have functioned in numerous important wayisially, they
transmit beliefs, symbols, values and cultural meéesoto future genera-
tions of readers or listeners. In Smith’s termsytherform the role of the
myth-symbol complex’ Secondly, they impute notions of being native to
the land, or rightfully possessing the land. Thirdhey create an impres-
sion of continuity with the past and as such (imbmation with point
two) they offer sources of social, political or eomic legitimacy. This
continuity with the past, fourthly, creates thedd® the ethnic group as
timeless and generates a sense of ethnic nost&ifialy, they establish
or represent social solidity between in-group mensib8ixthly, they in-
culcate beliefs, value-systems, and codes of behavSeventhly, they
serve to enhance the sense of in-group uniquesessetimes through
contrasts with out-groups. Finally, we should retpg that such written
ethnic histories are highly selective. The groupstory is nhot composed
or reworked out of antiquarian interests; rather thistory’ often con-
cerns the group’s current circumstances and how sucumstances may
be contextualized ethnically.

Reconsidering Nehemiah 9 as Ethnic History

Although at first glance, unrelated, upon furthrespection there are many
ways in which these examples are relevant for N&te®. The text has
been designated in humerous ways and the argureestthat the prayer
is an ethnic history, is intended as a descriptibrtontent rather than
genre® The history presented within the interpolated prayf Neh 9:6—

%M. S. Cecire, ‘Medievalism, Popular Culture andibizal Identity in Children’s Fantasy
Literature’, Studies in Ethnicity and Nationalisen(2009): 395-409 (395).

36 Cecire, ‘Medievalism, Popular Culture and Natiokakintity’, 405.

87 A. D. Smith, Chosen Peoples: Sacred Sources of National Idet@gford: Oxford
University Press, 2003).

% Nehemiah 9 has been classified in various waysjetimes as a sermon or ancient
Credg G. von Rad, ‘Die levitische Predigt in den Biictdmr Chronik’, inFestschrift fiir
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37 comprises of a ‘mosaic of allusions to matdnahd elsewhere in the
Hebrew Bible’ with only one direct quotation (9:3l8: Exod 34:6;
32:32b)* Nevertheless, the past is now a written accountiNewman

Otto Proksch(Leipzig: Deichert und Hinrichs, 1934), 113-24;\@n Rad,0Old Testament
Theology vol. 1 (New York: Harper & Row, 1962), 121-28.Wever, it is mostly classi-
fied as a prayer. See J. Blenkinsopzra Nehemiah: A Commentafizondon: SCM,
1989), 297-308; T. C. Eskenazih an Age of Prose: A Literary Approach to Ezra-
Nehemiah(Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1988), 96, 100; L. Lalibe,Ezra-Nehemial{Lon-
don: Routledge, 1998), 55-56; M. A. Throntvé&izra-Nehemiat{Louisville: John Knox
Press, 1992), 102-106; H. G. M. Williams&zra NehemialjWaco, Texas: Word Books,
1985), 205-10. More recently, this classificatioaswnodified to penitential prayer by M.
J. BodaPraying the Tradition: The Origin and use of Traglitin Nehemiah 9Berlin and
New York: de Gruyter, 1999), and J. NewmBnaying by the Book: The Scripturalization
of Prayer in Second Temple Judaig¢atlanta: Scholars Press, 1999), 55-116. Boda, in
particular, has argued that Nehemiah 9 can beifhtvith a series of prayers which that
emerged after the fall of Jerusalem and represemthsformation of the classical Hebrew
Gattungof lament’: Late Repentance Prayer (Ezra 9; Nebah 9; Ps 106). Such prayers
have covenant, land, and law as their central tee(Beda,Praying the Tradition x).
Although Boda’s case is recognized as having bleerotighly argued and well presented,
not all scholars were persuaded by his thesis. iBgckor example, questions to what
extent aSitz im Lebertan really be found, given the nature of the Badlievidence and
given that a specific genre can be used in its gmmneontext but can also be applied in a
secondary context, and finds Boda’'s proposal tredidviah 9:6-37 is a postexilic cove-
nant ceremony particularly unconvincing. See B.Kd®g, ‘Nehemiah 9 and the Problem-
atic Concept of Contex8ftz im Lebe)}, in The Changing Face of Form Criticism for the
Twenty-First Centuryed. M. A. Sweeney and E. Ben Zvi; Grand Rapidsllidth B.
Eerdmans, 2003), 253—-65. Additionally, Probstl ustéeds Neh 9 as ‘gehobene Prosa’
(elevated prose) (V. ProbsNehemia 9, Psalm 106 und Psalm 136 und die Repep¢i®
PentateuchgGéttingen: Cuvillier Verlag, 1997]). Similarly, igan maintains that Ne-
hemiah 9 is the theological apex of Ezra-Nehemiahas such, functions as a hermeneu-
tical fulcrum upon which to interpret the entirenkoThus, through the ceremony of cov-
enant renewal, which provides an essential seftinghe Levites’' prayer, the text com-
municates a ‘new beginning’ (M. DuggaFhe Covenant Renewal in Ezra-Nehemiah, (Neh
7:72b-10:40): An Exegetical, Literary, and TheokajiStudyAtlanta: Society of Biblical
Literature, 2001]). In contrast, Fishbane argued tivo factors played a role in the evolv-
ing self-definition of the postexilic community:ifially, ritual ethos based on the Torah,
and secondly, ritualized ethnicity that rejectedstih who did not adhere to their specific
praxis and modes of purity (M. FishbaBhlical Interpretation in Ancient IsragClaren-
don: Oxford University Press, 1985], 114). AdmitiedNehemiah 9 does mention separa-
tion from foreigners (9:2), but purity is not a the within the prayer itself. Nevertheless,
despite his failure to follow the idea through cimmingly, Fishbane’s characterization of
the prayer in terms of ritualised ethnicity is ietgting in light of our argument.

% T. C. Eskenazi, ‘Nehemiah 9-10: Structure and iigmce’, The Journal of Hebrew
Scriptures3, no. 1 (2001): 1-19 (2). For arguments concerttiegprayer as an interpola-
tion, see BlenkinsopEzra-Nehemiah297-308, who follows Williamson in arguing the
prayer is not original to the book. In contrasty@dtowiski argues that the prayer originat-
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argueswritten traditions — and interpretative traditions — haeeome the
means by which the past is recall&dThe lack of direct quotation has
caused commentators’ delineations of themes withenprayer to differ.
Williamson, who designates the prayer as a ‘hisébriretrospective’,
notes themes such as Creation (Neh 9:6), Abrahafr§9 Exodus (9:9—
11), the Wilderness Period (9:12—21) and the L&n@2-31)!" In con-
trast, Blenkinsopp provides a more detailed lidjiag Conquest (9:22—
25), Rebellion (9:26-31) and Final Petition (9:32)-® the existing list?
However, while some predominant themes recur, siclsod’'s mercy,
righteousness, and generosity (which are at odts leiael’s infidelity),
the process of recounting a history of this typerigicipally an ethnic
one?® What is recounted is not just any arbitrarily aosistory, it is the
most significant founding events in the eyes of tmenmunity; their
myth-symbol complex. Thus, the recitation of ethhistory cements a
common story and identity, a self-definitional mmestation of the past
and present. As such, the selection of eventsdedus highly significant
in terms of illustrating the concerns of the comitywibehind the prayer.
What is particularly interesting, from the perspeziof ethnic history,
is the ongoing contrast in the prayer between lisaiad other nations.
Initially, the figure Abraham is listed as havingdm brought out of a for-
eign land and having been promised a land for égenhdants currently
in the hands of Israel's archetypal enemies (is tase, the Canaanites,
Hittites, Amorites, Perizzites, Jebusites and Gihifas are listed; 9:8§.
Israel is then depicted as suffering in Egypt, Wigtorious against the
Egyptians having asked for Yahweh's help (9:9-Ebjlowing the wil-

ed in circles connected to Ezekiel (W. Chrostowiskn Examination of the Conscience
of God’s People as Exemplified in Neh 9:6—-3Z 34 [1990]: 253-61).

40 Newman Praying by the Bogl61 (my italics).

1 williamson, Ezra-Nehemiah307. Boda, describing the prayer as presentingesisive
traditions guiding the reader from the creatiorthaf world to the fall of the state, argues
that clear boundaries between traditions can beedied. Boda's delineation of such
traditions is almost identical to Williamson'’s li@oda,Praying the Tradition89-186).

“2 BlenkinsoppEzra-Nehemiah

43 The narration of Israel’s history emerges witHie tontext of a pledge to conform to
endogamous marriage practices, thus, the equatligniable issue of ethnicity must also
be considered in relation to the interplay betweistory and identity.

44 As Biblia Hebraica Quintanotes, in Neh 9:6 the LXX translation contains aagesis
and inserts ‘and Ezra saidko{ einev "Ecdpag). Perhaps this is a result of the similarity
between the beginning of Nehemiah 9, especially & the prayer in Ezra 9, and the
similar language used at the end of the praye2{R3).
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derness period, Israel is then depicted being gikergdoms and na-
tions’, in particular, the lands of Kings Sihontééshbon and Og of Ba-
shan (9:22) and the Canaanites’ land, as was pedn{&23-24). Thus,
the type of ethnic history presented is one wherael is differentiated
from other nations. Distinctions between other oradiare not portrayed
and, as such, other nations are homogenized, mgeatbinary insider—
outsider representation of Israel’'s pdsbne reason for this may be that
one of the central tensions in Ezra-Nehemiah mereiglly was the real-
ity of foreign domination (Ezra 4:7-24; 9:7-9; N&li5; 9:36-37; 13:18).
Thus Karrer, using redaction-criticism and socititppal theory, argues
that far from the idealized utopia envisioned afteg exile, the prayer
recognizes the ambivalent political reality, bigcatepresents the attempt
to form a new constitution-basedgrfassunyjidentity, founded on Torah
codes® Given that ethnic histories are often good repregins of the
concerns of the communities who composed themgdibisotomous sepa-
ration of Israel from other nations may reflect dmmsciousness of ethnic
identity among the postexilic community, possibhode who returned
from exile?’

Israel, unlike other nations who are portrayed@adgenous and face-
less, is protected and chosen by Yahweh. Thugggiresentation of Isra-
el's past in this manner functions in a similar waythe other ethnic his-
tories which we observed; it enhances Israel'ses@fisn-group unique-
ness in contrast with out-groups. The main focuksrigel’s past suffer-
ings, caused by themselves but under the handghef enemy nations,
and Israel’s ancient right to the land of otheiioret. Therefore, like other
versions of ethnic history, a second function ef pinesentation of history
in Neh 9 is to impute notions of being native tad aightful possessors of,
the land. This is achieved forcefully through répmis of reasons for
Israel’s divinely sanctioned entitlement to theddieh 9:8, 15, 22-25).

5 Wright's argument, that the text's communicatidnaa identity helps to establish the
reasons why the community must not assimilate with people of the land, is relevant
here. Wright also points out that the text shovesttansformation of Judah as the restora-
tion of the ‘remnant’ community, and functions tentralize radicalized obedience to the
Torah’s stipulations as part of what it means twesé&'ahweh. See J. L. WrighRebuild-
ing Identity: The Nehemiah-memoir and Its Earli@aaders(BZAW 348; Berlin: de
Gruyter, 2004).

46 C. Karrer,Ringen um die Verfassung Judas: Eine Studie zutsmogisch-politischen
Vorstellungen im Esra-Nehemia-Bu@erlin: de Gruyter, 2001).

47 SouthwoodEthnicity and the Mixed Marriage Crisi$91—210.
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In particular, the figure of Abraham can be intetpd as having a power-
ful function within the narration of Israel’s etlenhistory. Placed at the
starting point in the history, immediately aftereation?® Abraham is
clearly given prominence and significance.

You are theLorD God, who chosea(+ 1r2) Abram and brought him out
of Ur of the Chaldeans and named him Abraham. Yaund his heart

faithful to you, and you made a covenant with hingive to his descend-
ants the land of the Canaanites, Hittites, Amorifearizzites, Jebusites
and Girgashites. (Neh 9:7-8)

The figure of Abraham therefore functions to cremtense of ethnic nos-
talgia and timelessness. However, Abraham alsotifurg as an ethnic
exemplar; just as Abraham waswawho had to leave his birthplace and
homeland, so too Israel had to sojourn in exileweler, the focus on
Abraham ‘draws us back in time to the distant pastfrom the trauma of
exile’ and ‘gives new hope for a return ... witle thxiles resuming Abra-
ham'’s original journey from Babylon to the Promidexhd’*° Effective-

ly, the community reciting the prayer are drawn dodg identification
with Abraham who was chosen by Yahweh and to whioenland was
given in ancient times.

“8 The theme of God as Creator is a theme widespiesdg theological thinking within
the post-exilic period (Isa 40-48). In penitentimhyer of the period, as well as in the
writing of Ezra and Nehemiah, the creator God standcontrast to the limited power of
Persian puppet kings (Dan 9; Bar 1:15-3:8; 1 Kg&8&a 9:6-15). Therefore, Smith-
Christopher argues that the prayer makes thesegsstatements: ‘The land is givent-
side Persian authority (i.e. by God); The claim is lthse God’s sanction, not Persia’s;
The claim isprior to Persian claims’ (D. Smith-Christopher, ‘Ezrabdmiah’, in The
Oxford Bible Commentarfed. J. Barton and J. Muddiman; Oxford: Oxford Uarsity
Press, 2001], 308-23 [321]). Therefore, it is pussto argue that, like Huron ethno-
historyLe premier des Huronshe history presented is as much a history wisdirected
by a minority towards power as it is an internalma of a particular historical ethnic
identity.

PR, S, HendelRemembering Abraham: Culture, Memory, and Historyhie Hebrew
Bible (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), 2. Sea@d&s C. HeardThe Dynamics of
Diselection: Ambiguity in Genesis 12-36 and EthBmundaries in Post-Exilic Judah
(SemeiaSt 39; Atlanta: Society of Biblical Litersgp2001), and K. SparkEthnicity and
Identity in Ancient Israel: Prolegomena to the Stunf Ethnic Sentiments and Their
Expression in the Hebrew Bib{&/inona Lake, Ind.: Eisenbrauns, 1998).
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There follows an account of Israel in the wildesasere, following
the defeat of the Egyptians who are ‘hurled in diepths ... like a stone
into mighty waters’ (9:11)° Israel is commanded to take possession of
the land:

... you told them to go in and inheri{) the land you had sworn with
uplifted hand to give them. (Neh 9:15b)

Failure to do so, hesitance, and lack of confidesgpgate to rebellion)
against Yahweh on Israel's part. Israel did nomeeber’ the promise
concerning inheritance of the land, and theref@teirned to ‘slavery’
(9:17)°" This makes an interesting contrast to Israel ‘n(882—-37) who,
rather than having inherited the land, are slavigisirwit. The sharp con-
trast heightens the sense of disappointment ofptiesent community
whose ethnic inheritance is portrayed as the lardl vehose identity is
bound up with the land. However, embedded withia tiverriding sense
of sin and shame which characterizes this prayemlso an assurance of
hope through continuity with the past. Despite thet that the prayer
acknowledged Israel's past rebellion, it also fdarally emphasized
that Yahweh's response was one of compassion (8f1Exod 34:6). As
such, rather than constituting only a message spale the prayer also
provides a source of hope and offers a source @hlstegitimacy>® It

%0 Hendel argues that narratives such as the Exocyshm interpreted as national biog-
raphy which symbolically joins people together avda common ethnic, cultural, and
religious identity (HendelRemembering AbrahgmThis interpretation correlates well
with the argument that Nehemiah 9 is best undedstmo a recitation of ethnic history
which reflects the social and emotional positiontlsé community reciting said ethnic
history.

51 Interestingly, although the vertay is common, the noun ‘slaveryhtay occurs only
here and in Ezra 9:8, 9. See also H. van Groldékd, Servants We Are”: Ezra 9, Nehe-
miah 9 and 2 Chronicles 12 Compared’,Tihe Crisis of Israelite Religion: Transfor-
mation of Religious Tradition in Exilic and Postilix Times(ed. B. Becking, M. Korpel
and A. Christina; OTS 42; Leiden: Brill, 1999), 22¥, and M. Oeming, “See, We Are
Serving Today” (Nehemiah 9:36): Nehemiah 9 as aldugcal Interpretation of the Per-
sian Period’, inJudah and the Judeans in the Persian Pefied. O. Lipschits and M.
Oeming; Winona Lake, Ind.: Eisenbrauns, 2006), 881—

52 A sense of guilt and shame also permeates Ezrd S;@hich can be understood as a
narrativized history of exile (SouthwooHthnicity and the Mixed Marriage Crisig¢52—
56).

53 As Williamson recognized, ‘there is a confidenaederlying the lament which most
commentators have overlooked’ (Williams&zra-Nehemiahl25).
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may be seen as intended by the author ‘to fungtaadigmatically with-
in his own later community as it struggled to maiintits identity and
sense of religious purposé’As Newman comments,

The purpose of this reappropriation [of history]was to make the char-
acter praying self-consciously associate him- aséié with the ongoing
history of Israel ... Indeed, the people as a whades wonstituted in part
by shared historical memory, in particular, men®rmd God’s promises
and actions on their behalf in the p%r’st.

Therefore, while the ethnic history presented isaderoic history, it is
nevertheless a history which is fitted to the nesfdbe present communi-
ty. The source of continuity in the past has beamweh’'s unchanging
continued fidelity towards Israel, despite theuesl of the forefathers to
take the land. One outcome of presenting Israefwoty in this way is

that certain value-systems are constructed andciai®ad concerning pos-
session of the land. Failure to possess the laodnsected to guilt and to
ethnic shame.

The next relevant juncture within the prayer is é¢mal of the wilder-
ness period, where lIsrael finally inherits the laamatd kingdoms, and
where an inclusion with theme of Abraham’s havireed chosen and
promised the land occurs (9:22-25).

You made their sons as numerous as the stars gktheand you brought
them into the land that you told their fathers tdee and possess. (Neh
9:23)

This is the last point within the historical refpest section of the prayer
where the land is mentioned. The inclusion with phemise to Abraham
again serves to inculcate the belief within the oamity reciting this
ethnic history that the land is rightfully theifsollowing this brief junc-
ture, we have a further recount of Israel’'s rebellagainst Yahweh; a
rebellion resulting in the Israel’'s being ‘handeckio to their ‘enemies’
and to ‘the people of the lands’ (9:28, 30). Thetes of affairs ends the
account of ethnic history and brings us to the ‘apd’ (7ny) within the

5 H. G. M. Williamson,Studies in Persian Period History and HistoriogrgafAT 38;
Tlbingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2004), 293.
%5 Newman Praying by the BogKL15.
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prayer (9:32-37). The impression which is conveyeshecially in the
description of Israel's having been in danger ofnitwy to a total end
(9:31) is, like in Ezra, one of Israel only justsuing (Ezra 9:8)°

What is curious about the prayer in Nehemiah isctiraplete lack of
reference to the exile and return, save for invitry vague references to
enemies and the people of the lands. Accordingdgwrivan, the lack of
any explicit mention of the exile functions to tigh the claim to the land
which runs throughout the prayer.

This circumlocution [people of the lands] contrasith explicit descrip-
tions of the loss of land and deportation founthign Deuteronomistic His-
tory as well as in other later Second Temple liteea The reason for the
de-emphasis would seem to lie with the author'sreés establish an inal-
ienable claim to the land, a claim writ large istprayer. How better to
establish such a claim than to mitigate the aspkttte Exile having to do
with the loss of the land as punishment? Here timespment for disobe-
dience lies in the fact that the Israelites wereynder foreign rul&’

Although never explicit, the theme of exile anduratruns throughout the
prayer. As noted, the prayer’'s emphasis on the iitapoe of Abraham as
an ethnic exemplar who is promised the land asnharitance conveys
this theme. However, this theme occurs as in tangél and is inextri-
cably linked to, the dual theme of disobedience ahdme running
throughout Israel’s ethnic history, which is a ‘toning story of sin,
punishment, and mercy?.At each juncture within the ethnic history, dis-
obedience is met with being away from the land beithg oppressed by
enemies. On one level this sub-theme of Israebslidience and pun-
ishment mitigates the claim to the land, despiikeeas Newman argues,
and it provides the community with a value-systdmoiigh which to
come to terms with the exile in a new way. Howeweranother level, the
ethnic history presented also serves a powerfuddic function. A spe-
cific code of behaviour, involving loyal obedientte Yahweh, is being
communicated through the retrospect. Since ethisiories often reflect
the needs of the communities adhering to suchrestothen what is re-
vealed here is a community struggling for its estise on the frontiers of

%6 De Vos and Romanucci-Rod$&thnic Identity 25.

57 Newman Praying by the Bogk99—100.

%8 van Grol, “Indeed, Servants We Are™, 216. Cf. @@g, “See, We Are Serving To-
day”.
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the Persian Empire, perhaps even suggesting tleenme of divergent
groups forced together through adversity. As soale,important function
of the prayer is to construct a shared memory dleioto inculcate a histo-
ry which establishes solidarity between the commyuini the face of ex-
ternal and internal pressures.

The obvious shift from historical retrospect toglenarked out by the
Psalmic transition marker ‘and nowin{) (9:32), and the mention of
‘today’ (9:32, 36) emphasizes that from verse 3®amas we are dealing
with a markedly different section of the prayeAt this point, the author
‘catches himself and his contemporaries up intohikeorical continuum’
through ‘actualizing the cry for help in words ... iain arise from their
present situatior?® This section of the prayer envisages, using the-De
teronomic Theology of sin and punishment which abtarizes the pray-
er, an ongoing chastisement for sin. What is straatgput this section of
the prayer is that the community are now pictuaedoeing in the land,
instead of inheriting the land are, ironicallyaeés’ within it.

Behold, today we are slavestay ovn wmx m1).%" And the land which
you gave to our ancestors to eat its fruits andbaisnty? Behold we are
slaves upon ity 72y umk m17). (Neh 9:36, my translation)

Perhaps running behind the prayer is a trace Edf@xpectations regard-
ing returning from exile and possessing the landgdrdless of the exact
circumstances, the powerfully poignant sense dédaexpectations is
clear, prompting Van Grol to describe the prayemdmpeless histofy.

Interestingly, unlike in Ezra, where foreignersedfically ‘foreign wom-

en,” and the ‘people of the land’ are demonizedtlfi@ir presence on the
land, and in contrast to the rest of the prayerrevtiereigners and Israel

% Mathys emphasizes the multifarious background ehéniah 9, with Deutronomic
themes of land given by God, and the influencesaific systematic statements of belief,
arguing that the Psalms functioned as systematiersents of theology. See H. P. Mathys,
Dichter und Beter: Theologen aus spatalttestamemeli Zeit(Gottingen: Vandenhoeck &
Ruprecht, 1994), 5-22.

80 williamson,Ezra-Nehemiah125.

51 Since theatnakhis placed at this part of the sentence, a fulb ssowarranted here to
separate this clause from the rest of the sentéfitue. also makes sense of tvaw in
yaxm. Rather than awkwardly translating thigw as ‘in’, (New International Version,
New Living Translation, English Standard Versiatfie more usual rendering of thaw
as a conjunction is preferred (King James Versioternational Standard Version, New
American Standard Bible).

52 van Grol, “Indeed, Servants We Are”.
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are juxtaposed, within this section of the prayeryJittle is said about
current ownership of the land. We are informed that harvest goes to
‘kings you have placed over us’ (9:37), and thadblip has been upon
the community ‘from the days of the Kings of Assymintil this day’
(9:32)%® However, rather than defining Israel over agah@hogenized
foreign nations the main character which the comityudefine them-
selves against is the Israel of the past! Instdaal polemic against for-
eigners at this point in the prayer, there is anfda of confessionsfx
p1e, 9:33F* and introspection which contrasts the Israel degiavithin
the ethnic history with the current community. Bsks, observing the
contrast between the three major personae withenpitayer (‘we’ the
current community, ‘they’ Israel within the ethnigstory, and ‘you’
Yahwenh), notices this, arguing as follows:

Walking as it does a thin line between assertingtinaity and newness,
Nehemiah 9 tries to express a relation with ancesie well as create a
new model for relation with God. The prayer asstréd postexilic Israel

is now reclaiming its past but with a differencesays (to paraphrase):
“We are not like our ancestors. We would not des@sd's gifts when we
receive promised plenitude (which we, by the wayehaot as yet seen).
In fact, we prove ourselves loyal to God, evendmeasity, and are grate-
ful for the little we have, even in adversity.”

Thus, while the current community align themselvegh Abraham’s
faithfulness and emphasize the significance of Aanals having been
chosen and having been promised the land, theywaab to disassociate
themselves from the sinfulness of their ancestdosvever, as we saw, at
times in the prayer Yahweh'’s generous responseetgame sinfulness is
also the source of hope and confidence. Thus, ®@ole hand we have a
utopian vision of Israel united in prayer, obedemnd Torah stud§yet
on the other there is a sense of the hazards atsavith following the
patterns of the ancestors.

83 Blenkinsopp argues that Assyria is a foil for Bersians at this point, stating ‘there was
not much to choose between the Assyrians and ithpierial successors: the Babylonians
and Persians’ (Blenkinsoppzra-Nehemiah307).

54 0or, *doxology of judgement’.

5 Eskenazi, ‘Nehemiah 9-10’, 18. See also G. von, Resammelte Studien zum Alten
Testamentvol. 2 (Munich: Kaiser Verlag, 1973).

66 R. Rendtorff, ‘Nehemiah 9: An Important WitnessTdfeological Reflection’, imTehil-
lah le-Moshe: Biblical and Judaic Studies in HormdrMoshe Greenber¢ed. M. Cogan,
B. L. Eichler and J. H. Tigay; Winona Lake, Indiséhbrauns, 1997), 111-17.
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Effectively, an unresolved tension runs through fiheeyer’s final sec-
tion. As we have demonstrated, other ethnic hissoiend to focus with a
sense of ethnic nostalgia on the past (albeit & quasstructed to answer
the needs of present communities), and have instmtahfunctions such
as to establish historical continuity and therefeggtimate claims to vari-
ous sorts of power. In total contrast with thig fimal section of the pray-
er reflects on Israel’s ethnic history in a negatmanner. Social solidari-
ty, value-systems, and codes of behaviour are ledtad through the
ethnic history, but not entirely through the peveei permanence repre-
sented through Israel’s ethnic heritage, rathesujin asserting the differ-
ence between the ancestors and the current comyniiié community
must pull together and be faithful to Yahweh ifyttere not to suffer the
same fate as their ancestors, even of Yahweh wilinbrciful after pun-
ishment. Thus, while the prayer selects and narrdite most important
episodes in Israel’s history, many of the evengsiaterpreted in a nega-
tive light through the cyclical lens of disobedierend punishment, end-
ing in the implicit suggestion of the exile.

Through the addition of this final section to thiiarec history, the en-
tire character of the ethnic history is changedi, @s a result, the history
presented does not conform to the patterns expegthih the sociologi-
cal and anthropological literature consulted. Téuslden change in the
character of the prayer reveals a lot about thbcaubr community re-
sponsible for the prayer. Although on one hand taey confident and
assured about their link with, and claim to, thedlaon the other they are
painfully self-aware of the penalties of failinglisten §rx, 9:30) to Yah-
weh'’s warnings and betray a sense of shame congetimé actions of the
ancestors. Rather than wanting to reproduce th@gkbgolden age of the
ethnic past, the final section of the prayer waotdoth acknowledge
parts of the ethnic past, such as the promise talfgm, the right to the
land, and Yahweh's fidelity. However, at the sameetit pulls away from
the ethnic past which is viewed as less than glsria order to assert the
importance of the present community. As such, thaie history coerces
and compels the community receiving the historyni@ke sure that the
mistakes of their ancestors are not replicatedhdny ways, therefore, the
sense of being chosen and promised the land throeoghinuity with
Abraham appears to place greater self-expectatiorthe community.
Under the pressure of such self-expectations theept condition of the
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community becomes even more problematic. Instead mabre formulaic
ending to the prayer, we have a depiction of sedeitand an acknowl-
edgement of ‘great distress’ (9:37).

Conclusion

In conclusion, it must be acknowledged that usittgnieity as a tool
through which to gain another perspective on theera within the He-
brew Bible is a complex task which is laden withtimeglological difficul-
ties. Although the Hebrew Bible is relatively statboth social anthropol-
ogy and Biblical studies are fields which are comlly in motion, which
use an array of different approaches, where detansetimes incomplete,
scholars may have different interests in the gidata, and harmonization
is difficult. Nevertheless, through the synthedigh®ories and concepts
which are seemingly unconnected, new ideas cangemiliehemiah 9 has
long been recognized as a historical retrospedtiesvever, its value as a
peculiar type of ethnic history, which depicts ancounity in tension with
itself as a result of the dislocation between etlsalf-expectations and
realities, may have been overlooked had ethniaity breen used in the
process of analysing the text.



