
CHAPTER IV. 

THE “EARLIER PROPHETS.’’ 

Since the admitted writings of the ninth m d  eighth centuries imply an 
antecedent Literary and religious activityl and since the earliest writing 
prophets appeal to ~thers before t7~em, a n  attempt is made to find, ij 
possible, traces of such activity and such men-Indications of writing 
in early times-The tablets of Tell-el-Amarna-Infe~.ence as to the 
possibility of written composition long 6efore the ninth ccntu~y-Oral 
transmission does not exclude writing-Power to write implies instrua. 
tion and exercise-As to celiyious eoheation, the so-called schools of 
the prophets are considered-Attempt of witica2l writers to dissociate 
S m e l  and Amos frm these societies - Wellliazcsen’s admission of 
early religious colouring of the history-Aryument therefiom- The 
accwracy of the oldest writings in matters of topography, and what i t  
hpplies-0onclusion that the earliest history writers are not at the stagc 
of $outing traditionary myth-Zterrary activity of priestly class. 

WE have thus seen that as literary products and as 
religious products the writings of the ninth and eighth 
centuries imply a long course of education, reflection, and 
culture. We have also heard the earliest of the writing 
prophets appealing to  an antecedent series of public 
men, who are said to have anticipated them in the work 
of instruction and admonition. Of all this antecedent 
activity the modern historians give practically no account. 
Let us inquire whether from the Biblical writers we can 
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gain any information. As the time of which we are 
speaking is confessedly an age of readers as well as 
writers, it is interesting to inquire whether we have any 
proofs of the existence of literary activity at an earlier 
period. We cannot, of course, from the restriction we 
have imposed on ourselves, build upon such statements 
as occur in the Pentateuch to the effect that Moses wrote 
this and that. But we may ask whether we have any 
reliable information at all as to  the provisions that 
existed in Israel for perpetuating these arts of reading 
and writing. 

And here we come upon a most remarkable and sig- 
nificant fact,-that the Old Testament books from begin- 
ning to end give us no intimations of the nature of such 
provisions. They imply that writing and reading were 
generally known, but they tell us nothing about the 
communication of instruction in these things. We find, 
indeed, in the Pentateuch,l the injunction in general terms 
to teach the precepts of the Law to  the children (Exod. 
xii 26, 27; Deut. iv. 9, vi. 6-20), and the people are 
enjoined in cases of difficulty to  inquire at the priest or 
judge. But, on the one hand, if the books in which 
these injunctions occur are of late date, we cannot from 
them infer anything to our purpose ; on the other hand, 
even if the injunctions rest upon a sound early tradition, 
they are so general that we are still left'in ignorance. 
The matter of education is not apparently committed to 

Delitzsch has pointed out that there is no mention of writing in the 
striking account of Abraham's dealing with the Hittites in Gen. xxiii.; 
nor does the usual word for writing (katah) occur in any part of thab book ; 
whereas from Exodus onwards an acquaintance with and varied use of 
writing are implied. It would thus appear as if the Pentateuch plwed 
the introduction of writing after the patriarchal age and before the time 
of the Exodus.-Introd. to Comm. on Genesis, Eng. transl., p. 3 ff. 

' 
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m y  but the parents, and the question would only be 
thrown back a stage as to  their fitness to teach; and 
from none of the books of the Old Testament can we 
gather what appliances, if any, existed for the instruction 
of youth. Even in regard to the priests, who, on any 
theory as to  the development of the history, must have 
had to undergo special instruction in the matters of 
ceremonial intrusted to them, we are not told anything 
as to the means provided for imparting it. Were the 
age before us really the firsti literary age, we should ex- 
pect some of the writers of the period to  give us some 
hint of the new activity and the impulse that led to. 
it. But we have no such indication. I n  short, were 
we to reason from the silence of the books, we might 
conclude that there was no provision for education at  
all in even the narrower circles of a learned class, if 
such existed. But we could not possibly find a better 
example of the inadequacy of the argument from silence ; 
for, to  say nothing else, it would leave the so-called 
first literary age destitute of any foundation, a sudden 
phenomenon without any preparation ; and if anything 
in the world implies preparation and development it is 
literary activity. 

But for the consideration just mentioned, we might 
have concluded that these references to reading and 
writing are, in critical phraseology, a projection of later 
ideas into earlier times. There is, however, another con- 
clusion which may be drawn from this silence as to 
educational activity. The Old Testament writers, when 
they speak of reading and writing, speak of them as 
matters of course, as if they were commonly practised, 
well-understood things. It is, indeed, the custom in 
some quarters to doubt the possibility of literary activity 

. 
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on the part of Moses ; and, as we have seen, Wellhansen 
only grudgingly admits that writing was practised before 
the eighth century. It may turn out, however, that the 
silence of the Old Testament writers niay have the very 
explanation I have just suggested-viz., that from a very 
early time reading and writing were quite common. For, 
to speak first of all of Egypt, not only are there proofs 
of the practice of writing long before the time of Moses, 
but the period immediately preceding the exodus was 
one of remarkable activity and high attainment. The 
poem of Pentaw: which has been compared with a lay 
of the Iliad, celebrates a victory gained over the Hittites 
by Rameses II., the father of the Pharaoh of the exodus. 
And beyond Egypt, it now appears, literary activity pre- 
vailed to an extraordinary degree; “and the bricks are 
alive at this day to testify it.” Quite recently, indeed, 
a new light has been thrown on this whole subject by 
the dhcovery at Tell-el-Amarna, in Upper Egypt, of 
certain tablets, written in the cuneiform character, and 
going back to  the century before the date assigned by niost 
Egyptologists to  the exodus. These prove, accordiug to  
Sayce,3 that (‘ good schools existed (at that time) through- 
out Western Asia ; that the people of Canaan could read 
and write before the Israelitish conquest ; that there was 

1Thus Allas Menzies: “Even if he were to some extent a man of 
letters (and it is doubtful if he could be so), any mitten words of his 
which. survive must, be estremely short.”-National Religion, p. 15 f. 

9 See Note U, 
3 ‘Contemp. Review’ for AugusO 1888. In the ‘Presbyterian Reviev’ 

for the same month there is another early notice of the tablets. Fullei, 
accounts have been subsequently published. See, e.g., the ‘ Proceedings of 
the Society of Biblical Archwology’ from 1888, and the new series of 
‘Records of the Pas&’ The papers of N. HaIdvy in the ’Revue des 
Etudes Juives ’ for  1890 are particularly valuable. See also Conder in the 
‘Scottish lteview ’ for April 1891. 
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an active literary intercourse from one end of the civil- 
isedEast to the other.” I t  is true, the medium of commu- 
nication was the Babylonian language and script; but 
we cannot suppose that a people acquainted with that 
mode of writing would relapse into illiterates when the 
Phcenician alphabet took its place ; much more reason- 
able is it to  suppose that this discovery would be an 
immense stimulus to  them. We need no longer, three- 
fore, wonder that among the towns taken by Joshua was 
one called Eirjath-sepher, Boolc-town, (Josh. xv. 15 ; Judges 
i. ll), or Kirjath-sannah (Josh. xv. 49); or that a lad 
caught at the roadside was able to write down the names 
of the chief men of Succoth i n  the time of the Judges 
(Judges viii. 14, Revised Version). Nay, we need not 
wonder, as otherwise we naturally do, that the Old Testa- 
ment gives no account of provision for teaching, or any 
hint of schools for instruction of youth, In  all proba- 
bility-in view of this discovery-education was a much 
more general thing than we are usually led to suppose. 

If the people of Canaan thus at an early period had 
attained a literary activity of this degree, scholars of 
Wellhamen’s school, who derive so much of Israel’s cul- 
ture from the Canaanites, can hardly refuse to allow a 
considerable attainment in literary power to the Israelites 
at a much earlier period than the eighth century. At 
least they cannot say that, owing to want of culture, Israel 
could not have developed some literature long before that 
time. Given the ability to write, the art must have 
been kept alive by exercise, and handed on by education 

1 The Egyptian writing already had alphabetical signs ; and iti is gener- 
ally supposed thati a Semitic people living in Egypti (it may have been 
the Hyksos) carried out the hint thus given and developed a proper 
alphabet. See h a c  Taylor’s ‘The Alphabet,’ vol. i. chap. ii. ; Stsde’s 
Hebrew Grammar, § 18. 
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of some kind. The existence of finished composition at 
the time at which we start, and the general ability to read 
which is thereby implied, can only be explained by a con- 
siderable period of preparation and exercise. The question 
would then remain whether there is any time, or whether 
there area any periods, otherwise suitable for stimulating 
and maintaining such an activity, and whether we can 
detect traces of its actual existence before the century to 
which we are confining ourselves. 

To begin with old songs, there is now no longer the 
necessity to  suppose that they were handed down orally 
for want of the power to write. The song of Deborah, 
for instance, which admittedly bears the stamp of the 
age to which it relates, may have come down in writing 
even from that period. The Montenegrins are in the 
habit of writing contemporary history in the form of 
ballads ; 1 and the women of the modern Bedawin stir up 
the valour of their husbands by improvised songs.2 The 
custom is therefore ancient; and if the power to  write is 
also ancient, it is not necessary to suppose that such songs 
were entirely left to oral transmission. Again, the ‘‘ legal 
documents and family reminiscences ” out of which Well- 
hausen allows that early history was written, could have 
been of very ancient date, and of much more voluminous 
compass than he supposes; for the writing on stone which 
he thinks was the practice at the earliest times, turns out 
to  have been a writing on clay tablets ; and judging from 
the contents of the tablets of Tell-el-Amarna, they may 
have been the depositories of very minute and multifa- 
rious details, Sayee, indeed, has long supposed that ex- 

‘ Ranlre, E s t .  of Servia, Bohn’s trawl., p. 411 ff. Cf. p. 49 ff. 
’ See Mrs Finn’s interesting paper in Quarterly StdeIUenb of t h  

’ 

palesthe Esploration Fund, 1879, p. 42. 
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cavations at Eir,jath-sepher or Tyre inay reveal buried 
libraries of this material such as have been uneartlied 
at Nineveh. 

Even if we find compositions dating ostensibly from a 
time at which writing is not known to have been practised, 
it is not absolutely necessary to regard them asocomposi- 
tions of a later age ; for oral tradition, for certain kinds of 
literature, is stronger than we might at first sight suppose. 
Max Muller, writing on this subject: after stating that 
written literature is a’very late invention in most countries, 
and that in India we have no trace of books before the fifth 
century B.c., says: ((It is true that oral tradition, before 
the invention of writing and printing, had proved itself a 
very safe guardian of poetry, and few would doubt that 
the earliest poetry which we h o w  in India and Greece 
goes back at least to 1000 B.C. Eut it may go back, for 
all we know, to 2000 or 3000 B.O.” Other things than 
poetry, however, can be so preserved. Jerome inentioiis 
that Jewish children were taught to  say by heArrt; the 
Genealogies; and I myself came across a shopkeeper in 
the East who could repeat, without the book, the first 
chapter of St Matthew, but could with difficulty read a 
few verses from the first chapter of St John. It is to be 
observed that, as in this case, the cultivation of memory 
does not cease with, nor ismperseded by, the introduction 
of writing and printing. Children in modern Eastern 
schools perform feats of memory that are almost incred- 
ible ; but the passages repeated are comniitted to memory 
from the printed page. In view of such facbs, it should 
not excite so much surprise or suspicion that we have 

On Titus iii. 9-Cdmot’s Dicb., article Gonealogiea.” Cf. Prol. to 
1 Uood Words ’ for August 1887. 

Ecclus.. and Ecclus. xsrtviii. 24, 26 ; xrrix. 1-11. 
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compositions in the Old Testament professing to come 
from a very early time. 

Turning now from these indications of the ability to 
write, if we search for historical occasions which may 
have stimulated i t  into exercise, we naturally look for 
the rise of a national literature at a time of some active 
stirring of the nations$ life. Times when nations have 
achieved something are times when they wish to record 
what they have done ; times when they brace themselves 
up for a great effort are those times in which feeling and 
purpose seek to stamp themselves in permanent form in 
writing. Such times there were long before the period of 
the Syrian wars. The period of Moses is such a time, at 
which, if there is any truth at all in the traditions regard- 
ing it, the art of writing, if known, as it is admitted to 
have been, would have found exercise in formal composi- 

. tion? The statements here and there in the Pentateuch, 
that Moses wrote this and that, are not mere guesses or 
embellishments by a later writer, for such a one would 
have more probably ascribed to him the whole Pentateuch. 
Moreover, the references to the ‘Book of the Wars of the 
Lord ’ and the ‘ Eooli of Jsshar ’ scarcely look like indica- 
tions that the works in question were almost contempo- 
raneous : they rather suggest the inference that literary 
treasures were already existent and recognised ; and the 
slight notices of writing at succeeding times give the 
impression that writing was not an innovation, but a 
matter of course. Nor are there wanting other suitable 
times anterior to the eighth century, Such are the times 
of Samuel and David, when the national spirit was deeply 
stirred and national expectations at the strongest tension. 
Such also is the time of Soloinon, when the building 

I Qanrlinson-Moses, His Life and Times, pp. 30,sl. 
B 

. 

’ 
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of the Temple and palace at Jerusalem quickened a 
new industrial life, and when luxury demanded an in- 
crease of agriculture, and was fed by the commerce in 
which the royal fleet was engaged-not to  speak of the 
activity and enterprise of the dynasty of Omri in the 
northern kingdom. Any or all of these periods, anterior 
to  the eighth century, were just,such as would have 
quickened into exercise a power which was certainly 
possessed by Israel, and would have been favourable to  
the production of a literature of a national kind. The 
point is, that the Hebrews did know the art of writing, 
and therefore needed only some such stimulus to develop 
it into that of literary composition. What is insisted on 
is that writing, including reading, implies some sort of 
education. Whether the people as a whole had this 
benefit or not, there must have been provision for impart- 
ing instruction in the circles where reading and writing 
were possessed ; and as we have seen, Sayee argues, from 
the existence of the clay tablets referred to, that schools 
must have existed all over the country before the exodus. 

A similar conclusion must be drawn in regard to re- 
ligious instruction. When we find an age like that of 
Amos and Hosea in which religious discourse was com- 
mon and well understood, and a religious vocabulary well 
developed, we must conclude that by some means, formal 
or informal, this power to  converse on religious subjects 
had been produced and fostered. Religion and religious 
conversation were clearly not things confined to learned 
or professional circles, but were matters of popular inter- 
est. Can we find traces of anything that could have fos- 
tered this as a popular activity ? The so-called ‘ I  schools 
of the prophets ” have been the subject of much fanciful 
speculation, and modern critical writers make very merry 
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over those who see in them anything like an educational 
institution. But in spite of the exaggerated importance 
that has been assigned to them, and in spite of the ridicule 
of the critics, the subject is worth consideration, when we 
are in search of some link that will connect a non-literary 
with a,literary age. 

Let us go back to the books of Samuel, which, whatever 
may be the date of their composition, are admitted to 
contain authentic information of the times to which they 
relate. The rude and unsettled age of the Judges is 
passing away. The lead in national affairs which had 
been taken by local heroes from time to time as occasion 
called them forth, is now in the hands of Samuel, whose 
position resembles that of Moses and Joshua.. In his 
time we see springing up two national institutions, the 
monarchy and prophecy, through whose influences the 
civil and religious institutions of Israel are to acquire 
a more organised form, As to Samuel’s own activitys “all 
Israel, from Dan to Beersheba, knew that he was estab- 
lished to be a prophet of the Lord ” (1 Sam. iii. 20) : ‘( He 
judged Israel all the days of his life ; and went from year 
to year in circuit to Eeth-el, to Gilgal and Mizpeh, and 
judged Israel in all those places. And his return was to 
Ramah; for there was his house” (1 Sam. vii. 15-17). 
What, however, is of special interest for us at present is 
the mention for the first time of certain societies or bands 
of prophets in Samuel’s days; and in spite of Stade’s 
sneer that the so-called (‘ schools of the prophets ” have 
been in ancient and even in modern times a favourite 
hobby with those who delight in fanciful and dilettante 
study of the Old Testament: I must dwell for a little on 
this remarkable feature of the religious history of Israel. 

Cfoschichte, i. p. 478, noto. 



I do not, in the meantime, call them schools, nor do I 
think they were such in the ordinary sense of the word ; 
but I think: it will appear exceedingly probable that they 
exercised a powerful educational influence even from a 
literary point of view. 

The first mention of these prophetic bands is on the 
occasion of Samuel taking leave of Saul after announcing 
to him that he was to be king. The Benjamite is told 
that when he comes to the hill [Gibeah] of God, he will 
meet a company of prophets ‘‘ coming down from the high 
place with a psaltery, and a tabret, and a pipe, and a 
harp,’) &c. (1 Sam;x. 5, 6). Later on, when David fled 
from Saul to Samuel, he came and dwelt in Naioth ; . . . 
and when Saul sent messengers to  take him, they encoun- 
tered the company of the prophets prophesying, and Samuel 
standing as their head, &c. (1 Sam. xix. 15-24). We shall 
have to speak of this movement in its religious aspect by- 
and-by. In the meantime we take it as certain that there“ 
was, in Samuel’s days, some society of prophets, bound 
together by some religious tie, and occupied with some 
kind of religious functions. These notices bring us down 
to the eve of David‘s reign ; and we hear no more of such 
associations in the times of Solomon, or of the kings who 
reigned immediately after the disruption ; but an inci- 
dental notice (1 Kings xx. 35) relating to the time of 
Ahab, of cc a certain man of the sons of the prophets,” as 
if the order was well known, makes it probable that the 
associations, in some form or other, were never broken iip. 
When we come to the time of Elisha we have quite a 
number of detailed notic.es, which show us that by that 
time these societies were numerous and influential, When 
Elijah is taking leave of J.$lisha, the two pass from Gilgal 
to Beth-el, and from 

. 

to, Jericho ; and at both places 
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the sons of the prophets come out to meet them. Prob- 
ably these places only are mentioned because they lay in 
the way, and there may have been similar societies else- 
where. A t  Gilgal itself Elisha is seen with the sons of 
the prophets sitting before him (2 Kings iv. 38) ; and a 
little farther on they complain to him that the place of 
their settlement is too strait for them, and propose to 
bring tinher from the Jordan to make a more commodious 
dwelling (2 Kings vi. 1 f f ) .  Elisha, however, does not 
confine himself to Gilgal, but is found dwelling also at  
Camel (2 Rings ii. 25) and at Samaria (2 Kings vi. 32). 
The prophets seem to have been a numerous body in the 
country. In  the time of Ahab it is said that when Jezebel 
cut off the prophets of Jahaveh, Obadiah took a hundred 
of them, and hid them by fifty in a cave (1 Eings xviii. 4). 
At the parting of Elijah from Elisha, fifty of the sons of the 
prophets of Jericho stood to view afar off as the two took 
their way to the Jordan (2 Eings ii. 1-7) ; and in Elisha’s 
community at Gilgal one hundred are mentioned as pres- 
ent on one occasion (2 Kings iv. 38-44). Finally, we have 
incidental notices as to their organisation and mode of 
life, The head of the society is treated with the greatest 
respect, as we see in the cases of Samuel and Elisha, being 
called f a t l w  or master (1 Sam. x. 12 ; 2 Kings ii. 3). He 
is attended by a fan~dus, or intimate servant. Elisha is 
described as the man who (‘poured water on the hands of 
Elijah ” (2 Kings iii. 11) ; and Elisha is served in the same 
manner by Gehazi (2 Eings iv., v., viii.) Elisha’s ap- 
pointment as his master’s successor is ordered to be sol- 
emnised by anointing (1 Kings xis. 16)-though there is 
no mention of its being done; and l a d y ,  though they 
lived together in communities, wearing, as some suppose, 
coarse garments, and nourishing themselves on plain fare 
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(2 Kings iv. 38 ff. ; 1 Eings xix. 6), they were not neces- 
sarily celibates; for we hear of a “certain woman of the 
wives of the sons of the prophets,” who had fallen in to  
poverty after her husband‘s death, and in whose behalf 
ZlisIza wrought a miracle to save her from seeing her two 
sons taken to be bondmen by her creditor (2 Kings iv. 1). 

These notices, drawn mainly from those stories of the 
prophets incorporated in the books of Kings, which ad- 
mittedly belong to this first period of literary composi- 
tion, may be accepted as the statement of what every 
one believed at  the time they were written ; they are too 
numerous, too varied, and too detailed, to be treated as 
afterthoughts, or idealising of facts; and, in short, may 
be taken as historical, since there was no object to  be 
served by inventing them. They amount to this: that 
these societies or associations, whatever was their precise 
constitution, were a recognised thing, well rooted in Israel 
a century or so before Amos wrote. Now when we turn 
to Amos himself, we find proof that they were equally 
well known and recognised in his days. “I am no pro. 
phet, nor son of a prophet” (Amos vii. 14, 15), he says, 
disclaiming connection with them for himself (in what 
sense we shall see by-and-by), but attesting their exist- 
ence. It is not necessary at present to follow their 
history farther down. What has been said has been ‘ 

advanced to show that the appearance of the men usually 
called writing prophets was not a sudden thing without 
any preparation, and more particularly becau:e possibly 
we may have here the link connecting the so-called non- 
literary with the alleged first literary age. 

Those who would minimise the culture and attainments 
of the pre-prophetic age, as they call it, of course make 
very little of these associations of the prophets as elevat- 



ing influences in the nation ; in fact they ridicule them as 
disorderly and disreputable societies. This is how Well- 
hausen speaks of the prophetic bands in Samuel’s time : 1 
‘‘ Troops of ecstatic enthusiasts showed themselves here and 
there, and went about with musical accompaniments in 
processions which often took the form of wild dances; 
even men of the most sedate temperament were sometimes 
smitten with the contagion, and drawn into the charmed 
circle. I n  such a phenomenon, occurring in the East, there 
was nothing intrinsically strange ; among the Canaanites, 
such ‘Nebiim’-for so they were styled-had long been 
familiar, and they continued to exist in the country after 
the old fashion, long after their original character, so far 
as Israel was concerned, had been wholly lost. The new 
thing a t  this juncture was that this spirit passed over 
upon Israel, and that the best members of the community 
were seized by it. It afforded an outlet for the sup- 
pressed excitement of the nation.” 

The incongruity of setting Samuel at the head ’of such 
a noisy crew (though the best members of the commun- 
ity are admitted to  have been infected) Wellhausen gets 
over by the assumption of two contradictory traditions. 
The story of Saul’s appearance at Naioth in Ramah 
where David was, and of his being overpowered by the 
prophetic influence, is, we are told: ‘<a pious carica- 
ture ; the point can be nothing but Samuel’s and David’s 
enjoyment of the disgrace of the naked king;” and 
Wellhausen, who is our caricaturist for the moment, 
goes on to say: “For the general history of the tradi- 
tion the most interesting circumstance is that Samuel 
has here become the head of a school of prgphets, 
and the leader of their exercises. In the original view 

Hisb. of Israel, p. 449. a Ibid., p. 268. 
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of the matter (chaps. ix., k.) lie appears alone and inde. 
pendent, and has nothipi to do with the companies of 
the ecstatics, the, Nebiim. He is a R ~ ~ J L  or seer, not a 
Nabi or prophet. ‘ True, it is asserted in the gloss (ix. 9) 
that the two words mean the same thing-that what is 
now called Nabi was formerly called Raeh. But that is 
scarcely quite correct. The author of ix., x. knows the 
name Nabi very well too, but he never applies it to 
Samuel; he only uses it in the plural, of the troops of 
Jehovah-intoxicated dervishes.” 

As to the later associations of prophets, he says:l 
“In the time of Ahab and Jehu, the Nebiim were a 
widespread body, and organised in orders of their 
own, but they were not highly respected; the average 
of them were miserable fellows, who ate out of the 
Icing’s hand, and were treated with disdain by mem- 
bers of the leading classes. Amos of Tekoa, who, it is 
true, belonged to a younger generation, felt it an insult 
to be counted one of them. Elijah and Elisha rose cer- 
tainly above the level of their order ; but the first, whose 
hands remained pnre, while he no doubt produced a great 
impression at the time by his fearless words, effected 
nothing against the king, and quite failed to draw the 
people over to  his side; while Elisha, who did effect 
something, made use of means which could not bear the 
light, and which attest rather the weakness than the 
strength of prophecy in Israel.’’ 

Stacle writes in the same vein, and is even more lively. 
The ancient seer, according to him, was one who, had 
second-sight ; but the prophets were distinguished from 
them in that ‘‘ they appear in bands and swarms, some- 
times crowding into fixed places, at other times wandering 

HiSt. of Israel, p. 293. 

. .  
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through the country, always infecting ‘new ihdividuals 
and drawing them into their ranks. ‘ Clairvoyance with 
them gives place to the noisy utterances .of possession. 
God’s hand moves them so miihtily. tliat they rave and 
roar) dance and spring, and pour out in torrents whatever 
He  suggests to them, The accession of this passionate 
excitement is skilfully aided by noisy music. . . . In  
short, from the descriptions that we have of prophetic 
activity in ancient times, there can be no doubt that here 
is a manifestation of the same ‘sacred disease’ which 
inspired the servants of Dionysos even to frenzy, which 
led the priests of the Syrian goddess to wound and maim 
themselves, which can be observed even at the present 
day in the dervishes of the Mohammedan East, and 
among them also produces such wonderful feats and such 
repulsive acts, and which lends to such fanatics as these 
the character of holiness, even when the possession impels 
them t o  immoral deeds.” 

All this is neither more nor less than a miserable 
travesty of the accounts which lie before us :  it seems 
to me, further, to be a mistake from the point of view 
of those writers themselves. For the position taken 
up leaves little room for the developmeut which they 
are so fond of tracing, and practically forces them t o  
regard the writing prophets as sudden apparitions, with- 
out anything in the antecedent history out of which 
they could have been developed. Apart from this, how- 
ever; I must particularly refer to the attitude of Samuel 
and Amos, at the two ends of the series, to these pro- 
phetic companies. The endeavour is made, as it has been 

Stade, Qeschichte, vol. i. p. 476 E The reader should, however, here 
Lurn to  1 Kings xviii. 26 ff., and contrast the bearing of Elijali with that 
of the prophets of Bad. 
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seen, to dissociate both men from the prophetic companies, 
but I think without the slightest ground. Wellhausen’s 
statements amount to  this: Samuel stood alone and 
independent, apart from the Nebiim, although “ the best 
members of the community were seized by” the spirit 
that prevailed; and further, a later tradition put him at 
the head of %he school, although the men composing these 
schools were for the most part a miserable lot of fellows, 
and Amos disdained to be counted as belonging to  them, 
Surely the later tradition did not: mean to degrade 
Samuel by putting him at the head of the prophets ; and 
yet, if they were generally viewed as is represented, it was 
no honour. The truth is, there is no reason, except the 
requirements of Wellhausen’s theory, for doubting what 
is said of Samuel’s connection with the prophets. And 
then as to Amos, I am sure that no one but a modern 
critic could interpret his words as they do. The priest 
of Beth-el, Amaziah, had said to him, (‘0 thou seer? 
go, flee thee away into the land of Judah, and there 
eat bread, and prophesy there,” &c.; to  which Amos 
replied, ‘‘ I am no prophet, neither the son of a prophet ; 
but I am an herdman, and a dresser of sycamore trees: 
and Jahaveh took me as I followed the flock, and Jaha- 
veh said unto me, Go, prophesy unto my people Israel” 
(Amos vii. 12-15). How these words can be twisted 
into an expression of contempt for the prophets I cannot 
conceive. The contrast which Amos draws is between a 

1 Wellhausen strives hard to  make out that, the names Roeh (seer) and 
Nabi (prophet,) had different significations in the time of Samuel, and that 
the distinction only gradually faded away. This he does in order to place 
the Roeh above the flagellant, Nabi, as he terms him, It is worbh noticing, 
however, that, in the passage of Amos referred to, the two terms 8eem 60 
be convertible ; and also that in Gen. xx. 7 (which belongs t o  E.-see Note 
VIII.) Abraham is called a Nabi. 
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professional prophet and a humble herdman following the 
flock : and the only fah  inference to be drawn is, that he 
did not pretend to any trained skill in prophesying ; that 
he did not derive his commission from any order of men ; 
that the truth he delivered was not learned in any 
school. Jahaveh took him. He may mean this simply 
and nothing more ; if he means to  give any opinion of the 
prophets and the sons of the prophets, it is more likely 
to be favourable than the reverse, as if he had. said, (( I 
do not pretend to the skill or authority of a prophet; I 
am but a common peasant.” But we need be in no 
doubt on the subject ; for Amos elsewhere, in recounting 
God’s great deeds for His people, mentions the giving of 
prophets (ii. 11). Who, we ask, were the prophets to 
whom he coiild here allude as a class of God-appointed 
men? We know of none that were not connected with 
the prophetic class with which our critics would have 
Amos disdain to  be identified. The whole interpretation 
is forced ; and though, the theory wereproved, the words . 
of Amos in this passage might be construed to agree with 
it-making him, however, inconsistent with himself in 
another place-the words cannot by any means be taken 
as even a plausible support of it. 

I take it, then, that there were societies or guilds of 
prophets from Samuel’s time, and that the best men of 
the time were either connected with them, or regarded 
them as composed of men devoted to  Jahaveh’s service; 
and I think we may find in them something that will 
help to explain the literary and religious features of the 
century we are considering. We do not know much of 
the occupations of these sons of the prophets; and of 
their earlier societies, particularly, in the time of Samuel, 
we only obtain glimpses. But this we know : they had 
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a religious basis; for though Wellhausen says they 
arose out of the oppression of the Pliilistines, he adinits 
that ‘(religion and patriotism were then identical.” We 
find also that music was practised among them (and 
even as late as the time of Elisha, that prophet is de- 
scribed as calling for a minstrel to play before he de- 
livered his prophecy-2 Kings iii. 16). Now as to the 
former, we know that religion combined with patriotism 
characterised all the prophets ; and their patriotism ex- 
pressed itself in what we may call a theory or philosophy 
of the national history, the chief elements of which were 
a conviction that Jahaveh had specially guided the nation 
in the past, and a belief that He had in store for it a noble 
future. The germs of such a theory of the history were 
present in the (( relikion tinged with patriotism ” of the 
very earliest prophetic movement;. Now it will be.evi- 
dent there is room here for study, and in this germ we 
have the beginnings of the Biblical conception of history. 
The events of the past, the movements of the present, the 
prospects of the future, are of deep interest to men pos- 
sessed with this central idea of their national life. If I 
mistake not, Wellhausen himself bears unwilling testi- 
mony to this fact? Summing up his critical estimate of 
the histoiical books, he says that the specific character of 
Israelite history, which has chiefly led to its being called 
sacred history, rests for the most part on the repainting of 
the original picture. But he adds, (( The discolouring in- 
fluences begin early ;” and by this he means (( that mi- 
form stamp impressed on the tradition by men who 
regarded history exclusively from the point of view of 
their own principles.” In  fact, there is (‘ a religious influ- 
ence, which in the books of Samuel and Kings turns out 

Hisb. of Israel, p. 203 f .  

. 



Prophetic Discolotwing of Bistorp. 93 

to be the prophetical one.” He will not allow, however, 
that it is to the prophets that the Hebrew people owe 
their history as a whole; and “least of all can the col- 
leges of the E’ne Nebiim c‘‘sons of the prophets”] at 
Gilgal and other places, be regarded as nurseries of his- 
toric tradition.” But when he speaks of the ‘‘ old books 
of the people,” which the prophets remodelled for the 
edification of the new generation, we must not forget 
that, according to his own estimate of the literary his- 
tory, these must have been produced just about the time 
that these colleges of the prophets flourished; and he 
neither tells us who could have been the writers of 
them, nor who were the rr earlier prophets ” to whom the 
writing prophets refer as their forerunners.. I n  point of 
fact, the very earliest prophets are historians, politicians, 
and prophets in the narrower sense of the word; and 
there is no reason to doubt that the societies, even of 
Samuel’s days, called into existence in the way Wellhausen 
describes, had made a start on all the three lines. We 
know that some of the writing prophets were also his- 
torians ; and even modern writers admit that history 
begins about the time of Samuel. It i s  remarkable that 
the book of Chronicles, which, of course, the critics will 
not admit to be historical, mentions, besides Samuel, 
among the early writers of history, Nathan and Gad, 
showing a belief on the part of the writer, at all events, 
and presumably a national tradition, that these earlier 
prophets were also writers of history. And then as to 
the musical occupations of these prophetic companies, 
it is a remarkable thing that the persistent tradition of 
the nation ascribes to David the chief place among poets 
and musicians, and that these associations existed in his 
youth, and he liimself is seen frequenting them. 
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If we admit the existence of these so-called schools at 
all, we must give the inmates something to do connected 
with the religion and fortunes of the nation. NOW, as we 
find history and poetry coming into prominence just after 
their institution, and a language fully developed ready 
to the hand of those who wrote in the eighth century, 
and as we have no knowledge of any other circles in 
which such literary exercises could be carried on, it is 
not a stretch of imagination, but a safe deduction, that 
we have in these societies of the prophets something that 
would explain what would otherwise be difficult of ex- 
planation - the sudden appearance of finished literary 
composition-if that is a fact; or if it is not, something 
that represents an earlier stage of literary activity. The 
time and circumstances of the first appearance of these 
societies are such as would give an impulse to religious 
life. The quickening of the national pulse in the struggle 
with the Philistines, the revival of zeal under the influ- 
ence of Samuel, the retirement of some kind of cenobite 
life, and the contact of men of kindred spirit in these 
societies-all these tended to create or develop culture, 
and would likewise be powerful factors i n  the production 
of the religious consciousness of the time. Given the 
power to  write, and such incentives as these, there is no 
reason why many of the compositions crowded together 
into the so-called first literary age may not in whole or 
in part belong to an earlier period. 

In view of an activity like this, we are not  so much at 
a loss to understand how it came about that readers were 
common at  the time of the fipst writing prophets, and how 
the religious vocabulary was well developed. We do not 
require to suppose that these societies retained witliin 
themselves all the culture of the times-far from it ; but 
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they would be rallying-points and powerful aids to  its 
general support and propagation. We have also-what 
is quite in keeping with the references of Amos and 
Hosea to former prophets-a succession of men such as 
Nathan, Gad, Iddo, and others, who must be taken to  be 
actual historical characters, and who are described as 
‘‘ prophets ” or “ seers.” We have no reason to suppose 
that they were of a class opposed to or out of harmony 
with the prophetic companies. If it is not to such men 
that Amos and Hosea refer, we know of no others; if 
they are the men, then we get men of flesh and blood such 
as were the prophets whose writings are before us-men 
who were quite capable of handing on the lamp of learn- 
ing such as existed in that age, and, what was of more 
importance, of keeping the torch of religious truth burn- 
ing. It is not a greati stretch of imagination t o  think 
of these men, in their intercourse with one another, and 
in the assemblies of the people that gathered about them, 
encouraging one another and animating one another by 
reciting the deeds of valour and the victories of faith of 
their forefathers, the patriarchs and the judges, tuning 
their harps to patriotic religions songs composed to cel- 
ebrate memorable deeds, and forecasting the future of 
their nation which such deeds led them to  expect. If we 
regard men like these as the natural guardians of the 
popular traditions, we shall be at no loss to  understand 
how these traditions are tinged with religion, nay, steeped 
in religion, to  such an extent as to  mark them out from 
the popular mythological tales of other early nations. 
They have all the appearance, not of tales of folk-lore 
gathered up from the mouths of the people and touched 
up for 5 national and religious end? but of traditions 

1 Wellhnusen, p. 294. 
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piously treasured up, brooded over and protected by men 
who of old were imbued with religions feeling and im- 
pressed with the conviction of a Divine Hand guiding 
their nation’s history. Cut and carve them as we may, 
by eliminating (I later additions,” and so forth, they cannot 
be resolved ultimately into mere fanciful stories, told for 
amusement, freaks of a playful imagination, indulged in 
for their own sake. In the simplest narratives there are 
touches of insight ; reduced to their barest originals they 
are pervaded with a purpose. By the time of Hosea we 
can see (Hosea xii. 3, 4, 12) that the stories of the 
patriarchs were not only well known, but used, we may 
say, as texts for discourses, and handled in a homiletic 
and didactic manner-a proof that they had been long 
known and treasured in prophetic circles, and were re- 
garded not as odds and ends of stories, but as parts of a 
connected history. 

Our purpose is not primarily to inquire into the origin 
and mode of composition of the earlier historical books, 
but to test their historical value; and our present argu- 
ment is to show the sort of men who were the guardians 
and vouchers of the tradition. The point to which we 
have come, however, has an essential bearing on the 
question of the composition of the books. In the 
Hebrew canon the books from Joshua on t o  the Second 
Book of Kings are designated “the earlier prophets,” 
the idea underlying this title being that the books 
proceeded from prophetic men; and a fair considera- 
tion of the facts that have been stated will lead 
to the conclusion that the supposition is not a mere 
unfounded conjecture. It is remarked by Wellhausen, 
as we have just seen, that the books in  question have all 
a ’strong prophetic tinge, which, of coyme, he places late. . 
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But it is also admitted that parts at least of the books 
of Judges and Samuel, and an element in the book of 
Genesis, belong to  the first literary age. NOW, if it should 
turn out that this first literary age was one in which 
prophetic tendencies were well developed, or at least 
prophetic principles were firmly fixed in their main con- 
ceptions, there will be no necessity of separating by wide 
intervals of time parts of the same narrative which other- 
wise hang well enough together. This view of the sub- 
ject, however, will be more fully considered in the next 
chapter. In  the meantime attention is to be drawn 
here to another feature of these historical books, which 
is closely related to the mode of their composition and 
their historical value-namely, the minute accuracy they 
exhibit in matters of topography. 

Perhaps no country has been more attentively exam- 
ined in connection with its history and literature than 
Palestine; and those who have made the most careful 
examination have testified to the extraordinary corre- 
spondence, to the minutest detail, between the Biblical 
accounts and the localities in which they are placed. 
This does not, of course, warrant us in saying straightway 
that the narratives &re strictly historical, but it has an 
important bearing on the mode of composition of the 
books. I t  will, on reflection, be admitted that a writer 
or speaker nowhere runs greater risk of tripping and 
falling into error than when dealing with details of 
topography. It is a case in which mere popular and 
oral recital is almost sure after a time to be at fault, and 
in which memory cannot long be safely trusted. It is 
also to be noted that the remarkable physical configu- 
ration of Palestine, and the graphic pictorial style of 
I-lebrem diction, made the danger of falling into mistakes 

U 
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of this kind immensely greater. The Hebrew writera 
are continually painting the scene of their narratives, 
not only reproducing the words and gestures of the 
speakers, but telling 11s how they lifted up their eyes ” 
and saw this and tha t ;  and the conformation of the 
country is so remarkable, its variations of scene, climate, 
and physical condition such, that the accuracy of de- 
lineation, which bears the closest investigation, is nothing 
short of marvellous. It is indeed only in compara- 
tively recent times that this has been fully brought 
to light; for not only the Crusaders, but even the early 
Christian monks who resided in the country, made 
mistakes in identifications of Biblical sites, which it has 
been’ left to travellers and explorers of our own century 
to rectify.1 It would not be difficult t o  find in modern 
authors writing from memory or with imperfect informa- 
tion, instances to  prove how easily mistakes may be fallen 
into. Walter Scott, e.g. (and no doubt it is not a solitary 
instance), makes one of his characters speak of Roseneath 
as an island, a kind of mistake never committed by a 
Biblical writer. An instructive example may be taken 
from a passage in Wellhausen’s own book, in which, in 
connection with the story of the destruction of the cities 
of the plain, mention is made of ‘‘ the smoke of the furnace 
which Abraham saw from the Jewish shore the morning 
after the catastrophe.”S It is true the English transla- 

The Quarterly Statements of the Palestine Exploration f i n d  are 
full of corrections of such early mistakes. See, eg., the Statements for 
1876, p. 89 E; and for 1876, pp. 11 ff., 37 f., 168 ; for 1877, p. 33 ff. To 
name no other places, ltobinson mentions that even such a famous place 
as Beth-e1 was not known accurately to the monks for centuries, the name 
of the true site being preserved solely among the common people.-Bib- 
lical Researches, second edition, vol. i. p. 449. 

’ 

Hearti of Mid-Lothian, chrtp. SI. Hist. of Israel, p. 325. 
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tion makes the mistake more glaring; but even in the 
original the words do not accurately represent the state- 
ment of the Biblical writer, according t o  which2 Abra- 
ham was not near the Dead Sea at the time of the 
occurrence, but at Mamre, and could not even have seen 
the shore. What the narrator says is that Abraham 
“got up early in the morning to the place where he had 
stood before Jahaveh,” and that‘ c( he looked tozuard 
Sodom and Gomorrah, and toward all the land of the 
plain, and lo! the smoke of the country went up as the 
smoke of a furnace.” It is a great distance from Hebron 
to the Dead Sea, and mountains intervene for the most 
part. Robinson tells us that he ascended the hills to  the 
east of the town in hopes of obtaining a view of the 
counbry, but the prospect was limited towards the east 
and north by higher hills near at hand. Next day, how- 
ever, on ascending the hill to the west, he found the 
prospect towards the east and south and west’very ex- 
tensive, Eeralr (on the eastern side of the Dead Sea) 
being very clearly distinguishable? A more glaring mis- 
take is made in Lenormant’s ‘Ancient History of the 
East,’ where we have such a collocation as this : “Be- 
tween Bethel and Hai in the rich pastures of the lower 
Jordan,”4 though these places are far from the river. 
In striking contrast we find the Biblical writer par- 
ticularly stating that the place of Abrabam’s encamp- 
ment was a mountain east of Bethel,6-a situation from 
which, as travellers have pointed out: Lot could have 

1878, p. 329. 
The original is (‘ vom judiischen Ufer aus aufsteigen sah. ”-Geschichte, 

2 Ben. xis. 27. 
Biblical Researches, second edition, vol. ii. pp. 82, 86. 
English translation, vol. i. p. 81. 
Stanley, Sind and Palestine, third edition, p. 217 f. 

G Gen. xii. 8. 



100 The  ((A’arliev Prophets.” 

obtained that view of the fertile Jordan valley which 
. determined his ch0ice.l And once more, as an instance 

how in statements of topography one will readily make 
a slip in matters with which he is well acquainted, a 
recent critical writer tells us that Elijah, on the memor- 
able occasion of his sacrifice on Mount Carmel, ((hurried 
the priests of Baal down to the brook Jabbok, and slew 
them there,” 2-a much more (( considerable mistake ” than 
that which Wellhausen +thinks he finds in the Biblical 
writer’s account of Elijah’s  movement^.^ 

As an example, on the other hand, of the very minute 
accuracy of the Biblical narratives in this respect, we may 
take the account of Elijah’s sacrifice on Mount Carmel.4 
The scene of the narrat,ive, which had been little visited 
by travellers, was found on the eastern extremity of Car- 
mel, overlooking the great plain of Esdraelon, and was 
known to the natives by the name El-Muhmkuh, 17te 
B u d  (or the place of burning) ; and all who have visited 
it, and compared it with the account given of the events 
of that memorable day, testify to the correspondence in 
minutest details between the narrative and the locality! 
Now all this goes to  show that there is more in these 
stories than what Wellhausen calls C L  a local colour which 
bespeaks a local origin.” Much less can we admit what 
he asserts in regard to the patriarchal stories, that their 
significance is “ entirely bound up with the locality,” 7 
and that “for the most part we have the product of a 
countless nuniber of narrators, unconsciously modifying 

l Gen. xiii. 10. Allan Menzies, Natural Religion, p. 186. 

‘ A graphic fmounb is given by Van de Velde, vol. i. p. 320 E., with 
which may be ccmpared Stanley, Sinai and Palestine, third edition, p. 
353. 

(i Hist. of Israel, p. 327. 

Hist. of Ismel, p. 292, note. 4 1 Ifings xviii, 

Ibid., p. 325. 
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each other’s w ~ r l c . ” ~  The ordinary reader will find it 
very hard to  believe that in the manifold variants and 
repetitions of the same stories ” this feature of minutely 
accurate local picturing could have been preserved. And 
when we take into account that not only in the stories of 
the patriarchs, but everywhere in the historical books, this 
accuracy is maintained, and bear in mind the liability to  
error which is inherent in oral transmission, we have a 
problem to solve which cannot be brushed aside by these 
o~~~~~ dicta of Wellhausen. If these stories could not 
have maintained their topographical accuracy in oral 
tradition, then they were written by men who knew the 
localities and had them before their eye ; and if the stories 
have not foundation in fact, then the writer-and be it 
remembered this is one of the admitted earliest class of 
writings-was not merely a spinner or retailer of myths, 
but he was a most accomplished writer of romance. A 
recent French writer, who has made in all seriousness a 
wductio ad absurdum of criticism by denying almost en- 
tirely the pre-exilian existence of literature in Israel: has 
the courage of his theory here, and it is interesting to  
observe how he accounts for this striking accuracy of 
topographical details. He fancies a company of theolo- 
gians at the time of the restoration sitting down to see 

Hist. of Israel, p. 327. 
2 MauriceVernes, Les RBsultats de l’Ex6g8se Biblique, p. 50, If refuta- 

tion is necessary of such a view, it is found in the fact that the names of 
Bible places have been in most cases recovered from the mouths of the 
peasantry-a proof that, the story has clung to 6he site from most, ancient 
time. Were Vernes’s view correct,, we should have had a number of sites 
such as the Crusaders and monks determined by the book, whereas we 
have these ancient names, often unintelligible to the natives, and un- 
associated, to their knowledge, with any ancient event. hnd this aspect 
of British research should be fairly faced in critical reconstructionfj of 
history and books. 
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who would give the most highly coloured account of early 
times; and the one, for example, who by report at least 
knew most of Egypt, would take in hand the story of the 
exodus, and so on. He does not tell us how many men, 
each with special knowledge of a locality, were engaged in 
this work ; but such a fancy, by its exaggeration, gives us 
some idea of the care that must have been bestowed on 
small details in the writing of these Old Testament stories 
-a care far above what we would expect in the case of 
plastic material modified by hundreds of reciters, and 
touched and retouched till the time of the captivity and 
after it? Whatever we may say about them, this char- 
acteristic of these narratives must raise our estimate of 
the literary care and ability of these writers; and if we 
find them so careful in this class of details, we may be 
prepared to give more heed to them when they give us 
particulard of another kind. 

No doubt this minute topographical accuracy does not 
in itself vouch for the historical truth of the narratives, 
and to some extent there is reason for the reproach of a 
Continental writer that (‘ English Palestine research, by 
its apologetic tendency, runs the risk of failing to secure 
recognition as a complete international science.” German 
scholars, he says, while quite as well aware as the English 
investigators of the close connection of this specialty with 
the scientific interpretation of the Bible, “have at  the 
same time the historical, critical, and philological prepara- 
tion which is necessary to successful labour.” In their 
view, it is ‘( an essential point that Palestine research re- 
main in the closest contact with these other branches of 
study,” and that (‘ a scholar who writes on the geography 

Wellhausen, Hist. of Israel, p. 294. 
Socin, in the Expositor, third series, vol. ii. p. 241 
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of Palestine, shall first have made himself thoroughly 
familiar with the problems and results of Old Testament 
criticism,” for ‘‘ only there can he form a judgment con- 
cerning the real history of Israel.” All very good ; but it 
may be contended as strenuously, on the other hand, that 
the said German scholars should, in estimating the literary 
products of Israel, take into account this feature of them 
to which we call attention, and not merely dismiss them 
with the remark that they have a strong local colouring. 
Perhaps if German scholars had gone more out into the 
broad light of day, and looked +t these narratives in 
connection with the places to which they relate, instead 
of keeping their science, to use Socin’s own words, (( under 
ground, in the esoteric circle of special students,” they 
would have attained results more acceptable to average 
common-sense. No doubt, strictly speaking, the identifi- 
cation of the place does not prove the historic truth of 
the event associated with it. It is, it may be admitted, 
‘ I  unjustifiable to assume without further investigation 
that the list of stations in the wandering in the wilder- 
ness is the work of Moses;”l nay, we are uot, strictly 
speaking, entitled to assume that the Israelites ever 
travelled that way at all. The list may be a mere feat 
of archeological research, drawn up by those who knew 
the ordinary route through these parts. Neither does 
the topography of Mount Carmel, which suits the story 
of Elijah as exactly as if ib was written on the spot, 
prove even that Elijah ever existed; and Dean Stanley 
was not strictly correct when he asserted2 that “the 
wells of Beersheba in the wide frontier-valley of Pales- 
tine are indisputable witnesses of the life of Abraham.” 

sooin, 1. o. Compare Wellhnusen, Hisb. of Israel, p. 350. 
Sinai and Palestine, p. 148. 
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But neither was Carlyle justified in assuming from the 
ruins of St Edmundsbury that St Edmund ever existed; 
nor do the stones stuck here and there in the plain of 
Leipzig, telling where so many thousands of men had 
their position under certain commanders, prove that a 
great battle was ever fought there. Let us criticise our 
authorities by all means. But let us not turn away from 
such firm palpable aids to  criticism as we possess, to 
“ underground ” canons which only esoteric students 
can comprehend. It will occur t o  many, that if it is 
unjustifiable to construct a map of Palestine showing the 
tribal divisions, a good many other maps will have to 
be accepted with reserve. The ordinary reader who 
believes, with Thomas Carlyle, that (( man has ever been, 
in spite of wide-spread calumnies to  the contrary, a 
veracious creature,” will be anxious to know why it is 
that so much criticism is necessary in regard to matters 
of Biblical history such as are accepted without ques- 
tion in other fields. Wellhausen’s off-hand remark about 
“plastic and living materials ” and stories whose signifi- 
cance was (‘ entirely bound up with the locality,” is quite 
insufficient to  explain the fact that this minute accuracy 
is not confined to  one set of stories nor to one locality. 
The point of the story so often turns upon the local 
situation, and stories so constructed in one locality fit 
in so exactly to others constructed for other localities, 
as in Abraham’s sojourns at  different spots, making a 
connected history, that this explanation is altogether too 
superficial. Instead of the materials being so plastic as 
he supposes in the ninth and eighth centuries, it is evi- 
dent that the writers of these narratives weye handling 
no shadowy myth, but writing of men who were as real 
to them as men of their own age. We are, in short, in these 
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narratives, not at the stage of floating vague tradition, 
but a t  a time at which men wrote with care about persons 
and events that they considered historical, What more 
is implied in this fact we shall consider more fully in 
the next chapter. 

In our endeavour to estimate the amount of literary 
and educational activity in ancient Israel, we must not 
overlook the work of the priests, who were at least as 
early and as well marked a class as the prophets. Al- 
though a great part of the admitted literature is of a 
popular or prophetic character, yet Wellhausen has told 
us (above, p. 61) that at an early period “ certain collec- 
tions of laws and decisions of the priests” were also 
committed to writing. The (‘ legal documents ” also, and 
‘‘ family reminiscences,” which furnished materials for the 
first historiography, were most probably, as in other 
countries, under priestly custody ; and Stade says that it 
was under priestly influence that the patriarchal legends’ 
assumed their peculiar form. All .this implies a consid- 
erable degree of literary activity ; and the preservation of 
legal and family documents presupposes such activity in 
a still earlier time. Though their literary labours may 
have been chiefly technical, and restricted to  a somewhat 
professional circle, yet in their work as popular educators 
the priests must take rank with the prophets. The bear- 
ing of this on the more outward features of the religion 
will be seen in the sequel.2 . 

. 

I Geachichte, vol. i. p. 145. See parbiculni*ly chap. sv, p. 391. 


