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Prof. Weiler:


Good evening ladies and gentleman. My name is Joseph Weiler, I am Director of the GLSP at NYU School of Law under whose auspices the Gruss Program is conducted. The Gruss Program has been a feature at NYU Law School for a number of years, but it received a major boost two years ago when we very happily recruited and appointed Prof. Moshe Halbertal as our Gruss Professor for an initial installment of five years and we hope many after that. Moshe Halbertal needs no introduction, he teaches Jewish Philosophy at the Hebrew University, he teaches Talmudic at the Hartman Institute of Advanced Jewish Studies in Jerusalem, he is an ordained rabbi, he is the recipient of the Bruno Award in Israel which is like the McArthur awards in the U.S. You will be familiar with his writing, his scholarly writing of which has been published in Hebrew and English, to great critical acclaim and also his role as a public intellectual in every sense of the word. I’m going to ask Prof. Halbertal to introduce our main Gruss lecturer this year. Thank you.

Prof. Halbertal:


Thanks and good evening. It’s an honor and a great pleasure for me to introduce Prof. Robert Alter.  Prof. Alter is a very prolific and brilliant author. He has written on the vast areas of Hebrew literature from the Bible to modern Hebrew literature. He has written on literature beyond Hebrew literature, on comparative literature. I want to say something more personal about the sort of the impact that the of work of Prof. Alter had on me as a graduate student and since. The first book of yours that I read was The Art of Biblical Narrative and since then, the impact of your writing has been the same which is making very, very familiar texts almost too familiar. Those texts you grew up with, that you read every Saturday in the synagogue. Making them wonderfully strange, as if you’ve never read them. Those stories, those texts, and it has a power afterwards and you feel a sense of, how didn’t I see it before? Which is the best thing that ever happened. And I think that Prof. Alter makes it happen through I would say a perfect pitch to the language. It’s very, very rare to have such a tuning to the language, to the rhythm of the language, and such an imaginative sympathy, psychological sympathy, and empathy with the heroes. This combination makes Prof. Alter’s interpretative work so powerful and so compelling. It says in the midrash (Talmudic Literature) that the words of Torah should be new for you every time you read them and it’s new for us every time we read you on them. For that it is a great honor and a pleasure to have you here and we look forward to hearing your lecture and thank you for coming. 

Prof. Alter:

Thank you very much Prof. Halbertal. I’m really delighted to be here and to see a few old friends and have one of my sons here, who is pursuing his higher education at NYU. It’s particularly meaningful to me to be introduced by Moshe Halbertal, whom I’ve gotten to know in the last few years and  whose work I read with great admiration. 

Now I’d like to begin by sorting out three terms. As far as I can make out, there are three generally available terms for vows in Biblical Hebrew. One is fairly rare and the other two are quite common, but they mean somewhat different things. There is neder which is a vow taken by a man or a woman to fulfill some obligation vis a vis God. Then there is shvuah-- and that’s what I’m going to concentrate on-- which is either a vow that God makes to humankind or a vow between two men. The narrative evidence suggests that it is just between two men, whereas in the case of neder you also have an elaboration of  what is involved when a woman takes a neder. In the narratives, it always seems to be the men who are taking the shvuah, probably because men are considered in the biblical world to be the principle legal agency. The middle term is ‘alah, which could mean something like imprecation or, perhaps more precisely, ritual imprecation or oath. It does overlap with shvuah at least in one text that I found. 

Now before I move on to the vow, which is the third principle term, shvuah, I want to say something about one memorable instance of neder because it points toward a certain attitude toward language which I think is operative in all of these terms. You all recall the horrifying story of Jephtha’s daughter. Before Jephthah, who has been enlisted as a military leader, goes out to the battlefield, he makes a vow, a neder, to God that whoever, or whatever, comes out first to greet him when he returns victorious from the battlefield he will offer up to God. In the event, the one who emerges to greet him is his only daughter. Now, there is a sense here that when you pronounce something, what comes out of the mouth becomes a potent entity in the world and attains almost a kind of autonomous force. The Hebrew term for it is motza-sfataim, not used in the Jephthah story, which means the utterance of the lips, or literally the issue of the lips, what comes out of the lips. I suspect that an originally magical notion of language lies behind  this idiom and the thinking about it. When you speak words in any kind of solemn context of obligation, the words spoken assume a quasi-autonomous power and are very dificult to revoke (though certain procedures for revocation are offered in Numbers). 

Let me now  propose a thumbnail definition of shvuah.   From this point on, when I say vow, I shall be referring to shvuah.  In narrative contexts, it is often the verb cognate with this noun for vow that is used. When God repeatedly speaks of  “the land that I vowed to your fathers,”  He invokes by that language a contractual commitment, which is to say,  we have a covenant between us and my part of the covenant or contract is that I’m going to give you the land.  The same verb very frequently occurs in contexts where one human agent imposes a binding commitment on a second human agent.  If I started by saying that there seems to be a magical notion of language in biblical thinking about vows, it is important to add that there is a segue from the magical idea of language to what we would call in our own technical terms a performative speech act, that is, when you recite a certain formula which by virtue of the recitation takes on  legal efficacy. “Behold you are consecrated unto me with this ring according to the law of Moses and Israel”  is a performative speech act that confirms the marriage. 

As we go on to consider this function of the vow as a performative speech act in Genesis, I would like to suggest that this is a form of contractual commmitment that may have had a particularly important social function in a context where there were no real  national institutions of law—the very situation registered in the represented world of the Patriarchal tales.  In such a setting, if someone wants to enforce an obligation,  he says, “I am going to make you take this vow” and by so doing  obliges the other person to carry out the terms of the vow, which now becomes a kind of  legal obligation.

Now, for the sake completeness,  let me speak briefly about the third term associated with vows, ‘alah.    It occurs prominently in Numbers in the trial by ordeal of the woman suspected of adultery.  The priest conducting the ritual pronounces an ‘alah, and in this instance the ‘alah is clearly a fearsome verbal formula intended to intimidate the wife suspected of infidelity.  But  it should be said that ‘alah also seems at times to be synomonous with shvuah.  One striking instance is the strange story  (to which I shall to return) when Saul’s troops are fighting the Philistines, and Saul makes the troops take an oath—the causative verb used here is derived from the same root as ‘alah—saying, “Cursed be the man who eats food until evening until I take vengance upon my enemies.” Then we are told in the immediate sequence in the text that  the troops feared the vow, and the word that is used now is shvuah. So although we began with  ‘alah, we move to shvuah, and then shvuah occurs one more time.  The narrative function of the vow in this particular story is something we will now consider.

As my title, “The Power of the Vow,” indicates, in the biblical world vows are a way of exerting power over people, and they also may have consequences, perhaps ominous consequences, that those who pronounce the vow fail to foresee. In the case of Saul and his troops,  the king says, “Cursed be the man who tastes food until evening until I take vengance upon my enemies.” Unbeknowst to Saul, his own son Jonathan, who  is out with a contingent of troops,  is very hungry and takes his staff and dips it in honey comb and tastes the honey, thus unwittingly breaking the vow his father has imposed on all the fighting men. It looks for a moment in the resolution of the episode as though Jonathan is going to be put to death for this infraction, but by strong popular aclaim he is pardoned by his father.   There is a troubling resonance between this story and the tale of Jephthah’s daughter:  in both instances, a father who stands at the head of military forces makes a solemn utterance that threatens his own child with death. 

I’d liked to single out a third story intimating in a more subtle way unanticipated consequences to a vow taken.   In this case, our central term shvuah is the one used. In Genesis, when Jacob flees with his two wives and his two concubines and all those children and flocks that he has accumulated, he is  pursued by his rapacious father-in-law, Laban.  Jacob is entirely unaware that his beloved wife Rachel has stolen her father’s household gods, the trafim - these would be an approximate ancient Near Eastern  equivalent to the Roman penates -  and she hides  them under the camel saddle on which she is sitting.  When Jacob give his father-in-law permission to search through the entire tent, she claims she is having her period and therefore  cannot get up, and as a result Laban doesn’t discover the stolen household gods. Jacob’s declaration in this narrative context that “with whomever you find your gods, that person shall not live”  is, I would propose,  a delicate foreshadowing of Rachel’s tragic end.  The fact that at this point she is childless is brought to our attention by her  claim that she is having her period. Years have gone by in this marriage in which her monthly cycle has never been interrupted by conception. She does eventually have  two children, Joseph and Benjamin, but she dies giving birth to the second one, and this is a loss from which her husband  never recovers . Even on his death bed, in a kind of pyschologically convincing non-sequitur, he starts up suddenly, when he has been talking about something else, and says  “As for  me,  when I was coming from Paddan, Rachel died to my grief.”  In light of the loss of Rachel, for whom Jacob will continue to mourn till his last moment, it looks as though there may be a little ominous shadowing of the possibility that Jacob, in making this pronouncement of capital punishment for the one who has stolen the idols, inadvertently pronouces a kind of death sentence on his beloved wife. 

There is a good deal of vow-taking in Genesis, though I won’t restrict myself entirely to Genesis. The vow is used in what amounts to non-agression pacts, so it is a political as well as a legal concept.   When  Jacob and Laban  part company, at the very end of the episode we have just considered, they set up a stone marker and agree that they won’t cross the boundary it indicates to cause harm to each other. This is, to all intents and purposes, precisely a mutual non-aggression pact.  A similar pact is agreed upon, with a highlighting of the term shvuah,  between Abraham and the Philistine king Abimelech after the dispute between their servants over the wells in the Negeb.  But moving beyond such political uses of the vow,  I would like to look a little more closely at how vow- taking plays out in a couple of particular narratives. 

It is instructive to attend to the terms of the vow in the story that is often referred to in English  as the “Wooing of Rebekah.”  The story takes up all of Genesis 24.  I’m actually going to skip the delightful middle scene, the encounter at the well, about which I would have a lot to say but  won’t here because it doesn’t strictly apply to the question of terms of vow-taking.  The episode begins as follows: “And Abraham was old, advanced in years, and the Lord, had blessed Abraham in all things.”  So we start with a report from the narrator  (and I’m going to come back to what happens to that initial narrative information in a few minutes) though the narrator’s report of course has nothing directly to do with the vow, it just sets the stage for the vow. “And Abraham said to his servant, elder of his household, who ruled over all things that were his, ‘Put your hand, pray, under my thigh.’”   Under the thigh, here and elsewhere, appears to be a decorous metonymy for  under the testicles.   This construction is by no means a shocking modern idea. One of my favorite Biblical commentators, the 12th century Abraham Ibn-Ezra, understands the idiom in precisely this fashion, and  claims to know of other cultures in which this is a practice.   The underlying idea is that if you expose yourself with your tenderest part  to the person upon whom you impose the vow,  you in effect say you are entrusting yourself absolutely to him.   Abraham, then, says to his servant, “Put your hand, pray, under my thigh, that I may make you swear by the Lord, God of the heavens and God of the earth, that you shall not take a wife for my sons from the daughters of the Canaanite in whose midst I dwell, but to my land and to my birthplace you shall go, and you shall take a wife for my son, for Isaac.” Now, “to my land, to my birthplace” of course goes back to the very beginning of the Abraham story,  “Go forth from your land and your birthplace and your father’s house to the land that I will show you.” I shall return momentarily to what happens to that phrase from Genesis 12 as the story unfolds. “And the servant said to him, ‘Perhaps the woman will not want to come after me to this land.  Shall I indeed bring your son back to the land that you left?’  And Abraham said to him, ‘Watch yourself, lest you bring my son back there.  The Lord, God of the heavens, Who took me from my father’s house and from the land of my birthplace” - note how Abraham reverts again to the language used at the beginning of Genesis 12, God’s first injunction to him, adding now “father’s house,” the third term that occurs there in God’s initial command to him - “Who took me from my father’s house, and from the land of my birthplace, and Who spoke to me, and Who swore to me, saying, ‘To your seed will I give this land,’ He shall send His messenger before you, and you shall take a wife for my son from there.  And if the woman should not want to go after you, you shall be clear of this vow of mine, only  my son you must not bring back there.’ And the servant put his hand under Abraham’s thigh and he swore to him concerning this thing.”   These words mark the end of the vow proper. What follows is a single swift sentence:  the servant with ten camels  (actually including a whole entourage of men who are not even mentioned until later on in the story) cross the desert from Mesopotamia, a distance of several hundred miles.  Presumably an itinerary involving weeks of desert travel, and they arrive at Aram-Naharaim, the site of the family homestead from which Abraham had departed many years earlier. Upon arriving at the well outside the town,  the servant prays to the God of his master, stipulating that “the young woman to whom I say, ‘Pray, tip down your jug that I may drink,’ if she says, ‘Drink, and your camels, too, I shall water,’ she it is whom You have marked for Your servant, for Isaac.” The terms of the prayer are immediately and explicitly fulfilled,  after which the servant bestows betrothal gifts of a golden nose ring and bracelets on the beautiful young woman he has encountered at the well.  Rebekah rushes home with the news of the stranger’s arrival; he is invited to enjoy the family’s hospitality; and a feast is laid out.   

Now, I want to pick it up at the point where the servant repeats the terms of the vow.  As we shall see,  he does some strange and interesting things, almost, I would say, amusing things, with the language of the vow that his master has imposed on him. The invitation to the feast is part of what I have called elsewhere the betrothal type scene.   In rapid summary, what this involves is the following sequence of narrative motifs:  a stranger (either the future bridegroom or his emissary) arrives in a foreign land; he meets a young woman at a well; water is drawn; the report of his arrival is rushed to her home; and  he is brought back there for a feast, after which betrothal conditions are agreed upon. Here, however, the guest firmly announces,  “ ‘I will not eat until I have spoken my word,’ and he [Laban] said  ‘Speak.’  And he said,  ‘I am Abraham’s servant.  The Lord has blessed my master abundantly, and he has grown great.’”  In these words, the servant’s speech  pointedly echoes the narrator’s words at the beginning of the story. We might note that this is a fairly common practice in Biblical narrative, this citation of the narrator by a character, or sometimes, the other way round, the citation by the narrator of a character. But we should notice what the servant adds to the narrator’s initial words:  “ He has given him sheep and cattle and silver and gold and male and female slaves and camels and donkeys.  And Sarah, my master’s wife, bore a son to my master after she had grown old, and he has given him all that he has.” Now we have the servant elaborating the narrator’s words. He vividly expands what is implicit in “Abraham had grown great.” “He had grown great” repeatedly in Genesis is a reference to material prosperity, but the servant shows himself to be a canny betrothal negotiator in spelling things out. He knows there is a certain leverage to be gained by saying “gold and silver and slaves and camels” and the clincher,  to transpose the effect to contemporary terms, is his saying that not only does my master have so many thousands shares of Microsoft and real estate in downtown Manhattan but the son Isaac is the sole heir.   Having made his point as betrothal negotiator, he now  goes on to repeat the terms of the vow. 

Here I want to state very briefly an important principle of Biblical narrative that is beautifully exemplified in this episode. The general principle is that whenever things are repeated, you look for what is not quite a repetition. Specifically in dialogue, there is a great deal of what seems like verbatim repetition:  character A, in this case, Abraham, says something and then character B, the servant, repeats what character A has said. In the overwhelming majority of instances, the repetition is not quite verbatim, and wherever the repetition swerves from the verbatim, you have a little aperture of meaning opening up that reflects that speaker’s position, which might be a matter of his individual pscyhology, his sociological position in the narrative, or the particular personages he is addressing. The application of this principle to the story under consideration will become evident momentarily.  Here is how he repeats the terms of the vow: “And my master made me swear [the verb  hishbia, which is cognate with shvuah, vow] saying, ‘You shall not take a wife for my son from the daughters of the Caananite in whose land I dwell.” Most readers will have the distinct impression of having heard all this word for word,  but  the servant goes on to quote his master as saying, “to my father’s house you shall go and my clan” when what Abraham had actually said was “to my land and to my birthplace you shall go.”  The phrase “to my father’s house” was only used by Abraham as an addition in his second speech to the servant.    The servant is manuvering in a very shrewd way:  first, he is careful to put up front “my father’s house” because he, the servant, has come to Mesopotamia to negotiate with the spokemen of the father’s house and so that term gets pride of place. And then he introduces a word that Abraham didn’t use at all, “my clan” instead of “birthplace,” which is again a tactical advantage, for he is aware that he is speaking to members of the clan. He is  saying, in effect,  “Don’t think that just because Abraham decided to become an immigrant , he’s forgotten the family because he has a strong sense of clan and has expressly sent me back to his father’s house and to his clan.”  All this leads one to infer that, at least in the servant’s understanding of the vow, the vow is not binding, strictly speaking, as a set verbal formula.  What appears to count is the substance of the vow,  not its quasi-magical status as “issue of the lips.”   The servant  doesn’t really, as far as I can see, alter the substance, but he does make a number of alterations for the purpose of diplomacy. “And I said to my master, ‘Perhaps the woman will not come after me.”  Even in this minor instance, he edits his own speech slightly because what he actually said to Abraham was “ Perhaps the woman will not want to  come after me.”  The small deletion reflects his desire to avoid even putting in the field of vision of those he is addressing the prospect that the young woman might not want to accept his betrothal offer.  He proceeds with his report of the vow his master exacted from him: “And he said to me, ‘The Lord in whose presence I have walked shall send His messenger with you and He shall grant success for your journey, and you shall take a wife for my son from my clan and from my father’s house.  Then you shall be clear of my oath;  if you come to my clan and they refuse you, you shall be clear of my oath.’”  At the end of his report, then, he essentially repeats the words that Abraham had pronounced  to him. But before that, he has introduced a crucial change.   When you take a vow—perhaps not invariably but very often in the biblical world-- you invoke a higher authority, that is, a deity, to underwrite your vow, which is what Abraham did  and what the servant reports Abraham’s having done. But the way the servant reports it  is, “The Lord in Whose presence I have walked shall send His messenger....” What Abraham actually said was “that I make you swear by the God of the heavens and God of the earth.”  In his next words, he goes on to invoke “the Lord, God of the heavens, Who took me from my father’s house and from the land of my birthplace and Who spoke to me and Who swore to me, saying, ‘To your seed shall I give this land,’ He shall send His messenger....” So what has the servant done?  The faithful servant  has maintained the substance of the vow, but he’s shifted the theology because the theology is going to trouble the folks in Mesopotamia. That is, he doesn’t make any mention of a Lord of the hseaven and earth because that would be a nonsensical phrase as far as they are concerned. In their polytheistic view,  each sphere of the cosmos has its own deity, so there is a sky god,  an earth god,  a sea god, a moon goddess,  and so forth. Accordingly, the servant  entirely deletes this language of an all-encompassing deity.   He deletes not only theology but I would say providence, that is, the notion of election intimated in “Who took me from...the land of my birthplace, and Who swore to me saying,  ‘To your seed will I give this land.’”   He is shrewdly aware, after all, as he addresses the relatives back home between the Tigris and the Euphrates  that  they haven’t had any god come to them and say, “Go forth to another land and I will give it to your seed and I will be with you.”    All this language of divine election is eliminated, and what is substituted for it and for the “Lord God of the heavens and  God of the Earth” is  “the Lord in whose presence I have walked.”   The Hebrew idiom used could be rendered either as walk in the presence or  walk before. It has the sense of performing special service to a superior power.   You would use this idiom for a courtier in relation to a king.   As far as gods are concerned, if you walk in the presence of a deity, let’s say  Baal or Ashtoreth , it means you take upon yourself  an obligation of dedicated service to that deity-- that deity becomes your special god or goddess; you offer sacrifices at set points of the calendar; you might set up a little icon of that particular god in your living room.   In return for these acts of devotion, you would expect special favors from the deity in question.  In choosing this idiom, the servant is speaking in language that polytheists can make sense of. There is a certain god,  whose name is represented by the four letters YHWH (Yahweh or the Lord), and my master has taken on a special relationship of servitude toward that god. So the servant, by altering his master’s language, introduces a shift in register, a shift in theology, for the benefit of his pagan auditors, and yet the substance of the vow remains in place, and in fact the servant scrupulously carries out  the vow in accordance with his master’s wishes.   

I would like to consider just one more  extended example of the narrative function of the vow.   It occcurs in a complicated political context in the first chapter of 1 Kings.  David is old and failing and there is some reason to infer that he may no longer have all his wits about him. There doesn’t seem to be a clearly designated  line of succession to the throne, and one of his sons, Adonijah, has assembled a group of allies in the military and priestly bureaucracy, has declared himself king, and is holding a coronation feast for his supporters.  Nathan the prophet, who is very alarmed at this development,  rushes off  to Bathsheba, Solomon’s mother, and addresses her as follows: “Have you not heard that Adonijah, son of Haggith, has become king and our lord David knows it not?”  One should note that David’s condition of  being out of touch with what is going on within the kingdom is highlighted by the prophet Nathan—even this spectacular political event has not come to the king’s attention. “Now, come let me give you counsel so that you may save your own life and the life of your son Solomon.”  This invocation of a life-and-death urgency should not need too much glossing: the situation in which Bathsheba and her son find themselves  is in fact one of  ruthless threat—if, in a somewhat murky political setting, there has been some intimation that Solomon has a claim to the throne and then one of his half-brothers seizes power, the time-tested way to get rid of  competitors in such succession struggles is by slitting their throats; and so this is not an idle threat that Nathan mentions. “Go and get you to King David and say to him [it is at this point that the taking of vows is crucially introduced], ‘Has not my lord the king sworn to your servant, saying: Solomon your son shall be king after me, and he shall sit on my throne.  And why has Adonijah become king?’”  These words constitute a kind of  script that Nathan dictates to Bathsheba.  The terms of the vow as Nathan announces them, “Solomon your son shall be king after me, and he shall sit on my throne,” look like some kind of formulaic speech with binding effect as a performative speech act. Perhaps one way we can detect this solemnizing use of language in the Hebrew is that it breaks into what amounts to a line of parellelistic poetry: the first half of the line, “Solomon your son shall be king after me,” is answered by the semantically parallel second half “and he shall sit on my throne,” with the quasi-poetic repetition reinforcing the authority of the vow. Now, the question one has to ask (other interpreters have asked it) is, “Has, in fact, David made such a vow?” The answer is that we really don’t know. There is no report of it whatever in the preceding narrative, and one has one’s suspicions. 

                      But let us return to the dialogue between Nathan and Bathsheba.  Nathan goes on to say, “Look, while you are still speaking there,  I shall come after you and fill in your words.”  The narrator now reports Bathsheba’s compliance with Nathan’s instructions.  “And Bathsheba came to the king in the inner chamber, and the king was very old, with Abishag the Shunamite ministering to the king.” The mention of Abishag strongly reinforces our perception of  David’s decrepitude because, as most readers will recall,  the king, failing in  his advanced  old age,  was shivering in his bed and nothing could get him warm, so his courtiers brought a beautiful young virgin to impart warmth to his aged bones—“but the King knew her not.”  Nothing sexual is going on at this late moment in David’s life--he is evidently incapable of the act--and so the mention of Abishag highlights a certain irony for  his wife, who, after all, once had been a very potent object of sexual interest for David. Bathsheba, then,  comes to to her old and frail husband, who is being warmed in bed by a lovely young woman.  “And Bathsheba did obeisance and bowed down to the king, and the king said, ‘What troubles you?’ And she said, ‘My lord, you yourself swore by the Lord God, to your servant—’”  At this point, let us observe, she is already altering  the script that Nathan gave her, and this is another illustration of the principle of swerving from the verbatim to the near-verbatim.  Nathan  had said nothing about swearing by the Lord your God, he had just said “sworn to your servant.”  One may at least suspect that he didn’t want to say “the Lord your God” because the vow itself might have been his invention.   Bathsheba also adds a small but strategic indication of emphasis not present in the script dictated to her by Nathan:  “you yourself swore.”  The form here is emphatic because the pronoun “you,” atah, is added before the conjugated verb, which in the normal or “unmarked” use would not require it.  Her full statement reads as follows:  “My lord, you yourself swore by the Lord your God to your servant, ‘Solomon, your son shall be King after me, and he shall sit on my throne.’”  At this point, as she invokes the declaration of succession, unlike Abraham’s servant in Genesis 24, she perfectly preserves the formulaic language, without divergence,  of the purported vow.  “And now, look, Adonijah has become king and my lord the King knows it not.  And he has made a sacrificial feast of oxen and fatlings and sheep in abundance and has invited all the king’s sons and Abiathar the priest, but Solomon your servant he did not invite.  And you, my lord, the eyes of all Israel are upon you to tell them who will sit on throne of my lord the king after him.  And it will come about when the lord my king lies with his fathers that I and my son Solomon will be held offenders.”  The somewhat oblique language of “held offenders” is Bathsheba’s diplomatic  reference to the fate of death that would hang over her and Solomon if Adonijah were allowed to retain the throne.  

“And, look, she was still speaking with the king when Nathan the prophet came in.”  His entrance, of course, is again according to the scenario that he had laid out. “And he came before the king and bowed to the king, his face to the ground.”  We have here another instance of a difference in seeming parallelism:  she merely does obesicience,  whereas he flings himself down on the ground.  “And Nathan said, ‘My lord the king, have you yourself said, Adonijah shall be king after me and he shall sit on my throne?’” (Like Bathsheba before him, he strictly follows  the formula that he first introduced for the vow.) Now, notice that instead of stating that David uttered these words regarding Adonijah as his successor, he turns the statement into a question, part amazement, part accusation: “have you yourself said that Adonijah shall be king after me and he shall sit on my throne?  For he has gone down today and made a sacrificial feast of oxen and fatlings and sheep in abundance and he has invited all the king’s sons, and the commanders of the army and Abiathar the priest, and there they are eating and drinking before him, and they have said, ‘Long live King Adonijah!’”—Nathan shows real dramatic flair in evoking the scene of self-coronation for David--“but me your servant, and Zadok the priest and Benaiah the son of Jehoiada and Solomon your servant he did not invite. Has this thing been done by my lord the king without informing your servant who will sit on the throne of my lord the king after him?”  More focused on the politics of the situation than Bathsheba, Nathan offers a slightly different list of people who are excluded from the celebrations, mentioning among those not invited a priest who is in the pro-Solomon camp rather than the pro-Adonijah camp. 

What is more important, however, is what he doesn’t mention. He does not say anything about the vow even though from the start he put Bathsheba up to invoking this purported vow.  His failure to mention a solemn pledge of the throne to Solomon makes me a little suspicious as to whether any such pledge was actually made,  but of course that is only a surmise. One of the wonderful things about biblical narrative is that it so often leaves  this sort of margin of ambiguity about the facts of the case or the motives of the characters.  We may suspect, then, without absolute assurance, that there was never a vow, that the prophet was happy enough to give the idea to Bathsheba and let her invoke it, but that he can’t quite bring himself to talk about a vow when he comes to David.  The king on his part appears to know that he has made a vow because his wife Bathsheba has just told him.  “And King David answered and said, ‘Call me Bathsheba.’ And she came before the king and stood before the king.  And the king swore and said, ‘As the Lord lives Who rescued me from every strait, as I swore to you by the Lord God of Israel saying, ‘Solomon your son shall be king after me and he shall sit on my throne in my stead,’ even so will I do this day.” Now, in keeping with the convention of biblical narrative,  he bounces back Bathsheba’s very words about the vow, but as he bounces them back, he amplifies them:  she had said,  “You swore by the Lord your God.”  To this he adds a kind of ceremonial flourish,  “the Lord God of Israel,” giving the appropriately national context with which this God concerns himself.  Then, of course,  since he is addressing the mother of the designated heir to the throne, he also adds  “Solomon your son.”  The most significant swerve, however, from actual verbatim repetition is that  at the end of  the parellistical formula for the vow of succession to which I’ve called  your attention , he says, “he shall be king after me and he shall sit on my throne in my stead.”  In the two previous occurrences of the supposed vow, what was said was “he shall sit on my throne after me.”   Those two phrases mean something rather different politically.  “After me” clearly suggests, after I am gathered to my forefathers, after I am no longer here,  he shall sit on my throne.  But in his response to Bathsheba, David  substitutes “in my stead,”  which is to say,  I am vacating the throne for him while I am still alive.   David’s willingness to cede the throne to Solomon immediately could conceivably be dictated by his sense of his own weakness, his feeling incapable of managing the kingdom, or it might me a move of political shrewdness, impelled by his awareness that if Solomon is to succeed to the throne in the face of Adonijah’s act of usurpation, he has to be installed at once.  

I can’t resist  reading just one more brief verse, which, though it does not relate to the question of vows, provides a piquant little coda to the episode. “And Bathesheba did obeisance, her face to the ground, and bowed to the king and said, ‘May my lord king David live forever.’” I think this little verbal gesture, even if partly dictated by court etiquette, is one of the most wonderful instances in literature of feminine diplomacy.  The manifestly astute Bathsheba clearly knows that her husband has one foot in the grave, that he is shivering  in bed, that he is out of touch with things; and in keeping with this plight, that he himself is now prepared to cede the throne,  but she is careful to say, ever so delicately, “May my lord king David live forever.” 

Let me summarize very briefly the general implications of these instances we’ve considered,  and then we’ll have a few minutes in which I can take your questions. I would say that the power of the vow that we have been tracing through these various episodes and manifestations might best be seen in the larger context of the prominent power of speech in Biblical narrative.  Again and again in these stories, major junctures in narrative are enacted through dialogue: the significant moments in the story prove to be for the most part exchanges of words between characters.   The crucial role of dialogue in biblical narrative becomes clear if we compare it with the role of dialogue in Homer.   The two Homeric epics abound in great descriptive passages (which have no equivalent in the Bible), and then there are speeches, some of them wonderfully vivid or eloquent, but they are not really dialogue, they lack the sense of pointed and weighted exchange through language that is so remarkable in biblical narrative, that highly fraught, sometimes profoundly ambiguous or ambivalent interaction between personages, of which we have seen a few examples. Speech counts for a great deal in the biblical world. Speech can be used as an instrument of manipulation, of deception, of confirming loyalty, of negotiation, of expressing a commitment, and much more. What is true for speech in general is true for the vow in particular,  but the vow, once pronounced, has efficacy, exerts binding legal force,  yet there may also be questions about the terms of the vow. Can one modify or actually play with the terms of the vow? Does such changing of the language of enunciation alter the meaning of the vow? Then, given the authority of the vow in this ancient culture, can a vow, or the very idea of a vow, be used as an instrument of manipulation, an instrument to exert pressure on someone to persuade him that he is under an obligation that perhaps he does not in fact have?  In sum, it seems to me that looking at vows and the roles they play in these stories is a particularly strong instance of what we’re invited to do throughout biblical narrative--which is to attend very closely to the words, and then attend very closely to repetitions, and then look for what happens when those repetitions are changed. Thank you. 

Prof. Weiler: We have a few minutes for questions.

Question 1: Carrying on with what you said, the power of words, what would say is the Biblical position on just making a promise? Is that a vow? I can’t seem to recall any instance in the Bible that actually addresses that. Isn’t the story of Joseph in the prison….What do you think would be the Biblical ethic towards promise making? In the Bible there are a number of laws addressing promises, not allowed to lie, not allowed to deceive somebody and say a promise you don’t intend to keep, you’re not allowed….

Prof. Alter: I don’t think that is a vow, it’s a promise. The last few instances you cited, Moshe will be able to know if I’m wrong about this, but I think they move into a different category because they move into a category where you’re obliged to do something because there is a general legal responsibility stipulated in the code of law to do this and not that. Like not to withhold the payment of a day laborer, not to take bribes. A promise, I’m really glad you introduced this issue, and I don’t know if I have a pat answer. Promises and vows are different from general legal obligations because they are sort of ad hoc obligations. For example, there’s nothing in a general code that obliges Abraham’s servant to undertake this mission, but Abraham says, “I want you to take this vow,” and that’s more than a promise, as you said. Now, I don’t think there’s a verb in biblical Hebrew that corresponds to the verb “promise.”  If we thought hard, we might  come up with instances of promises.   Maybe you’re right, that giving Rachel as a bride is a promise. We could develop some instances of promise but there seems to be a certain pressure in this world, to, let’s say, institutionalize the promise as a vow. And one example which particularly strikes me is David and Johnathan. That is, in their last meeting,  the verb that is cognate with shvuah, vow, is used. I believe it is at Johnathan’s instance, they make a vow that they will love each other, which seems a  bit strange-- if they love each other,  why should the make a vow to love each other? Maybe they don’t quite trust  the relationship, as we would say in the 21st century, or don’t trust just the promise. Of course, since there is definite possibility that they could be rivals to the throne at some future point,  so I think resorting to a vow is particularly important politically. 

Question 2: Maybe that implies that it is in our nature to change our minds? So even if we intend to keep a promise today, we may just see things differently tomorrow. I think the whole idea of a vow is to sort of impose a law upon ourselves to not let that happen. 

Prof. Alter: Yes, I think that is very sensible, that is, a promise is a little bit casual so that if you’re really concerned about the other party or both parties carrying out what they obligated themselves to do, then you better turn it into a vow. 

Question 3: I was just wondering, the whole story of Johnathan and Saul-is this the point of the story or is the power of the vow universally accepted? 

Prof. Alter: Because it is unnecessary to invoke a vow,  you mean?  I’m not sure if I have a good answer for this but I’ll take a stab at it. It is a good quesiton, that fact that I don’t have a good answer doesn’t mean that it isn’t not a good question. I think that this use of the vow may be one of many instances in the Saul story that casts doubts on his good judgment and his knowledge.   From the very beginning, Saul is a character who is in search of knowledge and dependent on others for knowledge, and often the knowledge is uncertain.   The first thing that happens is that he’s looking for his father’s lost asses. He has to go to the prophet Samuel, with whom he will end up having  a very murky relationship, in order to find out where the asses are.  At the very end of the Saul story, he wants to find out what’s going to happen on the battlefield the next day. So he makes the mistake of summoning up the spirit of Samuel with the aid of the necromancer,  as Samuel, true to his implacable style,  tells him, “Tomorrow you and your sons are with me!” So maybe there’s something imprudent in his pronoucing the vow, and the imprudence might provide some grounds for its revocation. Yet of course what we do know is that Johnathan will  die an early death, a grim fate that may be foreshadowed here. 

Question 4: In fact in the story of-oath of Saul. 

Prof. Alter: Both those points I think are very apt. I might propose one minor modification to the first of the two points. That is, since many things are elided in narrative report in the Bible, the fact that there is no report and all the people answer amen  doesn’t mean that it didn’t happen. Minimally, what it means is that the writer didn’t want to highlight this assent, that if they agreed, they agreed grudgingly, whatever they said. But clearly the people or the troops (one can translate the term both ways) are afraid, actually I think I quoted that, that they’re afraid of the vow, that they do feel that the vow has efficacy. 

Question 5: If life and death are in the hand of the tongue? 

Prof. Alter: I did want to say that these vows can be from God to man as though parties in a contract, but they are typically between man and man. And I think they are essentially contractual. The first instance you mentioned is interesting, and that certainly, I think that it’s a more formal kind of stipulation then the stipulation of a promise, we’re all kind of floundering looking for Biblical promises.  What we have in the story of Jacob at Bethel is a  stipulation of conditions,  and it’s not surprising,  that in the canniest, most bargain conscious of all the patriarchs that it would occur. There is this wonderful vision of celestial beings ascending and descending, and what does he say? He says, “OK.” I mean if biblical Hebrew had an “OK,” his speech would start with an “OK”, he says “OK, if you guard me in all the ways that I’m going on, and you provide me bread and water, and bring me back safely and so forth, then you will be my God and I will serve you and so forth.”  That’s very contractual, more contractual as you rightly say, than a typical vow. 

Of course that’s a question of post-Biblical history. I’m getting very much into Prof. Halbertal’s field. I don’t see that there’s, thinking of this main term that I’ve followed in my remarks, the shvuah, that there’s any set mechanism for revoking, or anulling shvuah,  though there is for the other kind of pledge, between a man or a woman vis a vis God. There are mechanisms for anullment, and I would just assume that  this is post-biblical, though I really can’t place the devising of the mechanisms in a specific century. In late antiquity, as the biblical vision was translated by the early rabbis into a system of law, the fact is that in a system of law you really can’t live with obligating utterances that can never be revoked, it becomes intolerable. So then mechanisms are created for revocation.

Thank you very much.
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