T EA ACHTEUR 'S

PROGRAM ONE:

A PEOPLE IS BORN
(3800 - 586 B.C.E.)

The Lord said to Abram, “Go forth from your native land and from
your fathers house to the land that I will show you. I will make of
you a great nation....” [Genesis 12:1-2]

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

here and how are we to discover the origins of the Jewish people?

Until the 20th century, most people would have replied that

one need only open the Bible and read. The modern inquirer,
however, has new information available drawn from archaeology and
recently discovered ancient Near Eastern literature. These new sources
help deepen our understanding of Israelite history as told in the Bible.
They help us understand to what extent the early Israelites were a typical
Near Eastern people and to what extent they were unique.

The Book of Genesis is set in the Fertile Crescent between 2000 and 1000
B.CE. It places Israelite origins in Mesopotamia, the “land between” the Tigris
and Euphrates rivers. By the 3rd millennium B.c.t., people speaking Semitic
languages had settled in this “cradle of civilization,” founding city-states
such as Abraham’s birthplace U, from whence he set out for Canaan.

We know from recently uncovered sources that Canaanites occasion-
ally fled from famine in their own land and took refuge in Egypt.
According to the first chapter of the Book of Exodus, it was during one of
these sojourns that the ancestors of the Israelites were enslaved. Later
chapters of Exodus show that they regarded their escape from slavery and
their subsequent desert wandering as the decisive moments in their col-
lective existence. They bound themselves in a covenant with the invisible
God to whom they attributed their deliverance.

After their settlement in Canaan in the 13th century B.cE., the Israelite
tribes went through a period of political and religious disarray until a monar-
chy was finally established. Under David and Solomon in the 10th century
B.CE., the kingdom became an empire. At its height, it was said to have extend-
ed from Sinai to the Euphrates River. Upon Solomon’s death, however, the
kingdom split apart. The ten northem tribes formed the kingdom of Israel,
while the Davidic dynasty in Jerusalem, supported by the tribe of Judah, con-
tinued to rule in the south.

In 722 B.CE., Assyria, the rising power in Mesopotamia, conquered the
northern kingdom and exiled its people. The captives, the so-called “Ten
Lost Tribes,” were probably absorbed into the general population. The king-
dom of Judah survived until 586 B.CE, when it fell victim to
Nebuchadnezzar, king of the new Mesopotamian empire of Babylonia.
Jerusalem and Solomon'’s Temple (also known as the First Temple) were
destroyed and many Judeans were exiled to Babylonia.

The religion of the Israelites during this period was characterized by
prophets and by a Temple cult administered by a hereditary priestly caste.
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The revolutionary aspects of the religion, however, were also much in
evidence: the worship of one God, the rejection of idols, the link
between God and ethics, and the certainty that God's will was evident
in the course of history. These beliefs found their fullest expression in
the words of the classical prophets.
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Use the map atlases on the DVD-ROM to help prepare a discussion on the
differences between ancient maps, where boundaries tend to mark the
borders of empires, and modern maps, which delineate the borders of
modern states. Discuss with the class the principal geographical features
of the Near East, especially its role as a land bridge between Europe, Asia,
and Africa. Then have students draw and label the following on their maps:
1. The Fertile Crescent

2. Abraham’s possible route from Mesopotamia to Canaan

(use Bible as a source).

PEOPLEANDPLACES

This activity appears on the Student Worksheet. The answers are, in
order of appearance: Eden, Tigris, Abraham, Canaan, Hyksos, Egypt,
Judah, and Sumer. The famous river is the Euphrates.

The word “Hebrew” means “one who crossed over.” Abraham’s crossing of
the Euphrates on his journey to Canaan is analogous to his crossing over
from idolatry to monotheism. He was the first “crosser-over’—the first
Hebrew. Discuss common causes of mass migration, using examples from
recent history (e.g, Vietnamese “boat people,” Puerto Rican and Dominican

immigration to the US.).
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USING PRIMARY DOCUMENTS

THE FLOOD

Have the class refer to their maps of the Near East, and discuss how the

geography of the region might explain the origin of the flood story. (The

land between the Tigris and Euphrates is almost completely flat and
prone to flooding,) Explore the ways in which a people’s literature some-
times reflects the natural phenomena they have witnessed. Cite examples.

Then, read aloud excerpts from the biblical story of Noah and the ark.
(See below.) Ask students to point out the similarities and differences
between it and the Sumerian / Babylonian flood story on the Student Worksheet.

NOAH AND THE ARK

All the fountains of the great deep burst apart, and the flood-gates of the sky
broke open. The rain fell on the earth forty days and forty nights|...]

[...] The waters increased and raised the ark so that it rose above the earth,
and the ark drifted upon the waters.

At the end of one hundred and fifty days the water diminished; the ark
came to rest on the mountains of Ararat ... ]

At the end of forty days, Noah opened the window of the ark that he had
made and sent out the raven ...

The waters began to dry from the earth; and when Noah removed the cov-
ering of the ark, he saw that the surface of the ground was drying.

Then Noah built an altar to the Lord and, taking of every clean animal and
of every clean bird, he offered burnt offerings on the altar.
Genesis 6:9-7:23

Noah building the ark

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. Many people believe the Bible is the inspired word of God. Others see it
as a historical document. After reading about Noah and Gilgamesh,
what do you think? Could it be both?

2. In Mesopotamia, the flood may have served as a metaphor for the “flooding”
of the country by waves of new settlers in the third millennium B.CE. Even
the name by which these new settlers were known sounded like the
Sumerian word for “flood.” The ancestors of the early Israelites may have
belonged to this group of newcomers. The flood story in the Bible, however,
represents the ancestors of the Israelites as heirs of the original creation
who were saved by divine intervention. Cite examples of conflicting
accounts of other historical events.

RESEARCH PROJECTS

o Compare the Code of Hammurabi to biblical law. Be sure to discuss the
concept of “an eye for an eye.”

o Ifyou could live in one of the ancient civilizations of the Fertile Crescent,
which would you choose? Why?

o Write a research report on the development of writing and alphabets. Refer
to the multimedia presentation on writing in The Power of the Word,
Mesopotamia, “Writing," for help.

o How did the writings of the prophets reflect the social, political, and
economic conditions of their time? Discuss whether or not their
messages are still relevant today.

o Compare Saul, David, and Solomon as kings of Israel.

o Research how the holiday of Passover arose as a commemoration of the
Exodus. Discuss key elements of the holiday observance, including the
seder meal, the prohibition against eating leavened foods, and the
Passover Haggadah. Describe the ways in which the concept of “freedom”
ishandled in the Haggadah. Interview friends, acquaintances, and/or
family members about how some families link the story of Passover to
current incidences of oppression around the world. (See “An American
Jewish Passover Speech,” Program 9 Student Worksheet, for one example.)

o Report on 20th-century discoveries at an archaeological site in Israel, such
as Hazor, David's City in Jerusalem, or Gezer, focusing on examples of how
the “detective” work of scientists and scholars has shed new light on the
biblical period of Israelite history.
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PROGRAM ONE:

(3800 - 586 B.C.E.)

A PEOPLE IS BORN

HERITAGE:

CIVILIZATION AND THE JEWS

PREVIEW QUESTIONS

MAP

Answer these questions as you watch A People Is Bom or as you explore the
accompanying multimedia presentations, historical documents, and maps.

1. Where and why did civilization first appear? What changes in life-style did
it produce?

2. How did the Mesopotamian and Egyptian cultures contribute to the history
of the ancient Israelites?

3. How did the Exodus shape the Israelites’ understanding of God and their
view of themselves?

4. How did the Israelites rule themselves when they came into Canaan?

5. What was the prophets’ message? What motivated them to speak the way
they did? In what ways could it be said that their prophecies were true?

PEOPLE AND PLACES

The following anagram puzzle contains the names of people or places
appearing in the program. Use the clues in the middle column to
unscramble their names. Write them in the blanks. When you have fin-
ished, unscramble the words in the circles and you will have the name of
a great river in Mesopotamia.

DNEE A famous

“garden”in O - - -
Mesopotamia

SRIIGT An important river

in Mesopotamia

The first Hebrew,
according to the
Bible

BMAARAH

O

ANACNA The area in which

the Israelites settled
YOSSKH The Asians who - - - - -
conquered Egypt

TYEPG The country from

which the Israelites - — — QQ

fled
DHAUJ Aland conquered by
Babylonia

MSURE Civilization began - - -

here

A famous river in Mesopotamia
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Persian
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Your teacher will give you instructions.

USING PRIMARY DOCUMENTS

Your teacher will help you understand the following document.

THE FLOOD

The biblical story of the flood is similar to an account found in The Epic of
Gilgamesh. A fragment of this ancient Sumerian work has survived on a piece
of clay tablet. An excerpt is given below:

[...] Aflood will sweep over the cult centers;

To destroy the seed of mankind |...]

All the windstorms, exceedingly powerful, attacked as one.

At the same time, the flood sweeps over the cult centers.

After, for seven days and seven nights,

The flood had swept over the land,

And the huge boat had been tossed about by the windstorms on the great waters,
Utu (the sun god) came forth, who sheds light on heaven and earth,
Ziusudra opened a window on the huge boat,

The hero Utu brought his rays into the giant boat.

Ziusudra, the king,

Prostrated himself before Utu,

The king kills an ox, slaughters a sheep.




