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Abstract

As many texts from the ancient Near East, including the Hebrew Bible, demonstrate,
people made use of curses, and virtually anyone could pronounce one. Curses appeal
to the supernatural realm to somehow injure an offender or enemy. Although the
curse depends on the supernatural or the heavenly realm for its execution, it has
been suggested in recent scholarship that the efficacy of a curse should be
understood by means of speech act theory. From this perspective, the social setting
in which a curse is pronounced determines its efficacy. It will be effective if the curse
is performed by a person who is sanctioned for this function by the community; if all
the persons who are affected by the curse are present and hear the curse
pronounced; and if the name of the controlling deity is invoked. If any of these
criteria is not met, the imprecation will not work.

It is the aim of the present study to challenge this relatively new approach to the
biblical curse. Two test cases are studied at length: the curse of Saul on any soldier
who would break the fast he called for in order to triumph in battle (1 Samuel 14);
and the curse Jacob levelled on the person who stole Laban’s teraphim (Genesis 31).
In the course of analysis attention is paid to: features of curses, how they operate,
and the role of the deity and divine agents in activating the curses. It is found that,
although the terms proposed within speech act theory may play some role in biblical
curses, a malediction is not dependent on those terms in order to operate. In the
case of Saul’s curse, it is unclear that it was Saul’s place to impose the curse and that
Jonathan, on whom the curse landed, was present to hear it. The efficacy of the

curse has much to do with its intractability. The same two deficiencies are present in



the case of Jacob’s curse, which affected Rachel; and again, its efficacy seems to

follow from its intractability.



1. Introduction

The phenomenon of cursing is widespread in the Bible and in ancient Near
Eastern texts and inscriptions. Curses were part of ancient Near Eastern life and they
functioned in a different way from what we know today. Curses were used as
imprecatory prayers to the divine world to execute judgement and to bring harm to
offenders who violated their agreement in a sworn oath. Once a violation occurred,
the divine presence of the deity withdrew, allowing hostile forces to take over and
causing chaos for the offender, whether a single individual or a nation. The effects of
the curse could take many forms, such as misfortune, an extremely difficult life,
excommunication, extermination, an early death and more. These malevolent forces

were thought to come from and be controlled by the deity.

Virtually anyone could levy a curse, such as an amateur, a professional curser,
a king, a priest and so forth. Further, it was not always necessary that all parties be
present during the curse pronouncement, which could be problematic for the
careless speaker who might inadvertently put the lives of others in danger. Curses

were binding, and once pronounced they were not retractable.

There are times however, when the activation of the malediction comes into
guestion, i.e., in circumstances where the deity is not mentioned or not all parties
are present to hear the imprecation. Some scholars have suggested that in these
situations the malediction is not active because proper protocol has not been

followed. In current scholarship, the use of speech act theory, which explains the



efficacy of a curse with regard to such circumstances, has been presented as a

possible solution.

However, in the following study, it will be suggested that speech act theory is
not required in such circumstances for the malediction to be active, and that the

divine world itself is primarily where the activation of the malediction happens.



a. The Topic

The curse and its power in the Hebrew Bible have been treated in various
ways in the last century. Earlier scholarship tended to suggest that the power of the
malediction was inherent in the word itself; that is, the words, without divine
intervention, activated the curse (Blank 1950, 78).! The soul was also thought to be
where the power of the curse originated; if one had a wicked soul, it could transfer
that wickedness into the souls of others (Pedersen 1964, 441).? Thus, it was the soul

that engendered the curse.

Today, scholars have moved away from the idea of the soul being the
operative power behind the malediction; however, the notion that words contain
power remains to some degree.® Some scholars have submitted that the
performative utterance plays a part in the activation of the imprecation.* Therefore,
more recent scholarship has introduced speech act theory as a suggested

framework. Hence, the activation of the curse “depends” on social convention: the

1 Blank describes words as acting on their own accord without divine assistance. Thus, the term “word
magic” has also been assigned to this way of understanding the function of words in a curse. They are
“self-fulfilling” and the word itself was thought to contain the necessary power to do either good or
bad (Blank 1950-51, 87).

2 pedersen describes the soul as the site of origin of the curse. He further submits that the stronger
the soul (i.e., a prophet or a priest), the stronger the curse. The soul was thought to be the central
place not only for the curse, but an evil soul also could infect another soul.

3The terms ‘curse,” ‘anathema,” ‘imprecation’ and ‘malediction’ are used as synonyms. Anathema is
the term for “curse” in Greek. Malediction literally means “evil saying” in Latin, and imprecation
refers to “the act of invoking evil on” someone or something: “curse” (Kitz 2014, 9).

4 The term ‘performative utterance’ was coined in Austin’s book How to Do Things with Words. He
combined two words: the verb ‘perform’ and the word ‘action.” This is to convey that there is more to
words than “just saying something,” (Austin 1955, 7). That is, the sentence is not only describing the
action but is “itself the doing” (Hillers 1995, 758).



appropriate person pronouncing the malediction in the appropriate place with all

those involved present.

Further, speech act theorists have expanded on Austin's notion of the
performative utterance and applied it to the biblical text. They have suggested that
the spoken language “accomplishes a thing by being uttered in keeping with certain
social conventions” (Anderson 1992, 83). This means that if a particular society
recognizes a certain act, such as someone saying 'l do' in a marriage ceremony, that
very act of 'saying something' brings the marriage to actualization (Austin 1955, 7).
Mitchell adds that curses and blessings spoken by God or a representative of God
such as a prophet or priest have more strength than those spoken by ordinary
people. Curses spoken by an “everyday” person do not have the same potency, and

society did not expect those pronouncements to come to pass (Mitchell 1983, 341).5

Although this theory may be applicable to some curses that appear to
conform to social convention, a problem arises when we encounter circumstances
where social convention appears to be incompatible. The appropriate person(s) is
not present, the oath is pronounced inappropriately, i.e., in haste or by someone
with no recognizable authority, and there is also no mention of God in the
imprecation. According to Anderson and others, an utterance of this nature becomes
void when not pronounced correctly. Nonetheless, Anderson admits that if God is
the subject of the malediction, social convention should be set aside. This

demonstrates to some extent that God’s abilities are not hampered despite a

5 In the case of a false prophet or even of a person who is in the appropriate place but not designated
to speak the utterance, the speech act is considered void and goes unfulfilled (Mitchell 1983, 341).



malediction not being pronounced in a socially prescribed manner. This further
suggests that YHWH is almost always functioning or having a part in the imprecation,
and it makes no difference if his name is invoked or if social conventions are
followed (Anderson 2014, 51). However, we are still left with the question of how
curses operate in situations in which social convention seems not to be evident and

God’s name is also absent from the oath-cure.

Thus, in order to best identify the power behind the malediction in these
instances, it appears that the place to begin is the source that enlivens the
anathema, the divine world itself. It appears that the offensive behavior (of breaking
an oath-curse) ignites a chain reaction in which the deity withdraws, and a
malevolent force enters in, afflicting the guilty party. The absence of divine support

leaves a person exposed to attacks from demonic entities.

The withdrawal of divine protection is almost always a catastrophic event,
and this removal seems to initiate divine retribution (Kitz 2014, 229).6 The curse
itself may even act as a semi-independent “personified being” bringing punishment

to the transgressor (Kitz 2014, 187).

In the following section, further elaboration will be made concerning the
three major areas of the curse's power: the power of the word, the power of the

soul and the performative utterance. | will begin with the most basic concept that

6 The removal of an individual from the community because of divine retribution can also be found
among Akkadian texts. See also 1 Sam 16:14.



the curse originates in the soul, and then | will proceed to the current theory of

speech act theory and its application to this topic.



b. History of Scholarship

The Impact of Pedersen

One of Johannes Pedersen’s greatest works “Israel: Its Life and Culture” has
immensely affected all studies concerning cursing and blessing in the Hebrew Bible
(Pedersen 1964). Although this work has limitations, it has paved the way for more
advanced scholarship. Pedersen is credited with recognizing the curse (blessing), its
power, and its significance in the Hebrew Bible (Anderson 1992, 2). Pedersen's view
of the curse rests on his understanding of the soul and the thought process of the
ancient Israelites. Thus, a brief introduction is necessary to understand his idea of

the soul.

Pedersen, in his initial introduction to the soul, explains that the soul is the
breath that God breathed into Adam (and all subsequent humans) and he “became a
living soul” (Pedersen 1964, 7). He further describes the soul as the “entire person as
he lives and acts in the world...” (Pedersen 1964 106). Additionally, Pedersen relates
that this “unified personality expresses itself as “‘will’”” and that it is “characterized

by volition (choice or decision made by will) and action” (Pedersen 1964, 106).

Although Pedersen views the soul as a “totality,” his definition of soul
extends further. For example, he sees the soul as both metaphysical and physical. It
is even semi-autonomous because it can act on its own accord; it can be sent out, it
can be manipulated, and parts of it can even be killed by others (Pedersen 1964,
164). He also describes the soul as: essence, totality, and entity. However, one thing

the soul is not, according to Pedersen, is eternal. He claims that “both soul and body



lose their lives at the same time...the soul is laid to rest with the body as one unit”

like a life-spirit (Pedersen 1964, 180-81).”

Additionally, Pedersen closely linked the soul and mental activity of the
Israelite together. Pedersen used anthropological, sociological, and psychological
studies of his day as a way to understand the Hebrew Bible. Moreover, Pedersen
attempted to demonstrate that the “forms of Hebrew thinking are directly reflected

in the actual structure of the Hebrew language” (Porter 1978, 38).

Semantically, he identifies the soul with the Hebrew word wa1 and relates
that this is the “semitic designation” (Pedersen 1964, 102). He further proposes that
n11 and 17 are attributes of the soul but have different functions from the wai. The
soul was the operative power (after being infused with words or thoughts) of the
human being and could be affected from without (usually from the curse) and from
within (Pedersen 1964, 106).8 He submits that both “thoughts and words are power
laden because they spring from the soul which is a source of power” (Pedersen 1964,

106).

7 The idea that the soul perishes or ceases to exist upon death is not a new concept, and the
argument persists in current scholarship today (Steiner 2015, 2).

8 Steiner, in his study of w3, presents more up-to date research concerning the soul with the primary
focus of the study being Ezk 13:17-21. Steiner describes the wa1 as an entity that is separate from the
body. Pedersen also appears to see the soul, to some extent, as a separate entity although his
concept of the soul and its function is more based on the soul as a self-fulfilling agent. According to
Steiner, w91 has the meaning of “soul” in addition to person and self (Steiner 2015, 115). Greenstein
further relates that waa “extends metonymically on two separate tracks.” The first track refers to the
wa1 as an ‘organ of breathing’ further, “the Hebrew w91 and the Akkadian napasu both mean ‘to
open the throat to breathe.”” The second track refers to an ‘organ of eating,” w91 comes to mean
‘appetite’ or, more generally, ‘desire’ (Greenstein 2002, 449).



According to Pedersen, just as the soul and thought process are closely
interconnected, so were sin and curse. They were virtually inseparable: “sin breeds
the curse and the curse breeds sin...” (Pedersen 1964, 441). Pedersen states that the
“curse acts within the soul” (Pedersen 1964, 441). Thus, the depraved soul became

a nonhuman empty space afflicted by the malediction (Pedersen 1964, 411).

He maintains that the curse is not transferred through “word or wish per se”
but through transference from soul to soul by “thought, word, or deed” (Pedersen
1964, 441). Speaking evil things or even thoughts could penetrate another human
being's soul (from without) and produce a cursed state. The curse acted to some
degree as an “entity” that could take possession of its victims. It (the curse) was a
“substance” that infected the soul and then could be spread to others (Pedersen
1964, 437). This was something to be feared, and even one unjustly beset with a

curse was still at risk for contracting the malediction (Pedersen 1964, 442).

Pedersen adds a magical quality to his evaluation of the soul and the curse by
suggesting that the curse can enter another soul by thought or word, meaning, the
soul can be manipulated. He suggests that by “acquiring blessing” one can keep the
curse at bay, much as a “lucky” object is used to keep oneself from misfortune
(Pedersen 1964, 442-443). This aspect of “self -fulfillment,” according to Pedersen,
gave the soul the power of transference to affect another soul with the curse

(Mitchell 1983, 34).

Although biblical studies owe a great debt to Pedersen for his contributions
to the topic of blessing and curse in the Hebrew Bible, he does not escape criticism

for some of his erroneous observations or lack of research to support some of his
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III

claims. For example, Pedersen placed a great emphasis on “the power of the sou
and the soul being able to affect others by transference. The waa, however, has no
evident power to act outside of itself. Also questionable is Pedersen's
characterization of the “primitive” mind of the Israelite, which could only think in
what he termed “totalities” (Pedersen 1964, 106). Pedersen's view of “primitive”
Israelite thought was based simplistically on his characterization of the Hebrew

language (Pedersen 1964, 25-26).°

Sigmund Mowinckel builds on Pedersen's work, giving a more extensive
overview of sin and curse. Most of his writing on the curse is based on the Psalms.
For example, he adopts Pedersen's ideas concerning the soul and its power of
transference of evil to another soul. He maintains that the curse transmits from the
person that is “filled with the curse” to others and to his environment; it is
“dangerous” and “contagious” (Mowinckel 1962, 48). Mowinckel’s understanding of
the curse and its “magical” appeal does not differ much from Pedersen’s idea that
curses were self-fulfilling. He also maintains the interconnectedness between sin and
curse, meaning that they exist together. It is sinfulness that allows the malediction to

function.

Further, he reinforces the concept of the “magical” power of words, meaning
he places more emphasis on the power of the spoken word and its “self-fulfilling”
nature (Mowinckel 1962, 710). Mowinckel suggests that the person is the efficacious

power behind the spoken word, meaning that by simply speaking the word, the thing

% For a different type of critique, see, e.g., Porter. 1978-79.
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spoken comes into being.’? He stresses the effectual word more than Pedersen, and

he applies this concept to both blessing and curse (Anderson 1992, 7).

Mowinckel largely focuses on the function of cursing and its effect on others
and the community. He defines the curse as a “substance that consumes the soul”
until it is empty and there is nothing left. Mowinckel also claims that the Hebrew
word n?x is all-encompassing, that it refers to “the word and act of cursing” and to
all the “misfortunes and failures” and the state of being “cursed” and being “filled
with the curse.” Mowinckel does present some biblical passages to support his claim,
(Isa 24:6-12; Jer 23:10; Num 5:21-27), but they tend to deal only with the aftermath
of the curse’s destruction; thus, his claim of the “contagiousness” of the curse

remains questionable.

Mowinckel’s contribution to the study of the curse rests primarily on his
emphasis on the cult of Israel, and the function of the malediction within Israel's
cultic system (Mowinckel 1962, 49). He maintains that the curse has its place in the
cult and rites of Israel, and he bases this claim on several ritual proceedings
described in the Bible. For example, a woman suspected of adultery is made to drink
the “cursed water” (Num 5:11), and an enemy curses his foes before battle
(Numbers 22-24) (Mowinckel 1962, 49). Mowinckel states that these procedures
demonstrate that the curse has its place within the cultic setting of Israel (Mowinckel
1962, 48-49). Therefore, he concludes: “behind the curse at all times lay the power

of the community through the cult” (Mowinckel 1962, 715). He further states that

10 Ajtken also submits that a verbal utterance in and of itself cannot “effect reality by simply being
uttered” (Aitken 2007, 21).
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this “power” is rendered through a representative of the community (priest) who

then with the help of the Deity (through a cultic process) enacts the malediction. The
necessity for the imprecation could be due to enemies that are attempting to attack
the community or to insolent behavior by one of its own members (Mowinckel 1962,

715).

Mowinckel further incorporates magic into Israelite religion; he suggests that
the connection between religion and magic is seamless - “there is no essential
difference” (Mowinckel 2014, 64). Mowinckel simply differentiates between “good”
magic and “bad” magic (he envisions a thin line between the two) by way of who is
performing the cultic rite. The unauthorized person has not been sanctioned by the
cult or the community; he is rather a “private individual” who has no social standing
and therefore no authority in the cult. In contrast to the magician, who is the
unauthorized person, stands the “efficacious procedure” performed with the
appropriate words, and by an authorized person of the cult (priest, prophet) who has

been sanctioned by his society to act (Mowinckel 2014, 66).

Johannes Hempel both appreciated Mowinckel’s work and criticized him
because of his overemphasis on the Israelite cultic system (Hempel 1925, 21).
Hempel viewed the curse similarly to Pedersen but applies a history of religion
approach (Anderson1992, 9). He draws from the literature of other cultures, such as

the West Semitic, the early rabbinical, and even the apostolic writings.

Hempel, like Pedersen, believed that a curse could spread from one person

to another by being exposed to a cursed person (Hempel 1925, 32). His definition of

I”

the curse is similar to Pedersen’s so that he retains the idea of the “magical” curse



13

with regard to transference with both blessing and curse (Hempel 1925, 25). He
divides the evolution of the Israelite religion into three stages. In the first stage,
Israelite belief was predominately ruled by magic and the self-fulfilling word. He
referred to this as "folk religion" (Hempel 1925, 23-47). The second stage was
evolutionary, and blessing and cursing relied on cultic ritual, and YHWH also played a
part (Hempel 1925, 60-94). The last stage consists of what Hempel terms “ethical
monotheism.” In this stage “blessing and cursing were no longer influenced by
magic” because the magical element had been completely removed (Mitchell 1983,

43-44).

Sheldon Blank was the first to examine the curse apart from the blessing
(Anderson 1992, 12). His objective was to study the curse as an introduction to
“blessing type prayer” in the Hebrew Bible. He traces the “development” of the
curse from a profane wish to an imprecatory prayer as Hempel had suggested (Blank

1950-51, 73).

Blank divides curse formulas into three different categories. The first (Type-I)
is a simple curse formula, a “nominal sentence made up of the Qal passive participle
of the verb 1NX and the subject of the passive participle sometimes with a condition
added” (Blank 1950-51, 73-74). For example, “the subject may be a common noun:
NNTNN NN (Gen 3:17) or proper noun: [V12 1IN (Gen 9:25), or an active participle:
TNYW NP7 1IN (Deut 27:25), a pronoun: NN 1IN (Deut 28:19), o 011X (1 Sam
26:19), or a noun clause with the relative pronoun TWN: M2TNK D'p! K7 WK 1R

NNTD MinD (Deut 27:26)” (Blank 1950-51, 74).
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The second form is a composite curse formula (Type Il), a basic curse formula
with “freely composed curses” with additional elements added. The “composite
curses” are broken into two sub-groups based on whether God appears in the curse
formula or a human being is the curser. Curses spoken by humans, the first sub-type,
exhibit “a single pattern with one or more main clauses, each in itself a curse, the
main verb in each main clause in the third person and the subject of each verb
identical with the person cursed in the preceding curse formula, and all of these in
the imperfect (or perfect with vav consecutive)” (Blank 1950-51, 75).% For example,
Gen 9:25 exhibits a typical formula: I'nX? N'n' D'T2Y T2V [V12 1IN QNI So he said,
‘Cursed be Canaan; a servant of servants He shall be to his brothers’ (NASB). The
simple curse formula |u12 WX is followed by the freely composed section D'71y T2V

Imy? n'ne (Blank 1950-51, 75).12

The next example presents curses spoken by God, the second sub-type (of
Type-ll curse formulae). The change occurs in the curse formula in which a person is
the subject of the verb in the formula, and an occasional interruption appears in the
verse as God speaks in the first person as the one who effectuates the curse (Blank
1950-51, 79). An example of this type of curse is found in Gen 3:15, where YHWH

effectuates the curse concerning the woman and the serpent:

220V AN NRKIYNY DI RID AP I QUIT I DR 134733 NUix 10w

And | will put enmity between you and the woman
And between your seed and her seed;

1 There is one exception to this rule found in Jer 20:14 where the jussive 'n' X is used (Blank 1950-51
76).

12 Also see: Josh 6:26; 9:23; Jer 17:5; 20:15-17 (human curse pronouncements).
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He shall bruise you on the head,
And you shall bruise him on the heel (NASB).

AT A'NX “Now you are cursed from the ground, which has opened its mouth to
receive your brother’s blood from your hand” (NASB) (Blank 1950-51, 79). Blank
submits that the first two curse formulas represent profane wishes and are therefore

“non-religious” (Blank 1950-51, 73).

The third (type-Ill) curse formula is “freely composed,” does not contain the
curse formula and is also divided into two sub-groups (Blank 1950-51, 80). The first
sub-type is similar in form to type-Il curses. However, although the person remains
the subject of the verb of cursing, God is not mentioned “within the limits of the
curse” (Blank 1950-51, 80). Further, these curses consist of one or more clauses each
containing a curse; the main verb is in the third person, and the verb is directed at

the subject of the clause (Blank 1950-51, 80).

Most of the examples of the first sub-type are found in the Psalms, such as

in Ps 40:14-15 (13-14):

min M7 nind 1207 aing

DTV a0 072! 1INK D! ANIAD? W9l 'wipanTnt an! 4wt

Be pleased, O Lord, to deliver me;

Make haste, O Lord, to help me.

Let those be ashamed and humiliated together

Who seek my life to destroy it;

Let those be turned back and dishonored

Who delight in my hurt (NASB).

4

Blank notes that within the formula it is stated “Let them be put to shame’

rather than “Put them to shame (O Lord)”; then further, that the verbs are in the
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form of “modal imperfects” (Blank 1950-51, 80).12 Although the deity is invoked, a
wish is expressed in the jussive mode, without making a request of the deity to enact

or effect the curse.

The second sub-type (of Type-lll) is almost “wholly independent of the curse
formula where God is addressed directly with verbs in the second person or
obliquely in the third person and asked to fulfill the curse wish of the petitioner”

(Blank 1950-51, 81).

Most of these types of prayers also appear in the Psalms and in Jeremiah. For
example, in Jer 11:20 Jeremiah the prophet expresses his desire to see “vengeance”
taken upon his enemies by the hand of the righteous judge, YHWH: Din annp1 NN
1IN M2 9K 12 “Let me see Your vengeance on them, For to You have
| committed my cause” (NASB); and Jer 12:3 nN1DY [NX2 DpRD N0 DI'7 YT
“Drag them off like sheep for the slaughter and set them apart for a day of carnage!”

(NASB) (Blank 1950-51, 82).%4

Blank maintains that it is at this stage that the curse formula evolved into
imprecatory prayer (Blank 1950-51, 82).%° He explains that the book of Jeremiah
outlines this “step-by-step” process which was completed by the end of the seventh

century (Blank 1950-51, 82). In the end, Blank's theories align with those of his

131t should be noted that although YHWH is not called upon in the curse formula, it is clear from Ps
40:13 that the psalmist expects YHWH to bring these things to pass: Be pleased, O Lord, to deliver me;
Make haste, O Lord, to help me (NASB).

14 Also see, Jer 17:18; 18:21-23; Psalms 69:24-26, 28; 58:7-8; 79:12; 83:14-18; 109:6-19; Job 3:3-10.
15 Blank essentially classifies curses as “profane wishes” or “imprecatory prayer.” Profane wishes are

“nonreligious” because no deity is mentioned, or implied, and imprecatory prayers are petitions in
which God is addressed directly or indirectly (Kitz 2014, 11).
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predecessors: the curse formula derives its power from the spoken word. The curse
was “automatic and self-fulfilling,” and the word was “irrevocable” once it was
uttered. In order to destroy a curse, the words (or the curser) had to be destroyed

or “neutralized” (Blank 1950-51, 93).1®

Blank further deals with blasphemy against God, noting that the euphemism
12 is used in place of 1N (Job 2:9; 1 Kgs 21:13); however, Blank does note that the
verb (1) 27 is used as a possible “less offensive synonym” (Lev 24:11; Ex 20:7;
Deut 5:11) (Blank 1950-51, 83). Despite Blank’s argument, there are several passages
in the Hebrew Bible where stronger terms for ‘curse’ are used and God is the
subject: Gen 3:14; 17; 5:29; Josh 6.26; 1 Sam 26:19 and Jer 11:3.

Blank further addresses the spell, the oath, and how to protect oneself
against curses. He concludes that the spell and curse are almost one and the same

(Blank 1950-51, 87).

Claus Westermann follows Hempel's theory according to which the
“establishment of the Jerusalem cult blessing and curse were initiated by the king,
the priesthood, and the prophets” (Westermann 1978, 23-24).17 Westermann's
theory is that the curse evolved differently from the blessing. He states that “quite
early the blessing was brought into relationship with YHWH’s activities”
(Westermann 1978, 23). According to Westermann, YHWH is seen “bestowing” the

blessings on his creation; the curse, however, was kept at a distance and not

16 Some texts adduced by Blank to demonstrate that curses were neutralized are: 2 Sam 16:9; Jer
36:23; 1 Kgs 2:46; Jer 26; Amos 7:12; (Blank 1950-51, 93).

17 See also Westermann 1982.
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associated with YHWH’s work. He maintains that one does not read about “the curse
of YHWH” or “YHWH putting a curse on someone or something” (Westermann 1978,
23). He further submits that instead of speaking about “YHWH’s curse” the Hebrew

Bible “tells of his judgments and punishment” and that the Israelites “theologize” the

blessing differently from the curse (Westermann 1978, 23).

In his attempt to elevate the blessing over the curse, Westermann appears to
have overlooked sections of the Hebrew Bible that suggest YHWH will be
instrumental in bringing a curse upon the disobedient. In Deut 28:20 for example, we

are clearly told that YHWH will cause these calamities to come upon the disobedient:

TY NPYR WK AT N2N"732 MYIRDTINI MNRD TR NIXAD IR A3 Inn: N2y
MDY WK 77707 U290 100 ATIN TV ATRYD

The Lord will send upon you curses, confusion, and rebuke, in all you
undertake to do, until you are destroyed and until you perish quickly,
on account of the evil of your deeds, because you have forsaken Me

(NASB).

This passage indeed speaks of YHWH’s “punishment” and “judgments,” but it also

suggests that God is the one who will bring the curse of these afflictions.

Although these early contributions to the study of the curse have their
shortcomings, they have paved the way for further scholarship and have attempted

to address the pressing question of the source of the malediction’s power.'® At the

18 pedersen’s overemphasis of the “primitive” Israelite thought process and its contrasts with modern
man is an area that is scrutinized by modern scholars. Also, his use of the anthropological studies of
his day are now dated and need to be modified. His assumptions and comparisons of other cultures
are also suspect. He is further critiqued for his argument “that the psychology of the Hebrew people
can be directly derived from the structure of the Hebrew language” (Anderson 1992, 6).
Westermann’s theory that blessing and cursing have taken two different “evolutionary paths” has
also received criticism for failing to demonstrate how these “paths” have evolved and further that it is
even possible to demonstrate (Anderson 1992, 11-12).
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same time, earlier notions of the soul being the operative power behind the curse
have largely been abandoned. The concept that the word had power (a magical self-
filling capacity) in itself has been replaced to some extent by the idea that its power

derives from social convention.?®

The Impact of J.L. Austin: Speech-Act Theory

Let us now turn to present-day studies on the curse and the operative power
behind it. Austin’s work, although not originally related to biblical studies, has
nonetheless had an impact on scholarship concerning the malediction. Austin
defines a performative utterance as a sentence that is neither true nor false. It does
not describe an action but rather is itself the doing (or the partial doing) of the action
(Austin 1955, 5-6). A further condition of the performative utterance is that it must
be spoken in the appropriate place, by the appropriate person, and that all that are
to be involved in this process are present (Austin 1955, 14-15). If all parties are not
present, then the utterance is void. Thus, the operative power shifts from the
magical word (the understanding that the word alone is the operative power and
therefore something occurs because it is spoken) and the soul (meaning the

operative power for the malediction springs from the soul) to social convention.

1% The suggestion that the ancient Israelites believed in the power of the spoken word still exists
today. However, the word itself does not appear to have power of its own unless it is empowered by
divine activity (whether evil or good). Balaam for example, set out to curse Israel but it appears that
both his curse and his blessing relied upon the power of YHWH (Deut 23:5). Concerning the power of
the spoken word, see, e.g., Greenstein. 2016, esp. p. 468ff. Schorch. 2000, esp. p. 206.
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Austin's notion of the speech act moves beyond the “saying of something”
into the nature of doing.?° That is, the utterance is the action that brings about the
result of what is being said (Austin 1955, 14-25). Austin outlines three categories for
these speech acts: locutionary acts, which are referential in nature (Austin 1955, 98);
illocutionary speech acts, which perform actions (they do something) (Austin 1955,
99-100); and perlocutionary acts, which focus on the results of accomplished
utterances (always entail a consequence) (Austin 1955, 107). He further identifies
five different classes of utterances: verdictives “typified by the giving of a verdict”;
exercitives: “the exercising of powers, rights, or influence”; commissives “typified by
promising or otherwise undertaking; they commit you to doing something”;
behabitives: “a very miscellaneous group that have to do with attitudes and social
behavior, such as, apologizing, congratulating, commending, cursing, and
challenging”; expositives: “are difficult to define.” Expositives are words that are
used in an expository manner in a conversation or argument, such as, “I reply” or “I
argue” (Austin 1955, 151). Out of these five terms, Austin explains that behabitives

are where a curse operates “in its strict performative use” (Austin 1955, 160).2?

Anthony Thiselton builds on the work of Austin and argues that the

performative utterance has nothing to do with “natural cause and effect” (Thiselton

20 For a different critique of Austin’s work see: Searle 1968; Searle and Vanderveken 1985; Cohen
1964; Thau 1972.

21 Austin admits that in the last two catergories, expositives and behabitives, he lacks clarity and has
difficulty in defining the two terms. He submits that behabatives appear to be “miscellaneous
altogether” and that “it could be that they (both categories) are not clear” and may need a “fresh
classification altogether” (Austin 1955, 152).
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1974, 293).22 Further, for its potency, the utterance does not rely on any magic
contained in words, but rather, the word and event are one. It is the combination of
a socially acceptable procedure or utterance working in conjunction with the divine
world that energizes a blessing or a curse (Thiselton 1974, 294). However, Thiselton
also proposes that without divine intervention, regardless of how well the utterance
is pronounced in its socially acceptable circumstance, the words do nothing

(Thiselton 1974, 295).

Christopher Mitchell also supports the theory of the performative utterance
as the power of the malediction which receives God’s approval when performed by
the proper person in the proper place. Mitchell gives a biblical example of Isaac's

benediction in Gen 27: 28-29:
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Now may God give you of the dew of heaven,
And of the fatness of the earth,

And an abundance of grain and new wine;

May peoples serve you,

And nations bow down to you;

Be master of your brothers,

And may your mother’s sons bow down to you.
Cursed be those who curse you,

And blessed be those who bless you (NASB).

He maintains that in this situation, the words in Isaac’s benediction have
nothing to do with magic or the power of the soul; rather, the words receive power

because Isaac called upon God, and his words are enforced because he was the

22 Austin states that there “must exist an accepted conventional procedure” in order for the words
spoken to have an effect or be accepted by society and those present hearing the utterance (Austin
1955, 14).
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appropriate person in the appropriate place to perform the benediction (Mitchell

1983, 341).

Mitchell suggests that if a word is spoken by an unauthorized person, such as
a false prophet, the speaker does not have the backing of the deity or society even if
“spoken in the same form and context.” Accordingly, the word has no effect and
therefore goes unfulfilled (Mitchell 1983, 341). Yet he states that the “illocutionary
utterance is not wholly dependent on societal conventions for effectiveness.”
Further, a society might recognize a false prophet while ignoring a true prophet, but
the true prophet will prevail, not because of the “magic contained in words” but
because “God has the power to fulfill the words” of a righteous prophet who has

both the authority from the deity and community (Mitchell 1983, 342).

Jeff Anderson bases his dissertation on the work of Austin and maintains that
“curses in the Hebrew Bible are performative acts of power...” They are not
“magical” or “religious” alone but are examples of powerful “illocutionary speech
acts” that are activated within the realms of social conventions, i.e., the appropriate
situation will then prompt the deity to act (Anderson 1992, 39).23 Anderson’s focus is

primarily the curse’s function within social settings.

Delbert Hillers designated certain passages in the Hebrew Bible that may be
performative utterances according to Austin's notions of speech act. For example, he
highlights certain verbs, such as Hag 2:23: '"m1n2 (I chose); 1 Sam 17:10: 'ma1n (1

defy); 1 Sam 16:7: 1n'nown (I reject him) that are in the first-person singular perfect,

23 Kitz relates that the “modern propensity” is to deemphasize the divine role in oaths and to
“eliminate all indications that a divinely enforced curse is involved” (Kitz 2014, 32).
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clarifying their use as performative utterances (Hillers 1995, 760). He also concurs
that the utterance must be spoken by the appropriate person in the appropriate

situation (Hillers 1995, 760).

Hillers further states that his suggestions regarding the performative
utterance are without finality. He suggests that older grammars of Biblical Hebrew
contain many examples of the performative utterance, but they simply have not
been labeled as such (Hillers 1995, 760).2* He proposes a “relabeling” of sorts for

clarification of biblical examples.?®

24 Hillers also notes that different terminologies used by other scholars may add to the
misunderstanding of what a performative is. For example, he notes that in “German discussions of
Semitic languages the preferred term for performative is Koinzidenz and Koinzidenzfall (coincidence).”

5 Hiller submits that older grammars of Biblical Hebrew have many examples of the performative but
that they use different terminology or do not state sufficiently that a performative is present. He
outlines some examples of “performative utterances” in GKC §16i and 106m. Thus, he suggests
“relabeling” to make these examples more apparent.
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c. Methodology

The focus of this study is to examine occasions in which maledictions are
pronounced in the Hebrew Bible and the methods of social convention theory are
not followed. This study will attempt to provide explanations of the malediction’s

power in these circumstances.

In Chapter Two a review of curse etymology will be presented in light of the
very different understanding that most readers may have concerning what a curse is
and is not in the biblical and ancient Near Eastern world. In Chapter three, an
analysis will be made of some underlying features of curses and oaths and their
usage, such as conditional and unconditional curses, what circumstances warranted

such drastic measures and what role divine agents played.

In Chapter Four, an examination of biblical examples will be presented,
examples that under speech act theory may be considered invalid because they
appear to lack the necessary features of an active malediction. It will be explained
how the divine world and/or divine entities played a central role in the execution of

the malediction. This will be followed by a summary and conclusion of the topic.

Materials used in this study will be from the Bible and other ancient Near
Eastern sources. Additionally, biblical commentaries, scholarly treatments of the

subject, and any other materials that may help clarify the topic will be consulted.



25

d. Study Contribution

Speech act theorists have provided numerous explanations regarding the
activation of the malediction in certain circumstances that adhere to social protocols
and also for those that fail to adhere to social convention theory. Such an approach
has helped to shed light on understanding the power of certain speakers, such as a
priest or prophet who may carry more divine sway than the average individual.
However, this has also placed limitations on the activation of the curse by confining

the malediction’s effectiveness to certain criteria or protocols.

For there are circumstances where social conventions are not followed, yet
the malediction appears to be affective. Thus, the ultimate goal of this study is to
bring the divine world and its role in the malediction to the forefront. Moreover, it
will provide a discussion of the function of the deity and divine agents in the
activation of the malediction and will acknowledge the deity’s role in executing the

provision of the curse.
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2. The Etymology of Cursing

The purpose of the following chapter is to provide a “working definition” of
Hebrew words for “curse” and to discuss their terminology, formulae, and some
forms found in the Hebrew Bible. It goes without saying that ancient Near Eastern
societies viewed cursing differently from our modern world. Further, cursing did not
necessarily involve using offensive language or insults. Thus, assigning a definition to
the word “curse” can be difficult. Most people have a general idea of what a “curse”
consists of, and there are things that we intuitively know about “curse,” such as its
being the opposite of blessing. Where the blessing brings life and prosperity, the
curse brings calamity and in many cases death, “opposing that life of shalom” that
the blessing brings (Anderson 2014, 27). However, the challenge also lies in
identifying utterances as imprecations. For example, assigning an English equivalent
to a certain Hebrew term for curse does not necessarily clarify what is meant in
English or Hebrew (Anderson 1992, 94). Further, “there are factors that make it
difficult to define the word ‘curse’ with a single definition” (Anderson 1992, 92). We

simply lack modern terms to define these “ancient expressions” (Kitz 2014, 32).

Likewise, there is also a thin line that separates curses from other forms of
“malevolent speech,” such as prayers for the defeat of enemies and prophetic
proclamations of doom. When examining such prayers, it can be difficult to
distinguish to what extent the speech act can be considered a malediction. Thus, the
challenge of curse language and attempting to distinguish between “closely related
malevolent speeches” has created difficulties within scholarship (Anderson 1992,

94). A starting point for understanding and defining the curse in the Hebrew Bible
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involves several considerations regarding the words being used: their literary and

grammatical characteristics, and their propositional context (Anderson 2014, 31).

There are three primary terms used to define “curse” in the Hebrew Bible:
1IN (67x), N'72X (40x) and 997 (75x) (Brawer 1969, 450). However, there are additional
terms that can also mean “curse,” such as 1p1 ,11p, DT as well as DIn. Although
understanding the semantics of the related words can prove challenging, recent
research has to some extent “discerned more precise nuances in usage and root
meaning” (Keim 1992, 14). It should be noted, however, that many curses are freely

composed and do not use any of the words for “curse” (Anderson 1992, 93).

7w

There are two forms of the verb n7x, one of which appears once in Joel 1:8
"X (biblical hapax legomenon) meaning ‘to wail’ (Aitken 2007, 45). The other verb
form appears a total of six times; three times in the Qal (Judg 17:2 n'7x; Hos 4:2 n'7xN;
Hos 10:4 ni7x) and three times in the Hiphil (1 Sam 14:24 9xi1; 1 Kgs 8:31 =2 Chr

6:22 in7xn7). (Anderson 1992, 102).

The basic meaning of the verb n7x in the Qal is 'to curse' or 'to swear an oath'
(in the sense of forming a covenant) and in the Hiphil ‘to make an agreement.’2¢

Thus, N7 has three essential functions: it is the active penalty within an oath (Gen

26 |n the instance of oaths, the nYX “is the curse that motivates and moves the oath” (Anderson 1992,
103). In other words, “either explicitly or implicitly, every oath (nu1aw) or covenant (N"1) is a
conditional self-curse” (Anderson 1992, 103). For instance, in Gen 24:37-41, Abraham made his
servant swear (Uaw) that he would not take a Canaanite wife for Isaac but one from his own
household. If the servant was unsuccessful, he would then be released from the “oath’s penalty”
(n2N) (Anderson 1992, 103).
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24) used in the second or third person in a conditional curse; it can be used to
persuade someone to perform a desired action (1 Sam 14; Neh 10:29). It can be used
to discover the guilt of an unknown or known offender. And the noun can be used
metonymically to refer to persons or objects affected by the results of the curse

(Anderson 1993, 104-5).

The noun n7X is used 37 times and the meaning of the noun is not well
defined because of its “polysemic nature”; therefore it has a variety of meanings
depending on its usage (Anderson 1992, 102). It is found throughout the period of
ancient Hebrew in both covenantal and curse contexts. Some examples of the
versatility of the noun nx are as follows: it can be used in relation to the making of
a covenant (Deut 29:11, 13 n7X is the direct object of N12); in the swearing of an
oath (Num 5:21 nuiaw); and in the making of an agreement (Deut 29:11; Neh 10:30)

(Aitken 2007, 58).

Further, the noun n7X may denote a treaty enacted between two people
(Gen 26:28). But more frequently in the Hebrew Bible it is used to signify a covenant
between God and his people (Deut 29:19, 20; 30:7; Isa 24:6; Jer 23:10; Zech 5:3). It
may also denote an oath between two people (Gen 24:41; Lev 5:1; 1 Kgs 8:31), and it
can denote the object of curse when used metonymically (Num 5:21; Jer 29:18;

42:18; 44:12) (Aitken 2007, 62).7

27 The difference between an oath and a curse is that one (the oath) cannot exist without a curse
while the other (curse) can stand alone without an oath. An oath is a “petition to a deity or deities to
potentially inflict harm on an oath taker, should the oath taker renege” (Kitz 2014, 37-38).
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Scholars consider 1IN to be one of the strongest terms for ‘curse’ in the
Hebrew Bible because of its “severe means of separating the evil doer from the
community” (Anderson 1992, 101). The verbal form of 17X occurs in the Qal, Hophal,
Piel and Niphal and it occurs 68 times in the Hebrew Bible; 55 of those occurrences
are in the Qal stem, and 40 of those occurrences are in the Qal passive participle.
The verbal form also appears in the Niphal once in Mal 3:9, seven times in the Piel in
Num 5 and in Gen 5:29, and possibly in the Hophal in Num 22:6 (7) (Aitken 2007,
66).28 Further, 1X is an antonym of 712, appearing twelve times in opposition to 112
(Gen 9:25; 12:3; 27: 29; Num 22:6, 12; 24:9; Deut 28:16-19; cf. vv. 3-6; Judg 5:23; Jer
17:5; cf. v. 7; 20:14; Mal 2:2; Prov 3:3) (Keller 1997, 180). The cognate nINn occurs

five times (Kelly 1997, 179).

The Qal passive, which forms the 11nx formula, is the most frequent form and
“may stand with a simple predicate, pronominal, substantiation, or participle”
(Arden 1992, 18). The construction of the formula may begin with a predicate, as in
Gen 5:29: nIn' MX “the Lord has cursed” (NASB), or the Qal passive may be used
with a participial, as in Gen 9:25: I'nX? N'n' D'T2Y T2Y V22 VIR 1N “And he said,
‘cursed is Canaan, a slave of slaves he will be to his brothers.”” It is then followed by
either a personal pronoun, a specific person or group, an unidentified subject or

even an object or animal (Keim 1992, 18).

28 Ajtken suggests that although the form NIt is generally “translated as a Hophal,” it may also be
“translated as a Qal passive” (Aitken 2007, 65).
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There are three instances of the Qal passive participle that “refers to a
resultative state of being cursed” (Kitz 2014, 112). In 2 Kings 9:34 Jezebel is referred
to as N1NXN (the cursed one); in Josh 9:23 the Gibeonites are declared as 217X
because they deceived the Israelites into making a covenant with them without
revealing their true identity; and Ps 119:21, where those who do not observe the
commandments of God are DX (Kitz 2014, 112). 2° Further, 17N only appears once
as a quoted curse in 1 Sam 26:19, where David levies a curse against his possible

enemies.

The stem of 1NN is predominately found in the Pentateuch, appearing 42
times including in the archaic passages: Gen 49:7 (1x); Num 22-24 (7x); Joshua-
Judges (6x); 1 Samuel (3x); and the early Biblical Hebrew poetical book of Jeremiah
(6x); (Aitken 2007, 75). In other places the term appears less frequently, appearing
once in each of the following books: 2 Kings, Job, and Psalms, and four times in
Malachi (“these references refer back to Pentateuchal priestly blessing”) (Aitken

2007, 75).

While some suggest that the basic meaning of 1N is “exclusion” or “ban,”
defining 1OX within the context of a passage can give a better idea of its meaning. In
some cases, 1IN may refer to banishment (Gen 4:11 with |n), it may refer to the

consequences of previous curse pronouncements (2 Kgs 9:34-37), or transgressions

23 Additionally, 11Nk appears 35 times as a part of quoted curses in the following verses: Gen 3:14,
4:11, 9:25,27:29, 49:7; Num 24:9; Deut 27:15-26 (12x), 28:16-19 (6x); Josh 6:26; Judg 21:18; 1 Sam
14:24, 28; Jer 11:3; 17:5; 20:14-15 (2x), 48:10 (2x); Mal 1:14 (Kitz 2014, 112).
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(Gen 9:25), infertility (Gen 3:17; Num 5:18-27), enslavement (Jos 9:23), and loss of

ethno-identity (Gen 49:7).

There is one certainty about the term: the one (person or object) that is 1N
is “stricken by misfortune and [their] existence is disastrous and even the presence

of such a person brings misfortune” (Keller 1997, 180).3°

peh¥vehi

Of all the curse terms, 77 has the widest range of meanings (Anderson 1992,
108). It can be considered both the most comprehensive and the least precise (Keim
1992, 18). The verb 7% tends to demonstrate more flexibility than the noun n%7p. In
the Piel stem (and Pual) 77j? can denote meanings ranging from imprecation, to
belittling, demeaning and other abusive speech acts (Keim 1992, 18). The root of 77
appears in all Semitic languages with the basic meaning of “be small, light”
(Scharbert 2004, 37). There are 128 occurrences of the root 7% in the Hebrew Bible:
Qal 12, Niphal 11, Piel 40 (including 8 in 2 Samuel and 7 in Leviticus), Pual 3, Hiphil
13; and the noun N7 appears 33 times (including 11 times in Deuteronomy and 9
times in Jeremiah). Outside of the Hebrew Bible both the Piel form and the noun

occur three times each in Sirach (Scharbert 2004, 38).

712 has a basic meaning of “be weighty” (both physically and socially), “be
important, be honored” and is used in opposition to 77p. Although 7)) can serve as
a “synonym” for nx ,0UT 07X and 11, it is “only the Piel, Pual, and the noun n779p

which exhibit affinities with 212p ,2p1 ,01X ,N7X and their derivatives with the

30 See, Deut 28:15-68.
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meaning “curse” (verb and noun) (Anderson 1992, 110). For example, in Jer 42:18
and 44:12 “become a N7X and become a n%7p stand side by side but not as complete

synonyms” (Scharbert 2004, 42).

Aitken notes that one of the distinctions between %% and 11N is that the
latter can have God as the object, however, God can also be the object of 77 (Exod
22:27; Lev 24:11, 15; Isa 8:21) (Aitken 2007, 240).3* An antonym to 727 is 112 and
these two words tend to parallel each other (Gen 12:3; Ps 37:22; 62:5; 109:28; Pr

30:11); it is also synonymous with the verb 11X (Aitken 2007, 238-239).

The solitary definition of the noun n%7p is “curse,” and it is often contrasted
with N2 (Scharbert 1997, 41). For example, in Genesis 27 Jacob fears the curse that
his father may invoke if he finds out about his (Jacob’s) deception. He may receive
the n77p and not the n21a. In Deut 28:16-45 we also find this opposition of blessing
and cursing, the benefits and consequences. In a few places the meaning of n77p
appears to be obscure, such as in Ps 109:17: pnImI N2123 YaN N1 NNRIANI 0777 20N
12N “He also loved cursing, so it came to him; And he did not delight in blessing, so

it was far from him” (NASB).

It is not clear how the curses of the enemy function. For example, “Does this
refer to curses upon the devout psalmist continually being uttered by the enemy,

which will instead come upon him and bring him calamity, or is the curse the

31991 may have been considered a “less offensive synonym” (Blank 1950, 12). However, God does
appear as the subject of 1T in several passages: Gen 3:14, 17; 5:29; Josh 6:26 (implied); 1 Sam 26:19;
(implied); 1 Kgs 16:34; and Jer 11:3 (Aitken 2007, 76). There may be other references as well.
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calamity unleashed by the machinations of the enemy, surrounding him on all sides

like a coat” (Scharbert 2004, 42)?

Also, the meaning of Prov 27:14 is unclear: D'awin 122 i1 %ip2 hnv1 723n
i7 2wnn %27 “He who blesses his friend with a loud voice early in the morning, it
will be reckoned a curse to him” (NASB). Perhaps, pronouncing the blessing with a
loud voice early in the morning could mean that one should not “utter blessings with
abandon” because “they may arouse suspicion and be mistaken for curses”; and in
Deut 21:23: 477 D'Y7X N271713 RIND DA 1312APMA i1 YUR 7V in%21 '9N°N? “his
body shall not remain all night on the tree, but you shall bury him the same day, for
a hanged man is cursed by God.” The meaning of being “cursed by God” is also
disputed because the reason that this particular act causes one to be cursed is

ambiguous (Scharbert 2004, 42).3?

DN, OVUT ,2ap

The Hebrew root 11j is a secondary root of 171. The root appears 14 times in
the Hebrew Bible, and 10 of those times it occurs in the story of Balaam (Numbers
22-24). The other occurrences can be found twice in both Proverbs and Job (and also

once in Sirach).?3

32 Brichto finds the perplexities that commentators point out in Prov 27:14 to be unwarranted. He
suggests that the meaning of the verse is “transparent.” He submits that “One does not ‘bless’ one’s
neighbors (except in the original sense of ‘hail,” or ‘salute’ Gen 47:7, 10) as a matter of normal social
procedure, morning or evening, early or late—but one does greet him. To do so in a loud voice, at an
unearthly hour, would be regarded as abuse n%7p” (Brichto 1968, 191).

33 1n Job 3:8 it is unclear if the root is 12 or 2.
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There are some difficulties in defining 211 because of the rarity of its usage;
however, the passages where the word is used provide some clues as to its possible
meaning. In the Balaam story 11 alternates with 11N, and it also parallels but (Num
23:7-8). Further, it contrasts with 112 in the Balaam story and in Prov 11:26. In Prov
24:24,11p is used together with DT giving the sense of “reproach” rather than

“curse in the usual sense” (Ringgren 2003, 481).

The meaning of DUT is similar to 11 in a context of execrations. In the
Hebrew Bible the verb appears 13 times and the noun 22 times, and it is associated
with both God and human beings. The verb occurs in the Qal and Niphal (Prov 25:23)
in the Hebrew Bible and the Hiphil in Sirach 43:16. The most frequently used form of

nuT is the Qal form.

Further, because of its polysemous usage, DVT is also used synonymously
with other verbs, but it does not have “a precise synonymity” (Aitken 2007, 144). The
meaning of DUT can be “to utter a curse” (Num 23:7, 8), “to speak evil of someone,”
“to denounce, revile,” and, when used intransitively, “to be angry” (Aitken 2007,

144).

The last term to be discussed is DN, which is not usually presented in studies
on the curse and is to some extent “neglected in curse studies” (Anderson 1992,
114). ban shares some “similarities in connotation to 1IN” (Anderson 1992, 117).
Both DN and 1K “carry the meaning of exclusion or separation... and both terms
are polemically directed against foreign neighbors such as Canaanites or Amalekites”

(Anderson 1992, 117).
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In relation to the curse, Lohfink notes that in the LXX, for ban | (nominal
form) and DN Hiphil and Hophal the chosen words for translation are
andthéma/andthema and anathematizo, and they appear about 35 times (Lohfink
1986, 182). He suggests that the “starting point was probably the meaning
andthéma, ‘votive offering place in the temple.”” Lohfink further suggests that “it
must remain an open question whether the earliest non-Jewish occurrence of the
Greek word group in the sense of ‘curse’” (1% or 2" century CE) provides evidence

for a corresponding meaning of the words even before the LXX” (Lohfink 1986, 182).

In Semitic languages, it appears that “more forms of the root b1n were used
in the biblical period than are found in the Bible.” It is also possible that there were
“non-religious uses of the root” (Stern 1991, 16). For example, “the root of DN
appears (or possibly appears) in oaths and vows in more than one language such as
Arabic, Palmyran, and Phoenician” (Stern 1991, 14). Further, Stern notes the “late
development” that ban underwent in Syriac, and that the word has about “half a
dozen derivatives (accursed, execrable, savage, fierce, cruel, and harsh) that are not
found in the Bible” (Stern 1991, 15). Thus, this demonstrates that “the Biblical usage
having to do with ‘consecration to destruction” was not widely shared by other

Semitic speakers (except Moabite and possibly Ugaritic)” (Stern 1991, 15-16).34

In the Hebrew Bible the verb form DN appears 48 times in the Hiphil and 3
times in the Hophal. The Qal form of the verb does not occur. The noun (DN 1)

occurs 29 times and only appears in the singular.

34 For more on DN see, Stern. 1991.
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The basic meaning in the Hiphil relates to “consecrating something or
someone” for destruction or preservation.3> For example, this could relate an
offering for the sanctuary, or in war to consecrate a city for destruction. In the
Hophal the meaning is “be condemned to capital punishment” under certain
conditions, such as apostasy (Ex 22:19(20)), or confiscation of property and

banishment (Ezra 10:8) (Lohfink 1986, 187).

The meaning of the noun form of DN | carries the same idea of consecration
of an object or person as found in the Hiphil and the same sense of “contamination”

as found in the Hophal.

Understanding the use and function of curse words within the Hebrew Bible
can bring greater clarity when attempting to comprehend the vast topic of biblical
imprecations. The etymology of these words still brings with them some ambiguities,
such as the word n%7j, the meaning of which can be obscure at times, and 11jp, the
meaning of which can also pose challenges because of its rare usage. Despite these
challenges, the study of curse terminology remains a valuable asset for the study of

the biblical curse.

35 “The causative stem (Aphel) was used as the equivalent to the Hiphil stem of 01n in Biblical
Hebrew. In New Testament Syriac and later, the Aphel meant to excommunicate, to curse, ban. The
Ethpeel stem was used to express the passive, to be excommunicated, anathematized. The Ettaphal
was used similarly to the Ethpeel, with the added meaning of to be threatened with
excommunication” (Stern 1991, 15).
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3. The Oath, the Curse, and Their Functions

a. The Oath

Brichto outlines the oath as an “assertion or promise supported normally by a
non-human agency (magical or divine) to provide the penalty or sanction against the
party making the false accusation or failing to keep his word” (Brichto 1968, 153).
Although not every oath may entail a curse, most oaths still carry some type of
consequence if broken. It should also be noted that when ‘oath’ is mentioned in this

study, it will be in the sense of an “oath-curse,” and it will be referred to as such.3®

There are two types of oaths: promissory and evidentiary. The promissory
oath contains a promise of “loyalty and fidelity to what has been declared” (Kitz
2014, 39).37 Most promissory oaths occur in legal and business contracts while the
evidentiary (also referred to as assertive) oaths occur in lawsuits and disputes. The
focus of the evidentiary oath is to verify that what is being said is “factual and true”
(Kitz 2014, 39). Mercer also points out that an “oath, in its essence, is to call upon
the deity to punish the perjurer, it is therefore a conditional malediction” (Mercer

1915, 283).

36 Mercer points out the close connection between oath and malediction, “The malediction is
therefore closely related to the oath” (Mercer 1915, 282). Mercer further elaborates on this
connection using Cuneiform literature as an example. He suggests that mamitu (oath, malediction,
ban) and nis (oath, malediction) demonstrates this close connection because of the interchangeability
of the two terms (Mercer 1915, 284).

37 Many promissory oaths have been found in cuneiform literature. These were “solemn declarations
of an intention” to abide by the oath (Mercer 1915, 282).
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The elements involved in an oath can be outlined in three steps: the first step
involves “information regarding subject or object involved”; the second step involves
“the conditions of when the curse will become active”; and the third step involves
the “threats contained within the curse utterance” (Anderson 1993, 74). Consider

the judicial ordeal of Numbers 5 which falls under the category of an oath-curse.3®

A husband who suspects his wife has been unfaithful delivers her to a priest
who then conducts a ritual that will, through a divine act, render a verdict of guilty or
innocent.>® Thus, the wife is brought before the priest: jnan™x INYN N LK K1ADI
“then the man shall bring his wife to the priest” (Num 5:15) who will perform a ritual
to discover the guilt or innocence of the woman.*® The priest explains the conditions

of the oath:

NNR NXAV "D N7°DRI DR BIR 201 NI"DR IWRDIX 0K 130 ANK Vil
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The priest shall have her take an oath and shall say to the woman, “If no man has
lain with you and if you have not gone astray into uncleanness, being under the
authority of your husband, you will be cleansed (shown innocent) by this water of
bitterness that brings a curse; (Num 5:19 NASB).

38 The judicial ordeal was composed of a two-part process: “the act and incantation” (Milgrom 1990,
346). Further, “by accepting the terms of the curse the warned person calls upon himself the wrath of
the gods” (Milgrom 1990, 346).

39 Jeon adds that the Sotah ritual may be composed of two revisions, from two separate time
periods. The first is the “water ordeal law stratum,” which may have been composed by the “Priestly
School” during the First Temple period (Num 5:16, 19, 27); the second stratum is the “ritual oath
stratum” which according to Jeon was most likely “reworked and combined with a ritual oath law by
the Holiness School in the Late Pre-exilic/Exilic Period” (Jeon 2007, 190; 207). Kensky, however,
proposes that although there may have been a different literary prehistory, the text is now a “unified
structure” and should be treated as a “coherent whole” (Frymer-Kensky 1984, 12).

40 Kensky suggests that the husband may also have been obligated to bring his wife for the Sotah
ritual since defilement of a wife was a central concern (Deut 24:14).
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The priest further explains the condition that will come upon the woman if

she indeed has gone astray:

NYY71 A7 ANIR NNY D! YR 030 0K HZKD NYAw TYRD IR 030 Ve
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Let the priest make the woman take the oath of the curse and say to the
woman the Lord make you a curse and an oath among your people, when the
Lord makes your thigh fall away and your body swell. May this water that
brings the curse pass into your bowels and make your womb swell and your
thigh fall away (Num 5:21-22 NASB).*!

The woman then agrees to the entire ritual, which also includes the terms of
the oath (an oath is not always dependent on the agreement of all parties as we will
see later) and to the consequences (curse of the oath) should she be guilty: nanx

InX IINX neixn “And the woman shall say, Amen, Amen” (Num 5:22).42

Thus, an oath is “a solemn and explicit petition to a deity or deities to
potentially inflict harm on the oath taker” (Kitz 2014, 37).#3 As in the example in
Numbers 5, we saw that the curse in an oath is set in advance, and if the oath taker
fails to abide by the terms of the oath, the punishment set within the oath is

executed.**

41 The results of the ritual indicate that if the woman is guilty, she may suffer from a “prolapsed
uterus” leading to sexual dysfunction (by collapse of the genitalia), and infertility (Frymer-Kensky
1984, 20-21). If the woman is innocent then she will be “blessed with seed” (Milgrom 1990, 37).

42 The ordeal essentially gave the woman a way to escape an “irate” husband and to prevent
“lynching” (Milgrom 1990, 74). The husband delivers his wife over to the priest, who will perform the
ritual that will decide her fate (Milgrom 1990, 37).

% The aim of a curse is to unravel and bring something that exists to nonexistence (Inal Inn); the
curse brings death, darkness and chaos.

44 Some additional examples of the water ordeal appear in Middle Assyrian texts: “They will draw
[water], drink and be pure” and from the letter of Mari, “the dirt and the jamb of the gate of Mari
they took and dissolved in water, and then...drank” (Milgrom 1990, 346).
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b. The Curse

Although most ancient Near Eastern oaths contain a curse to protect the
oath, a curse can exist without an oath. According to Mercer, “a malediction is the
praying down of evil upon a person...” (Mercer 1915, 282). In Numbers 22, for
example, Balak sends for the aid of Balaam to curse Israel. But Balaam does not have
to swear an oath; he simply attempts to curse Israel (Num 22:6). According to Aitken,
in Num 22:6 the directive N2 N27 “come, pray” indicates a presumption on the part of
the speaker that the pronouncement may be effective without divine consent.
However, it appears that Balaam’s semi-independent curse was not able to reach its
target because YHWH intervened (Aitken 2007, 19). Additionally, it appears that the

curse would only succeed if YHWH allowed it (Deut 23:5 [6]).

Similar to the oath, the curse also has two forms: conditional and
unconditional. Conditional curses are used as a protective measure, while
unconditional curses are pronounced without provision. For example, in Gen 20:7
YHWH pronounces a conditional curse upon Abimelek on account of Sarah,
Abraham’s wife: 7271iX"721 NAX NAR NN~ VT 2'Win 72'% 0N “if you do not return
her, know that you shall surely die, you and all who are yours” (Gen 20:7b NASB).
The conditional construction begins with bx “if” and there follows the participle

predicate 2'win 1'N.

The presence of DN signifies that Abimelek is not being asked to do
something that is beyond his ability. He is perfectly capable of complying with the
conditions set before him, in returning Sarah to her husband. The imperative U7

commands attention to what is being spoken and the consequences should YHWH’s



41

instructions be ignored. Death ninn nin (you will surely die) will be the only
outcome. The presence of the “infinitive absolute followed by the imperfect

intensifies the verbal idea of ‘death’ to the greatest degree” (Kitz 2014, 81).

The second form, an unconditional curse, solicits the divine realm to harm a
target without provision (Kitz 2014, 79). In 2 Sam 3:28-29 David first distances
himself from any wrongdoing concerning Abner’s death: nIn' DYN 'M272004 1IN 10
12712 1)2X ' 02iV-TV “l and my kingdom are forever guiltless before the Lord for
the blood of Abner the son of Ner” (NASB). He then levies an unconditional curse

against Joab, who is responsible for the murder of Abner:

79317792 P'T01 VAN AT IR NN NATINL AN 11772 9R1 NI EINYIY 9T
:0N771001 1102

May it fall on the head of Joab and on all his father’s house; and may there
not fail from the house of Joab one who has a discharge, or who is a leper, or
who takes hold of a staff, or who falls by the sword, or who lacks bread.” (2
Sam 3:29 NASB)

Joab is first identified as the target of the malediction followed by five states
of cursedness that are intended to affect his generations forever. Unlike the
conditional curse pronounced by YHWH concerning Abimelek, in this instance no

provision has been made to escape the anathema.

One stimulus for cursing derives from matters being out of human control;
this creates a need for divine intervention. A malediction is a request that solicits
harm from a divine source toward a “person, place, or thing” (Kitz 2007, 616). It is
usually direct discourse spoken in the presence of and directed specifically at the

object. However, the object or person does not have to be present to be affected by
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the profane speech (Anderson 1992, 95). Maledictions can refer to an act of divine
misfortune, disaster or insolent speech against an individual or group (Anderson

2014, 27).

The malediction further functions as a source of divine judgement when the
“speaker’s request rests in the hands of heavenly counsel” (Kitz 2014, 68). When a
curse is pronounced by a human being, it expresses a wish or a request rather than a
command, however, curses pronounced by the Deity were instantaneous and did
not require a waiting period.*> No sensible human would dare command the Deity to
bend to the desires of a mere mortal. Therefore, it should be noted that the person
making the request does not necessarily have control over the outcome of the
imprecation, but should the request be valid, the heavenly counsel will act. For a
curse’s operative power rests primarily in the divine realm “and is at best,

predictive” (Kitz 2014, 64).

Ironically, the curse can sometimes be “an indirect” blessing because it can
bring divine vindication to the one who pronounces the imprecation (Kitz 616, 2007).

The curse thus serves as a tool of “judicial litigation.”

An example of this divine due process can be found in Gen 16:5 where Sarai

confronts Abram concerning the insolent treatment that she has received from

Y

Hagar: 1212 7 AN 19 N1A1A'02 DN ANI I 712V 1000 DININ Y MNAI

T

45 Kitz also notes that “cursing and swearing” are performative acts on the “initial level." When the
oath is sworn, or a curse is pronounced a performative action takes place because it “binds a person
or object to a specific malediction or maledictions” (Kitz 2014, 64). She further relates that optative
mood acknowledges the role of the deity and that “only they (deities) can enact the harm in an
anathema” (Kitz 2014, 64).
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7121 A NN LAY “And Sarai said to Abram, “May the wrong done me be upon you.
| gave my maid into your arms, but when she saw that she had conceived, | was

despised in her sight. May the Lord judge between you and me” (NASB).

She levels her complaint against both Abram and Hagar in the form of a curse
in “a verbless clause: 32y *on7 (lit., | am wronged because of you) which is then
coordinated by her concluding imprecation with an imperfect verb”: 08> “May he
judge” (Kitz 2014, 69).%¢ She then leaves God as the ultimate judge in the situation

(Kitz 2014, 69).47

Curses are generally final once they are spoken and retracting them is
virtually impossible.?® In the next section, we will discuss the role the divine realm

plays in the oath when it has been violated.

c. Divine Agents

The discussion of divine entities is necessary because although it has been
acknowledged that YHWH is involved in the malediction, the topic of how his
judgment is executed tends to be ignored. To admit that YHWH may be involved in

bringing calamity and disease to humanity is a difficult subject for some. Thus, to

46 See also, 1 Sam 24:13 [12]. David uses the same curse formula as Sarai but “with the expansion of
nn' mp1 ‘May YHWH avenge me’” (Kitz 2014, 69).

47 Sarai’s curse falls under the category of ‘freely composed’ curses which do not follow a specific
pattern and typical curse terminology is usually absent (Anderson 1992, 119).

48 According to Frankel and others, the curse can be countered with a blessing as in the case of
Balaam (Frankel 1996, 32).
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better understand these divine entities and their role as YHWH’s agents, some

biblical examples will be presented.

The case of Jotham and Abimelek in Judges 9 is an example of YHWH’s agent
being sent to stir up the enemies of Abimelech after he annihilates the house of
Jerubbaal. Jotham, being the only survivor, levies a conditional curse represented by
the protasis O« (if) clause followed by the apodosis which expresses the malediction)

upon Abimelech and the men of Shechem:

"Da NDY! A70'N2 INNY TN DD IN'2°DYI 7V277°0Y DN'wY DNNM NOXAON]
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If then you have dealt in truth and integrity with Jerubbaal and his house this
day, rejoice in Abimelech, and let him also rejoice in you. But if not, let fire
come out from Abimelech and consume the men of Shechem and Beth-millo;
and let fire come out from the men of Shechem and from Beth-millo, and
consume Abimelek (Judg 9:19-20 NASB).*

It is not Jotham’s words alone that spark this “fire” but also God’s divine
agent: DY '2u2 '21 970'X |'2 NV NN DX N7eii “And God sent an evil spirit
between Abimelech and the leaders of Shechem” (Judge 9:23 NASB). The ny1 N
(evil spirit) “stirs up enmity between Abimelech and the lords of Shechem” (Kitz
2014, 158). It should also be noted that God “does not work directly” but sends his

agent to fulfill Jotham’s request.

49 A similar curse appears in the Code of Laws of Hammurabi, “If that man should not heed my words,
which | have inscribed on my stele and should he scorn my curses, and not fear the curses of the gods,
and overturn the judgements that | rendered, alter my words... (then) may Anu, the great god, father
of the gods, who has announced my rein, deprive him of resplendent royalty, break his scepter and
curse his situation in life” (Kitz 2014, 80).
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Further, Jotham’s imprecation is not immediately effective; it is three years
later that the curse is activated, and YHWH sends his ny1 nin - a “divinely activated
win” (fire) (Kitz 2014, 158).>° The ny1 ni functions as a “semi-independent force” to
avenge the injustice to Jotham’s household (Goldingay 2006, 141). Thus, human
agents are used at YHWH’s behest and are usually stirred to action by a personified
being (Deut 28:25) and Abimelech receives poetic justice; he is met with the evil that

he meted out (Judg 9:22; 50-57). !

The ny1 N1 referred to in Judges 9 is also “featured as an agent in other
narratives with the same focus,” although the individual function and purpose of
these agents (each type is defined by its purpose: to produce destruction [“evil”],
deception, and lethargy etc.) may differ from what has taken place in Judges 9
(Sasson 2014, 39). What is common to these spirits is that they are divinely injected

I”

to cause harm. In the following passages other examples of “evil” spirits will be

presented.

In 1 Kgs 22:22 (2 Chr 18:21) the ninis referred to as 1w N1 (deceiving spirit):
I'N'22772 192 1Y) D M1 RYX NI “And he said, ‘| will go out and be a deceiving
spirit in the mouth of all his prophets.”” The deceiving spirit has provided the

prophet with a deceitful message. In Isa 29:10 the spirit is referred to as NnRTIA NN

50 Kitz suggests that curses by human beings do not always have an instantaneous effect like those
pronounced by the Deity. Thus, they lie dormant until the divine world “enlivens” them (Kitz 2014,
158-59). However, | would suggest that divine timing should be considered as well. God knows what
the most opportune time would be to enliven the imprecation.

51 As noted also by Greenberg, these “divine oath sanctions were personified almost as demons.” In
Deut 29:19 the curses of the covenant are said to “couch” [sic]; in Zech 5:2-4 the cursed scroll "will
destroy perjurers”; and in Dan 9:11 the oath-curse will “pour down” upon “sinful Israel” (Greenberg
2007, 360).
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(“lethargic spirit”) which will cause the prophets and seers to enter into a
supernatural stupor: NI D'X'230"NIN DY'I'UNIN DXY'E NRTIA DY NN DQ'72Y 70271
ND2 0'TNN DY'WR] “For the Lord has poured out upon you a spirit of deep sleep, and
has closed your eyes (the prophets), and covered your heads (the seers).” In Isa
19:14 the spirit is introduced as D'WIV N1, It is a spirit that warps the judgment of the
hearer: D'WIV N1 "2792 700 NN “The Lord has mixed within her a spirit

of distortion.” In 2 Kgs 19:7 the spirit may also be referred to as simply nin. In this
instance, its function is not defined by a term but by its action “he will hear a
rumor”: iXI2 2102 I'M79N1 IXIN? 2WI NYINY vl DI na 1dan “Behold, | will put a
spirit in him so that he will hear a rumor and return to his own land. And | will make

him fall by the sword in his own land” (Sasson 2014, 39).

Sasson notes that according to 1 Sam 16:15-16 such “humors came from
God” and may be “associated with the demonic world” (Sasson 2014, 39). Jeffers
also relates that the influence of “the old demonic powers” continually poses a
threat to the living world (Jeffers 1996, 249). Further, these entities have the ability
to disrupt the minds of their targets, forcing them to go against “their own
interests...They are there to overturn conditions, deflecting them from their normal

courses toward unexpected conclusions” (Sasson 2014, 39).

These beings can also act semi-independently as is illustrated in Deut 28:22:
ATIN TY HOTU (iR (19712 1IN NN NRPYTH NOTPU NINWA NInfnga:
“The Lord will smite you with consumption and with fever and with inflammation
and with fiery heat and with the sword and with blight and with mildew, and they

will pursue you until you perish” (NASB) and Deut 28:45: n%Rn Ni7p0772 77y N
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TRWN TY WD R18TH “So all these curses shall come on you and pursue you and
overtake you until you are destroyed” (NASB). In Deut 28:21 these beings are said to
cling to the offender at YHWH’s command: 1270 nx 32 0! paT “The Lord will make

the pestilence cling to you” (NASB).>2

Even the anger of YHWH takes on its own identity as in the case of Miriam,
when she is afflicted by nuax after insulting YHWH's “divine sensibilities” by
criticizing Moses as a leader because he had married a Cushite (non-Israelite) woman

(Num 12:1-2) (Kitz 2014, 228).

NANI D7 (DN (94137W2 IWINA DN NAN1YDRD U0 1D (VD124 D2 DL R 0
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So the anger of the Lord burned against them and He departed. But when
the cloud had withdrawn from over the tent, behold, Miriam was leprous,
as white as snow. As Aaron turned toward Miriam, behold, she was leprous
(Num 12:9-10 NASB).>3

The anger of YHWH was stirred, his presence withdrew, and Miriam’s
affliction arose. Divine protection essentially vanished leaving Miriam exposed and
vulnerable to nu1x. Next, Miriam is escorted outside the camp lest more wrath be
unleashed, and the place becomes infested with nuax or worse (Num 12:14; 2 Kgs

15:5; 2 Chron 26:21)!>* In short, “curses can become deities themselves appearing in

52 “These anathemas are able to ‘come upon’ (VU K1), ‘pursue’ (qT), ‘overtake’ (awa, Hiphil), and
‘destroy’ (Tnw, Hiphil)” (Kitz 2014, 187).

53 See also Exod 4:6-8.

54 A similar skin ailment to nu1x among Akkadian speakers is saharsubbii and the same textual
“connection exists between curse, divine anger, a skin condition, and social exclusion” (Kitz 2007,
619). Further, “In a few kudurru-inscriptions the guilty is cursed with leprosy and sent outside the
outer wall of the city to wander like a wild-ass (Fensham 1963, 163). The judgement of Shamash is
similar with its idea of exclusion, in stating that ‘darkness must cover the transgressors eyes and
face’” (Fensham 1963, 160).
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the form of disease, calamity, ailment, and misfortune” (Kitz 2014, 5). The absence
of the Deity demonstrates the danger an individual can face when divine support is

removed.>®

Lastly, we have cases where animals are divinely activated to eradicate
offenders. In 2 Kgs 2:23-24 Elisha encounters some children who decide to mock

him:

%7 NNNILTI091 1N ANY! DRLH DYM T2 N2V INDEIX T DY Yy
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Then he went up from there to Bethel; and as he was going up by the way,
young lads came out from the city and mocked him and said to him, “Go up,
you baldhead; go up, you baldhead!” When he looked behind him and saw
them, he cursed them in the name of the Lord. Then two female bears came
out of the woods and tore up forty-two lads of their number (2 Kgs 2:23-24
NASB).>®

In this case, after Elisha calls upon YHWH, his request is almost
instantaneously fulfilled— unlike Jotham who waited three years to see vengeance
on his enemies.>” The Elisha passage is difficult for most scholars to grapple with,

thus other scenarios have been suggested in order to explain such a horrific scene.

55 The state of a human after being deserted by the Deity is similar to a city that falls under the curse
for its disobedience to God’s covenant. In Isaiah 24 and Isaiah 32 the description of doom for cursed
cities consists of desolation (of both God and people), wild animals roaming the land, unclean entities
inhabiting the land (Isaiah 13) and “desertion and death” (Fensham 1963, 167). This is in “contrast to
the reviving activity of the Spirit of the Lord” that once dwelt in the land or the fellowship that was
enjoyed by the individual with God (Fensham 1963, 167).

56 Regarding animals and animal metaphors see, Hillers 1964; Marcus 1995.

57 It appears that the ridiculing of a “sacred person,” a prophet such as Elisha, is met with the
“harshest of punishments” (Hobbs 1985, 24). Not only is the prophetic utterance harsh, it is also
immediate. The prophet enlists YHWH’s aid in the imprecation. The punishment is noted as being
excessive by scholars, but other episodes similar to this one can also be found in 2 Sam 6:6-7; 1 Kgs
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It appears that seemingly innocent “children” are attacked and killed by she-
bears all for the simple “childish” act of teasing a “bald” prophet.>® However, it is
likely that the DW1 (Job 29:8; Prov 1:4) were adolescents going around in a pack,
being disrespectful, and they received an extreme response for dishonoring a

prophet.

The range of interpretations regarding this passage includes suggestions that
the punishment was well deserved, while others suggest that it is not an episode of
“sin and punishment” but rather the “sacred and profane” (Marcus 1995, 51).>°
Marcus, however, has found the story to be more of a satire than an account of true
events. He relates that it is possible that the story was written to mock the prophet
Elisha (Marcus 1995, 45). Marcus outlines what he considers distortions such as the
exaggerated punishment, the grotesque element of the children being mauled to
death by the she-bears, and even the precise number of children given (forty-two)
and the irony that Elisha goes from being a miraculous healer to being “vindictive

and vengeful” (Marcus 1995, 54).

13:20-24; 20:35-36. Gray also notes that the boys that harassed Elisha more than likely knew he was a
prophet and that they may have been the “progeny of prophets” themselves (Gray 1970, 480). Thus,
they likely were no strangers to the consequences of those who ridiculed or spurned a prophet. For
more on this see y"IjT 1985.

*8 The term Dap DMW1 has also been debated by scholars as to whether it is referring to very young
children or youth (Marcus 1995, 49). Marcus views the term as describing “young, underage,
children.” However, other scholars submit that this phrase is also found in 1 Kgs 3:7 (jop 1) to
describe Solomon as he ascends the throne. Solomon, in this case, is not a young child. Marcus
explains the usage away by suggesting that Solomon “may simply be using a conventional terminology
of humility of prayer” or that he is “deliberately disparaging himself by saying he has none of the
qualities for kingship” (Marcus 1995, 50).

% For more on the sacred and profane see Greenstein. 1989, esp. 61-62.
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This chapter has attempted to explain the role of the curse, divine agents,
and their connection to the imprecation in the Hebrew Bible. In summary, there are
several important points that need to be remembered concerning the curse and its
nature. First, the curse can be a juridical process that calls on the divine world to
bring justice to a situation that is beyond human control, such as in the case of
Numbers 5, the Sotah ritual. Milgrom submits that the woman’s suffering, should
she be guilty, comes from a divine source: “the imprecation derives its power not
from the waters but from the Lord” (Milgrom 1990, 41). The person making the
imprecation request does not necessarily have control over the results; but should
the request be valid, the heavenly counsel will act. Thus, a curse’s operative power

rests primarily in the divine realm “and is at best, predictive” (Kitz 2014, 64).

Second, an oath-curse violation will bring the onset of divine retribution.

I”

Once divine support is removed, an “evil” entity, such as divinely empowered

animals (2 Kgs 2:23-24) or spirits (Judges 9), will be dispatched against the offender.

Lastly, the transgressor is left to cope with the effects of the malediction. The
consequences can range from a difficult life to complete removal from life. The

effects of the anathema may also spread to future generations.

In the next section we will view cases that contain the elements of the curse

and retribution that have been discussed in the previous chapters.
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4. Case Studies

a. Introduction

As previously discussed, the theory of social convention states that in order
for an oath-curse to be valid it must be done appropriately, i.e., by the right
person(s), in the right place (meaning everyone involved in the oath-curse must be
present), at the right time, saying all the correct things, which includes speaking the
name of God in the oath-curse. If the proceedings do not take place in the right
social context, the oath-curse and corresponding curse will be nullified, and neither

God nor the community will recognize them as valid.

However, | am suggesting that there are cases in which the oath-curse is not
operating within social convention, that is to say, these situations do not have the
right person, in the right place, saying all the right things, and yet it appears that the
curse is nonetheless effective. Further, since social convention does not appear to be
operative in these circumstances, | contend that the divine realm is responsible for
the activation of the imprecation and that these curses find their fulfillment through

the use of various divine agents.
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b. Case One

A Taste of Near Death

The first case to be examined is found in 1 Samuel 14 and involves the
conditional (freely composed) curse that Saul pronounced on his troops — that if
they eat any food before evening, they will be “cursed by YHWH” (Kitz 2014, 111). A
conditional curse usually consists of two clauses: the protasis, which is normally
introduced by the particle if, and the apodosis, which is “usually marked by the
English adverb then which expresses the consequence of the oath-curse” (Kitz 2014,
79). The apodosis contains the curse, and the heavenly realm is only “solicited to do
harm” if the terms of the oath-curse have been violated (Kitz 2014, 79). It should
further be noted that conditional curses were not necessarily dependent on
agreement from the subordinate party, therefore the presence of subordinates
during pronouncement is not mandatory (Kitz 2007, 623).

The following passage outlines the conditions of Saul’s oath-curse and the
punishment that will follow if the terms are broken:

~TVU DN 22NIIWR WIRD 1IN TAR? DUDTIN 24NN NIDD D' 21 NN
:007 DYN™72 DY N71 11NN HNRII 1100

Now the men of Israel were hard-pressed on that day, for Saul had put the
people under oath, saying, “Cursed be the man who eats food before
evening, and until | have avenged myself from my enemies, the people will
taste no food.” (1 Sam 14:24 NASB).

The oath-curse begins with the Qal passive participle 111¥, which in this “case
refers to a potential state of cursedness” should the terms of the oath-curse be

violated (Kitz 2014, 111-12).%° Thus, if the soldiers eat any food, they will be cursed

€0 The 11X formula with ©i'xi also appears in Jos 6:26; Deut 27:15 and Jer 20:15 (Anderson 1992,
204).
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by YHWH and will exist in a cursed state (Kitz 2014, 112). There are a few other verbs
in the above verse that demand our attention. The verb 7xil is in the Hiphil, and it is

derived from the verb n7x with the basic meaning of “curse” (Kitz 2014, 110).

Most scholars agree that Saul’s oath-curse was nothing unusual either in the
sense of making the pronouncement as an act of piety or as a “warrior’s vow” which
were common in the ancient Near East (Anderson 1992, 204).%* However,
controversy still surrounds Saul’s motives for making the pronouncement. Some
arguments suggest that Saul’s actions portray him as one who would go to
“extremes to manipulate Yahwistic religion in order to attain his own end”
(Anderson 1992, 205). Others portray Saul’s intentions as “good, indeed thoroughly

pious, but being pursued in self-defeating ways” (Jobling 1976, 368).

In reference to Saul’s fast, Keim notes that imposing such a fast could result
from a concern that stopping and feeding the troops may take too long (Keim 1992,
76). Bar-Efrat comes to the same conclusion that the fast was imposed so that the
people might pursue their enemies without stopping (Bar-Efrat 1996, 186).
Additionally, Keim suggests that the reason was more likely “to influence Yahweh by

a grandiose gesture of self-denial” (Keim 1992, 76). Smith also concurs that the fast

61 See also, vow of sexual abstinence 1 Sam 21:6; vow of sacrifice Judg 11:30-31; refraining from sleep
Ps 132:3-4.
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was imposed to please the Deity. Thus, Saul imposed a “taboo” because he desired a

“continuance of favor” (Smith 1997, 114).%2

The fear instilled in the men by the oath-curse was their greatest motivator in
not violating Saul’s command (Klein 1983, 138). It was as though the curse itself was
something that could overtake them (Kitz, 2014, 112). Their foreboding is evident
with their response to the honey they encountered: &2T 970 Nanl Win™x bun N2
NYANTIN DY K713 11979R T 'R “When the people entered the forest,
behold, there was a flow of honey; but no man put his hand to his mouth, for the
people feared the oath” (1 Sam 14:26 NASB). As tempting as it may have been, the
men’s adherence to the oath-curse was “stronger than physical desire” (Hertzberg

1964, 115).

However, a mishap occurs when Jonathan “inadvertently” violates the oath-

curse:

AQIN 72040 T2 WK AN YR TR NZY DY IR TN ¥1aWD2 VAYNY N1
AN V1D Vawn MmN DR WIR ALY NNRE ISR T Qv WAT) N
:0N7 72NMYK YIRD MIN TAN? DUDTIN

But Jonathan had not heard when his father put the people under oath;
therefore, he put out the end of the staff that was in his hand and dipped it in
the honeycomb, and put his hand to his mouth, and his eyes

brightened. Then one of the people said, “Your father strictly put the people
under oath, saying, ‘Cursed be the man who eats food today’” (1 Sam 14:26
NASB).

62 smith further suggests that the “taboo” was meant to protect the booty since God had a “special
claim” upon it; and that it would have been inappropriate for the troops to have touched it without
first offering up the first fruit to YHWH (Smith 1997, 114).
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Jonathan was not present when Saul pronounced the imprecation; however,
the oath-curse was extended to nyn 72 “all the people”; thus, everyone was
responsible for adhering to the oath-curse (Bar-Efrat 1996, 186). Further, “a holy war
taboo allows no infraction, and ignorance would not mitigate the gravity of the
offense” (Jobling 1976, 375). Hence, the soldiers waste no time in warning Jonathan
of his father’s oath-curse by repeating the phrase from: y'avin vawin “has truly
imposed a conditional curse” (1 Sam 14:28) (Kitz 2014, 113). Jonathan responds to
the accusation of violating the oath-curse by making it clear that “he thinks his
father’s prohibition is foolish” (1 Sam 14:29) (Keim 1976, 370).%% He also tells his
fellow soldiers how his eyes have “brightened” after tasting “a little honey” which
appears as an inadvertent blessing (Anderson 1993, 206). However, Bar-Efrat notes
the similarity in sound between n)Ikn1 and 11K, which phonetically draws our
attention to Jonathan’s predicament, i.e., a transformation “from a state of
existence or being (Ni'n) where his eyes were brightened, to a state of cursedness
22NMIYKR Lk M ‘cursed is the one who eats’ (Bar-Efrat 1996, 187).54

Later, Saul entreats the Lord by way of an oracle to find out if he might be
successful in defeating his enemies: 712 DIAND DALY DK TIND D'NIRL7INY 7R
:NIND DA NV K71 781! “Saul inquired of God, ‘Shall | go down after the Philistines?

Will You give them into the hand of Israel?’ But He did not answer him on that day”

63 Although we are told that Jonathan did not hear his father’s oath-curse, Keim raises doubt that
Jonathan was completely ignorant of the oath. He suggests that Jonathan was not only aware of the
oath-curse but chose to “knowingly break” it (Keim 1992, 80).

8 See also 181 and Nk (1 Sam 14:29).
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4

(1 Sam 14:37). The response of the oracle is “blocked because of Jonathan’s offense’

(Jobling 1976, 368).

The oracle operates on a ‘yes’ or ‘no’ basis and the adverse response is
marked by “N?,” which is normally the way negative answers are marked in Biblical
Hebrew (Greenstein 1989, 53).5> When the oracle did not respond, Saul realized that
“some sin is inhering the people” (Keim 1992, 78). He then takes immediate action
to discover the unknown transgressor (1 Sam 14:38). He orders his chief men to
draw near and imposes the death penalty for the violator, “the life of the offender
will not be spared” (Smith 1977, 21): 12 |Maia ijEirox 13 YRW DX V'kiinn ninn 12
nin! nin 2 “For as the Lord lives who saves Israel, though it be in Jonathan my son,
he shall surely die” (1 Sam 14: 39 NASB). The troops remained silent leaving Saul’s
command unchallenged: Dyn~72an 1NV 'K “But there was not a man among all the

people who answered him” (1 Sam 14:39).

Saul takes further measures by consulting the Urim and Thummin; next he
arranges the troops to prepare them for the casting of lots.%® It was necessary to
divide the people into groups and to continue this process until the correct person

was chosen by lot (Bar-Efrat 1996, 190). Saul offers up a prayer to YHWH before the

85 Further, in Biblical Hebrew there is no precise word for “yes,” so “a positive answer is expressed
through a reformulation of the interrogative sentence as a declarative one, with varying forms of
deletion” (Greenstein 1989, 53). In other words, an “affirmative reply” can be given without using the
word “yes” “As in: Didn’t you see it? | saw.” This type of deletion is found in Akkadian, Hebrew and
even English (Greenstein 1989, 53).

56 According to Smith, the Urim and Thummin were two objects used for casting lots. One giving an
affirmative answer and another giving a negative one (Smith 1977, 122). Horowitz and Hurowitz also
submits that the stones were of “alabaster and hematite which are bright and dark colors” (Horowitz
and Hurowitz 1992, 107). See also 1 Sam 10:20 and Josh 7:16. Nevertheless, the “method of use” for
the Urim and Thummin has been forgotten (Smith 1977, 122).
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lots are cast: D'IN NAN 7XIW' IR NINTIXR 2RY N “Therefore, Saul said to

1
P

the Lord, the God of Israel, ‘Give a perfect lot’ (1 Sam 14:41 NASB).®’

The Urim and Thummin were cast with Saul’s men going free while he and
Jonathan were taken (by lot): 21xuI [mai' T2%'1 “And Jonathan and Saul were taken.” It
should be noted that Jonathan is mentioned first as the pair are taken, which may
signify Jonathan’s guilt concerning the broken oath-curse (Bar-Efrat 1996, 190). The
lots were cast a second time: |N2i' T727/1 “And Jonathan was taken” (1 Sam 14:42

NASB).68

Saul confronts Jonathan: nn'wy nn 2 nTan “Tell me what you have done.”

AT FIY

Jonathan confesses his transgression eix nAN NYPA MNYL DUL NN NI 77T

;w27 byn 712 “And Jonathan told him, “I tasted a little honey with the tip of the staff
that was in my hand” (1 Sam 14:42-43 NASB).%° Jonathan “freely” offers himself up

for death ninx 110 “Here | am, | am ready to die” (1 Sam 14:43).7°

57 There is a variant reading from the LXX for this verse: “Therefore Saul said, “O LORD God of Israel,
why have you not answered your servant this day? If this guilt is in me or in Jonathan my son, O LORD,
God of Israel, give Urim. But if this guilt is in your people Israel, give Thummim.”

58 “The casting of these lots is seen as a way that Yahweh himself discloses his verdict” (Klein 1983,
140).

89 In 1 Kgs 8:31-32 “the idea is expressed that such an offender” of a violated oath-curse is “solely
responsible for his own acts”:

N0 N'22 021N 97 NN KM INRD7 NN I27RYYHNYTY WK KDDL DN TN
{MPTNA 7 NN PUTY pUT¥07 IWNI2 27T NDZ VY V0?7 AT NN DLW YY1 0w upwn Inpr

If a man sins against his neighbor and is made to take an oath and comes and swears his oath before
your altar in this house, then hear in heaven and act and judge your servants, condemning the guilty
by bringing his conduct on his own head, and vindicating the righteous by rewarding him according to
his righteousness.

70 Rabbi Joseph Kara suggests that Jonathan’s response, “here | am to die” may have been a rhetorical
question, “am | to die?” ”?nmx ”"waTvun” MNuvw 7'1wl”
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The troops, however, save Jonathan because of his great deeds and not “in
spite of the oath” (Keim 1992, 80): nuiwi'n nWY N NN INIiD 21R™78 DUD NN
n?"N" 7R NNT n2iTan “But the people said to Saul, “Must Jonathan die, who
brought about this great deliverance in Israel? Far from it!” (1 Sam 14:45) Bar-Efrat
notes that there were only two options for Jonathan: to be punished (wavun?) or to
make atonement (1927) (Bar-Efrat 1996, 191). Thus, the conditions of the oath-curse
were violated, and the “offended party” fully believed that he or she was a
participant with the heavenly realm in “executing the punishment of a violated oath
(curse)” (Kitz 2014, 38). The people ransom Jonathan: NN N2 NX DY 1791 “So
the people rescued (ransomed) Jonathan and he did not die” (NASB). The curse
“cannot work its way inexorably out” and must instead be “neutralized,” therefore,
the people “undertake a ritual” to nullify the effects of the oath-curse (Keim 1992,
80). Most commentators maintain that some sort of substitute — human or animal

(Ex 13:13-15; 34:20), was used in place of taking Jonathan’s life (Smith 1977, 123).7*

Saul is not the only one who made a rash oath-curse that had devastating
consequences. In Judg 11:30-31 Jephthah also makes a fatal vow before he goes to

war:

M 7T N W YD 1T (IRY YA DA (DI TON PN A2 1T NR9! T
gl 40D2U21 1IN NI IRY AN DI7YL Y2 MNP

And Jephthah made a vow to the Lord and said, “If you will give the Ammonites into
my hand, then whatever comes out from the doors of my house to meet me when |
return in peace from the Ammonites shall be the Lord’s, and | will offer it up for a
burnt offering.” (NASB).

1 In other contexts, (1T941) NT2 “often refers to the offering of some compensation, either through
monetary payment, the giving of a sacrifice, or some other offertory (sic!) gesture” (Keim 1992,79).
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Jephthah later returns from battle only to be met first by his daughter as she
exits from the door of the house. His daughter is later “offered up.”’? Similar to
Jonathan, Jephthah’s daughter also appears to willingly submit herself to mandatory
death sentence (Judg 11:35-36) (Klein 1983, 138).

Thus, Saul swore a rash oath-curse that almost claimed the life of his son and
put his troops in cultic jeopardy (1 Sam 14: 33-35). In the next section a review of the

arguments surrounding the validity of Saul’s oath-curse will be presented.

72 The aftermath of Jephthah’s vow and the fate of his daughter remains a divided topic. Was she
literally sacrificed as an offering or did she simply live the life of a virgin until her death? There are
two schools of thought concerning the fate of Jephthah’s daughter: the first, sacrificialists, believe
that “to bewail her virginity” is figurative and refers to her mourning her untimely death while non-
sacrificialists maintain that this is the request she has made to be with her friends before her life of
celibacy begins (Marcus 1986, 32).
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The Argument

Examining Saul’s oath-curse in the light of social convention theory rests on
two primary arguments: Saul’s demise as king (1 Sam 13;14; 1 Sam 15:26)
disqualified him from pronouncing the oath-curse and Jonathan’s absence during the
pronouncement of the oath-curse excluded him from the effects of the malediction.
As stated before, social convention theory holds that an appropriate person must be
present, in the appropriate place, with all of the requisite participants
present (Anderson1992, 78). Therefore, Anderson and others have argued that
Saul’s adjuration was not binding under these conditions, meaning they did not meet
the tenets of social convention. (Anderson 1992, 204). Consequently, it has been
suggested that the silence Saul received when he consulted the oracle (1 Sam 14:37)
relates to his own wrongdoing and not to the broken oath-curse (Smith 1977, 120).

This argument presents several issues in its attempt to confine this case to
the restrictions of social convention theory. As such, it ignores some important
details which will be outlined in the following summary.

Concerning Saul’s demise as king, it is clear that there were signs to indicate
Saul was “on his way out”; he nevertheless was “still at the height of his royal
power” (Keim 1992, 74). It is also apparent that the “sinful king retained his office for
some time” (Klein 1983, 154). Kitz also notes that it was because of Saul’s position
as king that he could impose such an oath-curse on his troops (Kitz, 2014 113-14).
Therefore, whoever violated the oath-curse would be responsible for the offense

and bear the consequences (Anderson 1992, 213).
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The men’s response to the oath-curse should also be taken into
consideration. Bar- Efrat notes that the men “did not taste even a tiny bit” of food
(728 N7 bun 17'ax), which contrasts later with Jonathan’s statement (1 Sam 14:29)
that he only tasted “a tiny bit of honey” (¥aT bun). The soldiers followed Saul’s
adjuration religiously, which later backfired as the men became ravished with hunger
and put themselves into cultic jeopardy by eating meat with the blood (1 Sam 14:32-
35). The appropriateness of the oath-curse is further strengthened by the men’s
response to Jonathan’s offense. They took immediate action on informing Jonathan
of his father’s curse, indicating that Jonathan was culpable (Kitz 2014, 113).

In addition to the claim that Saul was not the appropriate person to
pronounce the adjuration, Anderson and others have argued that Jonathan’s
absence exempted him from the provisions of the curse (1 Sam 14:27), however, the
malediction was extended to “all the people” (1 Sam 14:24). Therefore, Jonathan did
not have to be present to hear the oath-curse; he was guilty by his association with
Saul’s army (1 Sam 14:24). Further, although Jonathan appeared to disapprove of his
father’s oath-curse (1 Sam 14:29), there is little indication that he felt he was exempt
from it (Bar-Efrat 1996, 187). Keim even suggests that Jonathan may have been fully
aware of his father’s oath-curse (Keim 1992, 80). Lastly, “the wording of Jonathan’s
‘confession’ suggests that he had at least been informed of his father’s adjuration”
which furthered his culpability; and once the offense became known to him, albeit

inadvertent, he became liable, he is guilty (Keim 1992, 79).73

73 The oath-curse that YHWH swore to Abraham pertained to his seed and those who would come
after him. Although not all were present for the hearing of the oath, and thus could not agree to it,
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Additionally, Jonathan knew exactly the offense he had committed, and he

did not hesitate to “confess” his guilt (1 Sam 14:43).

In the end, we are told “Jonathan did not die” (1 Sam 14:45), however, this
does not appear to indicate that Jonathan was free from the effects of the
malediction which did not magically disappear because of Jonathan’s initial
ignorance; but rather, because the people ransomed his life. Lastly, we can assume
that if this proprietary exchange of a ransom had not taken place, Jonathan would

have paid for his transgression with his own life.

In conclusion, whether an oath-curse is spoken in error, or not all participants
are present, or the status of a person may appear questionable, most importantly, it
must be remembered that the oath and the curses contained in them are not
retractable. Thus, one cannot confine an oath-curse exclusively to social convention
theory and suggest that the oath is nullified because it defies certain social functions,
while simultaneously ignoring the fact that an active oath-curse is at play and that

such an oath-curse must be fulfilled.

In the next section, the case of Jacob’s rash oath-curse consigning to death

the thief of Laban’s teraphim will be examined.

once they learned of it, they would then become culpable similar to Jonathan (Gen 17:1-10). And for
those who disobeyed and did not adhere to the oath-curse, the provisions outlined in the oath-curse
would take effect. In this we can see to some extent the power of authoritative speakers in some
circumstances and the far-reaching effects of the malediction.
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c. Case Two
Speaking Evil
The next case study to be examined is that of Jacob’s oath-curse condemning
the thief of Laban’s teraphim to death. The saga begins on the backdrop of Jacob
leaving his father-in-law to return to his homeland after receiving a command from
God in a dream (Gen 31:13). This return also coincides with Jacob’s previous vow to

YHWH (Gen 28:20-21):

..........

Then Jacob made a vow, saying, “If God will be with me and will keep
me on this journey that | take, and will give me food to eat and
garments to wear, and | return to my father’s house in safety, then
the Lord will be my God. This stone, which | have set up as a

pillar, will be God’s house, and of all that You give me | will surely give
a tenth to You” (NASB).

.....

conditional N “if” particle, indicating the terms of the agreement. The imperfect
verb ntis followed by a string of converted perfect verbs that indicate the
“conditional element” of the vow ('1nwi,|na1 ,'mavi) (Kitz 2014, 37). Further, the
question of whether God will make good on his end of the bargain concerning
Jacob’s vow has been addressed: n'nXIANT2iN%4 NIAR YIN™X 218 APYIIN NI IRN
711V “Then the Lord said to Jacob, ‘Return to the land of your fathers and to your
relatives, and | will be with you’” (Gen 31:3 NASB) (Kitz, 2014, 37). Now it is Jacob

who must honor the terms of his vow.
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YHWH'’s intervention is to ensure that Jacob has a secure journey on his
return to the land of his forefathers.”* YHWH is actively involved in Jacob’s life; thus,
one may assume that YHWH is also aware of Jacob’s later, ill-spoken oath-curse even
though the name of God is not mentioned in it.”> Hillers also notes that although “a
single biblical curse may lack an indication of who or what is going to inflict the evil
(of a malediction) the setting often implies that YHWH will bring the curse to pass”
i.e., the “literary and religious context” need to be taken into account (Hillers 1964,
28). Further, we can ascertain that God takes vows and oaths seriously whether
intentional or unintentional. If an unintentional oath-curse is uttered in haste, the
fault lies with the one swearing the oath-curse, and that person must bear the
consequences of the inadvertent speech; or worse, another’s life may be affected—

even future generations may suffer the effects of an imprecation.

Thus, after consulting with his wives, Jacob begins his stealthy departure
from Laban’s to the land of his birth: x40 N2 1217 Tan %2 ...2PY! 2121 “And Jacob
stole away secretly...He did not tell him (Laban) that he intended to flee” (Laban was
off on his...sheep shearing trip) (Gen 31:19; 20) (Klitsner 2006, 99). Jacob again flees
in the night from Laban his father-in-law, as he did after his deception of his own
father: |2777% 777M12 D11 “And arise and you will flee to Laban” (Gen 27:43)
(Wildavsky 1993, 107). And to complicate matters further, Rachel “secretly” steals

her father’s teraphim: nax? 1wx D'9INNK 201 2123R1 And Rachel stole the teraphim

74 God protected Jacob outside of his homeland so there is no doubt that the conditions of the vow
will be met. Jacob need only keep his end of the deal (Kitz 2014, 37)!

75 “Every curse, either implicitly or explicitly, importunes the deities (deity) for judgement in a
perceived unjust situation” (Kitz 2007, 618).
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of her father (Gen 31:19). The use of “113” to describe Rachel’s theft “clarifies that it

is a ‘theft by stealth’” (Hamilton 1995, 292).

Jacob has momentarily escaped from his father-in-law, but Laban is in hot
pursuit of Jacob because he has run off with his daughters and possibly his
household gods. YHWH’s divine intervention continues in Jacob’s life as he visits
Laban in a dream, which has an oath-like quality. When Laban has a dream in which
God addresses him, “he is as bound to follow the dream’s message as if he had
sworn an oath” (Hepner 2002, 132). YHWH lays out the terms of the “oath”: i7 MmN
V™IV 2ivN 2py!-DY 12T 2 77 1Yin “and he said to him, ‘Be careful not to say
anything to Jacob, either good or evil’” (Gen 31:24 NASB).”® Von Rad explains that
not to “speak good or evil is the equivalent to (saying) nothing” (Von Rad 1961,
303).”7 Both von Rad and Hamilton concur that Laban was not expected to withhold
his grievances. He was not forbidden to speak, but rather, even in the face of a
“legitimate legal grievance,” he was to refrain from taking action (Hamilton 1995,
298). Additionally, Laban’s encounter with YHWH seems to have prevented a
disastrous outcome for Jacob.”® Wenham also submits that it is God's intervention
that prompts Laban’s “leniency later on”; and that Jacob’s “earlier refrain that God

has always protected him” plays into Laban's dream (Wenham 1994, 274).

76 Jacob’s escape from Laban is not the only divine intervention he receives as he makes his way back
home to the land of his fathers. In Genesis 33 Jacob meets his brother Esau, who also spares his life.

7 For more on speaking good and evil see von Rad 1972, esp. p. 86. See also Clark 1969, esp.p. 269.

78 See Gen. 20:3
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When Laban finally overtakes Jacob, he enumerates all of his complaints and
accusations against him, which, ironically involve quite a number of accusations of
theft.” The narrative begins by telling us: |27 227X 2py! 2221 “And Jacob stole the
heart of Laban” (Gen 31:20).This is then followed by Laban’s own accusations (Gen
31:26, 27): 227" NN 2RI 'OV N 2pYr2 127 0N “And Laban said to Jacob, ‘what
have you done that you have stolen my heart...?” Mk 223R1 0127 NNan1 N “Why
have you fled secretly, stealing my...” Jacob’s response to Laban also includes a
reference to theft by using the word 7131719 — 913 “lest you steal...” (Gen 31:31)
(Klitsner 2006, 100).8° In Gen 31:30, Laban arrives at his most pressing concern yet,

his teraphim: 'N7% N 1122 Y “why did you steal my gods”?

The teraphim in the Jacob-Laban narrative indicate family gods/idols. The
word teraphim is not found outside of the Hebrew Bible, and it appears about 15
times — “the form is always in the plural even when referring to a singular object”
(van der Toorn 2006, 781).2! It appears that Laban’s teraphim “were quite small”
(they could also be larger — 1 Samuel 19) since Rachel was able to hide themin a
saddle (van der Toorn 2006, 782). The teraphim appear to have had many functions,

as healers, household gods, guarantor of property rights, and they may have been

78 Laban’s opening line to Jacob, before he accuses him of “stealing his heart,” is ironically the same
words Jacob spoke regarding his wedding night deception, Ny nn 1py'7 127 N “and Laban said to
Jacob, ‘What have you done?”” (Gen 29:25; cf. 3:13; 4:10; 12:18; 20:9; 26:10) (Hamilton 1995, 275).

8 The meaning of 713 here is somewhat ambiguous. The simplest explanation, according to Hamilton,
is “Laban, as the family head, could simply exercise his power and commit 713,” therefore Jacob uses
this reference when speaking to Laban (Hamilton 1995, 292).

81 Gen 31:19,34,35; Jdg 17:5; 18:14, 17,18, 20; 1 Sam 15:23; 19:13, 16; 2 Kgs 23:24; Ezk 21:21; Hos 3:4;
Zech 10:2.
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“associated with divination.” Both Jacob and Laban referred to the idols as “his

(Laban’s) gods” (van der Toorn 2006, 787).82

Therefore, it is understandable why Laban’s intensity regarding his teraphim
outweighs his first accusation against Jacob regarding his daughters. The idols
appear to hold significant value for the owner. Hamilton notes the “brevity” of
Laban’s inquiry about his teraphim in comparison to his longer speech concerning his
daughters, but he notes that this (the theft of the teraphim) is most likely the more

serious of the two offenses (Hamilton 1995, 301).

Further, with all of the allegations of thievery one can understand Jacob’s
overheated response as well. Thus, Jacob pronounces a death sentence, for the one
who stole Laban’s teraphim in the form of a freely composed curse: NYnR Wiy DY
NNt 878 NN “The one with whom you find your gods shall not live” (Gen
31:32).83 The freely composed pattern for curses is generally “if PN has done x then
may he...” (Anderson 1992, 120). In this instance, the curse appears in a “conditional
construction,” i.e., the one who stole the gods, with the “accompanying action” of

“death” for the thief (Anderson 1992, 119).84

82 There is some debate about the etymology of teraphim. Some scholars understand the form tagtal
or taqtll from rp’ “heal;”; others suggest that teraphim derives from the root rpy “sink back, rest, be
powerless, grow weaker,” the translation being “inert things, idols”; other explanations include
teraphim deriving from p°tarim “dream interpreters” “changed by metathesis at a later date to make
the referent an object of ridicule”; others associate teraphim with the Ugaritic trp “grow weaker”/
“post biblical trp with abominations” (Van der Toorn 2006, 778). Thus, the derivation of teraphim
cannot yet be determined.

8 The preposition DY preceding 1N deviates from normal word order (GKC 2006, 138f).

84 This form of malediction is also found in other ANE manuscripts. Hillers refers to these as “the
simple malediction” where the “oath breaker is threatened with an evil fate, but no god is invoked,
such as, in Esar 485: [“May] your days be dark, your years be dim” and Baal rev. iv 19: “May a foreign
enemy divide your spoil” (Hillers 1964, 26).
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Klitsner points out, that there may have been more driving Jacob’s fiery
comeback, for it was the “very suspicion of theft... that drove his tragic slip of the
tongue that literally reads, “[one who steals] cannot [or shall not] live” (Klitsner
2006, 115).%85 No doubt the topic touched a sore spot of Jacob’s own guilt for his

earlier deceptions.

Jacob is sure of his innocence but neglects to consider the rest of his family
in the heated moment, hence inadvertently putting the thief (his beloved Rachel) in
grave danger, for Jacob, DN232 701 '3 2y VTNY1 “did not know that Rachel had
stolen them” (Gen 31:32 NASB).8¢ We again arrive at an accusation of thieving: 701
Dn22a “Rachel stole them,” but this time it is tragically true. Ironically, Jacob does the

very thing that Laban was warned not to do — “speak either good or bad.”®’

Next, Laban makes his wan “search” as he storms about the camp, looking
for the teraphim: ninxn MY ...AK7 ...2pY! 70K 127 N34 “And Laban came to Jacob’s
tent...Leah...the two handmaidens. Lastly, he arrives at Rachel’s tent (v. 34), wyin!
“and he groped” and fumbled around her pillows with his “intrusive and suspicious

search.” The usage of the verb wwn, in v. 34 is similar to its use when Isaac examined

85 “The Hebrew n'n' XY can mean “shall not,” “will not,” or “cannot live” (Klitsner 2006, 115).

86 Zakovitch (ynIpt) sees Jacob’s oath-curse as a type of foreshadowing of Rachel’s death: “The
mother will die for her sin: Jacob prophesied, though he knew not of what,” ... ‘with whom you find
the gods shall not remain alive’ (Zakovitch [y'a1pt] 1993 ,142). He submits that within the story there
is a “hint” of what will come. For more on this see y'alj1 1985.

87 Hepner suggests that Jacob subconsciously directed Laban to Rachel, that there is a word play
linking 12N and 12 together linking Rachel and the pillow to Laban possible 1'an of his gods (Hepner,
2010, 438). See also 11a'x 2005.
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Jacob, 1nwn'l “and he felt him” in order to discover if he was in fact Esau (Gen
27:22).88 The word is also used to describe Jacob’s fear of his deception being
discovered: 'AN 1IN ‘218 “maybe my father will grope me...” (Gen 27:12).%9

In the narrative, Laban is unwittingly made out to be the fool because of his
own ignorance of his daughter’s deception (Klitsner 2006, 114).°° However, he is not
the only one who is seemingly mocked, as “suspense turns into malicious pleasure at
the deadly fun made of the teraphim,” his sacred idols have become dishonored
(Wenham 1994, 276). Their “defilement” is caused by a “life-leak” from a woman’s
“menstrual flow” (Greenstein 1984, 95).° This means that the teraphim are “as
unclean as can be, in this new position they come near functioning as...sanitary
towels” (Wenham 1994, 276). A further irony is that Laban’s gods have been “god-
kidnapped” and the “destiny of the gods is at the beck and whim of mere mortals”
(Hamilton 1995, 292).

Laban’s “frantic and embarrassing” pursuit yields no results, and the
teraphim are not found (Hamilton 1995, 305). Ironically, Jacob is seemingly
“vindicated” and “steals the blessing a second time via a trick of Jacoba’s (sic!) that

renders Laban’s search vain and retains his most precious asset,” Rachel (Wenham

8 Jacob is being punished through Rachel’s death for his deception of his father, as the cycle of death
or near-death of loved ones appears to haunt Jacob most his life. Jacob’s fear of his deception being
discovered was not unfounded. Thus, he flees his homeland and never sees his mother alive again,
Rachel dies on the way back to his homeland, Joseph suffered a near-death, and Benjamin also came
close to death.

8 “Every other appearance of the word wwn in the Bible, including the appearance in the deception
scene, are cases of blind people “groping” or of a seeing person feeling his way in the darkness. Only
in the case of Laban has the word been chosen to describe the groping of a seeing person in the
daytime” (Klitsner 2006, 114).

% For more on deceptive women see Fuchs 1988, esp. p. 81; Prouser 1994.

91 Regarding purity, see, Greenstein 1984, esp. p. 95; Milgrom 1993.
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1994, 276). Daube suggests that the curse “consigning to death” the one who stole
the gods could not “produce any ill-effects” because the gods were not found
(Daube 1996, 193). However, he does admit that Jacob “surrendered the person
convicted not to Laban, but to divine vengeance.” He further states that, “had he
(Jacob) intended only to allow Laban to kill the person convicted, a phrase like nin
nni', ‘he shall surely die,” or N1, ‘he shall be killed,” would be more natural...”
(Daube 1996, 207).

The one with the gods will bear the consequences of the oath-curse.
Greenberg notes that “punishment for false oaths” lay in the “hands of God” whose
name has been desecrated and that one who swears falsely (or hastily) will be

“divinely sanctioned” (Greenberg 2007, 360).

Thus, Jacob made a careless oath-curse without fully contemplating the
consequences, and he ordained the death penalty for the thief. In this situation
Jacob cannot feign ignorance because he already knows that YHWH will act upon
that which is vowed (Gen 28:20-21; 31:3). We can assume that Jacob understands
the severity of the consequences of oaths as he is no stranger to the process. Jacob
demonstrates his knowledge regarding oaths and their consequences with his
encounter with Esau as he cunningly deceived him out of his birthright by making

him swear an oath (Gen 25:29-34) (Daube 1996, 196-97).

The Reckoning

In Gen 35:18 we return to Rachel as she is about to give birth to her last son.

The circumstances surrounding the birth caused her much anguish which is revealed
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in the name of her son, 1ix-12.%2 Scholars have difficulty agreeing on the exact
meaning of “1Jix-|2.” Some suggest that “1ix-|2” refers to “son of my misfortune”
while others suggest “son of my sin or wickedness” (Hamilton 1995, 384). It could be

that both meanings are applicable and that the name is polysemous.

Additionally, “the element 1jix may also signify “my vigor...” the context
supports in a symbolic manner (traditionally) “misfortune and suffering” (Speiser
1964, 274). At best, the term is ambiguous although |ix (12ix) does mean suffering

especially when in conjunction with 7ny (Ps 90:10).

Zakovitch submits that the book of Genesis “makes it doubly clear,” (because
of Rachel’s 7122 |ix “double sin”) that Rachel deserved punishment for her crime of
theft; the consequences are even extended to her sons by way of Joseph’s “stolen”
goblet, for which Benjamin was accused (Zakovitch 1993, 142).%4 Further, Kitz notes
there are three “grades of punishment” that the imprecation manifests itself
through: the first is an extremely difficult life, the second is early death (which

Rachel experiences), and the third is extinction (Kitz 2007, 620).

Two other possible indications of Rachel’s guilt are that she did not make it to

Jacob’s destination but rather, she died while they were still a “good distance away”

92 Mann plays on the name 1ix-|2 when outlining the brother’s anguish that the cup had been found
in Benjamin’s sack, “Benonil!” They cried...” (Mann 1948, 1107).

93 Gesenius also states that |ix can refer to adverse circumstances, calamities, and most of all sorrow
(See also 1 Sam 15:23 and Zech 10:2) (Gesenius 1979, 21).

9 Mann makes this point in his novel, “Then they fell on Benjamin with loud railing and reviling and
called him a thief and the son of a thief, reminding him how his mother had stolen her father’s
teraphim. “It is inherited, he has it in his blood” (Mann 1948, 1107).
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(Gen 35:16) (Hamilton 1995, 387). She did not enter the land that Jacob was
promised and that her sons would inherit (Zakovitch 1993, 142).%> Additionally,
unlike the other matriarchs, including Leah, Rachel was not buried in the family plot,

which may further signify her excommunication (Gen 49:31).

Later, Jacob changes the name of his son to a more positive one — |'n'13,
meaning “son of the right-hand (south)” (Hamilton 1995, 385). Some writers have
suggested that the meaning of |'n! means “oath” (“son of my oath”) and that this
name change “draws attention to the earlier oath he made” similar to the way
Rachel naming her son 1ix-|2 draws attention to her crime of stealing her father’s
teraphim and then “lying about them” (Hamilton 1995, 385). Cohen submits that
Jacob did not want the responsibility of the oath-curse to reside with Rachel, so he
took the responsibility upon himself by changing the name of his son to |'n'a (Cohen
1978, 241). Despite the disagreements regarding the name, “son of my right hand”
is more likely, especially considering the southernmost location of Benjamin among

the northern tribes.

Later in the narrative, Jacob appears to confess his guilt concerning Rachel's
death to Joseph at the end of his life: 707 2y hnn “Rachel died, on account of me”
(Gen 48:7 NASB). This can also mean “she died on me” while | was expecting her to

live. Hepner suggests that '2u refers to Jacob taking further responsibility for his

% There appears to be a “correlation among the notions of curse, uncleanness, and
excommunication” (Kitz 2007, 620). Psalm 27:22 also appears to confirm this notion, “For those
blessed by Yahweh shall inherit the land, but those cursed by him shall be cut off” (Kitz 2007, 620).
See also the following verses: Exod 31:14; Lev 7:20-21, 25, 27;17:4, 9, 14; 18:29; 19:8 20:17, 18; 22:3;
23:29; Num 9:13; 15:30; 19:13, 20.
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oath-curse just as he did with the name change of his son (Hepner 2002, 141).°6 He
further adds that the usage of "2V in this passage is similar to its usage in Gen 27:13,
where Rebekah expressed her willingness to take full responsibility for Jacob’s curse
should Isaac find out about the deception, 112 3N *2v iIAN17 1NAI “His mother
said to him, “My son, let the curse fall on me.” However, Jacob bore the
consequences for his own wrongdoing. Other scholars have suggested that 2y
speaks of all the “sorrow” that has come upon Jacob because of Rachel’s death. And
while we certainly should not dismiss the idea that Jacob may have spoken of his
personal grief when addressing Joseph, it would be neglectful not to address this
also as a connection to or acknowledgement of the oath. Lastly, Deut 24:16 reminds
us that each person will bear the responsibility for their own offenses: niax 1nni~~7
MNI' INLNA YN NNV 4NNITR? D121 01279V “Fathers will not be put to death on
account of their sons and sons will not be put to death on account of the fathers;

each one shall be put to death for his own sin.”

Consequently, the finality of an oath-curse must be stressed, and in Num
30:2 [3] outlines the seriousness of both vows and oaths:"ix nin'2 17 113 Lirk
NWY! 190 KXN7722 127 70! N7 181917720 "N 10N Nvaw vavin “If a man vows a vow to
the Lord or swears an oath to bind himself by a pledge, he shall not break his word.

He shall do according to all that proceeds out of his mouth” (NASB). Thus, “both

% Alshich (Alshekh) also views Jacob’s hint to Joseph as a confession of guilt for his careless
utterance: "2u nnN 701 12 17 TN...7N1 2V NNn. He further states that it is because of the curse
contained in the oath that Rachel died, “ni177p 2v” (Tuchman and Rapoport 2004, 335).

For more on this see 7'w/7x 1999.



vows and oaths bind an individual to a specific action and, no human being is
allowed to renege on the terms of either type of agreement with God” (Kitz 2014,
35).%7 Thus, the improbability of retracting an oath-curse must be stressed again.
Lastly, Jacob “surrendered the person convicted, not to Laban, but to divine
vengeance” (Daube 1969, 207). Daube further explains, “Jacob not only invited
retribution should the idols be found but also indicated the exact limitation of the
retribution,” death (Daube 1969, 212). Thus, the “evil consequences of oath-curses

will fall on individuals if they are indeed guilty” (Anderson 2014, 35).

97 In Genesis 31, YHWH speaks to Jacob in a dream, reminding him of his previous vow which he
appears to have neglected because of his fear of returning to the land of his birth where he would
inevitably encounter his brother Esau. He was bound by his vow and he had an obligation to fulfill it.

74
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The Argument

Again, speech act theory would render this oath-curse invalid for two main
reasons: the speaker is not sanctioned by the community to pronounce an
imprecation, and the accused was not present to hear and agree to the terms of the
oath-curse. Thus, Jacob’s oath violates virtually all of the protocols of social
convention and illocutionary utterances. Jacob is the inappropriate person in the
wrong place, at the wrong time, and fleeing from his father-in-law in a deceptive
manner (Gen 31:20).%® Jacob is not the only one to blame, as Rachel is also guilty of
lying, stealing, and dishonoring her father, thus violating two tenets of the Holiness
Code (Lev 19:31-32) simultaneously (Hepner 2002, 137-39).%° Jacobs further notes
that Rachel also committed this act of stealing behind Jacob’s back, furthering her

deception (Jacobs 2005, 171).

Bearing this in mind, we are left with the question of where the power of the
imprecation comes from in this situation. This is where removal from divine
presence and/or the activation of divine entities may explain the power of the
malediction. Thus, if an oath-curse has been violated, the offender is left without
divine support and the curse’s provision is then released, which for Rachel meant

separation from life.

%8 For more on deception in the Jacob/Laban narrative see Noegel 2000.

9 See also Wenham 1994, especially p. 268.
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Therefore, Rachel’s sinful acts may have removed her from the favor of
YHWH and put her in the place of divine judgment. This removal exposed her and
provided an opportunity for the malediction to activate. Saul experienced a similar
situation, where his sinful behavior removed him from the presence of God. He was
then vulnerable to an evil spirit “replacing the spirit from YHWH that formerly came
on him” (1 Sam 16:14; cf. 23; 18:10) (Goldingay 2006, 140). Consequently, being
outside the presence of God, the unprotected person is left vulnerable to demonic
entities that can present themselves as disease, death, misfortune, and the like.
These beings pervert the normal order of things, manipulating their outcomes to a
sinister end. Hence, Rachel’s secret deed of theft by stealth resulted in her untimely

death.

Further, Jacobs addresses how Jacob received “measure for measure” all of
his life because of his deceitful behavior regarding his father and stealing the
blessing from Esau (Jacobs 2005, 171). Jacobs lists the five major episodes of Jacob’s
life in which this “measure for measure” recompense takes place: Jacob’s fatal
condemnation that cost Rachel her life; the switch of Rachel for Leah; Rachel’s theft
of the teraphim; the kidnapping of Dina; and the selling of Joseph into slavery
(Jacobs 2005, 171). Jacobs also notes that the use of the root 1 to refer to
deception occurs only three times in the entire Torah and all three uses appear in
the Jacob narrative: the deception of Isaac by Jacob nIna 7'nN N2 “Your brother
came in deception...” (Gen 27:35); the deception of Laban regarding Rachel and Leah
N'1 21 “And why have you deceived me?” (Gen 29:25); and the deception

regarding Dina and the men of Shechem NnIN2 1IX MINNINI DY NN 2PV 43y
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“And the sons of Jacob answered Shechem and his father Chamor in deception...”

(Gen 34:13) (Jacobs 2005, 171).1%°

Thus, “shadows...and repetition of theft that consequently led to a cycle of
suspicion, hatred, and fleeing from family” follow Jacob most of his life (Klitsner

2006, 115).

In summary, from this case we can discern that not all oath-curses are subject
to the approval of a community, all parties do not have to be present, and the name
of God does not have to appear in the oath-curse for the guilty person to be affected
by the imprecation. Similarly, as in the previous case, if social convention theory is
used exclusively, one of the most crucial elements is excluded which is the
intractability of the malediction and the necessity of the curse’s fulfillment according
to the provision of the oath. Further, one must recognize that this story of Rachel
and Jacob is part of a larger picture, which suggests that divine recompense does
come to the one who chooses to lie, deceive, steal, speak hastily, and dishonor

mother or father.

In the next example the “cycle” of murder and deception continues into the

lives of Jacob’s sons.

100 There were many ramifications that affected Jacob because of his deceitful behavior in deceiving
his father in order to steal the blessing. He spent many years, in an exile of sorts from his homeland
and would never see his mother again. In another ironic twist, Isaac’s blessing of provision for Jacob in
Gen 27:28 and Jacob’s own request for provision in Gen 28:2 appears to go unheeded. He used
clothing and bread to deceive his father and now he himself lacks them. Additionally, Jacob’s troubles
also included his constant issues with flocks, both human (his family) and animal, that plagued him
most of his life. It is yet another “measure for measure” punishment (Jacobs [Da1pu'] 2005 ,170).
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A Double Portion

The episode presented here demonstrates the possible far-reaching
ramifications of the malediction on the innocent. This case is connected intimately
with the previous example of Jacob and Rachel because it involves their sons, Joseph
and Benjamin, and more specifically, because of the “doubling” that takes place
within the two stories. For example, one of Jacob’s sons is facing a crime of “theft”
similar to the crime of his mother, Rachel, followed by another inadvertent death
penalty oath being pronounced. Both narratives share a “three plot structure”: they
begin with “deception of the father,” involve “treachery between brothers,” and
lead to “threats of killing the younger brother” (Gen 27:41-42; 37:20) (Wildavsky

1993, 107).

The story begins in Gen 44:1, where a plan is set by Joseph to plant his
divining cup into the sack of his younger brother, Benjamin: 9020 v'aa ' nul
[DpN NNRNX 192 D'wR “Put my cup, the silver cup, in the mouth of the sack of the
youngest” (Gen 44:2). Joseph feigns theft of his object of divination, purposely
making Benjamin a thief, unlike his mother, who was the actual perpetrator, in the
theft of her father’s teraphim (Wildavsky 1993, 107).1°! Next, the steward is
instructed to pursue the men: D'Waxn "INx 9T D1 “Up, follow the men” (Gen 44:5),

which echoes or doubles Laban’s “hot pursuit” of Jacob (Gen 31:23).

101 “The form of divination used for the divining goblet is referred to as oleomancy (pouring oil into
water) or hydromancy (pouring water into oil), or the more general term lecanomancy (observing the
actions of liquids in some kind of a container). When water and oil are mixed, configurations form
which are then studied, and interpreted by the diviner” (Hamilton 1995, 55).
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In both narratives the “thief is pursued very soon after the crime has been
committed and both thefts include holy objects” (Hamilton 1995, 562). In both
episodes the life of the thief is endangered, “Benjamin because he was falsely
accused and Rachel because she was guilty and denied it” (Wildavsky 1993, 107).
Additionally, in an ironic twist, the youngest is usually the perpetrator of the crime:
Jacob, the youngest son, steals the blessing; Rachel, the youngest daughter, steals
the teraphim; and Benjamin, the youngest son of both Rachel and Jacob, is accused
of “theft.” The youngest “steals” the show and is inadvertently followed by tragic

circumstances of deception, attempted murder, death, and misfortune.

Later, Joseph’s steward catches up to the brothers and accuses them of
repaying evil for good — for someone in the caravan may have stolen Joseph's
goblet: N1iv NNR NY1 DRNYY N2 “Why have you repaid evil for good” (Gen 44:4
NASB). Here, the reader may be reminded of Laban’s dream encounter which
contained the same two words 1ib and V1 but in reverse order U1 TV 2ivn, “good or
evil” (Gen 31:24 NASB). The brothers make their plea of innocence echoing another
familiar phrase: 2221 7' “how could we steal...?” Laban asks Jacob with m2113 nn?
“why did you steal...” (Gen 31:30). The brothers proceed to pronounce a death
sentence for the thief and enslavement for the rest of the group: inx xxn' Wiy
nnlIA'72un “With whomever of your servants it is found, let him die” (Gen 44:9
NASB). Hence, the brothers replied in the same vein as their father, Jacob.
Concerning the grammatical structure of the oath-curse, we have another freely
composed oath-curse that is quite similar to the one that Jacob swore. With the

exception that the preposition DV is not used here as in Gen 31:32. Additionally, they
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also offered themselves as slaves in addition to the execution of the perpetrator: “Dal
D'TAY? 172 N 1IN3X “And we will be your slaves” (Gen 44:9 NASB) (Wildavsky
1993, 108). After confirming the oath, the steward made one adjustment and simply
pronounced that the one with whom the cup is found will be a slave: T2V *7 N “he
shall be my slave” and D'p1 1'nM DAKI “the rest shall be free” (Gen 44:10 NASB). 192
Notably, the order of punishment and severity is similar to the brothers’ plot against

Joseph, an execution plot that was intervened upon, and instead, Joseph was sold

and became an Egyptian slave (Gen 37:18-21; 27-28).

Next, the steward begins to wan “search” (the same term is used in Gen
31:35).1% Further, in both cases (Gen 31:33) the search begins with the oldest—
7iT22 E}énjl “And he searched the oldest”— and ends with the youngest— n’%2 |jbpa1
“And the youngest last” who was in possession of the goblet: nnpnxa y'jg\n Nyl
In12 “and the cup was found in Benjamin’s sack” (Gen 44:12 NASB) (Hamilton 1995,

564).

Additionally, Zakovitch addresses another relationship aspect that the two
stories share; he suggests that Rachel’s crime of theft, where the teraphim were

never found, and the “theft” of Joseph’s cup, which was found in her youngest son’s

102 Measure-for-measure retribution continues to plague Jacob’s family, this time his sons are the
recipients. Judah later offers himself up to be a slave “completing the divinely orchestrated”
retribution for his crime of “suggesting that Yosef be sold as a slave” (Abarbanel 2017, 172). Further,
Simeon’s incarceration is just recompense for Joseph’s imprisonment. Moreover, the accusation of
the brothers’ being spies is what they accused Joseph of when he found his brothers in the fields (Gen
37:19) (Abarbanel 2017, 172).

103 Mann also makes the connection between the Jacob / Laban narrative and Joseph’s brother,
“Laban!” They cried with laughter, “Laban, searching on the Mount of Gilead...! Let him sweat and
swear!” (Mann 1948, 1107).



81

bag, “makes it doubly clear that Benjamin pays for his mother's sin”— echoing Jer
31:29: n)'pn D21 'Y 102 172X NI “The fathers have eaten sour grapes, and the
son’s teeth are set on edge” (Zakovitch 1993, 142). A double penalty is paid for
Rachel’s double crime of theft and lying, i.e., Rachel’s early death and Benjamin’s

near death (Zakovitch 1993, 142).104

In conclusion, although Rachel paid for her transgression with her life, the
repercussions of her actions appear to have extended into the lives of her sons.
Rachel’s hidden theft becomes exposed by way of Joseph’s goblet and her innocent
son comes to near death because of his mother’s crimes. Benjamin, however, was
not guilty of stealing, and was cleared of the effects of the malediction.% As stated
previously, sometimes the innocent suffer for the transgressions committed by the
guilty. In the next section a summary of arguments discussed in the previous

chapters will be presented.

104 Rachel is not the only biblical female character to die in childbirth after the theft of a “religious”
object. Eli's daughter in-law also suffered the same fate after the theft of a sacred object, the ark of
God (Zakovitch 1993, 142). She similarly gave her son a name with a negative connotation Tiaa™'x.
Campbell submits that the name literally means "the glory has gone into exile." (Campbell 2003, 69).
It is more likely however, that 7i227'% means “where is the glory” (Burnett 2005, 225).

105 For a different view regarding the oath-curses, see, Hepner, 2010. esp. p. 445.
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5. Summary and Conclusion

The proponents of social convention argue that a curse is operative only
when certain social protocols are followed; and if they are not met, then the curse
becomes void. Consequently, in order for the curse to be operative, those who
pronounce the oath-curse must follow certain conventions: the right person must be
present— for example a king or priest who has been sanctioned by the community,
the name of God must appear in the oath-curse, and all those involved in the oath
must be present. If one of these conditions is not met, then the oath-curse is said to

be void.

My conclusion, however, is that curses are not necessarily dependent on so-
cial conventions for the imprecation to be operative. It is necessary, then, to under-
stand the activation process that takes place within the divine world when an oath-
curse has been broken. Hence, | have outlined the outcome that appears to affect
the transgressor.

First, breaking an oath-curse causes a withdrawal of divine presence because
“violations of God’s code (Lev 19:12; Num 30:2[3]), be they deliberate or accidental,
push God away” (Greenstein 1984, 95). The absence of God’s presence creates a
hostile environment for the offender. Second, the exposed person is then vulnerable
to attacks from sinister agents that are sent by YHWH and are possibly associated
with the demonic realm. These entities overturn the normal course of events, and
they bring disruption by forcing unnatural consequences to arise (1 Kgs 22:22; Isa
29:10; 1 Sam 16-15-16; Deut 28:22; 45) (Sasson 2014, 39). These beings are also

given power by God to influence both humans and animals.
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The idea that the deity oversees these malevolent forces and that they are
dispatched under the command of the deity is not new to the Ancient Near East.
From treaty curses to curses pronounced by professionals and laymen, it was
expected that this appeal to the gods would be received, and the punishment would
be meted out to the offender by a heavenly verdict, i.e., the hostile agent would
then be unleashed by the deity.

It doesn’t appear that a person’s status prevented him from pronouncing an
active imprecation; however, the status of a person could be influential in convincing
others to adhere to one. Curses were often imprecatory prayers or profane wishes

and their activation rested in the hands of the deity.

This study has provided examples showing the connection between the curse
and the heavenly realm from the biblical text and from other ancient Near Eastern
sources. It has also been reiterated that curses are generally final once pronounced,
leaving no escape for the offender. In the case of Saul’s hasty oath-curse, for
example, Jonathan was ransomed to prevent his death and a substitute was used in
his place to satisfy the provision of the oath-curse. In the case of Jacob’s curse, the
operative force in the curse was death. Thus, Rachel died while they were far from

their destination.

Thus, for all the difficulties and traumatic events that can occur by
pronouncing oath-curses, it becomes clear why some, such as the writer of
Ecclesiastes, are reluctant to take oaths and even vows. Eccl 8:2-3a admonishes
those taking oaths: 197 1191 Yn2an-7x DX NYIAY NNAT 2U11iNY 770719 1K “I say,

‘Keep the command of the king because of the oath before God. Do not be in a
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hurry to leave him.”” Another stern warning concerning oath-curses also appears in
Eccl 5:1-6 (Greenberg 2007, 360). Further Ben Sira 23:9 says, “Do not accustom your
mouth to oaths, nor habitually utter the name of the Holy One,” and Philo of

Alexandria adds, “To not swear at all is the best course and most profitable to life”

(Philo 1998, 84:49).106

The consequences of speaking a rash oath-curse can be devastating, and the
ramifications may extend to future generations. Thus, it is best to refrain from

speaking oaths altogether.

106 The Apostolic Writings also warn of making oaths, e.g., Matt 5:33-37 (cf. James 5:12): “Again you
have heard that it was said to those of old, You shall not swear falsely (Lev 19:12), but shall perform
to the Lord what you have sworn (Num 30:2; Deut 23:21, 23). But | say to you, Do not take an oath at
all, either by heaven, for it is the throne of God, or by the earth, for it is his footstool (Isa 66:1), or by
Jerusalem (Ps 48:2), for it is the city of the great King. And do not take an oath by your head, for you
cannot make one hair white or black. Let what you say be simply ‘Yes’ or ‘No’; anything more than
this comes from evil (Prov 10:19 NASB).” See also Philo Decal. (1998, 92:53).
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