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discontent and co-existence -- Taxonomy and paradoxes of
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During the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, great new trends of Jewish
thought emerged whose widely varied representatives--Kabbalists,
philosophers, and astrologers--each claimed that their particular
understanding revealed the actual secret of the Torah. They presented
their own readings in a coded fashion that has come to be regarded by
many as the very essence of esotericism. Concealment and Revelation
takes us on a fascinating journey to the depths of the esoteric
imagination. Carefully tracing the rise of esotericism and its function in
medieval Jewish thought, Moshe Halbertal's richly detailed historical
and cultural analysis gradually builds conceptual-philosophical force to
culminate in a masterful phenomenological taxonomy of esotericism
and its paradoxes. Among the questions addressed: What are the
internal justifications that esoteric traditions provide for their own
existence, especially in the Jewish world, in which the spread of
knowledge was of great importance? How do esoteric teachings coexist
with the revealed tradition, and what is the relationship between the
various esoteric teachings that compete with that revealed tradition?
Halbertal concludes that, through the medium of the concealed, Jewish
thinkers integrated into the heart of the Jewish tradition diverse cultural
influences such as Aristotelianism, Neoplatonism, and Hermeticisims.
And the creation of an added concealed layer, unregulated and open-
ended, became the source of the most daring and radical
interpretations of the tradition.
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In Josh 8:30-35, Israel constructs an altar on Mt. Ebal in fulfillment of
the command of Deut 27:1-8. This structure had very important social,
political, and religious implications for Israel, for it was the first
structure to be built after the people entered the land of Canaan. Once
the altar was completed, sacrifices were to be offered on it, and a
renewal of the covenant was to be carried out (patterned after the ritual
of Deut 31:9-13). This covenant renewal was necessary to integrate the
people into the covenant who had not been a part of the Sinai
experience. The event was significant enough to establish nearby
Shechem as the tribal league shrine, and it was the first political and
religious ceremony that the Israelites undertook following their entry
into the land. As a covenant ratification, it could be described as their
ratification as a nation. The altar on Mt. Ebal and its concomitant
ceremony were, therefore, according to the claims of the Hebrew Bible,
of supreme importance in the life of ancient Israel.In 1980, during the
survey of the territory of Manasseh, Israeli archaeologist Adam Zertal
discovered a site on Mt. Ebal dating to the period of Iron I, during
which the Israelites began to sedentarize in the central hill country of
Canaan. The site was excavated over eight seasons, from 1982 to
1989, under the auspices of the University of Haifa and the Israel
Exploration Society. In 1985, Zertal published an article in which he
suggested that the structure on Ebal may have been the altar of Josh 8:
30-35.In The Iron Age I Structure on Mt. Ebal, Ralph Hawkins reviews
the excavation on Mt. Ebal and its results, including the scarabs, seals,
and animal bones found there. He examines the architecture of the site
in relation to Mesopotamian watchtowers, altars, and the descriptions
of altars in mishnaic materials, Ezekiel, and Deuteronomic passages.
This fascinating book examines the Mt. Ebal site using a comparative
method for both the physical data and the textual data. The site and its
artifacts are analyzed and then compared with alternative proposals
and literary traditions. The site is placed in its broader regional context
in order to determine how it might relate to the larger settlement
picture of Iron Age I. The primary purpose is to examine the data with a
view to determining the nature and function of the site and its possible
relation to Josh 8:30-35. A compelling read for biblical and
archaeological students and scholars, who will better be able to
envision sites of past events.


