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ABSTRACT

The destruction of the nations and the promise of return: Herme-
neutical observations on the book of Deuteronomy

Many Israelis, but also many Christian Palestinians, today understand the
current conflict around the possession of the land in a Bible-oriented way.
They associate it with the radical destruction of all inhabitants of the land
and its subsequent occupation as it is formulated in Deuteronomy, namely
as an instruction of God, and as portrayed in the book of Joshua, namely
as an historical event. This typologising form of common hermeneutics
contradicts both modern historiography on ancient Israel and the historic-
critical exegesis of the two books as well as their interpretation in Jewish
tradition. The campaign of the twelve-tribe nation under Joshua and the
destruction of the peoples of Canaan is a theological, fictitious image of
radical trust in God, which was designed under King Josiah for mythical
ancient times. Neither the laws on warfare nor the promises of return in a
synchronically read Deuteronomy know about any future violent conquest
of the land of Canaan. The article analyses Israel's relation to the
inhabitants of the land, especially in chapters 29-30, which are decisive
for Moses’ vision of the future. Based on this analysis, it develops the
hermeneutics of Deuteronomy for the directives on the destruction of the
nations. Applying these directives typologically proves to be ruled out,
both for the wars following the conquest of the land and for the return of
Israel from exile.

*For further information see my article “Die Volkervernichtung und die Riickkehr
Israels ins VerheiBungsland. Hermeneutische Bemerkungen zum Buch Deutero-
nomium”, 2001. My appreciation to Hanneke Friedl for the English Translation.

This article was delivered at the Propent congress in Hammanskraal during August
2003 in the framework of an official co-operation agreement between the
universities of Vienna and Pretoria. Prof Braulik is an associate of the department
of Old Testament Studies at the University of Pretoria.
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1 INTRODUCTION

Fifty-five years after the founding of the modern state of Israel, the
conflict between its Jewish and Arab populations is still sparked off by the
question: “Whom does the land belong to?” (Cf., e.g., Nieswandt 1998).
That which is special about this confrontation, that which sets it apart from
other apparently similar situations, is the fact that the Bible, especially the
Hebrew Tanach or the Old Testament, also plays an important part in the
conflict between Israel and Palestine. This applies for both sides. The
Israelis realise this whether they read the Tanach — the Hebrew Bible —
mediated by the Talmudic and Rabbinic tradition, or consider it their
secular national literature. We however quite often forget that on the other,
that is, on the Palestinian side, there are not only Muslims but also many
Arabic Christians and that they, too, consider the Old Testament as Holy
Scripture. In the following, I will omit the aspect of its importance for the
Muslim majority of the Arabs. Thus the two parties, Israelis and Christian
Arabs, meet each other in the sphere of the Old Testament.

Concerning the occupation of Palestine, the biblical books of Deufe-
ronomy and Joshua especially come into question. Deuteronomy even
develops a specific theology of military dedication to destruction for the
war of conquest of the land, which is recounted in the Book of Joshua. The
Book of Joshua subsequently gives a detailed report on how this conquest
and settlement as well as the destruction of the inhabitants took place, on
how they were performed on the command of God.

The Israeli people who today read in the Bible about the promise of
the land to their nation, at least partly interpret the story of the fight of
Joshua and his twelve tribes as an encouragement to fight for the land
themselves, because not only it is a right to settle there, but, according to
the Torah, even a duty. As a result, the Palestinians are only too easily
identified with the erstwhile inhabitants of the land. It seems to be widely
forgotten that the classical Jewish interpretational tradition — compare
Moses Maimonides — was of a different opinion. The books of Deuterono-
my and Joshua are also read to the Christian Palestinians as their own
history. Suddenly, they see themselves as being forced into the role of the
seven peoples of Canaan, who were destroyed by Joshua on the command
of God. As much as the ways of understanding of both Israelis and Chris-
tian Palestinians might ultimately contradict each other, they nevertheless
resemble each other in their basic approach. Both sides read the destruc-
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tion of the nations and the promise of return in the books of Deuteronomy
and Joshua “typologically”. Norbert Lohfink wrote an excellent article on
the theme 1n 1997. He explains this interpretation as follows: “... when the
Israelites first entered into their land, this was the ‘type’ of an event that
today recurs as ‘anti-type’, namely the settling of a people chosen by God
in this land of Palestine. Therefore, according to the typological point of
view, things should happen today as they used to happen long ago. The
orders that God gave then, are the same even for today” (Lohfink 1997:
8f)". The Jewish settlers can legitimate their position by the same token as
the Christian Palestinians can feel themselves rejected by this Old Testa-
ment. And both groups can find the motivation for their commitment to
God-ordained violence right here’.

This common hermeneutics 1s incorrect, and I will subsequently
falsify it from the standpoint of the book of Deuteronomy. Concerning the
history of law, its blueprint for world and society I consider to be the last —
in any event the hermeneutically decisive — words of Moses in the Penta-
teuch. They also treat the wars of conquest and destruction that Israel fought
on their entry into the promised land (Lohfink 2003). This 1s a result of the
judicial self-image of Deuteronomy. I will start with a few historical and
literary-historical remarks on the destruction of the nations, the **rem of
Deuteronomy. I can however keep these remarks short, because this 1s a
well-researched theme (cf., fundamentally, Lohfink 1982. Furthermore e.g.
Niditch 1993; Kang 1989; Stern 1991; Schifer-Lichtenberger 1994; Nelson

1 “...als die Israeliten erstmals in ithr Land einzogen, ereignete sich der ‘Typos’
eines Geschehens, das in unseren Tagen als ‘Antitypos’ wiederkehrt. Es ist die
Einwanderung eines von Gott erwahlten Volkes in dieses Land Palédstina, damals
wie heute. Deshalb gilt nach der typologischen Sicht: Wie es damals vor sich ging,
soll es auch heute vonstatten gehen. Was Gott damals an Weisung gab, das 1st auch
seine Weisung fiir heute”.

2 The fact that social or public interests can also create a specific interpretation
of texts with Christian readers of our times and that exegesis therefore should not
be purely directed towards reception aesthetics, but also be critical of 1deology and
cautious against the merging of horizons, was excellently illustrated by Deist
(1994), using the example of the naively realistic reading of Deuteronomy by
Afrikaans speaking Calvinist South Africans. This reading created a special feeling
of chosenness in them. It furthermore formed the basis of apartheid as a natural
order institutionalised by God and 1t authorised racist discrimination, the
prohibition of mixed marriages as well as the occupation of the whole land as God-
ordained.
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1997). In the main part of the paper, I will deal with the chapters which are
decisive for our theme, namely 29-30, in which I will be interpreting the
given end text. I will thus methodologically be moving on a synchronic
level. In this process, I take into account both the intratextual cross-
references and the sequence of reading within the book, which 1s designed to
form a unified structure of meaning.

2 REMARKS ON THE HISTORY OF THE ¢ ¢rem-COMMAND
IN DEUTERONOMY

Despite all scientific controversies around ancient Israel, vehemently
carried out today, one fact remains clear and undisputed: historically, there
never was any conquest of the land that took place amidst imperialistic
terror and according to a military strategy of destruction. Such a conquest
1s an ideal construct. The deuteronomic ¢ *¥€m-command and the accounts
in the book of Joshua about the wars of conquest were written more than
half a millenntum after the emergence of Israel (cf. e.g. Lohfink 1992).
The older elements of tradition which they probably contain were deli-
berately rewritten, systematised and generalised. By the time that the basic
conceptualisation for the book of Joshua had taken place, at the end of the
monarchic period under king Josiah in the seventh century, Israel had
already lost almost all of its land again; only Jerusalem and the regions of
Judah surrounding it, had remained. At the time, the texts about the * *rem-
wars were designed — as Norbert Lohfink (1982) writes — initially as a kind
of literary counter-propaganda to the Assyrian expansion, and according
to the pattern of certain Topoi of Assyrian royal inscriptions. In the se-
venth century BCE, the Assyrians had created an enormous empire. With a
degree of brutality that until then had been unheard of in the Ancient Near
East, they deported or even destroyed whole nations. For their propaganda,
they inspired fear of approaching terror in the people whom they subjected
or wanted to subject. This imperialistic and violent rhetoric was the dis-
guise for a substantially more cautious political praxis. In order to immu-
nise the half-independent vassal state of Judah against this kind of psycho-
logical warfare of the Assyrians and at the same time discourage potential
adversaries, the book of Deuteronomy had designed its own strategy of
destruction for the early history of Israel, similarly dripping with blood.
The book of Joshua added stories of violent actions carried out by Yah-
weh. At the same time, the authors took care not to legitimise the de-
struction of other peoples in their current time with this counter-propa-
ganda. The war of destruction took place only once, in the actions of
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Joshua, right at the beginning. Now, in their present time, comparable
events were no longer to take place. To guarantee this, the laws on warfare
(Dt 20) were added into the then existing version of Deuteronomy. For
their time, these laws were unequalled in their humaneness. They clearly
distinguish between the first conquest of the land in the days of pioneering
and the normal wars in which Israel would later be involved. Therefore
they explicitly name the Canaanite peoples who were subject to the * * rem-
rules, and who had long been extinct by the end of the seventh century. At
the same time, a strategy of destruction against any other nation is unequi-
vocally rejected. Had the ruin of the Canaanites been meant as a rule for
all times, the Deuteronomic law would have imposed a demand which
already then would have been obsolete. Historically seen, Deuteronomy
already must have committed its first addressees to something other than a
war of destruction. And indeed, its militant political theology was meant
metaphorically and also spiritually’. In the light of the Assyrian threat to
Israel’s existence, this theology called for an uncompromising trust in
God. The violent, radical conquest of the land thus becomes an image
representing the kind of radicality that is basically required in faith. This
radicalness in turn implies that God is allowed and trusted to do his work
in history. In the same way, the book of Joshua, using a grand opening
saga with extensive symbolic descriptions, insinuates to its addressees:
God gave this land to you. You could keep it and even regain those large
parts that you have meanwhile lost, if only you would radically trust in
him. He conquers all his adversaries for the sake of those who believe in
him.

3 THE SITUATION OF ADDRESS IN THE FICTITIOUS
SPEECHES OF MOSES

In the world of Moses’ speeches, recounted by Deuteronomy, the structure
of addressees 1s highly reflectional. When Moses proclaims /aws within the
book of Deuteronomy, he adresses an Israel which matured during the Exo-
dus from Egypt and the desert wanderings, and which is now gathered in
Moab. He does not however address the actual readers of Deuteronomy,
namely the Judaic population in Babylonian exile. One has to look closer at
this fiction of address. Most of these laws are permanently effective after

3  Cf the summary of Bovatti (1994: 88-107), written with exegetical and
theological competence. McDonald (2003:108-123) sees the <&rem 1n the
legislation of chapt. 7 “as an expression of devoted love”.
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their promulgation and are therefore binding for all future generations who
wish to identify themselves with the Israel of the Exodus and the Horeb
Theophany. Some of them however are explicitly connected to the land and
apply only there. Now the commands or statements concerning the destruc-
tion of the inhabitants of the land are definitely confined to the time of the
conquest under Moses and Joshua*. For the readers of the books of Deute-
ronomy and Joshua they already belong to those ancient times which were
told about and recalled. It is not said that they can claim any validity
centuries later in a simlar situation. To be precise, they are no real “laws”,
but mnstructions for action in a unique historic situation. On a pragmatic
level, the technique of address reaches its goal only in chapters 29-30, for
now it concerns the actual readership of Deuteronomy, namely the Judeans
in Babylonian exile.

In order to prevent these actual readers from being 1dentified with the
addressees in Moab in an undifferentiated way, and furthermore to convey
the temporal difference between these two audiences — that 1s, the narrative
audience of Moses and the real, present-time listeners — the text-internal
narrator of the book repeatedly interrupts the speeches of Moses. His
interjections are not confined to interruptions of speech (e.g. in 31:1), but
also provide additions in content as well as corrections of citations of
Moses’ speeches and even of words of God quoted by Moses.

[ want to especially name two of these interjections, since they bring in
the “destruction of the nations and conquest of the land” in chapter 2, even
before Moses recapitulates the * ¢ rem-war of Israel against the two Amorite
kings and the conquest of Transjordan. These are the insertions 2:10-12 and
2:20-23, which are often seen as glosses of an archivist. I quote 2:12:

“Horites used to live in Seir, but the descendants of Esau drove them
out. They destroyed the Horites from before them and settled in their
place, just as Israel did in the land the Lord gave them as their
possession”.

These texts already look back on the conquest of the land across a period of
time. With their information about the future neighbours of Israel, they set
up the thesis that the nations (2:12, 23) or even Yahweh himself (2:21, 22)

have always destroyed whoever happened to be the previous inhabitants of a

4 The following texts are concerned: 2:24-36; 3:1-7; 3:21-22; 4:38; 7*; 8:20;
9:1-6; 12:29-31; 19:1; 20:16-18; 25:17-19; 31:3-6, 7-8.
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territory. Theologically, this means that Yahweh is a universal God and
Israel no longer occupies a special position. From the viewpoint of the
narrator, though, this is to be seen absolutely positively, since he thereby
tempers Moses’ viewpoint in advance. By universalising the destruction of
earlier inhabitants as well as the traditional declaration on the giving of the
land to Israel — 2:12 even primarily thinks of Cisjordan — all subsequent wars
of conquest and the destruction of peoples by Yahweh and Israel are
immediately placed into perspective. These are to be seen in the light of the
general deeds of God towards all peoples. Thus they change into an
absolutely normal phenomenon within world history.

We will however only be looking at those texts that concern the situa-
tion of the audience of the book in Babylonian exile. Moses frames the
Deuteronomic law with a kind of prophetic vision of the future, so that the
audience will not see the fact that the total population of Canaan was dedi-
cated to be destroyed typologically and thus misinterpret it. In chapter four,
he announces that, because of its sins, Israel will be driven from the land that
it has conquered (4:25-28). He returns to this predition in the warnings of
chapter 28 from verse 47 onwards, and again in chapter 29 from verse 16
(Hebr.:v.15) onwards. In 30:1-10, he even promises the return and resto-
ration of Israel following its exile and repentance. This last-mentioned text,
in which Moses acts as prophet of return, is of especial relevance for our
question at hand. It is this text that decides whether Deuteronomy places
Israel under the obligation to again kill masses of people on its return to its
land, as it had happened in the first conquest under Joshua.

4 THE NATIONS IN DEUTERONOMY 29

Deuteronomy 30:1-10 is part of Moses’ speech in chapters 29-30. Within the
narrated world of Deuteronomy, it summarises the ritual texts describing the
ceremony of the taking of the oath in Moab. These texts are at least partially
fictitious and represent a literary imitation. Before 30:1-10 can be analysed,
we have to look at the viewpoint of Deuteronomy 29, since it delineates the
horizon for the exilic and post-exilic Israel as well as its relationship with the
nations.

In a short review, 29:2b-8 (Hebr.:v.1b-7) summarises the history of the
relationship between the two members of the covenant. The deeds of
Yahweh in Egypt and his wondrous guidance of Israel in the desert are
followed by the conquest and distribution of the Israelite territories east of
the Jordan in verses 7-8 (Hebr.:v.6-7):
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“When you reached this place, Sihon king of Heshbon and Og king
of Bashan came out to fight against us, but we defeated them. We
took their land and gave it as an inheritance to the Reubenites, the
Gadites and the half-tribe of Manasseh”.

These verses recall the war narratives of Deuteronomy 2-3.
Deuteronomy 29 Deuteronomy 1-3
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Their intertextuality with the hypotext at the beginning of the book is
informative for the viewpoint of the destruction of the nations. Here, at the
end of Deuteronomy, this viewpoint has changed. On comparison, it
becomes clear that almost all of the wording of Deuteronomy 29:7-8
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(Hebr.:v.6-7) can already be found in the first speech of Moses. The
different presentation of the conquest in Transjordan and the avoidance of its
characteristic formulations in the summary of 29:7-8 (Hebr.:v.6-7), are all
the more distinctly highlighted by the verbal correspondences — these are
underlined 1n the textual synopsis. The changes concern the ¢ frem against
Sihon in 2:34 and the **r@m against Og 1n 3:3, 4 and 6. The subject matter
of God-ordained wars of destruction against the two kings of the Amorites
would have been absolutely fitting for a résumé. Nevertheless, the Sihon-
Og-narrative no longer appears as war of destruction in 29:7-8 (Hebr.:v.6-7).
Israel neither conducts this war under the explicit command of Yahweh, nor
with his unequivocal assistance. It thus falls short of any sacral dimensions.
The qualification of the land being handed over by Yahweh is also left out,
although 29:8 (Hebr.:v.7), other than 3:12, describes the allotted land of
Transjordan as “inheritance” (na* %4).

In 29:10-15 (Hebr.:v.9-14), Moses lawfully convenes the assembly of
Israel for the purpose of a ceremony of establishing a covenant and specifies
its participants:

“All of you are standing today in the presence of the Lord your God
— your leaders and chief men, your elders and officials, and all the
other men of Israel, together with your children and your wives, and
the aliens living 1n your camps who chop your wood and carry your
water” (v.10-11) (Hebr.:v.9-10).

The only grouping that receives a short description or definition in this
protocoll including people from all social classes, 1s the grouping named
last: “the aliens living in your camps who chop your wood and carry your
water” (v.11) (Hebr.:v.10). The remark about the “woodcutters and water-
carriers” sounds a bit anachronistic, for its reference can only be understood
by the reader that has been informed by the Deuteronomistic account of
history. With the phrase “woodcutters and watercarriers”, 29:11 (Hebr.:v.10)
alludes to the Gibeonites in Josua 9:21, 23, 27°. Joshua 9 will tell the story of
how they cunningly succeeded to be spared at the time of Joshua’s campaign
of destruction, and how they made a peace treaty with Israel. According to
Josua 9:24, the Gibeonites already knew about that which Yahweh had
commanded his servant Moses: the commitment to destroy all the peoples of

5  The intertextuality i1s prepared for in 29:4-5, a retrospect on the desert
wanderings, and Jos 9:4-5, 12-13, about the fabricated journey of the Gibeonites.
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Canaan, as given in Deuteronomy 7:1-2 and 20:15-17. Although the
Gibeonites belong to the inhabitants of Canaan — Josua 9:7 calls them
Hivites (cf. 9:1) — they move into the postion of the “stranger” (gér) in
Deuteronomy 29:11 (Hebr.:v.10). In 29:12-15 (Hebr.:v.11-14) they become
partners in the covenant of Yahweh, which is otherwise the privilege of
Israel only. In 31:12 they receive the Deuteronomic Torah like all Israelites®.
Josua 9 merely tries to sustain the theological claims of the **rem in the
light of the historically given special status of the Gibeonite tetrapolis’. In
the context of entering into the covenant (cf. 1 Ki 9:20-21) however,
Deuteronomy 29:11 (Hebr.:v.10) exemplarily evades the command of
destruction (Dt 7:2ba; 20:17) and the prohibition of entering into any treaties
with non-Israelite peoples (7,2bf) with its reference to the “woodcutters and
watercarriers”.

In 29:16-21 (Hebr.:v.15-20), Moses warns the people against turning
away to the gods of the nations and, as an effect, against secret reservations
on hearing the covenantal oath. He therefore reminds them of their collective
experiences during their stay in Egypt and their wanderings through the
territories of the nations (v.16-17) (Hebr.:v.15-16). He also interprets this
early history in a homiletically pointed way to serve the prohibition on
worshipping any strange gods (v.18) (Hebr.:v.17).

29:16 (Hebr.:v.15) avoids any association with hostility or
suppression:
“You yourselves know how we lived in Egypt and how we passed
through the countries on the way here”.

It 1s as conspicuous that, on mentioning the wanderings through the
territories of the nations, the Amorites are omitted and the wars against the
two kings Sihon and Og are left out (in contrast, cf. Jos 24:17-18).

29:17-18 (Hebr.:v.16-17) continue:

6  Deuteronomy uses the placing of these expressions to prelude the pilgrimage
of the nations to Zion, where they will receive the Torah and be included in the
covenant of Yahweh — cf Lohfink (1994).

7  The commandment on destruction 1s thus changed into the “curse” that they
would forever remain “servants, woodcutters and water-carriers” 1n the house of
Yahweh (Jos 9:23). Pardoned thus, the Gibeonites have prevented that the demands
of Yahweh be realised. It 1s their insubordinance that in the end leads them to
become Yahweh’s servants — cf Schifer-Lichtenberger (1986:80).
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“You saw among them their detestable images and 1dols of wood and
stone, of silver and gold. Make sure there 1s no man or woman, clan
or tribe among you today whose heart turns away from the Lord our
God to go and worship the gods of those nations™.

The threat of Israel possibly turning away from Yahweh and the temptation
of serving the gods of the nations, could lead one to expect a reference to the
* »y@/m against the inhabitants of the land and their 1dols, as 1s commanded in
7:1-5 and 25-26 for this same reason. 29:17-18 (Hebr.:v.16-17) however
merely polemicises against the “detestable images” and does not speak about
the corrupting influence of the nations or the inhabitants of Canaan. Neither
does 1t demand that they therefore be destroyed.

In 29:22-28 (Hebr.:v.21-27) Moses’ prophetic vision of the future
first leads into exile. The text is built up according to the scheme of a
“cross-questioning” to determine the reasons for the punishment®. In the
scene that he draws up for the stage of the future world, “all the nations”
act as the choir, proclaiming Israel’s tragedy. Together with the remains of
the descendants of those that once were Moses’ audience, in verse 24
(Hebr.:v.23) they ask about the reason for the calamity which destroyed
the land and drove Israel into exile:

“Why has the Lord done this to this land? Why this fierce, burning
anger?”

This quotation describes the nations as ideally being on Israel’s side and
also as acknowledging Yahweh as the (only) author of the disaster. The
answer that they themselves give to the question, becomes a declaration on
covenant theology and a confession of faith in Yahweh, the God of Israel,
who historically applied his rights through his judgement in fury. In verses
25-28% (Hebr.:v.25-27%*) we read:

“It 1s because this people [Israel] abandoned the covenant of the
Lord, the God of their fathers, the covenant he made with them when
he brought them out of Egypt. They went off and worshipped other
gods and bowed down to them ... Therefore the Lord’s anger burned
against this land ... In furious anger and in great wrath the Lord
uprooted them from their land and thrust them into another land ...”.

8 Cf 1 Ki19:8-9 and Jer 22:8-9.
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What is special about this prediction is that every contrast between Israel
and the nations dissappears in the light of the breaking of the covenant.
That which had made the seven peoples of Canaan so dangerous for Israel
according to Deuteronomy 7, and because of which Israel had had to
destroy them, namely that they could bring Israel to turn away from its
God, has now changed into the contrary. The nations have a word to say to
Israel about its relation to its God. And the time will come when, together
with Israel, all peoples will acknowledge this God as the one that acts in
history’. For the rest, nothing is said about the nations having any part in
the responsibility for Israel’s having to live in the Diaspora.

The extent to which the role of the nations against an Israel that broke
its covenant and was banned from its land has changed, can especially be
seen in comparison with 4:26-28 and also with the curses immediately
preceeding in chapter 28. As does 29:22-28 (Hebr.:v.21-27), 4:26-28
expressly speaks about the banishment and the coming exile; furthermore,
29:22-28 (Hebr.:v.21-27) more than once alludes to 28:45,58-61.

After Moses had called heaven and earth to be his witnesses, 4:26-28
reads:

“You will quickly perish from the land that you are crossing the
Jordan to possess. You will not live there long but will certainly be
destroyed. The Lord will scatter you among the peoples, and only a
few of you will survive among the nations to which the Lord will
drive you. There you will worship manmade gods of wood and stone,
which cannot see or hear or eat or smell”.

29:22-28 (Hebr.:v.21-27) does not mention such a total break in Israel’s
association with its land, as is predicted by 4:26 with an unparalleled
degree of radicality. Neither can a reference to the dispersion of Israel
among the nations, as is announced in 4:27 and 28:64 (also cf. 30:3), be

9  “The nations have been impressed by the perfect law Israel has received (Dt
4:6), but they have also witnessed how poorly Israel has lived out that ideal. The
evidence of Israel’s destruction will now be seen by the nations; this too can not be
hidden. But this punishment can become a source of new life, because this disaster
raises questions, and looks for answers; it is teaching. Even in its destruction,
Israel is a revelation for the nations ... This particular form, ‘the question of the
nations’, therefore, belongs to the many other biblical texts where the nations have
a share in revelation. The covenant with Israel is not only concerned about Yahweh
and Israel, but it has something to offer to the world” (Vogels 1980:176).
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found here. Furthermore, nothing points to Israel’s merely surviving as a
remnant among the nations, as is warned in 4:27 and almost identically in
28:62a. And finally, other than in 4:28 (and 28:36, 64), nothing is said in
29:22-28 (Hebr.: v.21-27) about Israel serving the gods of the nations
made “of wood and stone” as punishment in exile.

According to 29:22 (Hebr.:v.21), God does not use a “nation from far
away” for his punishment, as is warned in 28:49, in the chapter of
sanction. The “foreigners who come from distant lands™ rather come in
their function as eye witnesses in order to ask about the reason for the
catastrophe, together with the nations'’. Their question and the joint
answer in 29:24ff (Hebr.: v.23ff) find themselves in a degree of tension
towards the announcements of 4:27-28 and the curses of chapter 28. The
reason for this tension is that the question and its answer do not sketch a
dark picture of Israel, dispersed and submerged in idolatry, but that they
look towards Israel’s land (29:24 [Hebr.: v.23]) and the breaking of the
covenant which took place there (29:25 [Hebr.:v.24]) and also to the
defection to ‘“other gods” that Yahweh ‘“had not given them” (29:26
[Hebr.:v.25]). Of Israel it is merely laconically said that Yahweh uprooted
them from their land and “thrust them into another land” (29:28
[Hebr.:v.27]).

The hermeneutically decisive word belongs to 29:22-28 (Hebr.:v.21-
27), being the last and most explicit prediction of the exile in
Deuteronomy. If it takes up neither the punishment announced in 4:26-28
nor the individual curses of chapter 28 — despite explicit retrospective
reference, if the statements on God’s fury now for the first time act as
aetiology for the devastation of the land and the banishment of Israel, with
the nations acting as passive spectators, then all of this implies: the
destruction of Israel that was forecast to become a result of the breaking of
the covenant, here, at a programatically important point of the narrative,
has widely lost its force. And furthermore: the nations are exculpated and
free from any responsibility for Israel’s Diaspora.

10 Within the Deuteronomic History, 1 Ki 8:41-43 formulates the historical
earlier stages of Dt 29:21 (Hebr.:v. 22). 1 Ki 8:41 quotes from Dt 29:21 (22) and
even explicitly stresses the fact that the ‘foreigner ... from a distant land’ does not
belong to Israel. It has the foreigner come to the temple to honour Yahweh (1 Ki
8:42), so that “all the peoples of the earth” may know the name of Yahweh and
fear him (1 Ki 8:43).
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5 THE RETURN OF ISRAEL TO THEIR LAND ACCORDING
TO DEUTERONOMY 30:1-10

30:1-10 1s the only text in the book of Deuteronomy that explicitly speaks
about the return of Israel to their land after the exile''. This return to the
land 1s made dependent on Israel’s acceptation of the events of history as
God’s jud