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Interpreting the Hebrew Bible
Assignment 1: 1000 words.
Access two online articles and discuss a specific text from the Book of Genesis. Give a brief summary of their arguments and state what you discovered from reading them that you did not know before.
The text I have chosen from the Book of Genesis is Gen 9: 20-27, Noah’s Nakedness and the Curse on Canaan.
I have managed to access only two online articles, despite much searching, one article courtesy of the London Library: and the other courtesy of the UWTSD Library via ATLA.
The article from the London Library is entitled: “Noah’s Nakedness and the Curse on Canaan (Genesis (9: 20-27)”, by John Seitz Bergsma and Scott Walker Hahn; and is to be found in the Journal of Biblical Literature, Spring, 2005, Vol. 124, No. 1, pp 25-40. Both authors were based at the Franciscan University of Steubenville, Steubenville, Ohio, USA.
The authors point out that this pericope from Genesis has been an exegetical puzzle for biblical scholars since time immemorial. Exegetes have given three possible explanations for Ham’s deed: an act of Voyeurism; an act of Castration or an act Paternal Incest. The authors posit a fourth explanation that of Maternal incest. They argue that their explanation would not only explain the fury of Noah; but also, the cursing of Canaan, the fruit of the illicit union between Ham and his mother.
The identification of Ham’s act as that of maternal incest has not, the authors argue, been given sufficient attention, a full airing; and with a resurgence in the popularity of the paternal incest explanation the time was now apposite to rehearse the arguments for maternal incest, particularly as the arguments posited for paternal incest are more suited to support that of maternal incest.
The authors take little time in dismissing the voyeurism and castration hypotheses by demonstrating as what they see as the inherent weaknesses in these explanations.
The arguments deployed by the authors are those for paternal incest: “to see the nakedness of the father” is an idiom for sexual intercourse. This idiom, the authors exemplify, occurs elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible e.g., Leviticus 20:17; Ezek 16:36-37;22:10. In Lev 18:7-8 the “nakedness of the father” is defined as “the nakedness of the mother”. The authors referring to the original Hebrew phrasing demonstrate that such wording is used for heterosexual intercourse not homosexual. There are other references in the Hebrew Scriptures to wine and vineyards all of which have sexual overtones e.g., Gen 19:30-38; Song of Songs,8:2. Gen 19:30-38 is also in the context of parent-child incest. The authors posit if Ham’s transgression is maternal incest the curse of Noah on Canaan is because the fruit of Ham’s union with his mother is Canaan, and thus Noah’s cursing of Canaan. Additionally, it explains the repetition that Canaan is Ham’s son. The authors explain Noah’s curse with the absence of the nine-month gestation period by saying the narrator had simply compressed the chronology. They cite Gen 5:32 as example of compression and which should not be taken to mean that Noah’s wife gave birth to triplets after Noah’s five-hundredth birthday.
The second article, that I accessed from UWTSD via ATLA, is The “Naked Narrative “from Noah to Leviticus: Reassessing Voyeurism in the Account of Noah’s Nakedness in Genesis 9:22-24 by Brad Embry; and is to be found in the Journal for the Study of the Old Testament Vol 35 4 (2011) pp 417-433. The author was based at Northwest University, Washington, USA.
Brad Embry, in his article, argues for the Voyeuristic explanation of Ham’s act. Indeed, he directly engages with the authors of the first article, that I researched, and carefully deconstructs their hypothesis saying that they made a critical error in stating “uncover nakedness” in the Hebrew applies to a woman who is married and not a virgin. The late  Jacob Milgrom, a prominent Jewish biblical scholar, is quoted in support and his interpretation of the phrase in the original Hebrew says “uncover nakedness” does not refer to a married woman. If this is the case the author posits Ham’s mother was neither a virgin nor unmarried and therefore Ham’s act could not have been maternal incest. Embry’s argument is an esoteric one and hangs totally on the meaning of “uncover nakedness” in the original Hebrew. 
Embry states that the focus of his study, “will be limited to the issue of nakedness and its development from Genesis to Leviticus. To be clear, the attempt in the present work is not to sever the connection between Noah’s nakedness and the Levitical rulings regarding “uncovering nakedness” and incest in Leviticus 18 and 20 addressed by Bergsma, Hahn and others. Rather the focus of this article is to suggest that nakedness is a narrative marker in the prehistory, one that is specifically put in place in Noah’s story to draw attention to the Creation/Fall account from Genesis 1-3. …. It is against this background of the Creation/Fall, therefore, that the issue of Noah’s nakedness finds its meaning, which is in turn used by the priestly writers in their discussion of the prohibitions in Leviticus”.
I have learnt much and understood even more from my reading of both these articles. I was not acquainted with the Castration, Paternal Incest, or Maternal Incest explanations of Ham’s act. The Voyeuristic argument from my reading of Gen 9:20-27 I had taken on face value, although to my mind it did not explain Noah’s furious reaction or his cursing of Canaan. Why did he curse Canaan who was in my reading an innocent in the whole saga? Indeed, what was so terrible about seeing Noah naked?  Of the various explanations I am most persuaded by the Maternal Incest hypothesis.
 My understanding of “Compression of narrative” is much enhanced; as is that of “intertextuality”; and the attention given to the meaning of words in the original language i.e., Hebrew.
This assignment has been a steep learning curve for me. The esotericism of the arguments used by the writers of the articles I have found somewhat bemusing as I have the authors engagement in dialogue -one article inspiring a repost by another author.
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