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Polytheism and Monotheism 

Account for the distinctive emphasis on monotheism in the Abrahamic Faiths.

Monotheism is the basic tenet that characterises all three branches of the Abrahamic faiths, Christianity, Judaism and Islam.   While differing greatly in many fundamental and peripheral tenets, all three trace their spiritual heritage back to the patriarch Abraham of whom it is believed originated from the ancient Chaldean (Genesis 12:1, 15:7), Ur, in modern day southern Iraq. The Hebrews were descendants of Abraham’s son Isaac while Ishmael, the progeny of Abraham’s liaison with his handmaid (Genesis 16:3) would eventually father the Arab peoples.  Judaism, Christianity and Islam also maintain the principle belief that there is only one true God, a Creator-god and that all things celestial and terrestrial in origin were created and are sustained by Him.   According to Jewish tradition the patriarch Abraham, was the founder of Ancient Israelite monotheism and while Ancient Israel both accepted the existence of other deities and practiced polytheism, it wasn’t until the dire experience of Babylonian exile that they completely reformed their practices entirely and established the singular mode of monotheistic worship (Bridger et al 1976:327).  Ruven Firestone (2005:20) cites the conceptualisation of monotheism from an apologetic stance as generally unifying concept that removed human beings from the contrary and limited powers of many gods great and small and places humanity; ‘…under the mercy and grace of the One Great God.’  While Abraham Geiger (1944:186 in Heschel 2001:58) describes how the monotheistic basis of Judaism (and thereafter Christianity and Islam) lifted humanity from the ‘fantasies of paganism’ (polytheism).   However, the concept of monotheism was not a smooth and instant destination, but rather elongated and fractious (Firestone 21-23).  
The Judaic Development towards Monotheism 
Theologians generally accept that the development of monotheism in the Ancient Israelite religion was a slow progression from polytheism, a belief in many deities that were found throughout the historical context of Bronze Age Canaan (Smith 1990: 1-12). This factor supports the strong henotheistic themes of the Hebrew OT verses (Ibid 7-12); in the acceptance of the existence of other deities and that Judaism didn’t emerge as monotheistic faith; the belief in a single, supreme deity until the exilic and post-exilic experience under Babylonian subjugation (Firestone 2005:21).  Apologetics, statements of faith in regards to interpretations of biblical themes and texts in a more systematic overarching sense maintain that the Hebrews always viewed a singular god and that poetic declarations in the Old Testament serve only to contrast and compare the supreme authority of Yahweh with that of other, manmade gods and idols (Smith 2001: 155-166).  
Scholars maintain that Ancient Israel originated from within the Western Semitic peoples often referred to as ‘Canaanites’.  Smith, (1990: 1-7) observes that in almost every aspect of the Bronze and Iron Age archaeological matrixes (1200-1000 BCE); from pottery, domestic construction to alphabetical script unearthed from stele in the highlands and valleys, Ancient Israel is indiscernible from the ‘Canaanite’ cultures all around them.  This has led to the perspective that Israelite Culture is simply a subset of the Levantine Canaanite Culture.  An engraved stele commemorating Pharaoh Merneptah (c.1208 BCE), however does place a literary distinction between ‘Canaanite’ as pertaining to ownership or possession of territory and ‘Israelite’ as denoting a ‘people’ (Ibid p.4,5).  Smith (Ibid p.7) suggests that the emphasis of Israel’s Egyptian origin and their theistic differentiations were perhaps iterated by the Ancient Israelites desire to culturally distinguish themselves from their Canaanite neighbours.  
El: The God of Israel and the God of Canaan
Perhaps the most striking similarities between Ancient Israelites and the Canaanites is in terms of religion both in a literary context as evidenced by the extant Ugaritic ritual texts (Smith 1990: 7-8) (I will forego the tenacious Canaanite/Ugaritic comparisons here) and cult practices both public and private (Golden 2004: 196-202).  Smith (1990:7) points out that the chief deity of the Canaanite pantheon was El and that Isra-el; does not pertain to the epithet of Yahweh, but of Canaanite ‘El’.  Many of the attributes and characteristics of El are shared by Yahweh.  The foundational narratives of the book of Genesis repeatedly cites ‘El’ when discussing the Hebrew God Yahweh.  The book of Joshua (22:22) declares; ˀel ˀelōhîm yhwh; ‘God of gods is Yahweh’ (Ibid p.8).  As well as creator of humanity El was father of the gods (Smith 2001: 54-55) and as such the Canaanite and Ugaritic pantheon was viewed as a ‘family’.  Smith (Ibid p.8) perceives the ‘oneness’ of the Canaanite gods, the ‘unity’ of the ‘family’ may have facilitated an early notion of ‘monotheism’ which many centuries later would come to define Israel’s religious and political identity in marked contrast from the surrounding nations (p.9).  
During the Monarchy Period of Ancient Israel (c.1050 BCE and 930 BCE) emphasis on monarchical theologies and notions of the God-King became merged with more antique notions of the national God of Israel. Reworkings of ancient Hebrew mythology now represented Israel’s God, Yahweh in the book of Genesis (then Elohim, El) as the Supreme Creator-God – without contest.   In his seminal work ’The Origins of Monotheism in the Bible’ (2001) Mark Smith (Ibid p.167-169) notes that anarchic cosmos prior to creation is presented as being brought into order by God alone.  In the Cosmogonic narrative of Genesis 1, God creates the cosmos ex-nilo; i.e. something from nothing.  Citing the Babylonian classic, the Enuma Elish, wherein the primordial elements are personified as deities doing battle against the Creator God to establish order, the Hebrew rendering of the myth portrays God alone as simply speaking the cosmos, the earth and all life into existence.   Smith believes this priestly reworking of Babylonian mythology whilst in exile is a pivotal moment in the development of Judaic Monotheism.   In both Ugaritic and Babylonian cosmogonic myths, the conflict between the gods in the creation of the cosmos played a vital role in social and religious cohesion.  The contending gods who war with the Creator god represented in the minds of the people their enemies who may at any point do battle against their king and their world as both kings, the human representation and the divine king reign supreme and sovereign from their perspective cities (Smith 2001:168); El and/or Baal as Champions of Ugarit and Marduk and the human king of Babylon. In the Hebrew model of Genesis 1, the cosmogony is represented in the form of a Sanctuary where it is the uncontested Will-of-One (Ibid p.169).  Smith observes (ip.170) that the backdrop of the cosmos-as-sanctuary in Genesis 1 leaves God as the sole Divine Power in the universe and the creation of humans in His image inspires the anticipatory sense of Israel’s special election as the ‘Chosen’.  Smith (p.171) observes that hereafter the continuing events presented in Genesis denote a polemic stance against the creation of images and likeness of gods and formed the founding tenets of the Prophet Isaiah’s scornful rebuke of Israel’s penchant for polytheism (Isaiah Chpt.2).  From Smith’s perspective it is the reworking or streamlining of Ancient Near Eastern creation mythologies set the precedent for Israel’s emergence from Babylonian Captivity as a monotheistic religion. 
There are other perspectives of course.  Citing such tendencies for exclusivity in early Israel, some theorists have proposed that the motivations behind the creation of a ‘new religion’ (Judaism) arose from socioeconomic movement with reformist tendencies (Golden 2004: 254) and that an ‘oppressed subgroup’ of Egyptian exiles in the Transjordan circa 1300 BCE may have brought with them the concept of Yahweh and that their cultural distinctions of dietary restrictions and tendency towards endogamy were a means of separating themselves from the surrounding cultures.  Ranier Albertz (1994: 51-63 in Golden 2004:254) suggests in this context that the development towards monotheism ‘…was not so much a devotion to a theological doctrine as it was an ideology of unity and separatism from oppressive neighbours.”  
Reuvan Firestone (2005:24-30) places Ancient Israel’s monotheistic journey in the context of the wider ‘Axial Age’ purported by German philosopher Karl Jaspers.  In his 1953 publication “The Goal and Origin of History”, Jaspers alludes to a worldwide ‘Revolution of Concepts’ that marked a change in humanity’s approach to and view of polytheism.  This ‘revolution’ could be discerned in civilizations from the Ancient Greece, Persia, In both Hindu, Buddhist, and Confucian belief systems, ‘…began to display sophisticated political and moral development from 800-200 BC, without any known contact’ (Gorman 2015:99).  Jaspers noted a falling away from the many limited deities with the steamrolling effect of the Persian Empire across the world many principle deities became bound up with a kind of ‘Unified God Theory’ with the reign of Emperors and Kings (Firestone 2005:25).  Jaspers also observes that such notions may be discerned in the narratives of Job and in the essence of the Proverbs (Ibid p.24). Jasper’s sweeping hypothesis is of course not without its critics (Gorman 2015: 99-111).  

Christianity and Monotheism 
The Jewish theologian Abraham Geiger (1944:186 in Heschel 2001:58) defined Judaism as the single revelation of religion and that Christianity ‘was carried in the womb’ of Judaism.  Christianity is based on the life and teachings of Jesus Christ, a Jewish Nazarite born in Bethlehem, Jesus kept all the practices of the Jewish faith including dietary laws and the Sabbath commandment (Luke 4:16). Christians view Jesus as the divine fulfilment of the promised Hebrew Messiah (Isaiah 7:14).  The Hebrew Torah contains many portions that allude to the prophetic birth of the Messiah with a heavy emphasis on the lineage and the genealogy of the Messiah (Psalms 89: 3-4; 132:11) (Ezekiel 37: 24-28).  Genealogical history (toledoth) is highly revered in Judaic culture (Wiseman 1977:37).  The book of Matthew (1:1-17) in the New Testament presents the genealogical heritage of Jesus back to David and then to Abraham; the ostensible originator of both the Hebrew people and the monotheistic principle upon which it is based.  For Christianity as well as Judaism, the ten commandments given to the Ancient Israelites by the legendary Moses is considered paramount.  First among the sacred precepts is commandment of (Exodus 20: 3-5) “You shall have any other gods before [but] me…you shall not make graven images [idols] of anything or bow down and worship them”.  Christianity views this as the primary teaching of monotheism.  But perhaps the most authoritative sacred text for Christianity deals with the nature literal theophany of Jesus Christ as the Creator-God Himself.   Christians believe that it was Christ in his original pre-human status that created the world:  “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God…All things were made by him; and without him was not anything made that was made.”  (John 1:1,3).  For Christians, Jesus Christ is the manifestation of the Creator-God in human form and the succession of prophets from Adam to Malachi had all foretold His coming, just as the prophetic verses of the New Testament foretell his second and final coming to earth.  Christianity thus takes its monotheistic perspective directly from Ancient Israel’s long-established belief.  
Islam and the Principle of Tahwîd
If Christianity was ‘carried in the womb’ of Judaism, then Islam ‘…suckled and nurtured from it.’ (Geiger 1994:186 in Heschel 2001:58).  Some six centuries after the religion of Christianity spread throughout the known world the religion of Islam was born under the guidance and actions of the prophet Mohammad in Mecca and Medina.  The prophet Mohammad is portrayed as ‘hanif’; a member of a small religious sect, the Hanufa which, shunning the prevailing polytheistic practices of pre-Islamic Arabia adhered to the monotheistic teaching of the patriarch Abraham (Bokhari et al 2012: 18-19), the father of both Hebrew and Arabic peoples (Genesis 16:3).  The Quran holds many of the central characters and narratives that its antecedent religions hold and the variations in the stories have been noted for their similarity to the retelling of the events in Midrashic texts (Heschel 2001: 57).  The Midrashic or Rabbinic texts were formed from a particular interpretation of the biblical events developed in the Second Temple Period prior to Christ (Schreiber2003:182).  While the death penalty and slavery were among the options for dealing with idolaters, it appears that early Islamic culture and popular belief had still held strong sympathies for henotheistic notions (Samer 2008: 14, 37).  In the early Caliph, two sections, the Mashāyaikh and the Nussaāk, the elders and the ascetics favoured a form of henotheism in the notion of the ‘Heroic Tales’ (Ibid p.14).  They maintained that Sultan-Saints and Teacher-Masters of Islam were worthy of veneration due to their pious examples.  During debates in the Court of the Caliph, such notions were eventually quashed and the virtuous notion of monotheism was established (Ibid p.37). The principle of Tahwîd became quickly established as the founding tenet of Islam.  Tawîd embodies faith in the oneness of God.  The prayer-phrase expressed in the Muslim Kalimah, meaning ‘one who is worshipped’ says; ‘La ilaha illallah’ – ‘There is no deity but Allah’ (Maududi 2008:76-77).  Judaism had gone through many turbulent centuries before the formalisation of the religion developed into monotheism (Firestone 2005:21), Christianity and Islam as continuations of the founding Abrahamic principle adopted the notion as their cornerstone doctrine.  

Conclusion  

The distinctive emphasis on monotheism in the Abrahamic faiths stem primarily from their origination from the life experiences of the patriarch Abraham to whom the principle of monotheism has been posthumously awarded.  The three faiths represent a history of a diverse anthropology as much as they represent are a unifying, albeit primarily singular aspect of theology.  Differing to each other greatly as they do within their own subsects and denominations, they have played a vital role in the formation of both Near Eastern and Western cultures in terms of literary and linguistic works and as often as the basis for social cohesion (Firestone 2005:37).   Yet despite the unifying feature that characterises the three religions, history is marked with the long and often violent conflict between them.  From the Christian Crusades to free Jerusalem of the Muslim Occupation in the Medieval world to the ongoing resentment between modern day Israel and Palestine; a dire reflection of the archaic struggle between Ancient Israelites and the Ancient Philistines.  
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