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Preface: The Hebrew Bible in
Current Research

This collection of twenty-six essays provides a coherent, up-to-date introduc-
tion to the major areas of Old Testament biblical scholarship. The essays, writ-
ten by leading scholars who hail from six different countries, are placed into
eight major parts:

I The Hebrew Bible in Modern Study

II Israelite and Early Jewish History

III  Archaeology of Ancient Israel and Early Judaism

IV The Religious and Social World of Ancient Israel and Early Judaism
\% Old Testament Theology

VI  The Torah

VII The Prophets

VIII The Writings.

These essays provide the student of the Hebrew Bible with basic introductions
to each of these areas as they have developed in present research. The essays
represent both the older methods of historical criticism and newer ones that
have developed in more recent times.

The Hebrew Bible in Modern Study

During the past generation, biblical research has experienced the addition of
newer approaches, at times even major transformations in regard to methods,
discoveries, and insights. The first essay, “Preparatory Issues in Approaching
Biblical Texts,” written by Antony F. Campbell of Melbourne, Australia, con-
centrates primarily on the important features of the historical criticism that still



PREFACE: THE HEBREW BIBLE IN CURRENT RESEARCH  xi

dominates most of biblical scholarship. His is a critical overview that points to
the strengths and weaknesses of each approach to biblical study. He provides
helpful textual examples that illustrate each approach. Campbell submits that
the expression “historical-critical method” is itself misleading. “Critical” refers to
a “state of intellectual awareness,” a “critical spirit” that must be present in the
task of interpretation of biblical texts. “Method,” by contrast, is an inappropriate
term, for it implies a series of steps to take in interpreting texts. For Campbell,
one begins by establishing the elusive “boundaries” of the text to be interpreted,
not always an easy task, since it is not always clear where a text begins and
ends. “Text Criticism” seeks to sort out the various readings of textual witnesses
in different languages (especially Hebrew, Greek, Aramaic, Syriac, and Latin)
and to determine which is the best reading to follow in a particular instance
and the variety of readings that affect the meaning of a text. “Source Criticism,”
or better, “Origin Criticism,” refers to diverse backgrounds, dates, and meanings
for various sources and biblical passages. “Form Criticism” refers to an approach
in which social settings are thought to give rise to particular genres of writing
that contain specific features, how these features may relate to each other, and
how they operate in concert to communicate meaning. “Tradition History”
refers to the attempt to trace the history of various religious traditions central to
Israelite faith and practice. “Editing History” indicates the views of redactors
expressed in their editing of various texts. Taken as a whole, these approaches
will not yield the same results, depending on the interpreters who use them.
Nevertheless, Campbell submits that these approaches will give shape to the
different procedures and the common matrix for interpreting the texts present
in the Hebrew corpus.

The second essay in this initial selection on modern study is written by David
Jobling of Saskatoon, Canada. He focuses on the more recent methods of literary
criticism that derive from Departments of English and comparative literature.
Jobling distinguishes between traditional and non-traditional advocates of liter-
ary criticism. Traditionalists focus on literature understood to be the “classics”
of a society and attempt to provide the “correct” meaning of these texts. Non-
traditionalists point out that the “classics” or the texts of the “canon” often omit
the voices of the marginalized and that their interpreters who practice traditional
methodology have largely been white and male. New literary criticism seeks to
accomplish two strategies: the expansion of the culture’s collection of classics to
include marginal writings; and related to this, the reading of texts from contexts
that are socially conservative. One effect of new literary criticism is “intertex-
tuality,” i.e. reading “texts” that include literature or even a larger social system
in ways that bring new understandings to both. However, new literary efforts
cannot expand the “canon” of the Hebrew Bible, meaning that they have to be
applied to the existing canonical texts. More recent “literary” readings of the
biblical texts include structuralism, which compares the ways that people pro-
duce texts with how they understand sentences in ordinary language; rhetorical
criticism, which examines the close literary reading of a text; postructuralism
and ideological criticism, which attempt to examine the political commitments
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of the biblical texts and its interpreters; and deconstructionism, which indicates
how texts fail to claim to prove what they assert, make arbitrary choices between
possibilities that cannot be decided, and assume to exist what they seek to
demonstrate. Feminism has also come into play in reading texts as have Afro-
American “womanist” criticisms. These last-mentioned discourses engage in
“ideological criticism” that seeks to detect and undermine social oppressions
that must be sustained by “false consciousness.” The oppressor and the oppressed
must be convinced that what they believe belongs to the “natural” order of
things. While some liberation movements have embraced deconstruction of the
other modes of postmodern analysis mentioned above, because they determine
the ideologies at work in texts and their interpreters, others reject these new
approaches since they appear to deny all meaning, including that which
liberationists attempt to construct. More recent contributions of non-traditional
or counter-reading approaches include newer developments in feminist criti-
cism, folklore, fantasy literature, and autobiographical criticism that point to
how the study of one’s own experience shapes one’s readings of texts.

Charles E. Carter of South Orange, New Jersey, undertakes to write a compre-
hensive survey of the “social scientific” study of the Hebrew Bible. He notes that
biblical scholarship has made uses of models from cultural anthropology and
macrosociology to understand the cultural matrices that gave rise to the Bible.
Following a history of the developments of social scientific methodology, the
essay turns to examine the basic features of models and methods. Carter notes
that all social sciences are at heart comparative. However, perhaps the greatest
weakness often noted is that the social data gathered to compare to the biblical
cultural reality originate mostly from recent societies and are not applicable to
ancient worlds so radically different than modern ones. These methods need to
take these differences into account, and they should consider the fact that bib-
lical cultures were in flux, i.e., they themselves often changed and were not
monolithic even in a particular time frame. Social science models must exam-
ine similar cultures, those of the Bible and those with which the Bible is com-
pared, before any legitimate conclusions may be drawn. Ethnography is now
commonly used to focus on premodern cultures to clarify practices and beliefs
in dead societies, and to construct controls that set forth similarities in cultures
and construct hypotheses that may be tested by research. The critics of social
scientific approaches often indicate that they falsely try to present findings as
“hard data,” attempt to ignore important variables in describing human soci-
eties, and illegitimately impose modern models onto the past. Social science
methods have been applied to a variety of significant topics in ancient Israel
and the Old Testament: the emergence of Israel and state formation, the social
locations of Israelite and Judean institutions (prophetism, apocalypticism, and
the cultus), social distinctions (due to the rise of the monarchy) and gender dif-
ferences, the exile and beyond, and the biblical literature as a cultural artifact.
Carter concludes that scholars need to become more familiar with social science
criticism, that they will have to develop more methodological rigor in its applica-
tion, and that they must become more interdisciplinary in their work.
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Israelite and Early Jewish History

Part II also contains three essays, using a variety of different methods, that
cover the periods from premonarchic Israel to the colonial period under Persian
rule. Carol Meyers opens this section with a survey of the period of early Israel
and the rise of the Israelite monarchy. She notes that earlier scholarly
historiography considered the beginning of Israel to have been the exodus from
Egypt, the wilderness wandering, the establishment of the covenant, and the
conquest of Canaan. The tribal system is then established, followed by the
defeat at the hands of the Philistines, and the rise of the monarchy needed to
provide the military means to defend against foreign enemies and to establish
the Davidic—Solomonic empire, the center of which was the royal city of Jerusa-
lem. The multiple problems with this reconstruction include the contradic-
tory and varied accounts of these “events,” including divergent accounts of the
taking of the land (peaceful infiltration and conquest). Likewise, Meyers notes
that the absence of reference to the exodus and the conquest of Canaan in
Near Eastern sources is a major problem. Finally, she indicates archaeological
fieldwork and the rise of postmodern scholarship point to the problems of
premonarchic Israel as presented in biblical sources.

Meyers begins her assessment of the problems of regarding the Bible as his-
tory with the insights provided by archaeology. For example, the conquest model
for taking the land has now been repudiated, as has the theory of pastoral
nomads. In addition, Meyers notes that there is no archaeological evidence for
Israel’s sojourn in the desert, since the earliest ruins in the Sinai date from the
10th century Bce. Meyers indicates that viewing the Bible only as a historical
document fails to recognize the highly tendentious nature of much of the text.
Ideological biases are present in biblical writings, but this does not mean that
the text cannot be a source for the writing of history. Biblical sources are not
pure fiction, but are a combination of historical memory and fiction. Meyers
contends that the writings of the Bible are not historical records, but rather
express ideas and values through the telling of a story. Indicators that suggest
the Bible contains some history about early Israel and the transition to state-
hood include some personal names attested elsewhere in the ancient Near
East, toponyms that refer to sites identified by archaeology, poetic sections (for
example, the Song of Deborah in Judges 5) that are archaic, the existence of
examples of charismatic leadership that suggest no centralized authority existed,
the uncovering of redactors who put together the early story of Israel through
the monarchy (the D School), and the use of extra-biblical sources that include
texts and monuments. Archaeology deals with patterns of settlement in early
Iron Age Canaan and the increasing number and size of highland sites in the
premonarchic period that might be identified as Israelite.

Meyers points to new explanatory models from the social sciences that pull
together the biblical narrative and primary data in order to write a biblical his-
tory. She is especially attracted to “ethnoarchaeology,” a method that combines
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archaeology with data from current premodern societies that are similar to the
biblical society of early Israel. Meyers notes that the turmoil witnessed by the
Aegean and eastern Mediterranean worlds at the end of the late Bronze Age led
to population shifts that included the migration of stateless individuals, some of
whom were those who settled the central highlands during the latter end of the
second millennium Bck. Instead of revolution, conquest, or pastoral infiltration,
Meyers opts for ruralization, in which new farming villages began to appear at
the end of the 13th century BcE that were composed of refugees from existing
empires, Canaanite peasants, and pastoralists from the Canaanite pasturelands.
Tribes formed to deal with communal exigencies that included military defense,
territorial boundaries, and the development of mutual aid. Tribes also bound
together to deal with the threats to subsistence farming found in poor and
rocky soil, the lack of substantial rainfall during lengthy periods, and hilly ter-
rain. Drawing on ethnoarchaeology, Meyers suggests that what the Bible calls
tribes might better be captured by the term “chiefdom”, a “territorially based unit
of society, in which hierarchies of leadership are based on kinship, not on merit
or appointment.” “Sub-chiefs” served the dominant chief, though the vying
for power often led to struggles resulting in conflicts that are reflected in the
archaeological record of the 12th and 11th centuries Bce. Groups that centered
around chiefs and sub-chiefs developed a sense of ethnicity and shared identity
by means of the concept of “descendants” and the fashioning of a shared his-
tory that in Israel came to include the worship of one deity, yHwH, and the
tradition of a sacred mountain, coming perhaps from ancient Midianites.

According to archaeological excavations and surveys, the end of the early
Iron Age witnessed the emergence of national states. These were necessitated
by demographic and territorial expansion and the threat of external enemies, in
Israel’s case the Philistines. David’s defeat of this group, recognition as king,
and selection of Jerusalem as his own city led to the establishment of a new
national state, Israel. The religious legitimation of David as the “son of YHwH,”
the “territorial expansions,” the increasing wealth, and the additional man-
power led to Israel’s conquest and rule over neighboring nations and thus the
establishment of a small Near Eastern empire. The archaeological data, includ-
ing monumental architecture, from the early Iron II period points to that ex-
pected of a centralized state. The labor force for royal building projects and their
costs came not only from Israel but also from these subjugated peoples. The
establishment of this new state and its prestige during the reigns of its first two
rulers, David and Solomon, led to the creation of a unified kingdom.

The second essay in Part II is written by Leslie J. Hoppe of Chicago, Illinois.
“The History of Israel in the Monarchic Period” begins with the failures of
Saul’s early monarchy and moves into the success of David and his successor
Solomon to establish and expand a small empire. Unfortunately, the only writ-
ten sources to reconstruct this early history are the biblical narrative in 1 Samuel
8 through 1 Kings 2 and a recent stele discovered at Tel Dan that refers to “the
house of David.” The biblical narratives are largely legendary, save for the pos-
sibility that the “Succession Narrative” in 2 Samuel 9-20 and 1 Kings 1-2 may
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have been written by a member of Solomon’s court. Hoppe questions the argu-
ment that archaeological excavations have pointed to the existence of a politi-
cal system in the form of a monarchy in the 10th century Bce. The notion that
the Davidic empire was administered from Jerusalem is disputed among archae-
ologists, and even the datings of monumental structures at Hazor, Megiddo,
and Gezer are not necessarily from the time of Solomon.

Hoppe then approaches the characteristic features of the two Israelite states
that emerged in Israel to the north and Judah in the south. The two states
shared certain common features: language, worship of the same deity, descent
from the same ancestors, similar economies, and the appearance of social strati-
fication with substantial disparities between the rich and poor. Two sources
exist for reconstructing the history of Israel and Judah during the period of the
monarchy: the biblical narratives (Kings and Chronicles, and other sources
like Josephus dependent on the Bible) claiming to be based on documents that
now no longer exist, and archaeological data. There are internal contradictory
problems in the Bible, no clear dating, and sources that represent a Judahite
perspective, not an Israelite one, making the Bible a questionable historical
source possessing some objectivity. Archaeological data for this period rarely
include textual material along with the artifacts uncovered. The only written
materials about Saul come from the Bible, those referring to David are the Bible
and the Tel Dan inscription, while the non-written data about Solomon coming
from excavations are questionable in terms of dating. In reconstructing North-
ern Israelite history, the biblical narratives and prophetic texts are decidedly
pro-Judahite and biased towards the North. While the biblical narratives con-
sider the first five rulers of Northern Israel to be kings, they more than likely
were chieftains. Omri (879-869 BcE) was likely the founder of the Kingdom of
Israel. Save during the reign of Jeroboam II (788-748), Israel experienced tur-
moil from without (Amram and Assyria). For most of its history, the Judahite
Kingdom was a vassal nation to Israel, then Assyria, then Egypt, and finally
Babylon. The South was largely a weak, subjugated country. The prophetic
critique against Judah largely was caused because of the inequities of the eco-
nomic burden imposed on a poor country.

Robert P. Carroll of Glasgow, Scotland, concludes Part II with an essay on
“Exile, Restoration, and Colony: Judah in the Persian Empire.” Using a more
literary approach than Meyers and Hoppe, Carroll emphasizes that the biblical
sources reflect the theology, values, and ideologies of those who wrote them as
well as those of the communities for whom they were written. In many ways the
entire Hebrew Bible is a metanarrative that includes deportation, displacement,
diaspora, and the hope for return and restoration. The various biblical accounts
of the destruction of Jerusalem and conquest of Judah are characterized by Carroll
as “the myth of the empty land.” This myth describes a territory devoid of people
and celebrations of the Sabbath until a future restoration in a purified land.

Carroll contrasts a conventional view of the history of this period with that of
a more mythical reading of the biblical materials. In the conventional view of
biblical scholarship, derived from the biblical narratives in Kings and Chronicles,
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Jerusalem was sacked by the Babylonians and the citizens of the city were taken
into exile. Later, “diaspora novellas” that speak of Jews in exile (Daniel, Esther,
Judith, and Tobit) indicate the exiles faired reasonably well, though there is
little historical information about the Jews in Babylon. The novellas that speak
of thriving Jewish communities in exile may be more mythical in character
than historical.

The Persian ruler Cyrus issues a decree that allows the Jews to return to
Jerusalem to rebuild the temple (2 Chr 36:22—23). The returns result in Jerusalem
and Judah becoming a Persian colony protected by the Persian imperial forces.
More contemporary approaches read the exile and return as a biblical myth,
which Carroll prefers. He notes that many Jews did not return, including commu-
nities in Egypt and Babylonia, a fact that parallels Jewish communities outside
of Israel today. Thus, there is ancient literature that indicates the return has
occurred, and other texts that indicate it has yet to occur. These two literatures
often clash. This newer approach takes a “literary-cultural reading” of exile and
return over against that of the “archeological-historical” approach that has been
in vogue. What the Bible contains is only one ideological reading of the exile and
return, told primarily by the returnees from Babylon. The biblical narrative be-
comes propaganda for their central role as the temple community enjoying the
favor of imperial rule. All other claims to power are rejected. Carroll contends that
“The Hebrew Bible is . . . on one level the propaganda of the ‘deported and returned’
occupants of Jerusalem in the post-Babylonian periods.” Thus, should we read
the biblical texts in the light of archaeology of the period or in reference to our
own ideological presuppositions or as a combination of both? Did Ezra come first
or Nehemiah? Did Nehemiah come to rebuild the walls of Jerusalem and then
Ezra to rebuild the temple? The wise reader of secondary literature will recognize
that there are many different views that may be taken in interpreting the Bible.

Carroll continues with the “myth of the exile,” questioning whether there ever
was one in Jewish history. The myth of the exile, real or imagined for propa-
ganda purposes, indicates the deportees and/or their descendants returned to
shape a Persian colony as a new Jerusalem community around the rebuilt
temple. However, if this myth is ideological, it may be that it legitimizes the
Jerusalem community as the remnant of yYawH. Those who did not participate
in the return are taken out of the biblical story and made invisible. Finally,
Carroll explains that the returnees from whom developed much of early Judaism
and early Christianity have become a root metaphor, a myth, and a metaphysic
for many Jews in Israel and the Diaspora and for non-Jewish peoples who have
been scattered on the face of the earth.

Archaeology of Ancient Israel and Early Judaism

William G. Dever of Tucson, Arizona, has written two essays dealing with
archaeology that point to a more traditional combining of biblical texts with data
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from excavations. The second, “Biblical and Syro-Palestinian Archaeology,”
focuses on Palestine (i.e., modern Israel and Jordan) and the period of the Iron
Age. Dever traces the development of these related disciplines, while lamenting
that no major history has been written on these fields. The two disciplines
began to separate in the 1970s, aided in part by divergent understandings of
theory and method. New Archaeology, stressing the “scientific testing of uni-
versal cultural laws,” came to life in the 1970s, but largely disappeared in the
1980s. By 1985 “post-processualism” emerged and rejected the anti-historical
thrust of much of the New or processual archaeology, emphasizing a return to
historiography as archaeology with an emphasis on the role of ideology in cul-
tural change. However, regrettably little has come of this approach in Syro-
Palestinian and biblical archaeology. By the mid-1980s the debate between
biblical and Syro-Palestinian archaeology was over, with Syro-Palestinian ar-
chaeology developing its own discipline. American biblical archaeology, which
used archaeology to correlate with, explain, or even prove the Bible, has long
since died, though it has been resurrected as a straw man by “revisionist” biblical
scholars to argue against any historicity in the Hebrew Bible.

Larger issues that are among the most critical today include chronology and
terminology in the effort to write history from things, not texts (thus attempting
to refine prehistoric eras, the different Bronze Ages, and the various Iron Ages),
transitional horizons that move from one era to the next, poorly known periods
(e.g., Early Bronze I-III and Iron I), and revisionism that challenges the exist-
ence of long accepted historical data (e.g., an historical Solomon or a United
Monarchy). Dever himself, as an archaeologist, argues against the so-called
revisionists. He calls revisionists the “new nihilists” who deny the ability to ob-
tain any secure knowledge of the past. This is a postmodern paradigm wrongly
applied to history writing. Revisionists argue ancient biblical texts have been
fashioned into a “metanarrative” that supports the claims of those in power,
and thus is to be rejected. While arguing against the revisionists, Dever sug-
gests that archaeologists need to develop their own “hermeneutics” that set forth
the scientific principles on which the discipline is based.

Dever’s first essay, “Archaeology and the History of Israel,” indicates that
older biblical archaeology attempted to prove the Bible and dealt with issues
like the period of the Patriarchs, Moses and monotheism, the exodus and con-
quest, the early Israelite and Judean states, and the religion of ancient Israel.
Archaeology was thought to have been capable of verifying biblical history or
making it more precise. These and similar issues have not been resolved, and
the results of biblical archaeology in the old style have been questioned and
often rejected. However, “biblical archaeology” is still a valid discipline when
seen as a dialogue between two disciplines: biblical studies and Syro-Palestinian
archaeology. However, this dialogue has not materialized. The larger question
has become: “Is it possible to write a truly critical history of ancient Israel?”
Certain recent scholars have said no. They have argued that biblical or ancient
Israel were projections of Jewish and Christian scholars, while an historical
Israel may have existed, but is largely beyond recovery. This nihilist position,
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contends Dever, has appeared in the writings of numerous current biblical schol-
ars. Dever still contends that a dialogue between biblical historiography and
Syro-Palestinian archaeology can and should be carried out. What archae-
ology can provide includes external, “objective” information about ancient Israel
that is devoid of theological biases, evidence that supplements, corroborates,
corrects, or even supplants the biblical sources, and a setting for understanding
ancient Israel in its ancient Near Eastern context. Yet archaeology cannot prove
the Bible either, in terms of confirming what happened or especially what the
events meant. Examples include archaeology’s discoveries that early Israel con-
sisted more of indigenous groups than those from the outside who engaged in
military conquest. This corrects the Book of Joshua's presentation. However,
the features of centralization necessary for statehood do appear in the 10th
century BcE, thus undermining the “revisionist” position that Israel did not
become a state until the 9th century and Judah the 7th century. Another
example is archaeology’s recovery of “folk” religion that had been largely
obscured by the biblical texts. Dever is convinced that this conversation is import-
ant for advancing biblical and archaeological studies.

The Religious and Social World of Ancient Israel and
Early Judaism

Part IV deals with the religious and social world of ancient Israel and early
Judaism. Dennis Pardee of Chicago, Illinois, initiates this section with an over-
view of the written and archaeological materials from 3000 BcE to the turn of
the eras in ancient Syria-Palestine (= Canaan). Written materials surveyed in-
clude the Ebla (Tell Mardikh) library in north central Syria in Eblaite, which has
affinities with East-Semitic Akkadian (ca. 2400 BcE). About five hundred years
later, a series of collections of texts from various sites in Syria were discovered,
written in the Old Babylonian dialect of Akkadian, the most important being
those from Mari (Tell Hariri on the middle Euphrates river). The earliest im-
portant textual data on the Canaan appear in the early part of the 14th
century. Written in Akkadian, these texts were sent by vassal princes in Canaan
to the Egyptian court (Tell el Amarna). The most important library for Canaan
is that of ancient Ugarit (Ras Shamra), dating from the 14th century to the
early part of the 12th century Bce. The variety of languages includes Ugaritic,
Akkadian, Hurrian, Egyptian, and Hittite. Other Late Bronze Age sources of
importance come from Alalakh and Emar. However, very few texts have emerged
from 1150 to 1000 Bck. Phoenician inscriptions appeared later, and western
Arameans borrowed the Phoenician writing system and began to write in their
own language, beginning as early as the 10th century BcE. Aramaic became
during the Neo-Assyrian and Neo-Babylonian empires the lingua franca of the
entire Near East. The speakers of Hebrew adopted the Phoenician alphabet as
early as the 10th century Bce. By the 8th century Bck, a scribal tradition is
attested in Samaria, and significant Hebrew inscriptions began appearing in
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Judah in the 7th century Bck, including the Mesad Hashavyahu inscriptions
and the Siloam tunnel. The most important corpus dates to the last decade and
a half of the existence of the state of Judah, the Lachish letters and the texts
from Arad. The Hebrew Bible is in some sense a Canaanite document in that
the Israelites were to an extent Canaanites.

Archaeological sources have been used to fill in the gaps of written sources.
Texts come mainly from the upper strata of society and thus reflect their beliefs
and practices. A more complete history may be composed only when written and
non-written data may be correlated. Even with this wealth of material, it remains
unclear what a Canaanite was in the first half of the first millennium Bck. Few
would doubt the general outline of the political events in the Hebrew Bible from
Omri to the Babylonian exile, due to the corroboration primarily from Assyrian
and Babylonian annals, though the validity of details and the religious interpreta-
tion is much debated. The small number of Hebrew inscriptions makes it impos-
sible to engage in more than guesswork about the development of Hebrew. The
socioeconomic system reconstructed from archaeology is incomplete. Written
and archaeological records demonstrate the primary form of government was
royal, with a patrimonial pattern. The king was the patriarch of the city or state
with the rest of society in a hierarchical system. Interest groups (priests, council
of elders), various forms of production (tradesmen, artisans, and farmers), a
royal administration funded by taxes and service requirements, urban sites,
and non-sedentary or partially sedentary populations in a tribal patrimonial
society are attested. Canaanite religion at Ugarit was highly polytheistic (over
200 deities) and also included a sacrificial cult (primarily sheep, goats, and
cattle), song and prayer, divination, incantations, and mythological texts.

Joseph Blenkinsopp of South Bend, Indiana, continues this overview of the
religious and social world in his survey of “The Household in Ancient Israel and
Early Judaism.” He begins with the limitations of our knowledge of the house-
hold. Archaeologists have focused more on monumental architecture. In addi-
tion, there is the lack of iconographical material, there are only a small number
of references to the household in the biblical narrative, and the information is
largely limited to rural settings. The rural villages comprised more than 90 per-
cent of the population, and these villages engaged in the raising of livestock and
growing of crops. The population lived in villages consisting of a cluster of house-
holds consisting at most of a few hundred inhabitants engaged in cooperative
activities to provide for irrigation, terracing, defense, and sharing a common
pastureland. Most houses were a work site for production of textiles and food
processing, while households maintained a bare subsistent life. Households were
multigenerational and lateral (unmarried brothers, sisters, nephews, in-laws,
etc.), while affluent ones would have had slaves and servants. During recent
years, archaeologists have collected data on households from the Iron Age and
Second Temple period. Houses had normally two to four rooms with a central
courtyard in which food preparation, crafts, and socializing occurred. Some
had two stories, the second of which was domestic in purpose. Households were
generally patrilineal and patrimonial, including not just people but also assets
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of the families. Adoption, concubinage, and surrogate marriages were practiced,
especially when infertility led to the lack of offspring. Women lived private roles,
prepared crafts and food, raised and nurtured children, worked in the fields in
certain seasons, and lived under the protection of a senior male. Marriage was a
contract between households and was seen as promoting the economic welfare
of the households and the senior male. Virginity was expected before marriage,
while divorce was initiated by the husband. Minors had no rights and lived
under the authority of the senior male. Children were nurtured and educated
by the mother. Once old enough to work, the male child came under the au-
thority of the father. Religion in the household appears to have included an
ancestor cult, household deities, and festivals coinciding with the major har-
vests. The annual clan sacrifice was designed to reinforce the solidarity of the
kinship network. Family values included marriage that was for the economic
interest of the husband and the two households, while offenses against women
were judged in terms of the interest of the father or husband.

William G. Dever of Tucson, Arizona, contributes to Part IV on the social
world of ancient Israel with his essay, “Archaeology, the Israelite Monarchy,
and the Solomonic Temple.” Dever begins by noting that a group of “revision-
ist” scholars have recently questioned the literary texts and archaeological data,
concluding that the biblical texts are retrojections of the Hellenistic era with no
historical value, while the archaeological data is mute in speaking of an ancient
“biblical Israel.” Focusing on the “Israelite Monarchy” in the 10th—7th cen-
turies BCE, Dever begins with evidence for the existence of a 10th century United
Monarchy. He notes that while much of the Deuteronomistic History covering
this period is legendary, it is not the case as the “revisionists” maintain that
Jerusalem did not become the capital of a state before the mid-7th century Bck
or an important city before the 2nd century Bck during the Hasmonean period
or that there was no Israelite or Judean monarchy. They erroneously argue
that the recently discovered Tel Dan inscription of the mid to late 9th century
BCE mentioning the “house of David” and a “king of Israel” must be a modern
forgery. By contrast, Dever attempts to show that the narrative themes of the
Hebrew Bible come from the Iron Age, beginning with a United Monarchy. Saul
fits well the model of the “chiefdom” found in social anthropology. David, says
Dever, founded the small state of Israel, and some archaeological evidence (e.g.
the stepped-stone terrace of the City of David and “Warren’s Shaft” associated
with the water conduit by which David took the city) does exist. Increasing
urbanization (and monumental entry gates and casemate walls at Gezer, Hazor,
and Meggido) suggests a unification of towns and villages from this period for
his reign. Red burnished pottery and hand-slipped wares from these and other
sites below the destruction level of the Egyptian Shishak’s campaign shortly
after the death of Solomon contrasts with the wheel-burnished wares above the
destruction layers. This suggests a mid-10th century Palestine. Dever has docu-
mented some 30 urban sites that date from the 10th century. The synchronisms
with Neo-Assyrian and Neo-Babylonian king-lists support the general histor-
ical character of 1 and 2 Kings.
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The Temple of Solomon is one important feature of the United and Divided
Monarchy. “Revisionists” have regarded the Temple of Solomon as mytholo-
gical or as priestly propaganda. In reality, they contend, there was no “Solo-
monic Temple.” Dever notes, by contrast, that there are 30 or more comparative
examples of temples from the Bronze and Iron Ages in Syria-Palestine that date
from the 15th to 8th centuries BcE, and not from the later Hasmonean period.
Many features of the Solomonic temple mentioned in the biblical narratives
parallel elements of these ancient temples, ranging from the “long room” temple
plan, to the dressed masonry with interlaced wooden beam construction, to the
two columns, to the motifs of the interior decoration of the temple and its fur-
nishings. Archaeology has demonstrated that the stories, events, and features
of the early monarchy and the temple originated in the Iron Age and not in
the Hellenistic period.

The final essay in Part IV, “Schools and Literacy in Ancient Israel and Early
Judaism,” is written by André Lemaire of Paris, France. Lemaire provides an
overview of epigraphic documentation discovered in excavations in Israel and
attempts to reconstruct the spread of writing. His reconstruction results in the
following: from 1200 to 800 BcE, alphabetic writing was not unknown, but
rather limited. From 800 to 722 Bck the paleo-Hebrew script is present to a sig-
nificant degree in the royal administration. From 722 to 587 Bck, the ability to
read and write paleo-Hebrew is present in all levels of the Judean royal admin-
istration. Schools came into existence to transmit knowledge involving reading
and writing in ancient Israel for the education and work of royal administrative
officials. These schools presumably began as early as Solomon and continued
throughout the royal period. These in turn were replaced by schools that trained
scribes such as Baruch and Ezra for the written and legal materials necessary
for later Judaism. Ben Sira (2nd century BcE) points to a bet midras that centered
on the writing and interpretation of biblical books. The library and excavation
of Qumran suggest an idea of what a béet midras would have been among the
Essenes: the center for copying, studying, and interpreting biblical books. Even-
tually the synagogue developed in the early centuries of the Common Era that
included the reading of Jewish texts, especially the Tanak.

Old Testament Theology

A strong renewal of interest in Old Testament Theology has developed in the
last decade, with more recent approaches influenced by new developments in
biblical interpretation. This topic is addressed by Part V — Old Testament Theo-
logy. Henning Graf Reventlow provides a survey of Old Testament Theology,
beginning with the 18th century ce and moving into the current period.
Reventlow notes that one of the ongoing questions has been the relationship
between the approach of the History of Religion and Old Testament Theology.
While there is a rebirth of interest in the History of Religion’s approach, which
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seeks to develop the religious ideas of the Old Testament, Old Testament Theo-
logy that focuses upon the theological contents of the Bible continues to be a
distinctive and important approach. Thus there is a major distinction between
the two disciplines. The question of an historical or systematic approach to Old
Testament Theology is also investigated by Reventlow with examples and com-
binations of the two set forth. The systematic approach raises the question of a
“center” of the Old Testament, with theologians on both sides of the issue. Some
scholars have preferred a dialectic as the center of the Old Testament: blessing
and redemption, a social world and the “embrace of pain,” and creation and
history. More recent developments have shaped the contours of Old Testament
Theology. The role of wisdom in this area has become important in recent schol-
arship, in part due to wisdom’s emphasis on creation. Another issue in Old
Testament Theology is the question of whether it should be descriptive or con-
fessional. Recent hermeneutics, some of which are grounded in postmodernism,
have shown that the claim of historical objectivity is not valid. A confessional
approach has gained keen interest in more recent times. This confessional ap-
proach has been seen in recent canonical studies, though the issue of plurality
has become a major dividing point in this area. Narrative theology has repre-
sented a shift from history to literature. However, the question emerges as to
whether literature and literary studies are theology or the materials from which
theology is developed. Liberation theology, including feminist approaches, also
represents new developments. These developments look to the Bible to support
existing political movements and their causes or seek to undercut biblical argu-
ments that oppose their efforts. Another new approach derives from recent soci-
ological and materialistic approaches. This approach develops out of the matrix
of Israelite and Jewish social life. Much of the work has been a Christian enter-
prise, though lately some Jews are pointing to the need for a Jewish Biblical
Theology. Finally, the issue of doing an entire Biblical Theology has emerged as
a major concern, with a variety of ways of proceeding being espoused.

The second essay on Old Testament Theology is written by Walter Bruegge-
mann of Decatur, Georgia, and is entitled, “Symmetry and Extremity in the Images
of YAwWH.” In this essay on God, he notes that there is no single characterization
that covers the entire Hebrew Bible. He points to the tension between the faith
articulated in the ancient culture and the canonical formulations of Christianity.
Brueggemann emphasizes more the canonical, theological claims of the text. To
do so he points to important metaphors for God. Brueggemann notes that God
is most characteristically represented by political metaphors in the Old Testa-
ment: king, judge, and warrior. However, there is no ancient Near Eastern deity
who has God’s power, nor is there one who identifies, like yYawH, with the
marginalized. As governor, YHWH creates and sustains the world order and
rehabilitates this order when it is lost. While deeply committed to Israel, YHwH
is also the law giver, who demands loyalty from the people of the covenant, and
yet must, while punishing, still live with disloyalty. Metaphors of relationship
involve familial ones that point to divine pathos, mercy, and covenant. As the
God of the marginalized, YHWH enters into solidarity with and leads the slaves
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out of Egypt and gives them the land of Israel to become the people of God. God
becomes the special protector of the weak and poor in Israel. As family member,
Israel (son or wife) is the recipient of YhwH's special care and empathy. Yet as
the lover or father of Israel, YawH becomes enraged at the disloyalty of wife
or child. Any canonical depiction of yYHwH must take into consideration these
dichotomies of governance and intimacy, and love and rage.

The third essay in Part V, “Theological Anthropology in the Hebrew Bible,” is
written by Phyllis Bird of Evanston, Illinois. She notes that the “image of God”
(Gen 1:26-28) has played a substantial role only in Christian, but not Jewish,
theology. Genesis 1:26-28 in the Priestly account presents the origin of
humankind as the final and climactic act of the six days of creation. The human
creature who models the divine must do so in the world. The “image” and
“likeness” of the human creature plays no role elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible,
save in the Priestly texts of Gen 5:1-3 and 9:6. However, humans in Gen 1:26
are to exercise dominion over other creatures and thus contrast with their coun-
terparts in the ancient Near East who were slaves to the gods. While God in the
Priestly narrative has no sexuality or gender, humans do. Thus to be made in
the image of God involves both human genders who, like the animals, receive
the blessing that enables them to “be fruitful and multiply.” The view of the
exaltation of human creatures is found in Psalm 8. Thus Genesis 1 and Psalm 8
both portray humans as superior to other creatures in the world.

The divine image is not lost in the Fall narrated in Genesis 2—3. The Yahwist's
account of creation and the expulsion from the garden is found in Gen 2:4b—
3:24. Chapter 3 is the depiction of the conditions under which humans now
live, having lost immortality and paradise. Chapter 2 seeks to describe the crea-
tion of humans, male and female. He becomes a living breath, having been
shaped from the soil, while she is made of his substance as a “help.” The institu-
tion of marriage is a clear result from this union of the two. The two genders are
made for each other. Human life is characterized by interactions with other
humans, other creatures, and with God. Social institutions, represented here
by marriage, are necessary for survival. Genesis points to the limitations placed
on humans, e.g., they may not eat of the tree of wisdom. These boundaries are
extended as a result of human sin to include alienation from God, from para-
dise, from the soil, from other creatures, and from the opposite sex. Further-
more, death is the final punishment and ultimate boundary to human life. When
these two accounts (Priestly and Yahwistic) are combined, they envision a dif-
ferent world: one of order proceeding according to divine plan and one of dis-
ruption and failure in which humans may live only according to divine grace.
The Hebrew Bible’s first words about humans set the tone for all subsequent
words by emphasizing their relationship to God.

R. E. Clements of London, England, writes the fourth essay in Part V: “The
Community of God in the Hebrew Bible.” Clements notes that the canon is
closely connected to the community of faith, both of the Church and of Judaism.
Christians view the Hebrew Bible as the Old Testament and consider it to be a
collection that gives testimony to the origin of the Church. For Jews the Hebrew
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Bible answers the question of who a Jew is and shows how Jewish historical
experience originated. Each modern community shares a spiritual identity with
the ancient communities of the Hebrew Bible.

Clements provides the following overview. The historical forms of the Biblical
community of Israel begin with a group of tribes. This community of tribes shared
a common bond of fellowship much like a large family. The deity was related to
the tribes as a kinsman who was worshipped as El in different sanctuaries. The
deity was seen as the owner of the land and responsible for its productivity.
Worship was directed to achieving the good will of the deity. Eventually, El was
identified with the militant warrior deity yYawH who defended the tribes from
external threats. This tribal system was followed by the beginning of a nation-
state appearing in 1000 Bce. The emphasis on territory took on new importance.
Its protection, gain, or loss was thought to reflect divine blessing or anger and
punishment. YAwH was now worshipped as the supreme deity of Israel. The
divine election of David and his dynasty became central to the religion of the
community. Solomon'’s building of the temple was seen as the construction of
a house for YHWH. YHWH's supremacy over other gods began to lead to a
monotheising tendency. The kingdom eventually split into the two kingdoms of
Israel and Judah. Israel fell to the Assyrians by 722 BcE, and in 587 BcE the
state of Judah was taken by the Babylonians. This story of the rise and fall
of Israel was related in the Deuteronomistic History in Joshua, Judges, 1 & 2
Samuel, and 1 & 2 Kings. The Book of Deuteronomy and the redaction of
Jeremiah complete the trilogy of D texts. They combine together the concepts
of election, covenant, and national unity. Yet to be the people of YHWH bore
with it a condition of faithfulness. Only obedience to the law (in the form of
Deuteronomy) could insure this relationship. The prophetic D redaction in Jere-
miah points to the faithlessness that led to the destruction of the nation and to
the hope in a future restoration. While building up the importance of the royal
tradition of king and temple, the D source also notes the destruction of the
nation as the consequence of its sins. With the fall of first Israel and then Judah,
the understanding of the community was reshaped. The written Torah was
finalized, which led to the view of it as the heart of the canon. This provided the
way of life for those in and outside the land. The former and latter prophets
became critical in pointing out how past failures could be acknowledged, re-
pentance could be shaped, and the future could be one of restoration from exile.
God was to intervene on behalf of a faithful community. The city and temple of
Jerusalem no longer had its own territory, was not an independent nation, and
lacked a king to rule. This led to a new community called a “congregation” or
in Greek a synagogue. A small temple community in 520-516 BCE emerged
following the Persians’ allowing the return of the Jewish exiles to their home-
land. Other Jewish groups lived in the Diaspora and developed their own forms
of religious and social life. During this period and later, Judaism began to take
shape. The notion of “exile” began to shape both Jewish and Christian religious
understanding. Hope in restoration and becoming a faithful people of God formed
both developing concepts, Jewish and Christian, of the community.
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The final essay in Part V is written by Bruce C. Birch of Washington, D.C.
In “Old Testament Ethics” Birch notes that the 1990s witnessed a series of
important works on Old Testament ethics. He surveys a variety of different
understandings and concludes that the value of the Hebrew canon for Jewish
and Christian ethics is not dependent on the reconstruction of ancient Israelite
morality. Rather, the value comes from the ongoing discussion of the biblical
texts as scripture, which become an important foundation for ethics in Judaism
and Christianity. Problems arising in the quest to find the ethical features of the
Hebrew Bible include the diversity of the texts and their perspectives. One could
simply point to different ethical views. A better way is to regard these texts as
multiple voices in a moral dialogue, something the modern communities could
learn to do. An additional problem results from the socio-religious world of the
Bible as a world totally alien from our own. There are elements that do not
require normative behavior intended for unquestioning emulation. Some texts
speak of Israel’s participation in a social practice that is no longer valued,
others tell of Israel’s sins including the excesses of nationalism and idolatry,
and others present an incomplete understanding of God’s will. The Old Testa-
ment does not present a coherent view of morality or possess common moral
principles. Rather, the Old Testament contains cultural data preserved for
testimony to its own varied communities and succeeding generations.

Birch emphasizes the community as the foundation of Old Testament ethics.
In addition, the community provides the context for understanding ethics in
the Old Testament. There is no private morality in the Hebrew Bible. Ethics
in the Old Testament are designed to form community. The various ethical
materials are incorporated into Israel’s basic story. For example, law codes
have been surveyed because of their inclusion in the story. The knowledge of
God becomes the condition for Old Testament ethics. God as a God of justice
and compassion is known by Israel, and his deeds and revelation in words are
actualized in human behavior within the community formed by ethical mater-
ials. Moral norms derive not only from the knowledge of God, but also from
acknowledging all life as a part of divine creation. Morality consists of imitating
the character and activity of God. Obedience to the divine will is critical for Old
Testament ethics. Finally, the view of creation in Wisdom literature sees the
order of the cosmos as the basis for moral behavior. This “natural law” is com-
bined with the God of salvation history and the divine words uttered by the
prophets. The trajectories of Old Testament morality are the Church, which
views this first testament as scripture, and Judaism, which also regards the
Tanak as scripture.

The Torah

Part VI deals with the Torah. Rolf Rendtorff of the University of Heidelberg exam-
ines “Creation and Redemption in the Torah.” To do so he uses a canonical
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method that takes the text in its final form to set forth the two major themes of
creation and exodus. While creation may not be the most ancient feature of
Israelite faith, the Torah and later texts speak of YHAWH as the one God who is
the creator of all that is, and this precedes the story of ancient Israel. Creation in
Genesis 1 is not ex nihilo, but rather out of a formless void. Israel demythologizes
the Babylonian story of creation that speaks of a battle of Marduk (creator)
against Tiamat (chaos monster). Darkness and the flood both become parts of
God’s creation. Other de-mythologization happens with the heavenly bodies, no
longer gods as is the case in religions of the ancient Near East. The creation
of humanity includes both male and female in the enigmatic “in our image,
according to our likeness,” a phrase subject to many interpretations. This image
continues to be transmitted to succeeding human generations. The divine rest
occurs on the seventh day, reflected also when God on Mount Sinai gives the
Israelites the Ten Commandments. Yet in the Ten Commandments a second
version speaks, not of creation, but of the exodus from Egypt where Israel was
still in slavery (Deut 5:15; cf. Ps 136:10-12). Thus, the second major theme,
after creation, in the Torah is the exodus from Egypt. The struggle occurs mainly
between Pharaoh and yHwH. The purpose is not simply the liberation of pre-
Israel from Egypt, but also so that the Egyptians will know that yAwH alone
is God. This linkage between creation and the exodus is picked up not only in
the Torah, but also in later texts, including Isaiah 59:9-11. This prophet goes
on to speak about return from exile, so that creation, Egyptian exodus, and
return from exile are seen as the great acts of YHWH.

Calum Carmichael of Ithaca, New York, examines the issue of “Law and Nar-
rative in the Pentateuch” in Part VI. He notes that only recently have scholars
begun to consider together the legal materials and the narratives in which they
are embedded. Carmichael points to the weaknesses in the comparison of ancient
Near Eastern suzerainty treaties and Israelite law and covenant. He doubts that
Israel simply borrowed this type of treaty from other cultures. Instead, he argues
that the relationship between law and narrative in part has to do with the
fact that the narratives deal with origins. The laws become the foundation docu-
ments for each major episode in the narrative history of Israel. Thus Moses’
laws are authoritative because they come from the formative period of the
nation’s history. Many of the laws refer to the issues arising in the narratives.
For example, while the revelation and giving of the law at Sinai provides the
foundation of the nation, the event is also a return to creation (Deut 4:32, 33).
Thus, there is a rather close relationship between the narrative and the law.

The Prophets

Part VII, “The Prophets,” contains three major essays: “Former Prophets: The
Deuteronomistic History,” “Latter Prophets: The Major Prophets,” and “Latter
Prophets: The Minor Prophets.” Hermann Spieckermann of Gottingen, Germany,
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initiates the section with an important essay on the Deuteronomistic History.
Drawing on the research of tradition history, Spieckermann notes that the
Deuteronomistic History (“the former prophets”) refers to the Books of Joshua,
Judges, 1-2 Samuel, and 1-2 Kings. The term Deuteronomistic History goes
back to Martin Noth (1943). These books reflect the language and theology
of the Book of Deuteronomy. The unity of these books is based on style and
theology. Spieckermann argues that the Deuteronomistic Historian (DtrH) has
composed the basic outline of the work that later is redacted by DtrP, that
is oriented to the prophets and the fulfillment of the prophetic word, and by
DtrN, a legal editing that emphasizes the Deuteronomic law. According to the
Deuteronomistic History, Israel is the people elected by yawH and led by Moses
and Joshua regardless of disobedience. The history becomes one of guilt that
continues through the kings of Israel, most of the rulers of Judah, and the exile
to Babylon.

The essay on the Major Prophets is composed by Klaus Koch of Hamburg,
Germany. Koch, using traditional methodology, begins by examining Isaiah.
He notes that First Isaiah includes chapters 1-39, while Second Isaiah is found
in chapters 40ff. First Isaiah is concerned with Judah in the 8th century BcE,
criticizes kings and cult, and warns of an Assyrian invasion. Second Isaiah (40—
55) is directed toward the exiles in Babylon and promises a return to Jerusalem.
Third Isaiah (56—66) speaks of the poor conditions in post-exilic Palestine and
consists of prophecies uttered by several disciples of Second Isaiah. Jeremiah
and Ezekiel cover the same main subjects; predictions of disaster for Judah,
oracles against the foreign nations, and promises of salvation for Judah. The
sequence of Ezekiel is 1-24, 25-32, and 33-48. The old Greek version of
Jeremiah contains the same literary sequencing: 1-25, 26-32, 33-42, and 43—
51. In First Isaiah the same sequencing may be found: 1-12, 13-23, 24-27,
and 36-39. The third part (28-35) combines predictions of salvation and
condemnation of Israel. In recent years, some scholars have asserted that few
if any texts go back to the historical prophets, whereas other scholars have
continued to claim that a core indeed reflects historical personages and their
socio-historical periods. The disagreement thus continues over how large the
redactional additions are and whether anything goes back to historical figures.
Koch follows the more traditional, older path and reconstructs the history
of the prophets and their redactions.

The essay on the minor prophets is written by James L. Crenshaw of Durham,
North Carolina. Crenshaw notes that twelve brief prophetic books follow the
larger major prophets. These are Hosea, Joel, Amos, Obadiah, Jonah, Micah,
Nahum, Habakkuk, Zephaniah, Haggai, Zechariah, and Malachi. While the books
have been associated with historical prophets, their content speaks of consider-
able later redaction. This disallows any unitary interpretation of each of the
texts. Crenshaw notes that earlier scholarship, based on theological and sty-
listic features, attempted to distill the various redactions added to a prophetic
text. Today, however, postmodernism'’s issues of gender, ethnicity, sexual pref-
erence, and marginalization find in the texts evidence of whatever the ideology
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may seek. Older questions of authorship, date, and historical setting have been
replaced by queries concerning the self-interests of various groups. Crenshaw
prefers the older approach with some degree of objectivity and traces the major
themes and socio-historical settings of each text. The Minor Prophets issue judg-
ment against Israel or Judah, extend that judgment to the foreign nations, and
then offer the hope of salvation to a few survivors. The social roles of the proph-
ets, Crenshaw argues, included the providing of instruction for the king, people,
and royal cult. In many ways, the Minor Prophets followed Neo-Assyrian proph-
ecy. Judahite prophets spoke of the revitalization of the Davidic dynasty, pro-
claimed oracles against the enemies of YawH and the State of Judah, instructed
kings and their subjects, and spoke of hopes for the future. The major theolo-
gical themes of the Minor Prophets included justice, the purity of worship, the
character of God, the identity of the community of God, and its future. Even-
tually, prophecy fell into disregard when doubts began to be raised about the
authenticity of divine oracles proclaimed through spokespersons.

The Writings

Part VIII pertains to the “Writings.” These include essays on narrative texts (the
Chronicler), the Psalter, Wisdom, and Apocalyptic. Ralph W. Klein of Chicago,
Ilinois, writes the essay on “Narrative Texts: Chronicles, Ezra, and Nehemiah.”
These narrative texts tell the story of Israel from the death of Saul to the
announcement of the rise of Cyrus who allowed the Jews to return home from
Babylonian captivity. Most scholars until recently have seen these four books
as a unified “Chronicler’s History,” beginning with Chronicles and concluding
with Nehemiah. Klein argues that Chronicles and Ezra—Nehemiah had separate
origins. Chronicles, for example, has two prominent themes almost absent in
Ezra—Nehemiah: immediate retribution and prophecy. In addition, Chronicles
has a reasonably favorable view of Israel, whereas Ezra—Nehemiah is limited to
Judah and Benjamin. Kingship is idealized and emphasized in Chronicles.

Chronicles can be studied by constructing a synoptic parallel with Samuel—
Kings. Additions, omissions, and changes in Chronicles thus may be easily iden-
tified. Klein points to the differences and notes their significance. This tendency
toward change is already present in the supposition that the ancient Greek
translation of Samuel-Kings was based on an earlier Hebrew text that varies
from the Masoretic Text. In turning to Ezra—Nehemiah, the biggest issue has
been who preceded whom, a question not easily answered. The thematic con-
cerns in Ezra—Nehemiah include yawH's return of the exiles to Jerusalem, the
rebuilding of the temple, and the celebration of the Feasts of Tabernacles and
Passover. The place of the prominence of the law resides in the background of
these two books.

Erhard S. Gerstenberger of Giessen, Germany, composes the essay on “The
Psalter.” He begins by noting the fact that various exegetical approaches to the
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Psalms have been used over the last one hundred years. With Hermann Gunkel
in the first part of the 20th century, the Psalter began to be seen in terms of
genres and life settings instead of authorship. Today, the interpretation of the
Psalms is not uniform. Varied backgrounds of interpreters produce different
results. Literary analyses are developing that regard the individual psalms as
literature. New literary theories include structuralism, deconstruction, post-
modernism, reader-response, and so forth. Psalms are looked at as independent
autonomous units, each with its own voice. Other approaches include the
psychological, dramatic, musical, and pedagogic.

Gerstenberger views the following fields as the most promising for study of the
Psalter. To begin with, there is socio-liturgical research. The Psalter is linked to
some kind of worship. Even so, the psalms had their diverse life settings includ-
ing temple feasts, victory celebrations, household cults, and so forth. Worship
from early Israel to the Persian and perhaps even Hellenistic periods should be
seen as the background of the psalms. Thus, social and liturgical settings should
be examined in terms of each psalm. Feminist interpretation also provides an
important area of psalm research. Women'’s participation in Israelite worship
needs to be recovered. Another area of importance for psalm research is wor-
ship literature in the ancient Near East along with appropriate iconography.
These include hymns, the connection with sacrificial and festival traditions,
laments, the New Year'’s festival, enthronements of kings, and iconography
that betrays at times psalmodic metaphors and images. Thus, Old Testament
psalms are a part of ancient Near Eastern sacred literature. Psalms also need to
be examined by comparative data from anthropological research. Prayer ser-
vices, rites of worship, and purfication from uncleanness present in other cul-
tures provide possible insights into the settings for the various Old Testament
psalms. Redaction criticism is a continuing method that helps to uncover col-
lections of psalms beyond individual texts. And even the superscriptions may
provide some clues to groupings of psalm sets. Finally, continuing research in
the theology of the psalms remains important. This includes basic human con-
ditions of needs and fears, experiences of divine and demonic powers, and the
relationship to God in history, creation, and daily life. The emphasis on Zion,
faith, and morality reflects the political and social world that is present in a
psalm’s background.

Katharine J. Dell of Cambridge, England, writes the third essay in Part VIII.
Using traditional methodologies, Professor Dell’s essay on “Wisdom Literature”
explores three Wisdom texts from the Hebrew Bible: Proverbs, Job, and
Ecclesiastes. While having many similarities, the three books have differences
that indicate a movement from a confident view of world order and justice to
one of pessimism. There also is a change from sentence literature to dialogues
to autobiographical narrative. In Proverbs, there is a strong affirmation of retri-
bution that is grounded in the justice of God enacted in world order. God is the
creator and sustainer of life. This shifts in Job when a righteous person suffers
unjustly. Job’s real debate is with God. Only God can provide the answer to Job's
questions of “Why?” Once more God is the creator, though he does not answer
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Job’s questions directly. Ecclesiastes offers a mood of resignation and views that
often are contradictory. Death is ultimately the fate of all, both good and evil,
wise and foolish. God is mysterious, and while he possesses the knowledge of
what is to be, humans do not. Thus, in all three books there is an emphasis on
the relationship between God and humanity. The social contexts for wisdom
are varied ranging from the family to the school. Proverbs is largely pre-exilic,
dating from the monarchy, while Job likely comes from the exile, and Ecclesiastes
from the late post-exilic period, from the 5th to the 3rd centuries Bce. This
dating points to the progression of thought in the three wisdom texts.

The final essay — “Apocalyptic Literature” — in Part VIII, which concludes the
volume, is written by John J. Collins of New Haven, Connecticut. In the Hebrew
Bible, the genre of apocalyptic literature is represented only by Daniel, but there
was a series of apocalyptic Jewish texts not included in the Hebrew canon, some
three centuries before the writing of the New Testament Book of Revelation.
Using traditional methodologies, Collins points to major features of apocalyptic.
These include the point that the revelation of God, mysterious as it is, is usually
given indirectly, say in dreams or by an angel. Daniel presents an overview of
history, divided into periods of four kingdoms. The four great beasts are four
kings arising from the sea. These are usually identified as Babylon, Media, Per-
sia, and Greece. Thus, the literature is often deterministic, since God controls
human history. However, predictions, as for example the three and a half years
the temple would be defiled and then restored, proved to be unreliable and often
in need of reformulation. Judgment is seen as a judgment of the dead, resulting
in eternal reward or punishment for individuals. Daniel, like other apocalypses,
draws heavily on ancient Near Eastern mythology for images to speak, not of
beginnings, but of the end-time. Thus in Daniel the Sea suggests chaos in Ugaritic
lore, while the “one like a son of man” riding on the clouds and the white-
haired deity recall the Canaanite deities Baal and El. Apocalyptic is usually seen
as crisis literature where visionaries dream of salvation beyond this world. For
instance, in Daniel the suffering Jews wished to know how long their affliction
would continue. Apocalyptic, like Daniel, often speaks of moral dualism, where
the world is divided into good and evil. Yet the present world of evil and suffer-
ing is passing away, and will be replaced by an enduring Kingdom over which
God would reign. This literature, far from being pessimistic, is one of hope in a
new reality, though its time is not known.

Conclusion

These essays demonstrate the principal areas of biblical study that are under-
going major investigation. New results in each of these areas have been sum-
marized. However, the varieties of approaches at work in these essays indicate
that the interpretation of the Hebrew Bible is witnessing major transition. Schol-
arship is no longer experiencing unanimity in ways of studying the Bible. This
variety of approaches will likely continue for many years to come.
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CHAPTER 1

Preparatory Issues in
Approaching Biblical Texts

Antony F. Campbell, S]

Interpretation does not happen in a void. Interpretation emerges out of a context
and speaks into a context. Interpreters are not disembodied voices. There is an
interplay of interests at work, whether social or emotional, cultural or national,
academic, financial, or religious. It is tempting to focus exclusively on the insights
and achievements of individuals; these are usually accessible in their publica-
tions. We need to be aware of the existence of wider influences and interests
that surge around individual scholars and shape something of their work.

This contribution to The Blackwell Companion to the Hebrew Bible aims at pro-
viding those interested with a basic understanding of some of the insights and
practices at work in modern scholarship. Fundamentally, this means coming to
grips with preparatory questions that may be relevant for modern biblical study
and recognizing elements important for the exploration of a biblical text. There
is no such beast as “modern biblical scholarship”; there is a multitude of biblical
scholars. Observations about what is done must, therefore, remain tentatively
sketchy; not all will recognize themselves. On the other hand, what is written
here may initiate people into what this practitioner believes are among the
central preparatory tasks of biblical interpretation.

This contribution is not a history of modern biblical interpretation. That has
been done in German (Kraus, 1969). Something similar has been done in Eng-
lish (Hahn, 1966). John Rogerson has gone into detail for the 19th century in
Germany and England (Rogerson, 1984). A study of the Hebrew Bible and its
modern interpreters has appeared in the SBL centennial trilogy (Knight and
Tucker, eds., 1985). Significant figures and movements have left their mark on
modern biblical interpretation; their concerns cannot be ignored. Here, how-
ever, respectful mention of our forebears will be subordinated to the attempt to
prepare for the task that they have left to us: interpreting the biblical text.

The key element of biblical interpretation in recent centuries can be summed
up in the adjective “critical.” “Historical-critical” is misleading; it can suggest a
concern with history that is not necessarily central. Understood as the opposite
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of “ahistorical,” “historical” describes a state of intellectual awareness; in this
acceptation, “historical-critical” is an acceptable descriptor. “Method” is mis-
leading; it can suggest predetermined steps that follow each other in logical
sequence instead of the verification of insight and intuition. “Critical” is the
element that separates moderns from their predecessors. The interpreters of
the past were often great scholars and brilliant minds. But at a certain point in
the intellectual history of western Europe a critical spirit emerged and decisively
influenced the way that texts have been read ever since. It is this critical spirit
that we need to identify and see at work in the task of interpretation.

Some maps of the United States trace a continental divide or watershed from
Montana to New Mexico. Mountains obviously mess this up — for example, the
Appalachians in the northeast or the San Gabriels in the southwest. The messi-
ness is helpful for the use of the watershed as a literary metaphor. For there is
a watershed between the process of a text's coming into being, its growth and
development, and the task of interpreting the text that has come into being,
that exists. But it is messy. There is no hermetic partition keeping the two
aspects apart; they tend to impact on one another. Where biblical text is con-
cerned, most of the issues discussed in this chapter explore aspects of the devel-
opment of a text, its coming into being. The modern issues relating to the task
of interpreting the already existing text are treated in chapter 2.

Beneath the watershed separating development from interpretation lies the
massive issue of the nature of the text involved. The issue can be considered from
the point of view of the origins of the text: from above or from below — directly
divine (few), directly human (few), somewhere in between (most). Considered re-
flection reveals that origins do not determine nature. Both divine and human
texts can claim to impose thought or to invite to it. The nature of the biblical text
can only be determined by observation of the text itself. A signpost pointing in a
single direction is helpful to the traveler, if the direction is the right one. Several
signposts pointing in different directions to the same destination may also be
helpful, but not immediately; perhaps they invite to reflection and further explora-
tion. Many readers will find that the Bible often offers conflicting signposts (i.e.,
competing YHWH faith claims), from extensive issues — such as creation, flood,
deliverance at the sea, sojourn in the desert, conquest of the land, emergence of
monarchy, and even divine providence — to matters that can be compassed in
a verse or two. The biblical text tends not to adjudicate, but to amalgamate. In
such cases, readers are invited to thought; the signposts point in differing direc-
tions. The decision about what is predominantly the nature of biblical text and
how it functions is one that needs to be remade out of the experience of the text
by each generation of its readers. Any other way risks dogmatism or supersti-
tion. These considerations should not deflect attention from the complementary
roles of the biblical text: to arouse feeling, fire imagination, and fuel faith.

It may also be helpful to realize that we approach texts in much the same way
as we approach people. Mutual communication requires us to sort out languages
and accents; the influence of cultural origins may be important; at some stage
we become aware of whether someone has their act together or can, for example,
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be subject to unexpected emotions; over time, we come to know something of
people’s early history and later influences. We have people we meet for the first
time, where we learn as much of this as we need to for the present; we have old
friends, where much of this is well-known to us. Reading a biblical text can
involve similar processes, both when we are reading it for the first time and
when it is an old favorite.

It is also helpful to be aware of the difference between our meeting people, and
doctors, psychiatrists, therapists — health professionals — meeting patients. We
listen attentively; they listen attentively too, but differently. They pay attention
to things we might not think of: skin color, tension, breathing, energies, con-
flicts, posture and body language, etc. We are meeting somebody; they are not
only meeting somebody but they are also making a diagnosis, correlating symp-
toms with possible conditions. The enjoyment of friends is not a time for the
exercise of professional expertise. Professionals approach a patient differently.
The difference between reading a text and studying a text has a lot in common
with the difference between meeting a person and meeting a patient.

What we discuss below are aspects of biblical text that experience has shown
— in shifting contexts — to be of lasting value for modern study.

The Developmental Insights and Questions of Modern Study

Text boundaries

Boundaries are important, whether we are talking about acquaintances, friends, or
professionals — to say nothing of real estate. Boundaries are also important for
texts. Since Aristotle, we have known that a text has a beginning, a middle, and an
end. Not all the texts we are called upon to study will form such rounded wholes.

The boundaries of a text — where a passage begins and ends — are not always
easily determined. A student needs to be aware of the issue; more may not be
readily possible. Hebrew usually repeats subjects and objects sparingly. Prefixes
and suffixes, often translated by pronouns etc. in a language like English, can
sustain meaning for longish passages of text. Independent passages do not
normally begin with a prefix or suffix; subjects and objects are named within
such passages. As a rule of thumb, this can be useful; beyond it, a student is
often left to reflection and intuition.

Where a text is considered to begin or end may radically alter its interpreta-
tion. Often, all that can be asked of an interpreter is awareness of the issue.

Text criticism

With the wealth of texts available to us today, text criticism — i.e., among differ-
ing textual witnesses, determining which to rely on in a given passage — is best
left to professionals (cf. Tov, 1992).
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The reevaluation of subjectivity has correctly crept up on the text critic.
Modern discoveries have tended away from simplicity: “the Scriptures were
pluriform . .. until at least 70 cE probably until 100, and quite possibly as
late as 135 or beyond. Thus we must revise our imaginations and our explana-
tions . . . we can see now more clearly that there were multiple literary editions
of many of the biblical books” (Ulrich, 1994, p. 92).

In Gen 1:26, the Hebrew text has “over the cattle, and over all the earth”; the
Syriac text has “over the cattle, and over all the wild animals of the earth.”
Comparison with vv. 24 and 25 leads many moderns to the view that the
Syriac is correct; the Greek and Latin, however, follow the Hebrew. In 1 Sam
1:18, the Hebrew text has “and the woman went her way and she ate and she
no longer had her [sad] face”; the Greek text has “and the woman went her
way and entered her lodging and she ate with her husband and drank and her
face was no longer fallen.” Explanations are possible; certainty is not. In Isa
2:12, the Hebrew text has “against all that is lifted up and low”; the Greek text
has “against all that is high and towering, and they shall be brought low.”
Translations follow the Hebrew, or emend the Hebrew, or follow the Greek;
unanimity is not to be had.

Origin criticism

This section should be headed “source criticism”; why “origin criticism” can be
explained a little later. The basic insight from which this approach began was
that some biblical passages were made up of material from more than one origin.
In 1753, Jean Astruc entitled his book: Conjectures about the sources which it
appears Moses used in the composition of the book of Genesis. For those who worry
about Darwinism, it helps to note Darwin’s dates: 1809-82. Critical analysis
of the Bible began from the Bible; it was on the scene before Darwin boarded
the Beagle (cf. Roberts, 1999). While we can trace the beginnings of this
insight back at least to Richard Simon in 1678, the name most deservedly
associated with its application is that of Julius Wellhausen (1844-1918). His
insight and clarity of expression have left their mark indelibly on modern bib-
lical studies.

Wellhausen was not alone. While for many his name stands as symbolic of
critical analysis of the Older Testament, he came toward the end of a long period
of passionate engagement with such studies, above all at German universities.
Figures such as Herder (1744—1803), Eichhorn (1752-1827), De Wette (1780—
1849), Ewald (1803-75), and Vatke (1806—82) are only a few of those who
preceded him. Many were to follow, with shifting emphases; among the Germans,
there are scholars like Gunkel, GrelSmann, Alt, Noth, von Rad, Fohrer. There are
others of eminence in other countries; overall, it would be invidious to single out
names. For many, the analytical study of biblical origins brought conflict with
traditional church teachings or traditional church people. Wellhausen himself
wrote to the government minister responsible asking to be transferred from his
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chair in theology, because he did not consider he was adequately fulfilling his
practical task of preparing theology students for their future. While the fact of
diverse origins is taken for granted today, the best way of understanding the
shape of such origins is vigorously debated. Academics and church people have
come to terms with the diversity of origins in biblical text. It may not be unfair
to say that many adherents, whether in academic or church circles, have not
yet come to terms with how these understandings can be fully used to fire
imagination and fuel faith.

Once upon a time, this aspect of biblical study was designated “literary criti-
cism,” following the German term Literarkritik. With the application of literary
study, properly so called, to the realm of biblical literature, “literary criticism”
in English at least could only be used for the study of the literary qualities of
a text. The old “literary criticism” came to be referred to generally as “source
criticism.” This would be perfectly suitable, if it were not for the drawback of
confusion with pentateuchal sources (e.g., ], E, and P). What is now termed
“source criticism” should have a far wider range than the comparatively narrow
concern for pentateuchal sources. Source criticism is concerned to ask about
the origin of material in a biblical passage. If we think of it as “origin criticism,”
we will understand the term “source” correctly.

Once the insight has been gained, the question has to be asked: what is the
origin of this material? As no less a critic than Martin Noth has argued, the fact
that a source division is possible does not mean that it is necessary. The practice
of some source criticism, especially in the Pentateuch, has given rise to obsessive
fragmentation of texts as well as conditioned refusal to see the obvious. The
observation of origins is largely about differences and duplication. Not all du-
plication and not all differences, however, go back to different origins. So the
focus has to be sharpened to differences that cause difficulty and duplication
that causes difficulty. When such difficulties arise, the issue of origins needs to
be raised and the question has to be asked.

Examples from the Pentateuch, the Deuteronomistic History, and the prophets
will shed light on what is meant. The issue here is not primarily how questions
are best answered; rather, the issue is primarily what in the text requires that
such questions be asked?

In the early chapters of Genesis, two sets of details are found about the flood.
One set involves a forty-day block of time — with seven pairs of clean animals and
a sacrifice and only one pair of unclean animals, and the floodwaters come from
a rainstorm. The other set involves a one hundred and fifty-day block of time —
with one pair of all animals and no sacrifice, and with floodwaters that come from
above and below. However these signals are accounted for, there are difficulties
that need to be considered. Later in Genesis, two stories are told about Hagar. In
Genesis 16, harshly treated she takes the initiative and is a survivor; she leaves
her brutal mistress and is found at a well on her way home. In Genesis 21, she
is deprived of initiative and expects her child to die. Harmonization is possible;
the biblical text does it with Gen 16:9. But difficulties are there and need to be
considered. Difficulties need to be considered regarding Jacob the deceiving rat
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of Genesis 27 and Jacob the model son of Gen 28:1-9. Different origins may be
helpful in making sense of the difficulties.

In Exodus 13-14, there is the traditionally significant account of Israel’s de-
liverance at the Reed Sea. At the gesture of Moses’ hand, the waters are parted
to left and right, Israel marches across, followed by the Egyptians who are then
swamped. But also, in the same text, there is reference to the pillar of cloud
moving from in front of Israel to take up station between Israel and the Egyptians
all night (14:19-20%), to God’s wind blowing the water away all night (14:21%),
and finally to God from the pillar of cloud causing panic among the Egyptians at
the end of the night so that they retreated across the dry seabed and were
swamped by the returning waters (14:27*) — assuming that God’s “all-night”
wind stopped with the dawn. Since the Israelites were told to turn back and
camp by the sea (14:2), they had already gone past it. Crossing the sea was not
the problem; escaping the Egyptian pursuit was. The text has difficulties; they
need consideration. Exod 15:1-18 adds to the complexity. Different origins may
need to be taken into account.

In the Deuteronomistic History, similar difficulties can be encountered and
appeal to different origins may be involved in a solution. In 1 Samuel 7-12, for
example, chs. 7-8 have the prophet Samuel subdue the Philistines for a genera-
tion and agree to setting up a king for Israel (cf. 7:13; 8:22) before chapter 9
gives God the initiative of bringing Saul to Samuel to be anointed by Samuel as
ruler and to save Israel from the Philistines, since Israel’s cry has reached God
(cf. 9:15-17). Furthermore, Saul is acclaimed king in 10:24 and made king again
in 11:15. Harmonization is attempted in 1 Samuel 12, but not very successfully.
According to 8:1-5, the request for a king resulted from the unjust behavior of
Samuel’s sons; in ch. 11 the crowning of Saul as king followed his stunning
victory over the Ammonite Nahash. According to 12:12, it was the threat posed
by Nahash that triggered the demand for a king. Some modern harmonizations
have done better, but Noth’s comment remains: “it was not without obvious
effort and contrivance that Dtr. supplemented the old account which dealt favor-
ably with the institution of the monarchy by adding long passages reflecting his
disapproval of the institution” (Noth, 1991, pp. 83—4). Appeal to different origins
may help interpret a difficult text. Other examples may be found in 1 Samuel
17-18 and 1 Kings 8 (see Campbell and O'Brien, 2000).

In the prophets, assessment of the origin of material often comes under the
rubric of “editing history” (see below). However, there are cases where the
assumed combination of prophetic collections of sayings is not unlike the com-
bination of traditions assumed for the Pentateuch. A case in point may be found
in Isaiah 5-10. Isaiah 6 witnesses to Isaiah’s call (or at least a commission to
the prophet). Isa 7:1-8:15 follows with traditions relating to the Syro-Ephraimite
war, including the famous Immanuel oracle. With Isa 8:16-22, Isaiah’s activ-
ity appears to have reached closure. Finally, Isa 9:1-7 (NRSV) has a strong
prophecy of salvation for those now in gloom and darkness. In short, all the
components of a prophetic collection are encompassed: commission, ministry,
closure, and future hope.
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Surrounding this collection, however, there may be another. Isa 5:1-7 is the
Song of the Vineyard. It ends with the powerful poetry of v. 7:

he expected justice (mispat),
but saw bloodshed (mispah);
righteousness (sédaqa)

but heard a cry (sé¢‘aqa)!

A series of “woe” sayings (in the NRSV: “Ah, you”) follow (5:8-24), illustrating
the absence of justice and righteousness and exemplifying the bloodshed and
outrage. There are seven sayings in the series, but the seventh is in 10:1-4.
After the joyous ending of 9:7 comes a series of sayings against Israel, each
ending with a refrain: “For all this his anger has not turned away; his hand is
stretched out still.” The refrain occurs in 9:12, 17, 21; 10:4, but also in 5:25.
That a collection should be put together exemplifying and illustrating a poem
as powerful as the Song of the Vineyard is not surprising. That the series of woe
sayings and the series with the refrain should both be represented on either side
of the apparent collection in Isa 6:1-9:7 is surprising. These are difficulties that
need explanation. A difference of origins may contribute to better understanding.

The issue of origins in the Pentateuch is a special case. Over more than a
couple of centuries of analytical study, it was observed that relatively coherent
texts could be built up from extensive passages attributed to a Yahwist (using
the personal name of Israel’s God, YHwH), or to an Elohist (using the common
noun for God, elohim), or to a Priestly writer (initially using the common noun
for God, elohim). To these was added the book of Deuteronomy, thus giving four
so-called sources, ], E, P, D. Debate raged over the nature of these texts, their
relationship to the law codes (Ex 20:22—-23:33; Lev 1-16 and 17-26; Deut
12-26), the order and dating of their composition, and the manner of their
combination to form the present text. Further subdivisions and variants were
proposed; various ways of combination or supplementation were put forward.
When consensus seemed achieved, consensus fell apart (cf., Campbell and
O’Brien, 1993). Since the collapse of consensus, there is agreement that the
Pentateuch is made up of materials of widely differing origins; there is agree-
ment on precious little else. For the present, a fresh consensus seems unlikely.

Form criticism

Form criticism may be the most elusive of the creatures in the garden of Older
Testament scholarship. The association of form with setting promised histories
of Israel’s literature, and its religion; such promises were not fulfilled. The psalms
would seem an ideal field for form-critical research. Assured results have been
meager: a distinction between individual and communal, between psalms of
complaint and lament and psalms of praise and thanksgiving, and royal psalms;
the leftovers are left over. After Westermann, we have grown familiar with the



10 ANTONY F. CAMPBELL, S]J

form-critical structure of the prophetic oracle: accusation, messenger formula,
and announcement (Westermann, 1967). The most rigorous attempt to put
form-critical study on a thoroughly scientific basis had the unexpected effect
of making clear that this is not a fruitful way to go (Richter, 1971). For all
its elusiveness, form criticism embodies one of the central gains of modern
biblical study.

Form criticism is based on the insight that significant features of certain works
of literature derive from something quintessential to those works, often associated
with the social settings that generated the literature. Form criticism appeals to
a modern concern for the whole, the gestalt. It seeks to answer the question,
“What sort of text are we dealing with?” and to address the issue of the interrela-
tionship of the parts within the whole.

Viewed generally, form criticism is as automatic as breathing; it is something
we do regularly, for example, when we distinguish reporting from comment
from humor from advertising in our newspapers. Few of us, confronted with
“Dear Sir or Madam” and “My darling beloved”, would hesitate as to which was
the business letter and which the love letter. From another point of view, it may
not be easy to distinguish convincingly between a story being told and a report
being given of what happened. In theory, reports follow the sequence of events
and stories move through plot from the creation of tension to its resolution. In
practice, such distinctions may not be easy to make. Is the text about Samuel'’s
beginnings (1 Samuel 1) a story or a report? Does it matter? The text about the
first couple in the garden (Genesis 2—3) is one thing if it is a story and another
if it is a report. As a rule, report is uninterpreted; story begins the task of inter-
pretation — or may have been created to address what needs interpretation.

From one standpoint, form criticism is a liberation from the obsession with
history. The so-called “historical books” (i.e., Joshua, Judges, Samuel, Kings)
may well be more theological than historical, more concerned with the mean-
ing of Israel’s destiny than with reporting its past. To ask the question “What
is the literary form of this text?” is to open the way to what may be a more
adequate understanding of a text's meaning.

What robs form criticism of the capacity for tidy classification is an essential
quality of literature and art: there needs to be a fundamental model of expecta-
tion in relation to which the individual work can situate itself. It was the hope
of form criticism to be able to work back toward the understanding of such
matrixes. It is the sorrow of form criticism that we are usually left contem-
plating the individual achievement, without the matrix. Nevertheless, despite
the uncertainty of the answers, the form-critical questions are essential for the
interpreter.

The first question is: what is the literary form of this text? The answer may be
simplistically easy. Apodictic law is quite different from casuistic law. A psalm
of praise is quite different from a psalm of lament. The answer may not be easy
at all, relying on the observation and intuition of the interpreter. The second
question is more complex: what are the basic components of this text and how
do they relate to each other? It is relatively easy to talk about features in a text;
it is more challenging to talk about their interrelationship. If a passage is only a
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part of a larger text, then we need to ask what sort of a part it is, how it relates
to its context, and what is the literary form of the larger text to which it belongs?
Similarly, we can address this question to the larger blocks forming a text or to
the elements that go to forming one of the blocks. The third question is: how
does the interrelationship of the text’s components function to communicate its
meaning?

Two trends particularly militate against the successful application of form
criticism. One is the security given by a focus on detail; outreach to the whole
is dangerous. The other is the difficulty of putting persuasive words on the per-
ceptions that underlie an intuitive conviction. Up till now, there has been no
adequate codification of the body of experience and observation that takes
form criticism beyond the relatively obvious and easy. It may be that no such
codification is possible; the equivalent to a diagnostic manual may never be
achieved. Just as anxieties about air quality should not stop us breathing, anxi-
eties about form-critical uncertainty should not stop us from attempting to
articulate what is intuitively assumed.

Some examples will help. Early in Genesis, it is relatively simple to realize that
Genesis 2-3 (the garden) and Genesis 4 (Cain and Abel) are stories and that
Genesis 5 and 10-11 are genealogies. It takes closer observation to notice the
differences between Priestly and Yahwist (10:8-30) genealogies. The different
origins of the material in the flood text (Gen 6:5-9:17) have been noted above;
the structural interrelationships of the present text are noteworthy. The decision
to destroy is first made in God’s heart (6:5-8), then communicated to Noah
(6:9-22); after the flood, the decision never again to destroy is first made in God’s
heart (8:21-22) and then communicated to Noah (9:1-17). The significance
of this second decision is theologically huge: despite human sinfulness, God's
commitment is unshakable.

The sacrifice of Isaac (Genesis 22; in Jewish tradition, the binding of Isaac) is
a story; it begins with the announcement of a test and the whole hangs on its
outcome. The story form reaches its conclusion in v. 14, with the naming “The
Lorp will provide,” closed off with Abraham’s return to Beer-sheba in v. 19. It is
possible to see the highly enigmatic story as one of basic trust — “The Lorp will
provide.” The angel’s second intervention (vv. 15-18) has a different focus
(blessing) and a different interpretation (obedience, v. 18b). The variant has
been skillfully introduced between vv. 14 and 19.

In the Deuteronomistic History, the text on the loss of the ark is instructive (1
Samuel 4). The structure is simple. There is a battle report; Israel lost (vv. 1b—
2). There is an inquiry into the loss and a decision to bring the ark from Shiloh
(vv. 3-9). There is a second battle report; Israel lost more heavily and lost the
ark (vv. 10-11). Appended to this are two anecdotes, emphasizing the signifi-
cance of the loss: Eli died when he heard of it (vv. 12-18); his daughter-in-law,
dying in labor, gave her child a name meaning “the glory has departed from
Israel” (vv. 19-22). The form-critical question is whether all this is a matter of
report or a matter of storytelling.

If it is a matter of report, then the question of the elders in v. 3 is reported
because the elders asked it before anything else happened. If it is a story, then
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the storyteller has the question asked knowing full well what the outcome is
going to be in vv. 10—11. The question is: “Why has the Lorp put us to rout
today before the Philistines?” (v. 3a). In a report of what happened, one might
surmise that the elders answered their question with the thought that they may
have lost because they did not have the ark with them. In a story, where vv.
10-11 are known as the outcome, the answer to the elders’ question has to be
to the effect that it was the LorD’s will to do so. The absence of the names of any
military leaders and the emphasis on Philistines, Israel, and elders may be a
pointer to a story rather than a report. The reaction credited to the Philistines
(vv. 6-9) heightens the likelihood of the text being a story; it heightens the
tension. If it is a report, the potential is there for theological reflection to be
distilled from the event; if it is a story, the process of theological distilling has
been begun. Israel’s storytellers were often theologians.

In 1 Kgs 4:1-19, there is an account of Solomon’s officials and those respon-
sible for the provisions of his court. The text is regarded as deriving from authentic
records of the royal court. In Numbers 2, there is an account of the marching
order of Israel for the journey from Sinai to the promised land. The slightest
familiarity with the tortuous terrain of the Sinai peninsula dismisses its authenti-
city as a record; it can then be recognized as a programmatic document, with
interest for the priorities of the tribes. These are form-critical decisions. They are
made in the light of our knowledge today, building on what we know of the
Bible and the Ancient Near East.

In 2 Kgs 6:8-24, there is a fascinating text about Elisha supplying intelligence
to the king of Israel, the Aramean king getting upset about it, and Elisha blinding
the commandos sent to arrest him, leading them through the city of Samaria,
and providing them with a banquet before sending them home. Plausibility is
not the issue. As a report, it would tell of a remarkable event — whether fact or
fiction. As a story, the interpretation of the event has been begun: prophetic
knowledge is praised, Aramean folly laughed at, and the power of God’s prophet
celebrated. Report or story? Asking the question is sometimes easier than ascer-
taining the answer.

In the book of the prophet Amos, form-critical observation of Amos 1-2 and
7-9 shows how strongly patterned both collections are and how different they
are from each other and from Amos 3—6. Both collections, however, portray
Israel’s situation as beyond appeal, beyond intercession. Close observation of
form-critical aspects of a small passage such as Amos 3:3-8 is also revealing. In
vv. 3—6, questions are asked, each assuming a statement or state of affairs. “Do
two walk together unless they have made an appointment?” In v. 8, however,
two statements are made, each followed by a question. Clearly, v. 8 is the for-
mal climax of the passage.

Verses 3—5 constitute a five-line series, each line containing one example and
each beginning with the Hebrew interrogative particle (hd-). The examples are
drawn from natural observation; if the effect can be observed, then the cause
may be assumed. Verse 6 consists of two lines, each beginning with the Hebrew
“if.” A literal translation is:
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If a trumpet is blown in the city, surely (Heb. “and”) the people are afraid?
If disaster befalls a city, surely (Heb. “and”) the Lorp has done it?

The first is a natural observation; given the cause, the effect follows — when the
alarm is sounded, people are afraid. The second is a theological observation, a
faith claim; if an effect can be observed (destruction), then the cause (the Lorp)
may be assumed. The final pair of lines in v. 8 builds on all this. The cause is
stated: “the lion has roared . . . the LorD God has spoken”; the effect necessarily
follows: “who will not fear? . . . who can but prophesy?” A further step is needed
to articulate the full interpretation of the passage, but the use of form in the
service of meaning is clear.

Tradition history

The insight that lies behind the traditio-historical question is the realization that
often aspects of tradition can be identified — whether by language, faith, concern,
or other particulars — so that a text can be situated within the sweep of Israel’s
traditions, highlighting the earlier contributions it draws on and the contribution
of its own that it makes. Sometimes a distinction has been attempted between
oral and written tradition; it is complex and difficult at best — and dubious
where it seeks to blend orality with antiquity and antiquity with God. The capa-
city to trace Israel’s traditions, allowed us by Israel’s reverence for its past,
permits us precious access to the unfolding of Israel’s thinking. The intensive
pursuit of such insights can have wide ramifications (e.g., von Rad, Noth); in
other situations, the observations remain within a more restricted realm.

Examples may be taken from the Pentateuch, the Deuteronomistic History,
and the prophets. The scope is wide; the examples only a tiny fraction of the
totality available. So, for example, it is possible that Gen 17:1-2 echoes an older
tradition of God’s commitment to Abraham, earlier expressed in Gen 12:1-3
(or equivalent). The promise that through Abraham blessing will be mediated
to all the families of the earth is expressed in identical terms in Gen 12:3b and
28:14, in slightly different terms in Gen 18:18b, and with a further difference
again in the deuteronomistic passages Gen 22:18 and 26:4b. The implication
of tracing this tradition through these five occurrences is the possibility of its
theological claim having existed in Israel at least from the Yahwist to the
Deuteronomist (perhaps beyond; cf. Isa 19:24-25 and Gal 3:8).

In 1 Kings 8, in Solomon’s prayer of dedication (vv. 14—21), there is a strong
appeal to God’s promise to David in 2 Samuel 7. It is a good example of how two
texts, presumably of interest to the same deuteronomistic circles, can formulate
the same tradition with notable differences. For all its reverence for the past,
there are places where Israel’s theologians appear remarkably free of any obses-
sion with verbal accuracy.

At the end of the Deuteronomistic History (in 2 Kgs 25:27-30), there is a
notice of King Jehoiachin, the last reigning survivor of David’s line, being released
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into a form of house arrest at the Babylonian court. The passage can be read as
echoing favorable actions of God in Israel’s past; it can also be read as echoing
the fate of Mephibosheth and the end of Saul’s line (2 Sam 9:1-13; also 2 Sam
19:28 and 21:7). Whatever the implications of the passage, it plays on the
traditions of Israel (cf. Granowski, 1992).

In Hosea 12, we find a wide range of references to Jacob, among them: trying
to supplant his brother in the womb, wrestling with God, the encounter with
God at Bethel, his service in Syria for a wife and his shepherding there. Much of
the pentateuchal tradition associated with the patriarch Jacob can here be the
subject of discussion in the 8th century prophet (cf. de Pury, 1989).

Editing history

The insight that leads to asking questions about editing is the realization that
Israel’s editors often allowed their interventions to be visible — inviting reflection.
In English, the terms “redaction criticism” and “redaction history” are widely
used. These reflect transpositions of the German “Redaktion” and the French
“rédaction,” both terms that refer to matters in English called “editorial.” The
English word is preferred here, not on chauvinistic grounds, but to avoid poten-
tial mystification arising from the use of foreign terms. “Editing” is appropriate
to the partial or total reworking of a text; it can be operative at any stage in a
document’s history, from early to middle to late — but it presumes the existence
of a text. Editors can piece together components to form extensive documents
(so the editors termed R'™ and R'™ in the Pentateuch or the editors of prophetic
collections and prophetic books); naturally, they can also do smaller editing
jobs. Some study of a text’s editing history (as for its tradition history) might be
described in terms of intertextuality. There is scope for overlap between origin
criticism and editing history.

From the Pentateuch, for example, Ex 19:3b—9a is of a different origin from its
surroundings; it could owe its place in the text to editorial activity. The difference
of origin is evident: 19:5 already has a covenant in view, before the one that lies
well ahead in the present text. In v. 9a, the passage has its own preparations for
God’s self-disclosure. Two aspects may have attracted an editor’s attention. It is
an unusual covenantal text, in that the outcome is explicitly conditional: “if
you obey my voice and keep my covenant.” On the other hand, at stake is more
than bare relationship. Israel does not become simply God’s people, but God’s
“treasured possession,” “a priestly kingdom and a holy nation.” The last two
are unheard of elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible; the first is rare (cf. Deut 7:6;
14:2; 26:18). The passage does not appear to belong in one of the pentateuchal
sources; an editor may well have felt the need to preserve the tradition.

In the Deuteronomistic History, 1 Kgs 9:6-9 offers an example. In vv. 3-5,
God has answered Solomon’s prayer, consecrated the temple Solomon has built,
and has put there for all time God’s name and God'’s eyes and heart. Solomon'’s
dynastic rule over Israel is assured, on condition of Solomon’s fidelity (v. 4). All
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this is expressed in second person singular address to Solomon. With the exile of
Judah in 587, the Davidic/Solomonic dynastic rule came to an effective end; with
the Babylonian sack of Jerusalem, God’s consecrated temple was destroyed. So in
vv. 6-9, God’s words are expanded in a second person plural address that has to
include the people and that deals with the possibility of infidelity and apostasy.
The tension is acute and difficult. One solution is to see vv. 6—9 as an editorial
expansion, bringing an earlier theology into line with a later reality. Similar
editorial comments on this issue are to be found in 1 Kgs 11:32-33%, 39.

Toward the end of the Deuteronomistic History, King Josiah and Judah made
a covenant before YAwH. Details of the participants are given in 2 Kgs 23:2.
The final statement is: “all the people joined in the covenant” (23:3). A few
verses earlier, these same people are written off as hopeless apostates who have
incurred God's unquenchable wrath (see 22:16-17). The context does not
allow for repentance; editorial adjustment is an appealing possibility. If the
hypothesis of a Josianic Deuteronomistic History is envisaged, Josiah’s death
and the abandonment of his reform required an extensive editorial undertak-
ing, bringing a different vision to bear on seven books of biblical text (see Campbell
and O’Brien, 2000).

Among the prophets, Amos has a couple of chapters in which God’s judg-
ment is pronounced over Israel’s neighbors and, finally, over Israel itself (Amos
1-2). The pronouncements are structured on a remarkable pattern. There is an
introduction (“Thus says the Lorp”), a proverbial opening (“for three . .. and
for four”), a denial of appeal (“I will not cause it to return”), a reference to the
crime, a reference to the punishment, and in all but three cases a concluding
phrase (“says the Lorp"). There are eight such sayings: against Damascus, Gaza,
Tyre, Edom, Ammon, Moab, Judah, and Israel. In seven of them, the crime is a
matter of social justice, usually related to excessive violence in war. In the case
of Judah, however, the crime is in a totally different sphere: “they have rejected
the law of the Lorp, and have not kept his statutes, but they have been led
astray by the same lies after which their ancestors walked” (2:4). Of course,
prophets are entitled to an exception or two. On the other hand, the combina-
tion of factors may suggest later editorial activity here.

While with Amos we might note 3:7, passed over earlier. Its interruption of
the tight sequence of vv. 3—6 and v. 8 creates a difficulty. Its reference to the
prophets as God's servants suggests deuteronomistic origin. The combination of
the two makes an editorial comment from deuteronomistic circles a distinct
possibility.

Conclusion

How recent and how radical the discovery of the Ancient Near East has been
regularly comes as a surprise. The staples of early exploration were languages
and archaeology.
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Among the major languages, Egyptian was deciphered in 1822 (thanks to
the Rosetta Stone, a tri-lingual inscription we owe to Napoleon's troops in 1799).
Of the Mesopotamian languages, Sumerian was not translated until 1907; the
translation of Assyrian and Babylonian was recognized by 1857 (thanks to the
Behistun inscription, again a tri-lingual carved on a mighty rockface). Fledgling
studies of Hittite civilization culminated in excavations at Boghazkdy, begun in
1907; decipherment of the language had to wait for the discovery of the bi-
lingual Karatepe inscription in 194 7. The discovery of Ugarit (also known by its
modern name of Ras Shamra) began in 1928; decipherment of the language, in
an alphabetic cuneiform script, was agreed on by 1932.

Archaeology is a recent science, especially when distinguished from the
adult version of a glorified treasure hunt. Excavation in Mesopotamia led the
way, but did not begin until 1843 (Khorsabad, 1843; Nimrud, 1845; Warka,
1850; Ur and Eridu, begun in 1854-55). In 1871, Schliemann began digging
at Hissarlik in western Turkey and found Homer’s city of Troy. In 1877, de
Sarzec, a French consul, began digging at Telloh and found the Sumerian civi-
lization. In 1899, Sir Arthur Evans began digging at Knossos in Crete and dis-
covered the Minoan civilization. Where Palestine is concerned, tunneling began
in Jerusalem in 1864—67, the Palestine Exploration Fund was founded in 1865,
and in 1890 Sir Flinders Petrie undertook the first stratigraphical excavation
in Palestine at Tell Hesi (cf. generally, Daniel, 1968).

There are many more; others take up the story. In recent years, much has
been learned; in the years ahead, we may assume there will be much more to
learn.

What was said early in this essay may be recalled: the approaches discussed
here are related to insights and questions about the nature of Older Testament
text and its development; they are not methods, to be applied in much the same
way that sausage-making processes are applied to minced meat and the rest.

As insights, these approaches have been validated over a long period of time.
The phenomena discussed are to be found in some biblical texts, not in all. Not
all are equally important for understanding a text where they might be found.
As questions, they need to be asked of texts. Not all interpreters will give the
same answers. Not all interpreters will give their answers the same significance.
Nevertheless, the awareness flowing from these insights and questions will in
varying ways shape part of the context within which any interpretation of
biblical text proceeds.

Further Reading

Method and “how to” books are often problematic. Some leave nothing out and cover
too many good things; others leave too much out and do not cover enough good things.
The inexperienced risk being confused, misled, or overwhelmed; the experienced, who
ought not need them, can find them insightful and stimulating. Rather like reading the
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Bible, it is a matter of knowing what to make one’s own and what to leave alone; an
experienced guide can be most helpful. If that caution can be taken to heart, the
English-language books listed below may be useful in varying ways.

Barton, J., Reading the Old Testament: Method in Biblical Study (London: Darton Longman
and Todd, 1984).

Hayes, J. and C. Holladay, Biblical Exegesis: A Beginner’s Handbook (Atlanta: John Knox,
1982).

Haynes, S. and S. McKenzie (eds.), To Each Its Own Meaning: An Introduction to Biblical
Criticisms and Their Application (Louisville: Westminster/John Knox, 1993).

Kaiser, O. and W. Kiimmel, Exegetical Method: A Student’s Handbook (New York: Seabury.
German copyright: 1963; translator’s copyright: 1967).

Morgan, R. with J. Barton, Biblical Interpretation (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1988).

Steck, O., Old Testament Exegesis: A Guide to the Methodology (translated from the 13th
German edition by J. D. Nogalski. Second edition. SBLRBS 39. Atlanta: Scholars Press,
1998). German versions have been in use for over 25 years.

Stuart, D., Old Testament Exegesis: A Primer for Students and Pastors (2nd edn. Philadel-
phia: Westminster, 1984).

The series of booklets, Guides to Biblical Scholarship, with an Old Testament series and a
New Testament series, published by Fortress Press.
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CHAPTER 2

Methods of Modern Literary
Criticism

David Jobling

The work surveyed in this chapter is the outcome of meetings between biblical
studies and the discipline of “literary criticism” — the critical study of world
literature focused in departments of English and other languages, or of com-
parative literature.

Biblical Criticism and Literary Criticism

Over the last thirty years, which is the scope of this survey, literary criticism
has been riven, perhaps more than any other discipline, by “culture wars.” The
conflict is basically between a traditional and a resistant understanding of what
literature is and how it should be studied, or, though the terminology is impre-
cise and much disputed, between a “modern” and a “postmodern” approach to
literature (on postmodernism, see Bible and Culture Collective, 1995, pp. 1-
19). Traditionalists concentrate their work on literature which they regard as
being of supreme quality, sometimes referred to as the “canon of great books,”
or the “classics,” the ones which everyone needs to know in order to be an
educated member of society. Explicitly or implicitly, they claim for their work a
high degree of objectivity; that their methods are the best available, able to
be learned and practiced equally by everyone, and that they produce correct
understandings of the literature to which they are applied. Those who resist
this tradition point to the many things that it excludes. The “canon” leaves out,
for the most part, literary work by people at the margins of privileged society,
whether this be women, members of racially repressed groups, peasant cultures
whose “literary” productivity consists of oral folktales, or others. The resisters
note also that the academic guild of literary critics has grossly underrepresented
these same marginal groups, that it has been overwhelmingly male, white, etc.
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These critics, it is further said, utilize only a fraction of the methods available,
and, in defense of the autonomy of literature, tend to be suspicious of interdis-
ciplinary approaches.

Those who seek to redefine literary criticism pursue two strategies (not at all
mutually exclusive). On the one hand, they introduce new works to the “canon”
(or simply get rid of the notion of canon). Introductions to literature cease to be
parades of “great books,” and begin to include works by marginal writers which
often have been repressed and almost forgotten. On the other hand, they reread
the books of the “canon” from previously marginalized social locations and
using new methodological tools. They often suggest that the “great books” them-
selves have reinforced social practices which limit women, denigrate people of
color, and so on. For the most part these resistant critics do not suggest that
the classics should no longer be read, or even that they should be no longer
regarded as great literature, but that they should be read with new eyes, giving
a voice to groups of people whose experiences and interests they do not repre-
sent and using approaches apt for this task. To this new kind of reading the
name “deconstruction” is often applied in a general and inexact way. We will
later give a more precise meaning to this very important word.

One major effect of this explosion of new methods of literary criticism is that
the very term “literary” has ceased to have a clear definition. What happens,
some recent critics ask, when we read “as literature” — using the methods of
literary criticism — writings which have not normally been included in that
category: works of history or science, for example, or even products of popular
culture like horoscopes? One way of expressing this shift is to see the object of
criticism not as “literature” in the accepted sense but as “texts” in a much
broader sense. Once this move is made, the object of attention quickly ceases
to be confined even to written texts, and comes to include the “text” of a film,
a social system, even the human genome. One typical postmodern move is to
read “texts” of very different kinds in unexpected combinations, to discover
ways in which they may illuminate each other; this is called “intertextuality.”

Already in the early 1980s, the literary critic Terry Eagleton invited literary
criticism to put itself out of business and redirect its efforts into contributing to
a general critique of culture (p. 204). This typically postmodern agenda is by
now both enthusiastically embraced and fiercely resisted within departments of
“literature.”

Up to a point, the work on the Bible here surveyed can be seen in analogous
terms. In the recent literary study of the Bible we can discern a relatively ortho-
dox stream with old antecedents and a resistant movement which, at least in its
present extent and the variety of forms it takes, is quite new. The situation of
resistant biblical critics differs in one major respect, however, from that of their
colleagues in general literary studies. They cannot do much to change the
“canon.” The Bible is “canon” in a much more precise and exclusive sense than
any “canon of great books” could be (in fact the very term “canon” is borrowed
from the religious tradition). Aside from a certain amount of renewed attention
to non-canonical texts from the biblical period, resistant reading of the Bible
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consists of new kinds of critical attention to the canonical text itself. The devel-
opments we will review have tended to follow, after some lapse of time, similar
developments in general literary criticism. But Eagleton’s process of the mer-
ging of literary approaches into a general cultural criticism is now well advanced
even in biblical studies. We will seek to give reasonably specific senses to the
word “literary,” but the reader should be warned that hard and fast definition
of this term will not help us to understand what is now going on. New methods
emerge, combine and recombine in bewildering ways. For the decade of the
1990s it is really not possible to “survey” all the things that have emerged
under the general heading of “literary approaches” to the Bible. We can only
direct the reader’s attention to some that seem particularly important.

One more introductory point is in order. Recent contributions to the literary
study of the Bible have come, to an extent unmatched in any other area of
biblical studies, from scholars who do not belong to the “guild,” who do not
define themselves as scholars or teachers of the Bible. We will be constantly
referring to, and will include in the Key Readings for this chapter, works by
specialists in English or other literary disciplines. For example, the figures who
have done most to create a main current in the literary study of the Hebrew
Bible, Robert Alter and Meir Sternberg, fall in this category. So do many
postmodern readers of the Bible, whose work has in many cases been virtually
unknown to specialist biblical scholars (but now see the collection by Jobling,
Pippin, and Schleifer). In this situation, it is not surprising that specialists on
both the biblical and the literary side sometimes belittle each other’s work on
the grounds of ignorance of each other’s discipline. Much of this is just self-
interested sniping — in the current interdisciplinary climate we all make use of
work in fields not our own and can only do our best to do so responsibly. We
will not in what follows press distinctions between the work of biblical and
literary specialists.

The Bible as a Literary Classic

As late as the 1960s (as the present writer can personally attest from having
studied at that time) “the Bible as literature” was simply excluded from academic
biblical studies. Biblical studies was a historical discipline. It existed in an
unclearly defined relationship to theology and practices of religious faith, but
neither history nor faith was perceived to have any interest in the Bible’'s qual-
ity as literature or its accessibility by the methods of literary criticism. This sorry
situation has now been utterly transformed. When we identify a mainstream
approach in the literary study of the Bible, against which many scholars now
feel the need to rebel, we should not lose sight of the fact that any kind of liter-
ary study of the Bible represents a revolution in the field, against the unjusti-
fied dominance of historical criticism (which itself, if we go far enough back,
was a revolution against ecclesiastical control over the reading of the Bible!).
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The literary revolution has been accomplished over a remarkably brief period,
and the credit for it is shared by literary readers of the Bible of all stripes.

Nor does what we are calling the mainstream consist of one narrowly defined
school. Rather, it is made up in a loose way of the work of scholars who, for a
variety of reasons, want to preserve for the Bible a place of some centrality and
authority. This may be for religious reasons, but it may also arise, with no overt
religious motive, within a conservative approach to literature in general (see
above), as some critics seek to demonstrate and preserve the Bible's literary
importance within western culture, sometimes even its centrality in the canon
of great books. It is as both the religious and the cultural effects of the Bible have
begun to be questioned, as people have asked whether its centrality in church
and society has been a good thing, that the resistant methods have emerged.
But no one should deny the immense accomplishments within the mainstream
or try to flatten their great variety. Those who reach out in new directions
frequently acknowledge their debt to more orthodox readers and realize that
the lines of demarcation are never clear.

As we consider the antecedents of the new literary trend, we need to recog-
nize that some of the great pioneers of historical methods (see chapter 1) brought
to their work a large measure of literary skill. For example, the founder of form
criticism, Hermann Gunkel, was a highly sensitive literary critic whose work
paved the way for recent developments. James Muilenburg, one of the few
major scholars to resist the historical captivity of biblical studies in the 1960s,
deeply appreciated Gunkel’s literary accomplishment and sought to extend it to
the Bible's larger literary units by a method he called “rhetorical criticism.” The
1960s also saw important contributions from Luis Alonso Schokel, Edwin Good,
and others to what by 1970 was an emerging — though still not an established
— literary trend (for this paragraph and much else on antecedents, see Morgan
with Barton, 1988, pp. 205-24).

During the 1970s, literary approaches gained in sophistication. One trend
in America arose out of the literary “New Criticism,” which subordinated his-
torical issues to consideration of the literary text as a work of art. Representa-
tive here is the first of the volumes edited by Kenneth R. R. Gros Louis (1974).
It is uneven, though James Ackerman’s reading of the Moses birth story is
notable. By the time of the second volume (1982) the methods are much more
varied and the readings less predictable. In 1978 David Gunn published an
impressive book-length treatment of King David which affirmed the literary
autonomy of the text while remaining in touch with historical criticism. But
the most remarkable — and uncompromising — assertion in the 1970s of the
necessity of a close literary reading of the biblical text was J. P. Fokkelman's
reading of parts of Genesis (1991). Fokkelman tries to determine in objective
fashion the literary organization of biblical narratives, from the micro-level of
words to the macro-level of large groups of chapters. The full development of
his method is not to be seen until his later four-volume work on Samuel and
Kings (1981-93), but the Genesis book provides a less daunting introduction to
his unique approach.
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The next stage is the one that can be summarized under the names of “Alter
and Sternberg.” Robert Alter is an American literary critic who demonstrates in
biblical texts a literary skill and imagination no less than (though different from)
what we seek in great novels and poetry. In The Art of Biblical Narrative he
examines the Bible according to both general literary-critical categories — like
character, dialogue, and repetition — and its own special conventions, such as
the “type-scene” (scenes like “the woman at the well” which reappear in varied
forms). Throughout he shows a deep sensitivity to the Bible's techniques of
narration (1981; cf., 1985, where he applies literary insights to biblical poetry;
further on poetry, see Kugel). Students whose experience of academic biblical
studies has been confined to a survey course frequently report how a reading of
Alter opens up a new biblical world for them, making them dwell on the detail,
showing them the compositional skill. Meir Sternberg is an Israeli critic who
approaches the biblical text with an eye to features of its literary form (his back-
ground is in Russian Jewry, and he is influenced by the Soviet school of “formal-
ist” literary criticism founded by Mikhail Bakhtin). Sternberg is harder to read
than Alter. The text-based chapters of his seminal work (1985) are long and
extremely detailed, but richly rewarding. They show the Bible’s immense liter-
ary power, to be discovered when we respect its autonomy and listen without
imposing our categories and questions upon it. Sternberg’s lengthy arguments
at the beginning of the book for the Bible's uniqueness and literary preeminence
are less rewarding.

A considerable group of other scholars, both Israeli and American, mostly
but not exclusively Jewish, work with assumptions generally similar to those of
Alter and Sternberg. Among the most prominent are Shimon Bar-Efrat, Adele
Berlin, Lyle Eslinger, Herbert Marks, Robert Polzin, Joel Rosenberg, and George
Savran. The work of these and other like-minded scholars represents in sum a
vast contribution to the new literary reading of the Bible. An inexperienced
reader might begin with Alter (1981) and Berlin (who gives particular atten-
tion to women characters), and then move to some of the chapters of Sternberg
and to Polzin’s work on 1 or 2 Samuel (1989, 1993).

By the mid-1990s, there were signs that this general approach had achieved
a considerable degree of dominance in the literary study of the Hebrew Bible. It
staked its most powerful claim through the 1987 publication of The Literary
Guide to the Bible, edited by Alter and Frank Kermode. This physically imposing
volume brings together a notable list of contributors who provide literary read-
ings of all the books (or sections) of both testaments (along with some general
essays). It exudes great confidence that “this is the way to do it.”

Yet from the perspective of the year 2000, this intended summation of the
field seems to have missed the boat. The fundamental problem is that it takes a
view of the literary study of the Bible which, already in 1987, was much too
narrow. The narrow methodological scope is the editors’ deliberate choice —
in their Introduction they give reasons why they have excluded a variety of
approaches, including Marxist, psychoanalytic, deconstructive, and feminist.
And the list of authors, despite their individual credentials, is grotesquely white



24 DAVID JOBLING

male. Some excellent things in the book, particularly by authors who refused to
respect the “Keep Out” signs posted in the Introduction (James Ackerman, David
Gunn, Francis Landy, Gabriel Josipovici), fail to offset the sense of anachronism
which a reader feels now. The dominance of the approach spearheaded by Alter
and Sternberg has already receded (for critiques, see Bal, 1987, pp. 59-72; Long).

Counter-reading 1: The Beginnings

We turn now to the explosively varied trends in the recent “literary” reading of
the Bible, beginning with some antecedents. In 1969, the English anthropologist
Edmund Leach published his Genesis as Myth and Other Essays. Though few real-
ized it, this marked a major turning point, and it is emblematic of the complexity
of the field that it came from one who was neither a biblical nor a literary special-
ist. Leach’s work introduced “structuralism” into biblical studies. Structuralism
is a major twentieth-century current of thought derived from pioneering work
in many disciplines, including Ferdinand de Saussure in linguistics, Vladimir
Propp in folklore studies, and Claude Lévi-Strauss — on whom Leach directly
depended — in anthropology. Structuralists posit that humans find intelligibility
in the world of experience through largely unconscious processes whereby they
organize experience in terms of “binary oppositions” (up—down, light—dark,
male—female, and so on). Humans manipulate the many different oppositions
into structures of sufficient complexity to explain the world to their satisfaction.

It was in France that structuralism was first adapted by literary specialists
(such as A. J. Greimas and Gérard Genette) into methods for reading literature,
and eventually for reading the Bible (see Bible and Culture Collective, 1995,
pp. 70-118; Jobling, 1995). Structural analysis is very different from, in fact
almost directly opposite to, close reading in the manner of Alter and Sternberg. It
looks not for conscious literary art, but for evidence of literary structuring, which
is likely to be mostly unconscious. In this view, people produce and understand
stories in a way analogous to how they produce and understand sentences in
ordinary language — by applying internalized rules for what constitutes a well-
formed utterance. Structuralism works better for large collections of literature
(whole biblical books or even the whole of scripture) than for single stories. Its
impact has been greater on New Testament (especially through the many works
of Daniel Patte) than on Hebrew Bible studies. The present author has explored
the possibilities of reading narrative texts of the Hebrew Bible in ways based on
Lévi-Strauss and Greimas, with emphasis more on exegetical and theological
pay-off than on the technical apparatus of structuralism (Jobling 1986a, 1986b;
see also Semeia 18 and, following a different structuralist track, Polzin, 1980).

Meanwhile, still in the 1970s, a quite different but equally momentous turn
was occurring in the literary study of the Bible, this time in America. As the
women’s movement extended its impact through many aspects of American
culture, women and some men began to develop new ways of looking at the
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Bible. Few of these worked in consciously literary ways. The most important of
those who did was Phyllis Trible. A student of Muilenburg, she heeded his call
for a new “rhetorical criticism,” and analyzed through close literary reading the
Bible’s presentation of women characters and their stories, as well as female
images of God. Trible’s early work (1978), at once impassioned and meticulous,
had a unique impact, as much on laywomen and men in church settings as in
the academy. It remains essential reading.

Counter-reading 2: Poststructuralism and
Ideological Criticism

Trible’s book not only made a unique contribution to the development of bib-
lical feminism, it also established a link between literary reading of the Bible and
reading from a position of political commitment. (It was not quite the first such
link; in an astonishing book first published as early as 1974 Fernando Belo had
adapted a form of structuralism to the reading of the Bible in the context of
Latin American liberation theology.) The establishment of this link has done
much to give to the postmodern reading of the Bible in the last two decades its
particular form. To use a rather precarious metaphor, the feminism and the
structuralism which in the 1970s existed in isolation from each other both bred
offspring in the 1980s, and their offspring have interbred prolifically.

Structuralism, first of all in France, gave rise to a whole range of “post-
structural” trends in philosophy (Jacques Derrida), psychoanalysis (Jacques
Lacan, Julia Kristeva), cultural history (Michel Foucault), and other disciplines.
These trends had a variety of impacts on the reading of literature, but perhaps
the most direct impact was that of Derrida’s method of “deconstruction.”
Derrida’s philosophical program is to reread the entire history of western philo-
sophy as establishing certain values or “truths” by the suppression of their
opposites. Starting from Lévi-Strauss’s work on binary oppositions in human
consciousness, Derrida suggests that key oppositions, such as male—female, light—
darkness, reason—emotion, have been put in hierarchical relationship. The first
term of each pair is valued above the second, and this superiority is presented as
belonging to the natural order of things. This order in due course becomes self-
evident, and questioning it becomes in effect impossible within the categories
that the philosophical tradition makes available. The “naturalness” of this state
of things has been asserted or just assumed in the classics of philosophy from
Plato onward. The method of deconstruction is a way of reading texts (espe-
cially, in Derrida himself, the texts of this western philosophical tradition) to
show how they fail to prove what they claim to prove, how they make arbitrary
choices between “undecidable” possibilities, how they must always at some
point assume what they exist to demonstrate.

The “offspring” of early feminism consists not only of the new forms feminism
has taken since the 1970s, but also of other liberation movements in the areas
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of gender, race, and class. This is not to say that the others are somehow logi-
cally dependent on feminism, but rather that feminism’s establishment of itself
as a powerful counter-discourse in American and other cultures came first and
created space for the others. To some degree, these counter-discourses have
entered into relationship with each other; for example “womanist” criticism
exists in a complex relationship to feminist and Afro-American criticisms.

One way of naming the cumulative cultural critique exercised by these counter-
discourses is “ideological criticism.” According to the Marxist theory out of which
this term originates, social oppression of any kind must always be sustained by
the creation of “false consciousness.” Class-divided societies generate structures
of thought that justify and perpetuate the preeminence of a dominant class. The
same analysis can be extended to ideologies which justify the dominance of one
sex or race. For such dominance to be comfortably sustained, the dominated
group, as well as the dominant, must be brought under the umbrella of false
consciousness — the oppressed must accept their oppression as “natural.” Ideo-
logical criticism examines such structures of false consciousness, in a way that
reveals the interconnectedness of different forms of oppression. False conscious-
ness tends to “divide and conquer.” Different forms of dominance, according to
class, sex and race, generally coexist in the same ideology, but the ideology
obscures these links, trying to set the oppressed against each other. Ideological
criticism reveals the links, showing, for example, how the denial of full rational-
ity to both women and blacks is part of a single system of oppression. (The New
Testament critic Elisabeth Schiissler Fiorenza has helpfully given to this com-
plex system of dominations the name “kyriarchy.”)

The relationships over the last two decades between what we are calling ideo-
logical criticism and poststructuralism (including particularly deconstruction)
have been profound, but also extremely complex and conflictual. Some people
engaged in liberation struggle have rejected deconstruction and other modes of
postmodern analysis on the grounds that they undermine all meaning and leave
liberation struggle no ground on which to stand. But others have perceived an
almost total convergence between deconstruction and ideological criticism, since
both are trying to undermine dominant systems of thought and practice. Leading
intellectual figures within postmodernism have responded to political liberation
movements with everything from full participation to hostility or indifference
(see Jobling, 1990).

For postmodernism and deconstruction the Bible seems to represent an
obvious target. In the development of western culture it has been one of the
foundational documents, claiming to give a comprehensive account of all experi-
ence. It is just such foundations and comprehensive accounts (often called
“metanarratives”) that postmodernism subverts. The fundamental oppositions
which the Bible seems to establish — between God and humanity, humanity and
the non-human world, law and grace, spirit and letter, etc. — eminently invite
deconstruction.

In fact, this agenda has not been much pursued by biblical scholars. The most
skillful appropriation of Derrida (and Foucault) for biblical studies has been by
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Stephen Moore, a New Testament critic (1994). Perhaps the best early examples
of a straightforwardly deconstructive reading of Hebrew Bible narrative, without
any obvious political agenda, are two books by Peter Miscall (1983, 1986).
Miscall stresses the ambiguity or “undecidability” of the biblical narrative, over
many issues, as an intrinsic feature to be exploited in interpretation, rather
than as a problem to be solved.

Some scholars (see Handelman, and cf. also Harold Bloom) hypothesize a
special link between the rise of postmodernism and Judaism, including specific-
ally the Jewish tradition of biblical interpretation. Jewish intellectuals (including
among many others, Derrida himself) have been prominent in the establishment
of the postmodern climate. Why should this be? Judaism, we might say, is the
part of itself which the dominant Christian West has had to repress in order to
create its own specific identity, and eventually, as Freud would way, the repressed
will return (Freud himself speculated that only a Jew could have invented
psychoanalysis). Postmodernism is a turning inside-out of the Christian west-
ern tradition. But, beyond these general historical considerations, some see the
Jewish tradition of midrashic biblical interpretation as having entered into the
texture of postmodern literary theory in a more specific way. In contrast to
most Christian commentary, where an individual authoritative voice presents
the latest “truth” about the text, the work of midrash is communal and open-
ended, a conversation between different rabbinic authorities in which minority
views are preserved for further consideration by future generations.

The essays in the excellent collection edited by Hartman and Budick explore
the link between Judaism and postmodernism through the reading of various
biblical texts. But the reader might do even better to turn to Emmanuel Levinas's
“talmudic readings” (1990). Levinas is a French philosopher who has been
largely credited with the turn in postmodern discourse towards philosophical
ethics. He expounds portions of the Talmud, which is itself the deposit of the
vast work of rabbinic interpretation of the Bible in the first centuries of the
Common Era, and finds there — both in the contents and in the communal
method of interpretation — the basis for dialogue between the Bible and the
postmodern world.

Some readers, notably Bloom and Sternberg, compare the Hebrew Bible with
the New Testament in point of literary merit, to the extreme disadvantage of the
latter. At their worst, such comparisons show little care for the religious sensibil-
ities involved. Nonetheless, a critical literary reading can open up fundamental
differences between the different scriptures in a way which encourages rather
than stifles dialogue. This is superbly done in a book that ought to be better
known, Gabriel Josipovici’'s The Book of God. Josipovici brings to his reading of
the Bible the skills of a novelist as well as a literary critic. He concentrates most
of his attention on the Hebrew Bible, showing the fundamental rhythm, the
interplay of repetition and novelty, by which it establishes its view of the world.
He looks at its presentation of memory, dialogue, character, and so on with
a literary finesse not inferior to Alter’s, and more engaging because it is so
resolutely “personal.” Later he turns to the New Testament, first contrasting it
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sharply with the Hebrew Bible, but then softening the contrast. By its very
juxtaposition with the Hebrew Bible, the New Testament takes on a literary
character utterly different from and better than any other early Christian writ-
ings, and wins itself a place as permanent religious literature. It is the present
writer’s experience that Josipovici, better than any other book, enables begin-
ning (especially Christian) students to discern and reflect on their most funda-
mental assumptions about scripture.

A literary assessment of ideological criticism of the Bible, readings of the Bible
done in conscious relation to movements for liberation, is made more difficult by
the fact that many liberation writers do not define their methods as “literary” or
look for connections with general literary criticism. Some certainly do — the
feminist writings, for example, of Claudia Camp, Cheryl Exum, or Danna Fewell
and David Gunn have always been deliberate and skilled in their employment
of the categories of literary criticism. But in the mid-1980s a catalyst was needed
for a more profound linking of liberation and postmodern readings of the Bible
(on this need, see Jobling, 1990). The catalyst came in the form of a trilogy of
books on the Bible by Mieke Bal (1987, 1988a, 1988b), in which she brought
biblical texts into critical conversation with an unprecedented range of other
disciplines. The field was ready to explode in this way; if Bal had not come
along, we would have had to invent her. But her particular combination of
skills had a definite shaping effect.

Bringing long experience of a European feminism that was theoretically power-
ful but politically without a very clear location, Bal entered a North Amer-
ican scene (initially via a major Protestant theological seminary) where the
women’s movement had made political gains but was thirsty for new and more
fundamental ways of critiquing the dominant culture. The resources Bal brought
were, first of all, those of a “critical narratology” (the French subtitle of the book
partially translated as Lethal Love was “The Old Testament at risk from a critical
narratology”!). This theory of narrative emerged from the literary structuralist
approach of Genette. In Bal, Genette’s ideas are exposed to all the critical, politi-
cal, postmodern currents of Europe in the 1970s and early 1980s; his meticu-
lous and probing analysis of the ways literature works becomes in her hands a
tool for analyzing how literature works as a dominant, conservative cultural
system. The central literary monuments of western culture, not least the Bible,
are certainly “at risk” from such an approach. The chapter of Lethal Love on
Genesis 38 (the story of Tamar and Judah), for example, shows how some inter-
esting analysis by Genette of how literature organizes time (by flashbacks,
simultaneous action, and so on) can be turned into a means of questioning the
Bible's fundamental notions of time and history.

Lethal Love is the best point of entry into Bal; its five biblical readings touch on
most of the issues which she develops elsewhere. Murder and Difference is more for
specialists in biblical studies — here Bal examines, using the specific example of
Judges 4-5, the assumptions underlying the whole range of methods of biblical
interpretation. Judges is also the topic of the last of the trilogy, Death and Dissym-
metry. This is the best but also the most challenging of the books. In a series
of chapters, Bal brings all of her particular interests, notably psychoanalysis,
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anthropology, and the theory of graphic art and film, to bear in turn on the
question of just what the book of Judges is, what it achieves in its position in the
Bible. Her answer is that it provides literary justification for what probably was
a historical process in Israel, the transition, resulting in significant loss of power
for women, from one form of marriage to another.

Counter-reading 3: Recent Contributions

Since Bal's trilogy the floodgates have been open to an extraordinary variety of
literary reading of the Bible. We shall review some contributions from the 1990s,
trying to discern a certain order, but conscious that many of these contribu-
tions (which are only a fraction of the body of work we might have alluded
to) deliberately cross disciplinary boundaries and transgress any narrow limit
to the “literary.” Like Hamlet's players, our authors offer us “tragedy, comedy,
history, pastoral, pastoral-comical, historical-pastoral, tragical-historical,
tragical-comical-historical-pastoral” (Hamlet II ii) — for which read “feminist—
deconstructive—psychoanalytic—. . .” Though often playful, they are engaged
in very serious play, applying a range of reading methods that they find appro-
priate to the particular cultural issues which they wish to address. The authors
here mentioned are in almost every case biblical specialists, though they often
use methods that they have learned from literary critics.

One problem the general reader faces is that it has been relatively rare for
biblical critics to pursue these issues at book length. A large proportion of the
books in question are edited collections of essays, since it is at essay-length that
the pioneering work is often done. Helpful collections (in addition to others
mentioned below) are Black, Boer, and Runions; Exum and Clines; Schwartz
(1990). Important essays also regularly appear in journals, notably Biblical
Interpretation, Journal for the Study of the Old Testament, and Semeia.

Two books which are helpful in giving the reader a sense of the large territ-
ory here covered are those by Adam, though he stresses New Testament, and
The Bible and Culture Collective. Also useful is Gunn and Fewell (1993).

In the wake of Bal, perhaps the most pervasive influence in the postmodern
literary reading of the Bible continues to be feminism. Cheryl Exum's recent
work shows a revealing progression. First, an exemplary treatment of tragedy
in the Hebrew Bible (1992) which carries on a conversation with the classical
literary tradition of the West while bringing feminism to bear as a secondary
theme; next (1993), a powerfully feminist reading of the stories of mistreated
biblical women, using cultural stereotypes of women (virgin, mother, whore) as
an analytic tool; more recently (1996) an extension of this stereotype-analysis
beyond the bounds of literature and into painting and film (see also Exum and
Moore, a collection of essays which extends the search for traces of the Bible's
presence into the broadest areas of historical and contemporary culture). There
are other important critiques of the Bible’s cultural influence which have been
shaped by feminism. In The Curse of Cain, Regina Schwartz demonstrates how
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monotheism itself, the unquestioned bedrock of the Bible’s view of reality, has
shaped and been shaped by a nexus of exclusionary human practices, including
the marginalization of the female. The role of the Bible in forming unequal
human — especially gender — identities is likewise explored, using a great variety
of literary methods, in the volume edited by Beal and Gunn.

Among the most accessible of the major contributions to feminist study of the
Bible is Danna Fewell and David Gunn'’s Gender, Power, and Promise. They write at
a level reminiscent of the widely read works of Phyllis Trible, though with differ-
ent assumptions. They offer a reading of the long narrative beginning of the
Bible (Genesis to Kings) which foregrounds the stories of women. They proceed
as if women were the theme of the story, or rather — turning the text inside out
— they make the very suppression of women into the “theme.” Other feminist
readings move in a specifically deconstructive direction. David Rutledge (1996)
develops a theory of marginal reading — reading from places (such as women's
places) from which the Bible does not invite us to read it — in explicit repudiation
of Alter and Kermode’s narrow definition of permissible reading. He applies his
approach to the beginning of Genesis. Yvonne Sherwood (1996) brings the
resources of Derrida to the reading of Hosea’s enforced marriage to (perhaps) a
prostitute (Hosea 1-3); no less valuable than the reading itself is her superb in-
troduction to Derrida and literary deconstruction. A reader of Sherwood would do
well to place alongside it Francis Landy’s commentary on Hosea. Landy is hard to
define methodologically, but out of a profound knowledge of both traditional and
postmodern approaches he creates a scintillating reading of the biblical text.

For a broad overview of what has been happening in feminist reading of the
Bible one should consult by far the most extensive of the many collections of
essays, namely Athalya Brenner’s multi-volume Feminist Companion to the Bible
(including the methodological volume edited by Brenner and Carole Fontaine).
This series is eclectic in the most positive sense, looking for the best material
available regardless of its particular feminist style.

Black reading of the Bible has not engaged the academic field of literary criti-
cism to anything like the extent that feminist reading has — no doubt because
blacks have been even more excluded from that field than women — though
some readers, such as Randall Bailey and Renita Weems, always show deep
literary sensitivity. Here the question of what counts as “literary” becomes
particularly pressing. Black writing on the Bible draws on traditions, such as
preaching, spirituals, or the blues, which have not usually been called literature.
Yet they are uses of language as fully developed as novels or sonnets, and
postmodernism includes them in its decentered view of literature. (For explora-
tions in these areas, see a number of the essays in Felder, 1991, and Semeia 47.)

A very powerful current in literary criticism which has still not made its full
impact in biblical studies is the Marxist tradition. This is potentially fertile ground
for any kind of ideological criticism, but it seems nearly invisible to biblical
critics, especially in America. The English Marxist critic Terry Eagleton has
been directly used by Norman Gottwald (Semeia 59, pp. 43-78) and has himself
contributed a short reading of Jonah (in Schwartz, 1990, pp. 231-6). But the
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Marxist critic whose work holds most promise for biblical studies is the Amer-
ican, Fredric Jameson. His book The Political Unconscious sets out a precise method
for reading literature as symptomatic of the socio-political conditions of its cre-
ation, and he includes in his purview ancient and folk literatures, as well as the
modern novel. His procedure has been used by the present writer (Semeia 59,
pp. 95-127) and much more substantially by Roland Boer (1996). Boer’s is a
difficult book, but its exegetical chapters, with their combination of exact detail
and breadth of philosophical implication, repay careful examination, and the
long opening chapter is not only an introduction to Jameson but also a superb
primer in Marxist criticism.

Just as the Jewish Bible (unlike the Christian one) lacks a “sense of an end-
ing” and ends in a miscellany of different voices (the Writings), so we end by
simply mentioning a number of good books which cover the whole methodo-
logical map. A fairly narrowly-defined form of the structuralist approach con-
tinues to generate impressive exegetical results in van Wolde (1994). Susan
Niditch, in a series of books (of which 1993 is the best introduction), explores
the origin of much biblical narrative in folklore, and sets the Bible in a rich
transhistorical and cross-cultural context. A compelling and very funny style of
feminist-psychoanalytic reading is invented by Ilona Rashkow (1993) as she
sets the classic texts of Genesis and of Freud over against each other. The theory
of fantasy literature, which has recently been developed in general cultural
criticism, is used as a framework for reading biblical texts (including a number
from the Hebrew Bible) in two books edited by George Aichele and Tina Pippin
(1997, 1998). Religious readers may baulk at the idea of the Bible as fantasy,
but it is clear that prophets and apocalyptic writers, for example, often address
their own real world by creating worlds entirely outside human experience.
“Autobiographical criticism,” the critical study of how one’s own experience
shapes how one reads texts (and even decides what texts one reads), is pre-
sented in many guises in Kitzberger (1999; see also Semeia 72). Boer even turns
the history of biblical criticism into fictional literature, “novelizes” it (1997).

Finally, several recent books attempt to continue the program that Bal con-
sistently practices, of keeping texts and methods in immediate dialogue. As one
reads texts, one keeps a constant eye on why one is reading them that way, and
as one discusses methods, one keeps oneself honest by trying them on real texts.
Such books can seem slow going, not offering quick exegetical results, as they
try to accord full respect both to the Bible and to the postmodern context in
which we now read it. But they afford the reader an excellent insight into the
current practice of the literary study of the Bible. Books that adopt this style are
Beal (1997) on Esther, Jobling (1998) on 1 Samuel, and Pyper on 2 Samuel.
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CHAPTER 3
Social Scientific Approaches

Charles E. Carter

The last four decades of the twentieth century saw the emergence of a new form
of biblical criticism, one that gradually took its place alongside the more tradi-
tional types of analysis that had dominated scholarship since the middle of the
nineteenth century. Social science criticism (Gottwald, 1992) developed from
more modest uses of the social sciences to examine various aspects and functions
of biblical cultures. It became its own form of analysis as biblical scholars studied
and applied insights and models from cultural anthropology and macrosociology
to the study of the Hebrew Bible in a holistic manner. Scholars took the same
care in analyzing cultural traditions and developments as they previously had
in the study of literary forms and biblical historiography. What they discovered
as they applied the social sciences to the biblical worlds was that just as words
and texts must be interpreted within literary contexts, cultures and traditions
must be interpreted within social contexts. Thus, what began with two seminal
articles by George Mendenhall, (1962) and Norman Gottwald (1974), brought a
revolutionary shift in the discipline of Hebrew Bible studies. Now, many scholars
are practicing and experimenting with social science criticism and Philip Davies
has hailed literary and social science analyses of biblical texts as the primary
methods of inquiry most likely to promote new understanding of scripture (Davies
1992, 1994). This chapter will examine briefly the events that led to the forma-
tion of this new discipline, discuss its context within the social sciences them-
selves, propose a set of guidelines for its appropriate use, and identify some
contributions of social science criticism to First Testament studies.

Historical and Methodological Contexts

While the acceptance of social science criticism alongside its more traditional
forms of analysis is rather recent, several significant studies laid its foundation
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and made it possible. If one broadly defines social sciences as observations about
one’s social and cultural setting, one can point to several “proto-sociological”
observations about biblical Israel in the Hebrew Bible itself, in Classical Greek
sources, in early works within Rabbinic Judaism (Carter, 1996, 1999b); (Wilson,
1984), and in Islamic historiography (Carter, 1999a, pp. 60-1). Similarly, some
early biblical scholars conducted important studies of the flora, fauna, geography,
archaeology, and climate of Syria—Palestine as a result of their pilgrimages to
the “Holy Land” as early as the 17th century (Benjamin, 1994).

This was followed in the 19th century by explorations of Syria—Palestine and
then by early scientific surveys such as those conducted by Edward R. Robinson
(1856) and the later surveys of Conder and Kitchener (1883). These explorations
and surveys continue to prove useful for analyses of the geographic, archaeolo-
gical, geological and topographical context of the territory. These works are not
typically included in the history of social science criticism of the Hebrew Bible,
but have in fact helped set the context for sociological and anthropological
understandings of antiquity. Societies are directly affected by their environment
and develop technologies and social structures that allow them to adapt to their
surroundings. Their physical surroundings may influence subsistence strategies,
site distribution, and population, all of which have sociopolitical and socioeco-
nomic ramifications that, if neglected, may decrease the accuracy of one’s under-
standing of past cultures.

One of the first studies to apply the social sciences directly to Israelite culture
was John Fenton's Early Hebrew Life: A Study in Sociology (1880). Fenton’s brief
work is important not only for its pioneering entry into sociology, but also
because he maintained that one must distinguish between the literary form and
social realities of texts. Acknowledging that many biblical traditions are not
“historically accurate,” he held that they could still reveal something valuable
about the social world(s) behind them.

Scottish theologian and biblical scholar W. Robertson Smith is generally con-
sidered the founder of cultural anthropology (Douglas, 1966, p. 14). Smith is
best known for two studies of social and cultural structures. His first major
work, Kinship and Marriage in Early Arabia (1885), is still considered a classic
on acephalous social groups. Lectures on the Religion of the Semites: The First
Series (1889) presents Smith’s analysis of the religious traditions and struc-
tures in different periods of Israel’s history. He suggests that there was a move-
ment from spontaneous worship to a more rigid ritual tradition. In the former,
tribal cultures considered sacrifice to be an opportunity for the direct contact
between people and the deity; in the latter, a more highly developed sense of
moral responsibility and “payment” for sin developed. Smith’s broad knowledge
encompassed numerous semitic traditions and cultures and sought to draw
parallels between Bedouin culture and ancient Israelite culture and society.
Smith was not content to study Arab and Bedouin culture from texts alone
but traveled to Syria—Palestine four times, conducting what could be seen as a
precursor of ethnographic fieldwork. In 1991, John Day discovered the second
and third series of lectures in the W. Robertson Smith library in Cambridge.
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These analyzed social and religious traditions in Mesopotamia and Syria and
sought to treat these cultures in a more sympathetic way. He wrote after the
initial discoveries of some of the major Akkadian texts, but before the Ugaritic
materials were unearthed. Despite the fact that some of Smith’s conclusions
have been discarded in the century since his lectures were delivered, his many
studies remain important for any who would use the social sciences in biblical
interpretation.

Although it is common to root the origins of sociology in the studies of August
Comte, two fundamental ways of viewing social order are rooted in the work of
Ferdinand Tonnies. Tonnies, a historian, suggested that European society had
evolved from a community (Gemeinschaft) to a society (Gesellschaft), phases that
he believed constituted “ideal types” that could be profitably applied to other
societies (Mayes, 1989, pp. 7-8). This concept was developed, though in distinct
ways, in the later studies of Durkheim, Marx, and Weber. These three thinkers
in turn laid the foundations for three of the major currents within sociology.
The work of Weber is more closely related to conflict theory, an approach that
examines the ways in which societies and social groups respond to the variety
of sociopolitical and socioeconomic pressures that inevitably develop (Malina,
1982, pp. 233—4). It asserts that the interests of different groups are often com-
peting and that these competing interests often ultimately lead to one group
being more central, the other more marginalized.

Emil Durkheim is considered the founder of the structural-functional
approach, one that suggests not that groups never have competing interests, but
that the tension that exists among various groups can often lead to a cultural
consensus (Malina, 1982, p. 234). This approach is generally considered to be
a response to an evolutionary and deterministic bias that had developed within
the emergent social sciences of the late 19th and early 20th centuries. It
focuses primarily on the structure and function of social groups, institutions,
and ideologies within societies. While it emerged within European sociology
and anthropology it has been a major form of social science theory in both
Europe and the United States since the 1950s (Lenski, Lenski, and Nolan, 1991).

Karl Marx's thought focused more on the material aspects of cultural develop-
ment, and gave rise to what has now become known as cultural materialism
(Harris, 1980). In his view, all cultural developments, such as art, literature,
music, religion, ideology and so forth — commonly referred to as the “superstruc-
ture” — are embedded directly in the social and economic realities in which those
developments take shape — often called the “base.” In this “base-superstructure”
model, changes in the economic realm (“base”) influence the developments
within the cultural realm (“superstructure”). This suggests that ideas and
ideologies are influenced, if not determined, by changes in the socioeconomic
structure of societies. This approach, which is gaining popularity in biblical
applications of the social sciences, stands in direct tension to the more common
sociological theory that sees ideas as primary movers in the development of
societies and their social, political, and economic orders.
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Of Models and Methods

All social sciences are at their heart comparative in nature. This comparison of
societies and cultures allows social scientists to make observations in one culture
that may apply to another culture, though distant in time and perhaps place.
The use of models might involve, for example, examining the role and function
of shamans in tribal and/or agrarian societies to draw conclusions about the
nature of mediation. These conclusions might, in turn, be applied to the role
and function of the prophet in Israelite society (Wilson, 1980, 1984; Overholt,
1974, 1982, 1996).

One of the critiques that more traditional exegetes have levied against social
science criticism is that it applies these types of external models onto biblical
cultures. Further, much post-World War II western sociology focuses on the
“microsociological” — the component parts of societies. It typically gathers social
data about specific issues such as gender, racism and race relations, class struc-
ture, families, and political and economic settings. These approaches are less
applicable to ancient cultures and social groups because the methods that they
employ are dependent on gathering contemporary, representative data of the
type that cannot be easily recovered from antiquity.

This is precisely why one must apply a macrosociological perspective to the
biblical texts in order to understand the cultural patterns that they sometimes
hide. Macrosociology is historical in nature, concerned with the development of
cultures rather than their instance in one particular point in time. It is also
comparative, recognizing that cultures dating to different eras may have com-
mon features, particularly if they exist in similar environmental settings or sub-
sistence strategies (Lenski, Lenski, and Nolan, 1991). Finally, the developmental
concern of macrosociology allows it to contribute to the biblical cultures, which
were not in a state of constancy, but rather in a state of flux. That flux included
movements from relative simplicity to complexity, from an independent mon-
archy to a vassal state, from a vassal state to a colonial province.

It is also important to note that modeling is a major part of traditional inter-
pretive methodology, though it is more often transparent to the interpreter than
is sociological modeling. When one examines suzerainty—vassal treaties to see
how Deuteronomy functioned in biblical Israel, one is comparing genres based
on the model of an “ideal type” of this form of Ancient Near Eastern treaty. The
same is true of the study of Hebrew itself. If a scholar is studying a particularly
rare Hebrew root, it is not uncommon to seek linguistic cognates from other
Semitic languages or even to search for non-Semitic loanwords. Literary and
linguistic models form the foundation upon which we build and revise our under-
standing of the biblical literature. Social science modeling is similarly compar-
ative and seeks cultural cognates for particular biblical practices or institutions.
However, while this type of modeling can lead to important breakthroughs
in our understanding of ancient cultures, biblical scholars must be careful to
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observe appropriate controls when comparing premodern cultures to biblical
ones, lest the scholars’ own history color his or her interpretation of particular
texts and the ensuing social reconstruction (Sasson, 1981; Herion, 1986).

The need for precision in modeling goes beyond its application to biblical
worlds. Indeed, any social science discipline that engages in reconstructions of
past societies must take special care to construct its models carefully and to
govern the application of these data to the cultures in question. It is common-
place within archaeology to apply social models to ancient cultures in an attempt
to look beyond the narrow interpretation of specific artifacts and sites to the
place within society that these sites and their remains held. Some have used the
interpretive model of Ferdinand Braudel and analyzed the material culture of
sites and even site distribution from the perspective of la longue durée. Thomas
Levy and Suzanne Richard have employed social science models and patterns —
such as sedentarism, nomadism, cultural adaptation, and chiefdoms — better to
understand the transitional phases of the Chalcolithic period (Levy, 1986) and
the Early Bronze Age (Richard, 1987). The chiefdom model has also proven
valuable in interpreting textual and archaeological data concerning Israel in
the transitional period between that of the “judges” and the early monarchy
(Frick, 1985; Flanagan, 1981, 1988).

Ethnography and ethnoarchaeology are being increasingly used within bib-
lical studies to shed light on the ancient past. Ethnographic studies are typically
conducted among premodern cultures in order to clarify practices and beliefs in
non-living cultures (Carter, 1997, pp. 280-1). The data gained from carefully
conducted fieldwork may be applied to ancient cultures by “analogy” or “ana-
logical reasoning” — the use of practices, material objects, and ideologies from
observable cultures to help understand past cultures. Although ethnoarchae-
ology was initially used to clarify issues concerning prehistoric hunting and
gathering societies, archaeologists gradually began to conduct studies to an-
swer questions that emerged from research on historical societies. The popu-
lation of ancient cultures could be more carefully estimated on the basis of
ethnographic studies of the population density of premodern villages. The social
function of potters and other craft specialists could be better reconstructed
when the role and place of similar specialists was clarified through modern
ethnographic research.

While most scholars would apply some controls on the use of ethnographic
data in social reconstructions, a minority would eschew the use of these data
altogether. Controls might range from a rather loose expectation of similarities
in cultural types and environmental setting to the construction of a series of
hypotheses to be tested through the ethnographic research. Some biblical schol-
ars and social scientists are uncomfortable with the construction of these
hypothetical models and believe that they lead to a false sense of “objectivity”
and are an attempt simply to mimic the “hard sciences.” They point out that
numerous variables exist when one discusses human societies — the most
unpredictable is humankind itself — and therefore that society does not lend
itself to this type of testing (Lemche, 1990, pp. 82, 87). In this view, to use
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macrosociological and general social science models to reconstruct ancient
societies is to obscure rather than to clarify those cultures, and to impose mod-
ern models onto the past.

If addressed carefully these critiques have the potential of sharpening the
focus and improving the results of social science study of scripture. They present
those who would apply ethnographic, cultural anthropological, archaeological,
or macrosociological models to the biblical world with a challenge to do so with
care and precision. Indeed, the methodology within each of these subfields
of the social sciences is constantly maturing, adding an additional responsib-
ility to biblical scholars who would employ them. Only as biblical scholars
remain aware of newer developments in sociological and anthropological theory
can they continue to further the understanding of biblical cultures. Otherwise,
scholars will find themselves either trying to “unscramble omelettes” — seeking
to untangle complicated literary histories — or “collecting butterflies” — i.e.,
categorizing social practices without understanding them (McNutt, 1999,
pp. 1-32). As McNutt points out, an approach that uses multiple sources and
models, one that examines social settings to provide not a “definitive word” but
a working hypothesis, provides the best hope for understanding the complex
nature of Israelite society in any point of its history.

Social science analysis of biblical cultures: early examples

The attempts to apply the fledgling social sciences to biblical cultures continued
after W. Robertson Smith’s early influential works. Two of the immediate uses
concerned the role of magic in society, and cultural evolution. Both of these
concerns are evident from an anthropological perspective in Smith’s writings, but
were taken in a different, more literary, direction by those who followed him.
Once his protégé — and always claiming to be applying his methodology — Sir
James Frazer led the social sciences into counterproductive territory (Douglas,
1966, pp. 17-28; Anderson, 1987, pp. 4—7). He focused on the role of magic
within society and considered it to be the primary phase of societal or intellec-
tual development. Following the magical stage, societies tended to adopt a “re-
ligious” character, and finally developed modern, “scientific” worldviews. Lucien
Lévy-Bruhl likewise posited a gradual movement within cultures from what he
called a “collective mentality,” to one he referred to as “empirical-logical,” and
ultimately to a “logical” mentality that led to the rise of individual conscious-
ness (Kimbrough, 1972, pp. 198-202).

Most of the early sociological and anthropological studies relating to the
Hebrew Bible were conducted by Europeans. The work of Louis Wallis (1907,
1912) marks an exception to this trend. Wallis was one of the first scholars
to distinguish between theological and social science approaches, a distinction
that has been developed in the last two decades in the work of Philip Davies
(1992) and Robert Oden (1987). Wallis suggested that scholars view biblical
culture and ideology from the standpoint of its common features with other
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Ancient Near Eastern traditions and proposed that a sociological reading of the
text could add significantly to one’s understanding of those texts. American
biblical scholarship later came to be dominated by the work of W. F. Albright
and his students; their interests were more theological than anthropological.
Albright himself viewed the social sciences with suspicion and considered their
application to the biblical worlds to be positivist (Kimbrough, 1972, pp. 199,
202). On the Continent two major works appeared that significantly impacted
critical scholarship. French biblical scholar Antonin Causse applied a structural—
functional methodology to his study of scripture, but was overly influenced by
the flawed perspectives of Lucien Lévy-Bruhl delineated above. Causse’s analysis
of Israelite culture was insightful at points, and was certainly exhaustive. His
major studies focused on the treatment of the poor, on the evolution of Israelite
society, on the mission of the prophets, and on the emergence of Judaism from
the Israelite and Judean traditions (Causse, 1922, 1937).

Without question the study that most impacted subsequent biblical scholar-
ship is Max Weber’s Ancient Judaism (1952), a sociologist’s sortie into the world
of Hebrew Bible studies and emergent Judaism. While some cross-disciplinary
forays into new territory are marked by poor methodology, a lack of understand-
ing of the field, or both, Weber’s study serves as a model for interdisciplinary
study. He availed himself of the best of biblical and Ancient Near Eastern
scholarship and applied his insightful mind to material ranging from Mesopota-
mian mythic traditions to the Amarna correspondence, from the tribal struc-
ture to Second Temple period Judaism, from covenantal and legal traditions to
Israelite concepts of the divine. His work and methodology remain influential in
modern biblical studies (Carter, 1996, 1999) even if critical foundations upon
which he based his understanding of biblical studies have shifted and some of
his conclusions have been eclipsed. Not until the studies of Norman Gottwald
was biblical scholarship to receive such a thoroughgoing infusion of social sci-
ence perspectives and broadly-based challenge.

Albrecht Alt (Alt, 1929) and Martin Noth (1930, 1960) continued to apply
some insights from the social sciences to their study of biblical texts. Although
both were working directly from what Gottwald has identified as a “human-
ities” approach to the Hebrew Bible, their attention to the social settings of texts
is nonetheless notable. Alt’s methodology was influenced deeply by the models
of both Wellhausen and Rob