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GENERAL INTRODUCTION
Leslie Houlden and Peter Byrne

The aim of this Companion Encyclopedia is to provide as comprehensive a
guide as possible to the present state of Christian theology in its Western
academic manifestations and in the setting of the modern world. To understand
the present, especially in the case of a long-standing phenomenon like
Christianity, it is necessary to be aware of the past. So here there is much
history as well as contemporary reflection and assessment.

The contributors are drawn from many different traditions of belief and
thought, but all reflect broadly the assumptions and methods of the modern
Western academy, and write as analysts rather than propagandists. No attempt
has been made to seek or impose a single viewpoint, and readers will sometimes
find themselves presented with different angles on the same material.
Inevitably, too, some features of the scene will recur, most notably the
eighteenth-century Enlightenment: readers will at least become convinced of
the cruciality of this episode, greater, from a modern standpoint, in many
ways than even the early period or the Reformation. At the same time, however
far-reaching the developments or the applications which it undergoes,
Christian theology never loses sight of the originating impulse given by Jesus
of Nazareth. Behind and beneath all the ideas and all the books, it rests on
the story that centres on him.

Modern Christian theology (and everything in this book is ‘modern’ in
standpoint even when it examines writings and ideas of the distant past) is
far from being a unified phenomenon. In the first place, there are significant
differences of theological agenda, ethos, priority and content between the
various Christian Churches, from the largest to the smallest; and, especially
in the case of the great Churches, there are also significant internal differences,
traceable both to history and to contemporary movements of thought and
life. Thus, the Anglican Communion contains strong ‘Catholic’, ‘Protestant’
and ‘liberal’ elements, and the Roman Catholic Church includes both
traditionalists and reformists.

Second, theology involves different styles and emphases according to the
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GENERAL INTRODUCTION

location of its practitioners: whether, for example, they operate in the context
of church life, schools or universities. In the first, there is likely to be a note of
authority and commitment and a tendency towards construction and synthesis
that would usually seem inappropriate in the academy. Matters of church
order and discipline (one has only to cite the question of the ordination of
women, often scarcely intelligible as problematic to people outside the
Churches) are likely to figure prominently in church theology, and often the
posture is dogmatic rather than critical.

In school theology, on the other hand, the agenda tends to be formed by
society at large; hence the interest in the world faiths and what they have in
common, and in currently pressing ethical issues. Here there is often a felt
need to respond to urgent social demands, fuelled perhaps by government or
parent power.

When we turn to university theology, which this book chiefly and essentially
reflects, we find a third situation, quite distinct from the other two, even
though individual theologians may well feel loyalty to the Church or sensitivity
to the needs of the school. Here, the dominant atmosphere is provided by the
secular university as a whole, as it has developed in the West, where, despite
regional variations, there is much homogeneity. While there may often be
unadmitted ideology (sometimes erupting violently as in the literary world),
the public stance is deeply antipathetic to anything that smacks of sectionalism
or propaganda: in these respects the Churches’ tarnished past is often hard to
forget and theology’s attempts to present itself as a reformed character are
not always trusted. The emphasis is on openness, the critical assessment of
all ideas, however venerable or (it may sometimes appear) trivial. More nobly,
the quest for truth, by its very nature never concluded and certainly inimical
to other authorities, is pre-eminent.

There can be no doubt that, despite setbacks and failures to penetrate
beyond the academy as widely as may be wished or expected, this style of
theology has done much to reduce bigotry and to foster human understanding.
One may point, for example, to the shaming of anti-Semitism, attributable,
at least in part, to developments in New Testament studies as conducted in
the modern academy, giving us a more balanced picture of the Judaism that
Jesus knew and inhabited; and to the ecumenical movement, where Christians
of long-warring traditions have sought to let greater comprehension of one
another’s historical positions bring about better relations in the present.

But if we look at the university from within, then theology’s situation is
undeniably complex for it owes allegiance in several different, even
conflicting, directions. (It is worth noting that even the numerous
confessional higher educational institutions, whose teachers are usually
trained in universities, are often sensitive to the complexity, even if not as
strongly.) Theology owes allegiance first to the modern secular academy in
which it is placed and which is its paymaster. This ‘parent’ may indeed be in
many ways beneficent, as has been indicated, but it may also be subversive or
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GENERAL INTRODUCTION

corrosive, for the secular university has no interest whatsoever in the claims
concerning God or ‘the Other’ which are the lively centre of theology’s
interest and, many would say, the single mainspring of its whole life.
Theology, in other words, however dispassionate and critical it may be, can
never reduce itself to purely secularist terms—to the ‘study of religion” as a
phenomenon in human life (alongside, for instance, sport or work). It is
aware of itself, bluntly, as concerned with the holy—not only as a major
presence in the world but also as a factor whose claims (whether true or
false) are unique in kind and scale. Christian theology has its own distinctive
features, of course, but here is the nub of the matter, and the source of
theology’s strange mixture of ease and unease in the modern university—a
situation of which, despite its wide tolerance, the university itself
occasionally, though perhaps surprisingly rarely, takes cognizance. To put
the matter at a more personal level, there is something both hard and
peculiar in engaging in the study of God as if he were an object in one’s hand,
while knowing of him also as the one in whose hands one exists (whether as
idea or as reality). However, Christian theology’s own bringing together of
God as mystery and yet as involving himself radically with the world
suggests ways of resolving the difficulty.

All this is a way of saying that theology owes allegiance not only to the
university but also to the Christian tradition, even perhaps, in some settings,
to that tradition as currently instantiated in a Church. But most of that
tradition was formed and expressed in conditions far removed from the
modern post-Enlightenment academy, breathing authority and often even
compulsion for the enforcement of its teaching. Not only is this a legacy still
sometimes hard to live down (e.g. when a church seminary asks for
accreditation by a university; though either side may well blur the issues at
stake-corporate memory is often weaker than one might expect!); it is also
bound to mark the study of the Bible and the tradition, and to rub off, perhaps
quite subtly, on critical scholarship in general.

This book is about ‘thought’ rather than “life’; so, though the distinction
cannot be absolute without artificiality, this is not a survey of Christianity
and the Churches as social phenomena—their distribution, worship,
organization, and so forth. The book reflects the various intellectual disciplines
which have grown up over the centuries to investigate and consider aspects
of theology. It makes abundantly plain what a rich and diverse field this now
is—and indeed long has been.

Some of the forty-eight chapters that make up the book are largely
descriptive, whether of a period of past thought or of the current state of
scholarship. Others are more ambitious and deliberately sketch out new ways
of considering the matter in hand, pointing to possible and even desirable
future developments. But all through, every effort has been made to transcend
the merely informative. Even though, naturally, a great deal of essential
information is given, there could be no attempt at completeness, and
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GENERAL INTRODUCTION

contributors have sought to stimulate as well as to instruct, to suggest patterns
of comprehension rather than to burden the reader with raw data.

The book falls into six Parts. The first three deal with major foundational
aspects of Christian theological reflection: the Bible, the tradition, and the
contribution of philosophy, especially in the modern period. Though there
can be no rigid division, the other three Parts are more concerned with
application: in relation to spirituality and to contemporary ethics, and, finally,
issues in and aspects of present-day theological construction.

The editors acknowledge with gratitude the work of those who have
contributed to this book and the collaboration they have enjoyed with their
publishers, in particular Jonathan Price, who initiated the idea which now
reaches fruition, Seth Denbo and Colville Wemyss.
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INTRODUCTION
Leslie Houlden

There can be useful argument whether a treatment of Christian thought should
begin with the Bible or with the tradition. The issue is commonly and
sometimes crudely thought of as that which fundamentally divides the
Protestant element in the Christian world on the one hand from the Catholic
and Eastern Orthodox elements on the other. It is of course not as simple as
that: no Christian community considers itself to be other than dependent on
the authority and pervasive influence of Scripture or to be independent of
what it conceives to be authentic tradition. The fact that, with this common
basis, they can disagree so profoundly merely shows how varied is the
interpretation to which both Scripture and tradition are susceptible. These
massive entities, the one in literary bulk, the other in temporal, conceptual
and human expanse, cannot reasonably be expected to yield simple and clear
directives to those who would base themselves upon them.

What is undeniable is that there has always been a complex interaction
between the Bible and tradition. From one point of view, the Bible as Christians
have received it is itself the product of tradition, one (albeit towering) element
in the Christian story. Though much of it (the Old Testament) was inherited
from Judaism, those books were arranged—in early Christian tradition—in
a Christianly significant order rather than a Jewish order, and the original
Christian writings (the New Testament) were as much deposits of, as formative
of, early Christianity, that is they were a fruit of the tradition. In that basic
sense, tradition has priority.

But from another point of view, Scripture has occupied a normative place
in Christianity that has been unrivalled. In realistic terms, it is arguable that
the creeds or the eucharistic liturgies, both of them succinct and, by their
repeated use, deeply influential embodiments and formers of faith, have, as it
were, largely carried Christianity along on the tide of history. But, despite the
tenacious reverence accorded to these formulas by most Christian
communities, they have never received the deference and devotion given to
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the Bible. In however strange (to us) or partial the manner of its use,
Scripturehas been the court of appeal to which upholders of doctrine have
turned and the source from which they have reckoned to derive their tenets.
It has been Scripture whose terms have had to be met and it has been to
Scripture that, directly or obliquely, Christians have chiefly turned for religious
nourishment and guidance.

Here in our present context, however, it is not only the massive, public
and ‘up-front’ role played by the Bible in Christianity as a matter of sheer
fact that leads to its appearing first in this volume. Nor does that position
reflect a decision between the Bible and tradition as claimants to primacy in
authority: such a decision would, in the constraints of this brief chapter, be
rash or crude, and in any case is inappropriate in an academic work such as
this. What is involved is more straightforwardly the plain historical datum
that the Bible, in the shape of the Old Testament, is the primary surviving
bond linking Christianity to its ancient Jewish antecedents and, indeed, its
ever-present Jewish contemporaries, with whom its relationship has been
always so complex, problematic, and often so tumultuous or catastrophically
scandalous. In that perspective at the very least, the Bible pushes itself to the
front in any orderly survey of Christian thought.

In part, it is also an obstacle to be circumnavigated, or at any rate treated
with caution. For much else in Christian thought has been couched so
commonly (and so early, and even when Scripture was ostensibly the source)
in abstract or philosophical patterns that, whatever the claims and
appearances, the Bible, with its quite different idioms, chiefly narrative and
poetry, has been left far behind, as far as its own thought worlds are concerned.
Historical approaches to the Bible, developed in recent centuries, have made
that so utterly plain that the Bible has become, despite the profligate and
even fanatical use of it in many Christian circles, in many ways an alien
work—all too clearly mishandled when too readily handled, yet often also in
practice treated like a precious icon, revered from afar but not closely
examined, lest its native language should prove largely beyond our capactiy
to absorb and use, even when understood intellectually.

It is in this perspective that the chapters that follow should be read. They
begin with an account of the make-up of the Hebrew Bible in the complicated
and drawn-out context of its assemblage as a normative body of sacred
writings. But John Barton provides more than this. In drawing attention to
the vast range and diversity of the background of this literature, he draws
our attention implicitly to its alienness as far as all subsequent readers and
users are concerned—all those, that is, who, in whatever precise spirit, lump
it together as a canonical whole and make it authoritative, as God-given
words. We cannot help but feel the (unwitting) audacity of that step.

It is a step which two major inheritors have taken, or rather a step which
is at the start of two different paths. The second chapter traces the movement,
from the beginnings that Barton described, down the initial stretches of the
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Jewish path, that is, in the period when Judaism and Christianity,
bothreckoning Scripture as their major authority and each unabashedly
confident in their favoured way of interpreting it, were establishing the camps
from which they would henceforward stare at each other, from time to time
launching missiles—and, until very recently, being largely without
comprehension of or even respect for each other’s readings of their common
sacred literary inheritance. ‘Neutral” academic scholarship has in recent years
at least given some Jews and some Christians a fruitful common land.

The third chapter outlines the parallel Christian development in patristic
and medieval times, so different from mainline Jewish scriptural interpretation,
but, paradoxically, owing much to the Philonic strain in first-century
Alexandrian Judaism which Judaism itself so soon lost, ignored or forswore,
thus losing the major possibility of a common language in which the two
faiths might conceivably (hope against hope) have interpreted their shared
writings.

Modern (i.e. post-Enlightenment) historical study of the Old Testament,
whose story is told in the fourth chapter, has, in part, operated as a boomerang.
It has made available the knowledge of Scripture’s past and especially its
origins, which the earlier chapters have described. In doing so, it has sabotaged
the traditional theological purposes to which both Christians and Jews have
put the Scriptures, showing those uses up as anachronistic, arbitrary or, at
any rate by historical standards, unjustifiable—for all their ingenious learning.
John Rogerson’s chapter shows equally, however, that these inevitable
challenges to traditional ways of regarding the Old Testament have not led
Christian scholars to abandon this literature to the Jews or, more neutrally,
to the historical limbo of its own original times. No, Christian scholars have,
by a variety of strategies, risen to the challenges and found in the Old
Testament a renewed source of edification or formation, whether seeing it in
its own right or as giving shape to themes whose further destiny lay ahead in
the career of Jesus and early Christian reflection on him. Both the theological
thrusts of the Old Testament and its irresistible historical character have given
major contributions to Christian thought, recalling it to a neglected Hebrew
inheritance.

The next three chapters attend to various aspects of the New Testament,
partly in tandem with the treatment already given to the Old Testament
writings. The fifth chapter highlights the essential gap, not immediately
apparent to the reader of the Bible as a single book, between the two
Testaments. At one level, it is a gap of time—that which scholarship labels
‘the inter-testamental period’, a time whose Jewish literary deposit, so far as
it has survived, at Qumran or elsewhere, never achieved canonical, i.e. biblical
status; yet, historically, it contributed to the world of thought in which
Christianity arose, so that to ignore it is to distort the picture of that world.
What is involved is the culture of first-century Judaism—including not only
its literary possessions but its methods for interpreting them. This volume,
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being concerned with the biblical texts, can do no more than draw attention
to this factor, so important from a historical point of view.

More importantly, there is a profound conceptual gap. Not only do the
New Testament writings fail to follow those of the Old in immediate and
uninterrupted temporal sequence; they also arise by what we may describe as
a quite different mechanism. From one point of view they are indeed, within
their far narrower time-scale, the record of the history, beliefs and practices
of a community of faith, just as is the Old Testament. But more significantly,
they are, in their diverse literary forms, all responses to and reflections on the
figure of Jesus, seen as the decisive and all-embracing agent of God for human
salvation. This dominating personal presence and force has no counterpart
in the Old Testament—which indeed he was also quickly seen to dominate,
for it foreshadowed him and he fulfilled it. In Christian perception, he is
more than one character in a long story: he colonizes all of it, from start to
finish. More modestly, we may say that the terms and images of the Old
Testament, suitably adapted and developed, alone made him intelligible: in
the first years, there was no other resource.

In the sixth chapter, John Muddiman shows how richly and diversely the
writings of the New Testament served as the ‘proofs’ for Christian beliefs
about God and Christ as they developed, with increasing sophistication, chiefly
of a philosophical kind, in the subsequent period—expressed as they were in
conceptual idioms that were as foreign to most, if not all, of the New Testament
as to the Old.

This process, once brought unavoidably to our attention by candid historical
investigation and the use of historicality of imagination, raises questions of
great urgency for standard Christian theology, some of whose tenets and
much of whose idiom seem undermined by an awareness of its traditional
pedigree in New Testament terms and proof texts. These issues, still scarcely
absorbed in much of the theological and ecclesiastical establishment, are raised
in one dimension by Heikki Riisinen in chapter seven and in a more
persistently biblical and literary way by Stephen Prickett’s concluding chapter.
Here we read of some of the profound questions posed by the presence of a
‘holy book’, now that we know so much about it and about its functioning.

Thus we end without a closure, with pointers towards a future which
theological reflection had better not refuse, for its own health and integrity.
As many of these chapters indicate, it is a future in which, on the one hand,
the Bible is a fast disappearing cultural force in society at large and even in
practice in some major parts of the Christian world; while on the other hand,
in the academy it is read and studied by both believers and unbelievers, with
unprecedented fertility, as new methods and approaches continually arrive
on the scene, some more theological in their bearing than others. It is a
perplexing state for the Bible to be in.



THE HEBREW BIBLE: FORMATION
AND CHARACTER

John Barton

This chapter is divided into two sections. The first deals with the growth of
Hebrew literature and its gradual formation into the canon of the Hebrew
Bible. The second discusses the matrix from which Hebrew Scripture came,
and especially its roots in the social life of ancient Israel.

THE FORMATION OF THE HEBREW SCRIPTURES

The Hebrew Bible is the product of two processes, distinct yet interacting at
many points. One is the growth of the national literature of Israel, built up as
the sayings of sages, the hymns and poems of singers, narratives of early
historians, oracles of prophets, and the judgements of lawyers were written
down and shaped by many subsequent generations of scribes. The other
process, which began as early as the time of the Babylonian Exile (586-532
BCE), is the selection and codification of the core of these disparate works to
form the official literature of the nation. Before the Exile only the first
process was clearly at work, though some legal materials already had an
authoritative status from the seventh century, perhaps even earlier. After
about the second century BCE the second process was virtually complete,
with only marginal disputes about the scriptural status of a few books
possibly continuing down into the Christian era. But between these dates
‘sacred writings’ were still being produced even though other, more ancient
ones were already fixed and settled as the core of Holy Scripture. Once some
books were already regarded as ‘holy’, that had an effect on how other books
were written: pastiche of earlier biblical books became common. Later
books of the Bible thus have a complex relationship with earlier ones, and
this will be explored below by examining first, the growth of Israel’s national
literature; second, its acceptance as Scripture; and finally, the interaction of
the two processes (Sanders 1992).
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GROWTH OF THE LITERATURE

The bulk of the Hebrew Bible was composed between the early days of the
monarchy (tenth century BCE) and the period of Persian dominance (fifth
century BCE). Most of the books we now have are the result of a long process
of reworking and rewriting, in which editors introduced new material, either
composed for the purpose or taken from existing documents. Hardly any of
the major books of the Bible seems to derive from a single author in the
modern sense, and the few that may do so (e.g. Jonah, Ruth) are generally
from a somewhat later time, perhaps the Hellenistic age (fourth century and
later). For theology, this aspect of the way the national literature of Israel
was formed raises questions about inspiration, revelation, and authority, and
also about the relation of religious content to literary form (Barr 1983). Six
broad types of literature will be examined: narrative, law, wisdom, poetry,
prophecy and psalmody.

Narrative

Unusually in the ancient world, even the earliest fragments of Israelite story-
telling or historical narration are in prose (Alter 1981). In the Pentateuch,
Genesis contains stories about the ‘patriarchs’ (Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and
Jacob’s twelve sons), and Exodus about Moses and the escape of the Israelites
from Egypt, which may derive from a source document (‘J’) written perhaps
as early as the tenth century, and based on yet older materials. Other narrative
books also contain what seem to have been originally independent legends or
folk memories—stories about prophets, for example, in the books of Samuel
and Kings (see 1 Sam. 9-10; 1 Kgs. 13, 18-22; 2 Kgs. 1-2). It was not until
the fifth century that all the disparate materials in the Pentateuch came together
to form the five books as we now have them, and much that was then included
was certainly later than the early sections just mentioned. In the meanwhile,
Israelite historiography had developed to a degree of sophistication
unparalleled among the other nations in the ancient Near East. It is usual to
single out the account of David’s monarchy in its middle and later years
(including his affair with Bathsheba, the near loss of his throne to his son
Absalom, and the eventual succession of Solomon) as a separate ‘Court
History’ or ‘Succession Narrative’, comprising 2 Samuel 9-20 and 1 Kings
1-2 (Whybray 1968). But the whole of 1 and 2 Samuel exhibit much the
same skill in narration, and may show that such literary skills were already
developing well before the monarchies of Israel and Judah went into terminal
decline in the eighth century (Gunn 1978, 1980). The greatest work of
compilation and editing can be found in the single ‘history’ running from
Joshua through Judges and Samuel and ending with Kings (thus incorporating
the already existing Succession Narrative), which was probably put together
from older materials, or reworked from earlier editions, during the Exile in
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the sixth century BCE (Noth 1981). This massive narrative work is
traditionally known as the ‘Former Prophets’ but in modern scholarship as
the ‘Deuteronomistic History’, since it is an interpretation of the history of
Israel down to the Exile according to criteria in part derived from the book
of Deuteronomy.

All Tsrael’s narrative literature is interpretative—narration necessarily
interprets what it narrates. But a comparison of the finished Deuteronomistic
History with its underlying sources, and with narratives in the Pentateuch,
brings out two characteristic features of the interpretation of history in Hebrew
literature. First, from the earliest times for which we have any evidence the
narrators interpreted the history of the nation in religious terms. Israel’s God
is involved in what happens to the Israelites. This may be true at a local level,
when a prophet or patriarch experiences the events that befall him as a contact
with the divine; or it may be at a national or even international level, with
events being interpreted as part of an unfolding divine purpose for the whole
people of Israel, or even for the whole world. But second—and perhaps
surprisingly—the divine element in human history tends to be heightened as
Israelite historiography develops. Modern readers may expect that the earlier
a story is, the more ‘supernatural’ it will be, but, if anything, the reverse is the
case. It is in the Succession Narrative that the most ‘secular’ accounts of
human events are to be found; the Deuteronomistic History tends to heighten
the divine control of history, and includes more miraculous elements. The
trend continued after the Exile, with Chronicles to some extent rewriting the
events recorded by the Deuteronomistic Historian to make them reveal the
hand of God more explicitly. Thus the development of Israel’s historiographical
tradition manifests an increasing ‘sacralization’ or ‘theologization’. As we
shall see, this is equally characteristic of other branches of the national
literature.

Law

Israelite law developed in its early days along lines familiar from other
cultures of the area, with similarities to the law codes of ancient
Mesopotamia, such as the famous Code of Hammurabi (Greengus 1992).
The early law codes in the Hebrew Bible may have been taken over from the
indigenous Canaanite population of Palestine. The earliest, the ‘Book of the
Covenant’ (Exod. 21-4), concentrates on providing the rules needed for life
in a fairly simple society, regulating tenure of land and ownership of
property, and seeking to maintain the peace through rules for dealing with
murder, theft, and personal injury. ‘Law’ in this context means something
similar to what it means today, and is not a religious term as it was to become
later in Judaism.

However, even at this early stage (at the beginning of the monarchic period
or even earlier) there were some distinctive features of Israelite law. It
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presupposed a less stratified society than did most Mesopotamian law, withfew
laws differentiating between people of different social status—perhaps because
Israelite society was as yet less ‘advanced’ than the city states of Mesopotamia.
And it cast the law in forms less commonly found outside Israel, in particular
the ‘apodeictic’ form, where the law is a simple imperative, either positive or
(more often) negative, e.g. ‘You shall not commit adultery’. (The theory of
Alt (1967) that apodeictic law was actually unique to Israel cannot be
sustained.) Most ancient Near Eastern law (including much in the Hebrew
Bible) takes the form ‘if x, then y’: ‘If a man steals an ox or a sheep, and kills
it or sells it, he shall pay five oxen for an ox, and four sheep for a sheep’
(Exod. 22:1; Hebrew 21:37) (Gilmer 1975; Sonsino 1992). Thus even at the
earliest stages we can recognize a tendency to couch law in the form of
teaching. It addresses the potential criminal, rather than simply providing a
code to which judges can refer when sentencing, and accords protection to
all human beings just because they are human, not because they have a
particular status in society. But the codes still remain primarily legal documents
in the normal sense.

Later legal texts, by contrast, developed some of these peculiar features to
a point where the term ‘law’ becomes rather questionable. Deuteronomy,
edited probably in the seventh century BCE from earlier materials (including
the Book of the Covenant), envisages a society which is perhaps more ideal
than real—with something approaching equality between the sexes, even in
the case of slaves (Deut. 15:12-18), and even the king himself brought under
the rule of law (Deut. 17:14-20). Deuteronomy also includes long sections of
comment on the law and encouragement to keep it (e.g. Deut. 11:1-25)—
hardly in place in an actual code, but fitting for a book which was meant to
be read (probably aloud) in a religious setting, and to change society rather
than merely regulating it.

Much the same is true of the (perhaps slightly later) ‘Holiness Code’ (Lev.
16-26). Both these works add a clear theological rationale to the more
commonsensical approach of the Book of the Covenant, maintaining that
the laws come from God and are the terms and conditions of his special
relationship (‘covenant’) with his people (Lev. 26:3-20; Deut. 29:2-9 (Hebrew
29:1-8)). This laid the foundation for the fresh understanding of the law
which developed in post-exilic times, in contents where Jews could no longer
regulate their own affairs. In law as in historiography we can see a steady
theologizing of originally pragmatic material. All commandments are
attributed to God as their author—thus classically in the Ten Commandments
or Decalogue (Exod. 20:1-17; Deut. 5:6-21), a digest of the essential core of
the law which traces all legislation back to the God of the Exodus, Israel’s
covenant-lord.
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Wisdom

Just as the roots of Hebrew law go down into a common ancient Near Eastern
soil, so do those of ‘wisdom’ (Crenshaw 1981). The only clear example of
wisdom literature in the Hebrew Scriptures is the book of Proverbs, and this
manifests all the defining characteristics of the genre as found throughout
the ancient Near East and, indeed, further west in the classical world (Hesiod’s
Works and Days is a Greek example). Typically a wisdom book is a collection
of aphorisms or ‘sentences’, often only one or two lines long, though sometimes
collected into groups with a common theme. In other works there are short
paragraphs evidently composed to have a genuine progression of thought.
Alongside the ‘sentence literature’, this ‘instruction literature’ occurs in the
wisdom books of both Mesopotamia and Egypt, where it is typically attributed
to a high court official, giving advice to his son (see the examples in Pritchard
1969:412-25). The Hebrew tradition preserves this form, though whether
Hebrew wisdom was really rooted in the royal court, it is hard to say (see
below). Wisdom also includes riddles (as in Prov. 30:15), questions (Prov.
30:4), and paradoxes (Prov. 30:24-8).

Scholars have long debated the extent to which Hebrew wisdom is religious.
In the sentence collections proverbs referring to God mingle freely with those
that do not mention him, as is the case also in Egyptian wisdom. Sometimes
it is argued that Israel’s wisdom was distinctive from the very beginning, and
always rested on the experience of Israel’s special God, even where he is not
mentioned (von Rad 1972). Others think, perhaps more plausibly, that teachers
of wisdom, though indeed they were hardly atheists, did not take God and
his ways in the world as their primary topic of interest (McKane 1970:10-
22). They were concerned to observe and comment primarily on human
behaviour, in a more pragmatic spirit. What is certain, however, is that we
possess no example of a purely secular wisdom document, and some of the
most frequent statements in Hebrew wisdom are theological: “The fear of the
Lord is the beginning of wisdom’ (or some variant of this) occurs more often
than any other sentence in the Hebrew Bible.

But it is important to see that the style of theology in Proverbs differs
markedly from that in many other books, approaching at times what in
Christian thought is called ‘natural theology’ (Barr 1993). Wisdom is interested
in observation of the human and natural worlds, rather than in divine
revelation. It refers hardly at all to the national history, or to other Hebrew
literature. It seems to be a self-contained system. This is still true in the book
of Job, a work from the Persian period (possibly the fifth century), which
most scholars assign to ‘wisdom’. This work reflects on the human experience
of suffering and especially the lack of correspondence between reward and
desert, but it does so entirely without reference to the law, the prophets, or
the history of Israel.

The later post-exilic period saw a sharp shift of emphasis. The books of
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Ecclesiasticus (Ben Sira) and the Wisdom of Solomon are recognizably wisdom,
but they presuppose a knowledge of and a commitment to the rest of Israel’s
national literature in its post-exilic form. Wisdom is being, as it were,
contaminated by other traditions within Israel’s literary heritage, and the
theology of wisdom increasingly comes into line with those traditions. This is
part of the way in which older parts of the canon of Scripture came to affect
later parts, which will be examined in the section ‘Interaction between the
canonization of old texts and the composition of new ones’.

Poetry

It is hard to know how much of the literature of ancient Israel has survived in
the Hebrew Bible, and how much has been lost to us; but at least in the case
of poetry, it seems quite clear that there were once far more texts than we
now have. There are references to books of poems, now lost, in Numbers
20:14, Joshua 10:13, and 2 Samuel 1:18; and these may have contained
appropriate poems for various types of occasion, by no means all of which
need have been religious in character. But the major collection in the Hebrew
Bible is the book of Psalms, which contains only religious verse. A few of the
Psalms are more like wisdom instructions, reflecting on good and evil,
prosperity and adversity (Pss. 37; 49). But most seem to be intended for
address to God. Some speak in the plural (e.g. Ps. 80), some in the singular
(Ps. 88), and this might suggest a rough and ready division into liturgical
texts meant for corporate worship, and private prayers to be uttered by an
individual. Studies of ancient Israelite worship have argued persuasively,
however, that almost all the extant Psalms could have had a liturgical function,
since the T who speaks may on many occasions be taken as a collective—the
community represented, perhaps, by a single singer or reciter. (Note the change
of number, for example, in Ps. 81.)

Most scholars now think that the majority of the Psalms originated before
the Exile, and had a place in the worship of the Solomonic Temple (Mowinckel
1962; Kraus 1966; Day 1990). They characteristically express either praise
or lament/petition, much as do the prayers of many religions. But some may
also have been used in private devotion—even those couched in ‘corporate’
language. The Psalter is rather like a Christian hymn book: the poems may
have originated as hymns, or as private lyric poems, but in their present
context all are meant for public worship. Yet an individual may well use any
or all of them for private prayer. The actual formation of the Psalter as a
fixed collection may owe something to both motives, the desire to collect
together common liturgical texts and the desire to produce a book for private
devotion—though the latter term might imply a more widespread literacy
than it is reasonable to assume for the pre- and early post-exilic periods.

The Psalter must have been formed through a number of stages. As it
stands it is divided into five ‘books’ (1-41; 42-72; 73-89; 90-106; 107-50),
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perhaps on the analogy of the Pentateuch; but within the books (and
sometimes even cutting across them) are indications of earlier small
collections, such as the Psalms of Asaph (50, 73-83) or the Psalms of
‘Ascents’ (120-34). Most scholars assume that groups of priests or other
Temple officials were responsible for these collections. When and how they
were made remains wholly in the realm of conjecture. (For what can be
known, see Day 1990:109-22.) There are hymns and prayers from
neighbouring cultures, but no compendium of psalmody that offers any close
analogy to the Psalter.

The oscillation between corporate and individual piety in the Psalms, indeed
the practical impossibility of knowing for sure which we are dealing with,
make it harder to write a literary history of Israel, but throw much light on
its religious thought. Yahweh, the God of the nation, is also seen as the
protector and helper of the individual Israelite. Israel did not acknowledge
(at least not officially) the pattern of thought common in other ancient cultures,
where there were ‘guardian’ gods for the individual who were distinct from,
and could act as intercessors with, the greater gods of the pantheon. From at
least the time of the great prophets (eighth century BCE) it was claimed that
one and the same God was both ruler of the universe, rightly worshipped in
hymns and liturgies, and the friend of the individual—especially the afflicted
or persecuted individual. As a finished collection, the Psalter reflects this
religious tradition, which distinguished ancient Israel rather sharply from
most of its neighbours.

Prophecy

The prophets after whom books are named—TIsaiah, Jeremiah, Hosea, and
so on—were once called ‘the writing prophets’, on the assumption that each
actually wrote the book that bears his name. There is no impossibility in
supposing the prophets to have been literate; but the present form of their
books is difficult to explain, if they composed these books themselves. Even
the most orderly of the prophetic books (Ezekiel) strikes the modern reader
as rather jumbled, in comparison with books familiar today, while Hosea or
Isaiah present a quite bewildering variety and disorder. To cope with this,
modern scholarship has proposed that each book contains a core of authentic
oracles by the prophet in question, which he probably delivered orally but
did not write down, but that the remainder of the book (usually the greater
part) derives from later writers.

There is a division of opinion over who these later writers may have been
(see the discussion in Sawyer 1987:24-38). Some think of them as the prophets’
disciples, who composed additional oracles in the prophets’ name (rather
like the disciples of rabbis in later times), and who were then in turn followed
by their own disciples, until it makes sense to speak of a ‘school’ of this or
that prophet lasting as long as several centuries. The book of Isaiah, for
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example, contains material from the eighth century, but probably also from
as late as the fifth or fourth. Others hold that the prophet commissioned the
writing down of his oracles—Jeremiah tells us the name of his secretary,
Baruch—and once these were in written form, they were reworked by
successive generations of scribes, in much the same manner as the historical
books or the wisdom collections. (For a discussion of these issues see, for
example, Clements 1982.) On either model the picture we receive from a
prophetic book is far removed from the realities of the prophet’s own day,
and the ‘message’ of the book may differ widely from that of the prophet
himself. Simplifying greatly, we may say that the general trend in editing the
prophetic books was to make what the prophet had said in his own day
relevant either to the specific situation of a later time, or to the circumstances
of all times. As we shall see, this had the effect of enabling the prophetic
books to serve as models for the ‘apocalyptic’ books of later times, in which
both these features are strongly apparent.

By the time of the Exile there must already have been early editions of
Amos, Hosea, Micah, Isaiah, and Jeremiah. It is widely thought that these
books, whatever their transmission down to this point, were subjected to a
reworking during the Exile by the same school of scribes as the
Deuteronomistic History. By this means all these books became theological
interpretations of the pre-exilic history of the kingdoms of Israel and Judah.
Historiography and prophecy came to present a united understanding of
why the nation had fallen, and how any revived Israel could avoid suffering
the same fate again. Amos and, probably, Hosea were little revised
thereafter, but the exilic edition of Isaiah received further massive additions,
the collections known as ‘Deutero-Isaiah’ (40-55) and ‘Trito-Isaiah’ (56—
66). It is hard to say at what point such re-edited works came to be seen as
‘Scripture’. There must have been a stage at which they were felt to be holy
or inspired enough for there to be some advantage in adding oracles to them,
rather than issuing those oracles separately; and yet not so holy or inspired
that nothing legitimately could be added to them, as was the case by the last
pre-Christian centuries. Few books seem to have become ‘canonical’ in
Judaism without passing through an intermediate phase of this kind.

ACCEPTANCE OF THE HEBREW WRITINGS AS SCRIPTURE

As just indicated in the case of the prophets, it is not easy to say at exactly
which point in their development the writings that now form the Hebrew
Bible became ‘Scripture’. Canonization, in the technical sense of inclusion in
a fixed list with absolute boundaries, can hardly be spoken of before the first
century BCE, perhaps not even then (Barr 1983; Sanders 1992). But already
by the early post-exilic age all the types of literature discussed above were
acquiring a high status and authority—greater than any newly written work
could claim—as the literary deposit of a revered past. Once this has happened,
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it makes sense to speak of the existence of ‘Scripture’. Again this can be
illustrated in detail by concentrating on different genres of literature.

Narrative+Law

When the Pentateuch was edited into its present shape, probably in the late
sixth or early fifth century BCE, the legal material surveyed on pp. 9-10
above was placed in its ‘correct’ historical context. The Book of the Covenant
and the Holiness Code were presented as part of the divine revelation given
to Moses at Sinai, the Deuteronomic law as part of his final address to the
Israelites in the plains of Moab, just before they were to cross the Jordan into
the Promised Land. This had the effect of integrating law and narrative in a
way that has been critically important for Judaism ever since. The finished
Pentateuch itself came to be called the Torah or Law, as though all of it-not
just the legal portions—had the function of ‘law’ (or guidance) for Jewish
life. The historical narrative thereby took on the character of moral instruction,
beginning the tendency to treat historical incidents primarily as moral examples
which has been common in both Judaism and Christianity (Barton 1986:154-
78). (This is the ancestor of the ‘moral sense’ in medieval biblical
interpretation.) On the other hand, law (in the literal sense) was anchored
firmly to the foundation narrative of the Jewish people, so that it could not
be treated as a human construction but must be accepted as divine revelation
given through Moses, the greatest lawgiver and prophet Israel had ever known.

The fixing of the Pentateuch also established that the formative period for
Israel should be seen as ending when the revelation of the Torah ended-with
the death of Moses. From now on the Pentateuch, which before had perhaps
run on without a break into Joshua and the subsequent histories, formed a
separate entity—an account of the classic age of Israel’s origins. One feature
that may strike the modern reader as odd about this is that this age then ends
before the conquest of Canaan, for at the end of Deuteronomy the Israelites
are about to enter the land; it is not until Joshua that the entry actually
occurs. It has been plausibly suggested (Sanders 1972) that this is theologically
significant, and reflects the experience of the generation that compiled the
Pentateuch. Living in exile, no more able than Moses himself to enter the
promised Land, the compilers deliberately left the Torah as an open-ended
work, addressed to readers who might indeed hope to return to the land, but
had certainly not yet done so. One consequence was to make the occupation
of Canaan the beginning of the second great block of narrative, the
Deuteronomistic History, which lost its original connection with Pentateuchal
materials and came to begin with the book of Joshua.

For the early post-exilic generation both the Pentateuchal and
Deuteronomistic historical narratives belonged firmly in the past. They were
accounts of the first and second epochs in the Israelite story, both of which
had ended. The profound sense of discontinuity between then and now is a
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highly characteristic element in the post-exilic view of reality, which both
encourages and is encouraged by the recognition of these writings no longer
just as national records but as the community’s Scripture, closed to all
possibility of correction or supplementation (cf. Barton 1986:115-16). Much
later, Josephus will say that no scriptural book was written ‘from the death
of Artaxerxes to our own time’ (Against Apion 1:37-43)—which means in
practice after the time of Ezra, whose work marked the decisive inauguration
of the Second Commonwealth of Israel in the fifth century BCE. That belief
was not yet present when the Pentareuch was being edited, probably somewhat
before the work of Ezra; but its spirit is quite close to that of the early post-
exilic community. Revelation, whether of law or of history, lay for them in
the past. Such an attitude was an essential part of the acceptance of ancient
writings as ‘Scripture’. It also, as we shall see, affected what sorts of new
writing could be produced.

Wisdom

Whereas the Pentateuch and Former Prophets (Deuteronomistic History) were
clearly regarded as ‘scriptural’ by the middle of the Persian period, the wisdom
literature seems to have retained a less official status right down into the
Hellenistic age. Evidence that it is beginning to be seen as part of sacred
literature can be found in the attempt of editors to make the rather sceptical
and critical wisdom books, Job and Ecclesiastes, yield an orthodox message.
In the case of Job this may be found in features of the narrative framework
(Job 1; 2; 42:7-17), the introduction of the pious utterances of Elihu (32-7),
and, above all, the repentance of Job (42:1-6)—if we assume, as do many
but not all scholars, that these passages are interpolations into an originally
far less orthodox work. Where Ecclesiastes is concerned, it is well established
that a work strongly critical of established religion and of accepted wisdom
teaching has been ‘improved’ by the addition of such passages as 2:26 and
12:13-14, which in effect reverse the book’s original teaching and bring it
into line with what wisdom teachers had always said anyway (Whybray 1980).
Thus Job and Ecclesiastes edge their way towards becoming ‘Scripture’.
Whether Proverbs received, or needed, such reworking is a moot point. Some
scholars think that all the sayings in it which mention God are part of a post-
exilic retouching (McKane 1970). But the majority view is probably that
they were always an integral part of the work, and that its canonization did
not necessitate any radical rewriting.

Psalmody

It is not clear how early the book of Psalms became ‘canonical’ in its present
form. The presence among the Dead Sea Scrolls of Psalter manuscripts differing
in arrangement from our Psalter may indicate that the order of the Psalms
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was still not fixed in the first century BCE, though some scholars argue that
these manuscripts are selections, arranged for liturgical use, from a book
that was already fixed (see the discussion in Sanders 1992:842-3). In either
case it is likely that most Jewish communities by this time would have
recognized ‘the Psalms’, with whatever variations of detail, as Scripture.
Probably this had been so for several centuries. The Psalter is often described
as ‘the hymnbook of the second temple’, and it seems from 1 Chronicles 16
that excerpts from it were already a familiar part of worship in the fifth
century. Just as all law was attributed to Moses, and all wisdom to Solomon,
so psalmody came to be ascribed to David; and this had the effect (or was the
result) of placing the composition of Psalms firmly in the past—just like law
and wisdom.

By New Testament times the Psalms had become a book of religious
teaching, their character as address to God submerged under the idea that
they were God’s address to his people. Thus, in the New Testament, Psalm
texts can be read in the same way as prophecy (Acts 2:25-8), while Philo uses
them as teaching about the spiritual life. Thus the Psalms became one of the
‘foundation documents’ of Judaism—no longer a collection which could be
added to freely, but a complete and self-contained work from a past age. The
book contained 150 Psalms, and it is interesting that though these are counted
differently in the Hebrew, Greek, and Latin traditions, care is taken to ensure
that the total remains the same, by combining and/or subdividing various
Psalms. (The LXX’s Ps. 151 is a later text which never formed part of the
collection.)

Prophecy

We have already seen that the prophetic books grew by a complex process, in
which old oracles were updated and new ones added. At what stage in this
process any given prophetic book came to be seen as ‘Scripture’ is hard to
say. Presumably (see above) a book is not yet scriptural if its contents can be
freely reworked. But there are some prophetic books (Isaiah is the classic
case) which were expanded by the addition of complete blocks of material at
the end, perhaps after the work of interpolation into the original book was
complete, and here it might make sense to say that the original book was
being seen as already a complete—and hence arguably ‘scriptural>—text. On
the whole, however, it may be better to think of the prophets as becoming
‘canonical’ only at the point where all further work on the text had ceased. In
that case few of the books were Scripture until at least the fifth century, and
some not until a couple of centuries later still.

An interesting phenomenon is the ‘Book of the Twelve’, seen as a unit by
Ben Sira (Ecclus. 48:10). This obviously postdates the latest of the individual
books of the minor prophets (Malachi), though some think there were earlier
collections—a ‘Book of the Six’ (or two such books), or a ‘Book of the Nine’.
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Whatever the details, the collection witnesses to a way of seeing the prophets
comparable to what we have already observed for the Torah and the Psalms.
Their individuality is lost beneath a perception of their works as a collection
of divine oracles, all of much the same kind.

INTERACTION BETWEEN THE CANONIZATION OF OLD TEXTS
AND THE COMPOSITION OF NEW ONES

A major concern of this chapter has been to show that the formation of the
Hebrew Bible did not take place in neat, discrete stages. It is not the case that
all the texts were written ‘in their own right’, then were all ‘canonized’, and
then began to be interpreted. Some books were still as yet unwritten when
others were already seen as authoritative. And the way in which books already
scriptural were understood influenced the writing of later books, which would
in due course become scriptural themselves. The processes are complicated
even further by the fact that different types of writing seemed to have acquired
scriptural status at different relative dates: the law, for example, became
‘official’ very early (as is the nature of law), and the narratives associated
with it in the Pentateuch likewise; while new prophecy was still being written
well into the post-exilic age. Older works which were already held in great
reverence could thus affect newer works, which for later generations would
appear to be on the same level, but which at the time were really quite
secondary and derivative in style or content. This can again be illustrated
briefly for different genres of writing.

Narrative

The interaction between texts that were well on the way to being Scripture,
and new texts that would eventually become so, can be seen most clearly in
the books of Chronicles. Though there may be some independent sources
lying behind Chronicles, it is clear that for the most part these books are a
reworking of the books of Samuel and Kings—parts of the Deuteronomistic
History. Chronicles describes the history of Judah as it would have been, if
history conformed to more regular patterns of cause and effect, merit and
reward. To this end the author has to rewrite Samuel-Kings extensively. But
it is not as though Samuel-Kings itself had provided an objective account of
events, while Chronicles gives us pure fantasy. The Deuteronomistic History
is already far from neutral, and often reshapes the events it describes; while
Chronicles clearly feels bound by the constraints of ‘what really happened’
to a much greater degree than if it were a work of pure fiction.

For example, in Chronicles David rather than Solomon takes most of the
credit for the Temple: he plans it, collects the materials, appoints the builders
(1 Chr. 28-9). This accords with the Chronicler’s depiction of David as the
originator of all Israel’s sacred institutions. Yet it is still Solomon who actually
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inaugurates the building: evidently this was regarded as an unalterable fact.
The Deuteronomistic version is pulled into a new shape, embellished, curtailed,
rewritten; but it is not, strictly speaking, contradicted. For the Chronicler, it
seems, the books of Samuel and Kings had a high—more or less a ‘scriptural’—
status, so that any retelling of the history must be in close reliance on them
and not openly at odds with them. On the other hand, it was still apparently
open to writers to produce an original retelling of the story, not just a
commentary on the existing one.

And yet this retelling was like the original in conception and in style. It
was a kind of pastiche, and skilful enough that the reader of the English
Bible, faced with Samuel-Kings and Chronicles both rendered into the same
‘biblical English’, does not immediately see that one is an imitation of the
other, but reads both alike as scriptural narrative. The text conceals the fact
that there was a time (perhaps in the fifth century) when Samuel-Kings was
already Scripture, and Chronicles was just another newly written work, with
no authority but that of its author(s).

Wisdom

At least some law acquired an authoritative status before the Exile; and the
Deuteronomistic History was in some sense ‘Scripture’ by the time the
Chronicler began his work. But the authority of wisdom literature, which
never claimed a divine origin, seems to have been accepted later than that of
either law or narrative. We do not know when Proverbs came to seem
unalterable and divinely inspired. We may guess that the attribution to
Solomon helped in this, as it probably did also for Ecclesiastes and the Song
of Songs. Books ostensibly so ancient, and written by so revered a figure, did
in due course come to seem of divine origin. It is interesting that none of
these books appears to be a conscious imitation of any other, and the same is
true of Job. Pastiche did perhaps eventually occur, for Ecclesiasticus is clearly
a Proverbs-type book. But here it may be simply that the tradition of wisdom
writings continued to exist and to develop, rather than that Ben Sira
deliberately modelled his work on the earlier book. The Hellenistic book
called The Wisdom of Solomon, produced in the first century BCE in
Alexandria, and written in Greek, owes little to biblical models. So in wisdom,
probably a late arrival in canonical Scripture, we have little of the
‘contamination’ of new writings by old ones which is so marked a feature in
other genres.

Prophecy and Apocalyptic

As we have seen, the prophetic books are among the most complicated cases
of the development from freely composed literature to fixed Scripture. Even
the latest books, composed well after some others were already more or less
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‘canonical’, show signs of having passed through several stages of redaction
(e.g. Haggai and Zechariah); and some books, such as Isaiah, span several
centuries. From about the third century a new kind of literature, ‘apocalyptic’,
is generally held to have developed, as prophecy ceased to be written or even
reworked (Rowland 1982).

This literature expresses a generally more deterministic and dualistic
attitude towards the events of human history than the prophets had done,
and though it is attributed to ancient sages and seers, it does not really derive
from them as the prophetic books do (at least in their inner core). In a work
such as Daniel—the only apocalyptic book usually recognized in the canon—
predictions are attributed to Daniel, a figure said to have lived in the sixth
century, a contemporary of Ezekiel. These predictions, however, do not concern
the sixth century but the second, and it is clear that the book was in fact
written during the Maccabean crisis around 165 BCE.

What is happening here is thus similar to the attribution of the Psalms to
David, or of the Pentateuch to Moses. It could be said that Daniel is the only
kind of prophetic book that could be written, once it had been decided that
true prophecy derived from the time before Ezra. In early post-Ezra times
this idea could be respected by adding new oracles to existing prophetic books;
but by the second century these books existed as finished wholes, and the
only available expedient was to invent a new ‘ancient’ prophet and write a
fresh book, as a pastiche of those that already existed. This does not imply
that the corpus of the prophetic books was closed in the time of ‘Daniel’-
perhaps the reverse, since if it had been, there would have been no point in
the false attribution to a venerable figure from the past. What it does imply is
that existing books could no longer be supplemented, and also that (avowedly)
new prophecy was not credible—it must be attributed to an ancient figure.

The sense that all revelation, and hence all Scripture, lies in the past, was
very strong in Judaism in the last pre-Christian centuries, and the development
of apocalyptic literature is strong evidence for it. There are important
theological questions here that must be faced by any religion that
acknowledges a written holy book. Why should it be thought that revelation
ceased at a given point in the past? And how, if it did, can God still
communicate with the community and with individuals? Judaism and
Christianity have both had to grapple with these issues, and the very form
the canon has makes it possible to trace the stages by which such ideas
developed.

THE MATRIX OF THE HEBREW SCRIPTURES

The Hebrew Bible has its roots in a wide national literature that contained not
only religious but also secular documents. With few exceptions, however, it is
only religious texts that survived as part of the Scripture recognized by Jews
in the last pre-Christian centuries. The Hebrew Bible is not just a national
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literature but a national religious literature—a religious literature that was to
be the mainstay of Judaism after it had lost any geographical homeland or
political independence. Nevertheless the diverse origins of these texts need to
be kept in mind, if they are not to be seen in a rather two-dimensional way as
parts of an undifferentiated ‘Holy Scripture’. The texts in the Hebrew Bible
are rooted not only in worship (in Temple or synagogue), but also in day-to-
day social life; not only in piety, but in the conduct of business, commercial
and legal. This makes these books a very different kind of foundation document
from the New Testament, which is a far more narrowly ‘religious” work.

Much depends here on our starting point. If we approach the Hebrew
Bible from our experience of modern, secular literature, we shall of course be
struck by how ‘religious’ it is. But if we turn to it after reading the New
Testament or later works in the Christian tradition, it is likely to seem to
connect with religion intermittently at best. Many of the narrative texts are
political history rather than ‘ecclesiastical’ history; many of the proverbs are
wise advice rather than religious teaching; and many of the laws legislate for
situations that arise in any society, religious or secular, rather than reflecting
the concerns of a religious community of believers, as is the case in the New
Testament. It is not surprising that people wanting guidance from the Bible
on social and political questions have usually turned to the Old Testament in
preference to the New. The New Testament has much on the ordering of the
Christian community, but far less than the Old Testament on anything to do
with secular institutions and daily life in society.

The increasing selection and codification of Israelite writings as ‘Scripture’
were accompanied, not surprisingly, by a tendency to increase their religious
content. This was done either by editing out texts or portions of text which
were felt to be too secular, or by adding overtly religious passages, and thus
moving texts away from their original secular setting. But it is still sometimes
possible to reconstruct the original social contexts within which Israelite
literature was produced, and to speculate on the kinds of material that were
increasingly lost as the ‘sacralization’ of the national literature advanced.

Narrative

Is it possible to say anything about the original social context of Hebrew
narrative? All the texts that we now possess are the product of scribes, and
presuppose a literate society in which written narratives could be collected
and revised. How early such a society existed in Israel is disputed, but it will
hardly have been before the early monarchy (tenth century BCE). Where the
underlying sources of the finished narrative texts are concerned, we have to
look in two very different directions. Kings contains many references to
archival sources, the ‘books of the chronicles of the kings of Israel and Judah’,
and some of the Deuteronomistic editors’ more dry and factual information
may well come from such works. Books of annals and other official records
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were kept in the royal chancelleries of the Hebrew kingdoms, just like their
counterparts at the courts of Mesopotamia. On the other hand, almost all
scholars think that many stories in the narrative books rest ultimately on oral
tradition: folk-tale, legend, local memories. Despite the work of Old Testament
form critics, there is still little agreement about how such material was
transmitted in Israel or other ancient cultures, how much real historical
information it may conceivably have conveyed (or did in fact convey), or
who were the principal transmitters of such oral materials.

It is clear that some of the stories in the Hebrew Bible had a ‘secular’
origin, in the sense that they were not religious texts: tales about the rise of
David to power (1 Sam. 16-2 Sam. 8), or the deeds of heroes like Samson
(Judg. 14-16), were not originally remembered because they had a religious
‘message’; and accordingly we might have to look outside the religious circles
(about which we are relatively better informed) to find those responsible for
handing them on. Still, in many ancient societies religious ceremonies provided
the occasions when tales were told and memories stirred; and it is surprisingly
difficult to isolate a non-religious core in many Hebrew narratives, where
God is often one of the actors in the drama. Certainly the revisions and
collections of old tales that produced the Pentateuch, the Deuteronomistic
History, and the books of Chronicles, sprang from highly religious motives
and (as we have seen) tended, as time went on, to heighten the theological
content of the narratives. No-one knows who the ‘Deuteronomists’ were—
except that they were presumably ‘scribes’, since they wrote books. But they
must have had some relation to both prophets and priests, and were certainly
not ‘secular’ officials.

Law

The original setting for Hebrew law is not mysterious. Legal disputes were
decided and criminals sentenced by the council of elders who met just inside
the gate of Israelite cities: such a system is still implied in the story of Naboth’s
vineyard (1 Kgs. 21), in the ninth century BCE. It is in that context that we
must look for the first codifications of the principles of criminal and civil law
in Israel. With the advent of the monarchy there seems to have developed a
system of higher courts, perhaps with royal judges travelling on circuit. But
the stories of Samuel may suggest that such an institution, serviced by a
religious ‘judge’, pre-existed the monarchy (1 Sam. 7:15-8:3), and this may
mean that here, too, the distinction between sacred and secular is hard to
maintain. Even within the Hebrew Bible’s legal sections the interplay of sacred
and secular jurisdiction can be observed. In the Book of the Covenant, difficult
cases, which the elders cannot settle, have to be taken to the local sanctuary
for resolution (Exod. 22:8, 10-11).

It is hard to know how far later law codes were rooted in forensic reality
at all. Certainly the whole Torah functioned as a code of practical law in
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Jewish communities both in Palestine and elsewhere in the late post-exilic
age; but much of the material in them is quite ill-fitted to be used as a code,
as can be seen from the very complex interpretative frameworks that had to
be provided in the course of time, if the material was to be legally ‘workable’.
(The Mishnah, from ¢.200 CE, is a first codification of these.) Deuteronomy
in particular seems much more an ideal blueprint for an imaginary Israel
than a real code of law. The social function of much of the material in the
Priestly Code, in Exodus 25-30 and Leviticus, is also unclear. Detailed as it
seems to the average modern reader, it would nevertheless not be sufficient if
it were used to instruct temple personnel in carrying out the rituals it describes.
It seems more probable that it is a digest of the rituals, written with the
layman in mind, and serving the purpose more of admonition than of
legislation.

Wisdom

The origins of wisdom are hotly disputed. The basic disagreement is over the
respective importance of ‘folk’ and ‘court’ wisdom. Folk wisdom would mean
the kind of reflection on life and its meaning that goes on in all communities
everywhere, and which in traditional cultures is often transmitted by local
‘wise men/women’. In a sense, no doubt, all ‘wisdom’ (indeed, all human
ideas of whatever kind) must ultimately go back to such a setting. But some
scholars think that the wisdom we encounter in the Hebrew Bible, though it
may appear to spring from the ‘folk’, actually reflects a more developed form
of the phenomenon, which had its home especially in the royal courts of the
ancient Near East (see the discussion in Whybray 1974). The proverbs in the
book of Proverbs may seem like commonplace sayings, but their careful poetic
form reveals them to be the products of a sophisticated type of ‘wisdom’
which was linked, in the ancient world, to professional counsellors at the
courts of kings. One interesting corollary of this, if it is true, might be that
the ‘secular’ aspects of wisdom should be stressed more strongly than scholars
are apt to do in more ‘theological’ accounts of the genre. After all, royal
counsellors were the sort of people the Hebrew prophets regarded as being
‘wise in their own eyes’, but not in the sight of God (e.g. Isa. 5:21), and thus
as lacking in the ‘fear of the Lord’. However, courtly wisdom in other cultures
(especially Egypt) could be quite religious in content (see Schmid 1966); so
the ‘religious versus secular’ problem in interpreting Old Testament wisdom
probably cannot be resolved by theories concerning its social background,
any more than by an analysis of its ‘message’.

A further complication is that there are those who would link wisdom
closely to the Israelite educational system, arguing that the literate and
literary classes who wrote wisdom books were probably those engaged in
educating young professional Israelites as scribes (Lemaire 1992). In some
cases the aim might be to produce royal counsellors, but well-trained scribes
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would enter the civil service, of which the king’s own counsellors formed
only the very upper echelons: there were plenty of other officials in more
modest grades. A good deal is known about the education system in ancient
Egypt, which was closely connected to the civil service (Brunner 1957), and
the Hebrew material can be fitted into a similar pattern; though all the
evidence is circumstantial, since no biblical author (before Ben Sira) refers to
a school or a civil service. None the less, Hebrew wisdom could have a
‘learned” origin. What is agreed by all, including defenders of the ‘folk
wisdom’ theory, is that wisdom teachers were not religious officials, and did
not draw on national traditions about what the national God had done or
said; and this is equally true of the parallels in other ancient Near Eastern
cultures.

Poetry

Almost all extant Hebrew poetry is religious, and most is probably liturgical
(see above). Some fragmentary poems in the Hebrew Bible, however, look as
though they originally had a secular setting: take, for example, Numbers
21:14, 15, 17-18, 27-30. There are funeral dirges (2 Sam. 1:19-27; cf. Jer.
22:18-19), and we know from texts in the prophets that Israelite society had
professional lament-singers who could be employed to use such poems on
behalf of the mourners (see Jer. 9:17-22, and cf. 2 Chr. 35:25). Like wisdom,
of course, songs go deep into any nation’s soil, and it is hard to imagine a
culture without them. Perhaps the most surprising large-scale evidence for
secular songs in Israel is the Song of Songs, which may be an epithalamion
(song for a marriage), though marriage is never mentioned in it, and its
extended treatment of sexual intimacy is perhaps too explicit for public
marriage celebrations. Its importance for the historian of Hebrew literature
is that it clearly demonstrates the existence of sophisticated non-liturgical
and non-sacred poetry. When textbooks class it with the wisdom literature,
this is sometimes merely a counsel of despair, trying to avoid treating it as
unclassifiable; but at the same time the circles that could produce such a
work must surely be close to those that could produce the nicely turned
epigrams of Proverbs or the clever dialogues of Job. At this point, therefore,
wisdom and poetry do meet.

The setting of the great bulk of Hebrew poetry remains the liturgy, first of
the Temple (Solomon’s and its post-exilic successor), then of the synagogue.
Form critics have suggested likely occasions for the various types of Psalm in
the biblical Psalter (Mowinckel 1962; cf. Day 1990). Anyone can see that
some of these suggestions are likely to be correct: for example, Psalm 65 is
obviously a harvest thanksgiving psalm, Psalm 21 a psalm for some
celebration in time of war, Psalm 114 for a festival commemorating the
Exodus (probably the Passover), and so on. Just how the Psalms were used in
practice is harder to decide—we ought not to assume that they were sung
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congregationally in unison, like hymns in a modern Western church. Once
again, our evidence is nearly all circumstantial—it consists of the texts of the
Psalms themselves. Nowhere is their use described in detail—the nearest to
this is 1 Chronicles 16.

Prophecy

The prophetic books, for all their complexity, are tied more overtly to a
particular social setting than any other form of Hebrew literature. The
historical books record how prophets lived and died, how they were consulted
for guidance and how, sometimes, they gave warnings or reprimands or
predictions even unasked. It is true that we have very few ‘oracles’ from the
prophets whose lives are related in the histories, and equally few details of
the lives of the prophets whose utterances appear in the books named after
them. Consequently there is not much mutual illumination between narrative
and prophetic books. Nevertheless even the oracles themselves, as we find
them in Amos or Isaiah or Ezekiel, imply a social context—a gathering of
Israelites for worship or business, into which the prophetic word erupted,
contradicting people’s expectations and confounding their assurance of
enjoying divine favour.

It is clear that the oracles of the ‘classical’ (or ‘writing’) prophets were
precisely designed with the known thoughts of their intended audience in
mind. But it is also clear that the form of these utterances often cleverly
exploited the audience’s expectations. On the one hand, they used expected
prophetic forms, but filled them with unexpected content: “Thus says the
LORD’ was a perfectly standard opening which created an expectation of
helpfulness or blessing, but more often than not was followed by denunciation
and words of doom (see Westermann 1967). On the other hand, for much of
the time the classical prophets did not use ‘proper’ prophetic forms at all, but
adopted speech forms from other spheres, speaking as if they were (for
example) a priest or a singer. Through that vehicle they were able to
communicate a harsh message to people caught off their guard. (See Amos
5:2, where the prophet uses the form of a funeral lament; Amos 5:4-5, where
he parodies a priestly call to worship; and Isaiah 5:1-7, where an oracle of
judgement is cast in the form of a popular song.) Thus, paradoxically, these
most ‘theological’ of books preserve some of our best evidence for the secular
forms of everyday Israelite life. We should know hardly anything about
popular songs in Israel without Isaiah! The process of canonization effectively
smoothed out the prophetic books, made them timeless, and detached them
from any real social anchorage. Source- and form-critical work has made it
possible to reestablish the place of the prophets in the community, and in the
process to follow up hints in the text that restore the environing culture within
which alone they made sense.
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THE HEBREW BIBLE: ROLE IN
JUDAISM

Gary Gilbert and Alan FE.Segal

FORMING THE BIBLE

From the time of the Babylonian Exile to the compilation of the Babylonian
Talmud over a millennium later, Judaism underwent a tremendous change.
Developments in political and religious leadership, conceptions about the
divine world, the locations and practices of worship, and relations with non-
Jews helped to mould Judaism in this formative period. The changing religious
landscape also influenced the shaping and interpretation of Judaism’s sacred
texts. Although containing earlier traditions, the Hebrew Bible is essentially
a product of the Second Temple period (515 BCE-70 CE). At that time the
final editing of the Pentateuchal and major prophetic texts took place.
Likewise, several other biblical works including Third Isaiah (Isa. 56-66),
Haggai, Zechariah, Malachi, Ecclesiastes, Ruth, Daniel, Ezra, Nehemiah,
Chronicles, and possibly Job were composed. In addition to the biblical texts,
scores of other writings narrated stories about Israelite heroes, recounted
important events in Jewish history, offered praises to God, recorded visions
of the heavenly world, or extolled the ethical values of Judaism.

Centuries of literary activity produced an abundance of documents, many
of them articulating important Jewish themes or concepts. This burgeoning
output brought with it attempts to distinguish between those texts that
possessed distinctive value and authority from those that did not. The
formation of the canon, that is, a fixed list of books whose texts are immutable
and held to be authoritative for all Jews, did not happen all at once. The
Hebrew Bible as we have it is the result of a process lasting centuries. The
first collection of texts was the Torah, or Law. The five books of Genesis,
Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy achieved this recognition by
400 BCE. Authorship of the Torah was ascribed to Moses, although only
Deuteronomy identifies the lawgiver as narrator or author. The next major
body of generally accepted texts were the Prophets. This grouping, which
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appears to have been fixed by 200 BCE, contained the books of Joshua,
Judges, Samuel, and Kings, as well as the four scrolls containing words
attributed to Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and twelve ‘minor’ prophets.

In addition to the Law and the Prophets, other works were considered to be
deserving of recognition as sacred texts. Josephus, the first-century Jewish
historian, noted that the Jews possessed twenty-two divine books. These include
the five books of Moses, thirteen books of prophets, and four books containing
hymns to God and precepts for the conduct of human life (Against Apion 1.8,
sec. 38-41). Josephus’ conception of Scripture notwithstanding, the precise
boundaries separating sacred texts from profane continued to be debated as late
as the third or fourth century CE. Some Jews incorporated in their collections
not only the texts identified by Josephus, but several others including 1 and 2
Maccabees, Ben Sira (Ecclesiasticus), Wisdom of Solomon, and Tobit. These
writings, often referred to asapocrypha, are included in the major Greek translation
of the Bible, the Septuagint, but not the Hebrew Bible. There also existed a
surfeit of lesser known works. Some of them appear to have held a degree of
authority possibly rivalling that of the canonical texts. Sectarian documents
found at Qumran, such as the Manual of Discipline or the Temple Scroll, and
diverse works collectively referred to under the broad title of pseudepigrapha,
such as the apocalyptic visions of 1 Enoch or Jubilees (a work that rewrites
narrative portions of the Torah), cast doubt on the notion that a closed canon
existed in the Second Temple period. Clearly the notion of what constituted the
definitive canon of Jewish Scriptures was far from settled in the first century.

Tradition states that the rabbis at Yavneh in about 90 CE put an end to
this situation by deciding on the status of a third portion of the Hebrew
canon, the Sacred Writings. Books were supposed to be in Hebrew, and
preexilic or close to it. The second-century BCE apocalypse Daniel was
accepted because it outwardly appeared to have these characteristics, whereas
the more straightforward history of the same period in the books of the
Maccabees was seen as ineligible. The legend possesses dubious historical
value but reflects the attitude that a distinct body of sacred literature was of
immense value. The result of this lengthy process is the Hebrew Bible, known
also among Jews as the Tanak, an acronym for the three Scriptural divisions—
Torah (Law), Nebi’im (Prophets), and Ketuvim (Writings).

The formation of the Hebrew Bible marked a significant development in
the history of Judaism. It established the authoritative texts, the canon, for
the entire Jewish community. Not only did the texts reflect the values of
Jewish society, but they also played a critical role in defining the shape of
that society. By privileging some texts and not others, the canon’s world-
view endorsed particular ideas and practices while pushing others to its margins
or removing them altogether. With most of the Pentateuch occupied with
legal material and the dearth of mystical experiences anywhere in the canon,
the Hebrew Bible facilitated the growth of certain forms of Judaism, including
the authority of the rabbinic community.

29



THE BIBLE

TRANSLATING THE BIBLE

The books of the Hebrew Bible, with a few exceptions, were written in Hebrew.
Beginning in the Second Temple period and continuing after its destruction in
70 CE, fewer and fewer Jews could understand their ancestral language. The
earliest indication that Hebrew no longer served the entire Jewish populace
comes in the fifth century. As Ezra, a priest, scribe, and leader of a reform
movement in fifth-century BCE Judea, publicly read the law in Jerusalem, he
enlisted persons to translate and help the people understand what was being
said (Neh. 8:7-8). This trend progressed as Jews came into more frequent and
more substantive contact with non-Hebraic cultures. The translation of the
Hebrew texts into Greek was an early attempt to meet the needs of Jews living
in the Mediterranean regions, particularly the large Jewish community of
Alexandria. Following the conquests of the famous Macedonian leader Alexander
in the late fourth century BCE, Jews came into much more direct contact with
Hellenistic culture. Hellenization, the process of mixing Greek and indigenous
cultures, began on a promising note, including the adoption of the Greek language
by many of the indigenous populations of the eastern Mediterranean basin.
Jews also incorporated many aspects of Hellenistic society. Greek names, styles
of architecture, and dress all contributed to the changing dimensions of Judaism.
Greek culture and the spread of trade made a new world perception necessary
and eroded the automatic assent of Judeans to the religion of their ancestors.
The religion had to explain itself in new ways and had to evolve new forms of
expressing and understanding itself in a Greek environment.

The translation of the Bible into Greek represents a notable moment in the
Hellenization of Judaism. According to one legend, seventy scholars, working
independently, by a miracle produced identical translations of the Torah for
Ptolemy, King of Egypt in the third century BCE. These texts formed the core
of what eventually became a Greek Bible called the Septuagint (abbreviated
LXX). Though the story is only a fable, it gives the translation a place of
authority and respect. The miracle authenticates it as religiously authoritative,
on a par with the original Hebrew texts.

By the first century the Septuagint had become accepted as the legitimate
translation for Greek-speaking Jews. Christians also consulted the Bible, and
those who did so in Greek, therefore, turned to the Septuagint. This version
of the Hebrew Bible evolved into the Christian Old Testament. As the
Septuagint became increasingly identified as a Christian text, Jews were moved
to produce other Greek versions. The result was two new Greek versions,
one attributed to Aquila, a convert to Judaism, and the second to Theodotion.
Both translations were composed in the second century CE and attempt a
reading of the original Hebrew more literal than the Septuagint.

Apart from Greek, Aramaic served as the primary means of communication
for many Jews in the Land of Israel and regions of the eastern diaspora. Aramaic,
a Semitic language closely akin to Hebrew, had gained prominence in the
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Near East through the conquests of the Persian empire in the sixth century
BCE. Even after the collapse of Persia in the late fourth century, Aramaic
remained an important method of communication among Jews and non-Jews
alike. As with their Greek-speaking counterparts, many of these Jews eventually
required the biblical texts be made accessible to them in a language they could
understand. The Aramaic versions are designated by the term targum (plural,
targumim). Some of the more complete and important targumim include
Onkelos, Pseudo-Jonathan, and Neofiti on the Pentateuch and Jonathan on
the Prophets. Individual targumim also exist for all the Writings, except those
with substantial portions in Aramaic—FEzra, Nehemiah, and Daniel. Targumim
themselves varied from those, such as Onkelos, that provided a relatively
straightforward translation to others than inserted into the Hebrew text
numerous phrases, sentences, and sometimes even full paragraphs. The targum
of Pseudo-Jonathan, about twice the length of the Hebrew Bible it claims to
translate, is an example of how some targumim significantly expanded the
biblical accounts. As one example, Pseudo-Jonathan takes the extremely terse
narration of Cain’s murder of Abel, and uses it to explain ambiguous portions
of Genesis and to express related theological ideas.

Cain said to Abel his brother, ‘Let us go out to the field.” And when they were in
the field, Cain rose up against his brother Abel, and killed him.
(Gen. 4:8)

Cain said to Abel his brother, ‘Come, let us both go out into the field.” And it came
to pass, when they had gone out, both of them, into the field, that Cain answered
and said to Abel, ‘I see that the world has been created through mercy, but it is not
ordered according to the fruit of good deeds; and that there is partiality in
judgement. Otherwise why was your offering accepted with favour, whereas my
offering was not accepted from me with favour?’ Abel answered and said to Cain,
‘The world has been created through mercy, and it is ordered according to the
fruit of good deeds, and there is no partiality in judgement. It is because the fruit
of my deeds was better than yours and preferable to yours that my offering was
accepted with favour.” Cain answered and said to Abel, ‘There is no judgement, no
judge, no other world; there is no fair reward given to the righteous nor punishment
exacted from the wicked.” Abel answered and said to Cain, ‘There is judgement,
there is a judge, and another world; there is a fair reward given to the righteous
and punishment exacted from the wicked.” On account of these matters they were
quarrelling in the open field, and Cain rose up against Abel his brother, drove a
stone into his forehead, and killed him.

(Pseudo-Jonathan)

This example demonstrates how a targum could be much more than a translation.
The targumim, therefore, inform us not only about the Aramaic competence of
many Jews, but also how the biblical texts were interpreted in these communities,
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and the theological ideals they valued. Despite the service that these versions
provided for Aramaic-speaking Jews, no targum achieved universal acceptance
as the standard Aramaic translation for any given biblical text.

INTERPRETING THE BIBLE

The growing importance of the biblical texts in the life of Jewish communities
coupled with their often enigmatic language spawned a host of interpretations.
The translations discussed above are themselves one form of interpretation.
In addition, the Second Temple and early rabbinic periods were inundated
with far more expressive and imaginative examples. While diffuse in method,
each one attempted to infuse the ancient texts with new meaning, and thus
allow them to speak to a contemporary audience. The rewriting of biblical
stories functioned as an early and enduring form of interpretation. The Biblical
Antiquities of Pseudo-Philo, Genesis Apocryphon from Qumran, and Josephus’
Jewish Antiquities rework the accounts of creation, the ancestral narratives,
the Exodus from Egypt, and other biblical stories. The results are not so much
paraphrases as new versions, with significant expansions and deletions of the
original. Many other works developed around minor biblical characters. Several
documents describe the heavenly journeys of Enoch, the obscure antediluvian
figure who, according to Genesis 5:22, ‘walked with God’. Another impetus
for rewriting the Bible was to explain an obscure passage or remove something
problematic about the text. Joseph’s Egyptian wife, Aseneth, whom Genesis
mentions in only two verses (Gen. 41:45; 46:20), becomes the central figure in
a romance usually entitled Joseph and Aseneth. In the story, Aseneth converts
to Judaism, thus eliminating the theologically embarrassing situation of having
the biblical hero marry a foreign woman. In these and many other examples,
the language, literary style, and thought are heavily influenced by the effects
of non-Jewish cultures, especially Hellenization.

Other types of interpretation were more sophisticated in their method. In
the Dead Sea Scrolls appear several examples of a method referred to as
pesher, from the Hebrew meaning, ‘to interpret’. The structure of these
documents follows a typical form. The work cites a brief biblical passage, no
more than a few verses, and follows with its explanation, often indicating the
significance of the passage for the author’s contemporary situation. The
commentary on Habakkuk offers a clear example of how pesher worked.
The biblical text (Hab. 1:5) reads: ‘Behold the nations and see, marvel and be
astonished; for I accomplish a deed in your days but you will not believe it
when told.” About this verse, the author of the commentary writes:

[Interpreted, this concerns] those who were unfaithful together with the Liar, in
that they [did] not [listen to the word received by] the Teacher of Righteousness
from the mouth of God. And it concerns the unfaithful of the New [Covenant] in
that they have not believed in the covenant of God [and have profaned] his holy
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name. And likewise, this saying is to be interpreted [as concerning those who] will
be unfaithful at the end of days. They, the men of violence and the breakers of the
covenant, will not believe when they hear all that [is to happen to] the final
generation from the priest [in whose heart] God set [understanding] that he might
interpret all the words of his servants the prophets, through whom he foretold all
that would happen to his people and [his land].

(1QpHab 2:2-10)

Understanding this method of interpretation requires that we suspend our
rationalist assumption that the words of the late seventh-century prophet
could have nothing to do with circumstances that arose 450 years later. For
the author, and for the way pesher functioned generally at Qumran, prophecy
first and foremost relates to the time and context of the community. The
members of the community regarded these interpretations not as guesswork
or idiosyncratic readings, but the result of a God-given ability that helped to
explain the community’s history and validated its ideology.

One of the more complicated forms of interpretation comes from the
allegorical writings of Philo of Alexandria. Philo was an Alexandrian Jewish
philosopher and a great intellectual of his day. Though he was hardly
representative of the majority of Jews, his opinions give hints about a large
group of Hellenized Jews whose beliefs would otherwise be mostly unknown.
A product of first-century Alexandria, roughly contemporary with Jesus and
Paul, Philo’s literary purpose was to show that Scripture and Greek philosophy
were in complete harmony, and that Jewish ethics and morality were superior.
Since this agreement is not evident from a literal reading of Scripture, he had
to adopt a systematic method of interpretation, allegory, which had been
developed by the Greeks in order to understand the Homeric epics and hymns.
By allegory, Philo means the use of a story to symbolize the development of the
soul’s moral virtues. Abraham’s journey from Ur to Canaan, for instance, is
interpreted by him as the soul’s migration towards the more perfect realms of
being. For Philo, stories like that of the Garden of Eden and the other creation
accounts are allegorically but not literally true. The story properly understood
reveals how God created the world of ideas before he created the material
world and other parts of the cosmos. In his interpretation of Jewish law, Philo
explains the higher truths embodied by the physical practices. Circumcision,
for instance, accomplishes not only the cutting of the flesh, but the excision of
harmful passions. Understanding the spiritual dimensions of the law, however,
does not obviate the need for physical observance. While circumcision and
other physical acts have a higher, more spiritual meaning, Philo insists that all
the laws in the Bible are to be carried out as they were written.

The various translations, expansions, pesharim, and allegories provide us
with a wealth of information on how the Hebrew Bible was read and
understood in this period of formative Judaism. By far, however, the greatest
amount of interpretive material was generated in the rabbinic communities.
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The rabbis devoted innumerable hours to the explanation of the biblical texts,
and produced a vast literature known as midrash. The term itself refers not
only to the specific comments or commentaries, but more generally to the
exegetical approach characteristic of this literature. The rabbis believed the
Bible to be a perfect and unified revelation from God, containing nothing
that was irrelevant, repetitious, or superfluous. Every verse, word, letter, even
parts of letters had potential meaning, in most instances more than one. The
rabbis also believed that a verse from one book could justifiably be brought
into service to explain another verse from a completely different text. At
times, the resulting midrash appears capricious. Even at its most playful, the
interpretation of the Bible was one of the most fundamental and reverential
types of religious activity.

Aswith Jews of other periods, the rabbis created their midrash in an attempt
to relate the Bible to the issues and concerns of their time. To accomplish this
goal the rabbis employed various interpretive techniques. Some, such as gal
vahomer (argument from lighter to heavier), have parallels in Greek and
Roman literature, revealing intellectual connections between the rabbinic and
Graeco-Roman worlds. These rules (middoth) of interpretation would
eventually be compiled into lists that were credited to illustrious figures such
as the first-century sage Hillel.

The early midrashic commentaries were line-by-line interpretations of the
Bible. Several of the earlier works concentrate on the Pentateuchal legal
material. These books—the Mekhilta for Exodus, Sifra for Leviticus and Sifre
for Numbers and Deuteronomy—describe rabbinic visions of how Jewish
life should be conducted. Occasionally we can also catch a glimpse of how
Jewish life in the Land of Israel was actually practised in the second and third
centuries. Distinguishing historical reality from rabbinic idealization, however,
is often a difficult task. Other collections, the homiletical midrashim, are
mostly later in time and contain a great many discussions which appear to
have been generated in rabbinic homilies and sermons. The major collection
is Midrash Rabba, which includes rabbinic interpretations of the Pentateuch
and the five scrolls (Ruth, Ecclesiastes, Song of Songs, Lamentations, and
Esther).

Rabbinic midrash was an open-ended process that permitted biblical texts
to speak to different situations and viewpoints. It allowed for multiple
interpretations of what the rabbis refer to as the written Torah. The rabbis
also speak of a second Torah and this is the oral Torah. The rabbis conceived
that, in addition to the five books traditionally ascribed to Moses, there was
another body of precedent and interpretation that had been passed down
from Moses in a direct line of oral tradition. The rabbis were the heirs to this
great chain of transmission, and thus the authentic arbiters of custom, practice,
and thought. According to later rabbinic traditions, midrash forms one part
of a triad of the oral Torah. The two remaining segments are law (halakha)
and legend (haggada).
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As the name indicates, these rabbinic laws, interpretations, and stories
were transmitted orally from teacher to student. Not until the third century
did large portions of these rabbinic traditions come to be written down. Even
then, the rabbis preferred learning the oral law apart from any written text.
Rabbis regularly committed large portions of it to memory. In order to facilitate
the memorization of immense amounts of material the rabbis employed
various mnemonic devices.

The oral law was uniquely suited for rabbinic purposes. Highly legal and
highly technical by comparison to apocalyptic or early Christian writing, the
oral law gained adherents as the rabbis gained respect. Its principles were
derived from experience, reason, and precedent. The rabbis often describe
their rulings as coming from God. In practice, however, they were made by
the majority. The rabbis sensed the tension between tradition and their creative
and often innovative enterprise.

Rabbi Eliezer used every argument to substantiate his opinion, but they [the other
rabbis] would not accept them. He said, If the law is as I have argued, may this
carob tree argue for me.” The carob tree uprooted itself and moved a hundred
cubits from its place. Some say it moved four hundred cubits. They said, ‘From a
tree no proof can be brought.” Then he said, ‘May the canal prove it.” The water of
the canal flowed backwards. They said, ‘From a canal no proof may be brought.’
Then the walls of the house bent inwards, as if they were about to fall. Rabbi
Joshua rebuked the walls, and said to them, ‘If the learned dispute about the law,
what has that to do with you?’ So, to honour Rabbi Joshua, the walls did not fall
down, but to honour Rabbi Eliezer, they did not become straight again. Then
Rabbi Eliezer said, ‘If I am right, may the heavens prove it.” Then a heavenly voice
said, ‘What have you against Rabbi Eliezer? The law is always with him.” Then
Rabbi Joshua got up and said, ‘It is not in heaven [Deut. 30:12].” What did he
mean by this? Rabbi Jeremiah said, ‘The Torah was given to us at Sinai. We do not
attend to this heavenly voice. For it was already written in the Torah at Mt Sinai
that, ‘By the majority you are to decide [Exod. 23:2].” Rabbi Nathan met Elijah
and asked him what God did in that hour. Elijah replied, ‘He laughed and said,
“My children have defeated me.”’

(B.Baba Metzia 59b)

The story displays folkloric motifs, but also strongly held rabbinic values.
The playful, even humorous narration of Rabbi Eliezer’s miracles is
emphasized by the meeting of Rabbi Nathan with the prophet Elijah, which
exposes even God’s amusement. But the moral of the story is serious. It
demonstrates rabbinic suspicion of all sources of authority dependent on
charismatic or miraculous claims, whether they be outside of the rabbinic
movement or even, as here, within it. The story of Rabbi Eliezer is meant to
illustrate how to andle conflict with people claiming miraculous support for
their religious opinions. The claims of such people, including Christians as
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well as rabbis, are to be evaluated by the rules of legal discourse and decided
by vote. The rule of the majority, not miraculous actions, was to be the basic
system for power brokerage.

The classic rabbinic writings were edited in the third century CE and later.
They were edited in an atmosphere of confident, albeit incomplete, control
by the rabbis of the Jewish community. That sense of control was projected
backward to traditions that had been laid down in totally different
circumstances, some when Pharisaism was merely a sectarian movement in
Judaism. By the second century it was taken for granted that the rabbinic
movement had always been the majority movement in Judaism. In reality,
however, rabbinic authority took hold only gradually. While the oral law
hypothetically applied to all Jews, priests, landowners, and even lay people
as late as the third and fourth centuries turned to the rabbis only for a limited
range of issues.

The earliest collection of rabbinic legal traditions (halakha) was the
Mishnah, codified around the year 200 CE. The Mishnah (‘repetition’ or
‘teaching’) was written in Hebrew and contains the legal opinions of over
100 named scholars and many more anonymous ones. It is divided into six
orders—Seeds, Holy Seasons, Damages, Women, Holy Things, and Purities.
Each of the orders is divided into tractates, sixty-three in all, that cover the
major heads of the legal system that the rabbis administered. Under Seeds,
for instance, are listed rules of agricultural life but also, surprisingly, prayer.
Though the Mishnah makes no attempt to record all disputes, it makes critical
distinctions and argues crucial cases. As a code of community procedures, it
presents principles and exemplars for cases.

One surprising feature of the Mishnah is its reluctance (in some respects
its refusal) to have its authority derived from Scripture. The Mishnah pays
scant attention to the written law, and rarely attempts to justify its prescriptive
rulings on the basis of Scripture. The authority of the Mishnah derived not
from Scripture, but from the rabbis themselves, and its thematic organization
reflects their interests. The rabbis recognized the often tenuous connection
between Scripture and oral law. “The [rabbinic] laws of the sabbath, of festival
offerings, and of sacrilege are as mountains hanging by a hair; Scripture is
scanty but the laws are many’ (m. Hag 1:8).

Over the first few centuries of rabbinic Judaism, traditions developed on
various subjects. The earliest stages involved the codification of laws dealing
with the Sabbath, purity, and tithing. Marriage and divorce were also issues
of primary interest to the early rabbis, for along with matters of ritual purity
these rules of personal status defined membership in the Jewish community.
The deliberations involving the sphere of personal status combined in the
Mishnah with an enormous effort to discuss and record matters of the defunct
sacrificial system in the Temple, and purity issues that had depended upon
the Temple. As it turned out, this whole enterprise was theoretical, for the
failure of the Bar Kokhba revolt (132-135 CE) made it painfully clear that
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the Temple would not soon be rebuilt. Yet the rabbinic commentary on Temple
law continued, serving as a model for an idealized temple populated by
idealized assemblies of priests and rabbis, when God should choose to
accomplish it in the messianic age.

The period of rabbinic activity surrounding Rabbi Judah the Prince (Judah
ha-Nasi), about 200 CE, is crucial for understanding rabbinism. It took a
century and a half to go from Pharisaic sectarianism and the destruction of
the Temple to the Mishnah of Rabbi Judah the Prince as the first canonical,
analytically organized codification of law outside the Bible. By 200 CE, the
formerly open and growing body of interpretation that the rabbis had
rationalized as coming orally from Moses had, like the Bible, become a fixed
text. And, like the Bible, the Mishnah of Rabbi Judah would become the
subject of intense scrutiny and passage by passage commentary. The structure
of the Mishnah in its six orders, subdivided into its sixty-three tractates,
would come to serve as the skeleton of this body of expansion, a large collection
known as the Talmud.

There is one Mishnah. It is no bigger than a desk dictionary. There are two
different Talmuds, each close to the size of a multi-volume encyclopedia.
Each Talmud consists of the Hebrew Mishnah of Rabbi Judah plus one of the
two bodies of commentary, known as a gemara. One gemara is from the
Jewish community living in the Land of Israel, the other from the Jewish
community living in Babylonia. The Mishnah and the Palestinian gemara
form the Palestinian Talmud, also referred to as the Jerusalem Talmud, though
it was most likely not produced there. The same Mishnah together with the
gemara produced in Babylonia form the Babylonian Talmud.

In the course of time, the Babylonian Talmud became the more substantial
and extensive of the two and would come to be considered the more definitive.
This came about because life became increasingly difficult for the Jews of the
Land of Israel as compared with those in Babylonia. A deteriorating economic
situation, and greater restrictions placed on the Jewish communities in the
Land of Israel by the later Roman and Byzantine empires contributed to this
situation. In approximately 425 CE, the Christian Emperor Thoedosius 11
abolished the office of the patriarch, the head of the leading Palestinian
academy. Meanwhile in Babylonia, where the ruling Sasanian Persians were
more tolerant of Jews, the Jewish community rose in importance and became
the centre of Jewish life. Its Talmud thus became the authoritative one for the
Jewish community.

Since the text of the Mishnah, the core of the Talmud, is a document of
law, a considerable amount of the gemara is strictly prescriptive. Jews speak
of such prescriptive discussion as halakha, the study of the proper legal
procedure for living life. But there is another style of expansion that is more
anecdotal; it is referred to as haggadah, or in Aramaic, agada, meaning
narrative. Halakha makes its directives by explicit statement; agada will
indicate its preferences by telling a story usually with a moral.
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The gemara recorded discussions of over 2,000 sages, arguing over specific
ways to resolve a plethora of complex issues. Typically, the text of the Talmud
gives a passage (the length of a few scriptural verses, or a short paragraph) from
the Mishnah and then follows that with the text of the related gemara, which
could be many times the length of the Mishnah text to which it was attached.
The gemara often functions as a commentary on a passage from the Mishnah,
but more often than not pursues its own wide-ranging agenda. In printed editions
this material is in a column occupying the entire centre of the page, while the
columns on either side carry later commentaries and helpful notations. References
to the Talmud conventionally follow the pagination of an earlier printed edition,
produced in Venice in 1520-3. Thus, for instance, ‘b. Suk. 52a” would mean
Babylonian Talmud, tractate Sukkah, folio 52, side a.

TRANSFORMING BIBLICAL IDEAS

As biblical interpretation of the written law and the rabbinic oral law
developed, so did Jewish thought. Developments occurred in a wide array of
subjects, including conceptions of God, prayer, charity, the family, and relations
with non-Jews. To understand Judaism in the first century and the emergence
of Christianity, the areas of ritual actions and notions of purity, eschatology
and the afterlife, and the messiah deserve particular attention.

Ritual actions are typical of much of the world’s religious practice.
Particularly complex are the messages implicit in concepts of purity prevalent
among the Pharisees and rabbis. Purity laws have been viewed in modern
times as a kind of primitive hygiene, because societies tend to make taboo
harmful or noxious substances such as corpses or human excreta. However,
cultures often identify as being taboo completely harmless substances, while
harmful ones are sometimes central to ritual events. Biblical and rabbinic
rules, similarly, do not always have obvious medical value.

Israelite society, like many non-Western societies, had a series of food
taboos, of which meat from pigs is the best known. Others included not
eating blood, a kid seethed in its mother’s milk, nor any of the birds and
mammals that themselves violate these rules in their activity as predators.
Rabbinic authorities greatly expanded these ordinances, directing that the
slaughter off all kosher, ‘ritually acceptable’, animals be done in a humane
way, and that meat and milk be kept strictly separate, as a safeguard against
violating the biblical rules. The Bible says not to eat a young goat boiled in its
mother’s milk; it says nothing about keeping separate utensils for meat and
milk or about not eating a fowl, which provides no milk for its young, at the
same meal as cheese. Yet as the rules were interpreted, poultry was treated
like meat and cheese was treated like milk, so that combining these too became
forbidden. The rabbinic expression of these rules illustrates what the rabbis
called ‘making a fence around the Torah’, setting up rules that prevented the
inadvertent violations of Torah statutes.
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Biblical texts, especially Leviticus, describe a complex network of laws
concerning ritual purity. Coming into contact with the dead or experiencing
certain bodily fluids, such as menstrual blood or semen, would render a person
impure. These laws had the practical effect of regulating an individual’s
participation in the Temple. Priests were required to maintain a high degree
of purity while performing their official duties. In addition, anyone who wished
to make a sacrifice, which could only be performed at the Temple, was to be
free from impurity. Most forms of impurity were easily removed through
immersion in water and/or the passage of time. These laws became the focus
of attention for several Jewish groups in the Second Temple period, especially
the Pharisees and Essenes. Their basic objective was to observe the laws of
purity even when not interacting with the Temple. For them and for the
rabbis who also devoted considerable attention to this subject, purity laws
provided boundary markers for the areas of Jewish life that were to be held
sacrosanct.

While much of the rabbinic corpus seeks to explain the correct practices
to observe in this world, thoughts about life after death and the end of time
often receive considerable attention. In discussing Jewish ideas about the end
of time, we have to distinguish between projections of what might be the fate
of the nation or the world at the end of this age, on the one hand, and the
destiny of the individual at the end of this existence, on the other. Biblical
literature abounds with examples of the first, but we come up practically
empty-handed when looking for the second.

The doctrine of the events at the end of the age is termed ‘eschatology’,
from the Greek word for the end. A genre of Jewish literature that developed
in the later prophetic books and flourished in the Hellenistic era is termed
‘apocalyptic’, from the Greek word for unveiling. Most apocalyptic literature
is eschatological, but that is not its only characteristic. The genre is visionary
in its presentation; whereas the prophets had said, “Thus says Yahweh,’ the
apocalyptists more often wrote, ‘I saw, and behold.” The visions offered a
form of coded symbolic representation. A human figure can represent a divine
one, a beast a dynasty, a horn on that beast one of its rulers. Sometimes the
code is explained for the reader, as in the sequence of visions in the first six
chapters of Zechariah. Other times, it is left undeciphered, offering a wide
field for reinterpretation and innovative application in later centuries. By
and large, the evident concern of these texts is the corporate fate of Israel, or
of a particularly faithful subgroup.

While people in biblical Israel may have formulated ideas about what
happens to someone after death, scarcely anything in their literature
anticipated the post-biblical ideas of paradise or resurrection as a reward for
a righteous life. The original solution to the problem of where personality
goes after death was Sheol, a place like the Greek Hades, where the person
resides in greatly attenuated form. Sheol certainly is not equivalent to heaven
or hell. It is a pit, a place of weakness and estrangement from God, from
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which the spirits of the dead issue on the rare occasions when they can be
seen on the earth.

On the whole, ancient Israelite society was hardly preoccupied with the
question of whether there is life after death. Whenever the question is raised
as a direct issue, the answer seems to be no. Consider Ecclesiastes 3:19:

For the fate of the son of man and the fate of the beasts is the same; as one dies, so
dies the other. They all have the same breath, and man has no advantage over the
beasts, for all is vanity.

The book of Job (14:14) asks directly whether people live again after they
die: ‘If a man die, shall he live again?’ Job’s answer (14:20-2) appears to be
that people grow old and die, and there is nothing else:

Thou prevailest forever against him, and he passes; thou changest his countenance,
and sendest him away. His sons come to honour, and he does not know it; they are
brought low, and he perceives it not. He feels only the pain of his own body, and
he mourns only for himself.

In another passage that has suffered in transmission, Job’s death is not
clearly stated, though his death and resurrection have often been understood
(19:25-7):

For I know that my redeemer lives, and that at last he will stand upon the earth;
and after my skin has been thus destroyed, then from my flesh I shall see God,
whom I shall see on my side, and my eyes shall behold, and not another.

Although this passage is often read as a prediction of Job’s resurrection, it
appears only to affirm that Job wants to be vindicated while still alive, in a
heavenly court by a heavenly vindicator or lawyer, as the logical outcome of
his challenge to the justice of God. The original context for these statements
must be extrapolated from ancient Near Eastern mythology, where the high
god was pictured as a judge or king in a heavenly courtroom. The passage
does not suggest there is life after death. Rather, it portrays a man seeking
redress from God in God’s own heavenly court. The book of Job almost
seems to argue explicitly against any simple pietistic belief in immortality, in
direct contradiction to the way the book is often understood.

Nothing in the Hebrew Bible describes the expectation of a literal
resurrection. The metaphor of resurrection is explicitly interpreted in Isaiah
and Ezekiel as a description of the people when they begin to live again under
prophetic influence. Even the stirring phrases in Isaiah 26:19 which have
contributed to the sophisticated doctrine of resurrection in later Judaism,
appear to mean more than they do in fact: “Thy dead shall live, their bodies
shall rise. O dwellers in the dusk, awake and sing for joy! For thy dew is a
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dew of light, and on the land of the shades thou wilt let it fall.” This has been
taken as a literal statement of resurrection. But like the vision of the dry
bones in Ezekiel 37, Isaiah is speaking of the end of spiritual death and actual
poverty that the nation was experiencing. These references were to be
creatively re-understood in the first and second centuries when the note of
resurrection was clearly sounded within the society.

The first indubitable reference to resurrection in biblical literature comes
from the visions of the book of Daniel, which date to the years of oppression
that engendered the Maccabean revolt, not to the earlier Babylonian period,
as the book purports. Daniel 12:2 states:

And many of those who sleep in the dust of the earth shall awake, some to
everlasting life, and some to shame and everlasting contempt. And those who are
wise shall shine like the brightness of the firmament; and those who turn many to
righteousness, like the stars for ever and ever.

No general theory of immortality is articulated here, only the resurrection of
the ‘many’, which satisfies the Hebrew concept of justice. Those who suffered
and died in remaining true to God’s Torah will be vindicated. The reference
to the saved as ‘sleepers in the dust’ may be a reinterpretation of Isaiah 26:19.
Those who persecuted the righteous of Yahweh will also be resurrected so
that they can be punished. The doctrine of resurrection, therefore, arose in
response to the problem of righteous suffering and martyrdom. Immortality
becomes a special reward for martyrs in Judaism, just as it was in Greek
mythology for the heroes like Hercules and Perseus who accomplished
superhuman tasks. The story of the seven martyred sons in 2 Maccabees 7
exemplifies this idea. A mother watches as her seven sons are tortured and
put to death because they will not eat pork. The approach of death evokes
the hope of being transported to heaven as an eternal reward after the short
period of pain and suffering on earth.

Another important aspect of Jewish speculation dealing with the afterlife
concerns the journey to heaven. In most cases a journey to heaven is assumed
to take place at death, for paradise and hell were both thought to be located
in one of the several heavens. No matter how the journey is viewed to have
been made, the texts are unanimous in understanding the power of the voyage
to be due to God’s own desire for the adept to pay a visit. Once a credible
prophet is actually said to have visited heaven and seen the ultimate rewards
there, the proleptic experiences of eternal life and compensation after death
are demonstrated vividly to the community in his writings. Great personages
or mystics could undertake heavenly ascent during life by means of ecstatic
trance or other extracorporeal experiences. 1 Enoch and other apocalyptic
texts report the fabulous journeys of well-known biblical heroes. The resulting
heavenly journey serves to verify the eschatological beliefs of the community.
Reports of rabbis ascending to the heavenly world are preserved in merkavah
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(chariot) traditions, an image adapted from the opening vision in the book of
Ezekiel. Many rabbis, however, worried about possible dangers associated
with these experiences, and therefore restricted study of mystical texts to
persons of sufficient age and discretion.

By the first century, Judaism had developed ideas about numerous divine
agents—angels, sons of God, magicians, and others. The messiah, however,
ranks first because of its importance for understanding the development of
Judaism and Christianity. Jews and especially Christians often have an impression
that the concept was rooted in the time of the Israelite monarchy. What creates
that impression is that an older vocabulary and older texts were pressed into
service by Jews and Christians in the Hellenistic period. The Hebrew word
mashiab, rendered in English as ‘messiah’, means ‘an anointed one’. The ritual
of anointing consisted of pouring oil over someone’s head to inaugurate that
person into a divinely sanctioned official position. In ancient Israelite society,
principally kings but also prophets and sometimes priests were appointed to
office by anointing. In the Hebrew Bible, the term mashiab is associated
characteristically with the currently reigning king, not with some future king.
Sometimes it appears in reference to priests, and twice in reference to the patriarchs.
Saul’s shield is once described as ‘anointed’, showing that the process of ordaining
something for special service is more basic than the royal meaning of the word.
Once it refers to Cyrus, the Persian king (Isa. 45:1).

The pre-exilic prophets sometimes express the expectation that God will
raise up a king who will rule with justice and righteousness. Experience with
less than perfect kings, as well as with foreign domination of the country,
probably stimulated the belief in an ideal future kingship. The idea was greatly
augmented when the last heir to the Davidic throne disappeared without
historical trace during the Persian period. Since 2 Samuel 7 had promised
that Israel should never fail to have a king of the Davidic line, there was a
basis to hope for its restoration. Yet idealized future kings are not described
in the time of the Israelite kingdoms by the term ‘messiah’. The expected king
is sometimes called the son of David (Isa. 11; Ezek. 34; Mic. 5); or he is called
the branch, ostensibly a ‘new shoot of the Davidic family tree’ (Jer. 23). The
concept of messiah would not have been self-evident or even comprehensible
to an Israelite of the First Temple period. The explicit concept of a messianic
hope does not develop until well after the Babylonian Exile.

Beginning in the Hellenistic period, the idea develops of a future anointed
king, a messiah, who will lead Israel to victory against iniquitous foreign
rulers. In the Psalms of Solomon, dated variously to the first century BCE or
CE, the theme of the victorious battles of the messiah is extended to all those
Gentile nations who have harmed Jerusalem, and the messiah himself is seen
as a blameless ruler (17:41, 37, 44):

And he himself [will be] pure from sin, so that he may rule a great people. He will
rebuke rulers, and remove sinners by the might of his word. His hope will be in
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the Lord; who then can prevail against him? [He will be] mighty in his works, and
strong in the fear of God, [He will be] shepherding the flock of the Lord faithfully
and righteously.

The messiah is not an absolutely necessary feature of Jewish eschatology of
this period. Even in apocalyptic literature, many descriptions of the end of
time do not include a messiah. The important characters of God’s redemption
tend to be either the leaders of the people or the angels, though the leaders
may become angels in the end. In other words, the presence of the messiah is
not a sine qua non for the redemption.

At Qumran, the concept of the messiah was tailored to fit the community’s
expectation of the last days. The generic term ‘messiah’ was used to describe
both priestly and royal anointed leaders who would lead the community in
the final days and preside at its eschatological banquet. In Alexandria, Philo
also refers in a very veiled way to the messiah. He thinks of an actual future
victory over evil and unjust rulers (On Rewards: 115-19). He does not,
however, make explicit his criticism of the present political order or his hope
for the pre-eminent role of the Jewish people in the coming revolution.

The most profound development in messianic thinking comes with
Christianity. For most Jews, the coming of the messiah was an anticipated
event whose fulfilment lay in the future. For Christians, and possibly Jesus
himself, the messiah predicted in Scripture had arrived. Because Christianity
originated within the broad spectrum of the varieties of Judaism in the first
century CE, Christians were familiar with the biblical texts and their
interpretive possibilities. Jesus’ followers naturally chose to describe his life
and death using the language of Scripture.

The fundamental distinction that separates Jewish and Christian
conceptions of the messiah is the latter’s faith in Jesus as the crucified messiah.
Nowhere before the start of Christianity had there been any evidence that
the messiah would suffer. The righteous might suffer, and the messiah in his
rule might end the suffering of the righteous by finally implementing divine
justice. Jewish texts do not reflect any evidence that the messiah was expected
to die for humanity’s sins. In the literature of the prophets the messiah is
never viewed as weak or suffering. As the Lord’s anointed, he is, according to
Isaiah 11:3-4, the strong vindicator who will carry out God’s vengeance
against the unjust enemies of Israel:

He shall not judge by what his eyes see, or decide by what his ears hear; but with
righteousness he shall judge the poor, and decide with equity for the meek of the
earth; and he shall smite the earth with the rod of his mouth, and with the breath
of his lips he shall slay the wicked.

Jesus’ failure to redeem his people, at least not in the visible manner expected
of the messiah, along with his ignominious death on the cross appeared to
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disprove any messianic pretensions. Christians, therefore, had to reconcile
the apparent contradiction between the expectation of what the messiah should
be and do with the reality of Jesus’ life and death. The result was a combination
of reshaping messianic expectations and constructing stories about Jesus using
scriptural references as inspiration or models. In other words, biblical exegesis
served as the primary means by which early Christians made sense of Jesus’
life and death.

Christians applied numerous biblical passages, many of which had been
read without any messianic connotations, to Jesus as proof that he was and is
the messiah. This process demonstrated that Jesus’ death was not the scandal
and folly that many perceived, but was actually foretold in Scripture. Paul
writes to the Christian community in Corinth:

For I delivered to you as of first importance what I also received, that Christ died
for our sins in accordance with the Scriptures, that he was buried, that he rose on
the third day in accordance with the Scriptures, and that he appeared to Cephas,
then to the twelve.

(1 Cor. 15:3-4)

Not only Jesus’ death and resurrection, but his birth, preaching and miraculous
deeds also came to be understood in connection with biblical texts. Luke, for
instance, reports how Jesus read from Isaiah in a synagogue in Nazareth, and
proclaimed to those assembled that he was the fulfilment of that prophecy
(4:16-30). The formula, ‘this was to fulfil what was spoken’, and similar
expressions appear often in the canonical Gospels, especially Matthew, as
demonstrative proof of the claim that Jesus is the messiah. Various scriptural
images took on new life as they became the basis for understanding Jesus’
identity. Titles applied to Jesus, such as ‘Son of David’, ‘Son of Man’, ‘Son of
God’ and ‘Lord’, had their origins in biblical traditions. Descriptions of Jesus
sitting at the right hand of God were adopted from biblical passages such as
Psalm 110. The entire Bible became fair game for all sorts of christological
exegesis. The interpretive methods employed by early Christians were
indistinguishable from those of their Jewish contemporaries. The results,
however, were very different. Christianity read the Bible through the lens of
Jesus, and as a result united otherwise disparate biblical traditions and in an
entirely new fashion.

The developing christological interpretation of Scripture ultimately resulted
in the rift between Judaism and Christianity. Most Jews rejected the claims
made by Christians that Jesus was the messiah and that his identity was
confirmed by Scripture. For Christians the refusal by most Jews to accept
Jesus as the messiah was indicative of their failure to comprehend Scripture.
This latter idea is most vividly portrayed by Paul in 2 Corinthians. In chapter
three he recalls Moses’ ascent of Mt Sinai. The story in Exodus reports how
Moses upon descending to rejoin the Israelites wore a veil. Paul interprets the
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covering as Moses’ attempt to hide the fading splendour. In the same way,
Paul explains, whenever Jews turn to Scripture they are masked by a veil that
obscures the true meaning of the text. By having faith in Jesus, however, the
veil is removed and one gains a proper understanding. The image of Jews as
readers who lack the proper comprehension of Scripture was extremely
durable. Medieval Christian art commonly portrayed the Synagogue in
feminine persona wearing the very blindfold Paul describes.

Having begun as a sect of Judaism, Christianity soon established itself as
a separate religious community. Although divided, Jews and Christians shared
a common biblical tradition and many of the same methods for interpreting
these texts. They differed, however, in the fundamental assumptions that
each community brought to the exegetical process. Jews could not imagine
Jesus as the messiah. Christians could not conceive of Jesus as anything else.
These differences ultimately brought about the separation of Judaism and
Christianity. The breach, bitter at first, turned malicious and in all too many
instances lethal, especially after Christianity became the sanctioned religion
of the Roman empire. The level of animosity is in part a reflection of this
shared biblical heritage.

CONCLUSION

From the time of the Israelite monarchy to the early rabbis, Judaism had
been transformed from a cultic religion centring on sacrificial practices to a
religion of the book. The reading, study, and interpretation of the Hebrew
Bible had replaced the Temple as the central focus of the religion. Differences
persisted in terms of the language, method, sophistication, and genre in the
interpretations. Nevertheless, they all shared the basic goal of providing new
understandings to ancient texts. As these understandings evolved, so did the
nature of Judaism. Jews drew from their own religious and cultural
experiences in the process of interpretation, and in turn the interpretations
helped to foster developments in Jewish thought and practice. The history of
the Hebrew Bible in the Second Temple and early rabbinic periods reflects an
attempt to make the laws and legends of Scripture more applicable to the
society of those times. In so doing, Jews were able to keep the text of the
Bible as a living and valuable tradition and from not becoming authoritative
by itself.
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THE CHRISTIAN ADOPTION OF THE
OLD TESTAMENT

G.R.Evans

CHRISTIAN USE OF THE OLD TESTAMENT IN THE NEW

The writers of the books which eventually made up the New Testament take
the Old Testament to be the Word of God and a constitutive part of the
tradition of Christianity itself. In Acts 4:25, for example, the Holy Spirit is
said to have spoken through the mouth of David. The foretelling of the life,
death and resurrection of Christ in the Old Testament is a constant theme
running through the New. Micah 5:2, for instance, speaks of the birth at
Bethlehem; Hosea 11:1 of the coming from (after a flight into) Egypt of the
Son of God (cf. Matt. 2:15); Psalm 41:9 of the betrayal. In both the Gospel
and the Epistles Old Testament authors speak as authorities: ‘David said...’
(Mark 12:36); ‘Moses said...’; ‘Moses wrote...” (Mark 7:10; 12:19); ‘Isaiah
prophesied...’; ‘Isaiah cried...’; Isaiah says...” (Mark 7:6; Rom. 9:27; 10:20).
As well as this direct citation, we find a weaving of words and phrases and
images and echoes from the Old Testament into the very texture of the New
Testament’s language. 1 Peter 2:1-10 and Acts 7, where Stephen makes his
speech, are particularly rich examples. In these ways the Old Testament forms
in part the very stuff of which the New Testament is made.

All this is perhaps to be expected in authors whose upbringing and tradition
had thus provided them with an intimate knowledge of the Old Testament
texts. It is much the same phenomenon as is to be found in the work of
certain medieval Christian authors who are so familiar with Scripture that
they can scarcely frame a sentence which is not full of it, such as St Bernard
of Clairvaux in the twelfth century. But it also reflects a number of conscious
or semi-conscious assumptions about the Old Testament text and its authority,
which carry over with some modifications into the Christian tradition.

The first is the dual assumption that the text is divinely inspired and at the
same time the work of men of God who are worthy of respect in their own
right. The Jewish apologist, Philo of Alexandria (¢.20 BCE—c.50 CE) wrote a
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Life of Moses in which that point is strongly made (IL.11). The second follows
from the first. Even in Jewish exegesis of the Old Testament, and certainly in
early and medieval Christian exegesis, every word, phrase or passage is
regarded as capable of being used as proof of a point in its own right, and as
available for comparison with any other without regard to its context.

This extreme respect for and attentiveness to the text extended as fully to
translations into the Greek (in the case of the Septuagint) and into the Latin
as to the text in the original language or its composition. Yet there is talk as
early as Jerome of the Hebraica veritas, the ‘truth’ of the Hebrew text, and
during the Middle Ages a few scholars made a special effort to understand
and use the Old Testament through the Hebrew. Andrew of St Victor in Paris
in the mid-twelfth century talked to local Jews and asked their advice on the
meaning of key words, as well as making use of Josephus and the help to be
had in Jerome. Among his successors in the later Middle Ages and the
Reformation was Johannes Reuchlin (1455-1522), who produced a textbook
on The Rudiments of Hebrew (1506) and an edition of the seven penitential
Psalms in Hebrew with a Latin translation (1512), with a later work (1518)
on Hebrews accents and spelling. He was one of the pioneers on the Hebrew
side of the return ‘to the sources’ (ad fontes) of the Renaissance and
Reformation. Where the scholars of Andrew of St Victor’s day had been
content on the whole to elucidate specific difficulties over words and thus to
provide themselves with a deeper understanding of the sense of the Latin,
their late fifteenth- and early sixteenth-century successors were seeking to
equip themselves to read the whole in the original language. It is of some
significance here that, even among the reformers, the Latin of Jerome’s Vulgate
was slow to lose ground as a text to be weighed as minutely as the Hebrew or
Greek and was used as a source for proof texts alongside them.

A number of features of the Old Testament proved to be especially useful to
Christian writers from the New Testament period onwards. Jewish rabbis placed
a strong emphasis on the Old Testament texts as a source of rules for right
living, and the habit continued into Christianity. The New Testament reflects
the concerns raised by the question whether or not Christians should continue
to be subject to the Law; this issue, as we shall see, was especially painful to
Paul, and the problem of what was to be done about circumcision of new converts
remained a pressing problem for some time. The general dilemma was resolved
in roughly these terms: the Law is God-given and therefore good; Christians
should still be subject to its moral principles; but they are not to be bound to
detailed observation of its ceremonial aspects, which they should read allegorically
and not as literally binding upon them. This allegorical approach is apparent in
the First Epistle of Clement, thought to have been bishop of Rome at the end of
the first century. He gives Old Testament examples of good and bad behaviour
in individuals who are seen as ‘types’.

Various Old Testament rules for right living are taken up in the New
Testament, some to be adopted for Christians, and others seen in a new light.
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In a discussion on helping the poor in 2 Corinthians 8:135 there is reference to
Exodus 16:18, with approval of the precedent it sets. Jesus himself used an
Old Testament reference to show the Pharisees their error when his disciples
picked ears of corn on the Sabbath; he reminded them that when he and his
men were hungry, David had gone into the Temple and eaten the very bread of
the offering (Mark 2:23-8; 1 Sam. 21:1-6). The principle was thus established
of finding in the Old Testament itself a warrant for a new Christian freedom.
The problems raised for Christians as to whether they were free to eat unclean
foods, or foods sacrificed to idols, were in part resolved by the declaration in
Psalm 24:1 that all things belong to God (cf 1 Cor. 10:26). The shift in emphasis
could go either way. In the discussion of the laws of marriage and divorce in
Mark 10:2-12, for example, Jesus points to the inner meaning of the Mosaic
principles and advocates a stricter practice than the Law itself. But in the
debate on the admission of the Gentiles, the Christian community decided
against circumcision and the requirement of obedience to the Judaic Law.

A second important area of borrowing and adjustment from Old Testament
to New is eschatology. New Testament writers generally believed themselves
to be living in the Last Time. In the very early Didache we hear the cry,
‘Come Lord’ with imminent expectation of Christ’s return. Here the Old
Testament prophecies, to which we shall return, had a direct reference to the
coming of the messiah. But even in the Second Epistle of Peter there is a sign
of a change of emphasis. The author encourages those who are beginning to
complain at the delay to take a long-term view. A day is as a thousand years
in God’s sight (Ps. 90:4). The second coming may be not yet, but still it is
sure. With this new view came the possibility of using the Old Testament’s
descriptions of a world at peace and flourishing as glimpses of the perfection
to come. Irenaeus in the second century and Origen a generation or so later
were influential here.

But by far the most important theme of the New Testament’s borrowing
from the Old is the evidence that the Old Testament Law and Prophets foretold
the birth, life and death of Christ and that they are fulfilled in him. Jesus
himself underlined the point when he read in the synagogue at Nazareth
from Isaiah 61:1 ff, “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me...” (Luke 4:18ff). It
was above all from the common consent of the Christian community on this
point from the first that there arose the pattern of interpretation of the Old
by the New which came to be most characteristic of Christian exegesis from
the first centuries to the Reformation and beyond: the use of figurative
readings.

CHRISTIAN UNDERSTANDING OF THE RELATIONSHIP OF THE
OLD TESTAMENT TO THE NEW

The relationship of the Old Testament to the New came to be described in a
series of analogies—it was like the outside to the inside; before to after;
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shadow to substance; figure to truth; letter to spirit; prophecy to its
realization. These are all comparisons to the disadvantage of the Old
Testament, but they all make it an indispensable member of the pair. The Old
Testament is the root, trunk and leaves of the tree whose fruit is the New
Testament. The Gospel comes through the Law. From Old Testament to
New is (in Augustine’s words) a transitus ad Christum, ‘a journey to Christ’.
As Gregory the Great put it in the sixth century, “The Catholic church
receives the New Testament without rejecting the Old; she venerates the Old
in such a way that in the Spirit she understands the New in the very sacrifices
of the flesh.” “Thus no Christian should think himself an outsider in Israel’,
says Augustine.

There is a tension in all this between seeing the two Testaments as succeeding
one another and seeing them as in some measure opposed, or at any rate,
deeply differentiated. As a result, much is characteristically made in the
patristic and medieval period of the unity of Scripture, in an attempt to ensure
that the Old Testament is in no way set aside. Jerome insists that the whole
Bible is linked by one Spirit. ‘All Holy Scripture is one book’, says Hugh of St
Victor in the twelfth century, ‘for all Holy Scripture speaks of Christ and all
Holy Scripture is fulfilled in Christ.” Other exegetes speak of the two
Testaments as ‘brothers’ or as two wings in flight.

The most usual way of understanding the relationship between the two
Testaments is to regard the message of the Old as ‘veiled’ and that of the
New as removing the veil (cf. 2 Cor. 3). This notion is intimately connected
with the ancient Christian view of Christ as the bringer of light. Tertullian
(c.160-c.220) speaks of Christ as ‘illuminator’. In the twelfth century
Bernard of Clairvaux elaborates the idea to make Christ the Word the
opener of his own Book. Peter of Celle, a little later, sees the Bible as a
reading of the very mind of God by its authors. He discusses the sealing of
the ‘great book’, which is the divine mind, in Isaiah 29:11 and Revelation
5:1, and the understanding of it in Ezekiel. This general notion of
illumination is commonly employed to describe the unveiling of the Old
Testament by and in the New. ‘In the Old Testament is the hiding of the
New (occultatio) and in the New the manifestation of the OIld’, says
Augustine. Augustine allows that the Old Testament writers sometimes
lifted the veil in part, but the veil is removed completely only in the New
Testament, where the ‘truth of the Holy Spirit now shines without any veil
of the Old Testament’, as Isidore puts it. Bede found the shift from shadow
to light as he moved from Old Testament to New a startling and sudden
one, and the same sense of dramatic change is expressed by others (for
example, Peter Lombard).

The New Testament is the truth (veritas) of the Old Testament figure,
the spirit which gives life where the Old Testament letter, or literal sense,
‘kills’. With these ideas we come to the use of figurative interpretation.
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FIGURATIVE INTERPRETATION

Figurative interpretation was by no means a Christian innovation. It was
recognized even in pagan antiquity that inspired utterance will often be
obscure. Oracles required interpretation. Philo was anxious to show that
Moses had anticipated the best in Greek thought, and he himself used
allegorical interpretation for the purpose. But Christian interpreters developed
the figurative rendering to unprecedented heights of sophistication under the
stimulus of the need to show the harmony of Old Testament and New where
a literal reading would make them incompatible.

The central idea of all figurative interpretation is that it is possible to
come to an understanding (at least in some measure) of that which cannot be
directly grasped, by making a comparison with something which is relatively
easy to understand. The ‘similitude’ provides a stepping stone or a pointer.
Many early and later Christian authors argued that God must be unknowable
in any other way, and that he himself has therefore provided in his mercy for
the needs of his people, by giving them such analogies and pointers, both in
creation and in his revealed Word. In the late twelfth century, Peter of Celle
contrasts the angelic condition with our own: “The angels have the truth; you
have a likeness.” But he reassures us that it is possible to proceed from an
understanding of the likeness to grasp the truth itself.

Genesis 1:26, with its reference to man’s creation in the ‘image and likeness’
of God, provided a convenient scriptural point of departure for many
commentators. Man can be seen as designed to make the necessary shift in
his understanding from likeness to reality, from what he can grasp more or
less straightforwardly by the light of natural reason, to glimpse the higher
and deeper spiritual realities which are ultimately beyond his creaturely nature
but which he is created to desire to know. Figures are thus seen as part of
God’s plan in revelation, and especially in the revelation in Scripture. On this
basis, it can confidently be expected that there will be a literal and a spiritual,
an outward and an inner sense in Scripture, like the book written ‘inside’ and
‘outside’ of Revelation 5:1 (cf. Ezek. 2:9-10).

Christian enthusiasm for figurative interpretation was mixed at first. At
Antioch in the fourth century the preference was for keeping to the literal
sense. But the ‘Alexandrian’ system developed by the apologists of the second
century, and their successors Clement of Alexandria and Origen, became
dominant; although there remained some concern that they were indulging
in ‘pagan allegorizing’ like the Gnostics. Origen, the most adventurous of
them, wrote copious scriptural commentaries, and took a particular interest
in the Old Testament. He composed a Hexapla, an edition of the Old
Testament with the Hebrew text in both Hebrew and Greek characters, and
four Greek versions. He placed a high value on the spiritual sense, putting it
above the literal, and sometimes denying that a given passage had a literal
sense at all. In the Western tradition one of the most influential proponents
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of figurative interpretation was Tyconius the Donatist. He proposed seven
rules for interpreting the Scriptures, with particular emphasis upon finding
pointers to Christ in the Old Testament. Augustine of Hippo forgave him his
Donatism so far as to make substantial use of his rules in his own De Doctrina
Christiana, and so from the fifth century Tyconius’ pattern became familiar
in Latin exegesis.

Augustine himself suggested several ways of subdividing or classifying
figurative interpretations; but it was his contemporary John Cassian who
drew from Clement of Alexandria the fourfold division which became standard
throughout the Middle Ages. This took the literal or historical sense as the
base, ‘which speaks of things as they happened” as Guibert of Nogent puts it,
giving the stock definition. The allegorical sense, strictly speaking (although
the term may be used more generally to cover all the spiritual or figurative
senses), is that ‘in which one thing is understood by another’. The tropological
or moral interpretation draws lessons for the living of a good Christian life.
The anagogical sense is that through which the reader is led upwards in his
understanding so that he glimpses the highest spiritual truths; it is also the
‘prophetic’ sense. This pattern is used by Gregory the Great, and it was he
who made it familiar through the considerable medieval popularity of his
exegetical writings, especially the Moralia on the book of Job.

In the medieval West, although the figurative senses continued to be
regarded as superior, the literal was not despised or neglected. On the contrary,
as Hugh of St Victor insists in the twelfth century, it is the foundation on
which all the others rest. It may, like the foundations of a house, consist of
rough-hewn stones and even rubble, but the next layer of the construction,
and all the superstructure, is cut to fit into it, and that is how the building is
made strong and stable (cf. de Lubac (1959) on architectural images of
Scripture’s structure). There was a fine balance to be struck here, however, as
Hermannus Judaeus, a converted Jew of Hugh’s time, acknowledges in
speaking about his own conversion. He looks back in amazement to his
obstinacy as a Jew in insisting upon keeping to the literal sense, the mere
husks of the meaning, when he could have been eating the sweet kernel with
the Christians.

Figurative interpretation had another significant element from patristic
times. The emphasis of the education of the late antique world was upon the
acquisition of rhetorical skills, and no educated man in the Eastern or Western
halves of the Roman Empire read without a consciousness of the stylistic
devices which were being employed in the text. Augustine of Hippo, as a
young man, found this a barrier to his becoming a Christian because he could
not but despise the rude style in which the Scriptures then appeared to him to
be written. In maturity, however, he composed the De Doctrina Christiana
(On Christian Doctrine) in an effort, first to understand what function signs,
symbols and figures serve epistemologically speaking, and second, to give
advice to Christian preachers about the proper use of figurative language in
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their own discourse and exegesis. He was able to find many examples of the
use of rhetorical figures in Scripture, and others after him were quick to use
this device as a means of explaining away difficulties in the text especially of
the Old Testament. Hugh of St Victor asks why Satan is called a serpent in
Genesis. He thinks that this is a way of speaking one might use, for example,
of a thief who dressed up as a monk in order to steal from a monastery; when
he is caught in the act his captors might call him a ‘monk’ in derision. Such
mocking or ironical usages may conveniently turn an unacceptable literal
meaning on its head.

Systematic treatment of the types of figures (schemata) and tropes or ‘ways
of speaking’ was attempted by Isidore in the sixth century and by Bede in the
seventh, with a more sophisticated and technically demanding attempt by
Peter the Chanter at the end of the twelfth century (when much more was
understood about modes of equivocation). Bede’s work was influential in
helping to make sense of many Old Testament passages. He finds a prolepsis
in Psalm 86:1-2, which speaks of ‘foundations’ and only later explains whose
they are; a variety of translationes or metaphors: Psalm 2:1, where ‘the people’
are described as roaring in the way lions do; Zechariah 11:1, where a
personified Lebanon is called to ‘open’ its ‘gates’; transferences from inanimate
to animate in the withering of the peak of Carmel in Amos 1:2 and from
animate to inanimate in Ezekiel 11:19, where there is reference to removing
a heart of stone; Psalm 103:26 contains a metalepsis, which gradually
insinuates its meaning; Genesis 24:20 refers to the pouring out of water-jars,
with the container being referred to instead of that which it contains; there is
antonomasia in 1 Kings 17:4, where Goliath is not called a giant in so many
words, but we are told that he is six and a half cubits high. There are New
Testament examples in Bede, too, but the Old Testament cases are often the
most testing.

One particular aspect of this complex system of figurative interpretation
almost always involves the pairing of the Old Testament and the New. The
‘types’ are found not by looking into the language for its hidden meanings or
special usages, but by examining actual persons and events in history and
finding in them correspondences with the later persons and events of the
New Testament. Christ himself gave the lead here, by speaking of Jonah as a
type of his resurrection (Matt. 12:39-41). St Paul thought baptism typified
by the crossing of the Red Sea by the Israelites (1 Cor. 10:1-6) and in Hebrews,
Melchizedek is a type of Christ. Similarly, the sacrifice of Isaac is a type of
Jesus’ Crucifixion, and the Tower of Babel is a type of Pentecost. The inference
could always be drawn that, as Guibert of Nogent puts it, ‘there are
applications of the Old Testament in the New which make the listeners more
attentive’; that

there is nothing in the prophetic and apostolic books which does not build up
faith, for when we read carefully of God speaking in many and varied ways to the
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prophets of old, we discover beyond doubt the mysteries of the time of Christ
foretold there.

It is on these firm assumptions that everything in the Old Testament can be
taken to be as true as everything in the New, the very concords attesting to
the truth.

PROPHECY AND HISTORIOGRAPHY

In 1 Corinthians 14:21 St Paul quotes Isaiah 28:11-12, with its
acknowledgement that unintelligible speaking in tongues has the disadvantage
that it does not instruct those who already believe, but only calls to ‘strangers’.
He wants to encourage the Corinthians to ‘prophesy’ instead. The question
at issue here is whether there can be any place for prophecy in the Old
Testament sense when the promised Messiah has come and all prophecy is
fulfilled in him; and with it the cognate question whether the gift of prophecy
given to certain individuals in Old Testament times is given in the same way
in the Christian era. Paul seems to have meant something like ‘preaching the
Gospel’ when he spoke of prophecy to the Corinthians. But he implied for
Christian readers after him some continuity of the prophetic tradition into
the new Christian dispensation. That implication was taken up in the patristic
period and the Middle Ages by a series of authors anxious to demonstrate
the working out of God’s providential plan in history.

A foundation text here is the Genesis account of the six days of creation.
These could be interpreted to refer to the six ages of the world, with the
consummation of all things in eternity forming the seventh day of rest. This
theme was taken up by Augustine, and it helped to give rise to a lively debate
about the beginnings and endings of these ‘days’, and the periods of history
to which they referred. It encouraged early historians of the Christian era,
such as Eusebius (¢.260-¢.340) in his Chronicle, Orosius, a contemporary of
Augustine, in his History against the Pagans, Gregory of Tours in the sixth
century, and numerous medieval chroniclers after them, to begin at the
beginning of God’s work in the world and to see recent history as a direct
continuation and unfolding of that work.

Another pattern of interpretation of history as prophecy unfolding was
introduced on the basis of Daniel 7. Three beasts rise from the sea, a lion, a
bear and a leopard with four heads. A fourth beast comes and eats the other
three. It has ten horns, but an eleventh horn, with the eyes of a man and a
boasting mouth, rises up among them and begins to destroy, and so on. Out
of this were fashioned identifications with four world monarchies rising and
falling in the course of history, with the eleventh horn of the beast seen as
Antichrist/Christians were, of course, the first to use the term Antichrist (1
John 4:3), but the idea he represents is nascent in Old Testament prophecies
and in Jewish Apocalypses. Out of this text in Daniel a schema of interpretation
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of history in four ages was thus devised, with, alongside it, another, also
attested to in Daniel (4:1-25). A great tree falls, but it is not uprooted. It is a
fallen king. Seven ‘times’ or ages will pass while it lies there. These are the
seven ages of the world which Augustine had found in the six days of creation
and God’s day of rest at the end.

Yet a third prophetic division of history became popular from the twelfth
century. Rupert of Deutz wrote a biblical commentary, On the Holy Spirit
and his Works, at the beginning of the century, in which he works his way
through Scripture in order, pointing to the seven days of creation as the age
and work of God the Father; the seven ages of the world from the Fall to
Christ’s passion as the age and work of the Son; the seven gifts of the Spirit at
work in the period from the Incarnation to the last Judgement during the age
of the Holy Spirit. This schema of three status or ages reappears with fresh
interpretations in the work of Joachim of Fiore at the end of the twelfth
century and the beginning of the thirteenth. In Joachim’s scheme, the age of
the Father covers the period during which mankind lived under the Law, that
is, the Old Testament era; then began the age of the Son, lived under grace, to
last as Joachim thought for forty-two generations, each of about thirty years.
The third age, of the Holy Spirit, was then to begin, in which there would be
spiritual life and contemplation. Joachim prophesied that this would start
about 1260. His was seen by the ecclesiastical authorities as a dangerous
doctrine, because it put great influence into the hands of the spiritual
Franciscans and others who were leading movements in the Church which
were seen by some to be threatening to the status quo. Moreover, it brought
prophecy into the present day and encouraged speculation about the end of
the world and the last world Emperor which also had political repercussions.
Joachim had an enormous and lasting influence, and did a good deal to begin
the habit of identifying the Pope with Antichrist which was to last into the
Reformation and beyond.

All these periodizations of history had, then, a prophetic content, and they
proved remarkably durable historiographically. Jean Bodin in his Method of
History as late as 1566 thought himself to be taking a bold step in abandoning
the four-monarchy system; the debate about the place of prophecy and miracle
in the interpretation of history continued into the nineteenth century.

Particular motifs were important in their own right in this connection.
The image of Babylon as archetype of an evil regime could be applied equally
readily to the Roman imperium and to the Church by the enemies of state or
Church establishment. The Old Testament prophets were immensely rich in
images with considerable potential for interpretation in such political ways.

A logicians’ paradox, a version of the ‘Cretan liar’ paradox, provided an
amusing but not unserious theme in the later Middle Ages. Amos says Tam
not a prophet’ (Amos 7:14). Yet unless he is a prophet, he cannot prophesy
that truthfully. The issue raised was of some interpretative significance because
itmade it necessary to ask whether the prophets prophesy under inspiration in
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everything they say in the Old Testament, or whether a prophet may be a
prophet at certain times and not others. This was prompted in part by Gregory
the Great’s widely used account of prophets and prophecy in his Homilies on
Ezekiel. That had raised the related question whether a prophet always knows
the meaning of what he is saying if he is a true prophet. In the thirteenth
century, Hugh of St Cher, a Dominican in Paris, pressed the view that prophecy
must involve knowledge. He cites Job 13:1: ‘My eye has seen all this and my
ear has heard and I have understood.” Hugh thought that God first put the
message into the prophet’s mind, then told him what it meant, before the
prophet delivered it. But there are problems. Jonah’s prophecy was unfulfilled.
Here there seems to be a prophet who was not given understanding of what he
was saying. That is what Gregory the Great believed, arguing that sometimes
even true prophets speak without the Spirit’s prompting and cannot tell the
difference between their own ideas and those put into their minds by God.
Then again there is the case of Amos’ saying propheta non sum, ‘I am not a
prophet’ (7:14). This is more than a paradox; it is a challenge to the principle
that the prophet is simply the Lord’s mouthpiece. All these difficulties have to
do with the theory of prophetic inspiration, on the basis of which Christian
exegesis understood Old Testament prophecy to be the Word of God.

A further set of issues came into play in the fourteenth century, although
they were by no means new. Aristotle’s discussion of conditional futurity in
the De Interpretatione had given rise to a considerable literature among
Christian scholars, because of its bearing on the theology of predestination.
It was also relevant to prophecy. A prophet could only truly prophesy if the
future was determined. The issue of the tenses used in Scripture also has a
bearing here. Augustine had discussed the problem that since God is eternal
no tense of the verb used in Scripture can be strictly limited as to the time to
which it refers. The same matter was taken up by Anselm of Canterbury and
others. It is still current in the fourteenth century, when Wyclif looks at
Matthew 9:9-10, ‘I say to you that he is a prophet and more than a prophet.’
Wyclif explains that Moses prophesied about the past when he wrote (as it
was then believed he did) the account in Genesis of the creation of the world.
Elizabeth prophesied about the present when Mary the mother of Jesus came
to her (Luke 1:39-56). Prophecies about the future in Scripture are legion.
The tense is not important. In such a manner one might get over the difficulty
about conditional futurity, by suggesting that there is no such thing as futurity,
of past or present, with God. William of Ockham’s view, which was widely
adopted in the fourteenth century, was that it is essential to distinguish between
the verbal difference of tense and a real difference of time referred to, which
he said could apply in Scripture; but Wyclif could not find that satisfactory.

Wyclif also addressed the problem whether God is the author of a lie in
those prophets whose prophecies have not been fulfilled. He is sure that the
prophets were fully shown all those things which have to do with the Christian
faith. He is also certain that Scripture is wholly true in everything it says. He
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explains the unfulfilled prophecies as using language in a figurative way, or
as warnings or threats. He concedes that prophecies can have no certitude if
they are conditional expressions about the future. But if Christ himself is to
be seen as the propheta maximus, it must be possible for prophecy to see the
future truly and perfectly, and for this prophet at least to understand fully
what he foretells.

LAW AND GRACE

The relationship between the Law of the Old Testament and the operation of
grace in the New is a strong Pauline theme in Scripture itself. It became
topical in Augustine’s time because of his battle with the Pelagians. Pelagius,
a society preacher in Rome at the end of the fourth century, had argued that
the Christian was responsible for his own actions and not necessarily
dependent upon grace to be good. Augustine wrote a good deal on the issues
Pelagius’ teaching raised, both pastorally and theologically. In De Gratia
Christi he tried to clarify the relationship between keeping the Law and
depending upon grace. Pelagius was prepared to accept that grace illuminates
the mind and shows Christians what to do, but he did not believe that it gives
us a power to act well which we would not have without it. Augustine argues
that since there is no sin where there is no law (Rom. 4:15), the Law is not
only unprofitable, but even prejudicial without the assistance of grace. That
would mean that Law was positively undesirable. He identifies the utility of
the Law as consisting in the compelling of sinners to ask for grace to help
them keep it. Law makes demands, but it does not assist the sinner to meet
them; it points to sickness of the soul but it does not heal it; indeed, it makes
it worse and the cure grace can give is thereby desired the more. No-one can
be justified by keeping the Law. Righteousness comes from God not from the
Law, he claims, citing Romans 3:19-21. Nevertheless, the Law cannot be
counted for nothing, for it is God’s Law. Augustine sees its value as lying in
making it clear to us that we need grace.

Thomas Aquinas addressed the question of the place of the Old Testament
Law in the context of the various concerns of the thirteenth century. In the
Summa Theologiae (I'q. 98-109) he asks whether the Old Law was good,
and answers that because it accorded with reason, it was certainly a good
thing; nevertheless, it could not confer that grace which only Christ can give.
The Law was given by Moses; grace and truth by Christ (John 1:17). Thus
the Law was good, but it brought nothing to perfection (Heb. 7:19). The Old
Law was given by God through the angels. It was given to the Jews alone and
only they were bound to obey it. Aquinas distinguishes moral and ceremonial
precepts in the Law, and also judicial precepts; the first are dictated by natural
law; the second are to do with patterns of worship; the third settle the rules
for the maintenance of justice among men. He argues that the moral precepts
remain indispensable, but that the moral precepts of the Old Law did not
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justify men in the sight of God. The ceremonial precepts also did not justify;
they ceased at Christ’s coming and it is sin to obey them since. The judicial
precepts had to do with man’s conduct towards his neighbour, but these too
ceased at Christ’s coming.

Aquinas then moves on to consider the New Law of the Gospel. The New
Law is written in the heart; it is not, like the Old Law, merely a written law.
He has to defend its late introduction against the accusation that it ought, if
it is the better law, to have been introduced at the beginning. He explains
that this New Law consists chiefly in grace, the gift of the Spirit, and it was
not proper for grace to abound until Christ had done his redeeming work;
that a perfect Law had to be developed through a due succession of events in
time, the Old Law coming first to teach mankind and prepare the human
heart for the reception of the New. In this way, through experience of sin
under the Old Law, mankind might learn his own weakness and need of
grace. The New Law is distinct from the Old; it fulfils it; it is less burdensome
than the Old. Aquinas completes his treatment of the theme in a series of
questions on grace in which he stresses the need for grace to help if the Law
is to be kept. He also discusses the relation of the New Testament of grace to
the Old Testament of Law.

This theme was of the first importance in the debates of the Reformation.
Two aspects of Paul’s discussion were given particular prominence: first, the
notion that it is the Law which gives sin its power by defining it and making
it apparent to the sinner (Gal. 2:17ff.; 1 Cor. 15:56; Rom. 5:20; 5:13 etc.);
and second, Paul’s stress on Christ’s liberation of his people from the
implications of the old legal system (Gal. 3:10-13; 5:2-4; 4:8-11; 5:1; 5:13-
4 etc.). Luther’s particular concern was with the role in the salvation of the
individual of the good works which keeping the Law involves. In his discussion
of the Decalogue in the Large Catechism, he explains that the Ten
Commandments show what God wills that mankind shall do and not do, in
order to please him. But they do not give the means of keeping the Law.
Luther holds that the Law is necessary to the Christian life, because it is in
Scripture, and because the Commandments can be reduced to the two New
Testament commands to love God and one’s neighbour. They all, he believes,
derive from the first commandment of faith in God, with the other nine
amounting to fruits, or effects of justifying faith. These are not, for that
reason, necessary to salvation. He makes a distinction between inward and
outward obedience, the keeping of the Law by formal observance or even
legal tricks; and the obedience of the heart to which the ninth and tenth
Commandments point. His position in sum is that the Christian is bound to
keep the Law in the same way that a living tree is bound to bring forth good
fruit. The Law is at the least a check upon the activities of the unrepentant
non-believer who hardens his heart. For those predestined to life it performs
the function for which it was designed. It shows them their sinfulness, terrifies
the conscience and prepares the heart for the Word of God to work in it.
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Not all reforming parties held so positive a view of the value of the works
done in observance of the Law, and there were those who said that works
done by those without saving faith in Christ were not only of no value for
salvation, but so far do they fail to please God that they may be viewed as
sins. This is a position reflected in Article Thirteen of the Church of England’s
Thirty-Nine Articles. The debate about the place of works in the economy of
salvation is only partly concerned with the question of the relationship of
Old Testament Law to New Testament grace, however, and not perhaps
ultimately dependent on it, so is not our direct concern here.

ART AND ICONOGRAPHY

The first Christian plastic images are found about 200 CE. Catacomb paintings
include such Old Testament scenes as Adam and Eve separated by the tree
with the serpent upon it; Noah and the Ark; Daniel in the lions’ den; the
story of Jonah in episodes. Here there was perhaps some dependence upon
an existing Jewish tradition of pictorial representation of Old Testament figures
and events. The synagogue at Dura had pictures of the Lion of Judah; of
Moses leading the chosen people across the Red Sea; of the resurrection of
the dead before Ezekiel; of the Ark and the Temple. Christian art could build
on such examples, representations of Old Testament themes which could be
seen to have strong symbolism for Christians: the ascension of Elijah, for
example, or the three visitors grouped round Abraham’s table (Gen. 18) seen
as figures of the Trinity.

By the fifth or sixth centuries Old Testament and New Testament images
appear in cycles of scenes in sequence, not necessarily paired as yet as they
were later to be, so as to show how the Old Testament pointed forward to
the New. Abraham, Moses, Jonah, for example, may be seen as representing
stages in the salvation story. Manuscripts such as the Vienna Genesis provided
Old Testament models and the experiment with New Testament additions to
the repertoire is found for instance in S.Maria Maggiore in Rome. The
concords between Old and New Testament, however, proved irresistible to
artists. Benedict Biscop brought back from his fourth trip to Rome late in the
seventh century a collection of symbolic images to illustrate the agreement of
the two. There were strong incentives to pair images, the New Testament
fulfilment of a prophecy with the Old Testament prophecy itself; Isaiah with
the Virgin and Child; wonders worked by Moses with the miracles of Christ.
These tie in closely with the typological parallels being developed in literature
by the Fathers, especially Origen, Tertullian, Gregory of Nyssa, Ambrose,
and Augustine.

By the twelfth century, the influence of liturgical drama is increasingly
apparent. For example, in Easter week Christ’s meeting the disciples on the
road to Emmaus would be acted out, with Christ dressed as a pilgrim with a
staff and a shepherd’s scrip, in a way which closely parallels representations
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in art. Abbot Suger of St Denis in northern France was especially important
in leading fashions in iconographical design, and in his iconographical
largeness of vision. The “Tree of Jesse’ window with the Kings of Judah,
which he developed, was further elaborated upon at Chartres in the window
there. The Virgin is enthroned above the Kings, with God above her, and on
either side of the tree the Prophets are placed one above another. At St Denis
the Old Testament Kings stand on either side of the door. At Dijon the Queen
of Sheba with the feet of a goose or ass stands facing Solomon across the
doorway.

For iconographical conventions to serve their purpose of making a story
or a message immediately comprehensible, and telling truths both narrative
and symbolic in pictures for the edification of the illiterate, there must be
some more or less settled agreement about the interpretation of the biblical
scenes which are being portrayed. By the twelfth century that had been more
or less arrived at, at least for the purposes of pairing Old Testament with
New or relating the history of God’s plan for the world from the beginning.
In the central bay of the north portal at Chartres cathedral ten statues of
patriarchs and prophets both foretell Christ and tell in outline the history of
the world. Melchizedek, Abraham, Isaac represent the age when men lived
according to the law of circumcision; Moses, Samuel and David the age of
the Law; Isaiah, Jeremiah, Simeon and John the Baptist the prophetic age. In
scenes around the Crucifixion in windows at Bourges, Chartres, le Mans,
Tours, parallels are drawn between the rock smitten by Moses from which a
spring leapt forth and the water and blood issuing from Christ’s side when he
was ‘smitten’ by the ‘rod” of the Cross. The crowd who complained while
they waited for the miracle are the people who do not rest content with the
Law but come to quench their thirst at the New Testament’s living spring
(Exod. 17:1-7; Num. 20:1-13). The brazen serpent raised by Moses to heal
the people is a figure for the elevation of Christ on the Cross. Abel is a
prototype of Christ because he is the just man who is slain; Cain is the ancient
people of God who slew him, just as the Jews killed Christ.

In most cases such visually depicted parallels can readily be found in writing
in the standard gloss which had evolved by the end of the twelfth century
(the glossa ordinaria); or are commonplaces of patristic exegesis. Iconography
followed scholarship and attempted nothing new in terms of interpretation.
It was of its essence that it should not, if it was to be theology in pictures for
ordinary people.

A serious drawback to iconographical method was the difficulty of
rendering many ideas and principles graphically or in sculpture. The bitter
waters of Mara, changed into sweet when Moses threw in a piece of wood
(Exod. 15:23-5), can readily be understood to represent the Church’s work
of producing living water for God’s people, but the parallel is not easily
conveyed fully in a picture. Still less can the finer conceptual points of doctrine
be treated in this way with any hope of doing it accurately, or of making
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them intelligible to the unlettered. The real strengths of iconography lay in
its symbolic and story-telling powers. The Protevangelium of James tells of
many legendary events connected with the birth of Christ which entered into
the iconographic ‘canon’. The power of Old Testament iconography, then,
always lay in the making of links with the New Testament, the underlining of
the success of prophecies emptied out into fulfilment in Christ. It could also
say something about God’s care for the world by reminding the ‘reader’ of
God’s providential intervention in such episodes as those of the Ark, the
burning bush, or the sending of manna. Perhaps above all, it has something
to say about the nature of revelation, by putting before the eyes God’s
‘showing’ of himself and his purposes.

SPECIAL STUDIES

Throughout Christian history until the Enlightenment, Christian authors made
particular studies of individual Old Testament books or episodes or themes.
The Hexaemeron was especially attractive, at first because it was important
for Christians to take a view of the differences between the Bible’s account of
creation and that of late antique philosophers; and later because there always
remained (and still remain) important differences from the current scientific
understanding. At first it was important to defend the belief that God made
matter and a material world, against Gnostic teaching. It was also necessary
to establish the Christian principle that God made both matter and form and
created everything from nothing, against the version of the Timaeus of Plato,
which imputes eternal existence to matter and form. Basil of Caesarea (¢.330-
79) was influential here on Ambrose of Milan, whose own sermons on the
Hexaemeron were heard by the young Augustine of Hippo in Milan. Jerome
also praised Basil’s Hexaemeron and it was translated into Latin about 440.
Augustine’s own appreciation of a Genesis which had previously seemed to
him to tell a crude story was greatly enhanced by hearing Ambrose. In later
writings he was firm that God created all things from nothing. Isidore; Bede;
Walafrid Strabo and Rabanus Maurus among the Carolingians; Thierry of
Chartres; William of Conches and Honorius of Autun in the twelfth century;
Robert Grosseteste in the thirteenth, all contributed to the body of Hexaemeral
literature, which by the late Middle Ages had become a series of pegs upon
which to hang treatises on subjects of scientific interest. (God is seen as creating
light and thus the very subject of the science of optics, and so on.) Much of
the newly rediscovered corpus of Aristotelian science could thus be respectably
studied in the West, though not without controversy.

The Fall and its aftermath were of course central to the Christian story,
and the motif of Christ as the new Adam was always significant in Christian
thought (cf. Rom. 5:12-21). It became important from the second century to
insist that evil was not, as the Gnostics claimed, an independent divine power,
but had come into the world through the sin of Adam. That sin was
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increasingly seen as having wrought a permanent change in human nature.
Athanasius (¢.296-373) put it in terms of a fall from a state of grace, in
which it was possible for man to be in God’s image, to a ‘natural’ condition.
Other Greek Fathers argued for some transmission of the damage done by
sin from one generation to another; the Latin Fathers from Tertullian were
increasingly clear that it constituted a mark or deficiency in all human nature
since Adam, a sinfulness bred in the bone. Augustine formulated the doctrine
of original sin more fully than any before him, and made the point (which
remained controversial), that one of its effects was to damage the will, so
that no-one can will the good at all without the aid of grace.

The figure of Satan was often shadowy in all this, because the thrust of the
enquiry had to do with the alteration caused in man’s relationship to God,
and not with his seducer. But Anselm of Canterbury in the late eleventh century
asked how it had been possible for Satan to fall, if he was an angelic spirit
created to gaze on god. His answer was in terms of a desire on the part of
Satan for a good which was beyond the measure of his nature. Satan was
culpable in reaching for it, he argued, becuase he had not accepted the
perseverance in rightness of will which God offered to all his angels. Medieval
liturgical drama kept the person of Satan before the popular imagination.
Milton’s Satan in the seventeenth century is a psychologically altogether more
sophisticated figure, but still in every way a personal Devil, working for evil
in the world and for the downfall of human souls. Old Testament warrant
for this view came largely from the book of Job (1:6-12; 2:1-7), and 1
Chronicles 21:1.

The book of Job as a whole was the subject of a detailed ‘moral’ or
tropological interpretation by Gregory the Great (the Moralia), which became
immensely popular throughout the Middle Ages and later. It contained a vast
array of cross-matched images, theories about the significances of numbers
and links with other parts of Scripture, presented with a vividness and
simplicity which gave the material an appeal to readers who might have
found it difficult to draw on theologically more demanding treatments.

The Psalms were always a popular subject of commentary. They lent
themselves to detailed discovery of allusion and correspondence and to
elaborate figurative renderings. Because they were heavily used liturgically
and formed the backbone of the round of monastic offices throughout the
Middle Ages, they were perhaps the most familiar texts of the Old Testament.
Here Augustine’s Enarrationes on the Psalms provided a key text for later
Western readers and exegetes, though almost every medieval scholar who
attempted scriptural commentary addressed himself to the Psalms.

The book of Ezekiel was seen as a special challenge because of its difficulty.
Gregory the Great preached on it, with a strong sense of the imminence of
danger from the hordes pressing upon the city even as he spoke; Peter Abelard
took it as a display piece when he wanted to show that he, a newcomer to
theology though a consummately skilled logician, could lecture on the Bible
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as well as the famous master Anselm of Laon; for Richard of St Victor a
generation or so later in the middle of the twelfth century, it set a puzzle, as
he tried to work out how, architecturally speaking, the design for the Temple
could be made to work and produce a building which would stand up. In
Isaiah, Alan of Lille focused on the six wings of the cherubim (Isa. 6:2), to
produce an allegory. In these and similar ways Christian scholars and poets
to the end of the Middle Ages and later found in Old Testament episodes
source material for a wide range of writing and a spur to theological,
philosophical and scientific investigation.

As late as Milton the classic patterns of interpretation were still strongly
influential. In Books XI and XII of Paradise Lost, the archangel Michael
reveals the future to Adam while Eve sleeps. First he shows him Cain murdering
Abel, so that Adam learns of death. Then Adam sees groups of Cain’s
descendants, including sensual women who lead men astray, and Adam learns
about sin. Then there are wars, Noah and the Flood, with God’s promise not
to destroy mankind. Book XII continues with the history of the Jews after the
Flood, Nimrod, the Tower of Babel, Abraham’s journey to the Promised Land,
slavery in Egypt, Moses and Aaron, the Plagues, the crossing of the Red Sea,
the wilderness, and the Ark of the Covenant. The moral is drawn that God
has still a land of promise for his people. Then Michael explains the way in
which salvation will come. Sin makes law necessary, although the Law cannot
cure sin. There is to be a New Covenant (that is why Joshua, not Moses the
Lawgiver, leads the entry into Canaan). Then the royal line of David will
produce the Son, and Old Testament history and prophecy will empty out
into hope fulfilled and redemption accomplished.

FURTHER READING

Beckwith, R. (1985) The Old Testament Canon of the New Testament, London:
SPCK.

Cassirer, H.W. (1988) Grace and Law, Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans.

De Lubac, H. (1959) Exégese médiévale, Paris: du Cerf.

Ellis, E.E. (1957) Paul’s Use of the Old Testament, Edinburgh: Oliver and Boyd.

Smalley, B. (1983) The Study of the Bible in the Middle Ages, (3rd edn) Oxford: Basil
Blackwell.

Steneck, N. (1976) Science and Creation in the Middle Ages, Notre Dame: Notre
Dame University Press.

Sullivan, D.]. (1952) The Summa Theologica of Saint Thomas Aquinas, (rev. edn)
Chicago/London/Toronto: William Benton.

Walter, C. (1977) Studies in Byzantine Iconography, London: Variorum.

See also chapters 2,4, 6,7, 8, 11.

63



THE OLD TESTAMENT: HISTORICAL
STUDY AND NEW ROLES

John Rogerson

THE ENLIGHTENMENT

In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries a fundamental change took place in
Europe in the way in which thinking people understood the world and the place
of the human race within it. This change is usually called the Enlightenment;
and it can be defined for our purposes as a move from seeing humanity as part
of a divinely ordered universe, to understanding the universe in terms of human
reason, experience and discovery. These broad generalizations need to be qualified,
of course. If thinking people, whose views were propagated by their books,
articles and reviews, began to see the world differently, this was not necessarily
the case with the largely rural and agricultural populations of Western Europe
who could not or did not read learned literature. Also, the pace of the
Enlightenment varied from country to country, and in some cases, opposition to
Enlightenment thought led to reactions against it. Thus, in Britain, the
Enlightenment flourished in the period roughly 1680-1750, after which there
was a period of reaction that lasted until the 1860s. At the moment of Britain’s
‘decline’, the Enlightenment came of age in Germany, from the 1750s onwards.

The Enlightenment began what is usually called the modern period, or
modernism, for short. In the present century, and particularly in the past
twenty years, there have been attacks upon the Enlightenment in Western
Europe and North America. A movement called post-modernism has emerged,
although it is a movement more united in its opposition to modernism than
in having a coherent set of aims. How modernism and post-modernism have
affected the use of the Old Testament as a theological resource is the subject
of the present chapter.

Before the Enlightenment, Old Testament scholars had dealt in a scholarly
and critical way with textual, translational, historical and sociological
problems of the text for well over a thousand years. They had done this,
however, in the context of an agenda that set clear and explicit limits to their
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work. According to this agenda the Old Testament was completed by, and
looked forward to, the New Testament. Old Testament prophecies were
principally forecasts of the birth, death and resurrection of Jesus, of the spread
of the Gospel among the nations. Old Testament sacrifices pointed to the
sacrifice of Jesus on the cross. Psalms such as Psalm 22 also described the
passion of Jesus, while the great characters of the Old Testament were models
of virtuous living, to be imitated by Christians. If these characters seemed to
do immoral things, such as slaughtering whole populations, having many
wives, or committing adultery, there were ways of justifying such actions
without, however, recommending them for imitation.

The Enlightenment swept away the various devices for excusing wicked
behaviour. These had included justifying Joshua for slaughtering whole
populations by saying that the Canaanites were grossly immoral and deserved
to be punished, and by distinguishing between people acting in their capacity
as holders of an office, and acting as private individuals. In this way, Samson
and David could be upheld as a model judge and a model king respectively.
The former’s amours with foreign women and the latter’s adultery with
Bathsheba and the indirect murder of her husband Uriah, were the actions of
private individuals.

Enlightenment thinkers were more inclined to believe that God commanded
things because they were good than that whatever God commanded was
good by definition. In effect, they put to the Old Testament the question
asked by Abraham of God in Genesis 18:25: shall not the Judge of all the
earth do what is just? If the answer was yes, then there was no way of justifying
human behaviour and divine commands in the Old Testament that offended
the Enlightenment’s moral sensitivity. The Old Testament was not, therefore,
a collection of examples of pious living worthy of imitation by Christians; it
contained stories of Israelites who lived in barbaric times when human life
was valued cheaply, and when belief in God was sufficiently primitive for
people to believe that he could legitimately command immoral acts.

This new emphasis upon the Old Testament as the product of a small
Semitic people living in the ancient world snapped its link with the New
Testament and with the various dogmatic theological agendas that had used
both Testaments as an arsenal of infallible proof texts to support Catholic or
(various) Protestant doctrines. It would not have been surprising if the Old
Testament had ceased to be used as a theological resource among Christians;
it is a testimony to its varied and enduring content that new ways were found,
and continue to be found, for its theological use.

POLITICAL READINGS IN THE SEVENTEENTH AND
EIGHTEENTH CENTURIES

The first examples to be considered here are what can be called political
theological uses of the Old Testament; and they are an interesting anticipation
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of the liberation theologies of the twentieth century. They did not begin with
the Enlightenment; indeed, we find Josephus in the first century CE using the
Old Testament to make political points. These political readings show,
however, what uses could be made of the Old Testament under the
Enlightenment (Rogerson 1992b). Holland was a part of Europe where free
expression of thought emerged very early, and in 1617 Petrus Cunaeus (1586—
1638), a professor of law, published a book entitled De republica Hebraeorum
(Cunaeus 1653). This is a reading of the history and sociology of the Old
Testament whose purpose is to commend the equality of humankind and to
condemn the acquisition and accumulation of power, whether this is done by
kings, land-owners or clergy. Cunaeus’ ideal is the Jubilee law described in
Leviticus 25, which prescribes that all debts must be cancelled, all slaves
must be freed and all land must revert to the original owners every fifty
years. This ideal, that ‘the wealth of some might not tend to the oppression
of the rest’ (ibid.: 14), was constantly ignored or frustrated in Israel, according
to Cunaeus, by bad kings such as Jeroboam, who led the revolt of the northern
tribes after the death of Solomon (931 BCE), and by the Levites, who seized
power after the return of the Jews from exile in Babylon (539 BCE). The Old
Testament is seen to contain a series of object lessons pertinent to the ordering
of society in Cunaeus’ day and situation, exemplifying the principle that by
concord a small Estate is raised, and the greatest is by discord overthrown’
(ibid.: preface).

In Moses Lowman’s Dissertation on the Civil Government of the Hebrews
(Lowman 1745) we have the same agenda applied to the political situation
of eighteenth-century England, where the Stuart rebellion against the
Protestant revolution of 1688 saw the forces of Prince Charles Edward reach
as far south as Derby in 1745. Lowman (1680-1752) argues that, in ancient
Israel, the authority of the king rested upon the consent of the people. When
Saul condemned his son Jonathan to death for violating an oath that Saul
and the people had taken in Jonathan’s absence (1 Sam. 14:24), it was the
people, according to Lowman, who determined that Jonathan should live
(cf. 1 Sam. 14:45), exercising their rights as an assembly that had powers
that could overrule the king. Thus, kings have no absolute power over their
subjects.

Given that England’s Protestant succession had been secured by a revolution
and was threatened by a counter-revolution, it is noteworthy that Lowman
discussed incidents in the Old Testament that involved rebellions against kings.
Treason, according to Lowman, was rebellion against the God of Israel and
the wish to substitute other gods. Any king who sought to do this could
legitimately be deposed; and thus it was right for prophets to have foretold
the downfall of the houses of Jeroboam, Baasha and Omri, and to have
anointed Jehu to overthrow the son of Ahab. Lowman drew an explicit analogy
between this prophetically inspired rebellion, and the incidents that had
resulted in the deposition of the Roman Catholic James II in 1688.
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Protestantism and Catholicism were, for the dissenting clergyman Lowman,
analogous to the true worship of the God of Israel and idolatry respectively.

The political—theological use of the Old Testament by Cunaeus and
Lowman was possible precisely because of the Old Testament’s content. Unlike
the New Testament, the Old Testament is the history of a nation, its laws and
its political fortunes. In this, and in other matters, it had much to offer that
was absent from the New Testament.

RATIONALISM AND ROMANTICISM IN THE EIGHTEENTH
CENTURY

The next two examples come from Germany in the late eighteenth century,
and concern scholars who, whole not producing a coherent theological reading
of the Old Testament, adumbrated opposing principles that laid down two
lines of approach that have been followed many times. They are Johann
Philip Gabler (1753-1826) and Johann Gottfried Herder (1744-1803).

In 1787 Gabler delivered an inaugural address at the University of Altdorf,
near Nuremberg. This address, on how to discover a pure biblical theology,
has been regarded as a watershed in the development of the discipline of
biblical theology (Gabler 1831). Gabler was concerned at the way in which
historical—critical study of the Bible was producing results that differed
increasingly from the use of the Bible in the dogmatic formularies of the
various churches. He was also concerned that a truly ‘scientific’ study of the
Bible should yield agreed results, in opposition to the divergent and mutually
exclusive claims made in the dogmatic formularies. Gabler proposed that the
study of the Bible should be separated from dogmatic theology. The biblical
authors were to be studied within their historical settings, with the aid of
philological and grammatical methods. The aim of this would be to identify
what truths and principles they had maintained. A further aim would be to
separate what had been disclosed from God from what was human opinion.
In this way, a series of universal truths or principles would be arrived at,
which would represent pure biblical theology. This could then become the
basis for dogmatic theologies.

Gabler never worked this programme up into an actual biblical theology;
but he is usually credited with having established that biblical theology must
be a ‘scientific’ discipline practised independently of ecclesiastical dogmatic
agendas. Whether it would be possible to carry out his programme is to be
doubted. How does one distinguish between what is divine and thus universal,
and what is human and thus appropriate only to specific times and
circumstances? The answer can only be by using human reason. Thus biblical
theology depends upon philosophy; and it is not unreasonable to see behind
Gabler’s enterprise a philosophical problem that has been called an ‘ugly
ditch’ (Brett 1991). This refers to a distinction that was common in the
eighteenth century between necessary truths of reason and contingent truths
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(i.e. truths limited to specific times and circumstances) of history. Given that
a good deal of the Old Testament consists of historical narrative, how could
it contain necessary truths that would have universal application? Gabler
attempted to answer this question by suggesting that an initial historical
treatment of texts could isolate truths which, by God’s providence, were of
universal application.

A quite different approach is evident in the writings of Herder. If Gabler
wishes to study the Old Testament historically in order to isolate intellectual
truths, Herder wants to proceed in the same way in order to experience
something primal. For Herder, religion is aroused by human appreciation of
nature, among other things. Nature awakes feelings of awe, wonder and
beauty in the human soul, and these feelings are expressed most profoundly
in poetry. In the Old Testament, the Hebrew language and its use in poetry
expressed vividly and dramatically the Israelites’ encounter with God through
nature. Further, God used the processes of nature to educate and guide human
reason (Herder 1993).

Herder applied historical criticism to texts in a way quite different from
Gabler. Gabler belonged to a ‘mythical school’ of scholars who believed that,
in handling biblical texts, the supernatural trappings should be stripped away
because they resulted from the naive and pre-scientific way in which the
early human race had conceptualized natural events. Thus, in Genesis 3, the
talking serpent, the tree that made Adam and Eve aware of sexual difference
and the divine decree banishing the couple from the Garden of Eden were the
result of the naive conceptualizing of Adam and Eve and the narrator. The
reality was that a serpent had eaten some fruit without being harmed, the
couple had imitated the serpent but discovered that the fruit was mildly
poisonous, and a thunderstorm had driven the couple from the garden.
Although Herder sometimes rationalized narratives he also insisted that
biblical narratives had to be read as the products of an ancient society quite
different from our own. Thus the interpreter should enter with sympathy and
imagination into the language and world of the biblical writers in order to
grasp or sense the experience of nature or God that the text was expressing.
To be sure, a philosophy lay behind Herder’s approach just as much as behind
that of Gabler. It was the philosophy of Spinoza, suitably purified (Bell 1984),
that enabled Herder to see God as the life and energy of the processes of the
natural world; a God speaking to human souls and educating them in countless
ways in natural processes vast and minute. But we can also say of Herder’s
approach that it respected the text much more than Gabler’s method.

The differing approaches of Gabler and Herder exemplify the rationalist
and the romantic method of interpretation. The first uses the scientific
knowledge of today as the criterion for distinguishing between what is of
permanent value in the Old Testament and what is not. The second questions
whether contemporary knowledge has a monopoly on the truth and looks
for insights in ancient and exotic cultures. The first runs the danger of
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reductionism; the second runs the danger of making the gulf between
contemporary Western culture and ancient or so-called primitive cultures so
wide that it becomes difficult to see how there can be any translation of ideas
from the one to the other.

PHILOSOPHICAL CONCERNS IN THE NINETEENTH CENTURY

The next scholar to be considered was taught by both Gabler and Herder,
and combined something of the spirit of both. He is W.M.L.de Wette (1780-
1849) and two works of his will be considered; his ‘Beytrag zur Charakteristik
des Hebraismus’ (de Wette 1807) and his book Uber die Religion (de Wette
1828). De Wette had gained from Herder a love of literature and from the
philosophy of his colleague in Heidelberg, J.F.Fries (1773-1843), a way of
understanding types of literature as means of grappling with the tragedies
and vicissitudes of life. His sensitivity to the tragic dimension of life had been
greatly sharpened by the death of his wife in childbirth in 1806. When de
Wette studied the Old Testament Psalms, on which he was to publish a
remarkable commentary in 1811, he noticed that a large proportion of them
were laments expressing the despair of the psalmists over their sufferings or
the injustices that they saw in the world. In spite of his recent personal loss,
de Wette believed that reality was ultimately harmonious and purposeful,
and that the task of religion was to enable people to grasp this essential
goodness at the heart of things. Literature was one of the ways in which the
apparent contradictions between the ultimate goodness of reality and the
sufferings experienced by individuals could be explored and resolved. This
was one of the functions of the Psalms. The same was true of the book of Job
which, together with Psalms and Ecclesiastes, were the main Old Testament
books discussed in the ‘Beytrag’ (Rogerson 1992a: 66-9). There is no rational
explanation of why the innocent suffer and Job does not attempt to give one.
But the matter is explored at great length, and, at the end of the book, Job
has an experience of the majesty of God that resolves the problem. Job does
not find an intellectual answer but, by discovering his weakness and frailty,
accepts that God does not need to justify himself nor to be justified in the
matter of why innocent people suffer. The third text discussed by de Wette,
Ecclesiastes, is a book which is outspoken in proclaiming that much of life
seems to be without purpose, and that human endeavour is often futile. Yet,
according to de Wette, the writer of Ecclesiastes does not abandon faith in
God; and the value of the book lies in its honest expression of doubt as the
writer perceives a contradiction between a sensed harmony at the heart of
reality and his experience of frustration.

De Wette’s task in his article was to sketch the characteristic features of
Hebrew religion, and this he did by comparing the Hebrew nation to a child
that had never been young, and that reflected much on its inner life. Because
it sensed that reality was ultimately free from injustice and disorder, it longed
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for a coming messianic age of justice and truth. Meanwhile, through its
literature it explored, and came to terms with, the disorder of the world that
it perceived so clearly. This was the soil in which Christianity was planted,
Christ being the fulfilment of Old Testament hopes for a new order. Thus de
Wette saw the Old Testament as preparatory to the New Testament, and in
his treatment of the Psalms, Job and Ecclesiastes was engaging in historical-
critical exegesis. But it is clear that he did not limit the value of these texts to
their historical setting. They could help modern readers to explore their own
perplexities in the face of injustice and suffering, and embolden them to have
faith in the goodness of the world.

At first sight, de Wette’s position might seem to be anti-rational; but this is
not the case. His friend Fries, a follower and, as he believed, an improver of
the philosophy of Kant, was trying to develop a philosophy that did justice to
the aesthetic and moral experience of the human race as well as to its scientific
experience. He linked religion to aesthetics, and held that through art,
architecture, music, literature and experiences of the sublime in nature, the
human spirit could grasp and imperfectly express the ultimate harmony and
purposefulness of reality. De Wette’s position tried to do justice to a philosophy
that could only regard the attitude of someone like Gabler as dealing with a
single part of human reason, while ignoring the rest.

De Wette’s treatment of the Old Testament in his mature work Uber die
Religion also builds upon the philosophy of Fries; but it is noteworthy in that
it considers the Old Testament in the context of a historical study of the
development of religion, including the major world religions (Rogerson 1992a:
217-25). For de Wette, one of the major achievements of the philosophy of
his day was the distinction between reason (Vernunft) and understanding
(Verstand), together with an analysis of the part played by each of these in
religion. Understanding (Verstand) was concerned with the empirical
experience of human beings, with their response to the world as mediated by
sense impressions. Reason (Vernunft) was knowledge that humans gained
independently of sense impressions by reflection on inner experience. The
knowledge gained included moral imperatives such as duty; and religion was
also knowledge gained by inner reflection. In the case of religion, (as well as
moral imperatives) the knowledge gained was a revelation from God, and all
human beings were capable of receiving this revelation.

The history of religion was the history of the development of human self-
understanding, guided by the divine revelation granted to the reason (Vernunt)
of each human being. Thus, all religions contained some truth in as much as
they were responses to an intuition of the divine granted to reason (Vernunft).
But religions were not all equally true, and it was only in Christian (German)
Protestantism that religion had reached its fullest expression. The task of a
history of religion was to discover what was true and what was false in religion;
and it was here that understanding played its part. If religion was sensed by
reason, it had to be expressed and lived out in the world as people understood
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it; and if a people’s understanding of the world was deficient, then their
religious expression would be deficient. For example, the Greeks had a highly
developed sense of moral virtue, disclosed to them by reason. But in their
religion they identified the virtues with different gods. Understanding made
it clear to modern humanity that the Greek gods had never existed. Thus
reason was able to identify what was true in religion, while understanding
indicated what was false in its articulation.

The distinction between reason and understanding enabled de Wette to be
a radical biblical critic (such criticism belonged to the sphere of understanding)
while at the same time recognizing through reason what was true in biblical
religion. In the context of his view of religion as a whole, de Wette was able
to praise Hebrew religion for its belief in the transcendence and yet
approachability of God, for its cult freed from idolatry, nature worship or
superstition, for its theocratic state based upon moral principles, and for its
personal piety as exhibited in the Psalms and prophetic writings. No doubt
we can detect in de Wette’s agenda the persistence of the ‘ugly ditch’ between
necessary truths of reason and contingent truths of history. In his case, it is
reason that provides necessary truths, and understanding that shows how
the expressions of these truths in particular circumstances are inadequate.
But what is important about de Wette’s contribution is that it addresses
fundamental questions about what it means to be human, and how religion
functions in human society. Few thinkers reflecting on how to use the Old
Testament theologically have addressed these questions as directly as de Wette,
and most have largely ignored them.

One of the thinkers who emulated de Wette’s concern to place the Old
Testament within a general theory of religion, and who were indebted in
many ways to de Wette, was (Johann Karl) Wilhelm Vatke (1806-82) whose
Biblical Theology was published in 1835 (Vatke 1835; see Rogerson 1984:69—
78). It is usually asserted that Vatke’s work was heavily influenced by the
philosophy of Hegel, and implicit in this assertion is a criticism. Vatke did
indeed study under Hegel among others in Berlin, and his work certainly
owes something to Hegel. Whether this was a bad thing is arguable. This
chapter has indicated so far that, in the post-Enlightenment period, after the
Old Testament was freed from its subservience to a New Testament or
Christian dogmatic agenda, it was handled in the light of various philosophical
agendas. In this regard, Vatke was no different from those who preceded or
followed him, and his treatment of the Old Testament wrestled with questions
that were genuinely raised by the text. He did not simply impose Hegelian
philosophy upon the text.

Vatke’s view of the history of religion was that it was the story of gradual
development from religion that found the divine immanent in nature to religion
in which the spirituality of the individual acknowledged the transcendence of
God. This development from lower to higher religion was the work of God
through natural and historical processes. These enlarged the capacity of the
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people to receive new ideas and insights, and hence to move to higher forms
of religion. In one respect, Vatke’s view of Israelite religion differed from that
of de Wette. The latter saw the destruction of Jerusalem in 587/6 BCE and
the subsequent Babylonian exile as a turning point after which Hebrew religion
declined into the legalism of Judaism. Vatke could admit of no such
degeneration; the history was one of continuing progress. In other respects,
Vatke followed de Wette in seeing Old Testament religion in the context of
the religions of the world, especially of those of the ancient Near East. Vatke
paid particular attention to the ways in which outside religious influences
had affected the development of Israelite religion. These influences included
the following: the religion of Egypt at the time of the Exodus, the sun worship
introduced when a Phoenician architect built Solomon’s temple, the religions
of Assyria and Babylon during the ascendancy of those empires over Israel
and Judah in the eighth to the sixth centuries, the idolatry of the non-Israelite
population of Israel and the Persian religion mediated by Judah’s absorption
into the Persian empire from 539-333 BCE. Vatke saw the Persian period as
the high point of Old Testament religion, with the disappearance of idolatry,
the introduction of detailed laws to regulate the cultic and civic life of the
community, and the development of personal prayer and piety. Thus, God
had been at work in multifarious ways, guiding the people towards their
maturest understanding and practice of their religion.

REACTIONS TO CONFESSIONAL ORTHODOXY IN THE
NINETEENTH CENTURY

By the time that Vatke’s Biblical Theology was published, the theological
mood in Germany was moving strongly against the type of criticism
represented by him and de Wette, criticism that resulted in radical
reconstructions of the history of Israelite religion that were at variance with
the picture presented in the Old Testament itself. The reunion of Lutheran
and Reformed Churches in some parts of Germany occasioned by the defeat
of Napoleon, and the 300th anniversary of the Reformation (1817) and the
Augsburg Confession (1830) focused attention on Christian doctrine. In some
quarters reunion was opposed and a Lutheran Old Prussian Union was formed.
At the same time, a revival movement was gaining strength that emphasized
the traditional doctrines of the fall of mankind, redemption only by the
vicarious sacrifice of Christ, and the need for personal acceptance of salvation.
The net result of these tendencies was that the all-encompassing approach of
theologians such as de Wette was replaced by a return to seeing the Old
Testament as a key element in dogmatic theology. It was the Old Testament,
after all, that narrated the Fall of the human race in Genesis 3 (de Wette had
denied the historicity of the Fall); and it was the Old Testament (according to
the new orthodox piety) that foretold the atoning death of the messiah that
was fulfilled in Jesus Christ.
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The ascendancy of confessional orthodoxy in Germany from roughly 1830
to 1865 put the theological use of the Old Testament back to where it had
been in Germany a hundred years earlier; and yet, even within this confessional
orthodoxy there were theologians moving in new directions. One of these
was Johannes Christian Konrad von Hofmann (1810-77) who was a professor
at Erlangen from 1845 until his death (Rogerson 1984:104-11). As a student
in Berlin, Hofmann had studied history under Ranke, and had gained a lifelong
interest in what causes events in history and how events are connected. He
had also, directly or indirectly, been influenced by the later philosophy of
Schelling. The combination of his historical, philosophical and theological
interests resulted in an interpretation of the Bible in terms of Heilsgeschichte
(salvation history).

Hofmann believed that the purpose of the creation was to enable the eternal
Trinity to have fellowship with the human race. This desire was consummated
in the Incarnation and the new possibilities of divine/human fellowship which
the Incarnation initiated. History was the process through which God created
and sought fellowship with the human race. If God had not wished to create
a human race and to have fellowship with it there would be no history.
Although Hofmann owed something to Schelling’s later philosophy for his
understanding of why creation had happened and what history was, he
believed that it was only the Bible that contained the record of the divine
search for human fellowship. Further, the Bible could only be properly
understood by those who had experienced new birth in Christ. They had
entered into the fellowship with God which was the purpose of creation, and
they could read the Bible as the record of a progressive series of events that
had reached its goal in the fellowship that faith in Christ made possible.

This position entailed the following approach to the Old Testament. First,
Hofmann accepted and used historical criticism in order to understand and
illuminate each historical period described in the Old Testament. Second, he
did not allow historical criticism to question the accuracy of the Old Testament
record. If it was the account of God’s successive actions in history which
climaxed in the Incarnation, then it was privileged and beyond criticism.
Heilsgeschichte was God’s history, and could not be questioned. Third,
Hofmann broke with traditional orthodoxy in a number of ways. He did not
accept that prophecies in the Old Testament predicted the coming of Christ.
Prophets spoke to the people of their own times (Hofmann’s historical interests
are foremost here). It was Scripture as a whole that was prophetic, as each
stage in the divine direction of history led to the next stage, culminating in
the coming of Christ. For orthodox scholars, this historical interpretation of
prophecies put Hofmann into the company of the ‘rationalists’. He was also
non-orthodox in his view of the Fall and the atonement. The Fall did not
occasion the Incarnation as a remedy for it, and the purpose of the atonement
was to assist the human race to overcome its self-alienation which prevented
it from receiving what God offered.
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Hofmann was criticized by his contemporaries for virtually denying free
will to the human race. If Old Testament history was entirely driven by God’s
reaching out to the human race, where did human choice come in? Also, by
regarding the Old Testament as containing a series of stages, each of which
was preparatory to the next until the climax was reached in Christ, Hofmann
in effect made the Old Testament little more than proof that there had been
a goal attained. The Old Testament was virtually obsolete. However, it is
easier to condemn Hofmann from the point of view of hindsight than to
appreciate that he was attempting a synthesis of the dominating critical,
philosophical and theological concerns of his day.

A contemporary and friend of Hofmann, Franz Delitzsch (1813-90),
attempted a similar synthesis, albeit with much more orthodox results
(Rogerson 1984:111-20). Once again it was the speculative and idealist
philosophy of that period that provided the general context for Delitzsch’s
scholarship. Delitzsch relied upon the work of Anton Giinther, a Catholic
priest, who attempted to use speculative philosophy as a foundation for
articulating theology. His work was greeted with suspicion by his church,
and in 1857 it was condemned.

There are some similarities between Giinther’s position and that which
Hofmann adopted. The creation was an act of love on the part of God the
Holy Trinity and the aim was to establish fellowship with the human race.
Humans were also a trinity in unity—spirit, nature and humanity. However,
Giinther’s view of Old Testament history was much more realistic than that
of Hofmann. It was a dialectic between human misuse of freedom and divine
attempts to win over the human race to responsible behaviour. The giving of
the law, the provision of a sacrificial system and the establishment of the
Hebrew theocracy were the institutional framework in which the divine/
human dialectic was worked out.

This thoroughly orthodox-looking position enabled Delitzsch to produce
a series of commentaries that are still not without value for their
thoroughness and insights. However, his dependence on Giinther led to his
most singular work, his System of Biblical Psychology (Delitzsch 1855).
This maintained that the Bible (especially the Old Testament) reveals truths
about the nature of God and about the physical, spiritual and emotional
constitutions of humans. In itself, this is an unexceptional claim; but as
worked out by Delitzsch it takes some strange forms. Thus, an examination
of Hebrew words describing God’s glory showed that God was threefold in
his self-revealing nature, while the account of the creation of humanity in
Genesis 2:7 reveals how, in a human being, the divine spirit relates to human
emotions and energies. To modern readers the book seems distinctly odd;
but it is making a claim that is similar to a claim that would be made by the
‘biblical theology’ movement of the twentieth century. This was that the
Hebrew language and the way that it described the nature of God and of
humanity were a privileged source of knowledge about reality; that it was
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divine revelation about reality and not simply the culturally shaped
understanding of reality of a small ancient people.

LIBERAL THOUGHT IN NINETEENTH-CENTURY BRITAIN

In Britain in the middle of the nineteenth century a creative use of the Old
Testament is to be found among so-called liberal Anglicans, men such as
Thomas Arnold (1795-1842) and Frederick Denison Maurice (1805-72).
While they rejected the theories of verbal inspiration that characterized British
theology, they were not biblical critics in the German sense (Rogerson
1984:188-92). Their view of the Old Testament was that its history was by
and large accurate if not infallible, and it had considerable relevance for
modern readers. As a famous headmaster of Rugby School, Arnold was
concerned to inculcate in his pupils a high sense of moral responsibility; and
he used the Old Testament accordingly. He did not deny that it contained
moral crudities that could not be accepted by nineteenth-century Christians,
and he explained this by saying that the human race had passed through
successive stages of development, in each of which God had adapted his
revelation to the particular point of development that each stage had reached.
Yet at each stage there had been a conflict between good and evil, and those
involved had been faced with a moral choice. Thus even though the slaughter
of the Canaanites by Joshua could not be regarded as civilized behaviour, the
accounts of the slaughter could be pressed into service to show the need
today for humans to be on the side of morality and virtue.

Maurice, too, was an educationalist; but he had deep social concerns, and
for him the Old Testament had much to say about how a nineteenth-century
Christian country should be ordered. His overall view of the Bible can be
summed up in his own words: It is throughout, the history of an actual
government,—throughout, the history of an actual education; a government
of voluntary creatures to teach them subjection;—an education of voluntary
creatures to make them free’ (Maurice 1855:63). The account of this education
was the story of God’s dealings with Israel; but the Old Testament showed
that God was the creator of the whole human race. Just as he continually
reached out to Israel in spite of its people’s continual backsliding, so he reaches
out to the whole human race. This is not apparent when the general history
of the human race is considered, but it is made clear in the Bible. Old Testament
history thus becomes the key to understanding all history as God’s progressive
education of the human race.

Two other themes that are important in Maurice are sacrifice and the
hallowing of every part of human activity. Maurice saw in the Old Testament
sacrificial system the principle that, in order to restore the disorder brought
about by human self-will, sacrifice, i.e. surrender of self-will, was necessary.
In contemporary Christianity this meant the surrender of self-will in the service
of God. The Old Testament was also important to Maurice because it
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concerned a people who, as a whole, were a chosen nation. It was the whole
nation that was a ‘priestly kingdom and a holy nation’ (Exod. 19:6) not just
its priests and Levites. Maurice held that this was as true for Britain as for
Israel and appealed to the Old Testament to argue that the Church of England
and its clergy existed to show that the whole of life in Britain was of concern
to God—its modes of government, its commerce and its industry. If these
were of concern to God, then any injustice or wrong that was found in them
stood under God’s judgement.

THE IMPACT OF THE NATURAL SCIENCES IN THE LATE
NINETEENTH CENTURY

In the nineteenth century, until around 1870, it was possible for scholars to
use the Old Testament as a resource for theological insights that applied to
their contemporary situation. From around 1870 the picture changed radically.
There were several reasons for this. First, the rise of the natural sciences as
subjects in their own right, and backed by professional associations, led to
the demise in Germany of idealistic and speculative philosophy. Further, the
new social sciences such as economics and sociology looked for material
explanations of how societies worked and had developed. In Britain in the
late nineteenth century there was a flourishing of a neo-Hegelian idealist
philosophy; but this, in alliance with social Darwinism, saw the history of
humanity as one of progress brought about by human achievement. The Old
Testament was fitted into a developmental theory of the history of religion,
and became little more than evidence for the religion of an ancient people.

Within this context it was still possible for people to have a high regard
for the Old Testament; but this high regard was for an achievement in the
past rather than something that could inspire the present. Thus, the German
scholar Hermann Gunkel (1862-1927), who pioneered the comparative study
of Israelite and ancient Near Eastern creation and other myths, could defend
the way in which the distinctive faith of Israel had shaped their version and
use of these stories; but this was still an admiration for a past achievement.

A particularly interesting figure of this period is William Robertson Smith
(1846-94), who became professor of Arabic in Cambridge after a career that
saw him dismissed from his chair of Old Testament at the Free Church College
in Aberdeen. He also worked as editor of the ninth edition of the Encyclopaedia
Britannica. Scotland was much more open to influences from the continent
of Europe than England was in the 1860s, and thus it was that Smith studied
philosophy under Hermann Lotze in Gottingen in 1869. Lotze is an almost
totally neglected figure today; but in his day he was regarded as one of
Germany’s greatest philosophers, and his particular contribution was the
way in which he combined idealist and materialist perspectives in accounting
for the history and development of the human race (Lotze 1892).

By adopting Lotze’s philosophy, Smith was able to study the Old Testament

76



OLD TESTAMENT: HISTORICAL STUDY AND NEW ROLES

sociologically. He emphasized that, in the ancient world, religion was a
corporate thing first and an individual thing second. Religion was an element
in all aspects of life. It bound kinship groups together, and found communal
expression at local and national festivals. Its sacrifices were occasions of
rejoicing, when groups believed themselves to be in communion with God
through the eating of a sacrificial animal or plant. Smith is often regarded as
one of the founders of the sociological study of religion; and in Britain he
championed the controversial theory of the history of Israelite religion given
classical expression in Wellhausen’s Prolegomena to the History of Israel
(1883). Wellhausen’s position owed much (as he readily admitted) to de Wette,
and maintained that the high point of Hebrew religion was that of the prophets
of the eighth and seventh centuries. Josiah’s reformation in 622 BCE began a
process of degeneration which culminated in the priestly religion of the post-
exilic period with its emphasis on sacrifice as atonement.

Unlike de Wette, Wellhausen was mainly interested in reconstructing what
had happened. He had no philosophical theological interest in applying his
results to his own day. Robertson Smith, on the other hand, was able to
combine his sociological interests and his championship of Wellhausen’s
position with the sincere and fervent evangelical faith that he owed to the
Free Church of Scotland. He saw the history of Israelite religion as
reconstructed by modern scholarship as a history of grace. It was the story of
God dealing graciously with his people; and it could inspire modern readers
to trust and hope in that same gracious God. In order to maintain his position,
Smith not only reconstructed the sacred history; he privileged that part of it
that was most congenial to his own theology. Thus he argued that the high
point of Israelite religion had been that time before and during the early
monarchy when families and villages had enjoyed easy access to God in their
own celebrations and at local sanctuaries. The reform of Josiah, which resulted
in Jerusalem becoming the only place where God could legitimately be
worshipped, was a betrayal of all that had been spontaneous and joyous in
Israel’s religion (Smith 1892).

OLD TESTAMENT HISTORY VERSUS SCHOLARLY HISTORY

The rise of historical criticism, and especially the era initiated by the work of
de Wette, raised a fundamental question for the theological use of the Old
Testament. If scholars were correct in arguing that the picture of the history
of Old Testament religion present in the Old Testament itself differed radically
from what had actually happened, how could the Old Testament be used
theologically? If all that Moses had instituted at the beginning of Israel’s
history (according to the Old Testament) was in fact a product of the latest
stage of Israel’s religion, after the exile, where did this leave readers?

De Wette had worked ahistorically; that is, he had regarded the Old
Testament as essentially the literature of a people wrestling with ultimate
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questions about meaning and purpose. The value of the Old Testament lay in
its literary-aesthetic grappling with these questions. Vatke had seen in Israel’s
history, as reconstructed by critical scholarship, the outworking of a dialectic
of education between the divine and the human. For Robertson Smith also,
the critically reconstructed history of Israel could be used positively, as a
history of grace. Hofmann, Delitzsch, Arnold and Maurice, on the other
hand, accepted Old Testament history at its face value, Hofmann particularly
s0, because he believed that it was the history of God’s involvement in human
affairs.

In the twentieth century, all creative theological use of the Old Testament
had to accept the new ‘ugly ditch’ that de Wette had discovered, between the
actual (scholarly critical) and the recorded (Old Testament) history of Israel’s
religion. Responses were as follows.

In his Theology of the Old Testament published in the 1930s, Walther
Eichrodt (1890-1978) proceeded ahistorically by seeing the covenant between
God and Israel as that which determined everything (Eichrodt 1933-9). The
covenant resulted from God’s irruption into human history, and it was an
anticipation of the kingdom of God. It shaped the whole of Israel’s life and
institutions which were considered by Eichrodt in great detail. The value of
the Old Testament was therefore its indication of how the divine—human
relationship had affected the life and institutions of an ancient people. For
contemporary believers in Israel’s God as further revealed in the New
Testament, this was of considerable interest.

If Eichrodt worked ahistorically, G.von Rad (1901-71) fully accepted the
consequences of de Wette’s ‘ugly ditch’ (von Rad 1957-61). Working on the
basis of the various histories within the Old Testament as isolated by the
scholarship of the 1950s, von Rad described the theology of the Jahwist, the
Deuteronomists, the Priestly school and the Prophets in his Old Testament
Theology. Yet this was not just description of past beliefs. Von Rad invoked
the notion of kerygma (proclamation) in order to characterize what was going
on in the various histories within the Old Testament. Thus, the kerygma of
the Jahwist was a witness to faith expressed in a historical account of God’s
workings in Israel. Even if modern scholarship could not always accept the
accuracy of the Jahwist’s version of what had happened (it was, after all,
written at a time when historical research and writing as we know them did
not exist), what could not be denied was the Jahwist’s faith in what God had
done and was doing. This faith had shaped and sustained Israel through
many crises, and had had to be recast in the light of these crises. Von Rad
thus provided a dynamic picture of a people of faith living out their faith in a
real and difficult world, a world where it was possible for modern readers to
relate to many problems.

Another view that took history as the main avenue of approach to the Old
Testament is to be found in the school of the American W.E Albright (1891-
1971). Albright and his students, especially G.E.Wright, used archaeology to
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try to defend the basic historicity of the Old Testament. Their purpose in so
doing was to speak of acts of God in history, in which the divine had objectively
set something in motion in human affairs, to which the faith of Israel as
expressed in the Old Testament was a witness (Rogerson 1988:143-4). Their
position differed from that of von Rad in that they regarded events such as
the Exodus as mighty acts of God, whereas von Rad held that we could
know little of what happened at the Exodus, and that the prime datum was
not the event itself but Israel’s faith about the event.

Closely bound up with the approach of the Albright school was the biblical
theology movement. This assumed that divine action in Israel’s history had
produced a distinctive Hebrew world-view that not only contrasted with the
world-views of Israel’s neighbours, but which could be a source of
contemporary knowledge about God. According to this approach, the
Canaanite worldview was magical, cyclical and mythical, whereas the Hebrew
understanding of reality saw the world as the creation of a God who was
directing history lineally towards an ultimate goal. The distinctive
understanding of God implied in Hebrew language and culture (as opposed
particularly to that of the Greeks) was that God was dynamic rather than
abstract, was the object of trust rather than assent and whose righteousness
was not an attribute but an activity of delivering those in need. Biblical
theology was able to produce books on the biblical view of man (sic) or work
or on key biblical attributes of God such as his hesed (unfailing love). In its
way, biblical theology is reminiscent of Delitzsch’s biblical psychology.

LIBERATION AND FEMINIST THEOLOGIES

In the 1970s and 1980s a quite new agenda for using the Old Testament was
set by social materialist, liberation and feminist theologies. Social materialist
scholars used a refined form of historical criticism to study the social
background of Israelite society; they were also informed by Marxist theories
about the development of societies and were sympathetic to left-wing political
aspirations. A major contribution in this field was N.K.Gottwald’s The Tribes
of Yahweh: The Sociology of Liberated Israel 1250-1050 BCE (Gottwald
1979). This massive study of the sociology of Israel’s origins argued that, in
the thirteenth century BCE, Israel had come into existence when peasant
farmers had rebelled against the Canaanite city states in ancient Palestine,
and had formed an egalitarian society. This social revolution had, at the same
time, produced faith in Yahweh as a God of liberation. For Gottwald, this
ancient egalitarian stage was the high point of Israelite religion after which
the advent of kingship had introduced oppressive structures against which
the people had to struggle. Seen in this way, the Old Testament was an
encouragement to the establishment of a society where power was shared
among the people, and a call to oppose oppressive structures.

Gottwald was still working within the methodology of biblical criticism
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as it had been produced by the Enlightenment, even if he was criticizing
many of its received ideas; he was still within modernism. In liberation theology
we find hints of post-modernism, that is, a challenge to the Enlightenment
belief in the existence of universal norms of reason. Liberation theologians
challenged the situation in which the interpretation of the Old Testament
had become the prerogative of academics working within the Western
academic tradition. Being located among the poor and under-privileged of
South America, they asserted that the Old Testament was originally written
not for Western academics but for the poor and oppressed in ancient Israel;
that if one wished to hear the authentic message of the Old Testament this
was possible only if it was heard from the perspective of the poor and
oppressed.

In liberation theology generally, the Old Testament came into its own
because its understanding of concepts such as salvation, righteousness and
steadfast love has a concrete and practical side as well as a spiritual side. For
the Hebrew slaves in Egypt, salvation was not a sense of being valued that
enabled them to endure their slavery more patiently, nor was it a promise of
better life after this one. It was an experience of actual liberation from bondage.
Righteousness meant God actively bringing about justice where there was
none; God’s steadfast love was expressed in the covenant relationship which
he established with his people, a relationship which required that justice and
compassion were shown in action to the poor and needy.

Feminist theologians have also addressed the Old Testament in new ways.
For many of them, their motivation was that the Old Testament had been
used in theology and the Church to maintain and defend the subordination
of women to men; and passages such as Genesis 2, which suggests that woman
was created to be a helper for man, and Genesis 3 which seems to envisage a
predominantly child-bearing role for women, have received much attention
(Rogerson 1991:35-41). Some feminist treatments of the Old Testament have
assumed a ‘hermeneutics of rejection’; that is, they have maintained that the
Old Testament is too much the product of a patriarchal society for it to be
applicable to a modern world which accepts the right of women to set their
own agendas for their roles and aspirations. (A similar view is taken by some
liberation theologians on the ground that the Old Testament was writtten by,
and reflects the outlook of, a ruling elite.)

Our understanding of the resources available from the Old Testament for
theological reflection has been greatly enriched by liberation and feminist
approaches. Even those that embrace a ‘hermeneutics of rejection’ alert people
in the opposite camps to the need for great sensitivity, and for reconsidering
much that had been taken for granted. Two very simple examples will indicate
this. First, scholars have long been concerned to identify the mysterious ‘servant
of God’ who is mentioned in general in Isaiah 40-55 and in particular in the
four poems of 42:1-4; 49:1-6; 50:4-9 and 52:13-53:12. But it has been
generally overlooked that a female character, the daughter of Sion (i.e.
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Jerusalem personified as a young woman), also appears in passages such as
49: 14-26; 52:1-3; 54:1-10 as well as in chapters 56-66. This character is
also deserving of close study (Sawyer 1989).

The other example is a translation matter. In Psalm 22:9 the traditional
English translation is ‘But thou art he that took me out of the womb.” This is
found, with insignificant variations, from the Authorized Version to the
Revised Standard Version and the Revised English Bible. Grammatically it is
correct; but it is arguable that the translation, by insisting on the ‘he’, obscures
the fact that the Psalmist has used the female image of God as midwife. The
New Revised Standard Version has ‘Yet it was you who took me from the
womb.’

ECOLOGICAL MATTERS

The final instance of theological use of the Old Testament is taken from the
context of renewed general concern about the environment, and the rise of
so-called creation spiritualities. The passage in Genesis 1:26-30, with its
command to the humans to fill the earth, subdue it and have dominion over
it, has brought the accusation that the Judeo-Christian tradition, obedient to
this passage, is responsible for the current ecological crisis in the world. This
is, of course, nonsense; and the main culprits are Stalinist-type socialism in
the East and a type of capitalism in the West that is concerned only with
profiteering. But the accusation has made scholars examine the meaning of
the Hebrew verbs translated as ‘subdue’ and ‘have dominion’, and it has
been argued that the latter has a primary ‘shepherding’ sense, while the former
should be understood to mean to take legal possession of the earth by setting
foot on it (Rogerson 1991:19-20).

Whether or not Genesis 1:26-30 can be ‘rescued’ in this way, there is no
doubt that the Old Testament can contribute to the debate about whether we
need a spirituality that will enable people to ‘get close’ to nature. According
to the Old Testament, the Canaanites tried to be close to nature by using
sacred prostitution to imitate and stimulate the cycle of fertility. Further,
Canaanite kings, and Israelite kings who imitated them, were not afraid to
exercise their power for their own advantage. Perhaps they had noticed that,
in the natural world, bigger and stronger animals generally prey on smaller
and weaker ones.

Prophetic religion in particular opposed the abuse of power by rulers; and
in the laws of Exodus and Deuteronomy we can see how Israel’s belief in a
God of liberation shaped their view of what society should be like and how
that should affect the natural order also. Thus in Exodus 23:9-13, Israel’s
existence as a collection of homeless aliens before the Exodus is invoked as
the reason why they must not oppress homeless aliens in Israel. There follow
regulations about leaving fields, vineyards and olive trees ‘fallow’ every seventh
year. This is not an agricultural necessity; vineyards and olives do not need to
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be fallowed, and fields had to be fallowed on a two- to three-year cycle in
Iron Age Israel. The produce of the fallowed items are to be for the poor and
needy and also for the wild animals. The next regulation is a version of the
sabbath commandment and the main beneficiaries are the oxen and donkeys,
the domesticated beasts of burden that could so easily be worked for seven
days a week. Thus we see that the Old Testament expected ancient Israel to
adopt a spirituality for ordering society and dealing with nature. It was rooted
in the redemptive work of God, and in response to that redemption sought to
bring graciousness to bear on all dealings between humans and between
humans and the natural world.

CONCLUSION

Some readers who have reached the end of this chapter may be surprised that
the Old Testament has continued to command so much attention from
interpreters. After all, did not the Enlightenment expose the Old Testament
for what it is—the annals of a small and unimportant barbaric Semitic tribe?
That the Old Testament contains crudities that can make no claims upon
today’s readers cannot be denied; but the Old Testament has suffered too
much from selective reading and selective judgements. If passages can be
found that describe an angry and irrational God, there are also passages that
liken God to a lover who is constantly seeking to win back a beloved who
has spurned his love (e.g. Ezek. 16). If there are passages that concentrate
upon the nationalistic interests of ancient Israel there are also passages that
credit non-Israelites with more faithfulness to God and their neighbours than
is found among Israelites (e.g. the Moabitess Ruth in the book of Ruth). If
there are bland statements about the prosperity of the righteous and the
punishment of the wicked there are books such as Job and Ecclesiastes that
call into question any simplistic view of a moral universe. The prophets are
people called to undertake missions that mostly result in their being
misunderstood, opposed and, in some cases, persecuted by the Israelites to
whom they are sent. If there are laws in the Old Testament that fall below
what we regard as appropriate in a civilized society (e.g. the death penalty
for adultery), there are other laws, such as those regulating the Jubilee in
Leviticus 25, that are based upon the view that human dignity is superior to
economic necessity.

Thus it comes about that the Old Testament has a continuing appeal not
only for the Jewish and Christian communities that regard it as Scripture.
Anyone who becomes really familiar with its contents (and few do outside
professional circles) will be struck by the power of that content. At the very
least, it contains great literature, and therefore has the power that all great
literature possesses to excite and to stimulate the imagination. But it also
contains some of the greatest religious writings of the world, and where that
religion is at its most personal, for example, in the Psalms or Job or Isaiah 53,
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it is unrivalled in its honesty, passion and poignancy. Approaches to the Old
Testament since the Enlightenment have had their agendas set by the changing
philosophical and theological concerns of each generation; but they have
found that the Old Testament has the resources to engage with these concerns
and to shed new light on them. The Enlightenment passed judgement on the
Old Testament too hastily. Modern readers will be well advised not to make
the same mistake.
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THE NEW TESTAMENT: CONTENT
AND CHARACTER

Leslie Houlden

THE EMERGENCE OF THE CANON

Apart from familiar church buildings, the New Testament is surely the feature
of the Christian religion most taken for granted. It is read in every church
service and its language colours prayers and hymns. Even in secularized
Western countries, it plays a part in school education and figures in many
current idioms of speech. Judges and lawyers reach for it when they want to
insist on adherence to oaths (even though the New Testament itself is against
oath-taking!). Scarcely ever is it thought of as other than a single unit, even
more so than the Bible as a whole, and it might as well have existed from the
furthest reaches of time.

Yet sharp historically minded critics will point out that for the first four
centuries of Christianity’s existence this ‘unit’ did not exist as the accepted
(‘canonical’) whole we are familiar with and that for the last four it has been
subject to a creeping process of disintegration, in the form of historical and
literary analysis, examining and describing it part by part, bit by bit. Other
elements in scholarly opinion will rebut this striking revisionism, pointing to
the role of something very close to the New Testament from early days and
to its very substantial unities of theme and message. No doubt it is judicious
to seek truth somewhere between these two extremes. Plainly, much depends
on how close the observer stands to the history and the documents
themselves and on the roles they are being asked to play in any particular
context.

This chapter concerns the origins of the New Testament. Inevitably,
therefore, it moves from the parts to the whole. Equally, because it focuses
on matters that are in themselves small and detailed, it works by way of
distinctions and diversities. That is the dominant modern manner and
virtually imposes itself. It will emerge in other chapters that in other periods
Christianity has had much more of any eye for homogeneity and synthesis in
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its view of the New Testament—as this section began by noting in relation to
its everyday use.

It has to be said at the outset that much in any analysis of Christian origins
remains obscure, and this subject is no exception. The evidence is meagre
and even where it seems relatively abundant, it is hard to interpret and to set
in context. So it is a study where there is much controversy, even among the
learned, and much diversity of opinion. There is no need to be deterred from
forming pictures and there is such a thing as the balance of probability, but
certainty is hard to come by. Now we turn to the various kinds of early
Christian writing (Aune 1987).

KINDS OF WRITING

The oldest type of Christian writing to survive is the epistle. Though this
word derives from the ordinary Greek term for a letter, there is some advantage
in keeping the traditional name. For among the many letters that have survived
from different levels of society in the ancient world, these early Christian
communications have their own characteristics and have become something
of an independent genre. They are neither upper-class literary products, such
as were written in many cases with an eye to publication, nor mere notes
about day-to-day matters like travel and business affairs: though they have
something in common with both. On the one hand, there are signs that some
of them were intended to be read by more than one Christian group to which
they are addressed (Col. 4:16); on the other hand, they do contain, along
with material of much more serious import, remarks about local crises and
problems (e.g. 1 Cor.) and about movements from one place to another (e.g.
Rom. 15:22; 16:1-2). But chiefly, in a manner established (so far as our
evidence goes) by the apostle Paul, they contain attempts to state and commend
central features of Christian belief and behaviour, often, naturally, in response
to challenge or misunderstanding. Local and occasional as they are, they do
therefore have the possibility of wider significance, even if not the timelessness
with which they have often been credited (Stowers 1986).

The chief letters of Paul (as well as others, some of them eventually
appearing in the New Testament, others not) certainly fit this description:
notably, 1 Thessalonians, 1 and 2 Corinthians, Galatians, Romans, Philippians
(to give a likely historical sequence of the apostle’s most probably authentic
works). The genuine but ephemeral Letter to Philemon is something of a
puzzle: perhaps its survival is owed to its mattering very much to some
individual or group of importance at the time of the letters’ collection, probably
around 100 CE.

It has already been indicated that the survival of the great epistles should
be ascribed to the intrinsic importance of their contents: they were worth
pondering again and again, and worth turning to for guidance and authority
in dealing with recurring difficulties, or even with problems other than those
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originally addressed. No doubt their position derived also from the
significance of their author: when the weight of the Church shifted, in the
final years of the first century, from Palestine to Asia Minor, Greece and
Rome, and from Jewish to Gentile membership, it is not surprising that
Paul’s pioneering efforts in at least some of those areas gave a major boost to
his posthumous position and so to the value and dominance of his writings.
Time and again, as the years went by, it seems that these two factors—
intrinsic value and relevance on the one hand and apostolic authority
(genuine or not) on the other—combined to bring certain books to
prominence in the life of the Church. A dual process was therefore under
way: first, the Church itself, in various places and operating in a variety of
ways, ascribed value to writings which it found useful or impressive. Partly
they imposed themselves (e.g. they were by Paul); partly they chimed in with
existing convictions about Jesus or church life, or else met certain needs.
Second, the writings came to form Christian life and belief—as it were, they
returned the compliment which the churches had conferred on them: in other
words, they became authoritative (Metzger 1987).

An additional factor is present from the start. Reception of an epistle means
interpretation—and a communication may be ‘heard’ in other senses than
that in which it is ‘spoken’. And the process of interpretation, once begun, is
continuous and unstoppable, with constant diversity. Hence, whatever the
authority ascribed to a writing, the life of those who read it continues to
affect the way they read—and the way they think and act on the basis of it.
They are not automata, not blank sheets on which the writing impresses
itself. These matters are of course of the utmost importance for the whole
continuing process of the reception and use of Scripture, not only in the early
period but always; not only with regard to epistles but equally with regard to
all writings accepted as authoritative.

It is generally supposed that Paul lived and died (in the later 60s of the first
century) before even the first of the Gospels (probably that of Mark) was
written. This cannot be established with certainty: there may have been earlier
pioneering attempts to write down information about Jesus’ life and teaching
which have simply disappeared or found some role in the Gospels that have
survived. However that may be, it is worth reflecting that in all probability
Christians first put pen to papyrus not in order to make a record of Jesus
whom they revered and were beginning to worship as well as obey, but in
order to deal with pressing practical problems of belief and behaviour. To
realize that is to gain a certain perspective: Christianity is in its origins a
living and present faith before it is a society of adherents of the memory of
Jesus of Nazareth. It would of course be wrong to press this distinction, and
much may well depend (even if we are right about the relative lateness of
writings about Jesus) on the special character of Paul, so much the dominant
surviving voice from those first days—who had never known Jesus in his
lifetime and seems, perhaps unusually, to have been much less interested in
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Jesus’ deeds and teaching than in his present lordship. All the same, the writing
of the Gospels represents a move towards recapturing knowledge of Jesus,
embedding Christianity in that foundation, and perhaps countering tendencies
away towards speculative religion that was losing touch with the founder. In
that sense, the writing of the Gospels is itself a move towards the formation
of an authoritative Christian Scripture in a way that the writing of epistles, at
least those of Paul, with their immediacy of concern, was not.

However, this way of looking at the matter must immediately be countered
by pointing out that the Gospel writers did not start from scratch. The books
themselves, probably written in the order Mark, Matthew, Luke (with the
Acts of the Apostles as a sequel), John, may come from the last three decades
of the first century; as, perhaps, did the Gospel of Thomas and some other
writings about Jesus which have survived only in fragments and which did
not achieve authoritative, canonical status. But they surely used traditions
about Jesus, both his deeds and his teaching and above all his death and
resurrection, that had long been current in the Christian congregations. This
is not to deny that there was a process of embellishment, invention and
certainly re-application of stories and sayings of Jesus—the differences between
the Gospels are tangible evidence of that; and what was said earlier about the
continuous and inevitable nature of interpretation still applies.

Meanwhile, it may suffice to describe the Gospels, each with its own outlook
and programme, as fusions of history and belief, each using the other as its
medium. In many ways, the Gospels are in this way not unlike ‘lives’ of
famous figures written in the same period: only the stakes are higher, the
belief-claims more intense—and the colouring (and legitimating) of the story
of Jesus by depicting him as the fulfilment of already accepted Jewish Scripture
adds a unique feature which may have a distorting as well as an illuminating
role. The relative parts played by oral tradition and creative writing in the
making of the Gospels are a matter of much dispute and do not lend themselves
to dogmatizing. What is of interest is that the two phases are different in
their implications—certain kinds of fluidity have been closed off by the act of
writing; and that writing does not bring oral development to an endpeople
continue to tell stories and repeat teaching, and, especially in such circles as
the early Christian groups, it is likely that writing did not preclude re-writing,
so that it may be inappropriate to entertain the idea of ‘the original manuscript’
of a Gospel after the manner of a modern book (Stanton 1989).

There is a third mode of early Christian writing to survive—apocalypse or
‘revelation’. Represented by only one complete book in the New Testament
(apart from the letters in chapters 2 and 3), the Revelation of John, it
nevertheless typifies much in first-century Christian mentality; and it plays a
not inconspicuous part in the Gospels (Mark 13; Matt. 24; Luke 17, 21). It
adopts, as a natural mode of communication, a genre established in Judaism
from the mid-second century BCE: ‘apocalyptic’ or revelatory writing works
in a quasi-poetic and ecstatic manner with a code of imagery with deeproots

88



NEW TESTAMENT: CONTENT AND CHARACTER

in Jewish literature (cf. the Old Testament books of Ezekiel and Zechariah),
and presents a picture of the inside of heaven and the future course of history,
focused on God’s faithful ones and their enemies, soon to be vanquished.
This riotous (to us) way of expressing other-worldly hope for this world tells
us something of the proportions of the minds of many early Christians.
However, the Revelation of John did not have an easy passage into the formal
collections of authorized Christian writings and, except in certain limited
circles, has remained somewhat on the margins. It was more important in
what it reflected of the time of its writing than for its continuing role as
Scripture at the centre of the Church’s use (Rowland 1982).

The first Christians were already equipped with authoritative books in the
shape of the great collection of central Jewish writings which in due course
they characterized as ‘the Old Testament’. These gave the Church a firm
rooting not only in a venerable past but also in God’s purposes—once they
were interpreted in the light of Jesus, seen as their fulfilment. But there is
nothing surprising in the fact that Christians came to adopt their own
supplementary collection of authorized and normative writings; and as we
have seen, that role was, in various ways, virtually implicit in the earliest use
or even, in some cases, the actual making of those writings from the start
(Lindars 1961). However, the process received a considerable fillip and a
certain formalization in the second century when the maverick Marcion
propagated a version of Christianity which displaced from redemptive
usefulness the Jewish heritage, the Jewish God (as he saw him) and the
Scriptures that spoke of him and issued from him. Christianity was already a
‘bookish’ religion: so its own new books (a ‘new testament’) came to the fore
in their own right and soon became the standard by which all else, including
the Jewish writings, retained by most Christians, was to be interpreted and to
which it led. The process of deciding exactly what the list of those books
should be was not concluded much before the last years of the fourth century,
but in essentials it was in place by the latter part of the second. Use of, above
all, Paul’s letters and the Gospels became generally settled in both liturgy and
teaching. They were one of the chief rocks on which Christians could
endeavour to rest amid the continuing swirl of interpretation and speculation
to which the books themselves, in part, gave rise.

READING THE NEW TESTAMENT NOW

It is one thing to try to form a picture of how the New Testament came
together in the early Christian centuries, another to decide how best to read
it today. Over the past two or three hundred years, numerous approaches
have been adopted to the text, mostly literary or historical in character—in
line with general cultural and academic trends. Though usually conducted by
religious people, these enquiries have tended to move attention from the New
Testament writings as essentially having their role within present-day religion.
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Measured by literary or historical methods, they become documents of their
time of origin, to be assessed and analysed in their original contexts, so far as
those can be identified. While there need be no denial or even neglect of their
religious and theological significance, that too comes to be viewed in its first-
century setting, and ‘significance for us’ is mediated through a first-century
prism. In certain respects of course, ‘significance for us’ has come to seem
problematic in the light of the original home of these writings in such distant
and alien times and places (Morgan and Barton 1988).

Ever since critical study of the New Testament in the modern way began,
it has concentrated overwhelmingly on discovering (and imagining) various
aspects of the contexts in which the writings arose. The last two or three
centuries have seen phase after phase of this historical picture-making
(Tuckett 1987). Each phase has brought its own kind of question to the text,
but always with an eye on its origins. For instance: who was the author, the
one to whom the work is ascribed, or some other? And if we cannot know his
(alas, unlikely to be ‘her’) name, can we outline his mind-set, his education,
perhaps his religious or social provenance? Where did the writing take place,
given what we know of the geographical spread of early Christianity? And
again, where the text itself gives information, is it to be taken at face value?
Given that some at least of our texts (especially the Gospels) surely have a
pre-history, in the shape of traditions about Jesus or collections of his
teachings, can we get at them by penetrating the skin of the finished
products? Adding what we may know from other sources, from Judaism and
Hellenistic writings, can we construct a viable picture and, if possible, story
of Jesus (Meier 1991)?

Taking another line, can we imagine the circumstances in early Christianity
in which it would have been desirable to preserve the various kinds of material?
Assuming that the early Churches were not given to appointing full-time
archivists and remembered what remained useful, what activities, such as
preaching, decision-making or worship, led to the using and the writing of
books like the Gospels and the epistles?

This catalogue of questions, coming in turn upon the scene, covers the
greater part of scholarly activity down to the middle of this century. Notice
that while there has certainly been analysis of the text itself, most of this
work goes behind the text, in order to imagine (with both the strengths and
the weaknesses implied by that word) what lies there—the early Christian
world and its activities or the life of Jesus. The text has been a door: and
where only the text is in our hands, is it surprising that it seems to open, in its
various parts, on to any number of different scenes, some complementary,
but some at odds with one another? And is it surprising that sometimes scholars
are modest enough to sprinkle their work lavishly with ‘perhaps’ or ‘possibly’,
or (less modestly) ‘probably’?

In recent years, that historical orientation has continued to flourish and to
express itself, it seems, ever more sharply. Two trends are promising. One of
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them means crediting the writers of the Gospels, and not just those of the
epistles (where the fact is obvious), with strong religious and theological
interests—ideas with which they have been ready to impregnate their books
from end to end. Whatever traditions, whatever older documentary sources
(e.g. Matthew and Luke using Mark) they have adopted, they have put their
individual stamp on the work as a whole (Perrin 1970). That word, ‘whole’,
comes to the fore. We move away from traditions, stories and sayings, playing
their individual part in early church life and being modified by various
pressures, and instead we contemplate finished products—still, certainly, in
imagined historical settings, but as wholes, totalities.

The second trend leads off from the first, but takes the step of bringing
modern sociological angles of vision to bear on these ancient religious texts.
More obviously than any of the other approaches that have been used, this
one blatantly asks of the original writers and their readers questions that
would dumbfound them. Paul thought he was writing transcendental truth
about Jesus and the hopes of his followers: ah yes, but he was also constructing
a new symbolic universe, expressing deep concerns with the distribution of
power, and inventing devices to deal with unrealized hopes (e.g. for the
triumphant return of Jesus). Such treatment of the documents, again usually
viewing them holistically, is subversive, and certainly seems to place barriers
between the text and those who wish to use it devotionally: they are not
forbidden but they are given a douche before they go about their business
(Kee 1980).

Treating texts as wholes has, however, provided the setting for another,
quite different development. All along, and not surprisingly, the various kinds
of enquiry addressed to the New Testament writings have been in tune with
interests current in other kinds of study and in the culture at large. In different
periods, different kinds of enquiry seem to impose themselves-only to fade
later into the background. So some of the purer insights of modern literary
criticism have come to be applied to our texts. With ascetic radicalism, there
has been in some circles a banishing of all historical interest: the text is what
we have, and to the text alone we must attend (and indeed, because it is all
we have, it is only to the text that it is sensible to attend) (Moore 1989). Of
course it does not please: people will not cease to ask about the history behind
the text, and even if they have begun to learn that definite answers are often
not available, many have begun to feel an interest in discovering the frames
within which the truth about Christian origins, including Jesus’ life, is likely
to lie. While it may be possible to combine the best of various approaches,
there is, all the same, no doubt that a purely literary enquiry into the books
(a Gospel’s structure, patterns of words and themes, repetitions and echoes),
with historical matters simply put aside, can give unsuspected light—and
even make some of the old historical questions and their answers look crass.
Is it more important to fidget about the precise historicity of Jesus’ passion or
to grasp meaning in the various tellings of the story?
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DIFFERENT CHRISTIANITIES

The identification of the various ‘belief-pictures’ discernible in the New
Testament writings, each author, each book having its own ‘world’ of ideas
and communication, has dominated recent scholarship. It has also
revolutionized many intuitive and long-held assumptions about Christianity.
For instance: to begin with it was pure, clear and unified (‘one faith, one
church, one Lord’), and only later did human weakness (and diabolical
manoeuvre) produce diversity and error. Or, to be a little more sophisticated,
early Christianity was in agreement on certain fundamentals—about basic
facts of Jesus’ career, like his death and resurrection; about his status in God’s
purpose as universal saving agent; about certain moral priorities such as the
centrality of love, the renunciation of family and property ties, monogamous
marriage and no divorce. There might well be differences of emphasis and of
custom, but they concerned only peripheral matters (perhaps the details of
worship or baptismal practice). The central message was clear and went back
either to Jesus himself or to his immediate apostolic circle.

It appears that these optimistic pictures were full of oversimplification or
even downright falsehood. Of course a good deal depends on how closely
you examine the phenomena: viewed from the air, little local features merge
into the environment. All the same, give historical enquiry its head (and given
an inch it will always take a mile), and it seems that early Christianity was
richly diverse, often at loggerheads, even over quite fundamental matters,
and forever correcting predecessors and neighbours. It is not so much that
old certainties (once again) dissolve as that the inevitable consequences of
human vitality, especially in the early days of a new movement, simply must
be recognized. Not only did the early Church not appoint archivists, it also
did not possess recognized and smoothly running organs of authority. Treating
the various New Testament books in their own individual right and going
realistically behind the (in terms of origins) pseudo-unity of the canon, we
see a plethora of ideas and practices, all expressing allegiance to Jesus in one
way or another—and, where they were not deliberately controverting other
views, frequently oblivious, surely, to what was being believed or done in
other Christian circles (Dunn 1977).

Nowhere has this diversity become clearer than in relation to the Gospels.
Of course it has always been noted that they differed in vocabulary and
content and it has been recognized that John was more ‘theological’ than the
others. But the overwhelming tendency has been to seek to harmonize them,
easing or explaining discrepancies, on the assumption that they must all
contribute to a single consistent and historically accurate picture. Or else it is
as if the four evangelists all dipped into a pool of information about Jesus
and each, to an extent at least, fished out different material.

But now, whether they are viewed theologically or literarily, it is evident
that such an approach does scant justice to the realities of the evangelists’
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achievement. While, in a literary way, the first three at least are, in some way
which is still not fully elucidated, closely related, having much in common, it
now seems that this similarity of wording and content can be a decoy: it has
for too long blinded us to the distinctive vision of each book. But once we
notice the different overall framework within which each is set and the
deliberate alterations made by successors to predecessors, then we begin to
see how rich was the range of reaction to the figure of Jesus (Sanders and
Davies 1989). We see too how pervasive was the thought-dimension in early
Christianity. It will not do to say that the Gospels give us the facts and the
epistles the doctrine which is to be derived from them. Rather, we have in all
cases, Gospels and epistles alike, though in quite different modes, history
interpreted and events theologized—with, again in all cases, the enmeshed
contribution of the thought, personality and setting of the particular writer.

This perception has led to some startling reversals in the fortunes of New
Testament books. For example, over the greater part of Christian history the
Gospel of Mark was neglected: it was briefer than Matthew which shared
much of the same material and it was less useful for teaching, and, though it
might contain memories from Peter, it did not bear an apostle’s name. In the
nineteenth century it stepped forward, seeming early, simple, and usefully
biographical. Now, however, while the fact that it is the earliest of the Gospels
is generally agreed, its supposed simplicity has gone to the winds. Instead it is
widely interpreted as a work of great subtlety and mystery, focusing with
astonishing candour on that prime scandal, Jesus’ death, and, while drawing
attention to it constantly, doing nothing to justify easy or comforting ideas
about its meaning (Hooker 1983). This insistence on Jesus’ death as the key
to his significance had already been apparent in Paul (see 1 Cor. 1:23; 11:23—
6), but along with his resurrection—which Mark, in his refusal, it seems, of
alleviation, scarcely deals with at all (16:1-8) (9-20 are a later addition).

The Gospel of Matthew, reproducing most of Mark, nevertheless rewrote
it, often with hardly perceptible changes—yet in the interests of a contrasting
way of belief. Mystery largely disappears, to be replaced by impressive clarity
and authoritative argument from accepted (Old Testament) Scripture: see,
for example, the opening chapters telling of Jesus’ origins and birth and the
explicit details of his resurrection (Houlden 1987). Jesus gains in unmistakeable
charismatic power, though his messianic reality is, for the time being, veiled
by ‘lowliness’; and soon public manifestation will supervene (Matt. 11:28-
30; 28:16-20). And ample guidance is given for Christian life, in Jesus’ long
discourses (chapters 5-7; 10; 13; 18; 24-5). All in all, we are in a more
reassuring and dependable Christian ‘world’. So Matthew respected
(‘canonized’) Mark enough to use him extensively but not enough to refrain
from altering his sense (Stanton 1992).

Luke—Acts is generally seen as most intelligible if taken as a single work,
or at any rate two related products of a single mind and a single set of needs
and interests. Acts, so long treated as more or less plain history, has, in most
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quarters, come to be seen in the dominant theological perspective: even here
identifiable pressures and assumptions have dictated not only the selection of
material but also its detailed presentation. Thus, this writer sees Jesus in the
setting of a dual relationship with Judaism: it both formed him and, in its
leadership, rejected him. So he grows out of it, including its great symbolic
institutions, temple and Scripture (chapters 1-2; 4:16-30), and yet is its lord,
inaugurating a new, universal scope for God’s saving purpose. The historical
sweep (going back to Adam, Luke 3:38) and the geographical sweep, reaching
right on from Jerusalem, via Syria, Asia Minor and Greece, to Rome itself
(Acts 1-28), colour this writer’s religious outlook to a greater degree than
that of Mark (especially) or Matthew; as also do social concerns—to provide
a framework in which Jewish and non-Jewish Christians (Acts 10; 15), rich
and poor Christians (Luke 4:16-30) can interrelate harmoniously and above
all sit at table (Acts 2:42) with one another (a crucial symbolic requirement
in Luke’s understanding of Jesus’ legacy (cf. Luke 24:13-35) (Talbert 1990).

More insistently than the others, and with great economy of vocabulary,
the Gospel of John sees Jesus against a cosmic background (1:1-14). His
human origins are eclipsed by his existence from ‘the beginning’ with the
Father and his eternal roots in him. Even his time here ‘below’ does nothing
to obscure that ‘true’ level of his life. Though certainly he dies a genuine
death at his human enemies’ hands, that death has a steady significance which
is described, daringly, as ‘glorious’—it reveals the true splendour of God
himself (13:31). So such a saviour draws his followers into a tight community
around himself, guaranteed a kind of immunity at the point of ultimacy
(chapters 13-17). What matters here is above all the bonding which Jesus
creates between his followers, with ‘love one another’ as their sole instruction
for life—in one sense obscure, in another all the more compelling for standing
alone (Ashton 1991).

It will be apparent that allowing each writer to be seen in his own right
(and we have concentrated only on the evangelists—the same could be done
for the rest) lends a certain clarity: each voice makes itself heard, with its
own character and quality. It may, undeniably, share this or that feature with
others, but listing such shared properties is a way of hearing no single voice
atall. Moreover, it obscures the fact that a given whole is more than a collection
of separable features. In this light, the powerful impulse to identify what was
common to (most) early Christians is misleading, though it may be comforting
for those who are alarmed by diversity.

The impulse to unify, to homogenize, became very strong from the second
century onwards, and with varyingly (though on the whole increasingly)
effective pressure from church authorities, often with political back-up. It
meant reading the New Testament writers with assumptions of unified witness
and ultimate harmony, and in the light of agreed creeds and other doctrinal
norms. In that way, as we now think, it meant doing injustice both to the
documents themselves and to the specific intentions of their authors. But
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(and here modern literary theory and, implicitly, ecclesiastical power join
hands), authors have no monopoly on the interpretation of their work!

While modern study of the New Testament writings, whether of a historical
or literary kind, has focused attention on the distinctiveness of each writer,
that does not wholly silence the question about common ground and about a
possible centre of gravity in the New Testament as a whole. After all, this
collection of early Christian writings has lived happily together between a
single pair of covers for many centuries, and it would be absurd to think that
phenomenon to be unintelligible or purely misguided! Further, surely it is
partly because this set of works is both so small and so important, and has
therefore received such minute examination, that the individuality of the
various writings has come to be highlighted.

CENTRE OF GRAVITY

It seems the merest truism to announce that Jesus of Nazareth is the uniting
element in these diverse works from the early Christian movement. It is a
statement which, nevertheless, requires some refining. For example, the Letter
of James notoriously lacks all reference to Jesus apart from the formal opening
greeting and one single passing remark (2:1). The Third Letter of John makes
no reference to Jesus whatsoever, and some other epistles coming from the
latter part of the period (i.e. the late first or early second century) can scarcely
be said to be consumed with interest in him and many of their statements
about him seem largely formal (e.g. 2 Timothy and Jude). Moreover, certain
early Christian writings which did not find acceptance in the canon, such as
the Gospel of Thomas and the Epistles of Ignatius have much to say that
relates to the understanding of Jesus in the early Church and is in some ways
different from anything in the canonical writings. We may be left with the
rather banal statement that the New Testament writings centre on Jesus in
the sense that their impulse in every case ultimately springs from him and the
movement that derived from him. That is of course a ‘lowest common
denominator’ way of putting it: the central writings are full of imaginative,
often brilliant perceptions of Jesus and attempts to articulate his supreme
importance.

That leads to the further reflection that if Jesus is put forward as the centre
of gravity in the New Testament, then it is Jesus as (however it is expressed)
saviour. None of these writers is interested in him in a spirit of historical
detachment. As we have seen, even the most historical-looking books, to the
modern observer, the Gospels and the Acts of the Apostles, are theological
writings through and through, whatever use they make of historical
reminiscence or tradition. In that sense, Jesus the figure of history is hidden
behind, quite as much as he is disclosed within, the central New Testament
writings. If he is the source of the Christian tradition, then he is its concealed
source, visible only indirectly through the testimony of those who wrote about
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him and gave accounts of their beliefs about him. For an understanding of
the character of the New Testament and indeed of the Christian religion, it is
of profound importance that Jesus the founder left behind no writings of his
own whatsoever: that in itself gives an undeniably indirect quality to the
New Testament’s role in Christianity, however great the importance that may
be ascribed to it. Christian faith cannot appeal to the direct legacy of the
founder, with its potentiality for claims to fixity of belief and teaching. Of
course, our current sensitivity to the apparently infinite capacity of
interpretation to shift and develop would still apply, but ‘the words of the
founder’ would nevertheless carry enormous weight and put a burden of
proof on those who would wish to point to the role of interpretation, with its
propensity to change from one time and place to another according to need
and cultural circumstances. True, many still act as if the Gospels did indeed
give us a complete compendium of the ideas of Jesus and as if their record
had the directness of a tape-recording of his words or a film of his actions;
but it is not hard to show that selectivity has been at work and that the
evangelist inevitably acts as a screen or a filter between the life of Jesus and
our perception of it.

The realization of this secondariness of even the Gospels (it is easier to see
in relation to the other New Testament books) leads to the promotion of
another candidate for the position of centre of gravity or unifying factor in
the New Testament; that is, the life and mission of the early Church. Again,
there is an element of mere truism: where else would anyone suppose these
books to have had their origin? But it draws attention to their character as
products of a specific community or set of communities making up the early
Christian movement. At the very least we are surely right to suppose that
none of them stems from the reflection of some isolated sage considering the
meaning of Jesus from afar. This is not to say that they are necessarily to be
seen as ‘community products’—quite the contrary: we see more clearly than
ever the coherence and power of many of the individual minds that produced
these works. All the same, they are the minds of people deeply involved in
particular (and very diverse) Christian groups, aware of their needs and subject
to specific pressures of a local and transient kind.

Think for example of the prologue of the Gospel of John. Every reader is
struck by the contrast between the sublimity of the greater part of John 1:1-
18 and the seemingly intrusive fussiness of the references to John the Baptist
(verses 6-8, 15). There are various ways of demonstrating that these verses
are integral to the flow of the whole passage, but the initial impression lingers.
Without these verses, one could well embark on this Gospel in the conviction
that it was the product of detached contemplation of the significance of Jesus,
far removed from the everyday life and concerns of any such thing as a
Christian church. But the references to John the Baptist give pause to such a
view. Whatever the reason—perhaps controversy over the role of John the
Baptist in relation to Jesus, perhaps unclear relations between surviving
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followers of John the Baptist and the Christians involved in the writing of
this Gospel—it seems that ‘real life’ impinges, even in this most reflective of
the early Christian writings.

Similarly, the Letter to the Hebrews consists to a large degree of highly
wrought and interwoven analogies between leading figures in the Hebrew
Scriptures and Jesus, and there can be little doubt that the author revels in
the working out of his patterns of fulfilment—he has an ingenious mind. Yet
from time to time he turns aside from his intellectual pattern-weaving to
utter moral exhortations that surely have specific situations in view (e.g.
5:11-6:12). The Revelation of John too, chiefly devoted to elaborate literary
textures formed out of visionary material in the books of Ezekiel, Daniel and
Zechariah (chiefly), comes right down to earth in the seven letters to the
churches which come near the beginning (chapters 2-3) and whose situations
seem to represent the actual occasion for the book. And in this perspective
the writings which scored badly as significant testifiers to the centrality of
Jesus come fully into view. Even if the Letter of James is not greatly concerned
with Jesus, it is much concerned with the Christian mission and Christian
community life, including the difficulty of uniting rich and poor and adopting
a moral policy with regard to wealth. Looking at the matter in this way, we
may even say that though of course the strong impulse of Jesus’ life, death
and resurrection was the main driving force in the Church’s life, there were
circles and occasions towards the end of the first century when the Church
could function on its own momentum and deal with its own concerns without
always turning to Jesus, either as living lord or as traditional teacher.

Neither of these possible centres of gravity in the New Testament (Jesus as
saviour and the life of the Church) in fact applies exclusively to the writings
which achieved canonical status. The other surviving early Christian writings
(Staniforth and Louth 1968), some of which have been referred to, can be
assessed under precisely the same headings. And if what we seek in a scriptural
canon is the literary deposit of earliest Christianity, then the actual collection
in the New Testament needs to be fortified by the works usually referred to
as the Apostolic Fathers and the Gospel of Thomas.

If we ask why the twenty-seven books of the eventual New Testament
attained a status denied to the others, there appear to be two likely answers,
as suggested earlier: supposed authorship by or association with an apostle,
and actual reception and use in sufficiently wide areas of the Church. It is
now generally supposed that the beliefs of second- and third-century Christians
(i.e. in the crucial formative period of the canon) about the former matter
were mostly mistaken, just as their determination to father as many of their
institutions as possible on immediate followers of Jesus led them into much
legend-making.

It is likely that widespread use (itself partly dependent on believed
apostolic source but also on usefulness) was perhaps the most powerful
practical factor in determining the eventual bounds of the canonical
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collection. In that way, the life and mission of the Church as the unifying
centre of the New Testament come into play in another way. However, it is
important not to overstate the role of the Church in the sense that this
suggests. It is not the case that only writings that were congenial or agreed
with developed Christian ideas survived and uncomfortable documents were
laid aside. Though they might strive to arrive at acceptable interpretations of
them, Christians quite soon came to feel under the sway of their Scriptures.
Not all Christians found the strenuous Gospel teaching about the
renunciation of property and family particularly congenial, and in the settled
circumstances of congregational life after the lifetime of Jesus, it was
virtually unworkable. Nevertheless, Christian teachers set about finding
ways of doing some justice to it, either easing it or applying it with
uncomfortable rigour to the regulation of Christian marriage. They did not
feel free simply to abandon books which said hard things.

It has already been hinted that something of this process was already at
work in the period of the writing of the New Testament books themselves.
Matthew’s Gospel is, in part, an adoption yet, at the same time, an amending
of the Gospel of Mark; and the Pastoral Epistles (1 and 2 Timothy and Titus)
and Ephesians combine reverence for Paul with a readiness to adapt his
teaching to changed circumstances.

OUTSTANDING PROBLEMS

The New Testament was formed as a collection of writings at a time when its
sheer verbal content was uppermost in people’s minds. Whatever the
importance of apostolic authorship, real or supposed, and whatever the degree
of a writing’s usefulness for Christian devotion or guidance, it was the actual
words that counted. So it has continued to be through most of Christian
history. While academic interest in some questions of context and history has
arisen from early times, the words have generally been viewed without
reference to setting and background. The imagination has focused on the
writing before the eyes rather than on the churches, human beings and
situations that lay behind them. And of course the New Testament is still
widely used in this way, with teaching and edification its chief purpose, and
direct verbal authority the chief means to its attainment.

But the growth in the past two or three centuries of awareness of the
historical context of the writings, that is, of what lies behind them, so that
they are significant as windows opening on to early Christian life, produces
some uncertainty about the scriptural canon. As we have seen, the more it is
taken in this way, the more arbitrary and incomplete it seems as the way to
achieve the end in view: other writings also offer us glimpses of the early
Church in at any rate the later part of the period of the New Testament’s
origin. Whether it is often felt or not, the duality of perspective on these
canonical writings creates a tension that deserves more attention, especially
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in the Church’s use of them, where the two attitudes often sit uneasily side
by side.

There are also unresolved matters with regard to the figure of Paul (Sanders
1985; 1991). In the preceding section, he was not put forward as a possible
centre of gravity of the New Testament as a whole, but he might have been,
without too much forcing of the evidence. For while, clearly, Paul saw himself
as but the agent of Jesus for the furthering of the Gospel concerning him, it is
a particular way of looking at Jesus that Pauls puts forward—and that way
dominates the canonical collection as does that of no other figure, both in
Paul’s own writings and, with modifications, in those of Christians dependent
on him and admiring of his work. Not only the undoubted writings but also
the letters pseudonymously ascribed to him, signifying, in the practice of the
time, the intention of continuing in his tradition, witness to his importance:
from the earliest stage in the formation of a collection of Christian writings,
these works, or most of them, formed its core. In addition, the writer of
Luke—Acts was plainly a devotee of Paul, one who saw him as central in the
Church’s early expansion, and so perhaps (if certain similarities of thought
are any guide) were the authors of the Gospel of Mark, of the First Epistle of
Peter and even of the Gospel of John. In sheer bulk of writing, Paul dominates
the New Testament, one way or another.

Recognizing that the Gospels present Jesus only indirectly, we may then
say that Paul has left behind in the New Testament both more of a direct
picture of his mind than did Jesus himself and testimony to a widespread
influence. Undoubtedly the reason for this prominence of Paul is related to
the removal of Palestine from centrality in early Christianity after the fall of
Jerusalem in 70 CE and the consequent shift of weight to the churches of
Asia Minor, Greece and Rome, precisely the sphere of Paul’s activity and
importance. It is thus probable that he loomed larger in the period following
his death than he did in his lifetime. It may also be that in his lifetime he was
less prominent than he now appears in relation to other early Christian
missionaries and leaders, and perhaps atypical in his style of thought and
presentation of Christian belief. The very fact that he often argues against
formidable opposition, admittedly much of it relating to the Jewish
Christianity prominent in the first decades, suggests that he was, at that
stage, less of a mainstream Christian thinker than he subsequently came to
appear.

If Paul himself is, in these ways, something of an enigma within the New
Testament, so is the issue with which many of his struggles and indeed his
whole Christian identity were concerned: the relation between Christian
faith and Judaism from which it derived. In the books of the New
Testament we can see examples of almost every possible relationship
between the two: Christianity within Judaism (but could it still qualify?)
but open to non-Jews on the basis of adherence to Jesus as God’s universal
agent and with the letting go of the necessity for basic Jewish observances
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and marks of identity—as in Paul; Christianity as the continuator and
fulfilment of Judaism, which remained in certain ways essential in its
heritage—as in Luke—Acts; Christianity as retaining Jewish observance, it
seems, but with the Jews’ rejection of Jesus as the great apostasy—as in
Matthew. With this variety, the matter is not resolved within the New
Testament—and it is arguable that it has never yet been resolved. Does
Jesus represent, theologically, a brand-new start, with Judaism no more
than the factual historical antecedent (as Marcion’s doctrine was to
suggest), or is he the (even a) crown of a deep-laid redemptive process, or
else one important development among a number of such processes to be
experienced in the religions of the human race? While it scarcely considers
(at least in anything like the modern way) the last of these possibilities, the
New Testament contains examples of the other tendencies, and, for those
wishing to use it in this way, can be held to authorize a variety of policies
towards Christianity’s own mission and its relations with Judaism and with
other faiths.

Finally, the elusiveness of Jesus, who comes before us vividly but only
through the testimony of those who write about him, so expressing their
response to him in their distinctive ways, seems strangely juxtaposed with
his utter pervasiveness in most of the New Testament books. The Gospels in
particular force the question—how important is historical knowledge about
Jesus? And if important, how possible, given the distance of time and the
indirectness of these writings in relation to him? Once more, we swing
between seeing Christianity as continually and essentially marked by Jesus
and recognizing that, with the partial obscurity of Jesus and the continuing
flux of interpretation of him, the life of the Church and, now partially
independent of the Church, the work of scholarship have their own
independence, and even self-sufficiency. Yet the enigmatic quality of Jesus
may be seen as the essential condition of his continuing and fertile influence,
whether through the New Testament or through other channels.

In more positive vein, it is possible to see the New Testament canon as
representing in early, perhaps pristine form a picture of the gamut of
legitimate faithful human responses to God’s initiative through Jesus; a
picture too of the range of styles of Christian thought and devotion in
relation to a number of vital matters, not least the place of Jesus in the whole
history of human relations with God, but also the relationship of morals
with faith, the balance of this- and other-worldliness, and the proper
understanding of our relation with the material order. On these and other
matters, it is possible to see the canon representing both a general unity and
a range of tendencies which may prove suggestive and fruitful both inside
and outside the tradition of which the New Testament is one of the earliest
tangible expressions.
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THE NEW TESTAMENT: THE
TRADITION OF INTERPRETATION

Jobhn Muddiman

Traditional interpretation of the New Testament is discussed in this chapter
in both its loose and its strict senses. Loosely, it refers to interpretations which
precede the rise of biblical criticism in the eighteenth century or which
thereafter, reject or continue in blissful ignorance of it. Strictly, it is
interpretation according to tradition, that is, according to the system of belief
and practice of the Christian religion handed on within living communities.
Even when, as at the Reformation, a contrast was drawn between the teaching
of the New Testament and contemporary ecclesiastical tradition, the use of
Scripture remained traditional in this latter sense. It is only in the modern
period that attempts have been made to interpret the New Testament in a
purely historical way, without regard for, or even in conscious opposition to,
the beliefs and practices of the communities that claim it as their title deeds.
The precise character of the ‘shift to modernity’ at the Enlightenment is itself a
subject of intense research and debate. It is, for instance, possible to describe it as
amove from fragmentation to synthesis, from the New Testament as a repository
of proof texts to the New Testament as documentary evidence for historical
reconstruction. But the method of extracting proofs from authoritative text did
not exist in isolation, either in Medieval Scholasticism or Protestant neo-
Scholasticism; it was always accompanied by other types of reading that emphasized
context and integration. The two types of Jewish exegesis, halakah and haggadah
(see Chapter 2) function in this way, and they have had their counterparts in
Christian exegesis; in medieval terms, for instance, sacra pagina (Scripture studied
in the Schools) and lectio divina (devotional reading). Doctrinal, often figurative,
interpretations of individual texts were underpinned by a single, integrating biblical
narrative, the history of salvation from Creation to the Second Coming. Thus, it
is equally possible to characterize the advent of modern biblical criticism (with
Hans Frei 1974) as the exact opposite, a movement from synthesis to disintegration,
dividing up the text into its component elements and treating it as the residue of
contingent history, with no necessary relation to the timeless truths of reason.
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It is not our present concern to describe the causes of the transition from
traditional to modern interpretation, or evaluate them. But one result did
emerge clearly from the change. The study of the New Testament was displaced
from its former, central place in Christian theology and was seen to provide
at best only historical prolegomena, and, at worst, a sharp historical criterion
which threw into question the legitimacy of all subsequent developments.
Historical-critical study drove a wedge between the original meaning of the
New Testament and the uses and abuses it had suffered at the hands of the
Church. With the truth of the foundational, literal scheme of salvation history
under critical attack, the allegorical interpretations, constructed upon it, stood
out even more blatantly as arbitrary and absurd. New Testament scholarship,
in Germany first and then elsewhere, broke with its own past and started
over again, with a narrower focus on the texts themselves, their dates,
authenticity, inter-relationships and pre-literary sources, as evidence for the
life of the historical Jesus and the beliefs of his first followers. Like
revolutionaries in other spheres, critical New Testament scholars became
obsessed with the story of their own recent liberation, and were glad to pass
the study of traditional, now discredited, interpretation over to others, patristic
and medieval historians, systematic theologians and sociologists of religion.

However, recent changes in New Testament study are beginning to modify
the account New Testament scholars give of their own discipline, and to
reestablish certain points of continuity with the aims and methods of
traditional interpretation. In the following sections I shall first describe some
of the distinctive characteristics of traditional interpretation; then, I shall
review some of the ways in which it typically distorts the meaning of the text;
and lastly, T shall attempt to assess the reasons for, and possible hazards in
any move back towards the traditional use of the New Testament.

FOUR DISTINCTIVE FEATURES

The history of biblical interpretation is a massive subject; even when the scope
of the enquiry is limited to its inner developments and major contributors, it
fills three great volumes of The Cambridge History of the Bible (Greenslade
1963; Lampe 1969; Ackroyd and Evans 1970). The following discussion selects
four distinctive features, which may be said to characterize traditional
interpretation as a whole, though they will be described in relation to particular
periods in order to offset the impression of gross generalization.

Second-century interpretation

In pre-modern exegesis, doctrine and ethics appear to be deduced straight
from the text, and prescribed for the reader’s assent and action. By contrast,
critical interpretation typically affects a tone of neutral description. In both
cases, what is actually going on is much more subtle and complex.
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It was by no means clear, during the course of the second century, that the
documents we know as the New Testament would emerge as Christian
Scripture. The early Fathers afforded higher authority to apostolic testimony
passed on in the Church. Papias, quoted by Eusebius (Eccl. Hist. 3.39.4)
‘considered that what was in books would not benefit me so much as what
came from the living and continuing voice’. And this view had the added
advantage of avoiding arguments over words with contentious Jewish
Christians: hence the statement of Ignatius of Antioch (Phil. 8.2) that the
true ‘archives’ for a Christian are not books, but the person and work of
Christ and the faith that came through him. Practice reflects this principle.
Clement of Rome (47.1) and Ignatius (Eph. 12.2) refer explicitly to Paul’s
epistles, but more because of his status as apostle to the Gentiles and as their
own predecessor in letter-writing, than for anything particularly striking that
he said. Allusions to the Gospels in the Apostolic Fathers are even less frequent
and exact; the material is often freely rearranged (as at Didache 1:3-4; cf.
Matt. 5:44, 46, 47, 39, 48, 40, 41); or even corrected and counterbalanced
(as at Didache 1:6; cf. Matt. 6:3) in a way that strongly suggests the use of
continuing oral tradition rather than consultation of the text. Neither the
popular style nor the genres of the New Testament documents (‘memoirs’ of
the life of Jesus or ephemeral letters from the first generation missionaries)
naturally commended them for canonization as Scripture.

For the earliest Church, then, Scripture was not the New Testament but
the Greek Old Testament, treated as divine prophecy of the coming of Christ,
who died and rose again ‘according to the Scriptures’ (1 Cor. 15:3f.); the
Prophets and the Law prophesied until John the Baptist (Matt. 11:13) but
now a totally new, non-scriptural reality, the immediate advent of the Kingdom
of God, takes their place. ‘In the past, God had spoken in many and varied
ways through the Prophets, but in these last days he has spoken to us in his
Son’ (Heb. 1:1-2).

The conflict between Christianity and the Judaism of Pharisaic scribes
over the Law provided another reason for the subordination of the ‘letter
that kills’ to ‘the Spirit that gives life’ (2 Cor. 3:6). In order to resist the
demand for the circumcision of Gentiles, Paul attempted to reinterpret that
commandment as fulfilled spiritually in the heart of the believer (Rom. 2:29)
or allegorically in the crucifixion of Christ (Col. 2:11), but in the end he was
also obliged to oppose the plain sense of Scripture by relegating the law of
circumcision to a now superseded period of salvation-history (Gal. 3:24).

Other social factors may also have played a part. For instance, Christian
congregations were less well organized than the synagogue to equip their
members with the basics of literacy. And above all, the bookish learning of
the educated elite ran the risk of dangerous, deviant opinion. Marcion doctored
the Gospel of Luke and the letters of Paul to produce a coherent anti-Jewish
substitute for the Old Testament which would serve him as ‘Scripture’. The
gnostic Gospel of Thomas makes salvation depend on the ‘correct’
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interpretation of sayings of Jesus, ignoring altogether his death and
resurrection. And Heracleon, a follower of the Gnostic Valentinus, produced
the first New Testament commentary (on the Fourth Gospel). Thus, canon,
interpretation, commentary—the apparatus of biblical scholarship—were the
innovations of heretics. To combat them, the Church was faced with a stark
choice, either populist anti-intellectualism (which some would have preferred)
or to use the deviants’ own methods against them.

From this strange sequence of events one enduring principle of traditional
interpretation emerged, articulated most clearly by Irenaeus, namely that the
text of the New Testament is not as such the final authority, until it is
interpreted correctly according to the Rule of Faith or Rule of Truth, that is,
the teaching of the apostles faithfully preserved in the Church (e.g. Against
Heresies 4,33, 8). The very notion of the New Testament as Scripture, though
clearly established by the end of the second century, when it is quoted on a
par with the Old, nevertheless retains this ambiguity, for the ultimate revelation
of God is not mediated by mere words or text; it is direct and immediate, the
Word of God incarnate in Christ.

It would be wrong to restrict or objectify the notion of a Rule of Faith. It
is not a ‘canon outside the canon’, the Church’s creeds and conciliar definitions
imposed upon the text; nor a reduced essence, a ‘canon within the canon’ like
justification by faith, or the love of God and neighbour. It is the whole
revelation, transcendent yet immanent, faithfully transmitted through, and
behind and along with the apostolic writings.

Alexandrian and Antiochene interpretation

Patristic use of typology and allegory in interpreting the Old Testament is
described elsewhere in this volume. It was a neat way of coping with apparent
factual and moral difficulties in texts deemed to have authority, and even
more of reading the whole Old Testament in a consistently Christian manner.
The range of actual quotations from the Old Testament used by the New
Testament writers is surprisingly limited and hardly sufficient to justify the
immense effort of copying and disseminating the Jewish Scriptures in the
Church, and explaining their obscurities. In order to make this worthwhile,
the Christian relevance of all of it had somehow to be demonstrated, and this
was the task which the exegetical school at Alexandria set itself, with Origen
as its commanding genius.

Naturally these methods of Old Testament interpretation came to influence
the treatment of the New Testament. First, allegory was available to clear up
oddities and conflicts, such as the date of the Cleansing of the Temple in
John, or Matthew’s account of the Triumphal Entry, where Jesus rides on
two donkeys; these were explained as signs and pointers to deeper truths-the
‘Temple’ in John 2 is the sanctuary of the human intellect needing to be
cleansed from philosophical arrogance; and in Matthew 21, Jesus as the Word
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of God is carried into Jerusalem by the two Testaments (Lindars, in Rogerson
et al. 1988:265). Origen did not doubt the literal, historical occurrence of
either incident, of course; that was established sufficiently by the other versions
in the Gospels. But his method enables him to retain as deeply significant
even minor variations in wording and order which his perceptive eye had
noticed. And he is not just wriggling out of the problems by any means however
arbitrary. The general drift of his comments is often extraordinarily apposite
as here: that John’s Gospel is the purification of reason by faith; and that
Matthew’s intention was to get Jesus to Jerusalem on the back of Scripture.

Sometimes Origen adopts a different tactic: he supposes for example that
the variation in the words of John the Baptist about ‘carrying’ (Matt. 3:11)
or ‘untying’ (the Mark, John and Luke parallels) the sandals of the One to
come, show that they were spoken on two different occasions—sayings bear
repetition, after all, but dramatic actions would lose their impact if repeated.
But then he proceeds to allegorize both versions, since Origen had had no
more success than modern commentators in tracking down precise parallels
for these metaphors for humble service (Wiles in Ackroyd and Evans
1970:471,479).

Second, and more important than such details is the use of the ‘more than
literal’ sense to defend the unity and orthodoxy of Scripture. The New
Testament as well as the Old Testament was involved here, because of the
interpretations of the Gnostics. They took up with enthusiasm Jesus’ injunction
that the allegory of the sower was to be the model for understanding all the
parables (Mark 4:13), and it is their heterodox interpretations that set the
agenda for refutation by the Church Fathers. So, for instance, the astonishing
treatment of the parable of the Good Samaritan, from Irenaeus through Origen
to Augustine, in which the whole creed and half the catechism are squeezed
into its innocent details is an answer to the very different understanding of
the Fall, christology, the Church and morality proposed on the same textual
basis by the Gnostics (Hanson in Ackroyd and Evans 1970:416ff). To appeal
instead to a common sense and the simple moral lesson of the story was
probably not a real option in the circumstances of the time.

Third, the deeper meanings of Scripture correspond to the way the Bible
was being used for spiritual nurture. Most of Origen’s exegetical works were
delivered, we should remember, as homilies for the edification of the faithful,
and this also sets a peculiar agenda, in relation to progress in the Christian
life. A parallel is thus drawn between the human person, made up of body,
soul and spirit, and the threefold meanings of Scripture, literal, moral and
spiritual. In any passage he is on the look-out, like any preacher, for lessons
to be drawn for ethics and spirituality.

Origen had immense influence, before his belated posthumous
condemnation in the mid-sixth century, even more in the West, through
Augustine, than in the East. But his fanciful speculations also provoked
opposition, particularly in Antioch—a rival centre of biblical learning in the
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third century, which flowered in the work of John Chrysostom and Theodore
of Mopsuestia in the fourth. The Antiochenes were in close touch with Jewish
scholarship and were able to offer satisfactory explanations of the literal
sense of many passages which the Alexandrians could only understand
allegorically. At the same time, they were determined to refute Jewish
opponents on their own terms and find in the Old Testament prophecies of
the Messiah which could be shown to be intended by their authors and not
just hidden by some special divine inspiration unbeknown to them. The
moderate, dissenting voice of Antiochene interpretation, with its genuine feel
for the historical distance of the text, fell under suspicion of heresy in the
aftermath of the Arian controversy. In particular, its realistic exegesis of the
human life of Jesus was open to the charge, however unjustly, of Nestorianism.
The Alexandrian and Antiochene approaches, despite the rhetoric of mutual
condemnation, are not incompatible; for it is possible to focus at one level on
the conscious intention of the author and yet at another to acknowledge that
these same texts, when reapplied in Christian contemplation and worship
and interpreted together in a unifying way, can take on new and deeper
meanings.

Medieval interpretation

After the christological debates of the fourth and fifth centuries, the East
adopted a more settled stance on biblical interpretation, repeating and
amplifying the commentaries of the orthodox fathers. In the West also the
patristic legacy was preserved through the writings of Augustine and the
clarifications of exegetical method promoted by Pope Gregory the Great in
the sixth century, in particular the theory of the four senses of Scripture: the
literal relating to history; the allegorical to doctrine; the tropological to
moral duty; and the anagogical to future hope. With the help of this scheme,
the Latin Church classified and preserved the views of earlier writers in the
form of a systematic cumulative commentary, the Gloss, similar to and no
doubt influenced by contemporary elaboration of the Code of Roman civil
law. The intention was to provide for the training of the clergy in cathedral
schools, and later in the universities. In class, quotations from the Bible were
presented in topics or ‘questions’ to which answers, ‘sentences’, would be
provided by the lecturer and carefully copied by the student, which is still the
standard form of lecturing in higher education. The Medieval Schools are
often accused of creating a separation between biblical exegesis and theology
(e.g. Grant 1965:92; Smalley in Lampe 1969:198f.) with disastrous
consequences for both: biblical texts were handled without regard for
context and revealed theology was reduced to a series of intellectual
propositions. But the charge is somewhat unsympathetic (see Evans 1984),
for analytical, even mechanical procedures are a necessary stage in the
process of learning. Furthermore, the Schoolmen saw the danger themselves;
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Hugh of St Victor in the twelfth century, for example, set out to hold analysis
and synthesis, text and context together.

The medieval period also saw the re-affirmation of the priority of the
literal sense, and imposed restraint on the excesses of allegorism, especially
through the work of Albert the Great and Thomas Aquinas. The literal (i.e.
intended, including metaphorical) sense was alone admissible in theological
debate. But there were also problems caused by literalism, when it became a
weapon to attack the Church, from St Francis to Joachim of Fiore.

The one feature that runs through medieval interpretation, in all its varied
forms, is the central place of the Bible in society; its truth is public truth, a
matter of serious concern and strenuous debate, whether the topic is the
poverty of Christ or the powers of the papacy. It is symbolized in the great
cathedrals and abbeys, which could be described as visual commentaries on
the Bible. In illustration of this point, we refer to the work of John Wycliffe,
who pioneered English biblical translation in the fourteenth century. For all
his concern to give the people direct access to the source of salvation in
Scripture, free from the corruption and tyranny of the contemporary Church,
Wycliffe did not retreat into pious individualism, but attempted to mobilize
popular support for a programme of public reform, as his other largely political
writings make clear. Barnabas Lindars writes: “Wycliffe saw the New
Testament as the revelation of God’s Law. He took the idea of the Kingdom
of God quite literally, and wanted to see all secular rulers model their statecraft
on the Gospel’ (Lindars, in Roger son 1988:291).

Reformation interpretation

In several respects, the interpretation of the New Testament in the sixteenth
century Reformation anticipates modern critical study: its appeal to the
original Greek, its search for ancient manuscripts, its sense of the distance of
the past, its emphasis on authorial intention, its eye to the plausible in
explaining textual problems and so forth. The Reformers confidently disposed
of the great accumulation of medieval glosses and commentaries and enjoyed
a sudden feeling of intellectual freedom.

It may seem doubly ironic, then, to include Reformation exegesis in a
chapter on traditional interpretation since the Reformers opposed Scripture
to tradition and argued from Scripture alone. But the tradition that they
rejected was, as it were, recent tradition, including the claim of the Pope to
be the ultimate arbiter of interpretation. Luther and Calvin regularly quote
from selected earlier commentators, like Augustine and Bernard; and they
share the patristic focus on christology and Trinity. They were very aware of
the problem, exemplified in the radical wing of the movement, that no
consensus, and therefore no real reform, was possible, if every individual
Christian simply interpreted the text according to his own views. Some control
was necessary and this was provided by the notion of the clarity, or perspicuity
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of Scripture. Scripture has clarity in two senses, according to Luther: it has a
clear, verbal meaning discerned by philology and scholarship; and it has a
clear, basic message: all the sacred books ‘preach Christ’, which for Luther
means free grace and justifying faith. Calvin’s answer to the problem of
ensuring that religious freedom did not lapse into public anarchy was very
similar. He wrote commentaries on all the books of the New Testament,
attempting to provide the plain, grammatical sense of the authors’ original
intention. And Calvin also appeals to a hermeneutical principle to bring clarity
to the text, namely the internal testimony of the Holy Spirit.

The Reformers’ emphasis on brevity, simplicity and clarity reflects no doubt
the recovery of these aesthetic ideals from classical antiquity; but, more
importantly, it answers a religious need, which is a constantly recurring motif
in traditional interpretation, to find consistency and a basic unity in Scripture.
Just as vernacular translations came off the printing presses in the sixteenth
century to be placed in the hands of ordinary people, so also the Gospel itself
had to be made religiously accessible; the profound mystery of God and the
complexities of biblical science had to be counterbalanced by a simple living
truth that could grasp the heart and move the will.

A detailed history of the development of New Testament exegesis up to
the eighteenth century would have revealed many discontinuities and a
confusion of disputes and new directions. For example, emphasis on the literal
or allegorical senses appears to come in a pattern of alternating waves through
the history of New Testament interpretation. But if one stands far enough
back from the detail, points of family resemblance in what we are calling
traditional interpretation do appear, which come to the surface at particular
periods but are latent throughout. Among them are the four to which we
have drawn particular attention.

First, the rule of faith as guide to correct interpretation—the principle that
the ultimate revelation of God is not textual but historical, the person and
work of Jesus Christ and the apostolic testimony to him. This is not to say
that the meaning of the New Testament is determined by the imposition of
an external standard of apostolicity, for the New Testament is itself, after the
end of the second century, the sole source of knowledge of apostolic teaching.
It is rather that the interpreter approaches the text and copes with any gaps
or apparent contradictions on the assumptions of its unity and coherence.
Implicit in these assumptions are the notions of its finality and maturity. The
New Testament is not evidence for some kind of ‘primitive Christianity” at
the beginning of a long history of evolution; it is the witness to ‘pristine
Christianity’; when interpreted according to faith, it contains a full and
normative form of Christian doctrine.

Second and correlatively, the New Testament no less than the Old is an
inspired book. The Holy Spirit who spoke through the prophets did not leave
the apostles and evangelists to rely on their own unaided human faculties in
recording the significance of Christ; he invested their words with a certain
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kind of deeper meaning. Preservation from historical or scientific error was
not the main issue here; indeed, the occasional slip of that kind might be a
deliberate ploy to alert the attentive reader to the deeper meaning. Rather,
the activity of the Spirit in producing by means of the text repentance and
faith, understanding, love and hope is the presupposition on which it is
prescribed for solemn reading in the liturgy, expounded in sermons and pored
over minutely in private devotion and study. Even those who most vigorously
rejected the allegorical method, like the Antiochenes, St Thomas and the
Reformers, did not contemplate the rejection of the spiritual sense, so defined.

Third, the New Testament rightly belongs in the domain of public truth.
Its influence is to be felt and its teaching applied in every sphere of life. Its
authority does not depend on the acceptance of it by any individual; it is a
given. In a Christian society, most obviously the medieval West but equally
the Byzantine Empire or Calvin’s Geneva or Philip II’s Spain, all its leaders,
clerical and lay, were expected to take it into account. The breadth of
traditional interpretation is apparent here. Its use in public debate makes it a
contemporary authority, relevant to the present and not just a record of the
past.

Finally, and again in correlation to the preceding point, the teaching of the
New Testament is not just for the learned and powerful, but for the common
people, and as such its basic message must be fundamentally simple and of
universal application. The Reformers were not introducing a novel idea in
their emphasis on the clarity of Scripture; it is a factor that keeps coming to
the surface through the history of interpretation, cutting through the
complexities and subtleties of exegetes, and assented to in principle even by
the most eruditie.

These characteristics, the normativeness, inspiration, public relevance and
basic simplicity of the New Testament are as typical of traditional
interpretation as they are untypical, in each case, of modern critical
interpretation.

DISTORTIONS IN TRADITIONAL INTERPRETATION

For all that may be said in defence of traditional interpretation, its distortions
of the New Testament must also be frankly acknowledged.

The title of the New Testament

We might begin with the very title of the collection, known from the time of
Tertullian onwards as the New Covenant (Latin Test amentum). Like the
word Gospel, it had evolved from reference to the reality of salvation in
Christ to the form of its written representation. The basis for such a title is
decidedly thin in the New Testament itself. Apart from some versions of the
words of Jesus at the Last Supper, it does not figure in the Gospels at all. Paul
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occasionally exploits the two senses of the word, covenant, as God’s contract
with Israel and as last will and testament, to show the theological necessity
for the death of Christ. It appears in Hebrews as part of the author’s
demonstration that the Old Testament itself points forward to its fulfilment
in Christ (Heb. 9:15). In general, it has the sense of God’s original covenant,
now renewed, as Jeremiah prophesied (Jer. 31:31). In later Christian usage,
however, the emphasis falls on the newness rather than the renewal, the
beginning of a new religion, rather than the consummation of the faith of
Israel. The title of a book is an important factor in the interpretation of its
contents, and the title of this book tends to support the traditional assumption
of a radical divide between two competing religions.

Genres

By the end of the second century, as we have seen, the New Testament had
become the chief source book for Christian doctrine, but the varied character
of its contents does not naturally equip it for that function and leads to
distortions. That there are four Gospels, despite Paul’s assertion that there
could only ever be one Gospel (Gal. 1:6) already constitutes a difficulty.
Marcion selected and expurgated Luke’s Gospel. Tatian ran them all together
into a composite narrative, the Diatessaron. Gnostic sects took their cue from
the plurality, and composed even more of their own. Irenaeus defended the
traditional four by, among other arguments, finding the evangelists in disguise
as the four beasts around the throne of God in the book of Revelation (Rev.
4:6-8). There was some hesitation about which beast represented which
evangelist, but they made a complete set, perfectly complementary with each
other; they were full of insight (with eyes inside and out) and, suspended in
mid-heaven, contemplated only the worship of God. But the Gospels are
generically more varied than this theory suggests. Matthew was probably a
revised and expanded version of Mark which was intended to replace its
predecessor. Luke’s Gospel is only one half of a two-volume work, Luke-
Acts. John prefaces his narrative of the Passion with a selection of signs and
discourses that may not have been intended or received by its first audience
simply as historical reportage. John may therefore lend itself more to doctrinal
and devotional reading, as Clement of Alexandria recognized when he dubbed
it ‘the spiritual Gospel’. But the Synoptics are more biographical in form,
narratives interspersed with wisdom and apocalyptic teaching; and this genre
is not particularly conducive to doctrinal construction. They are unified by
the narrative flow, not by theological consistency. And it is very difficult to
extract theory from narrative without severely injuring it. In any case, several
different theories can be deduced from the same story: for example, the various
episodes in the Passion, the parable of the wicked tenants, the words at the
Last Supper, the prayer in Gethsemane and the cry of Dereliction each invite
very different understandings of the Atonement. Traditional interpretation,
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by contrast, has ignored differences, and worked on the principle that the
Gospels are all the same kind of thing and their contents all doctrinally
homogeneous.

The epistles of Paul and others and the account of the early missionary
preaching in Acts are in some ways easier to use for the purposes of Christian
doctrine, since they address theological and moral issues explicitly. But in
another sense they are even more problematic since they include material
highly specific to particular situations, and are less generalized than the
Gospels.

Marginal interests

There are several ideas which are marginal or unrepresentative in the New
Testament, which become central or even controlling features of later Christian
doctrine. Some cannot be found at all except by reading them into the text.
Many of these became topics of heated controversy at the Reformation such
as prayers for the dead and the doctrine of Purgatory, or Mariology and the
cult of the saints. But it is open to question whether accretions like these are
necessarily distortions. The impression of fairness and generosity in the New
Testament picture of divine Judgement might be argued as justifying the
former; and its distinct interest (rare among Jewish writings of the first century)
in contemporary heroic personalities (see the Acts of the Apostles) lays the
ground for the latter. More central to the edifice of Christian doctrine, however,
is something like the doctrine of Original Sin. It is well known that the New
Testament basis for the Augustinian doctrine is meagre, namely Romans 5:12
in the Vulgate translation, and a great deal even then has to be assumed. One
might have expected the Reformers to point this out, but they were not
prepared to discard the Western account of the human plight on which the
call to repentance and the offer of forgiveness rested. The Fall of Adam sets
the whole stage for the redemption wrought by Christ. It is less often
acknowledged that the Fall story itself is marginal in the New Testament,
even in the letters of Paul. Apart from Romans 5, the New Testament ignores
it and prefers the view current in first-century Judaism that there is not one
single catastrophic event which brought about the corrupt state of the human
race, but a cumulative history of moral decline, exacerbated by malign demonic
forces. It was the fall of the ‘sons of God’, the rebellious angels of Genesis 6,
producing hordes of unclean spirits, that was the really crucial event for
soteriology.

Central omissions

Conversely, there are some points of doctrine deeply rooted in the New
Testament, which are muted or neglected in orthodox doctrine. To take the
most obvious example, the Synoptic Gospels’ teaching of Jesus on the kingdom
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is not even mentioned in the second paragraph of the Creed. One might reply
that its content, the Fatherhood and Sovereignty of God have simply been
transferred to the first paragraph, but to move straight from the virginal
conception to the crucifixion is a distortion of the Gospel narratives. Of course,
the parables and sayings of Jesus have been immensely influential in spiritual
reading and in moral preaching on the Gospels, but their impact on doctrine
has been slight, because they seem out of tune with classical christology.

Other neglected features, like the emphasis in the New Testament on evil
spirits, the gifts of miracles and speaking in tongues, and imminent expectation
of the End fail to find a place or are sidelined in constructive theologies, only
then to be ‘rediscovered’ and made central by radical dissenting groups. In
each of these cases the problem arises, at least in part, from the ambiguity of
the New Testament itself. For example, the voluntarist analysis of sin as
deliberate disobedience is accompanied by a determinist element in which sin
is a demonic force beyond human control or responsibility. Both of these are
found, alongside each other, in the Jesus tradition and in Paul. Similarly,
miracles are both used to prove the messiahship of Jesus and denied any
probative value; speaking in tongues is commended and also relativized by
Paul. Hope for the imminent coming of the Son of Man is counterbalanced
by the injunction to patient agnosticism about the timing of its arrival, and
the assertion of the presence already of the powers of the Age to Come. The
imperious demand for logic and consistency in doctrine has made traditional
interpretation unwilling, by and large, to admit the possibility that truth may
sometimes be expressed in the form of a dialectic.

Polemics

One of the causes of internal Christian division down the centuries has
probably been the New Testament itself. I do not mean this in the sense
propounded by some modern critics that the New Testament contains a variety
of conflicting views. For traditional interpretation has been blind to such
differences, possibly justifiably. The extent of the conflicts may well have
been exaggerated by modern criticism: the New Testament is theologically
much more ‘compact’ and unanimous than, say, the Old Testament. But the
New Testament is a collection of highly polemical writings. In almost every
book, warnings about deviants within the community are issued. Christians
are put on the alert for ‘false apostles’, ‘antichrists’, ‘grievous wolves’ and so
forth. Even the attacks on ‘the Jews’ and ‘the scribes and Pharisees’ are taken,
on the principle of the continuing relevance of Scripture, to be symbolic for
later heretics, contaminated by Jewish unbelief. The atmosphere of suspicion
and inquisition thus engendered has had a lasting effect, and dramatically
raised the stakes in later theological controversies in the Church.
Traditional interpretation, nevertheless, regularly fails to draw the
appropriate conclusion from the polemical side to the New Testament, namely
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that its doctrine may sometimes be intended as the correction of an alternative,
rather than the balanced statement of the case, and that other less polemical
ways of making the point should be given preference. The interpretation of
Galatians and Romans is one illustration of this. Paul’s exaggerated attacks
on the Law, bringing only condemnation, a curse, death and provocation to
sinful desire, should not have been taken as calm statements of the Christian
position and allowed to override the rest of the New Testament. The effect of
this has been to make opposition to Jewish legalism, so-called, practically
constitutive of Christian orthodoxy and to plant the theoretical seed for
centuries of Christian anti-Semitism in Europe.

Mistranslation

Traditional interpretation has often inadvertently mistranslated the New
Testament, not only in the medieval West by using the Latin as its starting
point, but even when it has turned back to the original Greek. For translation
is not simply a matter of language but also of cultural presuppositions and
context. Out of a vast array of possibilities, two examples may suffice. The
whole debate about the doctrine of grace, whether conducted in Greek or in
Latin, could be said to be built on such a mistranslation. For grace in the
New Testament (charis, gratia) takes its sense from the Jewish tradition; it is
the elective favour of God, essentially corporate and historical. It has little or
nothing to do with individual conversion or sanctification, with ‘means of
grace’ or divine assistance for the frailty of the human will. When and if such
ideas appear, they are denoted by ‘the Holy Spirit poured into the heart’,
which is spoken of far more frequently in the New Testament in this way
than as a separate person of the Godhead.

To take a more precise example. At Ephesians 5:32 the author comments
on the ‘two shall become one flesh’ of Genesis 2:24 as follows “This is a great
mystery (Latin sacramentum) and I take it to mean Christ and the Church,
but let husbands love their wives.” This text is the main basis for the doctrine
of the sacramentality of marriage, a doctrine with wide-ranging implications.
If marriage is a sacrament, then it comes under direct hierarchical control
like other sacraments, i.e. under canon, not civil, law; and its significance is
promoted above all practical considerations, despite the very practical tone
of the New Testament on the subject, this passage included. Furthermore, the
sacramentality of marriage and the sacramentality of holy orders are treated
as parallel and mutually exclusive; one either marries a wife, or becomes a
priest (or a nun) and marries the Church. The Reformers rejected clerical
celibacy and the sacramentality of marriage; and took the ‘mystery’ in this
text to refer to the Church as the bride of Christ, indeed, to the pure, reformed
and invisible Church in opposition to the corrupt, sacerdotal, visible institution.
Both interpretations are probably based on mistranslations; the ‘great puzzle’
is neither marriage nor the Church but the text of Genesis!
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Trinity and christology

We have left until last the two issues that most preoccupy traditional
interpretation, in Patristic, Scholastic and Reformation periods alike, namely
Trinity and christology, that God is three persons in one substance and that
Christ has two natures, the human and the divine. Traditional interpreters
were well aware that the varied terminology in which they discussed these
issues was not drawn from Scripture itself but from philosophy and law, but
they believed that this was necessary to contradict heresy and safeguard the
truth of the doctrine implied less formally in the New Testament. That is not
an unreasonable defence. But to summarize the doctrine of the New Testament
as consisting principally in belief in the threefold Godhead and the divinity of
Christ is a distortion of emphasis. Triadic formulae do occur in the New
Testament, such as the Great Commission of Matthew 28:19 or the doxology
of 2 Corinthians 13:14. And it is possible to claim that this is but the tip of an
iceberg, and that the Gospel and epistle writers would not have dissented
from the doctrine. But while the Fathers were concerned to defend the idea of
three and only three divine persons, the New Testament writers were more
concerned, against Jewish emphasis on the singularity of God, to establish
the ‘plurifocal’ divine activity. Thus, binitarian formulae, as in the opening
greetings of most New Testament letters, are much more common and achieve
this end equally well. The book of Revelation speaks of the One on the Throne
and of the Lamb but adds the seven spirits of God and the Bride, the Heavenly
Jerusalem to its pantheon. Mark 13:32 refers to the Father, the Son and the
angels in similar vein. Furthermore, while the Fathers, especially the
Cappadocians and Augustine, dwelt on the ‘substantive Trinity’—God in
himself in the communion between the three persons—the emphasis in the
New Testament, and the Bible generally, is on the ‘economy’ of God, the
diverse forms of the divine activity in Creation and Salvation. When the
hieroglyph of the Trinity replaces the vivid sense of a loving, forgiving personal
God, as it does in classical doctrine, if not in Christian spirituality, it distorts
the emphasis of the New Testament.

In the same way, the New Testament contains explicit assertions of the
divinity of Christ (John 1:1; 20:28, and even perhaps Rom. 9:5), but overall
it rests content with less provocative claims, that Jesus is Lord, Son of God
and Christ. In fact the latter, by far the most frequent designation in the New
Testament, receives scant attention in traditional interpretation. The fact of
Jesus’ messiahship, refuting Jewish denials, is emphasized frequently
enough; but the content of the title and role, relating as it does to the destiny
of Israel in the purposes of God, is almost entirely ignored. This is a further
example, in addition to those we have already mentioned, Covenant and
Law, of the way traditional interpretation, so anxious to fit the Old
Testament in with the New, is reluctant to admit the relation works also the
other way round.
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Second, when the ‘two natures’ doctrine is not merely maintained as the
logical outworking of the implications of the Gospel, but is applied as an
hermeneutical principle in reading the Gospels, its effect is thoroughly
distortive. When he is attributed with divine omnipotence and omniscience,
impassi-bility and foreknowledge, the human reality of Jesus’ life and death
are eclipsed; incarnation becomes a form of theatrical accommodation, or
disintegrates into intolerable paradoxes. That the Jesus of the Gospels, not
least the fourth Gospel, who is so single-minded to do the will of the Father,
should be supposed to have possessed two wills, one human and the other
divine, illustrates the main pitfall of traditional exegesis, that the pressure of
the doctrinal system may override the evidence of the text and even common
sense.

THE MODERN RELEVANCE OF TRADITIONAL
INTERPRETATION

After such a catalogue of complaints, it may seem strange to end with a
section, on the modern relevance of traditional interpretation. And there
can be no question of a return to the sort of errors and distortions we have
just mentioned. But there are, on the other hand, signs that it is no longer to
be dismissed summarily, as though predicated on totally false premises, like
pre-Copernican astronomy. Research into the work of pre-critical exegetes
and commentators is now accepted as a legitimate department of biblical
scholarship, and closer study of the past normally elicits a certain affection
and respect for its positive achievements. Even the basic aims and methods
of traditional interpretation, suitably qualified, are being rehabilitated
to scholarly respectability, from a number of different directions. (In
popular preaching and bible study, of course, they have always remained
the norm.)

Textual criticism

We may begin with an uncontroversial point, but one whose full significance
is not always appreciated even by critical scholars. We do not have direct
access to the New Testament documents, we can only read them in later
copies. Although important papyrus discoveries over the last hundred years
have pushed our knowledge of part of the textual tradition back to about
200 CE, the variety of readings does not diminish in the earlier period. And
the other sources of knowledge about the text, the early Latin, Syriac and
Coptic versions, and the citations of the Church Fathers, remain vital. New
Testament textual criticism, a discipline which spans the divide between
traditional and modern interpretation and can claim Origen and Erasmus
among its illustrious exponents, is the foundation of all scholarly work. But
it is based on the history of interpretation, on the part of scribes, translators
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and commentators, in the pre-modern period. There is no pure text of the
New Testament; it reaches us only via the work of its traditional interpreters.

The historical-critical method

New Testament scholars once confidently believed that the historical-critical
method would deliver the original meaning of the text, the meaning which
the author intended to convey to his original readers/hearers. While precritical
interpreters read their own later concerns into the text, the modern biblical
critic was objectively reading meaning out of the text. There”re both moderate
and radical reasons for questioning this confidence.

First, meaning depends on context, including issues like place, date and
authorship. For the Gospels we know nothing from the texts themselves about
these issues; their authors effectively hide themselves behind the stories they
tell. For the epistles, some are pseudonymous works, in which date, authorship
and even place may be part of the fictional disguise. And for those that are
genuine letters—such is the nature of the genre—the crucial context is assumed
by the parties to the correspondence, only one side of which are we privileged
to overhear. It has dawned on many critics, therefore, that we may be asking
questions of the text which it is now quite simply impossible for it to answer,
because the context is unavailable.

Furthermore, the methods of source, form and redaction criticism, so
industriously pursued this century have yet failed to produce consensus among
the experts. If we do not know whether Mark was using Matthew or vice
versa, or whether John was dependent on the Synoptics or not, we cannot
evaluate the evangelists’ own contributions. Redaction criticism started with
a sharp distinction between the evangelists’ editing and earlier traditions, but
it has eroded its own starting point by attributing more and more to authorial
creativity and leaving less and less to be accounted for by the tradition.
Formcritics were once certain that the Synoptic Gospels were popular literature
made up of independently circulating units, whose transmission history could
be traced back through the oral period. But both the assumptions and the
categories of the method have been reopened to scrutiny and doubt. There is
a real possibility that the Synoptic evangelists themselves created episodic,
apparently disjointed narrative for literary and social reasons of their own,
and that this feature is not necessarily evidence for their use of fragmentary,
popular oral tradition.

The historical-critical method had hoped to be able to provide a complete
history of earliest Christianity from Jesus of Nazareth to the immediate
postapostolic period, fitting all the documents and the pre-documentary
traditions into a coherent developmental scheme. That programme now
appears to be much too ambitious. Paradoxically, at the same time as this
radical questioning of historical criticism, there has been a sudden revival of
‘Jesus of history’ research, perhaps because, with the method in doubt, scholars
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have been encouraged to trust to intuition, with a little help from Jewish
background studies and sociological theory.

Narrative criticism

It is not surprising in view of the insolubility of the questions posed by historical
criticism, that some scholars have recently abandoned the attempt to go behind
the text of the Gospels and have begun to concentrate instead on their final
form, using the literary technique known as narrative criticism. This method
concentrates solely on the story world of the text and asks how the implied
author achieves rhetorical effect on the implied audience by means of plot,
setting and characterization. It refuses to take account of the preliterary history
of the text in the process of interpretation, a position which would once have
been condemned as pre-critical.

This method strives to appear ultra-modern. For that reason it does not
draw upon the resources that traditional exegesis could provide for
narrative critical readings. But there is a strong affinity between them. To
give one example: Origen commenting on Matthew 13:36, where Jesus
takes his disciples ‘into the house’ to expound to them the deeper meaning
of the parables, suggests that the house signifies the mind and soul of those
who wish to be interpreters of the hidden truths of Scripture. Maurice Wiles
(in Ackroyd and Evans 1970:486) remarks wryly: ‘Such an answer is the
delight of the pious and the despair of critical scholars.” But modern
narrative critics, on the contrary, are also quite prepared (see Malbon 1986)
to take the house as a symbol representing Christian fellowship and esoteric
instruction.

Following the lead of secular literary critics, this method can even abandon
authorial intention as a control on meaning and focus instead on the response
of the competent reader to the text. It comes very close then to the notion of
plenior sensus used in traditional interpretation. The content of the deeper
meaning in each case may be different; aesthetic appreciation and theological
significance, respectively. But the method is strikingly similar; and many would
consider narrative criticism’s main deficiency to be its indifference to theology.

The presuppositions of the exegete

Modern criticism once believed that it had solved the problem of the
subjectivity of the interpreter by the objectivity of its method. It has been
attacked from many sides for this presumption and accused of several latent
prejudices, such as anti-Semitism, patriarchalism and political quietism. The
alternative approach adopted now by different forms of liberation exegesis
(political, feminist, psychological) is to make explicit from the start the
presuppositions and current agenda of the interpreter. Just as pure text and
pure authorial intention have had to be treated as unattainable abstractions,
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so also, it is alleged, the purely neutral interpreter does not exist in the real
world. Traditional exegesis did not pretend to neutrality either, and although
it sometimes provided scriptural justification for the oppression of women,
Jews and the poor it has also been the source of a radical critique of
contemporary society and an instrument of social change. The history of the
pre-modern interpretation of the book of Revelation is particularly interesting
in this respect.

On the other hand there are certain disadvantages in inviting interpreters
to parade their prejudices like this. It focuses attention on the prior
commitments of the writer rather than on the transforming effect of his or
her encounter with Scripture; and it reinforces modern notions of relativity
and pluralism. In both respects it parts company with traditional
interpretation. That the exegete should be ‘open and laid bare’ before the
‘sharp piercing word” (Heb. 4:12f.) may be impossible in practice, but it is an
ideal towards which to strive.

The rehabilitation of allegory

It was one of the assured results of critical study that the parables of Jesus
were not allegories. It was demonstrable that the allegorical interpretations
of the sower (Mark 4:13-20) and the wheat and the tares (Matt. 13:36-43),
and added features in many others, were the work of the evangelists or
earlier Christian preachers; and that the original parables of Jesus were
simple, singlepoint analogies, immediately understandable without
assistance, and that they referred to the coming of the Kingdom of God. This
consensus has now collapsed, attacked from different directions—Jewish
background, literary study of the forms of Jesus’ teaching and redaction
criticism. Whatever view is taken now about the authenticity of the
allegorical parables, there is a new appreciation for the method. It is not
necessarily arid, esoteric, artificial or dishonest. Allegory is an extended form
of metaphorical speech, and as such has a kind of indeterminacy. There is not
one single correct interpretation of a poetic image; the reader is invited to
explore as deeply as may be the evocativeness and reverberations of the
figure in his or her own experience.

Just how much of the language of the New Testament, in addition to the
sayings of Jesus, is poetic and open to fuller meanings is a matter of current
debate. Rhetorical analysis of the epistles is revealing the hitherto unsuspected
presence of non-literal discourse. Pre-critical interpretation used to be
dismissed, in some respects unfairly, as insufficiently concerned with the literal,
intended sense. But the more it is recognized that the intended meaning is in
fact metaphorical, the more this defect in traditional exegesis will come to be
seen as its strength.
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The history of influence

Critical scholars commenting on a book of the New Testament have been
prepared to quote the Fathers occasionally on textual or philological points,
or for some short, striking phrase. We are beginning to see commentaries
(e.g. Luz 1990:95-9) which devote much more space to tracing the history of
influence (Wirkungsgeschichte) of the text beyond its original time and setting.
This development is a recognition of the fact that those who consult New
Testament commentaries include many who have developed an interest in
the text flowing not from academic theology so much as from the study of
Western literature, history and philosophy, and who want to know, certainly,
what the text originally meant, but also how on earth it came to mean what
it has since. The availability of computer databases of patristic and later
commentaries is making a complete historical survey of the way New
Testament texts came to be understood more of a possibility. To avoid a
computer-aided equivalent of the medieval Gloss, however, it will be necessary
amid the mass of data to provide also a focus of attention on the present
influence of the New Testament among those for whom it remains influential.

In conclusion, distinctions between periods in history are always to some
extent arbitrary and open to revision in the light of later developments. The
great pre-Enlightenment/post-Enlightenment divide may eventually come to
be seen more like an interlude, before the tradition of New Testament
interpretation (now chastened, and ‘post-critical’) resumes its primary
objective, to expound the New Testament not merely as source documents
for the early history of Christianity but as the treasury of faith and of the
knowledge of God.
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Heikki Rdisdnen

TRADITIONAL USES OF THE BIBLE BECOME UNVIABLE

The late eighteenth and especially the nineteenth century saw a paradigm
shift in theology, in particular as regards the role of biblical study. From
divine revelation, usable as a string of proof texts for doctrines, the Bible was
turned into materials for historical reconstruction. Since then, scholars have
developed a set of historical-critical techniques, each of which has produced
remarkable results.

Source criticism showed for example that the Fourth Gospel could no
longer be assessed as an historical account of the life of Jesus (though bits of
historical information are dispersed in it). To this day, the significance of this
step has not been fully recognized; it has severed the link which traditional
christology was supposed to have with the Jesus of history. In our century,
form criticism made the supposedly solid Synoptic sources (Matthew, Mark
and Luke) for the history of Jesus evaporate into a fluid oral tradition.
Redaction criticism demonstrated that the Gospels were not innocent
collections of traditions, but tendentious constructions by their authors, even
the Synoptics differing markedly among themselves in scope and content.
The Gospel authors could now be seen to be in competition with each other.

New methods informed by social sciences have sharpened the focus, but
they have not really changed the paradigm. Scholars are learning to pay
increased attention to the different social contexts in which New Testament
authors operate. The net effect has been to emphasize the cultural gap which
separates our societies from those in which the New Testament writings arose.

The direct impact of this development on theology may seem negative.
For it seems obvious that if biblical studies are taken really seriously, traditional
ways of using the Bible in theology, even in modified forms, become unviable.
This is due to the recognition by biblical scholarship of the wide diversity of
beliefs within the New Testament itself, the non-historicity of crucial ‘events’
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and of the inherently problematic nature of many New Testament beliefs
which presuppose an antiquated world-view.

It does not take exegetical training to perceive such problematic points.
One needs only some common sense to realize that, for example, what is said
about prayer in the Sermon on the Mount (Matt. 7:7-11: whatever you ask
will be given to you) is unrealistic, or that the ‘God who acts’, glorified by an
influential school of ‘biblical theology’ a generation ago, becomes a problem,
if few or none of the events celebrated as God’s mighty acts ever took place
in real history. Problems connected with world-view likewise impose
themselves on any attentive reader. The contribution of exegetical study is to
sharpen the focus in locating the texts in their socio-historical contexts, and
in providing the investigator with the linguistic and other tools necessary for
a closer study of the problems.

Contrary to a common prejudice, mainstream exegesis has no esoteric
doctrines to which only initiates could have access. There have been some
major shortcomings, to be sure, but these are of a different kind. The canonical
New Testament is a tiny body of texts for a ‘guild” of thousands of specialist
scholars to cover again and again. One result has been that people have tried
to reconstruct the New Testament world with much greater accuracy than is
really possible on the basis of the extant sources. This has led to attempts to
refine to an extreme degree methods which are in themselves sound. Abuse,
however, does not annul proper use. Thus, the uneven and disjointed character
of many Gospel texts strongly indicates that many texts have a pre-history.
Different traditions or different sources have been conflated, for some of the
seams still show. This general fact, true of many of the biblical books, in itself
casts light on the nature of the Bible which is important to theology. It is
another question, however, to what extent the materials used in the making
of a Gospel can still be retrieved; too much energy and ingenuity have indeed
been devoted to the construction of possible sources which are impossible to
verify. Probably the exegetes should cast their nets much wider, abandoning
the distinction between biblical exegesis and early Church history which,
from a scientific point of view, is artificial anyway.

Another inherent problem has been the intertwining of exegesis with
religious proclamation which has in some schools of thought given to a
supposedly exegetical exposition a pronouncedly theological—philosophical
slant. A case in point is Rudolf Bultmann’s explication of Paul’s teaching
about the human condition. This problem has followed the historical study
of the Bible throughout its history, for it did not start as unbiased
reconstruction of the past, but as an attempt to glean from the biblical record
whatever was useful for modern thought. In the Enlightenment when it all
began, it was hoped to distinguish the eternal moral-religious truths of the
Bible from its time-bound notions; in a slightly different guise the same concern
has been operative till Bultmann and beyond. Today there seems to exist a
methodological gap between ‘everyday exegesis’ and theological syntheses
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(‘New Testament theologies’) or programmatic statements on what the
discipline is all about. (Relatively) unbiased history is the (of course,
unattainable) ideal in the former area, but presentations belonging to the
latter category incline to harmonization and proclamation (witness the
difference of tone between Bultmann’s History of the Synoptic Tradition and
his Theology of the New Testament). Theology would gain from a distinction
between historical exegesis and contemporizing theological interpretation;
otherwise it runs the risk of only getting back from exegesis what it has first
put into it.

It is seldom realized how vast a difference it would make if critical points
made by common sense and careful exegesis were really taken seriously.
Biblical scholars themselves are to be blamed: they have seldom tried hard
enough to make themselves heard in their own terms. It is questionable whether
very many scholars have drawn even for themselves adequate conclusions
from their own work. Exegetes have acted also as systematic theologians, as
if their historical findings were relatively easy to translate into viable present-
day theological idiom. This has tended to water down many of their findings
at the outset.

The New Testament has turned out to be filled with theological
contradictions, many of them by no means peripheral. There are different
expectations of the future and different notions of salvation. For some parts
of the New Testament, Jesus’ death, interpreted in vicarious terms, is an
indispensable part of God’s plan for human salvation; to others, it is the
typical fate of a prophet brought about by men’s iniquity but not invested
with soteriological significance. There are different perceptions of the person
and work of Christ. Some regard his divine sonship as based on the raising by
God of the man Jesus from the dead, others on his eternal pre-existence.

It takes no ‘radical’, but only a ‘moderately critical’ reading of the New
Testament to reach such conclusions. Ernst Kisemann’s dictum that ‘the New
Testament canon does not, as such, constitute the foundation of the unity of
the Church’, but ‘the basis for the multiplicity of the confessions’ (Kdsemann
1964:103) is explicitly endorsed by James Dunn (Dunn 1990:376f), though
the latter pays lip service to unity by never using the word ‘contradiction’
(only ‘diversity’: Dunn 1990: xxi). Of course there are also constant features
(many of which, like monotheism, are not ‘specifically Christian’) but they
are not very impressive. Thus, what Dunn finds to be the unifying factor
between all the different writings and strands is the conviction of the ‘unity
between the historical Jesus and the exalted Christ’—a thin and elusive bond
and moreover hardly in harmony with Dunn’s own findings. For his claim
that the ‘adoptionist’ christology of the early Jerusalem Church is ‘ultimately
one and the same’ as John’s incarnational theology stretches the reader’s
imagination to the breaking point: to hold that Jesus received his high status
after his death is different from the belief that it was his from all eternity.

Exegesis discloses the contradictory diversity of the New Testament. It is
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bound to end up by pointing out that the New Testament lacks that uniqueness
on which some generations of biblical scholars used to put a lot of stress. In
the words of Gerd Theissen, historical-critical scholarship shows

that the religious traditions were made by humans, that historically everything
hangs together with everything, that Christianity was a somewhat blown-up heresy
of Judaism and that Judaism was an outstanding phenomenon of the history of
oriental religion. In other words, there are no isolated events.

He continues, ‘In short, historical-critical study shows, independently of the
aims of individual scholars, that religious traditions are very earthly, very
relative, very questionable.” Theissen rightly deems this ‘an irreversible insight’
(Theissen 1978:3f).

All this should have consequences for notions of ‘revelation’, ‘inspiration’
or ‘word of God’. Add the discontinuity of large segments of the New
Testament with much of the (supposed) Old Testament ‘revelation’, most
palpable in Paul’s comments on the Torah: at times, this (in classical biblical
terms) divine gift to Israel is even relegated to the status of a demonic trap
designed to mislead (cf. Gal. 4:1-3; 8-11). Where such contradictions are
involved, talk of ‘revelation’ seems empty of content.

Rather than try once again to find some ‘method’ of applying the Bible,
the simplest and most plausible solution is to admit that there is no direct
path from historical study to present-day application.

CHALLENGES TO THE HISTORICAL APPROACH?

Not surprisingly, such an outcome of the reign of the historical method has
been detrimental in the eyes of many. Where people have looked to biblical
scholarship for spiritual guidance, disappointment has been unavoidable.
Predictably, the dominant position of the historical approach has been
challenged from various quarters: conservative theology, pastoral psychology,
contextual theology, and literary criticism.

Conservative theologians have stressed the alleged theological unity of the
two Testaments and striven towards a canonical, pan-biblical theology (Childs
1992; Stuhlmacher 1992). The enterprise has required them to iron out obvious
differences not only between the Testaments but also within each one.
Stuhlmacher demands that ‘agreement’ with the text be included among the
guiding principles of historical criticism, but such a requirement runs counter
to the rules of sound scholarship which must never let its hands be bound in
advance. It is absurd to require that one should always ‘agree’ with the text
one is treating. None of those who make such claims for the study of the
Bible would plead for the same programme, say, in the study of the Koran,
nor would they apply it to all books of the Bible itself (say, Leviticus).

An attempt to set a ‘new paradigm’ for biblical study was made in the
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1970s by Walter Wink who opened his programmatic booklet with the claim
that ‘historical biblical criticism is bankrupt’ (Wink 1973:1). This statement
is often quoted out of context. Wink used ‘bankrupt’ in the exact sense of the
term, making it clear that we are ‘not holding a wake’. A bankrupt business
‘is not valueless, nor incapable of producing useful products’. The only thing
wrong is ‘that it is no longer able to accomplish its avowed purpose for
existence’. Historical criticism of the Bible is, Wink claims, ‘incapable of
achieving what most of its practitioners considered its purpose to be: so to
interpret the Scriptures that the past becomes alive and illumines our present
with new possibilities for personal and social transformation’. But it is precisely
the issue, whether this should be considered the purpose of historical study of
the Bible (rather than, say, the purpose of some branch of practical theology).
If one practises exegesis ‘seeking insights about living’, one is likely to be
disappointed.

Wink intentionally blends the historical task of exegesis with that of
contemporary application in sermons and workshops. His Jungian approach
is a valuable tool in therapeutic group work. But it transcends the realm
which exegesis may meaningfully inhabit to ask (in connection with Mark
2), Who is the ‘paralytic’ in you? (Answers: ‘It is the way I’ve been over-
academized’, ‘the suppressed power I have as a woman’, etc.; Wink 1973:56.)
These are valuable applications, but it is hard to see what the gain would be
if historical exegesis were replaced by this kind of internalizing. By contrast,
there is no reason why work with the Bible should necessarily stop at the
historical level. But a division of labour between the historian and the pastor
(who need not be two different persons) would clarify the task of each. It is
not the task of historical exegesis any more than it can be the task of Church
history to ‘enable personal and social transformation’ (ibid.: 61), though
exegesis can well serve as an incentive for such transformation. Still, it is
quite possible that insights reached at the level of application will in turn
enrich the historical work in that they suggest questions to be asked and
possibilities of interpretation to be explored. These questions, however, can
also imply criticisms of the texts. It is not just that the texts can enable
transformation; personal transformation may also presuppose a liberation
from the grip of some texts through a critical confrontation with them, say,
in a therapeutic group.

Many biblical interpreters in the Third World find likewise that historical
exegesis does not answer their questions. High expectations are indeed directed
to exegesis, if ‘the quest for the historical Jesus lies not only in finding the truth
about the man of Nazareth, but also in fighting for the truth that will liberate
mankind’ (Sugirtharajah 1991b: 436). But the problematic nature of such
expectations is pointedly disclosed when the same interpreter states: “The
primary concern of an interpreter lies not only in transforming social
inequalities...but also in bringing racial and religious harmony among peoples
of different faiths’ (Sugirtharajah 1991a: 363). These goals are admirable,
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but, ironically, it is very hard to find the ideal of inter-religious harmony in the
Bible which is rather militant with regard to non-biblical faiths. Moreover, in
trying to demonstrate the liberating character of Jesus’ mission, Third World
theologians easily fall into the old trap of Christian triumphalism, painting
the Jewish society of Jesus’ time in very dark colours as the ‘background’
against which the liberating message shines forth. The consequences to which
this approach has led in history should by now ring a warning bell.

The Asian theologian S.J.Samartha who makes a strong plea for interfaith
dialogue also criticizes traditional attempts to establish a direct correspondence
between our situation and the situations of biblical writers speaking of other
religions. Such assumptions, he says, forget the gap between past and present
(Samartha 1991:43). This is an interesting criticism, for it runs counter to the
assertions of Third World theologians like Sugirtharajah who see in the
postulation of such a gap the original sin of historical method (Sugirtharajah
1991b:436). Yet when it comes to a fair assessment of non-Christian religions,
it is Asian theologians themselves who point out the gap and in the interest of
an earnest dialogue in effect relativize the biblical message which seems, on
this issue, to be based on too limited experience of life (Samartha 1991:43). It
would seem quite helpful to distinguish between historical elucidation of the
Bible and contemporary theological attempts to relate Christian experience to
non-Christian experience. The same, of course, applies to feminist theology:
being a thoroughly patriarchal book, the Bible offers little that is directly of
help to feminist concerns; feminists are bound to read the texts with a critical
eye, among other things by locating them as closely as possible in their social
settings. In this, historical criticism with a social-scientific flavour is
indispensable.

Though some liberation theologians tend to establish straightforward
analogies between ancient and modern situations, others find them
problematic. Clodovis Boff (1991:33) frankly states that the relationship with
Scripture ‘ought to tend more to the acquisition of a hermeneutic habitus
than to immediate practical applications’, in effect approximating a division
of labour between historical work and present-day application.

Liberation theology, however, would be impossible without historical
criticism of the Bible. It is precisely a historical—critical interpretation, to be
sure an interpretation informed by a certain kind of social-scientific analysis
(Norman Gottwald’s interpretation of the origins of Israel), on which it is
built. For it is clear—the point is made by many liberation theologians
themselves—that not all of the Bible is liberationist, though parts of it are.
An additional problem is that the historicity of the main ‘liberating’ events
praised in the Old Testament has become very suspect; this kind of contextual
theology then faces problems similar to those which eventually undermined
the once-popular ‘biblical theology’ of the ‘God who acts’ type. What
liberation theology needs is a selective attitude to the Bible, though some of
its exponents are reluctant to admit this. Again, it is hard to see what is
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gained by fusing the historical task with the application; distinguishing between
the two levels of interpretation would seem very helpful precisely from the
point of view of contextual theology.

Perhaps the most formidable challenge to the historical approach comes
from the side of literary criticism. Under this umbrella a rich variety of
approaches can be assembled, such as structuralist analysis, rhetorical
criticism, narrative criticism, reader-response criticism, even deconstructionist
criticism. Their growth is often perceived as a paradigm shift designed to
render the historical approach obsolete. Others feel that they should be
accommodated to the old paradigm to sharpen its focus yet again. If it turns
out that these new approaches cannot be integrated with the historical
paradigm, the outcome can hardly be the death of the latter. Rather, one
would then have to reckon with two (or more) quite different approaches to
the biblical texts, each legitimate in itself, each capable of handling one type
of question and incapable of handling others. They would not be in
competition with each other, because they would fulfil different functions.

The new methods are not without inherent problems of their own, though.
In their ‘holistic passion’ (Malbon 1992:35) they tend to assume a priori that
texts like the Gospels are coherent wholes of ‘one cloth’. Their practitioners
are also inclined towards an uncritical admiration of the literary
accomplishment of the evangelists. They duplicate the exaggerations of some
redaction critics on a slightly different level: whereas the former saw Mark as
a very subtle and sophisticated theologian, literary critics tend to conceive of
him as a masterly story-teller. Narrative critics are, as any interpreter should
be, often eager to know as much as possible about the cultural contexts of
the texts; yet they claim to be wary of ‘interpretations based on elements
external to the narrative’ (Malbon 1992:28). It is not at all clear how these
two aims could be served at the same time, and, in fact, narrative critics do
resort to ‘external’ elements, often in an uncritical modernizing manner at
that (for instances see Raisanen 1990b: 14-37, especially 34f). Moreover, the
enthusiasm for ‘rhetorical persuasion’ covers up the possibility that all kinds
of ends can be reached through efficient rhetoric; rhetorical skill does not
remove but enhances the need for a critical scrutiny of the message.

If ahistorical readings avoid such shortcomings, they are fine as far as they
go; yet they do not go very far. If one sticks to story worlds, one will end up
with a dozen or more New Testament story worlds. Yet ‘nagging questions
about the truth and value of realities envisaged in the Bible, refined as they
are by sensitive readings, rightly continue to haunt the reader’ (Davies
1990:405). With respect to the relation between exegesis and theology, the
replacement of the historical method through a set of ahistorical ones would
not solve anything, for Christian theology has been fundamentally concerned
with historical matters. It is in this area that many of its burning problems lie
and it will not help simply to brush the issues aside. It is possible (and in my
view, desirable) that historical issues may eventually be found to be
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insignificant, but this amounts to such a major shift in theology itself that it
should not take place without a thorough wrestling with the issues.

From the point of view of theology, then, literary criticism tends to confirm
the pluralistic picture already painted by redaction criticism. For instance,
Matthew can be seen as a ‘resisting reader’ of Mark’s Gospel; ‘the Gospels are
far more in competition with each other than is commonly suspected’ (Fowler
1992:79, 81). These insights of reader-response criticism—actually a new
version of the insights of redaction criticism—may still be of some direct help
in preaching, for a preacher can concentrate on one text—and thus on one
narrative world—at a time. He or she can be greatly stimulated by studying
Matthew’s way of wrestling with Mark’s text. Theology, by contrast, is
concerned with the question of how the different text worlds hang—or do not
hang—together. Separate narrative worlds may well be juxtaposed in
‘Introductions’ to the books that together make up the New Testament. But
they will not answer questions about the religious and theological convictions
which lie behind the different narratives, and it is these that are the ultimate
concern of theology. “Worlds’ other than the narrative world are at least as
relevant for the task of the interpreter: the ‘real world’ in which the author
lived, and both his own and his community’s ‘symbolic world” (the shared
values, ideals and convictions that gave coherence to their world-view and are
in many ways reflected also in the narrative world; see Syreeni 1990:126-32).

It is hard to avoid the suspicion that ahistorical approaches are sometimes
cherished because one wishes to get rid of problems connected with the
foundations of a religion which claims to be firmly grounded in history. Some
narrative critics may choose an ahistorical approach because of a religiously
based fear of such critical issues, while others may find theological questions
simply uninteresting. Ahistorical work may, paradoxically, offer a ground on
which fundamentalists and secularists can meet, the price paid being that it fails
to ask the questions most pressing to those who stand somewhere inbetween.

There is one challenge, however, that will undoubtedly stay: that of
ideological criticism. It asks about the interests behind the texts which are
viewed as ideological documents that serve some particular group. While
such a criticism is not new in itself, ‘what is new is the emphasis on the
partisanship of every text’ and

on the demand to press beyond mere description of the ideology of the texts to a
critique of it. This orientation to the texts has both a historical and an ahistorical
dimension, and so may represent a new alliance between the historical and the
literary approaches to biblical studies.

(Clines 1993:84).

This kind of criticism has so far been more practised in Old Testament study,
but it should prove fruitful in New Testament studies as well. It has been
applied to the New Testament in the form of feminist criticism. It can be
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applied to other issues as well. Philip Esler’s studies on ‘legitimation’ as a
Lukan concern could serve as an example: Luke legitimates Jewish—Gentile
table-fellowship by radically re-writing the history of early Christianity relating
to this subject (Esler 1987:107). In other New Testament books too, strategies
used to legitimate practical decisions can be found. Paul’s complex discussions
of the law can be seen as attempts to account for the decision to abandon the
concrete demands of the Torah while simultaneously trying to uphold some
continuity with it. A sound interpretation must not adopt Paul’s position a
priori, but must try to do justice to different positions (such as those of his
more conservative critics) as well (see Riisanen 1992a: 267-77).

The net effect of an ideological—critical approach will be ‘to relativize the
biblical text and make it less malleable to theological reconstruction’ to a
greater degree than mere historical criticism has been able to do.

When the partisan character of the biblical texts is more extensively uncovered...
theology is going to have to come to terms with a Bible far different from the
confessional document preserved by ‘believing communities’ and then by the
church... It is going to have to busy itself with a tendentious document that says
what it says not because it is true but because it paid to say so. And the Bible may
become, under those conditions, what it always should have been—the object of
theological (or ideological) scrutiny rather than, in some sense, its source or guide.

(Clines 1993:85f.)

It could well be that

the most interesting prospects for biblical studies lie precisely in reading against the
grain of the texts, in bringing to bear on our texts our own cultural and historical and
personal positions, and in evaluating the texts against the hundred and one yardsticks
that the pluralist world of international biblical scholarship will inevitably suggest.

(Ibid.: 87)

The challenges to the historical approach, then, do not endanger the relevance
of the historical approach to the New Testament nor do they allow theology
to circumvent that approach in considering what to do with the Bible. Study
of religion must be distinguished from the acting out of religion. Assessed
realistically, historical—biblical scholarship may be able to sketch a picture
of ‘how it all began’. Knowing from where we come may aid us in orienting
ourselves to where we are now, but the yield is bound to be very indirect.
But it is not the case that exegetes should act as new popes who determine
which application of the Bible is right and which is wrong. It might be claimed
that the exegete only has ‘the right of veto’, the right to protest if an application
seems to distance itself too much from the range of possible original meanings.
Ideological criticism adds the possibility of a moral veto, opening up a wide range
of possibilities for constructive theology in critical confrontation with the texts.
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COSMIC ESCHATOLOGY AS A TEST CASE

Let us consider cosmic eschatology as a test case for the actual treatment of
exegetical findings in recent theology. A number of New Testament writers
expect a cosmic reversal, preceded by signs and portents, to take place ina not
very distant future. This reversal includes the destruction and re-creation of
the world, the return of Christ, the resurrection of the dead and the great
judgement. This is indeed the dominant view, though there are strands which
imply a more spiritual notion of post-mortem existence: an individual moves
immediately after death to paradise (or to a place of punishment), as in Luke
16:22ff; 23:43). The juxtaposition of these two views is a problem in itself;
another problem is the question of the plausibility of the cosmic view (either
view, for that matter) today.

If one adopts a literal reading of the texts, one has to choose one of the
options and play down the other (unless, of course, one discards both). In
Western theological thought the cosmic view has tended to dissolve into images
and symbols. By contrast, in Third World theologies it is the spiritualized
view which is under attack.

Asanexample of a non-literal reading of cosmic eschatology we may consider
its reduction to ‘a vision of a global community’ by Paul Hanson, a leading
authority on apocalyptic prophecies. Hanson first gives a sympathetic account
of the historical setting of cosmic apocalyptic eschatology, starting with the
Syrian persecution in Palestine under Antiochus Epiphanes in the mid-second
century BCE. When it comes to the application of the apocalyptic message
today, he suggests that ‘we can take this part of our scriptural legacy as an
invitation to engage our own imaginations, using the idioms and images of
our own time to describe a world reconciled, living in peace and harmony’
(Hanson 1988:134).

The vision of God’s universal reign...becomes the means by which the faithful
recognize signs of the new creation, wherever groups are dedicated to the cause of
justice and peace and wherever individuals are committed to placing compassion
at the center of all their thoughts, actions, and relationships.

(Ibid.: 120)

Apocalyptic texts have offered and still offer encouragement for the oppressed,
warnings for the oppressors and awakening for the sleeping. They aid modern
readers seeking their course between facile optimism and dire pessimism.

In this reinterpretation, the texts offer no new ‘knowledge’, for surely one
need not know Daniel or Revelation to become committed to the cause of
peace and justice. What these biblical books do offer is food for the
imagination, support from the tradition for those among the global visionaries
who happen to have a Christian background.

Hanson makes the point that the ‘interpretation of a specific apocalyptic text
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must relate positively to the message of Scripture as a whole’ (Hanson 1988:57);
on which count modern apocalyptic works like those by Hal Lindsey (e.g. Late
Great Planet Earth) are seen as failures, especially because of their pervading
spirit of hatred. Hanson thus exercises justified ideological criticism of the modern
interpretation of the biblical texts. But as his own construction shows, the
envisaged totality of Scripture is an elusive thing. It is a dictate of the modern
interpreter, based on a selective reading, that ‘the message of Scripture as a whole’
discourages a spirit of hatred. It does not. Whether it pleases us or not, in Scripture
itself, suspicion and even hatred of the ‘others’ is one conspicuous theme, running
from Old Testament narratives and Psalms all the way through to the book of
Revelation which indulges in feelings of revenge when celebrating the anticipated
fall of ‘Babylon’ (and, contrary to most textbooks, does not seem to belong to a
setting of grave persecution at all). Actually Hanson has not come up with ‘the’
message of Scripture ‘as a whole’; implicitly he has applied ideological criticism
to the texts and has thus produced a selective re-reading. There is nothing wrong
with this, but one should be aware of what is actually taking place.

A related attempt to do justice to the totality of Scripture when interpreting
apocalyptic eschatology is made by some systematic theologians. We shall
consider the work of Medard Kehl, a pupil of Karl Rahner.

Kehl opts for a ‘cautious demythologization’ of scriptural notions. The
really important thing in the imminent expectation of the end is not the future,
but the present. Faith is aware that God acts in a liberating way, now. The
point of imminent expectation is that the present is seen as an absolutely
serious moment of conversion and decision before God who comes towards
us. Since God’s salvation is greater than any human views of it, an expectation
which trusts in God can never fail. Inminent expectation cannot fail, because
it can be realized in any number of ways—in whatever way Yahweh’s will of
justice and peace reaches its goal (Kehl 1986:112f).

This is a version of the classic method of relieving cognitive dissonance by
reinterpreting the issue to the point of complete vagueness. An expectation
which cannot be falsified by any contrary evidence whatsoever runs the risk
of being empty of content. On this account there never was any failed
expectation of the millennium in any Christian or quasi-Christian group.

Kehl solves the problem of unfulfilled eschatological expectation by
eliminating the temporal element altogether. He excludes the possibility that
God might intervene in the course of history in a visible manner. No historical-
cosmic ‘eschatological events’ are to be expected. Kehl points out that we
have long since given up the three-storeyed world-view of apocalyptic messages
and that it would be inconsistent to cling to a view of history rooted in that
very apocalypse. The kind of fulfilment we can hope for takes place in the
death of each individual. This is what the apocalyptic talk of the resurrection
of the dead ‘really’ means. The return of the Son of Man has already begun in
the resurrection of Jesus, and it is happening all the time in the celebration of
the Eucharist.
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Kehl thus preserves the ‘language game’ of eschatological fulfilment, while
thoroughly reinterpreting the content of cosmic eschatology. He realizes that
his view may seem too spiritualizing, anticipating objections by noting that
there is no alternative theory in view which would be able to combine the
diverse viewpoints of Christian hope even as well as his model does (Kehl
1986:279). It is an awkward combination, though, as one of the two points
to be combined is completely devoured by the other.

KehD’s trust that there is something we can hope for is ultimately based on
the conviction that God has already acted in a decisive way in Jesus. God has
shown his faithfulness and love in the resurrection of Jesus. But how well-
grounded is such trust if the apocalyptic view of history is dismissed along
with other time-bound notions of the apocalyptic world-view?

How is it at all possible to speak of God’s unique, once-and-for-all acting
‘in Jesus’, except precisely in the framework of an apocalyptic view of history?
The first Christians interpreted the significance of Jesus in unique terms just
because their apocalyptic world-view led them to expect that unique events
would take place. Ideological criticism will note that the attempts to solve
pressing problems and to make sense of overwhelming experiences (the Easter
visions and other charismatic phenomena) led to vast generalizations on the
intellectual level. The limited experiences of a group (the perception of living
in the eschatological era, the significance given to specific events, such as the
appearances of Jesus after his death) were perceived to be matters absolutely
central for the history of the world at large, a history that transcended any
mundane limits.

Though Kehl rejects millenarianism, he still wants to cling to a certain kind
of Christian utopianism connected with it. He finds the millenarian notion of
an earthly ‘interim reign’ before the final fulfilment justified to a degree: already
in this history some anticipatory signs of God’s reign—a reign of justice and
peace for the poor and oppressed—ought to be visible. It is liberation theologians
in particular who provide the framework for such partial ‘real-symbolic’
realization of ‘God’s reign’. At this point Kehl comes close to Hanson.

Decisive for Kehl’s construction is the wish to reconcile the very divergent
Christian—New Testament and other—viewpoints of eschatological hope; it
was this wish that led him to opt for a spiritualized, internalized view of
cosmic eschatology. Not every interpreter, however, is prepared to let the
apocalyptic cargo go. Christopher Rowland for one takes sides for an
‘apocalyptic’ view even in the present, following Latin American theologies
of liberation. For Rowland, ‘continuity with the biblical revelation demands’
that one reckons even today with realistic eschatology ‘as the central pillar of
Christian doctrine’. The book of Revelation ‘is much nearer to the centre of
early Christian belief than is often allowed” (Rowland 1987:117). In the Lord’s
Prayer, the petition ‘your kingdom come’ envisages a concrete kingdom on
earth. The spiritualization of this earthly hope, its removal to a transcendent
heavenly realm, is the great error of early Christianity. However, Rowland
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later gives a far too unitary account of ‘early Christian eschatologies’. It is
simply not the case that these eschatologies ‘fairly consistently down to the
time of Irenaeus in the second century looked for the consummation of all
things in this world, when Christ would reign’ (Rowland and Corner 1991:92,
cf. 118, 123)—though many did. He also completely neglects the morally
problematic sides of the book of Revelation; nor does he make clear how the
problems connected with the antiquated world-view are to be avoided in
modern versions of the apocalypse. Ideological criticism is applied to part of
the material only.

Clearly, Rowland’s position is diametrically opposite to that of Kehl; it reflects
the opposition of liberation theology to the spiritualizing mainstream view
(once established by Augustine). The point of the present discussion is that
both views can appeal to the New Testament, i.e., to some segments in it. In the
New Testament we find both an apocalyptic, realistic, earthly view, and a
spiritualized view which locates the ‘kingdom’ beyond this earth. The distinction
roughly corresponds to that between the ‘Jewish’ view of the resurrection of
the body and the ‘Greek’ view of the immortality of the soul (though the latter
had in New Testament times penetrated many Jewish circles as well).

The distinction is elaborated by Nikolaus Walter in an article on ‘Hellenistic
eschatology in the New Testament’. At its close he takes sides for pluriformity
(Walter 1985:355-6). We should not reject either alternative to the advantage
of the other. But neither should we try to construct an overall compromise
which seeks to accommodate the contradictory views within a single larger
framework, to ‘combine in one “system” what is structurally incompatible’.
On the contrary, precisely the plurality of the eschatological language should
‘stimulate us to ever new contemporizations’.

In this very central case the New Testament contains at least two divergent
lines of thought which can only be deemed incompatible, if they are perceived
as ‘teachings’. On another level, with respect to social contexts, the
contradictory views can be seen as alternative answers to a common dilemma:
in human life, injustice and meaninglessness reign. To this dilemma different
solutions, each dependent on the group’s tradition and thought world, are
sought. The problem is, by and large, common; the solutions vary. (Of course
there are differences even in sensing the problem: freedom fighters in Roman
Palestine conceived the plight of the world in terms different from those of
many Diaspora Jews.)

The New Testament thus presents us with a problem which has not lost its
urgency during the past two millennia. It also presents us with a number of
people struggling with the problem and looking for solutions in different
directions. A natural thing to do would be to recognize ourselves as one more
link in a long chain of people struggling with basically similar problems.
Different groups have always tried to deal with the dilemma with the help of
their respective traditions, interpreted in the light of their respective
experiences. This applies to us as well. We too have to deal with the seeming
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absurdity of life with the help of our tradition in the light of our experience
which includes world wars, nuclear bombs and holocausts.

Thus, the New Testament in itself tends to nurture variety, even pluralism.
There is no point in simply appealing to ‘the New Testament’, much less to
‘the Bible’. The ‘Scripture’ one appeals to is never Scripture ‘as such’, but is
always construed in some special way (for examples see Kelsey 1975:14-
119). The least one can do is to spell out on which part of Scripture one
wishes to found one’s claims—and which parts, by implication at least, are
dropped.

That is the least one can do, but one should do more. Having discussed
eschatological expectation and also the appropriation of the traditions of
and about Israel, Leslie Houlden notes that these two ‘vital elements in the
first Christians’ symbolic universe’ are ‘wholly problematic’, ‘a tangle of
confused notions and unsatisfactory answers’ (Houlden 1986:90).

The expectation of the End as expressed in the Synoptic apocalypse (Mark
13 and parallels) or in Revelation was the way in which those Christians
‘sought identity and intelligibility for themselves’. But ‘in truth, all they really
knew and had, at the factual level, was “Jesus”—whose impact was the basis
of their distinctive experience and institutional existence’, and ‘all they knew
and had that was distinctive at the theological level was belief about him in
the light of their already existing belief in God’. The ideas about the End
were ‘wholly conditioned by time and circumstance’, ‘not “hard” doctrine,
but simply attempts to solve pressing problems in the only terms then available’
(Houlden 1986:90). Those terms, the existing beliefs, had been decisively
shaped by the ancient Israelite conviction that Yahweh was the victorious
helper of the nation in its battles and the inviolability of Zion. The former
attitude was based on old stories about Exodus, in reality a very minor event,
if it ever took place at all; the latter went back to Canaanite beliefs. As history
had defied these convictions, they had been projected onto the screen of the
eschatological future. What a tenuous basis this would be for salvation-
historical constructions in a world which has experienced Auschwitz and
Hiroshima. It is questionable if a ‘harder’ core exists on any other point
either.

A FORMAL MODEL FOR THEOLOGY
Houlden proceeds to ask the following question:
Is there not then freedom for other Christians, receiving the impact of Jesus in
their own time and place, to form their own identity by seeing past and future,

and indeed the wider present, in terms drawn naturally from present circumstances?
(Houlden 1986:90)

The answer can only be yes. The contribution of historical study to theology
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could well consist in liberating the religious quest from false expectations
concerning the Bible.

Indeed, biblical criticism may provide a formal model for theology. It
shows that the formation of biblical (as of any other) tradition can be viewed
as a process of interaction between tradition, experience and
reinterpretation. Here especially the redaction-critical and sociological
approaches are helpful. The New Testament is full of traces of experiences,
not all of them ‘religious’; social experience actually looms large in the
development of Christian thought, e.g. the experience of being rejected by
the majority of the Jewish community. These experiences have been
interpreted and reinterpreted in the light of the tradition of the interpreter
(see Rdisdnen 1990a: 122-36). This process has always been going on:
before, in and after the Bible. One has of course not always been conscious of
it; one has pretended simply to exegete the Bible when one has in fact
presented a strong reinterpretation. This should encourage theologians to
engage in conscious and admitted reinterpretation of their theological
tradition in the light of their experience as modern persons. Hanson and
Kehl are not necessarily wrong in interpreting eschatology, but it should be
admitted that their constructions are far less ‘biblical’ than they themselves
suggest. There should be no pressure necessarily to agree with this or that
biblical strand; one should, in fact, feel free, in the spirit of ideological
criticism, to decide against all biblical options, if need be. A modern attitude
to the New Testament might perhaps resemble the attitude taken by early
Christians like Paul towards the Old Testament—with the significant
difference that the radical re-application of Scripture should take place
consciously, not in a hidden or unreflective manner. We might then take the
New Testament in a radically typological sense: we use its words and
symbols, but we use them as foreshadowings of something new which is
demanded by our very different global situation.

The diversity will remain, and has to be respected or even appreciated-
made canonical, if you like. The New Testament could be seen as a
discussion in the style of Talmud: open-ended, introducing endless debates.
Christians should learn to read the canon of the New Testament ‘in a living
conversation with all the writings in all their diversity and divergence’
(Johnson 1986:548).

In the process of selective and conscious reinterpretation, biblical ideas
and concepts may well turn into ‘symbols’ (a more elusive notion). Whether
or not ‘kingdom of God’ was, for Jesus, a ‘tensive symbol” as Norman Perrin
(1976:29-32) held, it can be interpreted as such a symbol for us. ‘Kingdom
of God’, ‘resurrection’, ‘redemption’, even ‘Christ’ and ‘God’ may be
thoroughly problematic as concepts or ideas, but can still serve as evocative
and challenging symbols (we recall how Kehl wants to retain the ‘millennium’
as a ‘real-symbol’ with an ethical meaning and hortatory force). Symbols,
values and stories can be freely moulded and used by theologians in the light
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of their experience and sense of reality and responsibility. Reflecting on the
history of a central Christian doctrine, Maurice Wiles comments:

If what held Christians together were seen as the use of the same myths rather
than the holding of the same beliefs, it might be easier for Christians to accept the
measure of variety that there both should and will be between them.

(Wiles 1977:164)

An impressive early example of a ‘symbolic’ theology is provided by Johannes
Weiss (1892). He realized that the kingdom of God as proclaimed by Jesus (a
supramundane future reality) was quite different from the ‘kingdom’ as
interpreted by Ritschl (a community of morally acting people). Still, he found
the notion as used by Ritschlians theologically helpful. The point is that he
knew what he was doing in using the concept (we might say: the symbol) in
a different sense than it had been used in the beginning.

Originally, Christianity is not a ‘biblical’ religion in the sense that its
doctrines were based directly on the Bible (Carroll 1991:68ff.). In this sense,
freedom with regard to the Bible is nothing very novel (it is more like a return
to pre-Reformation Christianity). But of course there is no return to a non-
biblical authoritarian theology either. Critical study of the Bible has alerted
scholars with ears to hear to use the same canons of criticism in the study of
any documents, including formulations of doctrines. Experience gained in
biblical studies does not tend to produce trust in set doctrines.

This approach appeals to imagination. Conceivably the literary-rhetorical
methods, whose contribution to historical issues is of limited value, could help
here, on the level of application, at least when particular texts are being applied.
Biblical study could, then, provide theology with stimuli and challenges, with
symbols and values. Or, in the words of liberation theologian Clodovis Boff
(1991:30), it could offer ‘something like orientations, models, types, directives,
principles, inspirations’, ‘not a what, but a how—a manner, a style, a spirit’.

The experience-reinterpretation model is of some ecumenical relevance: it
allows everybody to start where he or she stands, working with his or her
own tradition. It should be helpful to recognize for example that not only
both Catholics and Protestants can appeal to certain strands respectively in
the New Testament, and that certain parts are difficult to both, but that the
same also applies to the ‘conservatives’ and the ‘liberals’ of the various
confessions. The New Testament itself amounts to a story of an ongoing
battle between ‘conservatives’ and ‘liberals’ in the early Church. Contextual
hermeneutics becomes all the more relevant.

The model is also of inter-religious relevance. The realization that many
early Christian theological statements have functioned as legitimating
strategies in a battle with non-Christian Jews over a common biblical heritage
helps one not to absolutize them. It is easy to understand that mainstream
Judaism emphasized other experiences and other interpretations of the biblical
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tradition than did the emerging Church. Significantly, some of the difficulties
Jews and Muslims have had with Christian doctrine are today shared by
many biblical scholars and Christian theologians (witness the debate on the
myth of incarnation).

The proposed model is a purely formal one. Exegesis cannot provide
theology with criteria that could determine the content of contemporary
theological affirmations. It can of course establish which are majority views
in the New Testament, but this information is of historical interest only. The
content and meaning given to the inherited symbols must depend on extra-
biblical (philosophical, theological and ethical) criteria for which the
theologian himself or herself must take responsibility. Systematic theologian
Gordon Kaufman makes the point well:

However important biblical and historical materials are to the reflection of the
theologian, they never can function as final authorities. In every generation it is
the theologian herself or himself who makes the final decision about what contours
the notion of God will have on the pages being written.

(Kaufman 1981:273f.)

The model implies that prepositional theology in the old style will be
discouraged. Theology can be understood as an attempt to make sense of our
experience of reality with the aid of our tradition (which includes a strong
religious, partly biblical element) as our starting point, and as making sense
of our tradition in the light of our interpreted experience of reality. This kind
of theology does not presuppose any predetermined results. What is
encouraged is theology as ‘seeing as...’, as a sort of poetry. John Hick makes
the point well in connection with incarnation (1977: ix): the (later) conception
of Jesus ‘as God Incarnate, the Second Person of the Holy Trinity living a
human life, is a mythological or poetic way of expressing his significance for
us’ (though it must be kept in mind that this was probably not the intention
of those who created the doctrines of trinity and incarnation; it is a conscious
reinterpretation of our own which, in this case, comes closer to the earlier
strata than the established doctrines do). The preponderance of ethics and
action over dogmatics seems a natural consequence too.

Is such a model not highly subjective? Of course; but then theology always
was a subjective undertaking, though this was seldom admitted. Kaufman makes
it clear that theology ‘can no longer take it for granted that there is a fixed
body of belief which is simply to be interpreted and explained’. He continues:

On the contrary, the central task of theology in the present situation is to ascertain
just what beliefs or concepts inherited from the tradition are still viable, and to
determine in what ways they should be reconstructed so that they will continue to
serve human intellectual and religious needs.

(Kaufman 1981:179f.)
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The inevitable subjectivism can be reduced, however, by paying attention to
the rule that a tree will be known by its fruits. An appreciation of the effects
of the New Testament on the lives of women and men could serve as an
important link between historical analysis and theological
contemporization. As assessment of these effects from the point of view of
ideological criticism could lead to an ethical criticism of the New Testament
itself. Unfortunately, the actual ‘effective history’ of the Bible (which is not
identical with the history of its exegetical interpretation) has not yet been the
subject of systematic study; here a vast area of research awaits workers
(Raisdnen 1992b). What effects has the Bible had as Scripture? Obviously it
has had both salutary and detrimental effects, and these should be carefully
sorted out. An unbiased ‘effective history’ of the Bible, coupled with
ideological criticism, could function as a realistic prelude to a reflective use
of the Bible in theology. It does set one thinking that some of the darkest
sides of the biblical influence are linked with quite central points of
traditional Christian faith: precisely the notion of the absoluteness of Christ
has contributed to the annihilation of those who disagreed, trusting their
own traditions.

The critical reading of the Bible has often been seen as hostile to theology. On the
contrary, it is perhaps the first stage in the development of a seriously critical
theology. If criticism and theology appear to be at loggerheads it can only be
because theology is trying to shore up pre-scientific ways of doing theology by
utilizing uncritical methods of reading the Bible...If half the energy which some
theologians devote to reconciling (integrating?) modern science with religion were
put to integrating biblical criticism and theology, intelligent critical theology might
be in better shape today... Both [i.e. theology and Bible] would have to make
serious concessions to each other, and the developing consensus—if such were
possible—would probably look nothing like earlier and more traditional forms of
theology.

(Carroll 1991:145f.)
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THE BIBLE AS HOLY BOOK
Stephen Prickett

The concept of the Bible as a holy book contains special pitfalls. Even the
apparently simple question of definition raises acute problems of circularity
and question-begging. Conventional academic methodology would
presumably begin with defining what is a ‘holy book’ and then proceeding to
enquire in what ways the Bible might or might not be held to conform to this
genre. Yet even the most cursory inspection of the historical material reveals
how much our idea of a holy book is rooted in, and stems directly from, the
Bible. The result has produced a curious paradox: because our word for ‘book’
has a common semantic root with the title by which our own holy book is
known, there is a sense in which the idea of a book, any book, has become
‘holy” in Western thought; at the same time, the Bible itself has acquired—
and it is important to recognize that it is a historical acquisition rather than
an innate right—a unique and exclusive status. Books are symbols of spiritual
power. As Heine in the nineteenth century prophetically remarked, ‘Wherever
books are burned men also, in the end, are burned.’ Film clips from the 1930s
of Nazis ceremonially burning books is a twentieth-century illustration of
the awesome power, and therefore potential danger, attributed to the status
of a book by at least one secular modern European state—however disturbed
and irrational an example Hitler’s Germany might be. The uneasiness aroused
by the sight of the same thing being done before television cameras in Bradford
in the 1980s is not merely a reflection of inhibitions in our own collective
psyche stemming from the consequences of Hitler’s Third Reich, but also,
indirectly, of the complex relationship that seems to exist between two self-
defined holy books. If we needed an example of the degree to which our
notion of the category is essentially singular and exclusive, we need only
look at the difficulty Western Christendom has had, since at least the Crusades,
in coming to terms with the existence of that other holy book, the Koran.
The depth of this cultural clash between Christianity and Islam immediately
suggests a further hidden agenda to the whole question of definition. If, on
the one hand, we can all freely acknowledge that there are many examples of
holy books to be found in the various major religions—past and present—it
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may on the other hand also be true, to a greater degree than we are consciously
prepared to recognize, that, deep down for us in what might be called our
cultural psyche, the category is totally exclusive. There may be many books
in the world that have been reverenced as ‘holy’ by the adherents of particular
religions: other cultures, Buddist, Hindu, Zoroastrian or even ancient Egyptian,
may indeed have allowed for a plurality of such works; but, if the category is
to have an internalized as distinct from simply a formal meaning for us, in
the last resort we, as Christians (or Jews, or Muslims, as the case may be),
know that there is, and can be, only one genuine holy book—the rest can
safely be assigned to a spectrum of categories ranging from ‘possessing some
divine insight or even inspiration’ through to ‘blasphemous nonsense’. At
least for Jews, Christians and Muslims, the various ‘people of the book’, that
last noun can only be in the singular. The ‘People of the books” would be a
meaningless Babel.

THE FORMATION OF ‘THE BIBLE’

This curious ambiguity between implied pluralism and effective singularity is
as typical of the Bible structurally as it is historically. Our English word ‘Bible’
is derived, via the French word bible, from the late Latin biblia, a feminine
singular noun that meant simply ‘the book’. In its older Latin form, however,
biblia was not read as the feminine singular, but as the (identical) neuter
plural form, which was, in turn, derived from the Greek za biblia, which
meant ‘the books’—essentially no more than a collection of individual works.
This shift in meaning reflects the changing physical conditions of the book
(or books) themselves. Before the invention of the codex, or bound manuscript
volume, the biblical texts were held as individual scrolls stored together in a
wooden chest or cupboard. Under such conditions the question of the precise
canon of what works did, or did not constitute the ‘holy book’, or the exact
order in which the constituent works should occur, though it might have
been a matter of doctrinal debate, was not an immediately practical question.
Just as today, one would rarely read from more than one section at once, and
the individual scrolls (representing what we would now call the biblical
‘books’) could (in theory at least) be assembled in more or less whatever
order one chose. With the invention of the codex, however, with its immediate
practical advantages of compactness and ease of handling and storage, that
potential flexibility of sequence was lost. From then on the books had to
come in a specific order—and it is significant that the final decisions both as
to what constituted the canon of the Hebrew Bible and of the New Testament
coincide historically with the widespread introduction of the codex form.
What began as ‘the books’ had, literally and physically, become ‘the book’.

As was to happen again later with the invention of printing, that change in
physical conditions with the production of the codex was to have
incalculable consequences on the meaning and reception of the Bible as a
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holy book. To begin with, as we have just seen, this loose collection of very
different kinds of material composed over a period of almost nine hundred
years—including in the Old Testament, history, prophecy, law, devotional
verse, proverbs, and even love poetry and fiction, as well as, in the New,
letters from named individuals—all had to be placed in a specific order.
Juxtaposition always has implied meaning. The ordering necessary for the
codex revealed that there were, in effect, not one but several Bibles—and the
relationship between the various canons is extremely complex. Indeed, it is a
moot point whether we can say the Hebrew Bible is actually older than the
Christian one. The work of creating the Hebrew canon did not really begin
until after the destruction of Jerusalem in 70 CE—by which time certainly
some of the New Testament books (Paul’s letters, for example) were already
in existence. Anyone who doubts the political nature of the creation of these
rival canons, Hebrew or Christian, needs only to look in detail to see the
reasons why they were found necessary and how the final choices were
made. It is significant that the first known list of Christian books—in effect a
putative New Testament—was made by a second-century heretic, Marcion.
That we now so label him is an indication that he was the loser in just one of
the many political struggles of the period—as is the fact that all his works
were subsequently destroyed. Nevertheless, we know of the Marcion canon
from the attacks that were made upon it: it consisted of one Gospel (Luke’s)
and some of Paul’s letters. Marcion also took the quite logical step of
dropping the Hebrew Scriptures altogether from the Christian canon. It was
in response to Marcion that the early Church, led by the redoubtable
Irenaeus, then had to define orthodoxy by making its own canon and
declaring it to be a single, sacred and unalterable corpus. It is true that, as
Robert Car roll has remarked, ‘Canons are about struggle and community
conflict...Much persecution helped to create the illusion of uniformity, and
the arrow of time allowed the mythology of the victors to write the history
books’ (Carroll, 1991:7)—but it is also true that these ‘victories’ were not
always as clear cut and decisive as such political theories of history might
suggest. The process of canon-formation was accompanied by intense and
often acrimonious debate, and only finally completed (though still not quite
in its present form) by Eusebius after the Council of Nicaea—which had been
summoned by the Emperor Constantine with an interest in formulating
Christian doctrine and defining heresy not altogether unconnected with the
political objective of defining the role the Emperor was to play in the new
Christian state (Romer 1988:196-7).

It is hardly surprising therefore that the arrangement of the Old Testament
as it emerged from various councils, including finally that of Nicaea, is
significantly different from that of the Hebrew Bible, from which all its
constituents are taken. The latter is divided into three sections: the Torah
(the five books of Moses corresponding to what Christians have traditionally
called the Pentateuch); the Prophets (traditionally sub-divided into the ‘Former
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Prophets’, or what Christians know as the ‘histories’ from Joshua to Kings,
excluding Ruth, Esther, Chronicles, and Ezra-Nehemiah, and the ‘Latter
Prophets’, comprising the books also known as the Prophets in the Christian
Bible); and a final grouping known simply as Writings, which includes the
Psalms, Proverbs, Job, the five Megilloth (or ‘Scrolls’: Song of Songs, Ruth.
Lamentations, Ecclesiastes, and Esther), and Daniel, ending with Ezra-
Nehemiah and Chronicles. In contrast, the Christian Old Testament is
commonly divided into four sections: the Pentateuch, the Histories (which
include Joshua to Kings, with Ruth following Judges, Chronicles, Ezra,
Nehemiah, and Esther); the Poetical Books (Job, Psalms, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes,
and the Song of Songs); and the Prophets (including Daniel). The difference
implied by this rearrangement is striking.

For Jews, the Torah is the foundational document which defines who they
are as a people; the histories from Joshua to the fall of the monarchy are
combined with the prophetic texts as historical illustrations of God’s promises
or threats to his people; while the Writings are a more open-ended group of
texts, relating to the practice of the Jewish religion after the Babylonian exile.
The effect is at once timeless and open. The ending of the Torah, for instance,
with the death of Moses outside the Promised Land, rather than including
the book of Joshua and the triumphant conquest of Canaan, can be seen as a
clear signal as to how the whole Hebrew Scriptures are to be read. It points
not least to the pattern of perpetual exile and questioning that has now
characterized the Jewish people for thousands of years. The Christian
rearrangement of the Hebrew Scriptures to form the Old Testament, on the
other hand, is a polemical and even a doctrinal pointer to what is to follow it
in the New. All the historical books are now put together, as if to place the
history of Israel firmly in the past; the poetical books occupy a kind of timeless
space reserved for prayer and meditation; while the prophets come last,
pointing to the future and the coming fulfilment in the New Testament. It
suggests a dynamic and purposeful sequence, rather than an open quest.

It also means that among the political moves that underlay the formation
of the Christian Bible was the emerging idea of the Bible itself as a holy book
of a quite new kind. As re-created from the Hebrew Scriptures, it encompassed
the history of the world from its creation, through the Fall and redemption of
mankind, to the final judgement. Given the implied completeness of this grand
sweep, it is difficult to imagine what else another holy book, in addition to or
complementary to itself, might contain. The exclusiveness of the Bible was
thus a direct concomitant of the exclusiveness of Christianity. For Irenaeus
and those like him there could be no compromise with paganism—and, unlike
the first generations of Christians, that meant no compromise either with the
local penumbra of gnostic sects or with Jews. Unity was an essential ingredient
of the formula, not an extra. Yet the mere fact that the unity of this exclusive
holy book was composed of such a wide range of apparently miscellaneous
parts necessarily meant that right from the first formations of the Christian
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canon our sense of the Bible has, as we have seen, involved an inherent tension
between singularity and pluralism, unity and diversity. The traditional phrase
‘the Book of Books’, contained an ambiguity that implied both that its contents
somehow contributed to a mysterious and God-given unity greater than its
constituent parts, and, at the same time, as has already been suggested, that
it was the pre-eminent and superlative book: as it were, the class-definer, the
book by which all other books were to be known as books. Historically it is
not so much that the Bible is a member of an exclusive sub-species of book—
the ‘holy book’—as that all books are in some sense ‘holy’ in that they belong
to the same category of objects as the Bible.

A BIBLICAL CULTURE

As a result our culture has become ‘biblical’ in ways that at first sight seem
far removed from the Bible’s Hebrew origins or the Eusebian canon. To begin
with, we have acquired from it, directly and indirectly, a very particular set
of literary expectations. Because it is taken for granted in the Bible that there
is a meaning to the whole cycle of human existence, both individual and
collective, and that every event, however seemingly trivial, has a figurative,
typological, or, as we would now say, symbolic relation to the whole, we
have learned in other areas of our existence to look for narrative, with a
pattern of hidden meaning, rather than a mere chronicle of events. This
expectation runs very deep in Western society, affecting not merely fiction,
but biography, history, and, of course, science—that distinctive product of a
belief in a rational and stable universe where every part has its meaning in
relation to the grand ‘story’ of the whole. It is a paradox still too rarely
appreciated (especially by those puzzled by Newton’s obsessive interest in
biblical history and prophecy) that the scientific revolution of the seventeenth
century probably owed more to Hebrew mysticism than to Greek rationality.

Second, and following directly from this, our idea of what constitutes a
book includes within itself that notion of unity with diversity. Our concept of
narrative assumes the possibility of many parallel stories—sometimes
apparently unrelated; we take for granted sub-plot and main plot; stories
within stories; parallel, complementary, and even contradictory stories that
may link thematically rather than by direct influence. It is no accident, for
instance, that many of the foundational works of English literature: Malory’s
Le Morte d’Arthur, Chaucer’s The Canterbury Tales, or Spencer’s The Faerie
Queene are also, in effect, collections of stories relating in various ways to a
single common theme. The same kinds of structures were used by Boccaccio
in Ttaly and Rabelais in France. Similarly, the frequency of two or more
thematically related plots in Elizabethan drama—and most notably in
Shakespeare’s plays—emphasizes the origins of English drama in the biblical
models provided by the medieval Miracle Plays. Again, popular drama had
similar origins on the continent—in Italy, France, and Germany; it was only
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later that the French court, as ever, leading a francophile Europe, initiated a
taste for the more austere and concentrated classical forms.

BIBLE AS INTERPRETATION

Above all, whether in the French or English tradition, we are accustomed to
the idea that a book is, by its very nature, interpretative. Here the Christian
Bible differs in degree but not essentially in kind from the Jewish one. As we
have seen, right from the start the problem of creating the Christian canon
came up against the problem of translating and re-interpreting its Hebrew
past. The process of translating the Jewish Scriptures for Christian purposes
also inevitably involved a massive re-interpretation of their contents. Some
of this turns on what Ernst Fuchs and Klaus Ebeling have called
Neubheitserlebnis or the experience of radical novelty, where the existing cultic
language of Judaism was given new life by being redeployed with reference
to Jesus as its paradigm example (Ernst 1979:34). The re-orientation of the
Old Testament idea of sacrifice in relation to Jesus’ crucifixion would be just
one example. What we see happening right at the dawn of the Christian era
is thus, in effect, a two- or even arguably three-fold process of translation
and appropriation. Thus, when the Hebrew, Aramaic, and Greek of the
Christian Bible were translated into Latin, the very terms of the translation
were also being transformed with radically new meanings. By identifying
Jesus with the sacrificial Passover lamb of Jewish ritual, not merely was the
idea of sacrifice being given a new focal point and meaning, but in addition a
rich vein of figurative pastoral typology was simultaneously being opened up
and appropriated from the Hebrew Scriptures to link with similar imagery in
the New Testament-as the many popular translations of the twenty-third
Psalm bear witness.

Many of the books of the Hebrew canon, however, involved prescriptions
for Jewish cultic rituals which had little or no relevance to the practices or
beliefs of the new Hellenistic Christian communities scattered around the
eastern Mediterranean. In many cases their narratives, laws, and even ethical
teachings actually seemed to contradict those of the New Testament. Marcion’s
open dismissal of the Hebrew Scriptures was one response, if a blunt one, to
the obvious difficulty. For those like Irenaeus and Eusebius who believed the
Hebrew writings to be nevertheless divinely inspired, some method had to be
found to harmonize them with what was now believed to be their fulfilment.
Jewish interpreters had already shown with their allegorizing of the Song of
Songs how texts could be given other meanings apart from their obvious
literal one, and this existing tradition was now reinforced and made more
easily acceptable by the adoption of similar Greek methods of exegesis. In
the first century CE, Philo, a Hellenized Jew, foreshadowed the later Christian
synthesis of Hebrew and Greek traditions by claiming that not only were the
Hebrew Scriptures compatible with Greek philosophy but that in many cases
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the latter had been influenced by them. In so doing he showed how Greek
allegorical methods could be used on other Hebrew scriptural books. Soon
the general claim that Christianity was the key to understanding the Hebrew
Scriptures—the message of Philip to the Ethiopian in Acts 8—was supported
by an increasingly elaborate system of figurative and allegorical interpretation.
Later critics, such as Origen and Augustine, were to lay the foundations of a
system of exegesis so complex and polysemous that by the Middle Ages the
literal meaning of even such writings as Paul’s letters took second place to
figurative meanings. The interpretation of texts was thus not so much an
incidental activity of the new religion as an integral part of its foundation
and subsequent development. From the recorded sayings of Jesus onwards,
Christianity in effect constituted a new critical theory.

Yet just because Christianity began with a special sense that it differed
from the world that preceded it, and that its own heritage had now to be
thought of differently from the way in which it had been previously
understood, the interpretative function of narrative was uniquely central to
its development. It is said that Herodotus visiting Thebes in Egypt, gazed in
awe at the 300 generations of high priests of the temple recorded on its walls,
as he realized that such a list went back for thousands of years before the
dawn of Greek history. Recounting this anecdote, J.H.Plumb argues that it
was precisely this sense of the past as a problem that made Herodotus the
first real historian—and he contrasts this with the untroubled and uncritical
approach of the ancient Chinese chroniclers, for whom there was no
threatening earlier civilization, and for whom the succession of one emperor
after another for upwards of five thousand years was simply an extension of
time (Plumb 1969:111). In contrast with the Chinese, the compilers of the
New Testament, like Herodotus, approached the past not as a sequence of
time, but as a problem with a meaning that had to be explained.

This sense of the past as a problem was compounded rather than relieved
by the first few centuries of the Christian era. One reason, perhaps, why
Christianity, rather than its many rivals, was able to ride out the destruction
of the Roman Empire was that its own literature prefigured models not merely
for the destruction of great empires, but for a meaningful pattern to their rise
and fall. The biblical world was never a self-sufficient culture isolated from
surrounding societies. It had clung rather to a marginal existence at the
intersection of the spheres of influence of greater powers, and Jewish political
and cultural life had only flowered in the brief intervals between the waning
and waxing of the imperial ambitions of others—Egyptians, Assyrians, Baby-
lonians, Persians, Greeks, and Romans. Moreover, if the arguments of Albright,
Damrosch and others are correct that the origins of the Bible do lie in the
‘problem’” presented to the ancient Hebrews by the older literature and cultures
of surrounding Near Eastern peoples (Damrosch 1987), then it is also true
that this quality of having a multiple, even a ‘translated’ past which must
then be appropriated, was in some sense already present even in Old Testament
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times. The section in which that past is most clearly acknowledged is, of
course, the pre-Patriarchal part of Genesis, but it is also true that the Bible as
a whole is permeated with an awareness of other hostile and inimical cultures
that threaten not merely the political existence of Israel, but much more
fundamentally, its own unique culture.

BIBLE AS TRANSLATION

This brings us to one of the most important qualities of the Bible—and one
that marks it out as being peculiarly different from, say, its great rival in
exclusivity, the Koran. For Europe the Bible has always been a translated
book. More than that: it is a book whose translated, and therefore foreign,
status has always been a conspicuous part of our whole civilization’s historical
identity—in a social, literary, and even religious sense. Almost every line of
its text serves to remind us that it is about the people of another time and
place who belonged to other kinds of societies from our own and who spoke
different languages from ourselves. We have grown so accustomed to this
curious fact that it is worth pausing for a moment to call attention to the
obvious. Whatever its degree of borrowing from the Bible and other earlier
writings, the Koran is mediated to the Islamic world in the same Arabic in
which it was written by the prophet Muhammad. A Muslim, whether in
Glasgow, Mecca, Samarkand, or Jakarta, is obliged to pray in the original
and therefore sacred language dictated to the founder of his faith, it is said,
by the Archangel Gabriel for that purpose—and for that reason there must
be no tampering with the word of God. Three-quarters of the Christian Bible,
by contrast, is acknowledged even by its most fundamentalist adherents to
be originally the Scriptures of another religion and written in a language
never spoken by any Christian community. Moreover, even that section,
originally the Hebrew Bible, was not at any stage a linguistically homogenous
whole. It is only when we contrast these basic assumptions about origins
with the doctrine of the verbal stability of the Koran that we begin to realize
just how great is the gulf separating Christianity and Islam in their unconscious
preconceptions about the nature of a text. In spite of a strong fundamentalist
tradition in certain parts of evangelical Protestantism, Christianity, by the
very appropriative eclecticism of its origins, has always been at least dimly
conscious of its own distance from its sacred writings. In other words, the
problem of its own origins has always warranted a theory of reading, a
hermeneutic system of interpretation—even if, as in some cases, that appears
to be largely in the form of an insistence on the inspired nature of the King
James Version. In contrast, though English-language versions of the Koran
are, of course, now available, it is nevertheless clearly understood by Muslims
that these are not translations; they do not, and cannot carry the force of the
original inspired Arabic wording. Moreover, whatever earlier sources or
degrees of appropriation modern scholars may detect behind the various
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Surahs of the Koran, there is, officially at least, no counternancing of the
idea that the way in which we understand the past might be conditioned by
the cultural circumstances of the present. This has, of course, been made
easier by the fact that for contingent historical reasons, until large-scale
migration of Islamic communities to Europe and North America began in
this century, it was possible for most of the Muslim world not to feel any
problematic or disturbing cultural gap between itself and its sacred texts.
Though it had spread outward from the countries of its origin in the Arabian
peninsula, unlike Christianity, Islam had never been forced to decamp from
its own geographical heartland.

But if the Bible is essentially a book in exile from its original context, we
should note that this has always been true of it. As other chapters in this
volume will make clear, recent scholarship has repeatedly stressed the eclectic
and diverse nature of its origins. Though what non-Jews now call the Old
Testament was mostly written in Hebrew, substantial parts of the canon are
translations or paraphrases from yet other earlier sacred texts—Canaanite,
Mesopotamian or Egyptian, for instance. If it is true that much of it appears
to have originated as a critical and often hostile commentary on those earlier
religious writings, there is a very real sense in which the Bible can be said to
owe its very origins to intertextuality. There are, for instance, many well-
documented earlier external sources for biblical stories. The Flood narrative
of Genesis is remarkably similar to that written in Hurrian, the language of a
tribe which seems to have entered the ancient Near East from north India
around 1600 BCE. The name of its hero, Nahmizuli, contains the (vowelless)
Hebrew word for Noah, Nbhm, and his ark also comes to rest on Mount
Ararat—which, though it is some way from Canaan, happens to have been
right in the heart of the ancient Hurrian Empire. But whereas that story ends
with the goddess Ishtar pledging a marvellous necklace, ‘the Jewels of Heaven’,
that she will save humanity from the god Enlil’s wrath in future, the biblical
account ends with the covenant between man and God, with the rainbow as
its sign (Romer 1988:30-2).

Indeed the resemblances between some of the early Genesis stories and the
Mesopotamian Atrahasis Epic and the Epic of Gilgamesh have led some
critics to argue for the existence of a genre of creation-to-flood epics in the
ancient Near East (Romer 1988:30-2). Similarly, if Albright’s hypothesized
largescale “Ugaritic epics” have as yet inconveniently failed to turn up quite as
predicted, there is plenty of undeniably Ugaritic and Canaanite material that
has—not least in the apparent origins of the ‘historical’ or ‘history-like’ events
narrated in Exodus. Many biblical terms for household items, including
clothing, furniture, and perfumes are demonstrabiy Ugaritic in origin. There
are, for instance, clear parallels in the use of metaphors between David’s
lament for Jonathan and Ugaritic lyrics; and where Psalm 137 reads ‘If 1
forget thee, O Jerusalem, let my right hand forget her cunning’, an earlier
Ugaritic text has “If I forget thee, O Jerusalem, let my right hand wither.”

150



THE BIBLE AS HOLY BOOK

There are also strong Egyptian influences on parts of the Old Testament.
Psalm 104, for example, bears a striking similarity to the ‘Hymn to Aten’,
reputedly written by the heretical monotheistic Pharaoh, Akhenaten, in about
1345 BCE. Similarly the story of Joseph and Potiphar’s wife (Gen. 39) first
occurs in an Egyptian story called the ‘Tale of Two Brothers’ dating from at
least 1200 BCE. Even more interesting are stories which seem to bear the
marks of at least two external sources. Thus, although the name ‘Moses’ is
an authentic Egyptian one, the story of the baby in a floating reed basket
caulked with pitch is also told of King Sargon, who, by the Bible’s own dating,
lived more than a thousand years earlier than Moses around 2500 BCE. Pitch,
moreover, does not occur in Egypt, but was a common material in Sargon’s
Mesopotamia (Romer 1988:51-2; 52-3; 55).

There had almost certainly been strong Mesopotamian influences in Israel
before the Captivity, but more than fifty years of exile in Babylon completed
the cultural cross-fertilization. It was in this period too that the Jews in captivity
came into close contact with the much older monotheistic religion of the
Persians, Zoroastrianism. The post-exile court of Zerubbabel and his
descendants even spoke Aramaic, the common language of the Persian Empire,
not Hebrew. There are ironies here that are still the centre of controversy. As
G.B.Caird has noted:

The language of Haran, whence Abraham is said to have come, was Aramaic...
Hebrew was the language of Canaan (Isa. 19:18) and was taken over by Israel
from the Canaanites, along with their knowledge of agriculture and the pertinent
sacrificial rites.... When during the last three centuries B.C.Hebrew gradually fell
into disuse and was supplanted by Aramaic as the vernacular of the Palestinian
Jews, this was reversion rather than innovation.

(Caird 1980:35)

Certainly by the time Ezra returned to Jerusalem, some eighty years after
Zerubbabel and the first wave of exiles, and the bulk of the writings that
now compose the Old Testament were either written or put into their present
form, there is a lot of evidence to suggest that Hebrew was no longer the
normal language of these Jews. As we shall see, it is not an aberration but
actually a recurring characteristic of the Bible that it is written in a language
at some remove from that spoken by its readers. When the New Testament
came to be written during the first century CE, Hebrew was so unfamiliar to
the Palestinian Jews that, even in the synagogues, the Hebrew Scriptures had
to be read either by means of paraphrases into Aramaic, called Targums, or,
in Greek-speaking areas, by the Greek translation called the Septuagint.

If we assume that Jesus and his immediate circle were themselves Aramaic-
speakers, we have to note also the fact, so easily passed over, that the written
accounts of his life and sayings are themselves, even in their earliest known
forms, translations—since the remaining section of our Bible was written in
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a different language altogether: koine Greek, a non-literary low-status form
of the language spoken mostly by traders and non-Greeks throughout Asia
Minor in the early years of the Christian era. This was a sign of the times, for
within only a generation or so the early Christians had lost almost all contact
with both Hebrew and Aramaic and were using either the Septuagint or the
Old Latin and then the Vulgate versions. Thus what was in effect the first
truly unified monoglot version of the Bible was already itself not merely a
translation, but a translation of translations. Nor was this the end of the long
process of textual accommodation. The English King James Authorized
Version was, in turn, a political as well as a religious undertaking in which
the Protestant appropriation and alteration of the Catholic Vulgate paralleled
the earlier Christian appropriation and alteration of the Jewish Scriptures.

These origins of the Christian Bible in a tradition of multi-layered and
polysemous readings has left it with a very particular, even peculiar, cultural
flavour. It is easy to assume, for instance, that the Reformation meant a shift
back to a literal reading of the Bible, but figurative readings were in fact to
persist well into the nineteenth century—and are by no means extinct today.
Indeed, the idea of a literal reading is itself not unproblematic. More to the
point, however, is the fact that just as its openly translated and appropriated
quality is more than just part of the ‘givenness’ of the Bible, but seems to
flaunt itself as somehow intrinsic to the way we are expected to read it, so
too does a continued sense of it as meaning something more and other than
what it appears to say. As has already been suggested, it is possible that the
origins of the Hebrew Scriptures themselves lie not so much in a particular
revelation as in a critical commentary on yet earlier texts or even unwritten
traditions of neighbouring societies. A text that, in this sense, gives evidence
within itself of the existence of other, prior, texts already also implicitly suggests
multi-layered ways of reading. It may also help to account for a curious
contradiction in our attitude to the Bible that has had a profound effect on
the development of many modern European languages—not least upon
English.

BIBLE AS PROBLEMATIC

Though historically European Christian communities may have had little
difficulty in accepting the Bible’s general relevance to their immediate situation,
they have always been simultaneously aware that in some very profound
sense it was nevertheless an alien book. That such a statement immediately
sounds as if it is flying in the face of two millennia of often highly rhetorical
and emotional polemic to the contrary is an indication of the tensions behind
all discussions of the ‘relevance’ of the Bible. Ricoeur’s claim that the letters
of St Paul were no less addressed to him than to the Romans, the Galatians,
and the Corinthians (Ricoeur 1981:191), is a modern and deliberately
paradoxical restatement of an argument that in origins goes back at least to
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the days of the Church Fathers. Nevertheless, in spite of the way in which the
traditional culture of many European Protestant societies has centred on
particular translations of the Bible, it has never been possible for them to lose
sight altogether of the immense cultural distance separating them from the
worlds of both the Old and New Testaments. The immense weight of
traditional moralistic and devotional rhetoric urging people to see it as pointing
directly to themselves merely serves to illustrate the almost intractable scale
of the original problem.

As might be expected, the result has been a polarization of reactions. On
the one hand the tradition of medieval stained-glass windows and illuminated
manuscripts where the Patriarchs or apostles are performing their typological
roles in contemporary dress and setting has been continued with increasing
personal emphasis into the post-Reformation world. We are familiar with
the corresponding deployment of biblical metaphor and typology not merely
in religious and moral polemics but in the parallel contemporary discourses
of politics, of trade, medicine, and everyday life. The Sarum Antiphoner, a
late fourteenth-century manuscript at Ranworth Church, near Norwich, shows
Jonah, dressed much as a local parson, being swallowed by a great fish from
the nearby Broad. A panel of thirteenth-century stained glass in Canterbury
Cathedral shows Jesus raising Jairus’s daughter in a curiously perspectived
medieval merchant’s house. To James I of England, thundering against the
filthy habit of smoking, it seemed entirely natural to compare the perverted
lusts of smokers to the Children of Israel ‘lusting in the wilderness after quails’.
To Oliver Cromwell, fighting against Catholics in Ireland, it seemed no less
appropriate to justify the brutal obliteration of Catholic society and, if
necessary, the massacre of his opponents, by supporting the Protestant
Plantation in Ulster with images of the Israelites occupying Canaan
appropriated from the book of Joshua. To the Catholic Gaelic Irish of the
same period—and later—it seemed equally obvious to compare their sufferings
with ‘the children of Israel in Egypt under the oppression of the enemies of
God’—a reciprocity of images that has prompted Conor Cruise O’Brien to
comment that one could say Ireland was inhabited not really by Protestants
and Catholics but by two sets of imaginary Jews (O’Brien 1972:309).

On the other hand, it has prompted an equally fierce resistance to the
Bible’s traditional status as a holy book. One example must stand for many.
In September 1791 the Revolutionary French National Assembly was formally
presented by its Secretary, the former aristocrat Constantin-Frangois de Volney,
with a short monograph entitled Les Ruines, ou méditation sur les révolutions
des empires. The enigmatic title gave little clue to its real thesis, which
concerned the origins of religion, and in particular of Christianity. According
to Volney, not merely all Indo-European and Semitic religion but even astrology
as well could be traced back to a common origin in ancient Egypt at least
seventeen thousand years ago. All modern forms of supernatural and revealed
religion were, he claimed, in reality nothing more than the misplaced products
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of primitive nature-worship, time, and the accidents of historical diffusion.
Thus the gods of Egypt had been appropriated by the Aryans into their own
pantheon before being eventually reduced to a single deity in Persia in the
sixth century BCE. This new syncretistic monotheism had in turn been adopted
by the Israelites when released from the Babylonian captivity by the Persians,
transmitted to the Christians and thence eventually to Muhammad and the
Bedouin tribesmen of the Arabian desert: ‘Jews, Christians, Mahometans,
howsoever lofty may be your pretensions, you are in your spiritual and
immaterial system, only the blundering followers of Zoroaster’ (Volney
1881:83). In keeping with the uniformitarian assumptions of the
Enlightenment, miracles were attributed to the power of imagination, the
gods to their origins in the forces of nature and the regulation of human
society to the operation of natural law and self-love (ibid.: 14-15, 93) Volney
supported this argument by a dazzling and a curious range of erudition ranging
from Hindu cosmology to the esoteric doctrines of the Essenes (ibid.: 83, 84—
5). That, together with its strongly revolutionary and anti-clerical context,
was sufficient to account for the book’s immediate popularity both inside
and outside France. At least three English translations had appeared by the
end of the 1790s, and it was still being reprinted by freethinking and radical
groups in Britain as late as the 1880s.

If Volney’s thesis appears to have lost something of its shock value today—
not least because later biblical scholarship has confirmed so much of his
evidence—we only need to recall just how devastating in the long term his
radical and relativistic historicism was to prove for nineteenth-century
Christianity. Though we are more likely to associate the impact of such a
methodology in Victorian Britain with later names like those of Hennell,
Feuerbach, Strauss, and Renan, this is more because Volney’s association
with the French Revolution effectively served to discredit his scholarship
among the clergy and the world of the Anglican establishment than because
his arguments were themselves ineffective. Volney remains a key figure in the
history of interpretative theory, and, as the number of translations suggests,
he had a considerable direct impact on English radicals at the end of the
eighteenth and beginning of the nineteenth centuries (Thompson 1965:107-
8). The book was a major influence on Tom Paine. Thomas Spence published
lengthy extracts from The Ruins in his journal Pig’s Meat or Universal School
of Man’s Rights (McCalman 1988:24). It was also extensively summarized
in the Freethinking Christian’s Magazine and in the strongly anti-Christian
Theological Enquirer, as well as in other pamphlets by its editor, George
Cannon, an ex-Spencean turned (among other things) pornographer, who
published a number of eruditely ironic pseudo-theological works under the
pen-name of the Reverend Erasmus Perkins (McCalman 1988:74). One of
the contributors to Cannon’s Enquirer was the young poet Percy Bysshe
Shelley, who allowed him to publish extracts from both his ‘Refutation of
Deism’ and ‘Queen Mab’ in the first issue of March 1815. If ‘Queen Mab’,
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which was to become one of the classic texts of early nineteenth-century
radicalism, shows unmistakable evidence of Volney’s influence, the same is
equally true of his now betterknown poem of 1817, ‘Ozymandias’. After all,
Ramses II (Ozymandias is the Greek form of the name) was, of course, not
merely an earthly tyrant, but also a god. Like Blake—who also knew Volney’s
book—Shelley was quick to see the connections between earthly and spiritual
tyranny. That same year, 1817, Mary Shelley, the poet’s wife, was to give the
Ruins of Empire further mythopoeic status by putting it on her Monster’s
reading list in Frankenstein.

Though there was little in the general thesis of Volney’s syncretistic and
diffusionist argument that was specifically new, and that had not appeared in
the writings of, say, Vico, Holbach, Sir William Jones’s studies of classical
Indian languages and religion, or in such eighteenth-century German historical
critics of the Bible as Eichhorn, Reimarus and Lessing, it was perhaps the
first time that a polemical work of this kind had caught the popular
imagination to this degree. Nor was its refusal to make clear separation
between Christianity and other Near Eastern religions the most shocking of
its conclusions. Worse, perhaps, was its claim that the Bible had antecedents
that might extend back over a period of up to seventeen thousand years.
Standard biblical commentaries of the eighteenth century were often in the
habit of including not merely the dates BCE of particular events, but also the
date of those events after the Creation of the world—which as everyone knew,
following the famous calculations of Archbishop Ussher, had occurred in
4004 BCE. Even this implied attack on conventional biblical dating was,
however, probably less disturbing for many orthodox Christians than another
implicit suggestion of Volney’s: that the Old Testament—and in particular
the book of Genesis—was not the earliest known written text.

For many contemporary scholars the authority of the Bible was bound up
with the belief that Hebrew was the oldest known language—containing at
least elements of the original unfallen Adamic language where words stood
in an essential rather than a contingent and arbitrary relationship to the things
they described (Aarsleff 1982:58-60). Thus even Johann Gottfried Herder,
in his great literary study of the Old Testament, The Spirit of Hebrew Poetry,
published only shortly before in 1782-3, had done no more than sum up
conventional wisdom when he took it for granted that Hebrew poetry
‘expresses the earliest perceptions, the simplest forms, by which the human
soul expressed its thoughts, the most uncorrupted affections that bound and
guided it’. But Herder had still been a clergyman—however unorthodox a
one. The idea that there might be behind Genesis a nexus of yet older literary
texts, and that the first book of the Bible, so far from being in every sense the
beginning of written human experience, the fount and origin of all history,
was in some sense a re-writing or a commentary on those texts, constituted
for many as great a challenge to contemporary thought as the sixteenth-
century substitution of the Copernican for the Ptolemaic astronomical system,
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or Darwin’s placing of Man within the chain of evolutionary biology. Far
from being the foundation document of Christian civilization, laid down by
divine fiat, it now seemed possible, to those prepared to consider the
iconoclastic arguments of Volney and his successors, that the Bible in some
sense had begun as an appropriation of the mythological and historical writings
of other earlier civilizations.

BIBLE AS DURABLE

Nevertheless, those who believed that the status of the Bible could not survive
either the evidence of its syncretistic origins or the historicist critique mounted
against it by its more destructive critics were, like so many prophets of its
demise, proved wrong. Similarly, reports of the death of Christianity, like
those of the death of God, seem on the whole to have been greatly exaggerated.
But one effect of the Higher Criticism and the French Revolution was to
drive a wedge between the status of the Bible, and belief in the religion whose
holy book it was supposed to be. “The Jewish poets deserve a better fate’,
wrote the arch-radical and Deist, Tom Paine, ‘than that of being bound up,
as they are now with the trash that accompanies them, under the abused
name of the word of God.” Certainly it would have been difficult to predict in
1700, at the height of neo-classicism, that a hundred years later, with the
advent of Romanticism, the literary and aesthetic prestige of the Bible would
be at a new zenith. Many biblical critics, both then and later, have failed to
understand the significance of this, believing that if the historical authority
of the Bible was undermined, then its authority was of only residual aesthetic
rather than religious significance. Yet, as we have seen, the peculiar nature of
the concept of the holy book as it has evolved within Western civilization has
always resisted this kind of compartmentalization. The separation of biblical
from literary criticism in fact only dates from the end of the eighteenth century
(Prickett 1986:1-2). In the 1770s, Robert Lowth, the greatest English biblical
critic of the century, in massive notes to his New Translation of Isaiah, was
still following conventional aesthetics when he described Aristotle’s Poetics
as ‘the Great Code of Criticism’ (Lowth 1807: Ixxviii); twenty years later
William Blake was consciously to echo and challenge Lowth’s formulation
when he wrote that ‘the Old and New Testaments are the Great Code of Art’.
Ironically, that is not a view that Shelley would have disagreed with. The
same English radicals, such as Paine, who were avidly reading Volney in the
1790s, even while they were rejecting the ecclesio-political authority claimed
for the Bible by the ancien régime, were nevertheless turning to its apocalyptic
prophecies in search of an appropriate language of change to describe the
permanent transformation they had rightly perceived in the structure of
European politics (Mee 1992). For Blake the new scholarship also offered
something more: a way of escaping the repression and mystification often
associated with the established notion of a holy book. His own prophetic
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works (which he printed and coloured himself) are unique among printed
books in their refusal to create a single univocal text. To the despair of modern
editors, each is subtly different from the next in the position of the words, or
the arrangement and colouring of illustrations—thus preventing any one
version establishing itself as final or definitive. For Blake, the power of the
Bible lay not in its unchanging truth, but its dynamism and fluidity. As had so
often happened in the past, by offering a new way of reading it, Volney and
his fellow critics did not in the end so much destroy the power of the Bible, as
give it a new lease of life—not least by calling attention to the fact that there
had been many such re-readings before.

Extremes meet. In so far as the conventional fideistic readings of the Bible
had stressed its special meaning in the individual personal circumstances of
each believer, what they were also stressing, in spite of an accompanying
rhetoric of unchanging permanence, was its polysemous responsiveness to
change. In so far as the radicals stressed its constant re-writing of history to
meet the changing circumstances of different societies, they were also tacitly
admitting, in spite of an accompanying rhetoric of its essential primitivism
and fluidity of meaning, the Bible’s astonishing durability from age to age.
What in the end differentiates the Bible from other holy books is not its
incorporation of much primitive, legendary or miraculous material, nor its
eclectic and diverse origins, but the way in which this material is incorporated.
Each layer of appropriation is inevitably accompanied by a new hermeneutic
theory. Thus, if we are to accept the postulates of the German Higher Critics,
those shadowy first Hebrew scribes and redactors differed from those of the
surrounding tribes not so much in the actual legends they were re-telling as in
the way those legends were now made to serve the new creed of monotheism.
The Church Fathers did not alter the words of the Hebrew Bible to create the
Old Testament (those were divinely inspired); they altered the order of the
books, concluding the Old Testament with Malachi, in order to point to the
coming of Christ and the ultimate fulfilment of their messianic prophecies in
the New. In turn, the Reformers of the sixteenth century did not alter the
wording of the Vulgate, they translated it, consigning the deutero-canonical
books of the Old Testament to the Apocry-pha, and insisting that Paul’s
Epistles should be read not typologically, but as theological argumentation.
The Higher Critics and the Romantics, whether pro- or anti-Christian, by
historicizing the canon, opened the way for yet another radical re-reading
not merely of the text, but also of the idea of a holy book itself.

In human affairs, as in physics, there are no fixed points. Inevitably, it was
not just the Bible that was transformed by such radical appropriations. The
Vulgate, a single authoritative monolingual text for the entire Western Church,
was the instrument of the new Imperial power of the Roman Church. Luther’s
translation of the Bible was to change the German language forever; his
commentary on Romans to set the agenda of theological debate for centuries.
Tyndale’s translation of the New Testament, on which the Authorized Version
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was to be so closely modelled, did the same if not more for English. Typically,
in defending his translation he turned naturally to the imagery of previous
biblical appropriation—comparing contemporary Catholics to the Jews who
had rejected Jesus:

because the kingdom of heaven, which is the scripture and word of God, may be
so locked up, that he which readeth or heareth it, cannot understand it; as Christ
testifieth how that the scribes and Pharisees had so shut it up (Matt. 23) and had
taken away the key of knowledge (Luke 11) that their Jews which thought
themselves within, were yet locked out, and are to this day that they can understand
no sentence of the scripture unto their salvation, though they can rehearse the
texts everywhere and dispute thereof as subtly as the popish doctors of dunce’s
dark learning, which with their sophistry, served us, as the Pharisees did the Jews.

(Tyndale 1989:3)

Enlightenment criticism and historicization, together with the Romantic
reaction, gave to the Age of Revolution a new vocabulary and rhetoric—
even in some cases a new agenda. Each changed reading in the light of new
circumstances took as its text an earlier change—in what we are now beginning
to realize is a tradition with no visible first point. The Bible is apparently a
holy book without an ur-text, instead there are only endless layers of
appropriation.

We return finally to the evasion with which we began: if the Bible is a holy
book, how are we to define that term? If it were not cumbersome to the point
of defeating its purpose, one of the most effective ways would be to tell its
history—not, that is, biblical history, but the history of the Bible. That story
alone is sufficient to establish its categorical uniqueness. Beyond the barest
tautology we are into exclusive territory: a class of one whose full meaning
we have yet to understand.
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THE TRADITION






INTRODUCTION
Leslie Houlden

Looked at from the side of theological thought, the Christian tradition is a
sustained process of reflection on the significance and implications of Jesus
of Nazareth in the light of the being of God. The process has two other
fundamental features. First, it did not start from scratch, but (as Part 1
demonstrates) arose as a development within and out of the already long
tradition of the religion of Israel, crystallized above all in the Hebrew Bible.
Second, in this process belief about God himself came to be profoundly
modified as a result of the phenomenon of Jesus and of thought concerning
him: in various ways, God came to be seen as ‘Jesus-like’.

It is possible to see this process as a continuous, living whole, involving
change certainly, but by way of intellectual growth and development that
have been so organic, so free from jolts and re-starts as almost to compel the
belief in their being providential. (That is, of course, on the question-begging
and rarely questioned assumption that God himself favours the straight and
unbroken line and that his followers can and should therefore strive to do the
same!)

The process can, however, seem to be more like a chain made up of
connected but discrete links: a series of episodes, each drawing on what
precedes and contributing to what succeeds, but best understood in its own
unique context of culture, sensibility and indeed political and social life.
Churches and those who speak for them have almost always had a tendency
to maximize continuity, even to see it as unchangingness; while more
independent observers bring out rather the movement and the discontinuity.

It depends partly on what counts as ‘the tradition’. If the focus is on ‘the
winners’ in a particular episode or period, in effect those who turned out to
be the bearers of continuity, then others (‘the losers’) are likely to fade to the
margins and to be discounted. And, given the will they almost certainly possess,
the winners are likely to insist on defining their ideas in such a way as to
demonstrate continuity. Old ideas are not abjured but, it is alleged, reframed
in more serviceable terms.
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If, however, one insists on a rounded and comprehensive view of particular
times and places, resisting hindsight and aiming to look at them in their own
right, then a much more complex picture of the tradition will emerge, a much
more adventitious sense of the story as a whole. Each part, however defined,
will then seem to be most fairly and helpfully assessed on its own terms, and
‘tradition’ will be a concept both broader and looser.

Tradition functions not only as an unfolding story, like the history of a
nation or a college, but as a locus of authority. In this capacity, it exercises
what many institutions feel as the weight of tradition. In so far as the
tradition (or elements within it) has come to be seen as the vehicle of
theological truth, arrived at by divine gift perhaps, though bestowed by way
of human instruments, then its deliverances will seem to be binding on
successors. It is an accumulating body of beliefs and insights, passed on from
generation to generation, able to be added to by way of elucidation and
coherent provision for new needs or predicaments, but never reduced by the
discarding of what critics or protesters come to see as obsolete or plain false.
At best, such elements may be reinterpreted. Then the outsider may discern
some kind of evasion, and perhaps attribute it to the familiar inertia and
power-consciousness of all institutions, here decked out with divine
sanction. Only in rare moments is the authoritative tradition in a position to
accept that charge or even to comprehend it. The Second Vatican Council
has been controversial for seeming to be one such moment, impelled by Pope
John XXIIL.

A tradition is by definition something handed down. The very notion
conveys the sense of continuity of culture. A break in culture would seem to
threaten the possibility of genuine continuity and thus authentic tradition.
The very word, that is, is biased towards the organic rather than the chain
model. And plainly, a strong case can be made, even in these days of detached
observation and historical candour, for the organic model. Whatever the shifts
of interest, perspective and conviction, the Christian theological tradition
has never lost the sense of the God-given character of the created order, the
centrality of Jesus’ person and teaching, and the sense of an ultimate hope in
relation to God—to mention three basic tenets.

Yet it is equally undeniable that we must recognize the discontinuities
which ‘tradition’ masks. In its very first decades, the Christian movement left
(and largely lost) its original Palestinian, Aramaic-speaking milieu for the
Greek-speaking world of the Roman Empire. And (to leap to recent centuries)
it has come to find itself addressing and inhabiting virtually every people,
every culture, every language under the sun—with a growing consciousness
of the challenge to discern the proper limits of adaptability. The very
missionary success of the great Churches in particular brought them agonizing
problems which have become all the more acute as cultural self-awareness
and sophistication have spread across the globe. Even those Churches most
authoritarian in structure and most firmly wedded to ideas of theological
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identity can scarcely shut their eyes to the situation. It is apparent that
everybody has the right to exist!

In some ways, the most significant intellectual change in this regard began
to arise in the sixteenth century, when many, at first within Christianity itself,
came to test the tradition against various yardsticks: initially against a biblically
derived picture of Christian origins and the early Church, as in classical
Protestantism, and then against more abstract criteria of rationality, historical
evidence (now with its independent measures of truth), or even common
sense. All these forces have tended to compel a sense of Christianity as a
mobile tradition, involving numerous shifts in beliefs and attitudes, despite
the undoubted continuities of faith, institution and concern.

Tradition has its points of crystallization. Creeds, liturgies, the decrees of
councils and synods, great leaders and teachers or great books, all will
epitomize the tradition in a particular context and add to its illuminative
power, often for centuries to come, even, it seems, world without end.
Innovations, like new liturgies, are best ‘sold’ as re-presentations of very old
ones, though of course the cultural setting of their use is as new as could be.

Tradition dances in a peculiarly complex pattern with Scripture—in one
sense an early product of Christian tradition, and in another a partner whose
voice must always be listened to, but (and this is crucial) the interpretation of
which is a task for the tradition, embodied in the living Church. This is true
as much for those who acknowledge this interpretative role for tradition in
relation to Scripture as for those who claim to be taking Scripture in its plain
sense as their sole guide.

In order to form a view of whether tradition is better pictured as moving
in a continuous line or as jerking and even lurching its way along its path
through time and place, it is necessary to be conscious of one’s vantage point;
whether as a historian observing the course of events and endeavouring to
discern intelligible patterns, or as a theologian seeking to identify the various
articulations of Christian belief. The days of the blinkered propagandist will
no doubt never come to an end: so there are accounts of the Christian tradition
that seem wilfully to exclude large parts of the available evidence, in order to
further some sectional cause. They may seek to commend a particular strand
in the tradition or to demonstrate the falsity of the tradition in part or whole.
In the past, such procedures have indeed been the norm. Nowadays, though
widely differing accounts can still be offered, even by those innocent of crudely
sectarian interests, especially of major episodes like the Reform of the sixteenth
century, the characteristic stance of the modern academic describing the
tradition combines detachment with sympathy; enough detachment to deal
justly with the evidence, and enough sympathy to enter into the aims and
achievements of those whose lives and work are being described. This tone
certainly marks the chapters in this Part.

The chapters are not all of the same kind. Thus, the first seeks to imprint
on the reader’s mind both the fundamental and pervasive role of Jesus in
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Christian tradition and something of the complexity that is inescapably
associated with that role. It is partly a question of disentangling the historical
facts about Jesus from the plethora of ideas that have been associated with
him, and partly a matter of recognizing the changing tones of those ideas as
they have come on the scene down the centuries.

The five following chapters trace the tradition chronologically, dealing
with the major phases in its development (see also the parallel chapters in
Part 4 on Spirituality). In the first phase, the early centuries, it is a matter of
seeing how, with a minimum of organization, the Church succeeded in forging
both the idea of orthodox faith and a more or less agreed content for that
orthodoxy—at the expense of relegating dissident beliefs to the penumbra of
heresy. Nowhere more than in this period is the modern theologian, lacking
the machinery and probably the inclination to distinguish so sharply between
legitimate and illegitimate features of the tradition, compelled to consider
how far to applaud the undoubted clarification produced in this period, even
though the idiom of thought was so different from the earliest Christian
thought forms found in the New Testament.

At the end of his chapter, Robert Wilken throws out a bridge towards the
medieval period, which was in so many ways the closely related heir of the
patristic period. Yet in how different a world! David d’Avray tells the tale of
the movement of the tradition through a period and a society where
Christianity was no longer precarious, no longer one option among others, a
process begun in the fourth century but long in gestation, and occurring
differently in Eastern and Western Christianity. Indeed, the burden of this
chapter is that it took most of the so-called age of faith to produce the
maximally integrated Christian society of the West—and no sooner was it in
existence, with papal authority at its most extensive, than it began to
disintegrate, as the Reformation loomed—in this perspective, itself the product
of late medieval Christianity in the West.

The fragmentation of the Christian tradition in the sixteenth century, chiefly
in Northern Europe (then with its eventual diffusion across the colonial
territories of America, Africa and the Far East), is the subject of Alister
McGrath’s chapter, which itself points forward to the more modern intellectual
movements which have their roots in this period. John Kent outlines the
profound problems created for traditional ways of discussing Christian belief
by the movements of thought that go under the name of the Enlightenment.
These centre on the greatly increased sense that it was possible, even
mandatory, to think about the sources and content of Christianity as if from
outside, from a position of ‘honest’ impartiality. It was therefore both a
philosophical and a historical movement, and it was decisive for all subsequent
developments. It was accompanied in due course by profound political changes
which resulted in the secularization—in ethos even when not in official
stance—of many Western societies, thus creating a quite novel context in
which the Christian tradition must live.
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This it has done with varying degrees of realism and success, as Keith
Clements’s chapter indicates. It also shows some of the ways in which the
Christian tradition has ‘bounced back’ in answer to the challenges of
modernity, producing fresh responses to fresh situations, notably in the
liberation theology that addresses the grievous ills of parts of the Third World.

Gavin D’Costa’s chapter examines the ways in which the Christian tradition
may relate to another aspect of the modern world which impinges with
undeniable force: the realization that, whether it takes an exclusive view of
its truth-claims or seeks greater accommodation, Christianity must recognize
itself as only one of the mature great faiths of the world. The European
perspective of ‘Christendom’, fortified in the long colonial era, is no longer
adequate. But how can the Christian tradition adapt itself to the new light,
and how far ought it to do so?

All through history, the Christian tradition has been embodied in and
expressed through the phenomena of human culture, across a great spectrum
of forms and activities. No wonder it has been, inevitably, such a diverse,
even chameleon-like tradition. The final chapter draws attention eloquently
to this multi-coloured factor in the whole story, something that has run like a
subterranean river below all the chapters.

Organism or chain? The different styles inevitably displayed by the various
writers of the chapters that follow tend both to exemplify and to enhance the
latter view. But they also show the many points of continuity and the
underlying singleness of commitment and devotion that the first chapter of
this Part sought to bring out.
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JESUS IN HISTORY AND BELIEF
Leslie Houlden

JESUS IN CHRISTIANITY

If it is reasonable to say that Jesus is the centre of Christianity, that is not a
statement beyond challenge and correction. First, it is not beyond challenge.
Christianity has often been at pains to assert its position as a monotheistic
faith, whether in the early centuries, in the face of the polytheism of Graeco-
Roman paganism, or in recent times, in the context of the diverse religions
and belief-systems of the modern world.

Today, in a religio-cultural or inter-faith perspective, it is common to stress
the common ground and shared heritage of Judaism, Christianity and Islam.
Of course, the voices asserting distinction are far from silent, and observers
have to consider whether to place the weight more on differences or
similarities, and much will depend on the context in which judgement is made;
but it is undeniable that these three faiths (at least) have a certain family
likeness, as well as actual historical connections.

Further, on the premise that worship is the heart of any religion, then,
though there has been Christian prayer to Jesus from earliest times, its most
characteristic formulation has always been that it is addressed to God the
Father—‘through Jesus Christ our Lord’. And though much mainstream
Trinitarian thought has emphasized the thorough mutuality of Father, Son
and Holy Spirit, and so the inherently ‘social’ character of Deity, equally
commonly (and certainly in everyday Christian understanding) the Father
appears as the fount of divinity, so that distinction from other monotheistic
faiths is felt (however incorrectly) to turn more on the position of Jesus than
on division about ‘God’ at the deepest level. In that sense, Jesus seems to be,
however crucial, nevertheless secondary in the Christian religion’s scheme of
things.

A plain biblical reading seems to confirm such a view. If Scripture as a
whole is to be our authoritative guide, then most of it is about God before
ever Jesus appears on the scene: in Charles Wesley’s words, ‘Late in time
behold him come’. Far more of the Bible is (if one wishes to put it in these
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terms) ‘the word of God’ than ‘the word of Jesus’. This plain approach is not
greatly discouraged by its traditional Christian qualification by way of the
pattern of ‘prophecy and fulfilment’. There again, though the picture of the
overall thrust and direction of the Bible cannot commend itself except to
Christians, the monotheistic assumption of the Old Testament forms the solid
foundation on which attitudes to Jesus and convictions about him are built.
Putting it crudely, it is the one God who is in charge of the whole biblical
operation: creation itself, the foretelling of Jesus and the bringing about of
prophecy’s fulfilment in his life, death and victory.

It is no wonder that, from the first century onwards, Christians have
(sometimes inconsistently with the pattern just outlined) favoured other
models, which give greater prominence to Jesus, from the beginning of
everything to the end. Thus, Paul, the earliest Christian writer known to us,
already identifies Jesus with ‘wisdom’, which, from being an attribute of
God, had long been the subject of personifying or mythologizing tendencies
in Judaism (Prov. 8:22ff.; 1 Cor. 1:24). And the Gospel of John identifies him
with God’s ‘word’, a term which had developed in Judaism along similar
lines to ‘wisdom’ (Ps. 33:6; Isa. 55:10-11; John 1:1-14). Both ideas carried
with them the notion of heavenly existence from ‘the beginning’, and, when
applied to Jesus, implied a leap forward in the way he was perceived—and at
least some modification of his subordinate role as an agent of God at a specific
time in the course of history, one element (albeit decisive) in a God-centred
universe and a God-centred temporal process. It was one thing to apply the
language of ‘preexistence’, as it were poetically, to an attribute of God, viewed
somewhat anthropomorphically; it was, in its implications and consequences,
quite another thing to apply it to a man of known time and place, whose
historical identity was subject to scrutiny and assessment. But, in their
conviction of Jesus’ comprehensive function and of his having revolutionized
human relations with God in all possible dimensions, Christians speedily
took this audacious step. It led them to read even the old Jewish Scriptures
(the ‘Old Testament’) in their own new way: not only as foretelling Jesus’
physical arrival and subsequent career, but also as recording his presence and
interventions in Israel’s (indeed, the world’s) whole story, from creation
onwards, often incognito and disguised as God’s angel; so that the Old
Testament was, when rightly interpreted, a thoroughly Christian and Jesus-
centred book. Thus, when in Genesis 1:26, God says, ‘Let us make man in
our own image’, it was the pre-existent Christ who was being included in
that momentous decision.

This brilliant and innovative move, creating a revolutionary picture both
of Deity and of Jesus, was only eroded as, in recent centuries, historical study
compelled (and made natural) a more realistic understanding of the Old
Testament in the light of its own assumptions and its historical origins. Its
authors came necessarily to be seen as people of their time and Scripture as
the expression of concepts appropriate to the period of writing. Christians
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may still read the Old Testament with Christian priorities and values in mind,
as a comparison with Jewish ways of reading it soon demonstrates (e.g. the
Christian tendency to emphasize the Psalms and the prophetic books and to
ignore the Law, which is central to Judaism), but they are less inclined than
formerly to see Jesus as speaking in its pages; though old liturgical forms
working with the old picture are still in use (e.g. ‘by whom all things were
made’, with reference to Jesus, is the Nicene Creed). In so far as that picture
has become unconvincing, then the centrality of Jesus has, implicitly, been
reduced in favour of a seemingly monotheistic pattern, with Jesus in a crucial
but subordinate role. Historical criticism of the Old Testament may be said
to have had this as perhaps its most far-reaching practical effect on Christian
belief—one wholly unacknowledged by public ecclesiastical authority (though
absorbed in practice by many who exercise it) and, where discerned, sometimes
still denied.

It is not only monotheism which may offer a challenge to the apparent
truism that Jesus is the centre of Christianity and the heart of its distinctiveness
as a faith. From a number of points of view, chiefly of a historical or
institutional character, it seems that the Church is the truly central element.
Sometimes this is said in a spirit of hostility or cynicism. Christians may
claim allegiance to Jesus, but, as deeds speak louder than words (especially
pious words), their actions show them much more concerned with the
aggrandizement, enrichment and preservation of the Church. It is not hard
to point to profound contradictions between the life-style and teaching of
Jesus and those of the overwhelming majority of his followers, particularly
in their corporate and institutional capacity. And this applies not just to their
mediocre achievement (which may be readily understandable) but also to
their avowed policies. Even where individual sanctity abounds, the interests
of the Church may stultify its impact and be less amenable to the display of
Jesus-like qualities. Indeed, it seems that a major feature of Jesus’ behaviour
was a freedom from those trammels which seem inseparable from the life of
organized and long-term institutions.

Similar points may be made from the point of view of objective historical
realism. Like any other human phenomenon, Christianity is embodied in
time and space, and so in the constant flow of history and cultural
circumstance. Whatever its allegiance to Jesus and however great the acclaim
it gives to him, it can only view him from its own diverse and incessantly
changing settings. Moreover, it must continually reckon with and
accommodate itself to the social and cultural contexts in which it exists—
and whether it does it by hostility or separation or easy conformity (or some
mixture of all three), the principle of context-relatedness is in operation. From
this angle too, therefore, the Church, as, in its various manifestations, the
‘location’ of Christianity, is its true centre. In this perspective, the claim to
overriding allegiance to Jesus invites at the least a measure of caution and
self-scrutiny, even a recognition of when it is appropriate for the bluff to be
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called. At all events, the historian is likely to see Jesus as the initiator of a
process which has taken a multitude of turns, many of them involving
surprising (if understandable) ways of expressing that commitment to him
which they all share.

It seems then that the claim to the centrality of Jesus in Christianity is at
the very least open to correction. Developed historical awareness makes more
and more obvious the astonishing diversity of even contradictory ways in
which he has been seen—mostly, with equal and unbounded devotion. Jesus
may be central, at least in the sense that Christianity is chiefly differentiated
from other faiths by the unique place it gives to him; but the style, character
and degree of that uniqueness are subject to immense variety, so that, not
surprisingly, the question is raised from time to time whether a particular
expression of belief is adequate or permissible. There is room for the ironic
reflection that such protests often dwell on matters of belief (e.g. about the
manner of Jesus’ birth or the historicity of the resurrection), while blatant
departures from Jesus’ teaching (e.g. about the renunciation of wealth and
family) attract no comparable censure and even merit Christian applause
(Houlden 1992).

Correction may be offered and plain departures from Jesus’ teaching may
reasonably be justified by a sober understanding of the nature of institutions-
through-history, and so of the inevitability of change, not only in matters
where self-interest or practical convenience may incline people to welcome it
(the rejection or re-vamping of Jesus’ radical ideas on family and property)
but also in matters of belief—where there is usually no such intimate threat
and both traditionalist and radical tendencies can be indulged freely, even
irresponsibly. Or, more theologically, correction may be seen in terms of an
understanding of the life of the Christian community (the Church—but in
which of its manifestations?) which sees it as itself involved in the redemptive
process and as having a God-given contemporary role that goes well beyond
its being the mere perpetuator of Jesus’ memory and Jesus’ teaching and
moves in the direction of its being the extension of his work and the God-
guided scene of its development, not only in practical activity but also at the
level of thought and concept. Here the challenge of the Church to Jesus’
position of centrality finds its more judicious and religiously authentic
statement: Jesus is to be viewed from within this live tradition available in
the Church in the here and now. Commitment to him in that context gives
the framework in which change can be theologically legitimated.

This encouraging picture is of course darkened by the difficulty not only
of deciding where precisely ‘the Church’ is located for the due performance
of this great task, but also that of knowing what is to be done when it shows
itself immobile and far from capable of responding to what seems to many
the manifest truth, of eradicating manifest evil and striving for urgent good.
It may often seem, in its official organs at least, to belie any claim to a
monopoly of discernment.
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If the nature of the place of Jesus in relation to Christianity proves on
reflection to be a subject surrounded by complexity, one route to clarification
is surely a grasp of the facts about Jesus as a historical figure. Even if the
elucidation of this matter can only be a preliminary to judging and deciding
about beliefs concerning Jesus, it is widely and almost intuitively felt to be an
essential piece of ground-clearing or foundation-laying. It is at least a matter
of interest to discover how well beliefs fare in the light of knowledge of the
history.

JESUS IN HISTORY

Given the historical orientation of modern scholarship, it is not surprising
that a vast amount of learned effort has been—and still is—applied to the
identifying of the history behind the Gospels and the historical context of
Jesus’ life (Schweitzer 1910). That over the years so many quite different and
even contradictory accounts of these matters have been put forward is due in
part to the sparseness and uncertainty of evidence concerning the ancient
world, partly to the large faith-investment of many investigators that has
often coloured their judgement, and partly to legitimate differences of opinion
about the extent to which the Gospels are conditioned by the time of their
writing as well as by good tradition about the lifetime of Jesus itself. However,
though on many matters wide differences of view remain, recent years have
seen considerable narrowing of the limits within which the truth is likely to
lie—and some elimination of confessionalism in determining the line to be
taken. Differences of view are less likely now than formerly to be dictated by
a scholar’s background in Judaism or in Catholic or Protestant Christianity.

It would of course be erroneous to suppose that those who at the beginning
and indeed down the centuries have come to faith in Jesus have done so after
the dispassionate consideration of the evidence, now the object of such
attention. The absence of that kind of consideration may deter modern people
from taking their testimony seriously and making the effort to look at the
matter in their way—and perhaps lead to a dismissal of them as the victims
of credulity or superstition, however sublime or heroic the expression of their
faith may have been. But the point for us is that, at least in present-day
Western society, such consideration is widely felt to be mandatory, at any
rate as a step in the right direction. Belief may or may not follow, but at least
this essential hurdle must be surmounted. While many now find some such
feeling to be inevitable and desirable, we should recognize that in the past it
has played little part. Once we have seen this, we may be less surprised by
some of the styles of faith that have been held and refrain from blaming those
holding them for wilfully ignoring ‘the facts’ or viewing them through
distorting lenses. It may be another matter now when publicly available
evidence or angles of vision are neglected and ignored when found threatening
or inconvenient.
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A preliminary step is to acquire as clear a picture as possible of the Palestine
of Jesus’ lifetime—and indeed of the wider Roman and Hellenistic context of
which Palestine was a small part. Such a picture provides a framework of
institutions and social and economic realities within which Jesus belonged
(Theissen 1986; Freyne 1988). It would prevent the ascription to him of ideas
and modes of action which were simply not then available and reveal the
likely influences and reactions to various groups and opinions then active.
For example, archaeological discovery and the reappraisal of various literary
sources have confirmed that in the period before the fall of Jerusalem in 70
CE, the failure of the Jewish revolt against Roman power, and the subsequent
establishing of a tighter rabbinic hegemony over Judaism, Hellenistic culture
and Greek language had made considerable inroads into Palestine, especially
in urban life. This is clear from the prevalence of inscriptions on burial urns
and elsewhere in Greek, and from the remains of Greek-style theatres in
towns like Sepphoris, a few miles from the village of Nazareth, the home of
Jesus. (The town is, incidentally, never referred to in the Gospels, revealing
how patchy is our most direct source of evidence for Jesus and how subject to
the vagaries of surviving tradition where there was no particular interest in
mere biographical completeness.) Even letters probably from the hand of Bar
Kokhba, leader of the later Jewish rebellion (132-5 CE), are written in Greek,
which he apparently found a more congenial medium for writing than Aramaic
or Hebrew, the native Semitic tongues (Meyers and Strange 1981).

More than any other single influence, the discovery (and then gradual
publication) of the Dead Sea Scrolls in the years following the Second World
War have given a fillip to the whole subject of the Judaism of the turn of the
eras (Vermes 1977). Everything seemed to go into the melting pot, for here
was the literary fruit of a virtually unknown, but plainly highly significant
Jewish group, belonging to but in sharp reaction against the world of the
Jerusalem Temple and its ruling priesthood. Against this background, other
groups like the Pharisees needed to be reassessed (who exactly were they and
what precisely did they stand for?), and the movement around Jesus came up
for comparison. It became customary not only to look for points of similarity
and distinction, but to see earliest Christianity as a reform movement within
Judaism—and so to debate the criteria for identifying its becoming detached
from Judaism: thus raising in another form our earlier question of Jesus’ real
innovatory role (Dunn 1992).

While this increase of information about first-century Palestine is greatly
to be welcomed, as is the sharper and more confident understanding which it
makes possible, our knowledge remains relatively meagre and there can be
disagreement about quite central matters, for example, what precisely were
the Pharisees’ main tenets or how economically deprived and then how
discontented were the peasants of Galilee in Jesus’ day? A judgement on
these matters can have a major influence on our ability to ‘place’ Jesus: for
example with regard to controversy with groups like the Pharisees (Sanders
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1985) or in relation to a possible political or socially revolutionary thrust to
his teaching (Bammel and Moule 1984).

Uncertainty about aspects of the historical setting combines with
uncertainty about the degree to which the Gospels reflect the circumstances
of their writing, as well as those of Jesus himself, to surround the quest for
‘the facts’ about Jesus with difficulty. This does not deter many scholars and
others from entering on the task of writing lives of Jesus or accounts of his
teaching and significance. Each will adopt a policy which seems promising to
the author concerned, and many are likely to achieve a measure of success. A
feature of recent years has been the degree of convergence despite different
starting points and methods.

For example, on the basis of knowledge of the social and religious
possibilities in first-century Palestine, Jesus may be put in the category of
‘apocalyptic prophet’. Leaving aside later doctrinal formulations and the then
fashionable appreciations of Jesus as a sublime moral teacher, a number of
writers turned to this identification at the beginning of this century (Schweitzer
1910), and increased knowledge of the Jewish setting has not undermined its
fundamental correctness. Jesus was a figure preaching an imminent cosmic
crisis, God’s supreme intervention to save his own, called by Jesus to rally to
God’s cause. That was the heart of his purpose and remained the best
assessment of him, whatever view was taken of other, more timeless elements
in the teaching ascribed to him and whatever reconstruction was made of his
fatal relations with authority. That teaching might be seen as moral provision
for the interim period before the crisis, or as evidence that Jesus bore also the
character of a traditional teacher of ‘wisdom’ and saw no discrepancy with
his more urgent message, or indeed as owing less to Jesus than to the creative
activity of the later first-century churches for whom the sense of imminent
crisis had faded and who needed guidance (as from the Master’s lips) for
their everyday problems.

Jesus’ death has been seen as the unsurprising result of his own political
agenda: he was something of a religious freedom-fighter, moved by the acute
poverty of the Galilean peasantry, anticipating some aspects of the later
Jewish rebellion against the Romans in 66 CE (Brandon 1967). Or else, more
convincingly, as evidence of the extreme nervousness of Jewish and Roman
authorities, acting in collusion to neutralize all possible powder kegs, and so
fearing Jesus’ forthright message (Rivkin 1984). Or, in particular, as
provoked by his demonstration in the Temple (Mark 11:15-19)—whatever
precisely it signified, the various evangelists interpret it differently—rather
than, as the Gospels seem to imply, by his challenges to the Jewish Law, by
sabbath healings especially. Here Jesus’ behaviour and teaching seem not to
be beyond the range of contemporary Jewish debate, and certainly not
grounds for a death sentence, and their presentation may well be coloured by
the rift between Church and synagogue by the time of the Gospels’ writing
(Sanders 1983).
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A modification of the ‘apocalyptic prophet’ identification of Jesus draws
on sociological analysis: he was a charismatic figure, in the technical sense of
one who revolutionizes existing values and thought-patterns, bringing about
the rejection of accepted life-styles and institutions (Hengel 1981). This
approach focuses on traditions such as Jesus’ injunction to a would-be follower
to abandon family responsibility even to the extent of neglecting the
fundamental duty to bury his father—so urgent is the call of God (Matt.
8:21-2); and on the strong theme that discipleship involves the quitting of
both family and property (Mark 10:17-31). It is generally felt that the
authenticity of this material is assured by the speedy abandonment of insistence
on such requirements in the developing churches: especially in urban centres,
householders of some affluence were virtually a necessity for the establishment
and support of church life (Theissen 1982); and emphasis soon came to be
laid on the fostering of the Christian family (Eph. 5:22-6:4).

Another (and broader) way of building on knowledge of the first-century
setting is to use it to establish the boundaries within which the historical
truth about Jesus is likely to lie (Harvey 1982). It is a matter of constructing
a profile of Jesus by way of congruity with Jewish customs, legal procedures,
messianic beliefs and other religious ideas. Along these lines it may be possible
to claim a high degree of accuracy for the Gospel record, without denying
the obvious effects of later reflection. Or else attention may concentrate on
the persistence and frequency with which particular sayings and themes are
to be found in the tradition about Jesus, whether in the Gospels or other
early Christian literature, and this may help us to see the main thrusts of
Jesus’ teaching (Crossan 1992)—for example his openness to the outcast and
marginalized of his society and in his espousing of accessible table-fellowship,
pushing aside conventional frontiers of race, gender and social type.

It is possible to set Jesus so naturally in the context of his times that,
whatever the subsequent effect of his life, he merges into his background-
perhaps as a typical ‘holy man’ of the period (Vermes 1977). Valuable as this
approach is, it can leave a hard historical question: how then was Jesus’
legacy so utterly different from any of his Jewish contemporary teachers? It
is scarcely credible that belief in his resurrection can be made to account for
all of it, with his life and teaching not particularly remarkable. It was after all
the resurrection of Jesus that was involved, that of a person with memorable
characteristics which, with whatever development, were religiously significant
in their own right.

FROM HISTORY TO FAITH

Jesus preached the kingdom of God: the Church preached Jesus. Some such
formulation often comes to expression as a way of summing up a crucial
(and perhaps discomfiting) transition at the roots of Christianity. Like most
such succinct statements, this one is as problematic as it is illuminating. It is
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true that if we concentrate on the first three Gospels (called ‘synoptic’ because
of the amount of material they share, in one combination or another), Jesus’
preaching centres on what can best be summed up as ‘the kingdom of God’—
that is, God’s overwhelming sovereignty and its impending realization in a
reformed and rejuvenated world. The expression itself and the theme
dominate, for example, the tradition of Jesus’ parables (Mark 4 etc.). In this
respect at any rate, it is generally agreed that these Gospels are more true to
Jesus’ life than the Gospel of John, where this phrase scarcely occurs (3:3, 5),
and where attention focuses on Jesus’ own person, albeit as himself pointing
to God, with whom he is seen as identified in will and purpose (1:1; 5:17;
10:30).

The move from the first three Gospels to that of John seems in this respect
to typify emerging attention on Jesus himself as the centre of Christian devotion
and Christian claims. On the other hand, even if the first three Gospels depict
a Jesus who preaches God’s rule over the world and the urgency of God’s
call, there can be no doubting that Jesus is the subject of their story, the
impulse for their writing and a figure whose person is a matter of some measure
of definition. He is, for example, called ‘messiah’ (Greek, christos=anointed
one), a term used in Judaism to designate a leader chosen by God, but now
aligned to the character of Jesus’ own activity and disposition. He is also
called Son of God, again indicating a role as God’s special agent in the world;
and Son of man, chiefly eliciting apocalyptic associations but again signifying
(putting it in general terms) ‘agent of God for the purpose of salvation’. Each
of these (and other) expressions has a pedigree in Jewish usage which
contributes to its application to Jesus and helps to explain why it was felt by
his followers to be appropriate. Equally, however, application to Jesus produces
a shift in the sense of the expression itself—at least in the general way that
usage always involves re-interpretation; and the very concentration of these
expressions (and the symbols they evoke) on Jesus brings about a certain
merging of their sense. At all events, their prevalence in the Gospels goes to
show that the evangelists see Jesus not simply as pointing to God but as a
person playing a clear and prominent role on God’s behalf—and (especially
given the use by Jesus alone of ‘Son of man’) as not reluctant to articulate
that role. To that degree, it may be held that Jesus preached not only the
kingdom of God but also his own place within the reality to which it pointed.
He was no mere anonymous signpost (see Hahn 1969; Hengel 1976; Lindars
1983; Houlden 1992).

There is, as might be expected, a difficulty in being sure how much of this
self-referring material in the first three Gospels is, like a great deal of that in
the Gospel of John by general agreement, the result of subsequent church
development affecting the way older material was put or the way older terms
were understood. On that there is a wide variety of opinion. But it would be
hard to maintain that Jesus had no ideas about his own role in his mission: as
at least some kind of prophet or messianic figure, however (as especially in
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Matthew’s and Mark’s portrayal of him) self-effacing (Mark 5:43; Matt.
12:15-21; 21:4-5).

This account of the Gospels, though important for clarifying the dictum
that ‘Jesus preached the kingdom of God: the Church preached Jesus’, is
misleading in one major respect. Before ever the Gospels were written, the
letters of Paul show an overwhelming concentration on ‘preaching Jesus’
(e.g. 1 Cor. 1:23). There is no question of denying the priority of God (‘to the
glory of God the Father’, Phil. 2:11), but novelty and significance for salvation
lie squarely with Jesus, his fully authorized and empowered agent (Ziesler
1983) (Gal. 4:4; 2 Cor. 5:17-21; Phil. 2:6-11). Belief about Jesus, fully formed
and articulate christology, is there from the start—or at least from the time of
the earliest Christianity observable to us. At the same time, these writings
show no sign whatsoever of Jesus having pointed away from himself to ‘the
kingdom of God’, and indeed show little interest in Jesus’ own message and
teaching. There is an imminent new dispensation but Jesus will be at its heart,
even if it is taken for granted that God is its initiator (1 Thess. 4:13-17).
Though we do not know how fully Paul’s way of looking at the matter
dominated the Christian scene in the later first century, when the Gospels
were being written (as he came to dominate the finished collection of early
Christian writings put together rather later into the New Testament), it may
be a general confirmation of the first three Gospels’ faithfulness to the true
proportion of things that, despite the impulse to concentrate all claims on
Jesus, they portray him pointing away from himself—preaching the kingdom
of God (Mark 1:14-15).

Yet, whether by direct statements about him or by the very character of
the Gospels, Jesus is the subject of early Christian preaching. From earliest
times (1 Cor. 15:3-5) that preaching emphasized above all the concluding
aspects of Jesus’ earthly career—his death and his victory (whether that was,
as most commonly, seen in terms of his resurrection, albeit variously identified,
or in terms of his heavenly exaltation) (Evans 1970). The instinct was right—
if the concern was to home in on Christianity’s most striking and distinctive
claim. Most elements in Jesus’ teaching could be paralleled, more or less, in
much Jewish or Hellenistic (or indeed other) moral teaching, and his healing
and other activity were not strikingly unique—though its implications with
regard to the nature of salvation and the emphases which it displayed were
certainly distinctive, especially when subsumed into the great climax to which
they led. But it was the ending which rightly came to dominate the Christian
picture, as most strikingly demonstrating what Jesus stood for and as achieving
what he came to do.

It may be that much of this concentration on Jesus’ death and triumph,
and especially the former, was due not so much to the desire to proclaim as to
the necessity to explain. It was not easy to tell others—or to tell oneself—
that an obscure death by the ignominious judicial act of crucifixion was
demonstrative of God’s saving love and the key to his purposes for the human
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race. Here is another reason why, whether it came to the fore or (as in Paul’s
letters) did not, the actual human reality of Jesus, his teaching and behaviour,
were crucial to his ‘survival’ as a major object of devotion and faith. This
was no faceless person to whom cross and resurrection as it were fortuitously
happened—thereby compelling the highest of claims for his importance. That
account is scarcely credible. Again, it is the death and resurrection not of
anyone but of Jesus of Nazareth with which we are concerned; and in that
sense the transition is smooth between what Jesus stood for and what so
soon came to be believed and preached about him. Indeed, it was surely the
impact of his life which, in part at least, stimulated the determination of his
followers not to permit his effect to cease and to give an account of his death
that was consonant with his mission.

The ‘resurrection’ came to be seen in no single light, indeed there was soon
difference of view on precisely what it was. Did it centre on post-death
appearances of Jesus to his followers (1 Cor. 15:5-8; Luke 24; John 20-1), or
on the emptiness of his tomb (Mark 16:1-8), or on his physicality (Luke
24:42-3; John 20:26-9)? Emphases and even actual beliefs seem to have
differed even to the point of contradiction. Some of these ways of looking at
the matter had important links with other, more central beliefs (e.g. about
divine action through Jesus), others were more related to dispelling incredulity
(e.g. the stress on physicality).

In any case, there is a question whether the resurrection belief was at the
start itself subordinate to the conviction that God had vindicated Jesus by
taking him to heaven and associating him with his own universal rule and its
future completion: thus we find references not only to the kingdom of God
but also to the kingdom of Christ (1 Cor. 15:21-8; Matt. 16:28); God had
brought about the climax to which Jesus’ whole life had always pointed.
Psalm 110:1 (“Yahweh said to my lord: sit at my right hand, until I make
your enemies your footstool’) is the most widely quoted scriptural text in the
New Testament: eloquently it legitimated and assured both Jesus’ triumph
and the future cosmic consummation to which he had always looked.

Whether it be seen in terms of resurrection from the tomb or appearances
to followers or, less physically, heavenly vindication, it is impossible, given
the lateness and disparateness of the evidence available to us, to tell exactly
what lay at the root of this faith. Explanations of a modernizing kind are put
forward: there were hallucinations to people in a state of shock; some modern
religious or political movements whose basis has been shattered bounce back
to life when, in rational terms, they should dissolve; the disciples embarked
on a deliberate process of deception. But here too the distance of time and
the nature of the material make it impossible to confirm or deny. What is
clear is the broad character of the conviction that Jesus was in authority in
heaven, in touch with his followers (cf. ‘the Spirit’ in John 14-16; Acts 2; 9),
and thus a figure of the present and not just of the past.

In the movement of Christianity into the position of a faith, the death of
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Jesus was in many ways, given the world-picture and the assumptions of the
time (where heavenly exaltation was an ‘available’ idea), harder to handle
than its sequel (Lindars 1961). We know how widely it became a matter of
derision and incomprehension as people encountered the Christian faith
(Wilken 1984). It was therefore vital that it received positive explanation,
that it was shown to be no unfortunate happening but an essential element in
God’s design, and even characteristic of the profundities of God’s dealings
with humankind. It was not an embarrassment at all but an outcome wholly
to be expected by the discerning, and wholly welcome to those conscious of
their deepest needs, for release from sin, futility and death.

In this matter, it is no surprise that Christians turned to their major
authoritative resource, the Scriptures: in part those writings came to the rescue
in a situation that was potentially one of disillusion and failure; in part, if
certain passages (Pss. 22; 69; and, a little later, Isa. 53) were highlighted, they
made possible a path of reflection already present as an ingredient in Judaism—
concerning the redemptive value of suffering itself. It was indeed a pattern
embedded in Israel’s history as a people, with its constant memory of liberation
from captivity in Egypt and Babylon. So passages such as these, and symbols
such as the figure of Isaac in Genesis 22, not withheld from death by his
father (cf. Rom. 8:32), and the lamb of Passover (John 19:37), could illuminate
the death of Jesus, give it positive meaning and indeed render it exactly what
ought to have been expected all along. The Gospels show precisely that
expectation (Mark 8:31; 10:32-45), and it is impossible to know how far it is
a case of prophecy after the event and how far Jesus, aware of prophetic
destiny, did indeed see himself as meant for a martyr’s death: there would be
nothing surprising in that. It did not necessarily mean that his actual death
was much easier to absorb; but it would have meant that the process of
understanding and assimilation had already begun in his lifetime, and the
development of profound explanation along a number of different lines,
apparent so early in Paul and no doubt even antedating him, was already
launched.

Though we have, somewhat neutrally, described Jesus as God’s agent for
salvation, and seen how his death and resurrection were brought within an
understanding of that role, it is also to be noted that the particular colour
given to belief in Jesus as a result of his death was not without effect on belief
in God. Here is an important further aspect of the Christian monotheism
that was discussed at the start of this chapter, and it affects the matter of
Christianity’s position alongside other monotheistic faiths. Those faiths may
indeed share belief in the one God, but their perception of him can still differ
a great deal. In Christianity from the start, God was now seen as ‘the God
and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ’ (1 Peter 1:3): in effect, God was such
that he showed his hand most characteristically in the suffering of Jesus, not
in ‘permitting’ it but rather in achieving his saving purpose by means of it.

It is not exactly, at that time, that it was seen as throwing light on what
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has come to be seen as ‘the problem of suffering’, so that, whatever the
difficulties, we can say that God has been alongside us there—however
encouraging such a way of looking at the matter may have come to be. It is
more that appeal was made to the idea, deeply embedded in Judaism (as
indeed elsewhere), of the saving efficacy of the offering of sacrificial animal
victims for human sins and ills. That and other imagery enabled Jesus’ death
to be seen as, and God to be involved in, the possibility of transition from
darkness to light, death to life, sin to forgiveness.

The sense of God as involved in human suffering, even suffering alongside
us, has not always been equally congenial to Christian patterns of belief—it
has been particularly problematic when, as in the patristic period following
on from New Testament times, God’s transcendence and immunity to change
were basic data of belief; but there have also been times, like the present,
when it has been much to the fore, and indeed helped to commend Christianity
as a faith facing human life realistically (Moltmann 1974).

FROM FAITH TO RELIGION

It is neither easy nor, perhaps, necessary to define the criteria whereby a
faith, a way of devotion and commitment, such as the followers of Jesus gave
to him in his lifetime and afterwards, turns into a religion. Such a question
has institutional as well as conceptual aspects, and there is a difference between
things as they saw them and our perception in the light of history. But a
crucial moment must be Jesus’ becoming an object of worship and prayer.
The indications are that this preceded by some way the development of
concepts that might give it formal validity. That is to say: if worship is
something properly given only to the divine, then either to worship Jesus was
implicitly to affirm his divinity or that which was offered to him before he
was seen as divine was not truly worship; but the early stages of Christianity
seem not to have observed these tidy distinctions.

Prayer to Jesus is evidenced very early—it is found in the language of
Palestinian Christianity, Aramaic: maranatha, our Lord, come (1 Cor. 16:22).
The belief in Jesus’ exaltation to God’s ‘right hand’ (Psa. 110:1; Acts 2:34-6)
surely hastened the process: a heavenly, right-hand figure has a status of
supreme mediator ship when it is a matter of approaching God. It is, however,
often felt to be a revolutionary step when Jesus comes explicitly to be called
‘God’—as he is most clearly of all within the New Testament in John 1:1, 18;
20:28; but compare Philippians 2:6-11 for an intermediate step. In one sense,
this judgement is correct: Judaism affords no clear parallel to such exalted
claims, certainly not with regard to someone who had so recently walked the
earth and about whom memories and stories abounded (not to speak of his
all too human suffering and death). It is here indeed that Judaism has seen,
from the first century onwards, the blasphemy inherent in Christianity,
surfacing already in the Gospel of John (e.g. John 5:18).
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Yet once again the picture is less clear than has often been thought.
Judaism’s unambiguous monotheism, which came to stamp on all ideas that
might seem to dilute it, was itself partly in reaction against Christianity’s
intolerable assertion of Jesus’ divinity. The Judaism of the turn of the eras
was in fact densely populated with heavenly mediators between God and the
human race—not indeed divine, but conveyors of divine power, divine gifts
and divine will. Angels, great figures of Israel’s past now in heaven, like
Enoch, Moses and Elijah, personified attributes of God like ‘wisdom’ and
‘word’—all these, depicted vividly in the Jewish literature of the period,
provided a basis for that small yet revolutionary and decisive shift which
occurred in the case of Jesus—to identification as himself ‘God’. It took
conceptual elaboration in the terms of Greek philosophy to give anything
like coherence to this way of thinking of Jesus—and the more Christianity
advanced down that road, from the second century onwards, the more it was
moving away from Jewish roots and developing its own independent
terminology, making mutual comprehension with Judaism virtually impossible
from then on. But in the immediate setting of Christianity’s beginnings,
communication, or at any rate common ground, was by no means lacking,
and the factor that made the decisive difference was the extreme character of
the devotion, amounting to worship, accorded to the human figure of Jesus,
whose death and vindication were seen in the ways that have been described.

The development of divine language about him was aided too by the
common Jewish understanding of the virtual identity brought about when a
person bestows authority on an agent or a son who can serve as his
plenipotentiary. It was probably in this framework that Jewish writers
sometimes referred to a hero like Moses as ‘God’ or ‘second God’ (cf. Exod.
7:1 as a biblical basis). The Gospel of John shows clear evidence of this style
of thinking, using it as the dominant model for Jesus’ relation to God—and
indeed for Jesus’ followers’ relation to himself (John 13:16;20:21). It seems
that this framework goes a long way to showing how this writer saw Jesus as
‘God’. Certainly it would be anachronistic to attribute to him anything like
the later Platonist framework in the light of which his words came to be read.
In John it is one strand in the unprecedented concentration of terms and
images used to describe the supreme role of Jesus—and that is where the
innovative character of the book’s achievement is to be located. So
concentrated and pervasive is the supremacy of Jesus that there is indeed
ground for seeing here a new religion; and the writer himself is not slow to
recognize its incompatibility with the religion of ‘the Jews’ (John 9:22; 16:2)
(Hurtado 1988; Borgen 1986).

THE MARGINALIZING OF HISTORY

It has already been suggested that the history surrounding Jesus, which it
now seems so important to get as clear as possible, even if as ground-clearing
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en route to belief, was not seen in that way by Christians of the first century.
Where we might feel it to be honest and clear-sighted to establish ‘the facts’,
and then move on to the task of deciding what interpretations they might
justify, and where we might write first of the one and then of the other, they
drew no such distinction. Even in their narrative writings (the Gospels and
Acts), events and a particular theological view of the events are thoroughly
intertwined—and in such a way that not only are ‘events’ seen in the light of
belief about them but stories are surely created, in whole or part, out of
belief, often with the aid of the Old Testament texts now seen as fulfilled.
The most striking instance of this procedure is in the stories of Jesus’ birth
(Matt. 1-2), but a detail like the sharing out of Jesus’ clothing at the crucifixion
may be owed to the effect of Psa. 22:18, a psalm read in the early Church as
a prophecy of (and commentary on) the death of Jesus, rather than to straight
historical reminiscence.

We have already seen that from the second century a philosophical mentality
gradually came to dominate the formulation of Christian belief and its concepts
owed more to Platonism than to any other source. There could scarcely have
been an idiom of thought more inimical to a religion built on historical
foundations and imbued with the interpretation of events. To non-Christian
Platonists of the period, Christians, even sophisticated ones like Origen, could
seem absurdly attached to sordid factuality and wretched happenings like
the suffering and death of Jesus. Yet from a modern point of view, they often
seem to view Jesus through a haze of abstraction and speculation that renders
their grasp on historical realities tenuous. Flesh and blood seem to have
dissolved into aspects of mental and spiritual perception, and where the
historical or physical nature of Jesus is insisted on (often in opposition to
dissident Christians who virtually denied it) it is done in such a way that it
finds few echoes of sympathy in modern ways of imagining events and people
of the past. For them, Jesus certainly did what the Gospels said he did and
died the death recorded of him, but he walked the earth as the divine one
from heaven whose ways were not as our ways.

THE RETURN TO HISTORY

The history of beliefs about Jesus in as long a period as the last seven hundred
years may be viewed, with a strong dose of hindsight, as a laborious and
many-faceted reclamation of a sense of historical realism with regard to Jesus.
The twelfth century saw the beginnings of natural portrayals of Jesus and
Gospel episodes, which came to clearest fruition in Renaissance art. Crucifixes
that depicted Christ suffering, as the Gospel story told, superseded stylized
crucifixes where Jesus was robed and crowned with head erect, triumphing
in his cross: then, doctrinal considerations had obliterated the realities of the
story, and painting and sculpture had served symbolic at the expense of
emotional purposes.
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Similarly, devotion to Jesus came to involve the heart much more obviously,
as imaginative meditation on Gospel events was encouraged. Popular devotion
was directed to the crib placed in churches at Christmas; to the stations of
the cross, showing the various agonized stages in Jesus’ progress from his
trial to his death and burial; to Mary in the meditations on the rosary and
emotional hymns like the Stabat mater, where the worshipper could identify
with the mother of Jesus at the foot of the cross on which her son was dying.
The depth of emotional response along these lines finds extended literary
form in, for example, the fourteenth-century Revelations of Divine Love by
Julian of Norwich (Jantzen 1987; Houlden 1992).

But in all this, perhaps to the surprise of the modern observer, there is no
question of historical research or a neutral attempt to discover what actually
happened. Rather, the established doctrinal pattern, with its abstract concepts,
remained in place; only now it found new channels of expression. Not until
post-Reformation times did independent research come to be applied to the
Bible and so to the career of Jesus as recorded in Scripture, a process fostered
both by the break-up of the old single authoritative Western Christendom
and by the development of independent rational criteria applied both to ideas
and to historical evidence (Scholder 1990; Kiimmel 1973). As that took place,
so the analytical standpoint described in this chapter, and indeed represented
in its very writing, took hold—and in Western culture every belief about
Jesus and every line of his story has had (to put it dramatically) to fight for its
life. As we have seen, much of it may well survive, though all of it will look
and feel different in the light of kinds of investigation that are far removed
from the outlook and conscious intentions of the New Testament writers.
Some of it will be identified as typical religious legend, and some will be
debated in the context of philosophical discussion of the miraculous rather
than strictly historical weighing of evidence. Often indeed “We do not know’
is the honest modern alternative to the old confidence in the pure historical
accuracy of the Gospels (which minimized contradictions and difficulties and
failed to appreciate the theological character of the narratives).

FROM HISTORY TO FAITH—AGAIN?

So the question arises: has the advent of historical criticism then been all loss
from a religious point of view, and has Jesus disappeared behind a screen of
obscurity or positive distortion? And has belief about him become disjointed
from history, incapable of being connected plausibly to things that once
happened in Palestine? The questions are inescapable, for it would be a strange
(if not wholly impossible) sort of Christianity which was indifferent to the
career of Jesus and its historical veracity and was content to be a free-floating
piety going its meandering way through a welter of different cultural settings.
That is indeed too close to much of the truth, too near the bone, to be lightly
dismissed. But is it the case that the tradition, whose course is to be described
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in the following chapters, is now something belonging effectively only to the
past, having reached a terminus? Have its roots in Jesus been so rotted that,
while the tree may seem to survive, for a time, in reality it is doomed? And
does the sheer awareness of other world faiths not tend to a further
marginalizing of Jesus (as well as his being a bone of contention)?

An alternative view is that the jolt administered at this fundamental level
by modern study of Jesus and Christian origins is on a par with other jolts
which the Christian tradition has undergone down the centuries, just one
more among the many intellectual and cultural changes to which it has been
subject. If this less alarming line commends itself, then the question is
whether there is anything more ‘authentic’ or ‘healthy’ about this change
than those of the past. After all, those of the past have taken place without
the self-consciousness, the historical reflectivity about the whole sweep of
Christian history, which now imposes itself. Those who were part of them
had a naive belief (as it may now seem) that they were simply telling it and
seeing it ‘as it is’. In that case, there is a certain purity and rigour about
modernity which is difficult to live with but is bracing and gratifying to the
survivors.

But perhaps we can be less ascetic than that. After all, though there is an
element of delusion in our imaginative reconstruction of the past and what
we see is always from our point of view, at the same time a self-effacing (so
far as may be) effort to ‘get inside’ the thoughts of past writers and the
circumstances in which they lived and wrote has its rewards. At the very
least, we have learnt to refrain from compelling writers of the past to sing
our tunes and to be content to listen to theirs.

Above all, we are made to attend to the inescapable realities of being in a
tradition, whether that be a religious faith, with its relatively strong
cohesiveness and claims to identity through time, or a nation or a culture,
with perhaps looser demands for loyalty and more hazy means of identifying
itself. Always there is a combination of recognition of the familiar combined
with uncertainty about what will come next. And in periods of rapid change—
and strong awareness of it—the sense of uncertainty will be prominent,
whether it is felt in an adventurous or a timid spirit. Except by the brute fiat
of authority (but it had better have adequate sanctions if it is to be effective!),
there is no way of being certain what will pass as legitimate development and
what as travesty, nor any way of securing unanimity (Chadwick 1957).

The historical roots of a tradition, excavated with as much rigour and
honesty as possible, may at least have the purpose of warning against travesty.
Christian perception of Jesus will take new forms as quite new human
standpoints are adopted: but it should be possible to rebut false claims to be
faithful to Jesus—if that is what people reckon to be doing—and point them
in more authentic directions. Not that they will necessarily be able to follow
them; but they may think and act more knowingly. Perhaps that is as much
as historical enquiry can hope to achieve when applied to a religious tradition
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that reckons to be involved with a living God not limited by those origins
that are now found so interesting and that we now have the means to
investigate with unprecedented and demanding efficiency.
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10

THE TRIUNE GOD OF THE BIBLE
AND THE EMERGENCE OF
ORTHODOXY

Robert L.Wilken

Christians confess God as Father, Son and Holy Spirit. The classical statement
of belief in the Triune God was adopted at the Council of Nicaea in 325 CE
and reaffirmed and expanded at the Council of Constantinople in 381 CE.
This creed, with its tripartite structure (‘We believe in one God the Father
Almighty, maker of heaven and earth...and in one Lord Jesus Christ, the
only son of God, begotten of the Father before all worlds...and in the Holy
Spirit the Lord and Lifegiver’), is used to this day by millions of Christians
throughout the world when they celebrate the Eucharist. It is the most ancient
authoritative summary of Christian teaching and the mark of orthodox
Christian faith.

To many Christians, however, the doctrine of the Trinity appears as a
theological construct, useful perhaps as a way of explaining the manifold
ways God is known to us, but not a necessary teaching of the Christian faith.
In the early nineteenth century when Friedrich Schleiermacher organized his
dogmatics, The Christian Faith, he relegated the doctrine of the Trinity to an
appendix. He acknowledged that the doctrine expressed a fundamental truth
about the union of the divine and human, but he considered it a means of
defending something else, an effort at theological explanation of more
fundamental truths, not a teaching in its own right. The doctrine of the Trinity,
he wrote, is not ‘an immediate utterance concerning the Christian self-
consciousness’. In his view there are only two immediate utterances, that the
being of God is present in Christ, and that the divine unites itself with human
nature in the Spirit who animates the Church. Neither of these affirmations
requires that one posit a triune God.

Schleiermacher’s approach to the problem was not new. Already in the
early Church Sabellius had taught that the various terms, Father, Son, and
Holy Spirit, were simply names that Christians give to the ways we know

187



THE TRADITION

and experience God’s activity and presence, the modes by which God is known.
In calling God Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, it was argued, we are only speaking
about how God manifests himself to us; we are not saying anything about
the nature of God. The questions raised centuries ago by Sabellius, and echoed
by later critics of the doctrine of the Trinity during the Church’s history, can
be stated as follows: if we take it as axiomatic that God is one, is there any
reason, on the basis of the several ways God is known to us, to project the
plurality of our experience of God into the life of God? Why should the
manifestations of God be thought to designate distinctions within the
Godhead?

Sabellius was not the only Christian thinker to raise questions about the
emerging doctrine of the Trinity. Almost from the beginning some Christians
had reservations about confessing God as ‘triune’. Although the terms Father,
Son and Holy Spirit were used in the Bible and in Christian worship, not all
agreed on how this language was to be understood. To speak of God as
Father, Son and Holy Spirit seemed to compromise belief in the one God.
During the early centuries these matters were debated as Christian thinkers
sought to express what they had come to know through the revelation of
God in Jesus Christ. In time differing views began to coalesce around a centre,
and it was this centre, expressed in the Nicaeno-Constantinopolitan Creed,
which came to define orthodox Christian faith. It is historically and
theologically important to understand how this came to be, and in the pages
that follow I discuss several of the factors, the Bible, the Resurrection of
Jesus, and the Church’s liturgical life, that contributed to the formation of
the Trinitarian faith.

THE TRIUNE GOD OF THE BIBLE

The first Christians were Jews who recited the ancient words of the Shema in
their daily prayers: ‘Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God is one Lord; and you
shall love the Lord your God with all your soul, and with all your might’
(Deut. 6:4). Jesus quoted the words of the Shema in answer to the question,
“Which commandment is the first of all?” and the earliest Christians affirmed
their belief in the one God. “We have one God the Father from whom are all
things’ (1 Cor. 8:6). The first commandment, according to the second-century
work, the Shepherd of Hermas, is, ‘Believe that God is one, who created and
completed all things and made all that is from that which is not...” (Herm,
Man. 1:1). The first article of the creed is ‘we believe in one God’.

Though the earliest Christians were in agreement with their fellow Jews in
confessing one God, from the beginning Christianity set itself apart from Judaism
by the veneration it gave to Christ. This is apparent in the exalted language to
describe Christ in the New Testament, son of God, image of the invisible God,
the eternal word who is with God, the one in whom the “fullness of the Godhead
dwells’, ‘the express image of God’s very being’; in hymns in honour of Christ,
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e.g. ‘God highly exalted him and gave him the name that is above every name’
(Phil. 2); in the baptismal formula which joked Christ, a human being, with
God the Creator of all things; and in the early Christian Eucharist where Christ
was celebrated as alive and present in the breaking of bread. As early as the
second decade of the second century an outside observer, Pliny, the Roman
governor of Bithynia, reported that Christians were in the habit of meeting on
a fixed day before it was light to ‘recite a hymn to Christ as to god’.

One of the ways to reconcile the apparent conflict between worshipping
Christ as God and venerating the one God, i.e. to offer rational justification
for the shape of Christian language and practice, was to draw directly on the
Greek philosophical tradition. Because of the influence of Christianity and
Judaism on Western thought we are inclined to think of the divine as a category
that has only one member (the one supreme God), but in antiquity the divine
was a broad and expansive category of existence which included many
different members. Within this tradition the most obvious way to deal with
the ‘divinity’ of Christ and the Holy Spirit was to conceive of a hierarchy of
divine beings. One could acknowledge the existence of the one high God,
while also venerating lesser deities, who, though they did not rule over the
whole universe as did the one high God, were nevertheless considered divine.
‘The person who worships several gods, because he worships some one of
those which belong to the great God, even by this very action does that which
is loved by him’, wrote Celsus the second-century pagan philosopher.

Influenced by this understanding of the divine, some early Christian
apologists thought that in the polytheistic world of ancient Rome it was a
shrewd strategy to accentuate the pluralistic character of Christian conceptions
of the divine. Athenagoras, an apologist born in Athens who wrote in the
latter part of the second century, informs his critics, with barely concealed
glee at his cleverness in trumping an adversary:

Who...would not be amazed if he heard that folks who are called atheists bring
forth God the Father, God the Son, and the Holy Spirit...Nor does our teaching
concerning the Godhead stop there, but we also say that there is a host of angels
and ministers whom God...set in their places...

How can we be called atheists, implies Athenagoras, when we confess not
one God but three gods and many lesser divine beings who are associated
with these three? In Graeco-Roman society the pluralism of Christian theology
was not an embarrassment; for some it was a valuable selling point of the
new movement.

Other apologists used similar language. Justin Martyr, for example, said
that Christians honour Jesus Christ as the ‘son of the true God himself, and
hold him to be in the second rank and the prophetic spirit in the third rank’.
Origen of Alexandria even went so far as to use the term ‘second God’ with
reference to the Son. In a discussion with a Christian bishop from Arabia, he
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said, ‘we are not afraid to speak in one sense of two Gods, and in another
sense of one God’. As a temporary solution these ideas about the plurality of
gods helped early Christian thinkers to explain how Christ and the Holy
Spirit could be divine while retaining the belief that God is one, but under
closer examination such formulations proved unsatisfying and were eventually
discarded. For they seemed to make the Son and the Holy Spirit into ‘assistants’
to God, not ‘associates’. Plurality with respect to God, however, had impressed
itself on Christian thinkers from the very beginning.

Nevertheless when some in the churches heard theologians talk about a
second God or different ranks of deity they believed that something had gone
awry. After all, in becoming Christians they had been delivered from the
worship of many gods to serve the one true God. Wasn’t this talk of several
gods a reversion to the life they had left behind? At the beginning of the third
century, Tertullian of Carthage in North Africa, the first Christian thinker to
write in Latin, said that the rank and file among Christians (he called them
the ‘simple folk’) believed that in preaching ‘two or even three Gods’ the
Church’s belief in one God was compromised. They say, ‘We hold to the
monarchy’, the one single God who rules all things. Because they held to the
belief that there was one sole ruler, such Christians were called ‘monarchians’,
that is, adherents of belief in the single (monos) rule (arche) of God.

As one examines the writings of the criticism of monarchianism by the
Church’s leading thinkers, e.g. Irenaeus, Tertullian, or Origen in the early
period, it is evident that something deep within Christian tradition was
propelling Christian thinkers to move beyond received conceptions of God’s
oneness and unity. One of the sources for this ferment was of course the Bible
itself, not simply the New Testament, but also the Greek version of the Old
Testament, the Septuagint. Within some Jewish circles prior to the advent of
Christianity, ‘wisdom’ (sophia) was pictured not simply as a divine attribute
displaying God’s activity in the world, e.g. in creation, but also as a ‘divine
agent’, carrying out God’s purposes for humankind. In time ‘wisdom’, though
closely associated with God and identified with God, came to be conceived
of as having a kind of independent existence in the heavenly realm. An
important text is Wisdom of Solomon 7:

For wisdom is more mobile than any motion; because of her pureness she pervades
and penetrates all things. For she is a breath of the power of God, and a pure
emanation of the glory of the Almighty; therefore nothing defiled gains entrance
into her. For she is a reflection (apaugasma) of eternal light, a spotless mirror of
the working of God, and an image of his goodness.

(7:24-6)

In the Wisdom of Solomon wisdom is called ‘the fashioner of all things’ (7:22),
‘an associate in [God’s] works’ (8:4), a member of God’s heavenly council
who exists from eternity (24:9).
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The New Testament identifies Christ with Wisdom: ‘Christ the power of
God and the wisdom of God’ (1 Cor. 1:24). Hence one of the tasks of early
Christian thinkers was to draw out the implications of identifying Christ
with the figure of Wisdom as a divine agent portrayed in books such as the
Wisdom of Solomon and Proverbs. Of course, the New Testament had pointed
the way. For example, the opening sentences of the book of Hebrews use an
expression that echoes the book of Wisdom: Christ is the ‘reflection
(apaugasma) of God’s glory and the exact imprint of God’s very being’ (Heb.
1:3). In his treatise On First Principles Origen calls attention to the
correspondence between such texts in the New Testament and passages from
the Septuagint (besides the Wisdom of Solomon, also Prov. 8:22-5), as well
as other passages in the New Testament that speak of Christ as the image of
God, e.g. ‘image of the invisible God’ in Colossians (1:15). From these texts,
he concluded that the ‘wisdom of God has her subsistence nowhere else but
in him who is the beginning of all things’. Because Christ is the Wisdom of
God, argues Origen, he is rightfully called God. He is also called the ‘only-
son’ of God, the one whose origin is to be found in God. To say, then, that
Christ is the ‘image of God’ means that he shares God’s nature in the way
that a child shares the nature of his parents.

Origen realized that the term ‘wisdom’ was normally used adjectivally as
in the phrase ‘wise man’, that is, ‘wisdom’ referred to a quality or attribute or
characteristic of a person. In conventional usage wisdom did not designate
something that acted as an agent or existed independently of something else.
Applied to the doctrine of God, the question was whether wisdom (i.e. Christ)
was to be understood as having its own proper existence, or whether wisdom
was a way of talking about a mode of God’s existence in relation to human
beings. In technical theological language the question was whether the figure
of wisdom was to be ‘hypostasized’, i.e. understood as an independent entity,
albeit within God, what later theology would call ‘person’.

The presence of passages in the Septuagint that spoke of Wisdom as a
divine agent, indeed as the pre-eminent divine agent, helped Christians
understand the language of the New Testament and gave them an initial
conceptual framework to express, on the one hand, the belief that Christ is
God, and on the other, that he is not simply a divine attribute or emanation
but had his own proper existence. Wisdom, however, was only one ‘title’ for
Christ in the New Testament and only as it was interpreted in light of other
biblical titles, notably ‘son of God’ and “Word (logos) of God’, were Christian
thinkers able to do justice to the reality that they had come to know in Christ.
In his Commentary on the Gospel of John, Origen discussed these and other
titles at length, e.g., light, door, way, shepherd, king, life, et al., but it was
these three, ‘wisdom’, ‘son’, and ‘word’, that were most important in
formulating the Church’s doctrine of the Trinity.

Already in Origen’s day the meaning of the term logos had become a
matter of dispute within the Christian community. The question was asked
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whether ‘word” was to be taken in its conventional sense to mean something
which has no existence apart from the one who speaks the word, or whether
when used of Christ it had a different sense. The term logos occurs in the
LXX version of Psalm 45:2 (44:2) which reads: ‘My heart uttered a good
word.” The ‘word” mentioned here and the ‘word’ in the prologue of the
Gospel of St John were taken to be the same, and some Christians thought
the meaning of the term was plain. “Word’ was to be taken in its usual sense,
hence it designated ‘an utterance occurring in syllables’, i.e. a sound that
disappears as soon as it is heard. Applied to Christ this meant that he had no
existence apart from the Father.

Origen admits that it is difficult to understand how one can speak of a
‘word’ in the same way that one can speak of a ‘son’. Hence the term word
should be interpreted in conjunction with the title ‘son’, a term that implies
‘having life in itself. Though a son receives life from his mother he exists as a
human being independent of her. If the terms word and son are taken together
it is clear that ‘the word is distinct from God (the Father) and has its own
existence’. Origen reminds his reader that in reading the Bible one must discern
the ‘sense’ of the terms used; when one reads the term ‘door’ or ‘vine’ or
‘way’ no-one thinks that Christ is an actual door or a vine or a path. These
terms must be taken as intended, i.e. to refer to something spiritual that is
like a door or a vine. The word of God, then, must be understood as something
that is like a human word, but is not a human word. The ‘word of God’,
writes Origen, has its own ‘individuality, i.e. has life in itself, and in this way
is to be distinguished from word or reason in human beings, ‘which has no
individuality apart from us’. The Scriptures teach, says Origen, that the ‘Son
is other than the Father’, i.e. has his own proper existence.

Tertullian had come to a similar conclusion though his reasoning is
somewhat different. Like Origen he argued that the title in the Scriptures
should not be taken in isolation; no one title could be taken as definitive in
and of itself, not word, not son, not wisdom. The Scriptures speak of the
same ‘power...now with the name of wisdom, now with the designation word’.
The several titles complemented each other. Hence in answer to those who
took Psalm 45 (‘My heart has uttered a good word’) to imply no distinction
between God and his ‘word’, Tertullian cites other texts applied to Christ
that speak of Christ as the ‘son’. If one argues that the word spoken by the
Father cannot be distinguished from the Father, it would seem that the son in
Psalm 2:7, “You are my son, this day have I begotten you’, must be the same
as the Father, which is absurd.

Equally significant is Tertullian’s analysis of the term ‘word’ or ‘reason’,
logos in Greek, ratio in Latin. He argues that there is a sense in which reason
in human beings, and hence in God, can be understood to have its own
existence. Consider, says Tertullian, that as a human being made in the image
and likeness of God
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you have reason within yourself.... Consider how when you deliberate silently
within yourself by reason, this same action takes place within you [that takes
place in God], while reason accompanied by discourse (sermo) meets you at every
moment of your thought, at every impression of your consciousness; your every
thought is discourse, your every consciousness is reason; you must perforce speak
it in your mind, and while you speak it you experience as a partner in conversation
(conlocutorem) that discourse which has in it this very reason by which you speak
when you think in company of that [discourse] in speaking by means of which
you think.

Tertullian is making a simple but profound point. As human beings we think
of ourselves as a single person, with our own individual consciousness, and
we look at the world from the perspective of our unique and distinctive ‘ego’.
Yet it is the universal experience of human beings, because they are rational
creatures, that they have within themselves the power of reasoning. Reasoning
is always dialectical, i.e. it involves questioning, saying yes and then saying
no, a back and forth in the mind as words, ideas and concepts challenge,
criticize, or confirm each other. This silent dialogue takes place within the
mind without speaking a word. In thinking we become aware of an other
within ourselves. This other of course takes many different forms depending
on the topic and the purpose of our deliberations, whether we are thinking
alone or in discussion with someone else. Yet the other is always present in
the form of a question, an alternative, a doubt, a contrary proposal or
complementary thought. The very term ‘deliberation’ suggests that thinking
is a form of debate that goes on inside the self.

Because of the dialectical character of human reasoning, it is plausible,
argues Tertullian, to speak of a kind of second ‘person’ within us. ‘So in a
sort of way you have in you a second discourse by means of which you speak
by thinking and by means of which you think by speaking: discourse itself is
another [than you].” Tertullian is not interested in establishing a truth about
human psychology, though he wrote a large book dealing with the human
soul, but in drawing an analogy between the human mind and the nature of
God as God. Human beings were made in the ‘image and likeness of God’. If
it is the case that one can speak of a ‘partner in conversation’ in the human
mind, an ‘associate’ if you will, how much more completely...does this action
take place in God, whose image and similitude you are authoritatively declared
to be, that even while silent he has in himself reason, and in [that] reason
discourse’. Therefore it is not unreasonable to say that God is not a solitary
monad.

So I have been able without rashness to conclude that even then, before the
establishment of the universe, God was not alone, seeing he continually had in
himself Reason, and in Reason Discourse, which he made another beside himself
by activity within himself.
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NOT A SOLITARY GOD

The interpretation of the biblical titles of Wisdom, Word and Son took place
in conjunction with the account of Christ’s life as recorded in the Gospels.
The New Testament presents Christ as a human being born of a woman,
who lived the life of a child, grew to maturity, taught and worked miracles in
the villages and towns of Galilee, was crucified in Jerusalem, executed on a
cross, and three days after the his death rose to new life. This portrait was
indelibly part of Christian thought and experience. Hence when Christians
used phrases such the ‘wisdom of God’ or ‘word of God’, or said that in
Christ ‘the fullness of God dwelled bodily’, they had reference to a concrete
historical person as well as a divine being who existed in intimate fellowship
with God. What they knew of God’s Wisdom or Word was disclosed to them
not only through the Scriptures but also by the life of Christ, i.e. by what had
happened in history. The several titles were complementary and had to be
interpreted in relation to one another. God’s Wisdom may have been known
through reading the Septuagint, but the Son could not be clearly discerned in
the Septuagint without first knowing the Son who lived on this earth. As St
Irenaeus put it at the end of the second century: ‘according to the economy of
our redemption there is a father and a son’.

Irenaeus uses the term ‘economy’, an expression that is puzzling to modern
readers, but essential for understanding the Christian doctrine of the Trinity.
In Christian theology the term ‘economy’ designates God’s ordered self-
disclosure in creation, in the history of Israel and pre-eminently in the life,
death, and resurrection of Christ. Hence the term was used as a shorthand
way of referring to the Incarnation and the events that had followed from
God’s descent into human affairs, i.e. to the evangelical history. More than
any other term it captured what was unique to Christianity, and that in the
words of Ignatius of Antioch (early second century) was the suffering and
death of Christ: ‘Now the Gospel has something distinctive; the coming of
the Saviour, our Lord Jesus Christ, his suffering and resurrection.’

Tertullian’s chief argument against the ‘monarchians’ is that in claiming
to safeguard belief in the one God, they ignore the economy, i.e. the evangelical
history. They do not understand that ‘while they must believe in one God
only, yet they must believe in him along with his economy’. In his view, and
in the view of all early Christian thinkers, thinking about God has to begin
with history, specifically the appearance of God in the person of Christ.
Reasoning about God had to proceed differently now than it had before the
coming of Christ. The rank and file, whom Tertullian condescendingly calls
the ‘simple folk’ (simpliciores), fail to see this and ‘take fright at the economy’.

The difficulty with the ‘monarchians’ is that they steadfastly hold to
conceptions of God that were formed before the coming of Christ. Of course,
it should be acknowledged that the critics of monarchianism also suffered
from a kind of theological inertia. On certain points, e.g. notions of divine
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impassibility and immutability, they too clung to older conceptions of the
divine. Origen, for example, said that as a result of ‘God’s descent to human
affairs’, i.e. the economy, we ‘have been able to perceive clearly the true
conception of God’s nature’. Yet when he states what has been learned, he
uses conventional Greek categories: God is ‘incorruptible, simple,
uncompounded, and indivisible’. Tertullian was one thinker who realized
that the ‘economy’ required a more radical critique of earlier philosophical
notions of God than that provided by his contemporaries. But all agreed that
thinking about God had to begin with the economy, God’s ordered self-
disclosure in history. “The human mind’, writes Gregory of Nyssa, ‘can only
speak about God as it is instructed by God’s works’, i.e. what is disclosed in
the economy. The economy is the engine that drives Trinitarian thinking.

How important the ‘economy’ was in forcing Christians to revise their
ideas of God can be seen in a passage from the fourth-century Latin theologian,
Hilary of Poitiers, sometimes called the Athanasius of the West because, like
the latter, his contemporary, he spent most of his life, which spanned the
fourth century (he was born about 300 CE and died in 367), defending the
decrees of the Council of Nicaea (325 CE). He was also a biblical interpreter
from whom we have a commentary on the Gospel of Matthew and a
Commentary on the Psalms (covering about fifty psalms). But his greatest
achievement was a large work, On the Trinity, written at the height of the
Arian controversy. In this work Hilary not only shows he has mastered the
arguments of earlier writers but that he was able to rework them with great
originality. Hilary writes: “We cannot as true believers assert that God is one,
if we mean by it that he is alone...”. If God were solitary and alone, that
would give no place for his Word. If, on the other hand, we simply assert that
the Son is a second God alongside of the supreme God, we deny that God is
one. We must, says Hilary, confess: ‘though he is one he is not solitary’.

That Hilary would frame the issue in this way is significant. The Arians
had argued that the Son was not wholly divine. The Scriptures, for example,
called him the “first born of all creation’ (Col. 1:15) and other passages (e.g.
Prov. 8:22) suggested that he should be ranked as the highest of created beings.
In their response, the defenders of the Nicene formula (‘of one substance
with the Father’), Athanasius and others, tried to show, by an exegesis of
disputed texts from the Scriptures, that Christ was fully God. The question
raised by the Arians concerned the status of the Son, not the nature of God.
Hilary, of course, joined other Nicene thinkers in defending the full divinity
of the Son; but in the passage I have just cited he moves the debate into new
territory by making it a discussion of the nature of God.

His argument runs as follows. The first Christians were Jews and as Jews
they recited each day the ancient prayer of the Jews, the Shema, ‘Hear, O
Israel, the Lord your God is one.’ Since this is so, asks Hilary, what are we to
make of Thomas’ confession, ‘My Lord and my God’? How could Thomas
have confessed Jesus, a human being, as ‘my God’ and at the same time pray
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the Shema? How could a faithful Jew and apostle forget the divine command
to recite the Shema and make a new confession, that Christ is God, when he
knew that his very life depended on the confession that God is one? Thomas
had often heard Jesus say things such as ‘I and the Father are one’, and “all
things that the Father has are mine’, as we know from the Gospel of John.

What is striking about Hilary’s argument is that it is so consciously
historical. He explains that the facts of history, i.e. the ‘economy’, forced a
rethinking of the traditional way of conceiving God. Hilary envisions a time
at the very beginning of Christianity when all Christians were Jews and
continued to observe Jewish traditions. His comments indicate that he had
asked himself a question that I am sure many have asked, especially when
reading St Paul. How could a faithful Jew, formed by Jewish tradition and
accustomed to Jewish rites and prayers, for whom the most fundamental
article of faith was that God is one, how could Paul use such exalted language
about Christ and employ on occasion formulas of greeting that link Christ
with God, e.g.: ‘the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God, and the
fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you all’ (2 Cor. 13:13)?

Hilary’s answer is that everything was transformed with the resurrection
of Christ, and Thomas was the first to grasp the nature of the change. Once
Jesus was raised, Thomas ‘understood the whole mystery of the faith through
the power of the resurrection’. For ‘no nature is able to rise from death to life
by its own power except God’s nature’. Now, i.e. in light of the resurrection,
Thomas was able to confess Christ as God ‘without rupturing his loyalty to
the one God’, for he saw that his confession was not the ‘acknowledgement
of a second God, nor a betrayal of the unity of the divine nature’. The
resurrection of Christ teaches us, says Hilary, that God is not a ‘lonely God’
or an ‘isolated God’ (in solitudine), yet at the same time it does not teach us
that there are two Gods.

For Hilary, the resurrection of Jesus was the basis for rejecting a strictly
monistic view of God. One cannot exaggerate the significance of this reasoning
for the development of the Christian doctrine of the Trinity. The economy
not only reveals God’s purposes for humankind; it also discloses the inner life
of God. In the words of a contemporary theologian, Wolfhart Pannenberg:
‘As God reveals himself, so he is in his eternal deity’ (Pannenberg 1991:300).
Though God is ineffable and his ways beyond finding out, the Scriptures
teach that in Christ we come to know not only the ‘face’ of God but are able
to look within God. A striking text in this regard was Colossians 1:19, ‘In
[Christ] all the fullness of God was pleased to dwell.” With characteristic
boldness, Origen took this passage to mean that through God’s revelation in
Christ we become ‘spectators’ of the ‘depth of God’.

Hilary, then, has reason to say that through Christ’s resurrection the apostles
learned something of God that was not evident prior to the ‘economy’. He
expresses what is implicit in early Christian discussions of the Trinity and
states the reasoning that was at work in early Christian thinking about God.
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The event in Christ’s life that was decisive in God’s self-disclosure, the event
that sealed and completed his mission, was the resurrection from the dead.
Through the resurrection Christ’s unique relation to God was made apparent.
In the words of St Paul: Christ ‘was declared to be the Son of God with power
according to the spirit of holiness by resurrection from the dead’ (Rom. 1:3).

THE SON NEVER ACTS ALONE

What had been disclosed in the economy gave early Christian thinkers the
confidence to explore the nature of God afresh, guided of course by the
Scriptures. Thinking about God could no longer be carried on independently
of what had occurred in the evangelical history. Of course, in the strict sense
of the term, the argument that God was not a ‘solitary God” was not concerned
with the doctrine of the Trinity. The debate focused on the status of the Son
and whether the Son or Word is an emanation from the Father or whether he
has his own proper identity.

Christian language, however, is resolutely tripartite. This is most evident
in the formula used at Baptism: ‘in the name of the Father and of the Son and
of the Holy Spirit’. But there were also expressions within the Bible, e.g. the
greeting in 2 Corinthians 13:13 quoted above, or the opening words of 1
Peter: “To the exiles...who have been chosen and destined by God the Father
and sanctified by the Spirit to be obedient to Jesus Christ and to be sprinkled
with his blood” (1 Pet. 1:2). Of these passages J.N.D.Kelly wrote in Early
Christian Creeds:

In all of them there is no trace of fixity so far as their wording is concerned, and none
of them constitutes a creed in any ordinary sense of the term. Nevertheless the Trinitarian
ground-plan obtrudes itself obstinately throughout, and its presence is all the more
striking because more often than not there is nothing in the context to necessitate it.
The impression inevitably conveyed is that the conception of the threefold manifestation
of the Godhead was embedded deeply in Christian thinking from the start...

(Kelly 1950:23)

Although the Church’s language was ‘tripartite’, it would take time for the
doctrine of the Holy Spirit to be subjected to theological analysis. In the fifth
century Augustine wrote:

There has not been as yet, on the part of learned and distinguished investigators of
the Scriptures, a discussion [of the Holy Spirit] full enough or careful enough to
make it possible for us to obtain an intelligent conception of what also constitutes
his special individuality (proprium)...

By the end of the fourth century, as the teaching concerning the Son was
being given its definitive form, the same thinkers who had written works
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dealing with the status of the Son began to address the topic of the Holy
Spirit. Though their arguments deal with the distinctive work of the Holy
Spirit, their reasoning is not dissimilar to that used to discuss the doctrine of
the Son. That is, they argued for the divinity of the Holy Spirit from the
economy, e.g. the role of the Spirit in the work of Christ, as well as from the
gifts of the Spirit to the Church. History, as recorded in the Scriptures, and
experience, especially liturgical experience, were seen as complementary, each
serving to illuminate the other.

The reality of the Holy Spirit was evident in the Church’s life. In the central
prayer in the Christian liturgy, the prayer said over the bread and wine in the
Eucharist (the anaphora), the bishop besought the Holy Spirit to descend on
the gifts. In a third-century Roman example of the prayer, after reciting the
narration of the institution of the Eucharist, and bringing to memory the
saving death and resurrection of Christ, he continued:

And we pray that you would send your Holy Spirit upon the offerings of your
holy church; that gathering them into one, you would grant to all your saints who
partake of them to be filled with the Holy Spirit...

Likewise when a new bishop was consecrated, the other bishops laid hands
on the candidate and prayed:

Pour forth now that power which is yours of your royal Spirit which you gave to
your beloved servant Jesus Christ which he bestowed on his holy apostles... And
by the Spirit of high-priesthood give him authority to remit sins according to your
commandments...

Catechumens were baptized in the name of the Father and of the Son and of
the Holy Spirit and trinitarian doxologies were sprinkled throughout Christian
worship.

For the Christian doctrine of the Trinity these ‘experiences’ were
foundational. They were certain evidence that God’s presence among his
people was not restricted to the time of Christ’s sojourn on earth. The
Scriptures taught that after Christ’s departure the Spirit would be sent on his
followers: “When the Spirit of truth comes, he will guide you into all the
truth...” (John 16:9; 14:16 and 15:26). Beginning with the outpouring of the
Holy Spirit on Pentecost and continued in the spiritual gifts in the life of the
Church, these promises had been confirmed. ‘Having received the promise of
the Holy Spirit, he had poured out this that you both see (!) and hear’ (Acts
2:33). Just as Christ had given evidence of who he was when he dwelled on
earth, so the Spirit gave evidence of his presence in the sacraments, in the
witness of the martyrs and the lives of holy men and women, in the bishops.
The latter was no less certain than the former. Gregory of Nazianzus writes:
‘The Spirit dwells among us, offering us a most clear display of himself
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The opponents of the developing Trinitarian theology, however, argued that
the Nicene theologians ‘bring in a strange God [the Holy Spirit] of whom
Scripture is silent’. Everyone knew of course that the Spirit was mentioned in the
Scriptures, in, for example, the baptismal formula in Matthew 28 or the triadic
greeting at the end of 2 Corinthians as well as in many other places. Atissue was
whether the work of redemption was solely the work of God in Christ or was
accompanied and completed by the work of the Holy Spirit. In response to this
challenge Christian thinkers pointed to those passages that link specific actions
in Christ’s life with the work of the Spirit. ‘Consider the following’, writes
Gregory of Nazianzus in his theological oration on the Holy Spirit:

Christ is born, the Spirit is his forerunner (Luke 1:35); Christ is baptized, the
Spirit bears witness (Luke 3:21-2); Christ is tempted, the Spirit leads him up (Luke
4:2,14); [Christ] works miracles, the Spirit accompanies him (Matt. 12:28); Christ
ascends, the Spirit takes his place (Acts 1:8-9).

In the Scriptures Christ’s works are not presented as activities of the Son
alone. God’s revelation in Christ is made possible through the presence of the
Holy Spirit. The tripartite nature of God is evident in the way Father, Son
and Spirit relate to each other in the events of revelation.

Gregory of Nyssa writes:

With regard to the divine nature...we do not learn [from the Scriptures] that the
Father does something on his own, in which the Son does not co-operate, or that
the Son acts on his own without the Spirit. Rather every operation which extends
from God to creation and is designated according to our different conceptions of
it has its origin in the Father, proceeds through the Son, and reaches its completion
by the Holy Spirit.

It is sometimes said that the doctrine of the divinity of the Holy Spirit is a
deduction based on the logic of Christian thinking about the status of the
Son. There is some truth to this view, but it does not do justice to the explicit
statements in the Scriptures about the work of the Spirit in the economy. For
example, Romans 8:11:

If the Spirit of Him who raised Jesus from the dead [note that Father, Son and
Spirit are involved in a single activity] dwells in you, he who raised Christ from the
dead will give life to your mortal bodies also through his Spirit that dwells in you.

Athanasius of Alexandria cites this passage in his first Letter to Serapion, an
important document from Christian antiquity in which biblical texts on the
Holy Spirit are expounded. In the same letter he also cites 1 John 4:12-13. If
we love one another, God lives in us, and his love is perfected in us. By this
we know that we abide in him and he in us, because he has given of us his
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Spirit’, glossing that verse with the words from the Gospel, “Those who love
me will keep my word, and my Father will love them, and we will come to
them and make our home with them’ (John 14:23). From these and other
passages, Athanasius concludes that through the gift of the Holy Spirit we
share in God’s life and become heirs of God with Christ. “The Spirit’, writes
Athanasius, ‘is no stranger to the Son.’

The Son always acts in conjunction with the Holy Spirit, never on his
own. On that point the Scriptures were clear. To be sure the Bible does not
make explicit statements about the divine status of the Holy Spirit; but neither
does it say explicitly that Christ is ‘God” without qualifier. In the Scriptures,
however, the Spirit is called a gift of living water (John 7:39) that brings life
to those who receive it. He is the one who ‘gives life’ to our mortal bodies
(Rom. 8:11). Unlike creatures who receive life from someone other than
themselves, the Holy Spirit bestows life and sanctification. Commenting on
the phrase in John 1:13, ‘begotten of God’, Cyril of Alexandria wrote: “Those
who have been reborn by the Spirit through faith are called and indeed are
begotten of God.” When the Spirit dwells in us we become ‘temples of God’
(1 Cor. 3:16; 2 Cor. 6:16). Only God could rise from death to life, and only
God can bestow life. Again and again Christian thinkers argue that in the
Scriptures the activity of the Spirit is the work of God, a point echoed in our
century by Karl Barth. ‘According to these statements [in the Scriptures] the
work of the Holy Spirit in revelation is a work which can be ascribed only to
God and which is thus expressly ascribed to God’ (Barth 1936:467).

The Fathers also observed that in some passages the biblical writers speak
not only of the work of the Spirit in the economy, but also of the Spirit’s life
within God. An important text is 1 Corinthians 2:10:

The Spirit searches everything, even the depths of God. For what human being
knows what is truly human except the human spirit that is within? So also no one
truly comprehends what is truly God’s except the Spirit of God.

In his book on the Holy Spirit, written in the late fourth century, Basil
interpreted this text (he cites it twice) along lines similar to those that Tertullian
had pursued in his discussion of the term ‘word’. He writes: ‘But the greatest
proof that the Spirit is one with the Father and the Son is that He is said to
have the same relationship to God as the spirit within us has to us.” As God is
revealed, so is the internal life of God.

BIBLICAL LANGUAGE AND DIVINE KINSHIP

The shape of the classical doctrine of the Trinity was given by the Holy
Scriptures. The Church Fathers insisted that the Scriptures held a privileged
place in Christian thinking. Consequently they were chary of efforts to ‘translate’
its terms and concepts into a conceptual idiom that was thought to be more
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intelligible. To be sure, some thinkers, for example Gregory of Nyssa, drew on
philosophical terms and concepts to aid in expounding the Bible. Yet even
Gregory believed that the biblical language was irreplaceable. This is apparent
in a fascinating exchange between Gregory of Nyssa and a fellow bishop who
was sharply critical of the creed adopted at Nicaea. The question had arisen
whether the biblical terms, ‘Father’, ‘Son’, ‘Holy Spirit’, could be replaced by
other terms that were more precise philosophically. In place of the Father, Son
and Holy Spirit, Eunomius had substituted what he considered more appropriate
expressions: ‘the highest and most authentic being’ to designate the Father;
‘the one who exists because of that being and after that being has supremacy
over all the rest’ for the Son; and a ‘third...subject to the one because of causation
and to the other because of the activity by which it exists’ for the Holy Spirit.

The difficulty with Eunomius’ proposal, says Gregory, is that in the name
of precision and accuracy, he ignores the scriptural names of Father, Son and
Holy Spirit, which have been used by Christians in all parts of the world
since they were first handed on by the earliest Christian communities. It is
neither ‘pious nor safe to alter the text of the creed [or the Bible] in this new
direction’, says Gregory.

Now one might reply that Gregory, by appealing to the authority of
Scripture and tradition, ignores the real issue, i.e. how is the language of the
Scripture to be adapted, and perhaps reformulated, so that it becomes
intelligible to people who have been formed in a Hellenistic culture? Eunomius’
translation of the scriptural language was based on a judgement as to what
was philosophically intelligible within Graeco-Roman culture. The language
of the Bible, as interpreted by Christian tradition, cut against the grain of
what were considered well-grounded conceptions of the nature of divinity.

Gregory was of course as much aware of the philosophical difficulties of
traditional conceptions of the divine as was Eunomius. Yet he defends the
scriptural language and offers arguments as to why it should be preserved
and more, why it is to be preferred over the terms proposed by Eunomius.
The words one uses, argues Gregory, cannot be indiscriminately exchanged,
as though what they designate will remain the same no matter what the
vehicle. Words carry connotations and associations, they are not referential.
They bear dimensions of meaning that would be lost if they are replaced by
other terms. This is particularly true of metaphorical words such as Father
and Son. The term Father, for example, is quite different from ‘supreme and
absolute being’, and Son from ‘one existing after the other’, because when
the words Father and Son are spoken, the listener recognizes at once ‘the
proper and natural relationship to one another’ that the terms imply. These
terms signify a relationship that the others do not. By abandoning the terms
‘Father’ and ‘Son’ Eunomius does not simply jettison the biblical language,
he also abandons ‘the idea of relationship which enters the ear with the words’.

The point important for our consideration is that the terms Father and
Son, in contrast for example to words such as Logos or Wisdom, are directly
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related to the revelation of God in Christ, i.e. to the economy. The term
‘father’ is seldom used in the Old Testament to speak of God. It occurs in
some key passages, e.g. in the oracle to David, transmitted by the prophet
Nathan, that God will establish an everlasting kingdom in which he will be a
‘Father’ to the house of Israel (2 Sam. 7:14). It also also occurs occasionally
in the prophets, but it only appears eleven times in the Old Testament with
respect to God, whereas in the New Testament Jesus invokes God as ‘Father’
over 170 times. The New Testament intensifies the identification of God as
Father. Gregory realized that the terms Father and Son, which came into
general use among Christians because of God’s appearance in Christ, imply a
‘kinship’ between Father and Son that is at the heart of the Trinitarian theology.
By abandoning the terms Father, Son and Holy Spirit, Eunomius is forced to
jettison the very thing that is most distinctive of God.

The idea of kinship suggested that ‘relation’ is a primary characteristic of
the divine life. The term “father’, for example, does not designate God’s ‘nature’
but an internal relation within God. Likewise other terms that were used in
Trinitarian theology, for example ‘unbegotten’ (agen[njetos) and ‘Begotten
(gen[n]etos),were not abstract terms to speak of what is characteristic of divinity;
‘unbegotten’ (the term used for God as the source of all things) is a relative
term like the word Father. It names the ‘relation in which the Father stands to
the Son, and the Son to the Father’, writes Gregory of Nazianzus. The profound
truth, learned from the economy, that the Son (or Wisdom or Word) was not
simply an emanation from God but must be conceived as an ‘other’, a ‘co-
speaker’, or associate, gave ‘relation’ a primary role in conceiving of God. As
Robert Jenson writes: “The original point of trinitarian dialectics is to make the
relations between the identities...and therewith the temporal structures of
evangelical history, constitutive in God’ (Jenson 1982:119). God’s works, as
presented in the Scriptures, are never the activities of a solitary God.

How this truth, that relations between the ‘persons’ of the Trinity were
constitutive of God, was lived and experienced by Christians is most evident,
as already noted, in the Church’s Liturgy, preeminently in the anaphora, the
great prayer said over the gifts of bread and wine, and in the rite of baptism.
But it also took root in Christian spirituality and speculative theology as can
be seen in a book written by Richard of St Victor, a twelfth-century Latin
theologian. If we agree, he says, that God is love, as we learn from the First
Epistle of John, then we can say that this love is exhibited first and foremost
in the love between the Father and the Son. Of course, some would say that
the primary form of love that is found in the Scriptures is the love God has
‘toward his own creation’. But such love, responds Richard, can hardly be
called ‘supreme love’, for how could God love one supremely who is not
deserving of supreme love?

Richard is an earlier scholastic, and in the fashion of medieval theology,
he presents his argument, not in the fashion of the Church Fathers, i.e. by
citing scriptural texts (except as a starting point), but by drawing inferences
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from what is already known. Hence he says in order that ‘fullness of love
might have a place within God’, it was necessary that a divine person have a
relation with an ‘equally worthy person’, and such a person would, perforce,
have to be divine. For just as love demands a plurality of persons, for one
cannot love unless there is an other, someone to receive the love, so ‘supreme
love demands equality of persons’.

By making love the central feature of the relation of the persons, and not the
analogy of the mind as Augustine had (he had explored the possibilities of a
trinity of love in his De Trinitate), Richard was able to accent not only the
plurality of persons but also the distinctive character of the relations within
God. That is, he found a way that made ‘plurality’ or ‘associates’ within God
necessary, for in giving the Holy Spirit an equal place in the divine life, he
helped make Christian theology genuinely trinitarian, not simply binitarian.

In a remarkable passage that could only be written by someone who loved
God but had also known human love, Richard wrote:

Where equal benevolence exists in either person it is necessary that each with
equal desire and for a similar reason should seek out a sharer of his excellent joy.
For when two persons who mutually love embrace each other with supreme longing
and take supreme delight in each other’s love, then the supreme joy of the first is
in intimate love of the second, and conversely the excellent joy of the second is in
love of the first.

But then he adds:

As long as the first is loved by the second, he alone seems to possess the delights of
his excellent sweetness. Similarly, as long as the second does not have someone
who shares in love for a third, he lacks the sharing of excellent joy. In order that
both may be able to share delights of that kind, it is necessary for them to have
someone who shares in love for a third.

In Augustine the Spirit was the love that binds the Father and the Son, in
Richard love was a third person without whom the love of the Father and the
Son for each other was incomplete.

ASSOCIATORS

The Muslims use a very distinctive term to apply to the Christians. They call
them ‘associators’. The word first occurs in Christian literature in St John of
Damascus who was born a generation after the Muslim conquest of the Middle
East (675 CE). His father was the chief representative of the Christians to the
Caliph who resided in Damascus and John who spoke Arabic had contact
with Muslim thinkers. In his monumental work the Fount of Wisdom, written
when he was a monk at the monastery of Mar Saba in Palestine, he includes
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a long chapter on Islam, one of the first efforts of a Christian thinker to
respond to the challenge of the new religion that had arisen in Arabia several
generations earlier. {The Muslims] call us Associators’, he writes, ‘because,
they say, we introduce beside God an associate to Him by saying that Christ
is the Son of God and God.” John was not simply passing on something he
had heard from Muslim critics in Damascus or Palestine. He had studied the
Koran and knew that the charge could be found in the sacred book of the
Muslims. In Surah 3, The House of Imram, it reads:

Say, ‘People of the book! Come now to a word common between us and you, that
we serve none but God, and that we associate nothing with Him, and do not some
of us take others as Lords, apart from God.’

(Koran 3:54)

In the same treatise John of Damascus alludes to an even more explicit passage
from the Koran dealing with the deficiencies of the Christian doctrine of
God. Muhammad, says John, said that there is one God ‘who was neither
begotten nor has he begotten’. The reference here is to Surah 112 which in its
entirety reads: ‘In the Name of God, the Merciful, the Compassionate. Say:
“He is God, One, God, the Everlasting Refuge, who has not begotten, and
has not been begotten, and no one is equal to Him.”” It is clear from this
Surah that Muhammad was familiar with the Christian doctrine of the Trinity,
indeed the Koran gives an Arabic translation of two of the technical terms
used in Trinitarian theology, begotten and unbegotten, gen[njetos and
agen(nletos.

The Muslim critics were correct. The Christians were associators. Because
of the economy, they found it necessary to say that God the Father had
associates. What is more, in response to the Muslims, Christian thinkers urged
that such a way of conceiving God was preferable not simply because it was
reasonable, but because it was found in the biblical tradition that Muslims
shared with Christians and Jews and that was evident in the Koran. In
discussion with Muslims, John of Damascus does not begin with arguments
about the nature of God in general. The Koran, he notes, speaks of the “Word’
and also of the ‘Spirit’. In saying that the Word and the Spirit are ‘outside of
God’, and hence in ‘trying to avoid making associates of God’, Muslim thinkers
have ‘mutilated God’. He continues:

It would be better to say that God has an associate than to mutilate God and deal
with him as if he were a stone, or wood, or any of the inanimate objects. Therefore
you accuse us falsely by calling us Associators; we, however, call you Mutilators

of God.

St Hilary’s phrase ‘not a solitary God’ was felicitous. In its original setting it
was a tentative effort to find a way of explaining that after the coming of
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Christ it was not possible to conceive of God as a solitary monad. Though
God was still confessed as one, God was not alone. But it led to more. If God
is not solitary and exists always in relation, there can be no talk of God that
does not involve love. Love unites Father, Son and Holy Spirit, love brings
God into relation with the world, and by love human beings cleave to God
and to one another.
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CHRISTENDOM: MEDIEVAL
CHRISTIANITY

David d’Avray

THE LATE DEVELOPMENT OF CHRISTENDOM

The term ‘medieval Christendom’ is normally applied to the Latin West, and
tends to call to mind an ‘Age of Faith’ beginning with the conversion of the
barbarian conquerors of the Western Roman Empire, reaching its apogee
under papal leadership between the late eleventh and the early thirteenth
century, then sliding into the decline which would in the end provoke the
Reformation. That schema is not particularly accurate. Only from the
beginning of the thirteenth century did Greek Christianity become separated
unambiguously from Latin ‘Christendom’, although the drastic transformation
of the Western Church from the mid-eleventh century—the battle for a celibate
clergy independent of the laity, the crusades, new religious orders, and close
papal government—had widened the gap between the two sectors. For all
the religious energy of the period beginning circa 1050, it is unclear whether
an articulate version of Christianity was available to the laity en masse before
the mid-thirteenth century if not later, so one cannot straightforwardly describe
the whole period as an Age of Faith (even if one leaves aside the history of
dissidence and unbelief). Moreover, the strong papacy which had orchestrated
religious change from the eleventh century did not degenerate into a merely
political institution in the last medieval centuries. Except perhaps during the
Great Schism from 1378 to 1417 the institution remained close to the
mainstream of theological development and religious enthusiasm. In a sense,
therefore, Christendom only really came into being in the later stages of the
period covered by this chapter. One may, of course, use ‘Christendom’ as a
term of convenience for the medieval period in its religious aspect, provided
one bears in mind the foregoing qualifications, as also the more obvious
point that the period from the fall of the Roman Empire in the West to the
Protestant Reformation of the sixteenth century does not have much meaning
as a unit in the history of Greek Christianity.
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‘CHURCH’ AND ‘STATE’ IN THE MIDDLE AGES

Even for the West the limits of the period cannot be drawn sharply. In the
West, as in the East, some of the characteristics acquired by Christianity
under the Christian Empire before c.400 were carried over into the succeeding
period: notably the interestingly ambiguous relation between religion on the
one hand and secular culture and government on the other. In many (if not
most) religions, there is no real distinction between Church and State, religion
and culture, except in modern times when it has been unconsciously and
widely implanted by Western influence. Christianity, however, grew up out
of a Jewish tradition quite distinct from (even if influenced by) the dominant
rhetorical culture of the Roman Empire. More important still, perhaps, the
Church’s own structures of hierarchical authority were well developed before
the Empire turned Christian. In its formative phase, Christianity had faced
the indifference or hostility of classical culture, and imperial authority; thus
to regard them as essential and intrinsic aspects of the religion would involve
an almost unthinkable volte face. On the other hand, classical culture was
almost irresistibly attractive and the conversion of the Empire seemed like a
miracle. Greek philosophy had supplied conceptual weapons to Christian
apologists from St Paul onwards, and the legitimacy of imperial authority
per se had some scriptural authority behind it (Rom. 13). The outcome was
an attitude of mind which sought to distinguish, but not separate, secular
and sacred (with respect both to culture and to government). In any case,
there was never any practical possibility of popes controlling Europe politically,
even in the thirteenth century. Conversely, the papacy provided a counter-
weight to royal and imperial domination of religious affairs in the West,
especially in relation to the post-Carolingian German Empire between ¢.1100
and ¢.1300, but also to a real if varying extent outside these limits. Even the
Eastern Emperor’s control of his church was to some degree hemmed in,
during the early Middle Ages (notably during the Acacian schism and the
Iconoclastic controversy) by the tendency of his opponents to look to Rome.
In the later Middle Ages, on the other hand, Greek Emperors pushing for
union with Rome faced fierce opposition from monks and many others in the
East. Although the Byzantine Emperors legislated for the church in their
territory, and exercised enormous influence over religious affairs, they were
not thought to possess overriding authority in this sphere. The Patriarch of
Constantinople was by no means necessarily a tool of the Emperor: witness
the opposition to the fourth marriage of the Emperor Leo VI, or the strong
patriarchs of the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries.

EAST AND WEST IN THE EARLY MIDDLE AGES

The Eastern and Western halves of the Christian world obviously had much
in common apart from their attitude to the secular: notably monasticism, the
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structuring of the day for monks (at least) by prayers consisting largely of
psalms, the arrangement of the year to commemorate the birth of Christ, his
death and resurrection, etc., not to mention fundamental things such as the
mass and the doctrines of the Three, Father, Son and Holy Spirit, in one God,
and two natures in Christ. None of these things, obviously, are universal in
the history of Christianity when viewed as a whole.

In the fifth and sixth centuries, moreover, close connections were maintained
between the two worlds. Both were centred on the Mediterranean. Popes
were drawn deeply into otherwise principally Eastern disputes about what
the union of natures in Christ implied. Except when pitted against an emperor,
popes were only too eager to remain under imperial protection, in the tradition
of the Christian Empire. In the sixth century, Justinian actually reconquered
Italy, though it was soon lost to the Lombards.

The failure of Byzantine emperors to find the means to protect Rome from
the Lombard threat must slowly have diminished papal anxiety to stay within
the imperial fold. Because of the astonishing conquests of the Arabs, the
Mediterranean ceased to be a Christian lake by the end of the seventh century.
In the meantime, papal preoccupations were being drawn northwards to
England, where the mission sent by Gregory the Great at the end of the sixth
century had taken root, after initial reverses. Together with Irish monks (who
were with time won over to Roman ways) this mission created a church
where it was possible to appeal to Rome in a manner that anticipates the
central Middle Ages. The close links between England and Rome had
farreaching consequences, for it was missionaries from England, above all St
Boniface, who were able to convert the pagan parts of Germany in the eighth
century, and they worked closely and deferentially with the popes.

THE WESTERN AND EASTERN EMPIRES

Both the English missionaries and the Popes received protection from the
Carolingian dynasty which had, by the mid-eighth century, become supreme
de facto in the realm of the Franks. When the Lombards seemed finally to be
on the point of engulfing Rome, the papal call for help was answered by the
Carolingian Pepin, who crushed them. Shortly after that, in 751, the Pope
duly agreed that the last Merovingian king should lose his royal office (which
had long been purely nominal) to Pepin. This was at a time when the Emperor
in Byzantium was attacking the use of religious images, which made him
heretical in papal eyes. Thus a combination of things had shifted papal
orientation decisively to the West by the mid-eighth century. Finally, on
Christmas day 800, another Pope crowned Pepin’s son Charlemagne as
Emperor, a ritual which has been variously interpreted but which marks at
least symbolically the end of the papacy’s (admittedly stormy) love affair
with the imperial power in Constantinople.

Nonetheless the Eastern and Western halves of the Christian world
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remained more or less united. The ninth-century conflict between Pope
Nicholas T and Photius was a messy but temporary interlude. The evidence
for some other alleged manifestations of division does not stand up to close
examination. Thus for instance it has been maintained that Patriarch Sisinnios
IT (996-8) brought out the anti-Roman encyclicals of Photius, which had
fallen into oblivion, under his own name. Although these encyclicals can be
found attributed to Sisinnios in later manuscripts, other manuscripts attribute
them to men who could not possibly have held the views they contain: in
short, there is no trusting these late attributions (Beck 1980:127).

The course of a dispute over the fourth marriage of the Byzantine Emperor
Leo IV shows the continued desire of the Greeks for communion even in
strained circumstances. Greek Christianity frowned on re-marriage after a
spouse’s death, and Emperor Basil I, Leon VI’s father, went so far as to declare
a fourth marriage not only forbidden but invalid. The mortality rate of Leo
VI’s wives was high, however, and in 906 he married for the fourth time; so
the Patriarch Nikolaos Mystikos banned the Emperor from participation in
the liturgy. The Emperor put the question of the possibility of a fourth marriage
to the Pope and the Eastern Patriarchs. The papal legates who subsequently
arrived decided in favour of the Emperor. The dispute rumbled on for a long
time, well after the death of Leo. Though leading Byzantine churchmen were
at odds during this time, there was at least a consensus, reaffirmed by a
synodal decision in 920, that fourth marriages should not be permitted.
Nikolaos wrote twice after this decision to try and persuade the Pope to join
the Byzantine consensus, but the papacy appeared to have maintained a
diplomatic silence—perhaps because of genuine disagreement between Western
and Eastern thinking on this issue. Finally Nikolaos made overtures for
reconciliation without any conditions, and this time the Pope responded.
This episode left unresolved the question of how genuine differences of
principle between the Churches should be settled. It was evident that the two
halves of the 