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It is important for a student of Old Testament theology to take into full account the claim that our interpretive work now happens in a new context concerning both power and knowledge. While Walther Eichrodt’s and Gerhard von Rad’s works are relatively recent, in terms of interpretive work we are now situated a long way from them. We have suggested that Leo Perdue’s phrase “the collapse of history” refers not only to changed methods, but also to the cultural assumptions and political supports that made interpretive work of a certain kind tenable through the twentieth century.
The Postmodern Interpretive Situation
As yet no consensus exists about how to characterize the new sociopolitical-interpretive situation, but here I shall use the term postmodern. I have no special brief for that term, but take it as a shorthand reference to the end of a cultural period that was dominated by objective positivism that made a thin kind of historical scholarship possible, and that granted interpretive privilege to certain advantaged perspectives.﻿1﻿ Without lingering over the term itself, I suggest several facets of our new sociopolitical-interpretive situation that operate with reference to doing Old Testament theology.
Pluralistic Context
Interpretation now takes place in a new political situation. In an older political situation that was tightly controlled and largely homogeneous, it was not necessary or perhaps even possible to notice that interpretive work took place in a political situation—but of course it did. Our awareness of that reality has now changed drastically.
The great new fact of interpretation is that we live in a pluralistic context, in which many different interpreters in many different specific contexts representing many different interests are at work on textual (theological) interpretation. The old consensus about limits and possibilities of interpretation no longer holds. Thus interpretation is no longer done by a small, tenured elite, but interpretive voices and their very different readings of the texts come from many cultures in all parts of the globe, and from many subcultures even in Western culture.﻿2﻿ The great interpretive reality is that there is no court of appeal behind these many different readings. There is no court of appeal beyond the text itself, and we are learning in new and startling ways how remarkably supple the text is and how open the varied readings are. The postmodern situation is signified precisely by the disappearance of any common, universal assumption at the outset of reading.
This new situation means, inevitably, that varied interpretations conflict and clash. Paul Ricoeur had already seen this in his programmatic statement, Conflict of Interpretations. Alasdair MacIntyre, in Three Rival Versions of Moral Enquiry and Whose Justice? Which Rationality?﻿3﻿ has argued that in general, the intellectual landscape is occupied by competing construals and accounts of moral reality in which there is no arbiter. The same applies to Old Testament theology, theology. We now have rival accounts or construals of Old Testament theology, of which the most visible alternatives appear to be canonical, liberationist in its several submodels, and historical-critical, which tends to yield a minimalist or skeptical account of the matter. These rival accounts inevitably conflict, not only in what they conclude, but in what interpretive questions they deem legitimate. The conflict cuts to the core of the matter of interpretation.
Moreover, it is now clear that such rival accounts of the interpretive project, while each is surely held in good faith, are not at all innocent. Each of these rival accounts is in fact the advocacy of a vested interest, which may be highly visible or hidden. One obvious practice of interest is that of feminist interpretation, a subset of liberation reading, which intends at least to expose the patriarchal oppression that is present in the text and in the history of interpretation.﻿4﻿ Less obvious, but undoubted in my judgment, is the interest at work in what has come to be called canonical perspective, in which outcomes are predictably conservative and in line with the classical consensus of Protestantism.﻿5﻿ Less obvious but surely operative is the interest of historical critics who seem to believe that any theological interpretation that credits the ostensive theological affirmations of the text is fideistic and obscurantist, and who in the practice of skepticism champion a kind of innocent autonomy—that is, the old-line innocence of the Enlightenment. This position in theological interpretation seems to regard any theological interest as inherently authoritarian, so that the old drama between Gottfried Leibniz and Jacques Bossuet is replayed.﻿6﻿ My only insistence here is that this positivistic position is no more innocent concerning theological interpretation than are the liberationist and the canonical.
There seems to be no way out of this competitive, conflictual situation; there are no “answers in the back of the book” to which all will assent—not critical, not classical, not advocacy. Moreover, it is apparent that every such advocacy—whether an admitted one (liberationist), or one in the service of the creedal tradition (canonical), or one in the service of Enlightenment autonomy (critical)—is readily checked and seemingly countered in the treatment of any text by the citation of a countertext, which can most often be identified, or by the offer of a counterinterpretation.
We now recognize that there is no interest-free interpretation, no interpretation that is not in the service of some interest and in some sense advocacy. Indeed, it is an illusion of the Enlightenment that advocacy-free interpretation can exist. Interpretation as advocacy is an ongoing process of negotiation, adjudication, and correction. This means, most likely, that there can be no right or ultimate interpretation, but only provisional judgments for which the interpreter is prepared to take practical responsibility, and which must always yet again be submitted to the larger conflictual conversation.﻿7﻿ Therefore any adequate interpretive conclusion is likely to enjoy its adequacy only for a moment. Such an interpretive enterprise is a profound departure from the older, long-established hegemonic work of interpretations in which one could enjoy “assured results.” In my judgment, however, faithful interpretation—that is, interpretation congruent with the text being interpreted, requires a willingness to stay engaged in such an adjudicating process and not to retreat to a separated interpretive community.
The warrant for such an interpreting process is that precisely this kind of process is evident in the biblical text itself. Whereas in the older criticism it was commonly thought that Israelite religion could be understood in a singular, straight-line development, we now recognize otherwise. Rainer Albertz, in an important advance concerning the history of Israelite religion, shows that Israel’s religion, and thus the texts, are incessantly pluralistic.﻿8﻿ On every religious question the matter is under dispute, and we frequently are able to identify the several voices to the adjudication that are sounded in the text. Albertz, moreover, concludes that the canon itself is a compromise, in which no party to the adjudication is silenced or driven from the field, meaning from the text,﻿9﻿ and no party completely dominates.
Thus if Albertz is correct, the faith of Israel as given in the Old Testament has no agreed-on consensus point, but the canon itself is an exercise in adjudication. Much that the scholarly community has regarded as editing or redaction is in fact that ongoing work of adjudication, in which any settled point is reached only provisionally and is in turn subject to reconsideration. I shall argue, then, that theological interpretation as ongoing adjudication is faithful to the character of the text itself. This process, moreover, applies not only to this or that subject, but to the very character of Yahweh, the God of Israel. Yahweh, in the life of the text, is pulled this way and that by the adjudicating rhetoric of Israel. And any theological interpretation must take care not to cover over the process by which the God of the Bible is made available to us.
In assessing this new interpretive awareness, Rowan Williams has commented that the several texts, which are not easily harmonized with each other, are in fact “bids” for a truth-statement, each of which must make its way and live in the presence of other serious “bids.”﻿10﻿ To wish for a more settled interpretive process is to wish for something that is not available in the Old Testament, and no amount of historical criticism or canonical interpretation can make it so. Our interpretive work is to attend to the way in which these several bids live in tension with each other and occasionally prevail over each other. Interpretation, in the end, cannot overcome the irascibly pluralistic character of the text.
The Role of Rhetoric
Because the work and life of the Old Testament text is primarily to state competing claims, primary attention must be given to the rhetoric and the rhetorical character of faith in the Old Testament. We have already noticed, in the ancient dispute of Plato with the Sophists, and again in the Enlightenment, the propensity to empty rhetoric of any serious power. Our intellectual inheritance has characteristically preferred “being” to rhetoric, and therefore has assumed that metaphysics is a much more serious matter than is speech. The outcome is that issues of God are foreclosed before disputatious utterance rather than in and through disputatious utterance. But the adjudication that must take place in the midst of pluralism places speech at the center of Israel’s life of faith and positions metaphysics as a by-product of provisional triumphs of rhetoric.
Thus our current, postmodern situation of interpretation cannot easily appeal to any essentialist tradition in an attempt to articulate the faith of Israel. Rather the interpreter must be an at-risk participant in a rhetorical process in which being is regularly at stake in and through utterance. The issues are exceedingly difficult, but we must at least recognize that what has passed for an essentialist or realist position has in fact been the attempt of hegemonic speech that sought to silence all alternative utterance. In the adjudicating pluralism of the Old Testament, however, any would-be hegemonic speech that claims essentialist privilege is unable to silence other speech, and therefore is unable to establish hegemonic utterances as essence. We are pressed back to the persuasive process of speech. It is my judgment that while the Old Testament can make assumptions about and claims for what is real, it is unable and unwilling to do so by way of silencing countervoices.
Thus it appears to me that in a practical way, speech leads reality in the Old Testament. Speech constitutes reality, and who God turns out to be in Israel depends on the utterance of the Israelites or, derivatively, the utterance of the text.﻿11﻿ We are so long practiced in hegemonic utterance that such a claim about speech being constitutive of reality is exceedingly difficult for us. I shall argue, nonetheless, that practically and concretely, the very character of God in the Old Testament depends on the courage and imagination of those who speak about God, and who in speaking make available to Israel (and belatedly to the church) not only God, but a specific God of a very odd and unprecedented kind. Brevard Childs writes, in his canonical approach, about “the reality of God” behind the text itself.﻿12﻿ In terms of Old Testament theology, however, one must ask, What reality? Where behind? It is clear that such an approach as that of Childs derives its judgments from somewhere else, from an essentialist tradition, claims about God not to be entertained in the Old Testament text itself. In doing Old Testament theology, one must be vigilant against importing claims from elsewhere. I do not imagine in what follows that I am sufficiently vigilant, but I agree that the issue is urgent and therefore merits our continuing attention.
In an analysis of classic literature, Richard Lanham has made a compelling and helpful distinction between “the serious man” (homo seriosus) and “the rhetorical man” (homo rhetoricus).﻿13﻿ While it may be true that the Platonic tradition and the entire tradition of classical theology have been conducted by “the serious man,” I insist that it is characteristic of the Old Testament, and characteristically Jewish, that God is given to us (and exists as God “exists”) only by the dangerous practice of rhetoric. Therefore in doing Old Testament theology we must be careful not to important essentialist claims that are not authorized by this particular and peculiar rhetoric. I shall insist, as consistently as I can, that the God of Old Testament theology as such lives in, with, and under the rhetorical enterprise of this text, and nowhere else and in no other way. This rhetorical enterprise operates with ontological assumptions, but these assumptions are open to dispute and revision in the ongoing rhetorical enterprise of Israel. As we take up the rhetorical character of Old Testament theology, we may identify several aspects of rhetoric to which attention must be paid.
Narrative framework. Already in the work of Gerhard von Rad and G. Ernest Wright, it is clear that story in the Old Testament has some special privilege as a governing genre.﻿14﻿ To be sure, much of the Old Testament is not in narrative form. But in other genres such as commandment, song, and oracle, I suggest that the same claims of narrative reality are operative, albeit one step removed from narrative rendering. Thus the great hymns of Israel (Exodus 15; Judges 5; Deuteronomy 33) operate with a narrative framework. The commandments are regularly embedded in the stories of Exodus and sojourn. Prophetic oracles characteristically tell what Yahweh has done and will do. It is likely that in the uttering of Yahweh, even in nonnarrative genre, Israel depended peculiarly on the assumptions of narrative.﻿15﻿ Israel characteristically employed Yahweh’s intervention or Yahweh’s utterance in a story of need-intervention-resolution, for which Yahweh’s intervention is the decisive factor for Israel’s sense of reality, and in which Yahweh’s intervention, by act or speech, is decisive for the larger characterization of Yahweh.﻿16﻿
Important phenomenological studies suggest that narrative is the privileged genre for being human, and that may be so.﻿17﻿ Our point here, however, is not a general phenomenological one, but one about Israel’s life with Yahweh, the modes of transaction between Yahweh and Israel, and the shape of their shared world. Thus in our closer study of texts, we shall focus first on verbal sentences, suggesting that such sentences were Israel’s first and foremost strategy for making available the character of Yahweh, around which its life is to be understood and lived. That is, the characteristic rhetoric of Israel is not narrative per se, but narrative that features Yahweh as actor and agent. Indeed, the characteristic things to which Israel testified in its life and its world could be said primarily in narrative, because this world has at its center inexplicable transformations that may be replicated in other times and places but that cannot be readily classified as a characteristic type.﻿18﻿
Amos Wilder has suggested that stories generate story-worlds, so that the characters in the narrative themselves are permitted and required to respond and live according to the transactions of the narrative.﻿19﻿ Derivatively, those who hear and trust these narratives are invited as well to live in a world where the same sort of characters are available and the same sorts of transactions are possible. As long as the hegemony of the Enlightenment prevailed, it was necessary to regard Old Testament narratives as enchanted accounts of a wish-world, finally assessed by reality. Where that hegemonic account of reality has been deabsolutized, however, as in the work of Alasdair MacIntyre, it is possible to see that the hegemonic construal of reality is yet one more narrative account, and it must compete with other accounts and make its bid with no special privilege.﻿20﻿
Imagination as crucial ingredient. The cruciality of speech in the faith of Israel (and of narrative speech in particular) suggests that imagination is a crucial ingredient in Israel’s rendering of reality.﻿21﻿ A narrative rendering of experience or of proposed futures entails the freedom and daring to plot, shape, construct, and construe around certain sequences and images that are indeed acts of constitutive imagination, not bound to what is flatly, evidently “on the ground.” Israel engages in a dense rhetoric that makes available the density of its God who refuses every exhaustible domestication. As the classical, hegemonic tradition has been inclined toward essence and away from rhetoric, so it has also been inclined toward sober descriptiveness and away from imagination. The history of imagination, as it has been variously traced by Richard Kearney, Garrett Green, and David Bryant, indicates that since Aristotle, imagination has been regarded as an inadequate and unreliable mode of knowledge, in contrast to reasonable, logical, or empirical discourse.﻿22﻿ And the classical theological tradition, with its bent toward the philosophical, has been reserved about imagination that moves beyond the logical or the empirical.
The Old Testament, in its theological propensity, refused such monitoring by the reasonable and the logical, or even by the empirical. Old Testament rhetoric characteristically takes great liberty in moving away from, beyond, and in contradiction to “sober reality,” which might usually be regarded as a given.﻿23﻿ What we in our modernity may regard as given may not be so much a function of genuine knowledge as it is a function of hegemonic power. For it is clear that in the ancient world of the Old Testament, the taunters of Yahwism, characteristically the urban power elite, likewise held on to givens that precluded Yahweh in principle—and that without the benefit of Enlightenment epistemology! (Cf. 2 Kgs 18:31–35﻿*﻿ for an example of such mocking, and Ps 73:9–12﻿*﻿ for an example internal to Israel.)
The imaginative force of Old Testament rhetoric refuses to live with the restraints of either hegemonic power or Enlightenment epistemology. Therefore in its construal of reality, propelled as it is by Yahweh, the Character who continually astonishes the other characters in the narrative, Israel’s rhetoric notices and bears witness to what the world judges to be impossible. Indeed, at the center of Israel’s imaginative enterprise are Yahweh’s “impossibilities” (pela˒), which regularly transform, reverse, and invert lived reality, either to the delight or to the dismay of the other participants in the narrative.﻿24﻿
Without a precise definition of imagination, we may characterize its work as the capacity to generate, evoke, and articulate alternative images of reality, images that counter what hegemonic power and knowledge have declared to be impossible. This counterversion (sub-version) of reality thereby deabsolutizes and destabilizes what “the world” regards as given, and invites the hearers of the text to recharacterize what is given or taken as real.﻿25﻿
Such a way of articulating and construing reality is problematic both for realistic history (which believes it can recover “what happened” and which characteristically serves “reasons of state”) and for classical theology (with its temptation to excessive certitude and orthodoxy). It is nonetheless the case that in Israel’s rhetoric, a Yahwistic version of reality refuses to be monitored or tamed by safer, more controllable, more credible givens.
Dramatic mode. This way of rendering reality, then, is in a dramatic mode, or as Hans Urs von Balthasar suggests, a theo-drama.﻿26﻿ A dramatic mode for doing theology suggests that we deal with action that is plotted into scenes in which there is plot development, played by characters in whom development also occurs. The “large plot” of Old Testament faith—perhaps arranged around such overarching themes as promise and fulfillment, or deliverance and covenant, or exile and homecoming, or order and freedom—is a way of relating the material of the Old Testament to systemic theology. In truth, however, Old Testament theology as “large plot” is constituted by many smaller subplots, each of which bears its own weight as a theological datum. The characteristic subplot is centered in an intervention (sometimes a sustenance) that is preceded by a situation and followed by a changed situation. In order to sense the drama, one must see the plotting in its sequence and in its wholeness.
In like manner, the characters, the plot, and the subplots must be recognizable in order to sustain the plot. This means that the characters must have consistency and constancy.﻿27﻿ It also requires, however, that the characters must change, grow, or develop, in order that successive scenes are not simply a reiteration of the first scene. For our theological interest, it is important to see that in this way of understanding Israel’s God, Yahweh is presented as a key character in the drama or in the many subdramas that constitute Israel’s theological data. This means that Yahweh is not subject to the norms of critical inquiry, nor to the expectations and categories of classical theology in its commitment to essence. Yahweh is subject only to the rules of the drama itself, in which hearers of the text are invited to participate at second hand.
This mode of presentation featuring Yahweh as a character in Israel’s many dramas is important because drama is a very different mode for theology as distinct from essentialism and its ontological claim. Here we treat drama as a subset of rhetoric, and it is our purpose to suggest that Yahweh is to be understood in Israel’s text as a rhetorical articulation. No doubt this rhetoric is proposed as realistic, is intended to be taken as real, and is indeed so taken characteristically in Israel. But such realism is of an innocent, precritical kind that entertains no dualism; the rhetoric is taken at face value, not at all with the denial of the ontological, but with no felt necessity to claim it.
This means, I suggest, that Israel’s dramatic rendering of Yahweh is characteristically intended to be playful, inviting, teasing, rarely hardened into claims that push outside the drama itself. It may well be that Israel’s theological articulation takes this form because ancient Israel characteristically commits its rhetorical act against an established given. As the text, in any particular utterance, bids for Israel’s allegiance, it must do so most often against established givens of some alien overlord, or against established power in its own community.﻿28﻿ (Here I intentionally overstate, for in some Old Testament texts it is the text itself that is the establishment utterance, and therefore the text is less playful.)
In any case, a dramatic mode of theology requires the belated critic to stay inside the drama—inside the text itself—and to resist any venture outside or behind the text, either to critical possibility or to metaphysical essence. Yahweh is a player in the life of Israel, only as long as Yahweh is “played” in the drama of Israel.
Metaphor. Accent on rhetoric and consideration of narrative, imagination, and drama bring us finally to comment on metaphor as a central element in Israel’s articulation of Yahweh. Metaphor, in which a subject is uttered according to properties that do not readily belong to it, provides a way in which something of the oddity of Israel’s God can be expressed, an oddity that does not quite permit direct articulation. The use of metaphor again calls our attention to the playful, open quality of Israel’s most serious speech and its theological imagination. While the most comprehensive treatment of metaphor available to us is that of Paul Ricoeur, the student may better refer to the study of Sallie McFague, who is much informed by Ricoeur and by the scholarship on metaphor to which Phyllis Trible made an earlier appeal.﻿29﻿ Two observations of McFague are particularly important in engaging Israel’s theological rhetoric.
First, McFague emphasizes that metaphor includes an understanding that the noun is the metaphor—for example, “Yahweh is a shepherd”—but at the same time, the noun is not the metaphor—“Yahweh is not a shepherd.” Thus speech is kept open, in the awareness that the noun, in our theological case Yahweh, resists any articulation that gives excessive closure.﻿30﻿ Metaphor is yet another case in point indicating that Israel’s theological rhetoric is at its best evocative and not descriptive.
Second, McFague concludes that a monotheistic faith must practice metaphor in order not to become idolatrous. Monotheism, which is a propensity of Israel’s faith, tends to focus everything on Yahweh.﻿31﻿ The danger in such a singular claim is that the assertion of Yahweh should be thinly reduced, and obviously Israel’s rhetoric concerning Yahweh does not intend this. Thus metaphor becomes a strategy whereby Israel’s faith, in its monotheistic tendency, can allow for the richness, diversity, and variegated character of Yahweh.
McFague tends to treat metaphor, including newly proposed ones, in a vacuum. Against such a practice, a reader of the Old Testament must insist that authoritative and generative metaphor must arise from and be embedded within a narrative context. The character so metaphorized cannot be abstracted from the plot in which the character is articulated. Thus Yahweh must be understood, in various metaphorical articulations, always in a narrative that gives context and locus to the metaphor.
In sum, then, our postmodern situation, which refuses to acknowledge a settled essence behind our pluralistic claims, must make a major and intentional investment in the practice of rhetoric, for the shape of reality finally depends on the power of speech. In Israel’s theological rhetoric, it is evident that Israel employed a rich strategy in order to find speech to match the continuing Character whom it rendered at the center of its life. If we honor Israel’s rhetoric as James Muilenburg has taught us to do, we can see a complexity, oddity, and dangerousness about Yahweh, qualities that could hardly be taken into account by the conventions of positivistic history or by the modes of classical theology. Yahweh, it appears, is always prepared for some new, outrageous self-disclosure, depending on the courage and freedom of Israel’s boldest speakers.
Changes in Recent Old Testament Study
Given the political circumstance of pluralism and the rhetorical reality of Israel’s speech as beginning reference points for new work in Old Testament theology, we may note some preliminary considerations of the character of the Old Testament in recent study that make a decisive difference in doing Old Testament theology. The items noted here are diverse, but it will be evident that each represents an important awareness that was not available prior to “the collapse of history.”
The pluralism we have noticed, following Albertz, tends not to be a matter of “anything goes,” as though every question carried a variety of options. Rather, the ongoing work of theological articulation tends to present conflicting perspectives on a particular point at issue, and we may offer a provisional summary of those conflicting perspectives.
Iconic and aniconic texts. As one might expect, every social dispute includes voices for change and voices for caution, advocates for transformational activity and adherents to some maintenance of present equilibrium. It is not possible to line up all the texts in the Old Testament in such a simple contrast, but one can notice tendencies and inclinations.﻿32﻿ Writ most large, these hermeneutical postures found within the text itself may be termed iconic and aniconic. Patrick Miller has suggested that Israel’s aniconic tendency is the distinguishing mark of the Old Testament, its point of contrast from its cultural neighbors and its environment, and the mark of its extreme radicality.﻿33﻿ Thus the Second Commandment (Exod 20:4–6﻿*﻿), which prohibits images of God, is taken as a focal interpretive principle for every aspect of Israel’s life, concerning not only God, but also the establishment of enduring institutions and safe, reliable theological conclusions. This is what gives Israel its revolutionary character, which generates in Israel an ongoing critical awareness about itself and a restlessness in every social situation and circumstance.
Not all of the Old Testament shares this radicality, however, and perhaps no community enduring through time can sustain such a posture in any purity. Thus the Old Testament text includes a countering inclination toward the iconic. This does not mean actual images of God, but the articulation of symbols, practices, and institutions that have long-term staying power and that compromise the extreme radicality of the aniconic principle. The aniconic may characterize Israel’s distinctiveness, yet it is clear that there are interests and voices in the Old Testament that seek to depart from or compromise that revolutionary distinctiveness.
Both of these inclinations, aniconic and iconic, are present in the Old Testament, perhaps reflecting different vested interests, or the requirements of different sociopolitical circumstances, or the needs and sensibilities of different authoritative speakers. Thus, to cite an easy example, the dispute over the establishment of the monarchy in 1 Samuel 7–15 articulates exactly such a conflict in which iconic forces understand monarchy as God’s will, and aniconic forces understand monarchy as an act of infidelity to Yahweh.﻿34﻿ What is interesting is that no clear answer to the crisis is given beforehand. There are, to be sure, practical victories and defeats with which Israel learns to live. But this dispute is ongoing in the life of Israel, indeed in the very character of Yahweh. Students of Old Testament theology will do well to see that Israel’s best utterances are shot through with disputes that must always be reconsidered. James Sanders has well understood this at the hermeneutic level, speaking about a hermeneutic tendency that is constitutive and one that is prophetic.﻿35﻿
Bipolar schemes: Liberation and consolidation. In an earlier review, I have observed that in the period of Old Testament theology at the tail end of the twentieth century, and before the new accents here being exposited, a variety of attempts have been made to identify and characterize this ongoing and pervasive tension.﻿36﻿ Indeed, it had become a truism of Old Testament theological interpretation that such a bipolar scheme is necessary in order to allow for the conflictual, disputatious quality of Old Testament articulation.
This writer has sought to schematize the ongoing bipolar propensity of the Old Testament around the themes of liberation and consolidation.﻿37﻿ While that schematization is now somewhat dated and has been subject to important criticism, I cite it as a grid to illuminate the fundamental dispute that was inevitable in Israel’s faith, a dispute that took many varied forms. To that grid I would now add, especially from the analysis of Fernando Belo, a recognition that Israel’s legal traditions contain a trajectory of liberation that is concerned with debt cancellation and a trajectory of consolidation that is characteristically preoccupied with purity.﻿38﻿ To take one other effort at stating this governing and pervasive dispute, I have also suggested that the more consolidating propensity of the text should be understood as “structure legitimating,” and the revolutionary alternative as a practice of “the embrace of pain.”﻿39﻿ One does not want to overdo a schematic tendency, but it is helpful to see that one can detect some constancy in the matters about which Israel conducted its ongoing theological conflict.
Ongoing, unsettled dispute. Every contemporary interpretation of Old Testament theology will have an inclination about how to enter into and resolve the defining dispute that concerns both the public life of Israel and the character of Yahweh. Because the dispute, in a variety of articulations, is text-based, it is possible to find textual support for any generalized conclusion. In any case, such an interpretive judgment is never innocent or disinterested and may be decided variously—on the basis of one’s own personal need and inclination, one’s particular social setting or circumstance, or one’s theological nurture and tradition. On any of these bases, the judgment made will finally not be innocent. It behooves the interpreter, therefore, to have a good bit of self-knowledge in rendering such a verdict, and a good measure of modesty in defending that verdict.
It is no doubt preferable if we recognize that this dispute, which may take many forms, is not settled in the Old Testament itself in any definitive way, and cannot be settled. Attentive and responsible interpretation, in my judgment, is required to continue to attend to that ongoing dispute; the very maintenance of the dispute in candor is the real work of interpretation.
Having said that, two points will be useful for our continuing discussion. First, it is correct, I believe, that most scholarly Old Testament interpreters who pay any attention to such interpretive questions are inclined toward the aniconic-prophetic, revolutionary propensity of the text. For many of us, our first serious exposure to the Old Testament was through some reading or some teacher who opened to us the revolutionary claims of the Old Testament. Even when this initial enthusiasm is cooled by critical study, that inclination tends to persist.
Second, the reader should understand that the present writer is unflagging in his empathy toward that revolutionary propensity in the text. This is a long-term interpretive judgment, rooted perhaps in history and personal inclination as well as in more informed critical judgment. For that I make no apology, for I believe it is not possible to maintain a completely evenhanded posture, and one may as well be honest and make one’s inclinations known.﻿40﻿ Having said that, it will be my intention in what follows to be fair-minded and fully appreciative of several bids for truth, iconic as well as aniconic, that are surely present in the text. It is in any case certain that one can no longer speak innocently about a straight-line development of Israel’s faith. Every inch of interpretive advantage had to be struggled for. And in the outcome of such a struggle, one is only positioned and readied for the next surfacing of what is roughly the same struggle to occur all over again, sometimes with a different outcome.
Response to the Crisis of Exile
It is now increasingly agreed that the Old Testament in its final form is a product of and a response to the Babylonian exile. This premise needs to be stated more precisely. The Torah (Pentateuch) was likely completed in response to the exile, and the subsequent formation of the prophetic corpus and the “writings” as bodies of religious literature (canon) is to be understood as a product of Second Temple Judaism. This suggests that by their intention, these materials are not to be understood in their final form diachronically—that is, in terms of their historical development—but more as an intentional and coherent response to a particular circumstance of crisis. The readiness of scholars now to locate this literature in the sixth century b.c.e. or thereafter reflects a major reversal from the dominant twentieth-century inclination of both Albrecht Alt and William Foxwell Albright. Primarily through the schools of Alt and Albright, great emphasis had been placed on the theologically formative impact of the earliest (pre-monarchal) Israel. Now scholars are increasingly skeptical about that claim and about our capacity to know anything critically about that period.﻿41﻿ This is yet another measure of the extent to which we are in a new interpretive situation at the end of the twentieth century.
Whatever older materials may have been utilized (and the use of older materials can hardly be doubted), the exilic and/or postexilic location of the final form of the text suggests that the Old Testament materials, understood normatively, are to be taken precisely in an acute crisis of displacement, when old certitudes—sociopolitical as well as theological—had failed. Indeed, the crisis of displacement looms as definitive in the self-understanding of Judaism that emerged in the exile and thereafter. With the failure of long-trusted institutions, the faith community that generated the final form of the text, and that was generated by it, was thrown back in a singular way on the textual-rhetorical possibility for life-space. In acute dislocation when appeal could no longer be made to city, king, or temple, it was to this text that Israel increasingly had to look.
In the generation of this text, there were no obvious lines of certitude, no ready formulations of assurance, no self-evident reliabilities. Therefore it is not surprising that the exile is a moment of enormous literary generativity, when a variety of daring articulations of faith were undertaken.﻿42﻿ Moreover, this variety comes to characterize the theological articulation of Judaism and the self-understanding of this community of faith. Any attempt, therefore, to schematize the rich and varied responses to this foundational crisis is sure to diminish the richness of this formative, imaginative moment.
Reuse of older materials. It is clear that this literary-theological generativity utilized materials that had been treasured in earlier times. Thus there is important continuity between older materials and the exilic final form. In large part, the reuse of older materials continued to respect the earlier locus of materials, so that one can continue to identify Priestly, prophetic, legal, and sapiential inclinations. At the same time, however, the depth of the exilic crisis and the daring of this generative moment also worked an important discontinuity in the material. As a consequence, the final form of the material has become something new.
This ready capacity to reuse older materials in imaginative ways, which marks the restless activity of the exiles, is important in two ways. First, it reminds us that for all of the material of the text, we must entertain the practice of a double reading. Thus, for example, the material of the wilderness sojourn must be read as it is presented, as the experience of early Israel in its formative period under the leadership of Moses. It may make use of older materials or the portrayal may be largely fictive. In either case, it must be read according to Israel’s self-presentation. At the same time, however, we must read it according to the way the materials are reused, so that “wilderness” is regularly reciphered as “exile.” Our theological reading of the material must maintain both of these angles; we may not, like the historian, choose between them.
Second, this reuse of older materials (or putatively older materials) is not a onetime practice; it makes visible in Jewish textual practice the principle of reading as reuse; thus texts often take on double or multiple readings, which are to be understood in their putative time and place as well as in their reused time and place. Moreover, it seems to me evident that the later reader may not choose either of these readings to the neglect of the other, but must always be engaged in and attentive to both. I suggest that this principle of reading as reuse, which is definitional for the exilic community, is belatedly taken up by the Christian community in its reuse of older texts in its articulation about Jesus. In the case of Christian reuse of Jewish sources, it is precisely the insistence on double reading that precludes any straightforward supersessionism. Thus exilic or postexilic reuse of older material did not supersede Mosaic preeminence, nor can Christian reuse supersede older Jewish claims.
Counter-reality. Altogether, the many responses to the crisis of the exile that constitute this remarkable corpus bespeak an extraordinary range of faithful imagination. Thus if we consider only the most obvious cases, all in relation to the crisis, the Priestly material ventures Israel’s future in terms of cultic presence, the Deuteronomic materials venture that future in terms of an exacting symmetrical obedience, the lyrics of exilic Isaiah are a revisitation of older narratives of deliverance, the poetry of Lamentations grieves an irreversible loss, and the Joban poem presents a magisterial dispute of Israel with God over who is in the right. What strikes one about all of these responses is that these daring formulations had little to go on in terms of available, lived, circumstantial data. Thus a proposal of Priestly presence had no temple to which to appeal. Exilic Isaiah had only an anticipation of international upheaval. And surely the Deuteronomists and the Joban poet had little ground for imagining that somehow Torah-righteousness was a useful subject for reflection among exiles. Thus in all of these various articulations of faith, the formers of this literature were not deterred by how little they had to go on in their own circumstance. In fact, they articulated, as artists always must, against the data at hand.﻿43﻿ They refused to curb their imagination, buoyantly moving in their imaginative anticipation beyond the data of their circumstance. And so, taken in large, these materials are to be understood as an act of unrestrained grief, which denied nothing, and as a counter-act of defiant hope, which refused to give in to circumstance.﻿44﻿
At the outset, then, it is important for a student of Old Testament theology to recognize that this material is an enterprise of counter-reality. It refuses given imperial reality and summons its hearers to an alternative reality. It is possible to say that these artistic utterances and daring contrasts are based in old memories, or in present sufferings, or in defiant imagination, or in profound faith, or in all of these. The only thing such candid grief and defiant hope are not rooted in is available circumstance. Whatever theory of inspiration and revelation one may have concerning the text, one can see at work an artistic, determined buoyancy that is relentlessly available in the text. This phenomenon, however it be justified or explained, is what grips us in endless fascination with and regard for this textual corpus.
The actual historical circumstance of exile is far from clear. Some scholars minimize the significance of the historical exile for emerging Judaism, regarding the Babylonian community of Jews as only one competitor for the Jewish future. Daniel Smith, however, has provided a much more formidable scenario of that history.﻿45﻿ It may be that the picture of the exile dominating the biblical materials and subsequent Judaism is the imaginative, forceful, interpretive act of an elite minority in Babylon who imposed their “Yahweh alone” conviction on Judaism, and who thereby presented themselves as the only true carriers, embodiment, and interpreters of emerging Judaism.
Exile-homecoming model. In any case, the achievement of this literary-theological effort is such that it has established exile as a paradigmatic event for the Jewish community, and therefore homecoming as a profound anticipation for members of this textual community. As a consequence of this interpretive achievement, members of the community who have never been physically or materially displaced must, as children and products of this text, understand and imagine themselves as displaced and as waiting for homecoming.﻿46﻿
When exile is taken as definitional and paradigmatic for this text and for its ongoing community, we may extrapolate two important implications. First, in terms of theological models (not to speak of historicity), it is not a far reach of imagination to see that the Jewish model of exile and homecoming received a christological equivalence in terms of crucifixion and resurrection. I do not suggest a Christian displacement of the Jewish claim, nor a supersession. But rather I suggest that in its paradigmatic focus on crucifixion and resurrection, the Christian community seeks roughly to speak about the same experienced and anticipated reality as do Jews. Any Christian theology that seeks to take the Old Testament seriously must ponder well that the core of faith, for Christians as for Jews, is situated in the matrix of exile.
Second, this emergent and definitional model of exile and homecoming is an important point of contact with the larger public discussion of social possibility. I do not have in mind the cosmological homesickness about which the Romantic poets have written. I have in mind, rather, two different and more immediate phenomena. (a) Peter Berger, following Max Weber, long ago recognized that the reduction of human life to technique and bureaucracy produced a “homeless mind,” which we are now seeing expressed in terms of profound fearfulness and predictable brutality.﻿47﻿ To be sure, the “homeless mind” of modernity is not a close equivalent to Jewish displacement. But the parallels are enough to let us entertain the possibility that the homecoming anticipated in these texts is an important contemporary and public line of discourse.
(b)     With the worldwide economic and environmental crisis that indicates no soon-to-come abatement and with the frantic response of intensified militarism, the world political economy is actively engaged in the production of exiles, as was the old Babylonian empire.﻿48﻿ That is to say, the large number of refugees, displaced persons, and (in the local economy) homeless persons is not an accident or an unfortunate aberration in the system. It is rather an inescapable and predictable outcome of a world society that has become increasingly inhospitable in its fearfulness. In such a world situation as the present one, it is of enormous importance to have a theological literature that is candid about exile, that is insistent on homecoming, and that believes relentlessly in dimensions of moral accountability and aspects of holy presence that are inalienably germane to the human situation and the human prospect. The reality of exile and the prospect of homecoming, of course, pertain first of all to the community of this text. What makes this text publicly significant in an enduring way, however, is that the issues that preoccupied this textual community inescapably preoccupy the larger public community with the same kind of relentless urgency.
Intertextuality
The turn away from history to the actual rhetoric of the text has made important the awareness of the intertextuality of the text: the readiness of the text to quote the text. The awareness of intertextuality represents an important alternative to our long-standing preoccupation with the historical. Thus a diachronic reading of the text has sought to keep texts related to events, experiences, or circumstances. Intertextuality, by contrast, has seen that texts are primarily related to other texts, and that the interaction between texts generates a realm of discourse, dialogue, and imagination that provides a world in which to live. Michael Fishbane has explored in exhaustive detail the ways in which intertextuality works, whereby the corpus of textual materials, its images and its phrasing, are palpably available in the process of new texts, so that old texts continue to recur by reference, by hint, and by nuance.﻿49﻿
Those who are outsiders to the text may spot only the most explicit quotations, but those who are situated deeply and imaginatively in the world of the text can detect many other allusions. The outcome of this process is that a certain field of imagery, as well as grammar, dialect, and cadence, emerge in which all of reality is uttered and therefore construed and therefore experienced in a certain way. Those who value the texts, moreover, are engaged in an ongoing conversation that is as urgent and as contemporary as the present moment, but it is also a conversation that stretches over the generations and includes the voices of ancestors whom the historians have thought to be long departed. Intertextuality is a process of conversation by which the entire past and memory of the textual community is kept available and present in concrete and detailed ways. While those of us who come late to the text—Christians, for example—can never fully engage the whole text, it is a part of our work and our joy to be increasingly at home in that grammar, dialect, and cadence, as a place of believing and a place of being.
This process gives us a sense that the conversation over time within the community is the most crucial life-giving enterprise. This passion in turn gives some distance to other transactions extraneous to the text, which seek to interrupt, disrupt, or discredit this inner-community conversation. This does not mean that the practitioners of this dialogue are indifferent to or cut off from the outer world. It does means, however, that life consists in the ongoing practice of this textuality, without reference to the outside, or without providing any justification to the outside for how life is uttered and practiced on the inside.
Such an approach to lived reality, however, does not suggest any rigidity or intransigence about this grammar, dialect, or cadence, as though it remains completely unchanging. It is self-evident that through time and over time, the modes and nuances of discourse change in new cultural contexts.﻿50﻿ But it is equally self-evident that this grammar has remarkable staying power and sustains unapologetically its own character and quality over time and through time. Thus there can be no translation of this grammar, dialect, or cadence into alien modes, as Rudolf Bultmann and Paul Tillich, for example, have proposed. This community of textuality is not embarrassed about the practice of its own speech, for it knows that to give up this practice of its uttered memory is surely to give up its identity and its life in the world.
The practitioners, speakers, and listeners of this intertextual conversation are clearly text-saturated people. To attend to the text ceaselessly in various ways is their true delight. They are not worried about being caught in this odd transaction, nor about missing out on other enterprises in the larger world, for they know that the practice of this treasured and long-established tradition of utterance is the source of their life and their identity in the world. This conversation is itself a good. Such utterance, spoken and heard, is an act of being at home in sheer delight and security.
Such practice of utterance, however, is also a way to fend off intrusive alternatives. This community that attends so vigilantly to its characteristic phrasing knows that to host other rhetorics is, in the long run, to give up its identity and its odd way of being in the world. This community of practiced speech, moreover, knows that when it yields its characteristic utterance and seeks a community outside its own idiom, it quickly ends up in oppression and at risk. Thus intertextuality is not simply a literary device nor an interesting aesthetic phenomenon to observe in the midst of the text. It is also one of the principal strategies taken up by this community, whereby the community is able to remain itself in the midst of many temptations and pressures. This texted community lives through time by its intentional, long-established utterance. We who would belatedly enter into that discourse must marvel at the glad saturation in the text undertaken by its members, and must see to our own attentiveness to that same saturation. Thus the practice of intertextuality is in the end a political act—a sustained public insistence about identity, freedom, power, and responsibility, which argues against and refuses alternative insistences about the shape of public reality. Moreover, this political insistence about public shape has at its center the God of Israel as a key political player. Most broadly understood, this rhetoric as politics insists that reality should be known, experienced, and practiced through this and not some other construal. Israel’s construal of reality, moreover, turns not on large propositional generalizations, but on the detail of utterance.
The recognition of this urgency of utterance in the text and in its transmission and interpretation clearly requires that Old Testament theology must be done differently than it has been done in a cognitive, ideational mode. Old Testament theology does not aim at an outcome of a system of settled propositions. Rather Old Testament theology, understood in these categories, is an attempt to engage this life-in-rhetoric, which has no logical beginning or end and no rational shape judged by more discursive rhetorics. Therefore, in identifying the characteristic accents and themes, one may begin anywhere and notice a kind of coherence in which all themes are held in relation to all others. In such a discernment, one is not likely to complete a system of theology, but only to observe and participate for a while in the practice of this rhetorical activity, whereby the whole of reality is received and appropriated differently. This means, in the end, that theological interpretation is a modest enterprise that always, inevitably, must leave much unsaid and perhaps even unnoticed.
Jewishness of the Text
The comments that I have made about the disputatious character, the exilic locus, and the intertextual practice of the text point to another marking of the Old Testament text that is now immediately available to us with the “collapse of history”: The Old Testament text is resiliently Jewish. In some ways, of course, that is a truism, but it is a truism that is too readily neglected. It is not possible to argue that the Jewish community is the only community to conduct a disputatious literature, nor the only community that has exile at its center, nor the only community to practice intertextuality with a passion. But it can be insisted on all these counts that the Jewish community is the model practitioner.
Only two aspects of the Jewishness of the text need concern us. First, this text is of, with, and for a particular historical community that has its own distinct life through time, a life characterized by much abuse and displacement. When the text is seen from a historical perspective, this community is its subject matter. It is possible to move away from that particularity, and in the end, a Christian interpretation must of necessity treat what is concretely Jewish in a paradigmatic or typological way. The particularity of the Jewishness of the text, however, requires that in any use of the text, one must take great care against universalizing the text—particularly, in our present situation, against universalizing the text so that it is read in a generically Western way. Like every classic text, this text is expansive in its claim and wants its prism to be ever-wideningly definitional. In its expansiveness, however, it wants never to compromise or forfeit its particularity concerning this community or its God. Thus expansiveness moves toward universalizing, but never at the cost of particularity.
Second, and more specifically, it is important to recognize the Jewish modes of discourse through which the text proceeds. Here I must issue something of an ill-informed disclaimer. I do not suggest anything like a Jewish spirit or a Jewish genius, nor do I suggest that there is something given as ethnic about Jewish modes of discourse. I refer rather descriptively and practically to ways of speaking that seem to be characteristic of how Jewish discourse is conducted.
On the one hand, the discourse to which I refer is committedly concrete and particular, refusing any ultimate transcendentalism. Partly that concreteness is an insistence on the concreteness of this community of Jews, the scandal of particularity. Partly it is an insistence on here-and-now lived reality as the locus of meaning from which there is no escape or alternative. Thus the rhetoric regularly pertains to the dailiness, immediacy, and availability of lived life.﻿51﻿ On the other hand, such discourse is characteristically polyvalent, open to a variety of meanings, not insistent on a single interpretation, and on the whole refusing to give closure or clear explanation. It may well be that other communities speak in the same way. I do not absolutize this observation. I intend only to contrast this particularistic, polyvalent mode of discourse with the pervasive Western, Christian propensity to flatten, to refuse ambiguity, to lose density, and to give universalizing closure.﻿52﻿
This particularistic and polyvalent propensity shows itself in a variety of ways. First, we may notice that many texts, in and of themselves, are enigmatic, whether by design or not. One cannot easily make out what is intended, and a great deal of work is left to the hearer in order to complete the text. It may be that the interpreter will invest in one particular, possible reading of a text, but this leaves open and available much that any one interpreter does not explore. Indeed, as James Kugel has indicated, it was the practice of the great rabbis to attend especially to what was unstated, unclear, or unresolved in the text, and to let that element propel hearing in a new direction.﻿53﻿ This discourse, moreover, refuses to generalize or to systematize. It characteristically presents one text at a time, and is not at all vexed about juxtaposing texts that explicitly contradict each other. Most often, the editorial process seems to exhibit no great need to overcome such contradictions.﻿54﻿ At a cognitive or ideational level, the text, taken as a whole, seems to have no sustained interest in sorting matters out or bringing to resolution many of the contradictions that mark both Israel’s faith and Yahweh’s character. For example, it is characteristically Jewish not to reduce hope to a single Messiah; in the course of Israel’s history, there is the potential of many messiahs.﻿55﻿
I state all of this diffidently and with lack of precision. The matter becomes clearer, however, and more important when this mode of discourse is contrasted with the methods of classical Western theological discourse, which wants to overcome all ambiguity and give closure in the interest of certitude. I am not sure why the Western Christian tradition has tended to such closure that tilts toward reductionism. It may be because classical Western Christianity has been committed, from early on, to Aristotelian logic that could not countenance the existence of opposites at the same time. Or perhaps such a tendency to closure is powerfully operative since the Constantinian establishment of Christianity, whereby the political purpose of the religion is to provide reliable legitimacy for the claims of power. Obviously, great political power cannot be legitimated in a religious tradition that is fraught with ambiguity. As an alternative, William Placher has suggested that it is the endless openness of Christianity to engagement with culture, an openness Judaism was not obligated to share, that has required Christianity to give closure on many matters as a means of ensuring its survival and identity as a particular community.﻿56﻿
These complex issues need not be resolved or even fully exposited here. It is enough for us to notice the ways in which Christian readers of the Old Testament have tended to run roughshod over the relatively playful and open inclination of Old Testament rhetoric in order to serve the less tensive propensities of the Christian tradition. Indeed, to read the Old Testament in order to articulate ordered, cognitive constancies in the text is likely to read against the character of the text itself. I do not suggest that the Old Testament does not voice ordered, cognitive constancies, but only that the text, when taken as a whole, treats such constancies as highly provisional. The point of provisionality will be evident in my exposition. It is, moreover, likely that any Christian exposition, including this one, cannot finally resist such a temptation.
Dialectical and Dialogical Quality
Among the general matters to be noted at the outset of our work in the face of “the collapse of history” is this: the Old Testament in its theological articulation is characteristically dialectical and dialogical, and not transcendentalist.﻿57﻿ This is perhaps another articulation of the point concerning Jewish and nonhegemonic readings, for Jewishness is characterized by dialogical-dialectical modes of discourse, whereas Western Christianity has long practiced a flight to the transcendent.﻿58﻿ Moreover, one cannot say that the Old Testament everywhere and at all times shuns the transcendental. But I shall insist that it characteristically does so.
By this I mean that the God of Israel is characteristically “in the fray” and at risk in the ongoing life of Israel. Conversely the God of Israel is rarely permitted, in the rhetoric of Israel, to be safe and unvexed “above the fray.” Even where God is said to be elsewhere, this “elsewhere” is most often in response to Israel’s life, either negatively or positively.﻿59﻿
The dialogical-dialectical quality of the text that keeps God “in the fray” brings one inevitably to the question of theodicy. Indeed theodicy is the quintessential question of Jewish rhetoric. But Israel’s text is not capable of or willing to give a resolution to that question. Israel’s text, and therefore Israel and Israel’s God, are always in the middle of an exchange, unable to come to ultimate resolution. There may be momentary or provisional resolution, but because both parties are intensely engaged and are so relentlessly verbal, we are always sure that there will be another speech, another challenge, another invitation, another petition, another argument, which will reopen the matter and expend the provisional settlement. Thus Israel’s religious rhetoric does not intend to reach resolution or to achieve closure. This rhetoric, rather, is for the very long run, endlessly open-ended, sure to be taken up again for another episode of adjudication, which this time around may have a different—but again provisional—outcome. And because the God of Israel lives so long in Israel’s rhetoric, we may say finally that Israel’s God also partakes of this provisional way in the world.
This dialectical-dialogical character for theological discourse flies in the face of all of our long-established, conventional theological practices. Our propensity is to reason things through to a settlement, to reach conclusions that then stand as certitudes to which appeal can subsequently be made. Israel’s characteristic mode of discourse, however, tends not to claim such destinations for itself, and tends not to grant them to God. There is in Israel’s God-talk a remarkable restlessness and openness, as if each new voice in each new circumstance must undertake the entire process anew. Remarkably, the God of Israel, perhaps so characteristically Jewish, is willing to participate yet again in such an exchange that must be inordinately demanding. For Israel and for Israel’s God, there is no deeper joy, no more serious requirement, no more inescapable burden, than to be reengaged in the process of exchange that never arrives but is always on the way.
Options Facing the Theological Enterprise
Concerning these preliminary comments, we may finally briefly note some options facing the theological enterprise in the present demanding moment. These options are under adjudication, and because of our new theological situation, we are not yet able to see a way past these disagreements. The most one can do is to be aware of the spectrum of possibility, and to state as clearly as possible where one is situated.
Foundationalism. A term arising in Roman Catholic conversations, foundationalism seeks to carry on theological discourse in a way that has credibility to a larger, nonbelieving public.﻿60﻿ It consists in a willingness to assume and operate from the epistemological assumptions of conventional intellectual discourse. Such an assumption tends to tone down or silence the more subversive aspects of radical theological claim in the interest of “making sense.” In important ways, this perspective continues the work of Friedrich Schleiermacher, which seeks to make faith claims available to “the cultured despisers of religion.” The strength of this perspective is that Christian faith has the credibility of being reasonable in public discourse. The problem is whether in making faith reasonable, the scandalous particularity—the peculiar claim that is at its core unreasonable—has been compromised.
Not many Old Testament scholars are drawn to foundationalism, for our proper work is exactly to take up the oddity of this peculiarly Jewish text, which in any case will not be accommodated to the dominant reason of culture. And yet much of what passes for historical criticism is in fact in the service of something like foundationalism. For it is the oddity of the tradition, the inscrutable and the miraculous, that are characteristically smoothed out and explained away in historical criticism, with its alliance with modern rationality. What is left, then, as compatible with modern reason is exactly what is least challenging, least interesting, and least important in the theological claim of the Old Testament.
It is not for general and theoretical reasons of foundationalism that historical criticism has become suspect to many Old Testament interpreters. Quite concretely, there is a growing wonderment, shared by this writer, whether the very criticism that set out to make the text available on its own terms has now made the text unavailable on its own terms, as it has become available according to the canon of modernity. One cannot reject the gains and possibilities of modernist criticism out of hand, but one must be attentive to the risks in explaining too much that intends to be inexplicable and by its very character inscrutable.
Canon criticism. In response against exaggerated forms of historical criticism that rearticulated the Old Testament text according to modernist categories, a live option in interpretation is what has come to be called canon criticism. I shall comment in another section on the work of Brevard Childs. Here I note only that Childs in his canonical perspective resists the fragmentation of the text by seeking to read all parts of the text in terms of the whole.﻿61﻿
In effect, however, it appears that this approach in the end has generated a reading of the Old Testament text in and through the categories of Christian systematic theology. To the extent this is true, it is a reading that steers clear of the dangers of modernist criticism. But such an approach features its own reductionism, which in turn overrides and distorts the specificity of the text. The gain of a canonical perspective is that without embarrassment it takes up theological themes that modernist foundationalism must eschew. But an accent on such themes, theological as they are, tends to override the specific theological data of the text that refuse to be flatly thematized.
A seriatim reading. In an exposé of the universalizing tendencies of Western theology, Friedrich Nietzsche observed that truth “is an army of metaphors.”﻿62﻿ That is, the large claim of truth in conventional idealistic thought is in fact constituted by a collage of particularities, and the particulars are not overcome or eradicated by generalization, either modernist or canonical.
Nietzsche’s approach can issue in a kind of nihilism, but it need not. We may refer rather to the suggestive work of David Blumenthal, who proposes to take the several texts of the Old Testament a seriatim and read them one at a time without reference to a larger overview.﻿63﻿ Perhaps it could be said of Blumenthal that he inevitably bootlegs some overarching assumption, as do we all, even if it is kept hidden. I wonder, however, if such a notion of hidden system perhaps peculiarly applies to Western Christians. It may be that Blumenthal’s attempt at an a seriatim reading is one that could only be done by a Jew.
As a Western Christian, I am finally unable to practice Blumenthal’s one-at-a-time approach.﻿64﻿ It is emotionally and intellectually impossible for me to do so, for other texts keep crowding into my reading of any particular text, and so I must read a particular text in the presence of other texts. Nonetheless, I can be instructed in important ways by Blumenthal, and reminded of the particularity that belongs to his way of doing Jewish reading. Such a sensitivity, among many other things, requires one to be on the alert, to notice and attend precisely to the particularity of the text that does not “fit the pattern.” Thus an a seriatim valuing of particular texts stands as a warning both against modernist criticism that may smooth things out, and against a canonical perspective that is bent toward systematic closure.
A postliberal approach. My own effort in what follows is an attempt to be postliberal, or nonfoundational, as this approach is variously articulated by Hans Frei, George Lindbeck, and Stanley Hauerwas.﻿65﻿ I understand this approach to refer to an attempt to exposit the theological perspectives and claims of the text itself, in all its odd particularity, without any attempt to accommodate to a larger rationality, either of modernity or of classical Christianity.
Thus I intend to pay attention to the internal logic of the texts, and to attend, as best I can, to the peculiar grammar and dialect of this textual tradition. To that extent I am informed by Lindbeck’s analysis of the “grammar of faith,” though I recognize there is a great difference of reference between my own attention to Old Testament texts and his concern for the history of Christian doctrine.﻿66﻿ The Old Testament surely has a discernible grammar and dialect that are present everywhere in its articulation.
At the same time, however, I subscribe to the criticism of Lindbeck’s argument, insofar as Lindbeck holds that the rules of grammar are constant and unchanging. It is the great contribution of the entire historical-critical enterprise to indicate that Israel’s ongoing life of faith is impinged on and impacted in powerful and discernible ways by circumstance and by experience. Thus, for example, one is able to see in exilic Isaiah that a whole new genre of utterance is required in the disputation speeches, because the critique of the gods is now required in place of the older prophetic lawsuits against Israel.﻿67﻿ And surely the text of Qoheleth witnesses to the impact of Hellenization that puts the text at a considerable distance from the older sapiential materials. One must indeed allow, as David Tracy indicates, for the impact of experience to evoke fresh modes of articulation.﻿68﻿ Thus while my fundamental sympathies are allied with Lindbeck’s suggestions, we know too much about the history of Israelite religion to ignore the changes, transformations, and adjustments that have taken place in Israel’s rhetoric. Israel’s grammar was indeed impinged on by the vagaries of historical experience, so that the “constancies” of that grammar could remain “constant” only by staying current in the always new and demanding places where Israel was summoned to make its candid, hopeful utterance.
Second listening community. Thus the enterprise of Old Testament theology is put, I believe inescapably, in a situation where exposition is always conducted in the presence of two audiences.﻿69﻿ In the first instant, exposition is directed at the self-understanding, self-discernment, and authorization of the community that begins in assent to this text. (I include “authorization” because the intention of such exposition, due to its central Character, is never just knowledge, but always obedient activity.)﻿70﻿ To that extent, the expository task is within the horizon suggested by Lindbeck. This ongoing community must keep relearning its own peculiar grammar and dialect, in order that it may maintain itself through time and have the courage and energy for the obedience inherent in its identity.
At the same time, however, the Old Testament and its resultant Jewish and Christian communities have not characteristically been able to live in isolation, nor have they intended to, nor does their character, vis-à-vis the God who claims governance of the world, permit such isolation. For that reason, the Old Testament is always addressing, belatedly, a second listening community: the larger public that is willing to host many alternative construals of reality.﻿71﻿ The long history of this text, especially in the West, attests to the endless points of impingement, whereby this text has provided the categories, the discernment, the energy, and the impetus for a different shape of life in the world.﻿72﻿
To the extent that the Old Testament receives this second hearing that is inevitably Jewish but reaching beyond the limits of Jewishness, exposition is concerned with more than the internal coherence of grammar and dialect. In these texts Israel speaks not only to itself, but to many others beyond its own grammar and dialect. Thus Israel’s rhetoric is endlessly an appeal to the nations. The wonder and the mystery of this text, for whatever reason and however it may be understood, is that this text, in the past and in the present, speaks powerfully and compellingly to those outside this community of coherent grammar. In some sense, this second hearing, which can never be far from the purview of the expositor, draws us closer to Tracy’s insistence that the claims of the text are not only revelational in a close and direct way, but also classic in the sense that “all sorts and conditions of men” and women continually refer again to what is given in this text.﻿73﻿
The inclination of this expositor and, I suggest, the primary inclination of the text itself (though that is an open issue) is toward the primary community that speaks and listens in the cadences of this grammar. But beyond this inclination of expositor and text, the second hearing community is also addressed in powerful and transformative ways by this text. The expositor must attend, as best as he or she is able, to both listening communities. Whereas Israel is the primary addressee in the text, in the end it is the nations who are the beneficiaries, as they are invited into the Torah-based peace and justice that are rooted in Yahweh’s governance. Thus in Ps 96:10﻿*﻿, for example, the “gospel” is to the “nations.”
Polyphonic character. In seeking to address this second listening community, I am helped greatly by Mark Coleridge’s article, “Life in the Crypt or Why Bother with Biblical Studies.”﻿74﻿ Coleridge agrees with many critiques, following Jean-François Lyotard, that the claim of any “totalizing metanarrative,” including that of the Bible, is long gone in the contemporary world. But Coleridge also notes that secular, academic critics, in their resistance to a kind of deconstructive void that ends in solipsism, are looking again at the Bible, not as an old “totalizing metanarrative” but as a very different sort of master narrative, one almost lost from view by the habits of Christian totalizers.
Thus Coleridge suggests that what is characteristic and peculiar to the Bible is its “polyphonic character”:
The Bible insists upon a common narrative, but one which includes a diversity of voices; many stories comprise the story. God’s story is both single and several. It also insists upon a narrative which at times is most disjointed and the connectedness of which is perceived only by way of struggle. The Bible is no easy read.﻿75﻿
It is precisely this quality that makes the writing of an Old Testament theology so problematic but also so urgent. Our effort thus is to give availability to this polyphonic character of the text, which is no more bearable by rationalistic historical critics than it is by the fundamentalists against whom Coleridge warns us. Christian interpretation has “totalized” the text, and it is likely that Blumenthal’s seriatim approach is also no more bearable in the long run. A rendering of the text that is faithful to its polyphonic character is what is now required, centered enough for its first listening community, which trusts its coherent grammar and its reliable cadences; open enough to be compelling for its second listening community, which may be drawn to its truthfulness but is fearful of any authoritarian closure or reductionism. This quality of many voices as the voice of the text has let this text persist with such authority, and has enabled its first listening community to persist through time, through many ‘toils and dangers.”
In order to situate our exposition of Old Testament theology in the current scholarly, interpretive conversation, we may pause to consider other current efforts at Old Testament theological interpretation, in the midst of which the present work is to be understood.
Centrist Enterprises
We may identify four current interpreters of Old Testament theology who are representative and who enact the most visible, available options in the field. I term these scholars centrist both because their work in various ways stands in close continuity to what has gone before, and because they are enormously influential scholars at major research institutions, thus representing the best of scholarship in the classical tradition. (It will be noticed, in addition, that they are, as is the writer, tenured white males.)
Brevard Childs
First among these is Brevard S. Childs, senior scholar at Yale Divinity School. Childs has become the most formidable practitioner of biblical theology, and his work is something of a reference point for all subsequent work. Therefore any student of Old Testament theology must take careful account of his work. In 1970 Childs first signaled his concern about the crisis in biblical theology, by which he meant the end of the biblical theology movement centered in the work of Gerhard von Rad and G. Ernest Wright.﻿76﻿ Childs was schooled in the German tradition of scholarship but concluded, as early as 1970, that Old Testament theology which seeks to work within the limits of historical criticism is doomed to failure, for it operates with assumptions that are inimical to the text and the task as such.
Childs’s alternative to theological exposition informed by historical criticism is to work at what he terms a canonical perspective. Since 1970 Childs has issued a series of important books in which he has sought to characterize what he means by canonical, though it is clear that his own understanding of the term has evolved over time. In his book of 1970, he proposed to do “canonical” theology by attending to New Testament quotations of the Old Testament. Since that time he has explored many other ways of doing canonical theology, perhaps none as satisfying as that initial enterprise. Among the more important of his books are his commentary on Exodus, in which he argued that canonical exposition means taking into account the reading of the text as it has been done over time by faithful readers in ecclesial communities, Jewish and Christian.﻿77﻿ Thus “canonical” concerns the “belief-ful” reading of the text by the community of faith. In his most influential book, Introduction to the Old Testament as Scripture, Childs suggested that “canonical” means the actual literary shape of each of the books of the Bible, for the literary shape itself is an act of theological intentionality.﻿78﻿ In his book Old Testament Theology in a Canonical Context, Childs exposited a variety of themes and topics, apparently meaning by “canonical” that any particular biblical reference to a theme or topic must be taken in the context of how that theme or topic is treated elsewhere and everywhere in the text, so that each part must be read and understood with reference to the whole.﻿79﻿
Through his several discussions, several themes emerge as critical for Childs’s work. First, Childs regards historical criticism in principle as a distorting enterprise that casts the Bible in categories alien to its own intention. Childs regards an adequate coming to terms with historical criticism, however, as the primary precondition of doing serious theological work:
The crucial problem of Biblical Theology remains largely unresolved, namely the challenge of employing the common historical critical tools of our age in the study of the Bible while at the same time doing full justice to the unique theological subject matter of Scripture as the self-revelation of God.﻿80﻿
Childs’s way of coming to terms with historical criticism seems to be to reach behind the modern critical period, back to the Reformation, to consider and replicate its way of interpretation, which is not yet contaminated by modern criticism. Such an enterprise appears to be precritical in its inclination, and we may wonder if such a project can be intellectually credible in the present discussion. To the extent that such work is precritical, as though the critical project had not been enacted, it is not likely to make effective contact with what is our roughly postcritical situation.﻿81﻿
Indeed, this brief historical survey has suggested that the vexing problem is adjudication between the interpretive authority of the church and the interpretive authority of the critical, academic community. These interpretive authorities are at times in profound tension and at times in a dialectical relation with each other. It is clear that Childs proposes to solve that problematic simply by moving completely to one side of the tension. Many regard this move as a doubtful one. As we shall see, when one moves to the other extreme and seeks in principle to exclude the claims of the interpreting authority of the church, the outcome is equally unsatisfactory. In the face of Childs’s proposal, it seems wise to acknowledge that no easy resolution to this long-standing, long-vexing problem is at hand, and surely resolution will not be achieved by preempting the debate with an old-fashioned claim for either church authority or rationalist criticism.
Another major accent of Childs is to insist at the outset that Old Testament theology is singularly a Christian enterprise. That is, reading the Old Testament is already a confessional responsibility for believing Christians, and Jews who read the Hebrew Bible are in fact reading a different book. The Old Testament, for Christians, as implied in the word “Old,” is always to be read in relation to the “New.” For Childs the terms old-new do not signify supersessionism, but rather the claim that the two bodies of literature must be read together, for that is their very character, and to read them in any other way is to misunderstand from the outset.
In clearing the ground in this way, Childs in principle eliminates the vexing issues of how Jews and Christians can live together and read together in the same book, for their books are not the same. Moreover, Childs would thereby eliminate the rich possibilities for shared reading, even though in his Exodus commentary he pays sporadic attention to Jewish exegesis.
In his most recent book, Biblical Theology of the Old and New Testaments, which I assume to be the culmination of his argument, one can see clearly the intention of Childs’s singularly Christian accent.﻿82﻿ Childs begins with the thesis that the Old and New Testaments are “two witnesses to Jesus Christ.” One can detect in this book Childs’s awareness of a twofold task. In the first part of the book, Childs does rather standard Old Testament exposition. In the second part, however, he rereads with reference to the New Testament and the Christian gospel. In this mode of biblical theology, the Old Testament almost disappears, because it does not lend itself fully to the task. The Old Testament has much to say about God, but not much to say about Jesus as the Christ.
It is not surprising that Childs’s bold enterprise is enormously controversial. His project will lend power and buoyancy to those who are engaged in systematic Christian theology. One can detect, moreover, important continuities with his teacher, Walther Eichrodt, in identifying the cognitive and conceptual constants of the faith that are congenial to the categories of conventional Christian theology. To many others, however, including this writer, Childs’s proposal seems difficult and problematic on many counts.
Childs’s project strikes this writer as massively reductionist. To limit the reading of the Old Testament text to what is useful for Christian theology—that is, for witness to Jesus Christ—means that much in the text must be disregarded. Even where texts are taken up, the playfulness and ambiguity that we have marked as characteristically Jewish must be disregarded in the interest of a flat conceptualization. It is my impression that to force this text into such categories prepares the way for a programmatic misreading. Childs is surely correct in his warnings against an obsessive commitment to modernist critical categories in which the theological enterprise evaporates; but his positive alternative to this seems, in my reading, to deny the text its own say. And when Childs does the interpretation that he deems canonical, his reading seems one as subjective as those against which he protests.
Earlier, Childs had suggested that it is the shape of the text itself that constitutes the “Rule of Faith” for Christians. Such a statement is congruent with a long-standing Protestant affirmation that Scripture is “the only rule for life and faith.” In his recent book, however, Childs makes a major and problematic interpretive move. Now he concludes that the Bible is to be read “according to the Rule of Faith,” by which he now apparently means the doctrinal tradition of the church.﻿83﻿
Such a maneuver is odd, and in my judgment completely unacceptable, for it means that the text itself is now subject to a set of interpretive categories that come from elsewhere. The odd outcome of such a statement is an unqualified embrace of the Tridentine inclination to subject the text and its possible interpretation to the control of church categories. When we remember that one of the intentions and functions of historical criticism in the modern period was to emancipate the text from church control, it becomes evident that in his rejection of the categories of historical criticism, Childs seems to have opted for a return of the interpretive task to the authority of the church. This in itself may not be so astonishing, until we recall that the Reformation as well as the Enlightenment had sought to liberate the text from church control. Now Childs proposes to resubmit the text exactly to that interpretive authority.
My own perspective, against that of Childs, suggests that such an overtly christological reading of the Old Testament is not credible or responsible. As Paul Van Buren has shown, we do indeed read in the Old Testament about the same God who is known in the New Testament.﻿84﻿ But the Old Testament is a witness to this God that cannot be closely forced into a witness of the one received by Christians as God’s Messiah. Childs has alerted us to exceedingly important issues in doing Old Testament theology, especially vis-à-vis historical criticism. But his positive proposals, in my judgment, pose insurmountable difficulties. Not the least of these is that in a conceptual mode, they do not allow for what I regard as most Jewish in the utterance of the text. In my judgment, an Old Testament theology should make texts and their claims available for Christian theological usage, but with the clear and modest recognition that they are not exclusively available for Christian theological usage, and with an awareness that Christian theology may be allied with and instructed by the ways these same texts are taken up by others.
Jon D. Levenson
A second current interpreter is Jon D. Levenson of Harvard Divinity School. In a series of recent books, Levenson has established himself, along with Michael Fishbane, as among the most serious and imaginative Jewish theological interpreters of the Bible, with whom Christian interpreters can expect to have serious interaction.﻿85﻿ Early on, Levenson asserted that the primary reason Jews were reluctant to undertake theological reflection at all is that Old Testament theology has been, for a long time but especially in the twentieth century, a distinctly Christian enterprise that was unashamedly supersessionist in its articulation.﻿86﻿ Surely no Jew could responsibly participate in a conversation that assumed supersessionism as a beginning point. Levenson has cited representative scholars from an earlier period (Robert Denton, as well as Eichrodt and von Rad) who simply assumed (like Childs) that the Old Testament inevitably and indisputably culminates in the New Testament and in the messiahship of Jesus.﻿87﻿
For that compelling reason, Levenson, like other Jewish interpreters, has been reticent about engaging in the theological task, especially because Jewish propensity has been consistently against large, intellectual conceptualizations (systematization).﻿88﻿ Having said all of that, Levenson, happily, has taken up the task of theological interpretation, making exclusive use of Jewish interpretive traditions and occasionally engaging in polemics against Christian preemption of what is a properly Jewish claim.﻿89﻿
For our purposes it is important to focus on Levenson’s book The Hebrew Bible, the Old Testament, and Historical Criticism. The reason I have cited Levenson immediately after Childs is that, given the decisive departure Childs makes from Jewish concerns and the comparable departure Levenson makes from Christian claims, Levenson and Childs agree on their main points concerning the theological interpretive task. First, Levenson agrees with Childs on the problematic distorting work of historical criticism.﻿90﻿ As might be expected, his rejection of historical criticism is more pointed and polemical than is Childs’s, because historical criticism has been almost completely a Christian enterprise and has bootlegged the Wellhausian consensus that pictured late Judaism as decadent, degenerate, and legalistic, a caricature of Judaism fostered by Christian scholarship that has legitimated profound Christian distortions of Jewish tradition. Second, Levenson agrees with Childs that Jews and Christians do not at all read the same Bible.﻿91﻿ When Christians read the Old Testament with reference to the New, they are doing something that is impossible with the Hebrew Bible. Third, following the eight interpretive rules of Moses Maimonides, Levenson insists, like Childs, that each particular text must be read in light of the whole, thus yielding something very like Childs’s “canonical reading.”﻿92﻿
The counterpoint of Levenson to Childs is exceedingly important, because it helps us identify the problematic of the odd triangle of interpretation in which we find ourselves concerning Jewish, Christian, and critical perspectives. While Levenson agrees in principle with Childs on the main points, we should notice that the outcome for the two is very different. Levenson’s determination to fend off Christian supersessionist reading is a very different matter from Childs’s resolve to have a Christian reading that inevitably stands in a long tradition of supersessionism.
In my judgment, Levenson is correct both in his polemical claims against Christian supersessionism and against those forms of historical criticism that have profoundly undermined serious theological reading. Levenson, moreover, is no doubt correct that there has been an (unwitting) collusion between Christian supersessionism and historical criticism with its developmental propensity. Having said all of that, what is important about Levenson’s work is not his several polemics, but the way in which his comments on the Jewish tradition of interpretation can instruct Christian reading, both to enhance awareness in the face of our great ignorance of that tradition and to correct our misreadings that are often committed in ignorance. My own anticipation is that if the supersessionism of Christian historical criticism could ever be overcome, the positive benefit of doing self-consciously Christian reading in the presence of Jewish exposition could be enormously enriched. But the process of redress will be long, difficult, and costly for Christians.
Levenson’s work is a crucial reminder of the ways in which our Christian expository history has been both ill-informed and destructively self-serving. In the end, Levenson finally must assert that any reading of the text, Christian or critical, that is not Jewish is a misreading. I can understand how Levenson arrived at such a conclusion. And given the history of Christian domination, a Jewish monopoly of the text is not as problematic as a Christian preemption of the text. Nonetheless, a Christian interpreter cannot simply settle for the verdict of Levenson. In the end, Levenson’s preemption of the text for Jewish reading is unacceptable, not simply because it does not leave room for Christian interpretation, but because it violates the character of the text itself. In the text, there is a recurring restlessness about a Jewish reading and a push beyond that to a reading as large as the nations and as comprehensive as creation. In my judgment, Levenson’s inclination in this regard is a misreading of the text that has consequences as unfortunate, if not as dire, as a Christian preemption. This text simply will not be contained in any such vested reading, which is what makes the text both compelling and subversive. Thus we are left in the midst of this patrimony, with a terrible question to which we do not know the answer. While Levenson agrees formally with Childs, the substance of his claim is a complete rejection of what Childs sets out to do. In any case, Levenson’s insistence makes Childs’s preemption of the text for Christian reading, in my judgment, an impossibility.
James Barr
James Barr, a senior scholar at Vanderbilt Divinity School, figures as a major reference point in Old Testament theology. Barr was closely allied with Childs in the 1960s and ’70s in their common critique of the biblical theology movement.﻿93﻿ On other than that point, however, Barr and Childs could hardly disagree more.﻿94﻿ Whereas Childs’s bent is to engage in a constructive theological task along traditional Christian lines, Barr’s inclination characteristically is critical, if not iconoclastic.
We may identify two beginning points that provide a basis of Barr’s critical perception. First, Barr early established his uncommon authority as a Scripture scholar with The Semantics of Biblical Language, in which he brought to the discipline of Old Testament studies a proper understanding of the analysis of speech and the use of words.﻿95﻿ On that basis Barr was able to show that much of what passed for theology in the biblical theology movement was irresponsible and was based on wrong methods in the interpretation of isolated words. Specifically Barr exposed the false claims that there was something peculiar about Hebrew mentality or about Hebrew language, and that individual Hebrew words could not bear the heavy theological freight that had been assigned to them. This debunking of popular biblical interpretation led Barr to take a lean or reticent stand toward the theological claims of the Old Testament.
Second, over the course of his career, Barr has expended considerable energy combating the inordinate and authoritarian claims of fundamentalism.﻿96﻿ This accent has meant that Barr is especially alert both to the totalizing propensity of theological interpretation and to the authoritarian way in which such totalizing claims are offered, and he will have none of it. Thus Barr takes a positive view of the historical-critical tradition and understands it as an emancipatory movement, a protest against totalizing authoritarianism. It is clear that Barr does not regard historical criticism as a distorter of the tradition, as does Childs. But conversely, whereas Childs views the congruence of the Old Testament to the dogmatic, systematic claims of Christian theology, Barr regards such an interface as problematic, both because of the readings it requires and because of the authoritarian quality of articulation that seems invariably to accompany those readings.
To this point, Barr has not issued anything like a full Old Testament theology, though he is at work on one. In the meantime, one may reference his more preliminary work, most recently and especially his Gifford lectures.﻿97﻿ While the Gifford lectures continue to express his polemic against the entire Barthian program, we may anticipate in these lectures how Barr will go about an Old Testament theology. He will clearly avoid any correlation with the dogmatic tradition of Christianity; with equal force he will avoid many of the scholarly constructs that have come to be uncritically accepted in most of the discussion. He will, moreover, take for granted the main claims of the historical-critical enterprise, so long as those claims are modestly related to the texts and stop short of any conceptual reification. The outcome of such a theology is likely to be not a large, systematic account, but a series of lesser arguments that are not heavily indebted either to the critical tradition or to the Christian theological tradition.
Unlike Childs with his Christian propensity and Levenson with his parallel Jewish claim, Barr, I suspect, will seek to exposit textual claims as much as possible on their own terms. But his community of reading is likely to be the critical guild and not the church. He is an excellent reader of texts, and while his product may not satisfy a desire for larger assertion, his reading will help us to see in the text much that we have not seen, primarily because of our critical or dogmatic presuppositions. His work will be particularly important as a contrast point to approaches that are more totalizing and confessional.
Rolf Rendtorff
A fourth centrist scholar, Rolf Rendtorff, is the distinguished professor emeritus of Heidelberg University, where he was a foremost student, and then colleague, of von Rad. As much as anyone, he may be reckoned to be von Rad’s heir in his theological enterprise. He is, moreover, among those German scholars who have become most engaged with recent interpretive conversation in the United States. Like Barr, he has not yet completed his Old Testament theology, thus I comment only on the preliminary papers published under the rubric of Canon and Theology.﻿98﻿
Rendtorff’s work is sympathetic to the canonical categories of Childs, though it seems unlikely that he would go as far as Childs’s recent submission of the Old Testament to the church’s “Rule of Faith.” It is likely that Rendtorff may be understood as something of a mediating figure who attends both to the concerns of historical criticism and the categories of canonical criticism.
What interests us primarily in his work at this point is his openness to be engaged with Jewish counterparts in the interpretive enterprise and therefore to avoid claims that move in a supersessionist direction.﻿99﻿ Rendtorff’s openness on this issue is likely to be understood as a personal and practical one. (I cite this because we may learn from it that what finally appear to be large intellectual judgments may often be propelled at the outset by matters quite personal. Thus I have no doubt that something like this is operative in Childs’s retreat from the fragmentation of criticism, surely in Levenson’s polemic against Christian supersessionism, and likely in Barr’s abhorrence of 1970s totalizing authoritarianism.) In the Heidelberg scene, Rendtorff has had important Jewish counterparts in conversation. In any case, in his German context, Rendtorff had to make a decision about whether and how to take into account the recent brutalizing history of German-Jewish relationships.
We do not know the contours of Rendtorff’s coming work. It will surely take into account von Rad’s work, and certainly will move beyond it. It will be attentive to the claims of canon, though likely it will not go so far as does Childs. It will take into account the fact that Christian reading of these texts must be done in the presence of Jewish readers and Jewish sufferers.
It will be evident from this brief review that current work in Old Testament theology is rich and varied.﻿100﻿ There is no close consensus on how to proceed. At the same time, there is emerging agreement about the shaping issues and the limit questions to which attention must be paid. It is clear that we have moved beyond the work of Eichrodt and von Rad. It is equally clear, happily, that we have moved beyond the methodological confusion of the 1970s and 1980s.
Efforts at the Margin
The works of Childs, Levenson, Barr, and Rendtorff represent the efforts of established figures in the field. Moreover, all of them are continuing to do what can still be recognized as Old Testament theology as previously understood, so that their work exhibits important continuities with twentieth-century antecedents. This is to be expected of those who belong to establishment scholarship. We give brief attention here, however, to a second way of thinking about the enterprise of Old Testament theology. This approach represents those who are not such centrist, established scholars. Although they also read the text with theological questions, they do work that would not conventionally be regarded as Old Testament theology. Their work perforce proceeds in bits and pieces and tends not to take up large thematic questions nor to provide architectonic, interpretive coherence. This scholarship from the margin is a new and growing phenomenon in Old Testament study (as in every discipline), no doubt witnessing to a new pluralism that was not present two generations ago and, conversely, giving evidence that hegemonic interpretation that was once taken for granted can no longer be assumed or sustained.
Three such interpreters serve as examples of those who operate at the margins of the discipline, and certainly away from hegemonic tendencies.
The Feminist Interpretation of Phyllis Trible
Phyllis Trible of Union Theological Seminary in New York is perhaps the most effective feminist interpreter of the Old Testament. Trible was most recently honored as president of the Society of Biblical Literature, the first woman Old Testament scholar to hold the post. This may in some modest way negate her marginality in the discipline, but not by more than a cubit. Her location as a person and as a scholar continues to be at the margin, where she is able to see and to say what centrists cannot (cf. Luke 10:23–24﻿*﻿).﻿101﻿ A student of James Muilenburg, Trible is committed to the practice of rhetorical criticism with an unrivaled skill and sensitivity. While she has published other works, attention should be given in this context to her two most important efforts, God and the Rhetoric of Sexuality and Texts of Terror.﻿102﻿ The first of these engages in a bit more theoretical discussion than the second, but both books are primarily close readings of particular texts. Trible is as good a reader of texts as anyone in this generation of scholarship.
A great spectrum of people fall into the category of feminist, and Trible has intentionally found her own stance in that spectrum. She is aware of the heavy patriarchal accent in the Old Testament, but nonetheless continues to pay close attention to the text itself as her proper focus of study. Her work evidences no heavy ideological theory, though she persists in studying texts that raise issues about how women are treated by men. Her several investigations into texts concerning Hagar, Miriam, Jezebel, Ruth, and Esther, among others, have called attention both to abusive practices that are expressed in the main line of the text, and also to the subtle play of the rhetoric that signals to readers that the transaction of the text, while surely abusive, is at the same time more dense and complex than a surface reading may indicate.﻿103﻿
Trible’s superb textual treatments characteristically do not eventuate in any large interpretive conclusion. She is content to exhibit the text in its full subtlety, and then to desist from any larger interpretation. Never, as far as I know, has Trible made any declaration on canonical perspective, historical criticism, or Jewish-Christian interpretation.
Thus one may ask, Is she doing Old Testament theology? Well, no; at least not if the centrist tradition determines what is Old Testament theology. She and her perspective clearly do not belong in such company. She does nothing that hegemonic interpretation might regard as theological. Yet Trible does indeed practice the very polyphonic reading championed by Mark Coleridge, showing us that the utterance of meaning (=theology) of the text is not only dense and subtle, but also determined and insistent. The outcome of Trible’s work, as with the work of some other feminist readers, is to make available to us a troubled world of faith where Israel had to live.﻿104﻿ The world such study exhibits is one in which the God of Israel is frequently drawn into an alliance with male abusers. But it is also a world in which an angel of God is dispatched to care for Hagar, and in which Esther is offered to Israel as a model for how faith is to be portrayed at risk.
George Pixley and Liberation Theology
George Pixley may be cited as a representative scholar in Central American liberation work. Because Central American liberation theology has been preoccupied with making its hermeneutical case prior to concrete exegesis, few scholars have done extensive textual work from that perspective. Pixley is an important exception in this regard, and therefore we review his work briefly, as yet another attempt to do Old Testament theology from the margin.
Pixley’s most important book, in this judgment, is his commentary on Exodus.﻿105﻿ In this commentary, Pixley is highly selective in the texts he chooses to address—some parts of the Book of Exodus are treated sketchily or not at all. We should note that this is a characteristic mark of theology at the margin (as is also evident in the work of Trible). But we should remember that those scholars who write in dissent against the hegemony are not the first to be selective; every commentary on Exodus tends to be selective. These marginated interpreters only make a different selection, but to do so is indeed to depart from what has come to be the normative selection; their choice of texts is no doubt not a disinterested one.
Pixley offers his presentation of the Exodus text through a sociological analysis, informed by Marxian categories and much influenced by the work of Norman Gottwald. Thus it requires no great imaginative maneuver to see that the liberation narrative of the Book of Exodus involves a profound socioeconomic, political conflict between the established regime that possesses technology, bureaucracy, and theoretical legitimacy (which is provisionally granted by the narrative) and the slave-peasant community that moves against the established center of power. Pixley has little interest in literary-rhetorical matters; he focuses on the hard realities of social power. The outcome of such a reading is not simply a reflection of an ancient conflict. Pixley’s statement is saturated with what James Sanders has termed “dynamic analogy,” wherein the ancient conflict in the text is taken as an illumination of current social conflicts.﻿106﻿ Pixley construes the protesting actions of Moses and his community as a model and legitimation for praxis in contemporary communities of oppression. Pixley makes no attempt to conceal his conviction or intention that the text, and his reading of it, live close to contemporary revolutionary practice.
This reading, now fairly typical in liberationist circles, is a radical departure from consensus reading in the centrist tradition. Indeed, such readings evoke at least wonderment, if not resistance, from the older interpretive hegemony. Pixley’s work has evoked a vigorous protest from Jon Levenson, who regards it as a catastrophic misreading of the text.﻿107﻿ In the end, Levenson’s harsh strictures against a liberationist reading appear to be in part a protest against such radicality in the text and in part an expression of his concern against Christian supersessionism, whereby others besides the Israelites become the subject of the liberation narrative. Remarkably, by the end of his polemic, Levenson agrees that the Exodus narrative can be paradigmatic for liberation movements beyond that of the Jews, so long as the concrete and primary Jewishness of this narrative is acknowledged.﻿108﻿
Given the reservations of Terence Fretheim about the Exodus narrative as a script for liberation praxis, and the resistance of Levenson, one may ask if Pixley’s reading is legitimate. But such a question poses the next question: legitimate by whose norms? The question of legitimacy assumes a centrist consensus of the hegemony, either ecclesial or academic. But such a centrist consensus itself is now exceedingly problematic. As a result, Old Testament theology must recognize that other readings outside the centrist consensus must be acknowledged as operative and must be taken seriously. It is evident in the work of Pixley, as in the work of Trible, that such marginated readings can see dimensions of the text that established readings of a historical-critical or theological-dogmatic kind have missed. Indeed, a reading like Pixley’s is crucial if we are to attend to the polyphonic character of the text.
Black Theology and Itumeleng Mosala
As it is difficult to identify Central American liberationist readers who attend primarily to textual matters, so it is difficult to identify black African or African-American readers who attend in a sustained way to actual interpretive work. For our purposes, Itumeleng Mosala and his daring book on hermeneutics serves as a third example of marginated reading.﻿109﻿ While this book is an essay in interpretive assumptions, its importance for text work is unmistakable. Mosala’s analysis makes it clear that our conventional text work is shot through with racist assumptions. One major result of such assumptions is to keep the text as remote as possible from actual questions of praxis, so that when the oppressed community reads the text through its sighs and groans for freedom and dignity, those sighs and groans must be screened out in the interest of objectivity.
The important gain of Mosala and those who share his work is to show, negatively, that consensus reading is partisan and in the service of the social status quo; and, positively, that a challenging and revolutionary counter-reading is also permitted, evoked, and legitimated by the text. Thus, Mosala proceeds on the premise that the historical and cultural struggles of the disfranchised, in this case black people, constitute the hermeneutical beginning point for interpretation. This struggle, which has economic and political dimensions, is reflected both in the text and in our reading of it. Mosala offers an example of this linkage in his exposition of Micah. Clearly this notion of cultural struggle is not on the horizon of conventional centrist interpretations.﻿110﻿
Interface between Conflicting Readings
I know of no way to bring resolution to the growing tension between what I have called centrist and marginated readings of the text, nor is it clear that resolution is desirable. It is not likely that the established community of reading—ecclesial and academic—will be displaced. These communities of reading will continue to dominate our discernment of the text. Nor is it possible to imagine that marginated readings will be silenced, even though the silencing capacity of dominant reading communities—ecclesial and academic—is considerable. The strictures of centrist interpreters against feminist readings is of little importance, and the polemics of Levenson against liberationist readings, so far as their readers are concerned, are simply irrelevant. Our interpretive theological situation is, and will be for the foreseeable future, one of conflict and contention, and no maneuver of self-proclaimed authority will be able to silence the challenge to the hegemony.
In any case, a student of Old Testament theology in our present interpretive context must attend to the centrist voices that represent a long-established consensus in ecclesial and academic communities. Such a student must also attend to the insistent voices of those at the margin who are able to see things in the text that centrist interpretation, either by doctrinal conviction or Enlightenment restraint, is not able to discern. While we do not know how to do it very well, one of the primary demands of Old Testament theology in our present context is to work precisely at the interface between these readings in conflict. The conflict between these readings not only concerns interesting methodological questions and incidental interpretive issues, but cuts to the core theological claims of the text. That point, where the core theological claims are in dispute, is where Old Testament theology must now work, if it is to be responsible.
Four Insistent Questions
The current work in Old Testament theology, as it has emerged in the last two decades, has put before us urgent issues that must be kept in purview as we seek a fresh course in the discipline. Here I will identify four such issues that, while not addressed directly, pervade the entire discussion.
Historical Criticism
So much is included under the rubric “historical criticism” that it is difficult to make precise statements about the relationship between historical criticism and Old Testament theology. Nonetheless, it seems evident now that historical criticism, as it came to be shaped in the nineteenth century and continues through the twentieth century, is problematic in and of itself; some scholars, notably Walter Wink, have found it to be inadequate. Wink even terms it “bankrupt.”﻿111﻿ It is clear, moreover, that historical criticism as an interpretive tool used in the service of Old Testament theology must be held under close scrutiny.
I have sought to show that historical criticism emerged in a variety of methods congruent with modernity, as an alternative to ecclesial authority for interpretation. No doubt important gains have been made by these several methods. Even if important gains had not been made, this is our past in Scripture interpretation, a past that was congruent with the spirit of the age. But as that spirit has waned and we face a new sensibility, we are able to see the inadequacy of this approach, even though some, fearful of ecclesial authority, will continue to champion such a perspective. In any case, a student of Old Testament theology must think through carefully the role that historical criticism is to play in theological interpretation.
Historical criticism is reflective of a certain set of epistemological assumptions that go under the general terms objective, scientific, and positivistic, assumptions that sought to overcome the temptations of fideism. These epistemological assumptions no longer command the field uncritically in any serious intellectual endeavor, and Scripture interpretation cannot naively persist in such a notion of knowledge.﻿112﻿ Insofar as historical criticism reflects the assumptions and interest of modernity and the Enlightenment’s declaration of war on church tradition, historical criticism served to fend off any objectionable supernaturalism in the text and to explain away whatever was considered, by the norms of modernity, to be odd in the text. While such an undertaking was aimed at theological supernaturalism, the propensity to “explain away” extended, characteristically, to literary cunning, so that by explanatory schemes of editing and redaction, what is interesting and dense in the text has often been forfeited.
Moreover, historical criticism, given the spirit of the age, carried with it a theory of development that regarded as preferable and superior what was most like “Enlightened,” modern Europe. Thus the hidden agenda of such developmentalism is to trace the way in which biblical religion (and all else) developed toward and culminated in nineteenth-century Europe, in which everything can be explained and nothing is left odd, hidden, dense, or inscrutable. Above all, any witness in the text to the mysterious workings of God was either slotted as primitive or explained away.
Such an enterprise, while completely congruent with the spirit of the times, is, on the face of it, incongruent with the text itself. The text is saturated with the odd, the hidden, the dense, and the inscrutable—the things of God. Thus in principle, historical criticism runs the risk that the methods and assumptions to which it is committed may miss the primary intentionality of the text. Having missed that, the commentaries are filled with unhelpful philological comment, endless redactional explanations, and tedious comparisons with other materials. Because the primal Subject of the text has been ruled out in principle, scholars are left to deal with these much less interesting questions.
The upshot of this sustained sort of criticism—at times hypercriticism, because the method could not curb itself but only do more, better—is that scholarship was capable of a great deal of criticism, but characteristically weak and unsure about interpretation. (By interpretation I mean readiness to give full and imaginative expression to the claims of the text itself.) This is evident, for example in the Interpreter’s Bible, which created a design so that interpretation (“exposition”) did not need to be informed by criticism (“exegesis”), and even in the Biblischer Kommentar (and reflected in Hermeneia), in which, at the end, the “goal” is anemic and characteristically thin.﻿113﻿ Indeed, not all of the dense exegetical work was necessary in order to produce the “goal.” Thus it is clear that criticism had become an end in itself, criticism understood now as debunking suspicion and skepticism, and not in the service of interpretation.
One other aspect of the dominance of criticism in our common work bears mentioning: It may be theoretically possible to separate intelligible analysis from the developmental scheme that nineteenth-century criticism brought with it. Many scholars have noted that intelligible analysis and developmentalism are two distinct matters. Nonetheless, we have had almost no sustained, intelligible analysis of the text apart from the developmental scheme (until very recently) because the developmental scheme came to dominate historical criticism. Specifically, this scheme presented Second Temple Judaism as a legalistic, degenerate, and inferior form of religion, failing to recognize Judaism as an ongoing, living tradition of faith that responded to the circumstance in which it found itself. It is not possible to reckon the destructiveness wrought by this judgment in the name of critical scholarship. But there can be little doubt that the developmental scheme is informed by Christian supersessionism, and that it fostered anti-Jewish sentiment, saturated with ignorance about the ongoing vitality of the believing Jewish community.
It is not my purpose or interest here to dismiss historical criticism out of hand, but only to state its problematic character to which students must be attentive. Some will continue to champion its work, some out of profound conviction, and others out of wounds inflicted by authoritarian ecclesial communities. Such champions are likely to continue to insist that it is impossible to write an Old Testament theology. Indeed, they may be correct. I shall nonetheless attempt the task, because I believe it is urgent to attend in imaginative ways precisely to the odd, hidden, dense, and inscrutable dimensions in the text that historical criticism, in principle, is disinclined to credit.
We do not know the extent to which historical criticism can be a partner for Old Testament theological interpretation, nor the extent to which historical criticism is necessarily congruent with the nineteenth-century spirit of the age. Since we cannot answer those questions, we continue to engage in such criticism, but with some vigilance about its temptation to overreach. Thus we must be closely attentive to Child’s warning about criticism. We must not heed that warning, however, without at the same time noticing our next problem, that of church theology.
Church Theology
Brevard Childs is acutely aware of the problems of historical criticism for doing Old Testament theology. The alternative he offers, however, is to align Old Testament theology completely with the doctrinal claims of the church (Calvinism in his case, but the particular tradition of church theology to which the principle is applied is a matter of indifference in this regard). In his fullest articulation of the matter, Childs is willing to bring Old Testament theology completely under the aegis of church theology, in terms of its core claim about Jesus, and in terms of the thematics under which that claim is developed and construed.
In my judgment, in contrast to that of Childs, the relation of Old Testament theology to church doctrine is proximately as problematic as is the relation to historical criticism.﻿114﻿ Whereas Childs is resistant to the claims of criticism and is ready to move toward church theology, we may cite James Barr as an interpreter who is fully appreciative of the claims of criticism but is vigilant about the impingement of church theology on Old Testament theology. On this present point, then, we state concerns congruent with those of Barr, as in our previous point our concern was more resonant with the perspective of Childs.
In the medieval church, theological interpretation had established a coherent system of belief, and the Bible was utilized to provide materials and support for those beliefs. In large part, the churches of the Reformation did not depart from that coherent system of belief, though very different nuance and perspective were given to elements of the classic system of faith. In such an approach, the biblical materials are almost completely subsumed under the thematic organization of church faith.
The rise of modern criticism was aimed against that coherent system of church belief in two ways. First, a fixed system of doctrinal theology has a great propensity toward reductionism about variation and diversity in the text. Conventional systematic theology cannot tolerate the unsettled, polyphonic character of the text. This is evident in terms of any doctrinal claim of the church. Thus, for example, if theology, in its metaphysical propensity, holds to an affirmation of God’s omnipotence, an interpreter must disregard texts to the contrary, as Terence Fretheim has exhibited them.﻿115﻿ If it is claimed that God is morally perfect, the rather devious ways of the God of the Old Testament must either be disregarded or explained away. In truth, some of the most interesting and most poignant aspects of the Old Testament do not conform to or are not easily subsumed under church theology.
Second, historical criticism that attends to the variegated quality of the text chafes under the imposed canonical interpretation of the text. That is, established church authority (the magisterium) decrees the limits of scholarly interpretation, beyond which “obedient” or “credentialed” interpretation may not go, even if research leads elsewhere.﻿116﻿ In part the challenge to church authority has to do with substantive disagreement; also in part it has to do in principle with the capacity of Bible scholars for unfettered freedom in research and interpretation. Thus Old Testament scholarship has sought to maintain some interpretive freedom, and therefore some interpretive distance from systematic theology and from church authority.
It is important that a student of Old Testament theology not regard this issue as an ancient one that no longer pertains. To be sure, the old church sanctions, including book burning, silencing, excommunications, and charges of heresy, have softened to a large extent, even in Roman Catholicism. But the issue endures as critically informed theological interpreters seek to live in and serve ecclesial communities.﻿117﻿ The problem often is not so much explicit sanctioning authority as it is the long-established and uncritical reflexes of church communities, who have known only a reductionist Bible for so long that they neither know nor can tolerate what is actually said in the Bible.
It is the work of a serious theological interpreter of the Bible to pay close and careful attention to what is in the text, regardless of how it coheres with the theological habit of the church. This is particularly true of the churches of the Reformation that stand roughly in the tradition of sola scriptura. The truth of the matter, on any careful reading and without any tendentiousness, is that Old Testament theological articulation does not conform to established church faith, either in its official declaration or in its more popular propensities. There is much that is wild and untamed about the theological witness of the Old Testament that church theology does not face. It is clear on my reading that the Old Testament is not a witness to Jesus Christ, in any primary or direct sense, as Childs proposes, unless one is prepared to sacrifice more of the text than is credible.
It is my urging that a serious Old Testament student, situated in an ecclesial community, has a responsibility to do careful reading of the Old Testament and to present to the ecclesial community not only those readings that confirm church theology, but also (and perhaps especially) those that clash with, challenge, and undermine seemingly settled church theology. It is my judgment that church theology as commonly practiced is characteristically reductionist concerning the Bible, that it engages in providing settlement and certitude. Such reading may be disturbing and unsettling to “the world,” but it provides a coherence for the faithful.
In tension with that propensity to reductionism, I propose that it is the work of biblical theology to counter the reductionism and to bear resilient witness to those texts and their interpretations that do not “fit.” Thus the work of biblical theology, vis-à-vis systematic theology, is one of tension that is honest but not quarrelsome. In practice, I suggest that it is the liturgy that is to enact the settled coherence of church faith, and the sermon that provides the “alien” witness of the text, which rubs against the liturgic coherence.﻿118﻿ There can, in my judgment, be no final resolution of the tension between the systemizing task of theology and the disruptive work of biblical interpretation. It is the ongoing interaction between the two that is the work of interpretation.
Thus I propose that the Old Testament lives with systematic theology with as much uneasiness as it does with historical criticism. Sound theological interpretation, in my judgment, must be informed about and make use of both historical criticism and systematic theology. Neither is an enemy of Old Testament theology, but in quite parallel ways, neither is a permanent partner nor an easy ally of Old Testament theology.
The Jewishness of the Old Testament
A third issue that must be faced in doing Old Testament theology concerns the ways in which Old Testament theology must attend to the Jewish character and claims of the text. In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, Christian scholarship and theological interpretation were increasingly cut off from Jewish conversation partners, which before that time had been present in the interpretive enterprise.﻿119﻿ With the elimination of Jewish conversation partners, Old Testament scholarship predictably had before it two primary options. First, Old Testament interpreters who sought to cohere to Christian doctrine had their reference point in Christian ecclesial communities and felt no obligation to attend to matters Jewish. Second, historical criticism in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Europe was almost exclusively a gentile, Christian, Protestant operation. And as we have noted, the Wellhausian synthesis was inherently biased against Jewishness in its characterization of Second Temple Judaism.
In the current discussion of the Old Testament, Childs has been willing to return to or continue the Christian ecclesial preoccupation of having interpretation contained within a Christian confession. Because of Childs’s capacity to define the discussion, it is fair to say that this elemental separation of Jewish and Christian readings is an influential option in current conversation. It is equally important, however, that many historical-critically minded scholars refuse to follow Childs’s inclination, which may be regarded as sectarianism. But that refusal of Childs’s position, for many scholars, only concerns the unfettered character of scholarship and a refusal to take confessional positions; it does not concern the question of Jewish and Christian readings vis-à-vis each other. Of major scholars in the field, only Rolf Rendtorff has explicitly sought another way that is more open to Jewish voices in the midst of Christian interpretation.
In what follows, I mean to resist Childs’s inclination to distinguish at the outset Christian from Jewish reading. I attempt this present Old Testament theology as a Christian. I have no doubt that some of my interpretive judgments are Christian, some made knowingly and othe
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