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Israel’s Practice of Testimony
→ Theology of the Old Testament: Study Guide, Chapter 3
The primal subject of an Old Testament theology is of course God. But because the Old Testament does not (and never intends to) provide a coherent and comprehensive offer of God, this subject matter is more difficult, complex, and problematic than we might expect. For the most part, the Old Testament text gives us only hints, traces, fragments, and vignettes, with no suggestion of how all these elements might fit together, if indeed they do. What does emerge, in any case, is an awareness that the elusive but dominating Subject of the Old Testament cannot be comprehended in any preconceived categories.﻿1﻿ The God of the Old Testament does not easily conform to the expectation of Christian dogmatic theology, nor to the categories of any Hellenistic perennial philosophy. As a result, most of our categories are unhelpful for the elucidation of this Subject, and we shall have to proceed concretely, a text at a time, a detail at a time. The Character who will emerge from such a patient study at the end will still be elusive and more than a little surprising.
To cite God as the subject of theology, however, is to take only the theos of theology. There is also the speech (logos) element of theology. Thus our proper subject is speech about God, suggesting yet again that our work has to do with rhetoric. The question that will guide our work is, How does ancient Israel, in this text, speak about God? In addition to Israel’s speech about God, much in the Old Testament is spoken by God to Israel. For our purposes, I do not make a distinction between the two modes of speech, because even where God speaks, the text is Israel’s testimony that God has spoken so. Perhaps a greater distinction should be made, but in terms of our discussion, both sorts of speech function in the same way as testimony. It is remarkable that the Old Testament does not accent thought or concept or idea, but characteristically speech. God is the One about whom Israel speaks. Thus, in the formulation of Gerhard von Rad’s credos, the introduction to the formula is “you shall make this response” (Deut 26:5﻿*﻿), “then you shall say” (Deut 6:21﻿*﻿), “And Joshua said” (Josh 24:1﻿*﻿).﻿2﻿ In Israel’s more intimate practice of faith in the Psalms, moreover, the key activity is speech. It is “a joyful noise” (Ps 100:1﻿*﻿), “I will sing” (Ps 101:1﻿*﻿), “I said in my prosperity” (Ps 30:6﻿*﻿), “To you, O Lord, I cried” (Ps 30:8﻿*﻿). What we have available to us is the speech of this community, which has become text, and which is our proper subject of study.
Note well that in focusing on speech, we tend to bracket out all questions of historicity.﻿3﻿ We are not asking, “What happened?” but “What is said?” To inquire into the historicity of the text is a legitimate enterprise, but it does not, I suggest, belong to the work of Old Testament theology. In like manner, we bracket out all questions of ontology, which ask about the “really real.”﻿4﻿ It may well be, in the end, that there is no historicity to Israel’s faith claim, but that is not a position taken here. And it may well be that there is no “being” behind Israel’s faith assertion, but that is not a claim made here. We have, however, few tools for recovering “what happened” and even fewer for recovering “what is,” and therefore those issues must be held in abeyance, pending the credibility and persuasiveness of Israel’s testimony, on which everything depends.
For this community and its derivative ecclesial communities that purport to stand with and under this text, the speech is the reality to be studied. Therefore while our subject is limited, it is not modest. For in this text, there is ample utterance about God, much of it on the lips of Israel, some of it on the lips of God, and some if it on the lips of God’s (and Israel’s) adversaries. We shall be asking, what is uttered about God? And this will require us to pay attention to how Israel uttered about God, for the “what” of Israel’s God-talk is completely linked to the “how” of that speech.﻿5﻿
I suggest that the largest rubric under which we can consider Israel’s speech about God is that of testimony. Appeal to testimony as a mode of knowledge, and inevitably as a mode of certainty that is accepted as revelatory, requires a wholesale break with all positivistic epistemology in the ancient world or in the contemporary world. In an appeal to testimony, one must begin at a different place and so end up with a different sort of certitude.﻿6﻿ Here I am much informed by an essay of Paul Ricoeur.﻿7﻿ Nevertheless, testimony as a metaphor for Israel’s utterance about Yahweh is deeply situated in the text itself. Specifically, the disputation speech is a dominant form of witness in Second Isaiah, precisely in the exile when truth is in crisis and evidence is uncertain. Thus I regard testimony not simply as a happy or clever convenience for my exposition, but as an appropriate way to replicate the practice of ancient Israel.﻿8﻿
Testimony and Trial Metaphor
The proper setting of testimony is a court of law, in which various and diverse witnesses are called to “tell what happened,” to give their version of what is true. In any trial situation the evidence given by witnesses is a mixed matter of memory, reconstruction, imagination, and wish. The court must then determine, with no other data except testimony, which version is reality. It is on the basis of testimony that the court reaches what is real.
Working with the metaphor of trial, we consider first the peculiar phenomenon of a witness. Here I make general comments, without particular reference to Israel’s peculiar witness about Yahweh. The situation of a trial means that there is a reality in question, and there are different, competing accounts of what that reality is (or was). In the trial situation, presumably, some actual event or experience occurred, to which appeal is made and which is under dispute. The witness allegedly had access to that actual event, was there, saw it and experienced it, and so is qualified to give testimony. The actual event, however, is enormously supple and elusive and admits of many retellings, some of which are only shaded differently, but some of which are drastically different.
The court, however, has no access to the “actual event” besides the testimony. It cannot go behind the testimony to the event, but must take the testimony as the “real portrayal.” Indeed, it is futile for the court to speculate behind the testimony.
From the perspective of the witness, we may observe three matters. First, the witness is able to choose the version of construal to be uttered. This choice may be made on advice of counsel or under the coaching of an attorney. It may be a calculated utterance, designed to produce a certain outcome, or it may be a happenstance utterance, made with no intentionality, but one by which the witness must subsequently stand. It is important to recognize that the witness had other options and could have spoken differently, could have spoken differently, could have chosen other words and images to portray reality with another nuance.
Second, when the witness utters testimony, the testimony is a public presentation that shapes, enjoins, or constitutes reality. In this sense, the testimony is originary: it causes to be, in the courtroom, what was not until this utterance. In this sense, the utterance leads reality in the courtroom, so that the reality to which testimony is made depends completely on the utterance.
Third, when the court makes a decision and agrees to accept some version of reality based on some testimony, the testimony is accepted as true—that is, it becomes true. In the decision of the court, by the process of the verdict, the testimony is turned into reality. The defendant is pronounced to be acquitted or guilty. In the parlance of the court, the verdict is the establishment of a legal reality.
If we describe this process theologically—or, more specifically, in the practice of the Old Testament—we may say that testimony becomes revelation. That is, the testimony that Israel bears to the character of God is taken by the ecclesial community of the text as a reliable disclosure about the true character of God. Here we touch on the difficulty of the authority of Scripture, which has usually been articulated in the scholastic categories of inspiration and revelation. It is simpler and more helpful, I believe, to recognize that when utterance in the Bible is taken as truthful, human testimony is taken as revelation that discloses the true reality of God.﻿9﻿
Thus, much of the Old Testament, the part that von Rad listed under “response,” is explicitly human utterance.﻿10﻿ For example, the familiar utterance of Ps 23:1﻿*﻿, “The Lord is my shepherd,” is a human utterance, and a metaphor at that. That utterance is taken by the faithful as revelation, as a true and reliable disclosure of who God is. In less direct fashion, historical criticism has seen that all utterance in the Old Testament about God, even utterance placed in the mouth of God, has a human speaker or writer as its source. But that human utterance, as for example in Isa 40:1–11﻿*﻿ or Job 38–41, is taken as a true and reliable disclosure. It is by no means clear how this odd transposition from testimony to revelation is accomplished, though we assume it all the time in our theological treatment of the Bible. This means that witnesses, who had other options available, who for whatever reasons chose to utter the matter in just this way, established through their utterance what is “true” about the character of God.
Our purpose in examining this strange transposition from testimony to revelation, from utterance to reality, is to indicate that for Old Testament faith, the utterance is everything.﻿11﻿ The utterance leads to the reality, the reality of God that relies on the reliability of the utterance. Presumably other utterances could have been accepted as true, but these particular utterances are the ones that have been preserved, trusted, treasured, and given to us. The upshot of this process is, first, that Israel’s claim of reality is as fragile as an utterance, and we must be exceedingly wary of flights from utterance to some presumed pre-textual reality. Second, this process makes it clear that a student of Old Testament theology must pay close attention to the shape, character, and details of the utterance, for it is in, with, and under the utterance that we have the God of Israel, and nowhere else.
Normative Shape of Israel’s Utterance
We may now consider the peculiar and characteristic way in which Israel formulates its testimony about God. Here I suggest what appears to be a normative way in which such utterance is given in Israel, a way that constitutes the primary witness of Israel. We shall have to make important allowances, however, for much in Israel’s testimony that does not conform to this way of speech. We must pay attention to Israel’s characteristic speech about God. The term characteristic is important for my argument.﻿12﻿ I do not say earliest or most original, as I do not want to become enmeshed in the difficulties that von Rad had with his insistence on the “early” credos of Israel. Rather, by characteristic, I mean the most usual modes of speech, so that one test is the quantity of use. Beyond quantity, I mean by characteristic the ways Israel spoke in its most freighted, exalted, or exposed situations. Israel’s most characteristic testimony is the speech to which Israel reverted when circumstance required its most habituated speech.﻿13﻿
It is important, first of all, to recognize that Israel’s utterance about God is characteristically stated in full sentences, and the sentence is the unit of testimony that most reliably is taken as revelation. Here we do well to follow James Barr in his warning against overreliance on isolated words.﻿14﻿ I insist that God is embedded in Israel’s testimony of full sentences and cannot be extracted from such full sentences. Moreover, we may identify the characteristic form of such sentences, even if they can be arranged in a variety of imaginative ways. The full sentence of testimony, which characteristically becomes revelation in Israel, is organized around an active verb that bespeaks an action that is transformative, intrusive, or inverting.﻿15﻿ Thus special attention may be paid to causative verbs in the hiph ˓il stem. In what follows, we shall give detailed attention to the regular stock of verbs used by Israel in its testimony. Each of these verbs regularly attests to the claim that the enactment of the verb creates a new situation or a changed circumstance that did not exist prior to its enactment.
Second, Yahweh the God of Israel, who may variously be designated by many titles and metaphors, is characteristically the subject of the active verb.﻿16﻿ Thus the characteristic claim of Israel’s testimony is that Yahweh is an active agent who is the subject of an active verb, and so the testimony is that Yahweh, the God of Israel, has acted in decisive and transformative ways.﻿17﻿ Remember that we are here paying attention to the utterance of testimony given by Israel as witness. This strange grammatical practice serves to give a version of reality that flies in the face of other versions of reality, and most often it wants to defeat the other versions of reality, which it judges to be false. There is, to be sure, a large and vexed literature about “the acts of God,” literature that tends to proceed either by recognizing that such utterances make no sense historically, or by reifying the phrase into a philosophical concept.﻿18﻿ Israel’s testimony, however, is not to be understood as a claim subject to historical explication or to philosophical understanding. It is rather an utterance that proposes that this particular past be construed according to this utterance. For our large purposes we should note, moreover, that such testimonial utterance in Israel is characteristically quite concrete, and only on the basis of many such concrete evidences does Israel dare to generalize.
The third element of this standard testimony of Israel is that the active verb has a direct object, the one acted on, the one for whom transformation has been wrought.﻿19﻿ In the first instant, the direct object may be a personal pronoun—me, us—as the witness speaks about his or her own changed circumstance. Or this direct object may be expressed more formally as “Israel,” who is regularly the recipient of Yahweh’s direct activity.﻿20﻿ But then, as we shall see, the direct object may vary greatly to include all of creation or even nonhuman parts of it, or the nations who are acted on by God in this rhetoric.
In this complicated grammar, we are close to the core claim of Israel’s faith. In this faith, all of reality is comprehended in this simple sentence, organized around the verb. It is the verb that binds Yahweh to the object—variously, individual persons, Israel, creation, or the nations. The two parties, however, are bound in a relation that is profoundly asymmetrical, for Yahweh, as the subject of the verb, is the party who holds the initiative and who characteristically acts on the other party. The object is in the sentence to receive whatever Yahweh chooses to enact.
We notice immediately the manifold oddness of this claim, which constitutes the central fascination of Old Testament theology. First, the sentence governed by the verb promptly refuses any autonomy for the object, for all of the objects (which comprehend everything) are subject to the force of the verb and to the intent of the Subject. Second, God as the subject of the sentence is engaged in activity that binds God to these objects. Israel rarely and only belatedly can speak about God per se, but regularly speaks about God engaged transformatively with and on behalf of the object. Third, the linkage of the subject God to the active verbs, while not unfamiliar to us, is intellectually problematic. It appears, according to our conventional horizons, to be an ill match of categories because the verb bespeaks forceful activity, whereas God is classically understood as Being or Substance. But of course Israel’s way of utterance is not restrained by our conventional assumptions. Clearly Israel in its utterance is up to something that it is not willing to accommodate to our more commonsense notion of reality. And clearly it is willing to make such an utterance because the Subject so compels Israel that Israel must render a version of reality that is odd, given our more static or controlling ways of speech.
Thus while we recognize this peculiarity and Israel’s repeated insistence on it, we must also recognize the fragility of the witness. No doubt other, more credible witnesses to reality were always available, even in the ancient world. The Old Testament is that literature which has in large rendered a verdict accepting this testimony as reliable. While we are paying attention to this testimony and hosting it as revelation, we must be aware that within and outside of Israel, alternative construals of reality were always more readily credible.
Normative Substance of Israel’s Utterance
It is now possible to make some suggestion about the substance of the testimony that is characteristically expressed in this full and odd sentence. We may pay attention to the particular kind of sentence that seems most characteristic in Israel’s testimony, whereby Israel’s speech offers a version of reality that is from the outset in conflict with our versions of reality. Or we may see that Israel, from the outset, articulated a “sub-version” of reality that means to subvert other, more dominant versions.﻿21﻿
Testimony as Thanksgiving
I propose as a beginning point that Israel’s testimony, in which it offers its version of reality (and therefore of God), is a sentence offered as a tôdah. It is a statement of gratitude and thanksgiving, offered in a confessional mode, whereby Israel expresses joy, wonder, and gratitude for a gift given or an action performed, a gift or action that has decisively changed Israel’s circumstance.﻿22﻿ Moreover, the characteristic setting of the utterance of a tôdah is speech in a worship setting, wherein a material offering accompanies the speech. The speech and the offering together signify in a concrete way the grateful acknowledgment for the gift or action now narrated.
Several characteristic examples of the tôdah can be taken to be the standard context for Israel’s most elemental testimony:
I will give to the Lord the thanks (tôdah) due to his righteousness (ṣdq),
and sing praise to the name of the Lord, the Most High. (Ps 7:17﻿*﻿)
This utterance comes at the end of a psalm of petition, and so it anticipates God’s positive response to its desperate plea. The term tôdah is parallel to “sing praise” (zmr), and therefore it is likely that the anticipated tôdah is cultic. Moreover, the substance of Yahweh’s characteristic action is Yahweh’s ṣdqh, which is the way in which Yahweh is present to this needy Israelite. Thus the tôdah in anticipation is a glad response to Yahweh’s righteousness.
I will give thanks (tôdah) to the Lord with my whole heart;
I will tell (spr) of all your wonderful deeds.
I will be glad and exult in you;
I will sing praise (zmr) to your name, O Most High. (Ps 9:1–2﻿*﻿)
In this articulation of tôdah, the verb is matched by four others: tell, be glad, exult, and sing praise (zmr). All of these verbs bespeak utter and ecstatic joy in the presence of the community, joy that is enacted through speech. The body of this psalm then provides an inventory of the ways in which Yahweh has impinged in transformative ways on the life of the speaker.
With a freewill offering (ndvh) I will sacrifice to you;
I will give thanks (˒dh) to your name, O Lord, for it is good.
For he has delivered me from every trouble,
and my eye has looked in triumph on my enemies. (Ps 54:6–7﻿*﻿)
This utterance again comes at the conclusion of a petitionary prayer. In this case, unlike Psalm 7, the well-being given by God is not anticipated, but is in hand. Yahweh has delivered (ṇsl), and the speaker has enjoyed triumph over the adversaries. This usage also makes explicit the cultic setting for the tôdah as a vow (ndv) that is to be kept, certainly in the presence of the congregation.
I will come into your house with burnt offerings (˓olôth);
I will pay you my vows (ndr),
those that my lips uttered
and my mouth promised when I was in trouble.
I will offer to you burnt offerings (˓olôth) of fatlings,
with the smoke of the sacrifice (qṭr) of rams;
I will make an offering of bulls and goats.
Come and hear, all you who fear God,
and I will tell (spr) what he has done for me. (Ps 66:13–16﻿*﻿)
This presentation again is liturgic and anticipates the offering of cultic sacrifices (˓olôth, ndr, qṭr). The giving of sacrifices is the completion of a vow that was part of a petition made “in trouble,” a trouble that has now been resolved by the reality and activity of Yahweh. In vv. 3–7﻿*﻿, the psalmist bears witness to the awesome deeds that Yahweh has wrought, deeds that defeat enemies and that evoke glad acknowledgment and praise in “all the earth.” The awesome deeds are only mentioned, with an allusion to the Exodus (v. 6﻿*﻿) and to a powerful ordering that prevents damage done by “the rebellious” (v. 7﻿*﻿).
A more general usage of the same mode of testimony is offered in Ps 111:1–2﻿*﻿:
Praise the Lord!
I will give thanks (˒dh) to the Lord with my whole heart,
in the company of the upright, in the congregation.
Great are the works of the Lord,
studied by all who delight in them.
Again the utterance is “in the congregation” and bears witness to Yahweh’s great works (v. 2﻿*﻿), which are marked by righteousness, graciousness, and mercy. This psalm, however, lacks the concreteness and detail we have seen in other references, and evidences the process by which Israel’s speech begins to generalize, thus moving, as Claus Westermann has termed it, from declarative praise to descriptive praise.﻿23﻿
The reader will note well that I have proposed that the beginning point for articulating an Old Testament theology is in the liturgical, public acknowledgment of a new reality wrought by Yahweh in the life of the speaker and in the community of the speaker. One cannot on any grounds demonstrate that this is the “correct” beginning point. I begin here because it seems the most obvious and concrete utterance of what is most characteristic in Israel’s testimony of faith. Israel, in voiced utterance, acknowledges in an unrestrained way that something decisive has happened that is taken to be the work of Yahweh. Thus, I propose that the tôdah (a public act of thanksgiving) is the context in which the grammar of Israel’s faith (that is, the verb of transformation, Yahweh as the active subject, and the direct object who is acted on) is fully uttered.
We may notice, moreover, that testimony in this liturgical context signifies that a certain kind of rhetoric is characteristic for Israel’s speech about God. In its liturgical context, the speech is doxological; that is, it is confessional, unrestrained, unembarrassed, and uttered by the fully committed self.﻿24﻿ It is the language of unrestrained commitment done with one’s “whole heart” (Ps 111:1﻿*﻿). It is speech that offers for verification of its claim nothing more and nothing less than Israel’s willingness to accept this utterance as true and reliable, and on which it will stake its life.﻿25﻿
Much of the importance of this liturgical procedure is in the utterance. Israel needed to speak its witness out loud, for the saying is effective in affirming and enhancing the relationship. The testimony in tôdah is also heard, to great effect. The testimony is surely heard in the liturgical community itself. But beyond that gathered community, Israel’s testimony is also, at a second level, addressed to the nations who are thought to be attending to what Israel is saying and doing in worship.
Thus, for example, the tôdah in Psalm 22 culminates with an expectation that the nations will hear and accept the testimony to Yahweh as compelling:
All the ends of the earth shall remember
and turn to the Lord;
and all the families of the nations
shall worship before him. (v. 27﻿*﻿)
In Psalm 126 it is the nations who observe and draw the conclusion:
Then it was said among the nations,
“The Lord has done great things for them.” (v. 2﻿*﻿)
The tôdah is presented as an attractive invitation that will win adherence and allegiance to the rule of Yahweh among those outside the liturgical community.
This doxology, moreover, is a political utterance in two ways. First, it is a polemic against the adversary in the troubles to which the utterance points. That is, the glad identification with Yahweh, the subject of the strong verbs, intends to put the (defeated) adversary in a position of diminishment with a tone of gloating condescension and scolding. Second, the doxology is polemical in the face of any would-be observer of the tôdah who is neutral, who reserves judgment, or who seeks to stand outside this rhetorical claim. The speaker regards any such alternative version of reality, either adversarial or neutral, as ludicrous. Thus the exuberance of the doxological mode of utterance intends to sweep all before it and to establish the reality narrated in these poems of testimony as reliable and true. But we note well that there is no supportive evidence for the utterance. There is nothing to go on except the utterance itself. The speaker anticipates that the whole congregation will subscribe to the utterances that will shape its reality in a specific way.
But we may draw closer to see what the substance of Israel’s Yahwistic grammar is, which in the tôdah is Israel’s characteristic response. These songs of thanksgiving use various terms to comment on Yahweh’s “awesome deeds.” God is “righteous” (Pss 7:11﻿*﻿, 17﻿*﻿; 9:4﻿*﻿, 8﻿*﻿; 111:3﻿*﻿), given to “equity” (9:8﻿*﻿), attentive to the oppressed (9:9﻿*﻿) and the afflicted (9:12﻿*﻿), the needy and the poor (9:18﻿*﻿), ready to deliver (56:13﻿*﻿), mighty (66:7﻿*﻿), given to “steadfast love” (66:20﻿*﻿), “gracious and merciful” (111:4﻿*﻿), “faithful and just” (111:7﻿*﻿), and “faithful and upright” (111:8﻿*﻿). While these terms may be sorted out with different nuances, it is fair to say that all of this testimony—which is based on what are claimed to be concrete experiences and which issues in tôdah—bespeaks Yahweh’s powerful reliability for and solidarity with those who speak.
The Righteousness of Yahweh
With somewhat more focus, we may say that Israel’s tôdah characteristically testifies to Yahweh’s righteousness (ṣdqh). By righteousness we mean Yahweh’s ready capacity to be present in situations of trouble and to intervene powerfully and decisively in the interest of rehabilitation, restoration, and well-being.
In order to consider more carefully the characteristics assigned to Yahweh in Israel’s grateful, doxological, polemical utterance, we may consider three texts in which Yahweh’s righteousness is spoken of in the plural, “righteousness” (ṣdqôth). In these texts, Israel begins to gather in a more general way the specific of its own concrete witness. All three uses, scattered through the literature, are uttered in contexts where testimony is a required mode of speech.
The first of these texts is in the song of Deborah, commonly taken to be one of Israel’s most formidable and earliest articulations of its faith in Yahweh. The poem is a victory song, celebrating what apparently was a decisive and surprising defeat of Israel’s enemies:
Tell of it, you who ride on white donkeys,
you who sit on rich carpets
and you who walk by the way.
To the sound of musicians at the watering places,
there they repeat the triumphs (ṣdqôth) of the Lord,
the triumphs (ṣdqôth) of his peasantry in Israel. (Judg 5:10–11﻿*﻿)
Israel, in every circumstance, is urged to “repeat” (prz) the “triumphs” (ṣdqôth = “righteousness”) of Yahweh. Israel is to do so when riding, when sitting, when walking—all the time. They are to do so at “the watering places,” where people gather to exchange news and gossip. Everywhere and always, everyone in Israel is invited to tell and retell Yahweh’s triumphs. What is to be told concerns Yahweh’s repeated and characteristic interventions that redress the disadvantages Israel regularly faces. In the battle of Judges 5, Israel had no chance against its more powerful, better-armed enemy. But when “new gods were chosen” (v. 8﻿*﻿), when Yahweh entered the contest on the side of Israel, everything was altered. Israel triumphed and well-being was established in Israel. The outcome of the battle is unexpected and inexplicable … except for Yahweh, to whom Israel bears testimony, everywhere, always, by everyone. What Israel asserts is that Yahweh acts to make things right for Israel.
The second text in which the righteousness of Yahweh is testified to in the plural is 1 Sam 12:7﻿*﻿. It is a speech of Samuel, heavily marked with what seems to be Deuteronomic phrasing. Thus its mode is very different from that of the speech in Judges 5. In this text Samuel the judge gives his farewell address, in which he seeks to establish his virtue and effectiveness as Israel’s leader. He asserts his innocence by aligning himself with Yahweh and Yahweh’s actions, perhaps suggesting that it is Samuel’s actions that have made possible the decisive actions of Yahweh, or even that Samuel’s career of leadership is one of Yahweh’s decisive actions. In his own defense, Samuel asserts:
Now therefore take your stand, so that I may enter into judgment with you before the Lord, and I will declare to you all the saving deeds (ṣdqôth) of the Lord that he performed for you and for your ancestors.
The speech then follows with an inventory of Israel’s remembered past with Yahweh, all the way from the Book of Genesis through the Book of Judges (vv. 8–11﻿*﻿), incidentally alluding to Sisera and Barak, the characters in Judges 5 just cited. What interests us, however, is that these remembered events, with which Samuel identifies his own work, are all regarded as ṣdqôth (“saving deeds”) whereby Yahweh is said to have acted decisively in the interest of Israel’s well-being. Thus Israel’s core memory, here given in (self-serving?) testimony, is presented as a series of righteousnesses of Yahweh.
The third reference to “the righteousnesses of Yahweh” is an oracle of prophetic poetry. Yahweh, through the utterance of the prophetic speaker, defends Yahweh’s own faithful attentiveness to Israel, and challenges Israel to provide any counterevidence that Yahweh has not been utterly faithful and attentive to Israel:
O my people, what have I done to you?
In what have I wearied you? Answer me!
For I brought you up from the land of Egypt,
and redeemed you from the house of slavery;
and I sent before you Moses, Aaron, and Miriam.
O my people, remember now what King Balak of Moab devised,
what Balaam son of Beor answered him,
and what happened from Shittim to Gilgal,
that you may know the saving acts (ṣdqôth) of the Lord (Mic 6:3–5﻿*﻿)
In this recital of Yahweh’s past with Israel, Yahweh alludes to the major transformative points in that past, with particular reference to the Exodus deliverance and to several events reported in the Book of Numbers. This statement specifically includes the Balaam narrative of Numbers 22–24. The general reference “Shittim to Gilgal” alludes to the events from Numbers 25 to the crossing of the Jordan River at Gilgal in Joshua 3–4. What interests us, however, is that all of these memories are now consolidated into the plural term “righteousnesses,” all now regarded as acts of transformation wrought by Yahweh on behalf of Israel, all making it possible for Israel to have a chance of well-being in the world. The statement surely implies that without Yahweh’s decisive intervention, Israel would have had no chance in the world. Everything depends on these startling, unparalleled events to which the prophetic speaker bears testimony.
These three references (Judg 5:10–11﻿*﻿, 1 Sam 12:7﻿*﻿, Mic 6:3–5﻿*﻿), in very different modes and contexts, provide evidence of a characteristic way in which Israel understood, construed, and spoke about the reality of Yahweh in its life. It understood that the reference points of life with Yahweh have to do with interventions that made possible what was otherwise not possible. And Israel’s tôdah responded in exuberant gratitude to this rendering of its past.
We notice that in the todôth of Israel and in the (ṣdqôth) to which the todôth bear witness, we have already arrived at certain stylistic constancies in Israel’s way of construing reality and utilizing its narrative grammar. We should not miss that in this mode of speech something very odd has come to be taken for granted in Israel’s testimony. That is, Yahweh is taken to be an accepted, unquestioned, and indispensably key character in Israel’s rendering of reality. Indeed, the utterance suggests no curiosity or awkwardness about this character, no questioning that we might think inevitable, no speculative justification that we might seek to give, but simply, from a rhetorical perspective, a commonplace. Moreover, it is clear that Israel’s rhetoric depends on this active agent of a subject to give force to the strong verbs that dominate Israel’s speech. Indeed, the reference to Yahweh cannot be removed from the rhetoric without the disintegration of Israel’s testimony. Without Yahweh, Israel has nothing to say and no subject about which to speak.
This commitment of Israel’s grammar to the subject of Yahweh may be self-evident, but we should not fail to recognize its importance and its oddness. Israel’s rhetorical world has as its central and driving power this Thou who is named and palpably present in this world. It is this Thou who characteristically acts in powerless Israel’s behalf, who dominates Israel’s speech, who is the enactor of life-permitting ṣdqôth, and who is the only thinkable subject of Israel’s tôdah. It is not that ancient Israel, in its narrative testimony, acknowledges divine powers, or recognizes the supernatural, or makes allowances for the holy. It is rather that Yahweh is a known, nameable, and named character who lives Yahweh’s own life according to Yahweh’s own will and purpose. Therefore Israel must, in giving account of its life, always refer to Yahweh. When Israel moves from descriptive language to address, moreover, Israel must characteristically say “Thou” to this agent who haunts its whole life, known in the present by memories of how Yahweh has been discerned in the past.
Israel’s life as a theological enterprise consists in coming to terms with this particular Thou, coming to terms with the nonnegotiable purposes and commands of Yahweh, but also coming to terms with the immense problematic that Yahweh turns out to be: often uttering promise and command, but sometimes silent; often present and visible, but sometimes ashamedly absent; often evident in righteous and faithful ways, but sometimes unreliable and notoriously cunning, all to doubtful effect. The tôdah of Israel is a fair beginning point from which to understand Israel’s testimony. It is clear, however, that Israel’s relentless witness to this Thou could not stay uniformly positive and affirmative, because much in Israel’s life with Yahweh did not evoke gratitude and doxology. Nonetheless, Israel could never shake off its resolve to continue its utterance about Yahweh, for in this very utterance Israel knew its own life to be differently characterized in holiness, sometimes savage and sometimes beneficent.
This point about the cruciality of Thou is perhaps too obvious to need explication. I linger here, however, because contemporary interpreters are remote from Israel’s availability for the utterance of Thou. Between Israel and us lies the whole enterprise of modernity, beginning in Cartesian doubt and culminating in Kant’s “turn to the subject.” This turn has meant a turn away from “Thou” to “I,” and this focus on “I” dominates the entire modern scene, conservative as well as liberal. Our response to this turn has taken two forms: either we may continue the suspicion of Descartes and so decode the Thou into something less alive, or we may hedge the Thou with speculative excuses until the Thou has been sufficiently tamed to be an object and not a subject. Now, at the end of the twentieth century, we are learning in excruciating ways that this turn in modernity has given less than it promised—indeed, not enough by which to live. We do not know if there is any way to reconnect with this more risky world of Thou. If there is, then it requires, at the outset, a readiness to reentertain this relentlessly odd rhetoric. The cadences of tôdah about Yahweh’s ṣdqôth seem incredibly remote from us. It is our burden in this study to reconsider this rhetoric of Israel, rhetoric which, like any court witness, may have some reality behind it. But for the most part, the reality that is judged to be behind it depends on acceptance of the witness.
In the cases cited as our beginning point, it is important to note that all three citations of Yahweh’s ṣdqôth are in contexts of witness. In Judg 5:10–11﻿*﻿, the witness is at the village well, where some are persuaded of Yahweh’s victory and tell others about that wonder. Some at the well may not have known about Yahweh’s intentions. Some may have doubted, and so the testimony is intended to persuade. Or perhaps all believed, but the testimony needs constant reiteration in order to sustain revolutionary nerve in that ancient community. In 1 Sam 12:7﻿*﻿, apparently the retiring Samuel is under some criticism, and he must clear his name. Indeed, Samuel invites his listeners (presumed to be adversaries) to provide evidence against him, which they are not able to do. Samuel’s recital provides a narrative account of the past, which functions as his defense and vindication. In Mic 6:3–5﻿*﻿, it is Yahweh in court giving a self-defense, establishing Yahweh’s own reliability and fidelity, which must have been questioned. The testimony of Yahweh to Yahweh’s own ṣdqôth is in a different mood, daring anyone in Israel to provide counterevidence. Of course no one does. Thus in all three cases, the witness to Yahweh’s ṣdqôth is advocacy, an argument for a certain rendering of reality that defies anyone to offer a different account. In each case, a counter-reading of the past that excludes Yahweh is imaginable, but none is given. We are left to conclude that the positive testimony for Yahweh’s ṣdqôth wins the day and is established, at least in that time and place of utterance, as reality.
As these incidental testimonies (which may be located more specifically by critical analyses) merged by repeated usage into larger units and eventually into canonical form and authority, it is clear that Israel’s testimony is intended to generate an accepted, normative narrative construal of reality in which the members of Israel can live. But we note that living in that world of testimony depends on the persistence and credence of the testimony. It is readily imaginable that other testimonies were always available in Israel, other construals of reality, some of which were powerful and attractive, some of which were no doubt more “commonsense” and more readily championed by the dominant legitimating power. Thus Israel’s testimony (as revelation that became canon) always has an edge of advocacy and urgency to it, for its members can, in any given circumstance, fall out of the life-world generated by this rhetoric. We may imagine that some who heard and accepted the testimony did so completely and without reserve. We may imagine as well that some did so only provisionally, never free from alternative offers that sometimes prevailed. There is no reason to imagine that ancient Israel lacked the same range of passions and commitments known in our own contemporary communities concerning the same testimony.
When any member falls out of this narrated life-world into another, moreover, a decisive loss of this Thou occurs—the ṣdqôth of this Thou, the hovering possibilities of this Thou, and the full sentences of affirmation that depend on this Thou for viability. Thus the testimony of Israel, in many variegated forms and patterns, is crucial and indispensable for Israel’s peculiar existence in the world.﻿26﻿ We may imagine, moreover, that in every new circumstance the testimony must all be done over again, for this version of reality, rendered with freedom and imagination, always lives in the presence of other versions of reality, which are less odd, less problematic, less demanding, and less laden with possibility.
We are now able to see why Paul Recoeur’s metaphor of trial is such a suggestive perspective from which to begin our exposition of Old Testament theology. The matrix of trial-witness-testimony is one of the few social contexts in which it is clear that reality is dependent on speech. That is, the eyewitness purports to have seen something that happened, and witnesses are characteristically “eyewitnesses.”﻿27﻿ But “what happened” is unavailable, and so everything depends on the witness. Everything depends on the credibility of the witness, but credibility may be heavily influenced by gesture or phrasing or inflection, by any detail, whether intentional or unwitting.
After the witnesses have been heard (presumably witnesses in dispute), a verdict must be given. A judgment is made about which witnesses are trustworthy. When the verdict is given, reality is decided. And when reality is decided, the court does not look back, does not second-guess. Appeals have to do with evidence, process, and procedure, but appeals are only an elongated form of what happens in the initial trial. From the verdict forward, the court will entertain no rival version of alleged reality. (Of course there may be competing informal versions, as with the Warren Commission in the case of the assassination of President Kennedy.) The process is quite complex but, in the end, what has been spoken is decisive for what is.
I propose that this imagery of trial indicates the way in which the logos of Israel evokes the theos of Israel. And in the theos-logos process of the Old Testament, everything depends on the rhetoric of Israel, which in the first instant is subject neither to the explanatory doubts of historical criticism nor to the overburdened hedging of supernatural theology that seeks to make the advocacy of testimony more coherently compelling. Thus we have begun by asking the single, simple question: How did Israel in the Old Testament speak about God?﻿28﻿ Our provisional answer is that Israel’s rhetoric is ordered by strong, transformative verbs with Yahweh, the active agent, as subject, acting on a variety of direct objects, whose shape and destiny are completely in the hands of the subject of the verbs.
Negative and Wrong Utterances
Before we take up the details of this pervasive grammar of testimony, we may state two digressions, one negative and one positive. First, negatively: While Israel’s testimony about Yahweh characteristically assumes something like willing speech and correct speech, we may observe briefly the negative counterparts of willing and correct speech. First, willing speech is evidenced when Israel is forthcoming and does not hesitate to speak about the God who inhabits this peculiar grammar. The regular alternative to willing speech is reluctant speech or, in an extreme case, the refusal to speak at all. We may place the refusal to speak about Yahweh under the modern rubric of atheism, and we may observe that atheism is scarcely a problem in the ancient world of Israel.﻿29﻿ Nevertheless, two peculiar cases show that Israel is aware of this potential refusal to speak. In Ps 14:1﻿*﻿, Israel asserts,
Fools say in their hearts, “There is no God.”
They are corrupt, they do abominable deeds;
there is no one who does good. (cf. Ps 53:1﻿*﻿)
Clearly this is not an explicit statement attributable to the fools; it is “in their hearts.” The second half of the verse makes clear that the putative utterance of the fool is in fact done through deeds that are corrupt and abominable, deeds that “eat up my people” (v. 4﻿*﻿) and “confound the plans of the poor” (v. 6﻿*﻿). Such foolishness in social relations violates Yahweh’s ordering of viable community. Gerhard von Rad terms this “practical atheism.”﻿30﻿ Such a mode of atheism is premised on the practical (not cognitive) assumption that Yahweh does not exist, or in any case is irrelevant.
In Psalm 10, a closely related text, these words are placed in the mouth of the wicked:
“God will not seek it out” …
“There is no God.” (v. 4﻿*﻿)
“God has forgotten,
he has hidden his face,
he will never see it.” (v. 11﻿*﻿)
“You will not call us to account” … (v. 13﻿*﻿; cf. Isa 47:7﻿*﻿, 8﻿*﻿, 10﻿*﻿)
The denial of God, here as in Psalm 14, is practical and not cognitive. Such a sense of reality without Yahweh, which falls outside the life-world of Israel’s testimony, is marginal indeed in the Old Testament. I cite it here only to evidence the extreme alternative that was available to Israel, an alternative that its normative text would scarcely entertain.﻿31﻿
The much greater and more pervasive problem in ancient Israel is not a refusal to speak of Yahweh—that is, not a practical readiness to dismiss Yahweh as a factor in life, but the temptation to engage in wrong speech about Yahweh, which amounts to idolatry.﻿32﻿ In that ancient community, as even now, idolatry (wrong speech about God) rather than atheism (refusal to speak about God) is the more compelling and dangerous issue.
To speak wrongly about Yahweh—to bear false witness, to provide an inadequate construal of Yahweh—is to treat Yahweh as though Yahweh were one of the impotent, irrelevant idols that were all around Israel. In terms of the grammar of faith, it is to speak of Yahweh as though Yahweh were not the subject of powerful, transformative verbs. Three prophetic texts reflect the temptation in Israel to compromise the distinctiveness of Yahweh in this way:
They have spoken falsely of the Lord,
and have said, “He will do nothing.
No evil will come upon us,
and we shall not see sword or famine.” (Jer 5:12﻿*﻿)
… those who say in their hearts,
“The Lord will not do good,
Nor will he do harm.” (Zeph 1:12﻿*﻿)
Yet you say, “How have we wearied him?” By saying, “All who do evil are good in the sight of the Lord, and he delights in them.” Or by asking, “Where is the God of justice?” (Mal 2:17﻿*﻿)
To these statements we may add a mocking assault on the idols who are so unlike Yahweh:
Tell us what is to come hereafter,
that we may know that you are gods;
do good, or do harm,
that we may be afraid and terrified.
You, indeed, are nothing
and your work is nothing at all;
whoever chooses you is an abomination. (Isa 41:23–24﻿*﻿)
Israel’s characteristic grammar in speaking of Yahweh, governed by active verbs, regularly insisted that Yahweh is a major player in Israel’s life and in the life of the world. Yahweh’s characteristic presentation in Israel’s rhetoric is that Yahweh acts powerfully, decisively, and transformatively. Yahweh is morally serious and demanding, so that Yahweh is endlessly attentive to distinctions of good and evil, justice and injustice. Indeed, it is palpable power and moral seriousness that distinguish Yahweh from all rival gods, who have no power to act decisively and no capacity for moral distinctions. Thus the critique made of Israel’s speech in Jer 5:12﻿*﻿ and Zeph 1:12﻿*﻿ is that Yahweh is being misconstrued (falsely witnessed to), as though Yahweh were as irrelevant to life as the other gods, as though Yahweh were not a serious player in the life of the world, and as a consequence Israel need not heed Yahweh’s moral seriousness. The other gods cannot do good or harm, and if Yahweh is so construed, Yahweh disappears into the landscape of irrelevant, non-Israelite religion. In the end, Israel is rendered mute on the witness stand.
Idolatry—wrong speech about God—in any critical sense may occur late in ancient Israel.﻿33﻿ But the temptation to soften the rhetoric about Yahweh is pervasive in Israel, from its first utterance of tôdah. Therefore the peculiarity of Yahweh is a matter of great importance to the testimony of Israel. We may cite three cases in which right speech about Yahweh distinguishes the God of Israel from all other gods.
The idols, the competitors to Yahweh, are easy to dismiss because they have no power to act:
Their idols are silver and gold,
the work of human hands.
They have mouths, but do not speak;
eyes, but do not see.
They have ears, but do not hear;
noses, but do not smell.
They have hands, but do not feel;
feet, but do not walk;
they make no sound in their throats. (Ps 115:4–7﻿*﻿)
Unlike them, however, Yahweh, so the witness affirms, has power to act:
Our God is in the heavens;
he does whatever he pleases. (v. 3﻿*﻿)
Yahweh, who made heaven and earth (v. 15﻿*﻿), has the power to bless (vv. 12–13﻿*﻿) and to multiply (v. 14﻿*﻿). Yahweh has the power to cause creation to function in all its fruitfulness—the power to give life.
The same contrast between Yahweh, the God of power, and the other gods is evident in the doxology of Jer 10:1–16﻿*﻿. The other gods are objects, not subjects:
Their idols are like scarecrows in a cucumber field,
and they cannot speak;
they have to be carried,
for they cannot walk.
Do not be afraid of them,
for they cannot do evil,
nor is it in them to do good.…
They are the work of the artisan
and of the hands of the goldsmith;
their clothing is blue and purple;
they are all the product of skilled workers.…
for their images are false,
and there is no breath in them.
They are worthless, a work of delusion. (vv. 5﻿*﻿, 9﻿*﻿, 14–15﻿*﻿)
By contrast, Yahweh is an agent of creative power, who makes a decisive difference:
It is he who made the earth by his power,
who established the world by his wisdom,
and by his understanding stretched out the heavens.
When he utters his voice, there is a tumult of waters
in the heavens,
and he makes the mist rise from the ends of the earth.
He makes lightnings for the rain,
and he bring out the wind from his storehouses. (vv. 12–13﻿*﻿)
It is evident from the outset, in Israel’s most characteristic testimony, that right speech about Yahweh concerns Yahweh’s power to transform, to create, and to engender.
Finally the contrast is evident in Isa 44:9–20﻿*﻿, 44:24–45:7﻿*﻿. These lines, expressed in lyrical, surging poetry that contrasts with the preceding, dismissive prose, present Yahweh as agent, subject, and actor, who commands the waters, who commands Jerusalem, who commands Cyrus, who creates shalôm and evil, who does all these things! While the texts of Psalm 115, Jer 10:1–16﻿*﻿, and Isaiah 44–45 are all judged by critical consensus to be relatively late, they represent no substantive departure from Israel’s earlier articulations of Yahweh as the subject of its life-giving verbs. Old Testament theology, I propose, is the elucidation of Israel’s willing speech concerning Yahweh (contra the refusal to speak, which is practical atheism) and right speech (contra timid, distorted speech, which is idolatry).
In all of its seasons, with great freedom and venturesome imagination, Israel sought to speak willingly and rightly about Yahweh. In the doxology of Jer 10:1–16﻿*﻿, Yahweh is distinguished from the other, powerless gods as a God who is true (˒mth) and living (ḥyym) (v. 10﻿*﻿), and “not like these” other gods (v. 16﻿*﻿). Indeed, after Jer 10:1–5﻿*﻿, which castigates and mocks the other gods, the initial assertion concerning Yahweh is a lyrical explosion: “There is none like you, O Lord” (v. 6﻿*﻿). Willing speech and right speech about Yahweh characteristically make utterance about Yahweh’s incomparability.
Yahweh’s Incomparability: Two Formulas
We now turn to the incomparability of Yahweh as a second, this time, positive digression. This theme is a digression only because in the path we will take in sketching out Israel’s Yahwistic grammar, the assertion of Yahweh’s incomparability comes, rightly, as Israel’s summary doxological conclusion. The formulations of incomparability to which we will pay attention are a leap outside the grammar we have suggested as definitional. We will consider this leaping conclusion and then return to our review of the way in which Israel’s practice of grammar made this conclusion credible and inescapable. The statement of incomparability is located most often in concrete situations of testimony, but its utterance itself is a remarkably sweeping and generalizing claim. Thus we place it near the beginning of our study of Israel’s rhetoric, but its function in Israel’s actual confession makes it the final, sweeping claim on the lips of Israel. Because the statement of incomparability comes early and yet is a most sweeping generalization, we may regard it as the most poignant spine and leitmotif of all of Israel’s testimony concerning Yahweh.
Two formulas may be identified whereby Israel asserts Yahweh’s incomparability.﻿34﻿ The first is a question, most often directly addressed to Yahweh: “Who is like you?” (mi - kamokāh). The question is usually in a context where it functions as an astonished certitude. Thus it is a rhetorical question that does not require an explicit answer. But clearly the anticipated answer is “No one.” No one, no god, is like Yahweh. The detail of Israel’s theological testimony means to give the ground for this sweeping conclusion. And while the conclusion may be sweeping, the ground must be specific, to show precisely in what ways, in what concrete experiences, Yahweh is incomparable. In this question-affirmation, the characteristic subjects for which Yahweh is celebrated are “wondrous deeds” (npl˒ôth) and “great things” (gdlôth) (Ps 71:17﻿*﻿, 19﻿*﻿). These are the astonishing acts of transformation that exhibit Yahweh’s enormous, unfettered power (cf. Isa 44:7﻿*﻿; Jer 49:19﻿*﻿; 50:44﻿*﻿; Pss 77:13–14﻿*﻿; 89:6–9﻿*﻿). In Ps 89:7﻿*﻿, Yahweh is explicitly contrasted with the other gods “in the council of the holy ones,” because none there can do what Yahweh can do and has done.
Four uses of the formula, examined in greater detail, serve as examples of Israel’s most extreme testimonial claim.
Exod 15:11﻿*﻿. This poem is commonly thought to be among the most crucial, perhaps earliest, of Israel’s theological confessions.﻿35﻿ In its present location it is a victory song celebrating “The Divine Warrior” who, in a show of enormous power, has overcome the power of Egypt’s pharaoh in order to liberate the Hebrew slaves. The main body of the poem concerns Israel’s two pivotal affirmations of Exodus (vv. 4–9﻿*﻿) and the entry into the land (vv. 13–17﻿*﻿). Between these two citations—which narrate Yahweh’s power over pharaoh and then over the “chiefs” in Canaan and the Transjordan—the song breaks into lyrical doxology employing the phrase, “Who is like you?” (vv. 11–12﻿*﻿). Israel makes this affirmation on the basis of the “events” of vv. 4–9﻿*﻿ and vv. 13–17﻿*﻿. There is no other god who warrants such doxology, or who possesses the attributes of majesty and awe; none other is capable of such “wonders,” which defeat and destroy “them” (that is, the enemies of Israel), and which create a possible new life for Israel.
Thus the poem focuses on Yahweh’s power. But we notice in v. 13﻿*﻿, as a minor note, that in the tradition of the entry into the land, the poem stresses not only Yahweh’s power, but also Yahweh’s steadfast love (ḥsd). The second characteristic of Yahweh here noted, along with power, is loyal solidarity with the Hebrew slaves, the purpose for which unrivaled power is employed.
Ps 35:10﻿*﻿. Here the use of the formula of incomparability is in a very different context, that of an individual complaint. The speaker is in sore straits, pursued by adversaries without cause (vv. 4﻿*﻿, 7﻿*﻿). The speaker cries out for help; left alone the speaker is helpless. The purpose of the cry is to summon Yahweh into action. In v. 10﻿*﻿, where our formula occurs, and in v. 18﻿*﻿, the speaker anticipates deliverance and being able to testify about it. But the deliverance has not yet been given, hence the speaker’s cry. In this formulation, which is ostensively praise, the speaker in effect bears witness to Yahweh, reminding Yahweh that Yahweh is not like other gods and therefore is rightly expected to act differently. That is, the God who is incomparable must act in order to exhibit that incomparability.
While the incomparable power of Yahweh is here assumed and affirmed, it is not the point of this prayer. Rather,
All my bones shall say,
“O Lord, who is like you?
You deliver the weak
from those too strong for them,
the weak and needy from those who despoil them.” (v. 10﻿*﻿)
The emphasis falls on Yahweh’s solidarity with the weak and needy, who are themselves powerless and hopeless. The appeal is twice made to Yahweh’s righteousness (ṣdqh) which issues in shalôm for “his servant.” We may take ṣdq, for now, as a reference to Yahweh’s power enacted in solidarity, but here it is Yahweh’s solidarity with the speaker and with the social group represented by the speaker. Thus this psalm of complaint makes testimony in a personal, intimate scope, the same testimony about Yahweh that is quite public in Exodus 15.
Ps 113:5﻿*﻿. This psalm, anticipated in the song of Hannah (1 Sam 2:1–10﻿*﻿) and echoed in the song of Mary (Luke 1:46–55﻿*﻿), culminates with specific reference to the “barren woman,” but its opening praise is much more sweeping. Thus it combines the large scope of Exodus 15 and the intimate concern of Psalm 35. While the first part of the psalm concerns Yahweh’s power as creator, it culminates in vv. 7–9﻿*﻿ with concrete acts that express Yahweh’s solidarity with the poor, needy, and helpless, who by Yahweh’s attentiveness find their circumstance transformed into well-being. Whereas Psalm 35 seems to reflect a specific case, this psalm already generalizes by the use of participles, to make clear that these are the characteristic marks of Yahweh, on which Israel may count in many different circumstances.
Mic 7:18–20﻿*﻿. This doxology begins with the question of incomparability spoken in doxological fashion of Yahweh in the third person. By the middle of v. 19﻿*﻿, the third-person reference has become direct second-person address. The third-person speech is utilized to testify in general, but the second-person address seems to function as a petition that reminds Yahweh of Yahweh’s characteristic propensity that needs to be made visible here and now. Placed as they are in Micah 7, among a people in distress, these concluding verses provide a ground for hope. The hope, rooted in the proclaimed character of Yahweh, is that Yahweh is unlike the other gods, specifically concerning Yahweh’s readiness to forgive, to work newness, and to begin again, precisely for the community of Jacob and Abraham (v. 20﻿*﻿). What marks Yahweh’s incomparability in this text, as we shall see later, is Yahweh’s readiness for solidarity, for compassion, faithfulness, and loyalty (rḥm, ˒mth, ḥsd) (the latter term is rendered as “clemency” in v. 18﻿*﻿). In deepest travail, late in its history, as it did in Exodus 15 early in its history, Israel bears witness to this powerful God who is in solidarity, who is the only source of Israel’s possible future.
The second formula expressing incomparability concerns the same claims and the same utterance, except now the formula is not a rhetorical question but a declarative sentence: “There is none like Yahweh” (Exod 8:10﻿*﻿; cf. Deut 33:26﻿*﻿) (kî-çyn kayhwh), or in variation, “There is none like you” (Ps 86:8﻿*﻿, addressed to Yahweh); or “There is none like me” (Exod 9:14﻿*﻿, uttered by Yahweh; see also Deut 33:26﻿*﻿, 1 Sam 2:2﻿*﻿, 2 Sam 7:22﻿*﻿). In all the variations, the claim of incomparability is unambiguous. We may cite three examples of this formula.
1 Kgs 8:23﻿*﻿. In what is likely a late and highly stylized prayer, reflecting perhaps a temple or dynastic interest, Solomon asserts Yahweh’s incomparability. (It is likely as well that in royal-temple contexts, such an assertion has an implicit ideological component, suggesting the incomparability of the political or sacerdotal establishment as well; cf. 2 Sam 7:22–23﻿*﻿). Solomon’s assertion of Yahweh’s incomparability begins with reference to “heaven above or on earth beneath,” thus taking in all of creation as witnesses to Yahweh’s enormous power. The accent, however, is immediately followed by reference to covenant and steadfast love (ḥsd) so that it is solidarity that receives the primary emphasis. Because the later part of the prayer (vv. 46–53﻿*﻿) reflects a needful situation, perhaps exile, the emphasis on solidarity is important. Incomparability thus is expressed, as in Mic 7:18–20﻿*﻿, as Yahweh’s willingness and readiness to forgive, to break the vicious cycles of Israel’s life, so that perhaps Israel may begin again.
Jer 10:1–16﻿*﻿. We have already considered this text as one that seeks to refute idols, and so to “speak rightly” about Yahweh. In the middle of this contrast between Yahweh and the idols is the assertion of incomparability (v. 6﻿*﻿). Whereas the other gods are stupid, false, and powerless (vv. 14–15﻿*﻿), Yahweh is living and true (v. 10﻿*﻿)—that is, Yahweh has substance, force, and reality. More specifically, Yahweh has power to create and to command all the powers of heaven and earth, which must obey. Thus this doxology is focused fully on Yahweh’s unrivaled power. In the conclusion of this poem (v. 16﻿*﻿), however, we are surprised to hear that while the accent throughout is on Yahweh’s cosmic power, finally this power is linked to Israel, “the tribe of his inheritance.” Thus the Old Testament testimony characteristically will not choose between power and solidarity, for it is the combination of the two that marks this One about whom Israel must make its claim.
Ps 86:8﻿*﻿. This complaint prayer of an individual seeks to mobilize Yahweh to intervene in a situation of acute distress. The formula itself is uttered in the middle section of the psalm, which is a sweeping assertion of Yahweh’s power, which will be acknowledged by all the nations (vv. 8–10﻿*﻿). All around this central statement of God’s power, a more personal, intimate point is made that concerns Yahweh’s solidarity with the speaker. Thus the speaker reminds Yahweh that Yahweh is “good and forgiving, abounding in steadfast love” (ḥsd) (v. 5﻿*﻿, 13﻿*﻿). In v. 15﻿*﻿ the psalm quotes one of Israel’s most characteristic recitals of God’s way with Israel:
But you, O Lord, are a God
merciful and gracious,
slow to anger and abounding in
steadfast love and faithfulness. (cf. Exod 34:6﻿*﻿)
The cluster of terms—merciful, gracious, slow to anger, steadfast love, faithfulness—together express Yahweh’s resilient, reliable commitment to Israel.
It cannot be claimed that this statement of Yahweh’s incomparability is uttered everywhere in the Old Testament. I insist only that it is Israel’s most extreme witness about God, and that this affirmation, or something like it, is everywhere assumed in the Old Testament. It is important to remember that we are here considering theological claims. We are not engaged in a comparative study, and a case can be made that much that Israel asserts in fact is not without parallel elsewhere.﻿36﻿ One can say that the rhetoric of incomparability is made by Israel in innocence and with simple disregard of data to the contrary. Israel did not know or care that other peoples made similar claims for their gods. Or one can say, as I prefer, that the rhetoric of incomparability places the accent not on the claim that there is no other like Yahweh, but that Yahweh really is as said—in extreme form a God of astonishing power and reassuring solidarity. In this case, the formula of incomparability is a strategic one, designed to enforce and underscore Israel’s exuberant embrace of this God, without reference to any rival or comparable claim.
These two formulas, as we take them as the extreme cases, provide a guideline for our exposition of Israel’s testimony about Yahweh. Our consideration of these two formulas suggests that it is Yahweh’s sovereign power and covenantal solidarity that mark the God to whom Israel bears witness. As we shall see, the range of Israel’s rhetoric about God is rather limited and predictable. What is important is the recognition that for Israel, power and solidarity are held together, and that both are crucial for Israel’s normative utterance about Yahweh. Power without solidarity yields nothing that reassures Israel in its need. And solidarity without power yields empty hope. To be sure, Yahweh’s power and solidarity are often shown to be in odd tension, and on different occasions one or the other quality becomes more important in Israel’s testimony. It is nonetheless the two together, power in the service of solidarity, solidarity as the evidence of sovereignty, that mark this God.
While this pairing appears in many places, Psalm 82 provides a clear example. This poem, likely very old and certainly reflecting an assumption of polytheism, engages in a question about what constitutes “godness.” In the world of the politics of the “divine council,” one might imagine that the God of gods would be the one with the most power.﻿37﻿ We are astonished, however, to hear the decree given, “in the midst of the gods” who are scolded for not having the true marks of godness:
Give justice to the weak and the orphan;
maintain the right of the lowly and destitute.
Rescue the weak and the needy;
deliver them from the hand of the wicked. (vv. 3–4﻿*﻿)
That is, these would-be gods are condemned to death (v. 7﻿*﻿), precisely because they fail to measure up to the godness here given as normative. That godness is constituted by solidarity with the weak and needy, in this case not even specified as the weak and needy of Israel. Thus from the outset, Israel’s testimony marks godness by power in the service of compassionate solidarity.
Summary
According to Israel’s self-understanding, Israel does not begin with some generic notion of God, to which Yahweh conforms. It begins its utterance, rather, in witness to what it has seen and heard and received from Yahweh. It is Yahweh and only Yahweh who provides the peculiar norms by which “godness” is now understood in Israel. It is clear to Israel, moreover, that beyond Yahweh, there are no serious candidates for the role of God. There are only fraudulent candidates who do not have a capacity for power in solidarity. It is important to accent that something like “God’s preferential option for the poor” is deeply rooted in Israel’s testimony, so deeply rooted as to be characteristic and definitional for Israel’s speech about God.﻿38﻿ The claim is not a belated, incidental addendum to Israel’s ethical reflection, but belongs integrally and inalienably to Israel’s core affirmation of the character of Yahweh. The course of Israel’s testimony about God attends to the ways in which this God—full of sovereign power and committed in solidarity to the needy, and especially to Israel in need—dominates the narrative of Israel’s liturgy and imagination (cf. Deut 10:12–22﻿*﻿).
Thus we have attempted to define the grammar of Israel (full sentences, governed by strong verbs, dominated by the subject of the verbs who is an active agent, effecting changes in various direct objects), and we have considered the extreme and most sweeping testimony given to Yahweh, namely incomparability. Our purpose now is to trace in some detail the ways in which Israel’s grammar is led ineluctably to its conclusions of incomparability.

 

1 See Samuel Terrien, The Elusive Presence: Toward a New Biblical Theology (New York: Harper and Row, 1978).


* 


5 you shall make this response before the Lord your God: “A wandering Aramean was my ancestor; he went down into Egypt and lived there as an alien, few in number, and there he became a great nation, mighty and populous.


Deuteronomy 26:5 (NRSV)


* 


21 then you shall say to your children, “We were Pharaoh’s slaves in Egypt, but the Lord brought us out of Egypt with a mighty hand.


Deuteronomy 6:21 (NRSV)


* 


1 Then Joshua gathered all the tribes of Israel to Shechem, and summoned the elders, the heads, the judges, and the officers of Israel; and they presented themselves before God.


Joshua 24:1 (NRSV)


2 Gerhard von Rad, “The Form-Critical Problem of the Hexateuch,” The Problem of the Hexateuch and Other Essays (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1966) 1–8.


* 


1 Make a joyful noise to the Lord, all the earth.


Psalm 100:1 (NRSV)


* 


1 I will sing of loyalty and of justice;to you, O Lord, I will sing.


Psalm 101:1 (NRSV)


* 


6 As for me, I said in my prosperity,“I shall never be moved.”


Psalm 30:6 (NRSV)


* 


8 To you, O Lord, I cried,and to the Lord I made supplication:


Psalm 30:8 (NRSV)


3 Clearly Israel’s speech about Yahweh is deeply embedded in lived socioeconomic-political realities—the stuff that comprises history. The exilic experience, for example, clearly impinged on what Israel said about Yahweh and, conversely, on how Yahweh addressed Israel. Israel’s speech about Yahweh is characteristically situated historically. I intend only to rule out questions of positivistic history that seek to limit Israel’s imaginative utterance about Yahweh to recoverable happenings. Stated another way, the history to be reckoned with in this project is emic, i.e., as accepted by the Israelite cast of characters, and not etic, i.e., the past recoverable by the reckonings of the rationality of modernity. I have attempted to stake out this general perspective in Abiding Astonishment: Psalms, Modernity, and the Making of History (Louisville: Westminster/John Knox, 1991). The distinction made by James M. Robinson, “The Historicality of Biblical Language,” The Old Testament and Christian Faith: Essays by Rudolf Bultmann and Others (ed. Bernhard W. Anderson; London: SCM Press, 1964) 124–58, between “historicity” and “historicality” is likely a useful one for our purposes.


4 


This decision to bracket questions of ontology is parallel to the decision about bracketing questions of historicity. I do not deny that those who speak about Yahweh in the Old Testament had made some judgment about the reality and existence of Yahweh. But the ontology of Yahweh that is available on the basis of Israel’s testimony in the Old Testament is after the testimony, based on finding the testimony credible and persuasive. After testimony, the Old Testament provides a rich statement on ontology.


A student of Old Testament theology must be alert to the problem of conventional thinking about ontology, thinking that is essentially alien to Old Testament testimony. M. Douglas Meeks has called my attention to two discussions that I have found greatly illuminating, which in very different ways make the same point. John D. Zizioulas, Being as Communion: Studies in Personhood and the Church (London: Dartman, Longman and Todd, 1985), resists the monistic, closed ontology of the ancient Greeks and insists that the early church fathers broke with Hellenistic ontology in seeing that the personal, communal propensities of God, who acts as a person in freedom, are prior to any substance or being. Jean-Luc Marion, God without Being, Hors-Texte (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1991), follows Martin Heidegger in liberating God from the question of being, for the question of being is restrictive of God’s freedom and of itself ends in idolatry.


Old Testament thought does not align with the categories of either patristic thought or that of Heidegger. What it has in common, and the point on which I insist, is that one must not foreclose Israel’s witness to Yahweh by already settled categories of being. Jewish ways of speaking (and thinking) are simply not easily commensurate with our standard Western notions of being, and that difference is enormously important and must be recognized at the outset.


5 No doubt the “how” and the “what” of biblical testimony are intimately related. One of the problems of much Old Testament theology is that it has been too cognitive and ideational, paying insufficient attention to the ways of Israel’s rhetoric. We have the curious situation of rhetorical critics who pay primary attention to the ways of Israel’s speech, but who look askance at theological claims; and, conversely, theological interpreters so focused on content that they neglect mode of speech. For a way to relate the two, see Gail R. O’Day, The Word Disclosed: John’s Story and Narrative Preaching (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1987); and Revelation in the Fourth Gospel: Narrative Mode and Theological Claim (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1986).
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The most helpful discussion of these issues known to me is C. A. J. Coady, Testimony: A Philosophical Study (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1992). Coady argues for an alternative mode of knowledge and certitude, which for being alternative is no less legitimate. Coady undertakes a serious critique of R. G. Collingwood’s dominant positivistic objectivism.


As subpoints of the general rubric of testimony, I note the following:


(a) The appeal to testimony as a ground of certitude has particular and peculiar importance for the thought of Karl Barth. (I am grateful to Mark D. J. Smith for specific references.) See Church Dogmatics 1/1 (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1975) 98–124; Church Dogmatics 1/2 (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1956) 457–740, especially 457–72, 514–26. See also Martin Rumscheidt, Revelation and Theology: An Analysis of the Barth-Harnack Correspondence of 1923 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1972) 29–53, especially 45–47. For efforts to understand Barth’s peculiar assumptions, see David Kelsey, The Uses of Scripture in Recent Theology (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1975); David Ford, “Barth’s Interpretation of Scripture,” Karl Barth—Studies of His Theological Method (ed. S. W. Sykes; Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1979); and Ford, Barth and God’s Story (Frankfurt: Peter Lang, 1981).


(b) Andrew Lincoln has helpfully pointed out that testimony is of crucial importance in the Fourth Gospel. See Andrew T. Lincoln, “Trials, Plots, and the Narrative of the Fourth Gospel,” Journal for the Study of the New Testament 56 (1994) 3–30; A. A. Trites, The New Testament Concept of Witness (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1977) 78–127; and Robert V. Moss, “The Witnessing Church in the New Testament,” Theology and Life 3 (1960) 262–68. The importance of the linkage to the Fourth Gospel is the recognition that the epistemological claims made for Jesus in the early church also depend on the acceptance of testimony. The elemental case for this is the list of witnesses to the resurrection in 1 Cor 15:3–6﻿*﻿.


(c) Much less directly, I mention in this connection the role of the Sophists in ancient Greece, practitioners of the public activity of rhetorical persuasion. The entire story of realist philosophy has tended to silence and discredit the Sophists, for their appeal to rhetoric continually subverted the would-be settled claims of the Platonic realists. From a perspective of rhetorical adjudication, however, it is clear that the realists wanted to shut down ongoing rhetoric, and therefore to foreclose the political process. See Eric A. Havelock, The Liberal Temper in Greek Politics (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1957); Brian Vickers, In Defense of Rhetoric (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1988); and Terence Irwin, Plato’s Moral Theory (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1977).


(d) The issue of testimony is particularly acute now, with reference to the evidence concerning the fact and the character of the Nazi Holocaust. That is, the primary evidence for the Holocaust is personal testimony, without which this unthinkable barbarity is to be lost. Elie Wiesel, “The Holocaust as Literary Inspiration,” Dimensions of Holocaust (Evanston, Ill.: Northwestern University Press, 1977) 9, has understood the urgency of testimony in his aphorism: “If the Greeks invented tragedy, the Romans the epistle, and the Renaissance the sonnet, our generation invented a new literature, that of testimony.” See also Shoshana Felman and Dori Laub, Testimony: Crisis of Witnessing in Literature, Psychoanalysis, and History (New York: Routledge, 1992). Felman and Laub see that testimony is urgent when truth is in crisis, i.e., a crisis of evidence. Acutely so in the twentieth century, perhaps that is the characteristic circumstance of Yahweh’s community of testimony.


I do not suggest that all open rhetoric constitutes testimony as I am here using the term with reference to Israel’s faith. I suggest, nonetheless, that these several different forms share a conviction that somehow reality is deeply contingent on speech. Therefore Israel’s testimony about Yahweh is inherently subversive of all non-Yahwistic shapes of reality.


It is ironic that the same issue between reality as constituted by speech, on the one hand, and reality that resists speech, on the other hand, is a tension now resurfacing around issues of exclusive and inclusive language. In that tension, the subverting power of inclusive speech is here and there silenced by an appeal to metaphysical realism, which seems, on the face of it, to be essentially a long-accepted practice of rhetoric.


7 Paul Ricoeur, Essays on Biblical Interpretation (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1981) 119–54. Ricoeur’s study has been carefully exposited by Jean-Daniel Plüss, Therapeutic and Prophetic Narratives in Worship (New York: Peter Lang, 1988), especially chap. 2. On the problems and possibilities of testimony in the pursuit of establishing “truth,” see Richard K. Fenn, Liturgies and Trials: The Secularization of Religious Language (Oxford: Blackwell, 1982); and The Death of Herod: An Essay in the Sociology of Religion (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992).


8 Second Isaiah surely stands at the center of Israel’s effort to utter Yahweh faithfully and effectively, in a most demanding and dangerous situation. Israel gave testimony to “the truth of Yahweh,” which intended to subvert and undermine the dominant truth of Babylon’s preeminence and Israel’s commensurate despair. On this genre and its cruciality for Second Isaiah, see Claus Westermann, “Sprache und Struktur der Prophetie Deuterojesajas,” Forschung am Alten Testament; Gesammelte Studien (ThB 24; Munich: Christian Kaiser, 1964) 124–44. It will be evident in much of what follows that Second Isaiah occupies a privileged place in my interpretation, a position informed by my study with Prof. James Muilenburg, but already in place for me as early as my B.D. thesis in 1955 under Lionel A. Whiston, Jr.


9 The phrase “taken as” is informed for me by the analysis of David Bryant, Faith and the Play of Imagination: On the Role of Imagination in Religion (Macon, Ga.: Mercer University Press, 1989) 115 and passim. Bryant sees that to “take” something as reality is an active process of establishing reality. A lesser verb is “to see as,” as exposited by Garrett Green, Imagining God: Theology and the Religious Imagination (San Francisco: Harper and Row, 1989) 139–42 and passim.


10 Gerhard von Rad, Old Testament Theology (2 vols; San Francisco: Harper and Row, 1962), 2:355–459, treated the Psalms and wisdom under the rubric of “response.” The rubric does not fit the material very well, as has often been noted, but the notion employed by von Rad is important.


* 


1 The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want.


Psalm 23:1 (NRSV)


* 


1 Comfort, O comfort my people,says your God.


2 Speak tenderly to Jerusalem,and cry to herthat she has served her term,that her penalty is paid,that she has received from the Lord’s handdouble for all her sins. 


3 A voice cries out:“In the wilderness prepare the way of the Lord,make straight in the desert a highway for our God.


4 Every valley shall be lifted up,and every mountain and hill be made low;the uneven ground shall become level,and the rough places a plain.


5 Then the glory of the Lord shall be revealed,and all people shall see it together,for the mouth of the Lord has spoken.” 


6 A voice says, “Cry out!”And I said, “What shall I cry?”All people are grass,their constancy is like the flower of the field.


7 The grass withers, the flower fades,when the breath of the Lord blows upon it;surely the people are grass.


8 The grass withers, the flower fades;but the word of our God will stand forever.


9 Get you up to a high mountain,O Zion, herald of good tidings; lift up your voice with strength,O Jerusalem, herald of good tidings, lift it up, do not fear;say to the cities of Judah,“Here is your God!”


10 See, the Lord God comes with might,and his arm rules for him;his reward is with him,and his recompense before him.


11 He will feed his flock like a shepherd;he will gather the lambs in his arms,and carry them in his bosom,and gently lead the mother sheep. 


Isaiah 40:1–11 (NRSV)


11 On the cruciality of utterance, see the general accent on “articulacy” for moral discourse in Charles Taylor, Sources of the Self: The Making of the Modern Identity (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1989), chap. 4.


12 I use the term characteristic to recognize that one cannot say “always” about such speech, because exceptions are inevitable. On the notion of characteristic speech, see Walter Brueggemann, “Crisis-Evoked, Crisis-Resolving Speech,” BTB 24 (1994) 95–105.


13 Concerning the testimony of Israel, one may speak of Israel’s “habits of the lips,” as in the phrase, “Say in our heart.” The phrase “habits of the lips” plays on the title of Robert Bellah et al., Habits of the Heart: Individualism and Commitment in American Life (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1985).


14 James Barr, The Semantics of Biblical Language (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1961). It is Barr’s now well-established urging that words can only be understood in the context of their usage in sentences. In what follows, my consideration of verbs, adjectives, and nouns that speak of Yahweh is an effort to treat Israel’s characteristic terms in context.
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On the privileged function of the verb, see Michel Foucault, The Order of Things: An Archaeology of the Human Sciences (trans. A. M. S. Smith; New York: Vintage Books, 1973) 92–96. Foucault observes on p. 93:


The verb is the indispensable condition for all discourse; and wherever it does not exist at least by implication, it is not possible to say that there is a language. All normal presuppositions conceal the invisible presence of the verb.


Foucault also reflects on the verb to be, a matter that interests us in terms of nominal sentences. On the cruciality of verbs for Old Testament theology, see Terence E. Fretheim, “The Repentance of God: A Key to Evaluating Old Testament God-Talk,” HBT 10 (1988) 47–70.


16 My way of approaching the character and identity of Yahweh provisionally precludes other approaches. Thus, for example, I will not deal with the several titles for Yahweh that reflect Israel’s history of religion. On these, see Tryggve N. D. Mettinger, In Search of God: The Meaning and Message of the Everlasting Names (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1988). I am aware of the complex history of the antecedents of Yahweh; see Mark S. Smith, The Early History of God: Yahweh and Other Deities in Ancient Israel (San Francisco: Harper and Row, 1990); and Tryggve N. D. Mettinger, The Dethronement of Sabaoth: Studies in the Shem and Kabod Theologies (Lund, Sweden: CWK Gleerup, 1982). These antecedents to Yahweh, in my judgment, belong to questions of the history of Israel’s religion and do not directly concern Old Testament theology.
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I have arranged my discussion of Israel’s God-talk around the issue of verbs. It is important to recognize that in Israel’s God-talk and in God’s talk to Israel, an important body of material is expressed in nominal sentences, sentences without verbs. While I will not deal with these extensively or explicitly, what I have said of verbal sentences applies, mutatis mutandis, to nominal sentences. That is, Yahweh is, in nominal as in verbal sentences, embedded in full sentences and cannot be extracted from them. In these sentences, however, the consequence for characterizing Yahweh tends to be presence rather than action. It may be that Foucault’s general judgment that nominal sentences conceal hidden verbs does not apply directly to Hebrew usage, but I do not doubt that the usages in verbal and nominal sentences are commensurate.


Two usages of nominal sentences are particularly important for Israel’s witness to Yahweh. First, the enigmatic statement of Exod 3:14﻿*﻿, “I will be who I will be,” is exceedingly important, even if problematic. Frank M. Cross, “The Religion of Canaan and the God of Israel,” Canaanite Myth and Hebrew Epic: Essays in the History of Israelite Religion (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1973) 60–75, has made a powerful argument that the name of Yahweh, as reflected in Exod 3:14﻿*﻿, was originally part of a verbal sentence, in which the verb to be is understood as cause to be, i.e., create, or pro-create. Such a way of understanding embeds the nominal sentence in an assumed verbal sentence. In any case, it is plausible that the entire Exodus narrative is an exposition of the name of Exod 3:14﻿*﻿, requiring all of its powerful verbs for an adequate exposition.


Second, the salvation oracles of Second Isaiah (41:8–13﻿*﻿; 43:5–6﻿*﻿; 44:8﻿*﻿; cf. Jer 30:10–11﻿*﻿) are indeed nominal sentences, characteristically asserting, “Fear not, I am with you.” On the form, see Claus Westermann, Praise and Lament in the Psalms (Atlanta: John Knox, 1981); Edgar W. Conrad, Fear Not Warrior: A Study of ‘al tira’ Pericopes in the Hebrew Scriptures (Chico, Calif.: Scholars Press, 1985); and Patrick D. Miller, They Cried to the Lord: The Form and Theology of Biblical Prayer (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1994) 141–73. There is no verb in any of these assurances. Nonetheless, in my judgment, even the nominal assertions bespeak an active, transformative agency, in which some kind of verbal activity is implied or is to be inferred. The problem is in part a grammatical one. But it is also a substantive one, in that Yahweh’s very person is itself a transformative force most often expressed in verbs. That is, “God is with” (Immanuel), and by “being with,” circumstance is changed. That change, in its precise utterance, requires something like the articulation of a verb. Thus I wish to acknowledge the importance of sentences without verbs, but to include them in my general index of statements about the reality of Yahweh in Israel’s utterance. On the grammatical issues of nominal sentences, see Francis I. Andersen, The Hebrew Verbless Clause in the Pentateuch (JBL Monograph Series 14; Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1970).


It is possible, as Patrick D. Miller reminds me, to distinguish between nominal sentences that state Yahweh’s relationship to Israel and nominal sentences that attest to Yahweh’s being or character. This distinction greatly enriches and complicates the matter, but I think it does not finally affect my decision to treat such claims as commensurate with verbal sentences in their “produce.”
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The notion of “God acting” is a long-honored one in Old Testament theology, especially with reference to the work of Gerhard von Rad and G. Ernest Wright. See especially Wright, God Who Acts: Biblical Theology as Recital (SBT 8; London: SCM Press, 1952). More recently, the notion has been recognized as having immense problems. The literature is as immense as the problems. The notion of “God’s action in history” has been a privileged reference point in Old Testament theology, especially under the influence of von Rad and Wright. But while Old Testament theology had gone a long while with rather innocent reference to such a notion, it had at the same time been deeply problematized by theologians.


The familiar reference point for that problematizing is an early article by Langdon Gilkey, “Cosmology, Ontology, and the Travail of Biblical Language,” JR 41 (1961) 194–205. The subsequent discussion has largely been conducted by philosophically inclined theologians, with Scripture scholars contributing little. The most helpful discussion known to me is Thomas Tracy, God, Action, and Embodiment (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1984). See also William P. Alston, Divine Nature and Human Language: Essays in Philosophical Theology (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1989); Vincent Brümmer, Speaking of a Personal God: An Essay on Philosophical Theology (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992), especially 108–27; Austin Farrer, Faith and Speculation: An Essay in Philosophical Theology (London: Adam and Charles Black, 1967); A. J. Freddoso, ed., The Existence and Nature of God (Notre Dame, Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press, 1983); T. V. Morris, Divine and Human Action: Essays in the Metaphysics of Theism (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1988); Gordon Kaufman, God the Problem (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1972); and Maurice Wiles, God’s Action in the World: The Bampton Lectures for 1986 (London: SCM Press, 1986).


It is evident that a naive biblical notion of God’s action is not plausible in the categories of modernism. Thus one is faced with either abandoning the notion of God’s action or trimming it down to irrelevance, which an Old Testament theology can scarcely do, or refusing the categories of modernity that make one susceptible to the charge of fideism. The rich and suggestive discussion now available does not go far beyond these choices. In what follows, I have sought to explicate the rhetoric of ancient Israel in terms of its own claims, without submitting that rhetoric to the critique of modernist epistemological categories. I am aware that such a procedure begs the most difficult questions. I have taken this tack because, in terms of explicating Old Testament faith, any other strategy would end in being immobilized.


19 This subject-object transaction as reflected in the grammar of Israel’s characteristic testimonial speech preserves the theological claim of Yahweh as the one who holds initiative and Israel as the one who receives what Yahweh gives. In my discussion of “Countertestimony” (Part 2) and “Unsolicited Testimony” (Part 3), I have indicated that the relationship between Yahweh and Yahweh’s partners is not as simple as subject and object. The actual practice of Israel’s testimony includes many variegated departures from that simple connection that has dominated scholastic theology. Jürgen Habermas, Theology and Practice (trans. John Viertal; Boston: Beacon Press, 1973) 244, comments that Christian theology preserves a distinction “between the subject of history and the subject who acts historically, between the Lord of history and those who are merely subjected to it.”


20 In my exposition of Israel as Yahweh’s object and partner, I refer to Israel as a theological entity, generated by the testimony of the text as a rhetorical exercise. I do not use the term with any assumptions about historicity for any part of the testimony. Judgments about historicity, in any positivistic sense, emerge only from a study of the history and culture of the ancient Near East. The results of such study bear only indirectly on the testimonial articulations of Israel in the text.


21 I have taken over the notion of sub-version as an alternative version that means to undermine the accepted version from J. Cheryl Exum, Fragmented Women: Feminist (Sub)versions of Biblical Narrative (Philadelphia: Trinity Press International, 1993). The effect of the term used this way is to insist that accepted reality is not a given, but simply one more version of what is there. Moreover, the usage suggests that there is nothing given behind the versions, but that everything about what is “there” depends on the embrace of some version.


22 On the tôdah as an important usage in Israel’s liturgy and faith, see Harvey H. Guthrie, Theology as Thanksgiving: From Israel’s Psalms to the Church’s Eucharist (New York: Seabury, 1981); and Miller, They Cried to the Lord, 179–204.
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17 I will give to the Lord the thanks due to his righteousness,and sing praise to the name of the Lord, the Most High.


Psalm 7:17 (NRSV)


* 


1 I will give thanks to the Lord with my whole heart;I will tell of all your wonderful deeds.


2 I will be glad and exult in you;I will sing praise to your name, O Most High. 


Psalm 9:1–2 (NRSV)


* 


6 With a freewill offering I will sacrifice to you;I will give thanks to your name, O Lord, for it is good.


7 For he has delivered me from every trouble,and my eye has looked in triumph on my enemies.


Psalm 54:6–7 (NRSV)


* 


13 I will come into your house with burnt offerings;I will pay you my vows,


14 those that my lips utteredand my mouth promised when I was in trouble.


15 I will offer to you burnt offerings of fatlings,with the smoke of the sacrifice of rams;I will make an offering of bulls and goats. Selah 


16 Come and hear, all you who fear God,and I will tell what he has done for me.


Psalm 66:13–16 (NRSV)


* 


3 O Lord my God, if I have done this,if there is wrong in my hands,


4 if I have repaid my ally with harmor plundered my foe without cause,


5 then let the enemy pursue and overtake me,trample my life to the ground,and lay my soul in the dust. Selah 


6 Rise up, O Lord, in your anger;lift yourself up against the fury of my enemies;awake, O my God; you have appointed a judgment.


7 Let the assembly of the peoples be gathered around you,and over it take your seat on high.


Psalm 7:3–7 (NRSV)


* 


6 Rise up, O Lord, in your anger;lift yourself up against the fury of my enemies;awake, O my God; you have appointed a judgment.


Psalm 7:6 (NRSV)


* 


7 Let the assembly of the peoples be gathered around you,and over it take your seat on high.


Psalm 7:7 (NRSV)


* 


1 Praise the Lord!I will give thanks to the Lord with my whole heart,in the company of the upright, in the congregation.


2 Great are the works of the Lord,studied by all who delight in them.


Psalm 111:1–2 (NRSV)


* 


2 Great are the works of the Lord,studied by all who delight in them.


Psalm 111:2 (NRSV)


23 Westermann, Praise and Lament in the Psalms. See also Frank Crüsemann, Studien zur Formgeschichte von Hymnus und Danklied (WMANT 32; Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener Verlag, 1969).


24 On emancipated doxological practice in Israel, see Walter Brueggemann, Israel’s Praise: Doxology against Idolatry and Ideology (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1988); and “Praise and the Psalms: A Politics of Glad Abandonment,” The Psalms and the Life of Faith (ed. Patrick D. Miller; Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1995) 112–32.


* 


1 Praise the Lord!I will give thanks to the Lord with my whole heart,in the company of the upright, in the congregation.


Psalm 111:1 (NRSV)


25 “Staking its life” means that verification is given only in uncompromising praxis.


* 


27 All the ends of the earth shall rememberand turn to the Lord;and all the families of the nationsshall worship before him. 


Psalm 22:27 (NRSV)


* 


2 O my God, I cry by day, but you do not answer;and by night, but find no rest. 


Psalm 22:2 (NRSV)


* 


11 God is a righteous judge,and a God who has indignation every day. 


Psalm 7:11 (NRSV)


* 


17 I will give to the Lord the thanks due to his righteousness,and sing praise to the name of the Lord, the Most High.


Psalm 7:17 (NRSV)


* 


4 For you have maintained my just cause;you have sat on the throne giving righteous judgment. 


Psalm 9:4 (NRSV)


* 


8 He judges the world with righteousness;he judges the peoples with equity. 


Psalm 9:8 (NRSV)


* 


3 Full of honor and majesty is his work,and his righteousness endures forever.


Psalm 111:3 (NRSV)


* 


8 He judges the world with righteousness;he judges the peoples with equity. 


Psalm 9:8 (NRSV)


* 


9 The Lord is a stronghold for the oppressed,a stronghold in times of trouble.


Psalm 9:9 (NRSV)


* 


12 For he who avenges blood is mindful of them;he does not forget the cry of the afflicted. 


Psalm 9:12 (NRSV)


* 


18 For the needy shall not always be forgotten,nor the hope of the poor perish forever. 


Psalm 9:18 (NRSV)


* 


13 For you have delivered my soul from death,and my feet from falling,so that I may walk before Godin the light of life.


Psalm 56:13 (NRSV)


* 


7 who rules by his might forever,whose eyes keep watch on the nations—let the rebellious not exalt themselves. Selah 


Psalm 66:7 (NRSV)


* 


20 Blessed be God,because he has not rejected my prayeror removed his steadfast love from me.


Psalm 66:20 (NRSV)


* 


4 He has gained renown by his wonderful deeds;the Lord is gracious and merciful.


Psalm 111:4 (NRSV)


* 


7 The works of his hands are faithful and just;all his precepts are trustworthy.


Psalm 111:7 (NRSV)


* 


8 They are established forever and ever,to be performed with faithfulness and uprightness.


Psalm 111:8 (NRSV)


* 


10 “Tell of it, you who ride on white donkeys,you who sit on rich carpets and you who walk by the way.


11 To the sound of musicians at the watering places,there they repeat the triumphs of the Lord,the triumphs of his peasantry in Israel. “Then down to the gates marched the people of the Lord. 


Judges 5:10–11 (NRSV)


* 


8 When new gods were chosen,then war was in the gates.Was shield or spear to be seenamong forty thousand in Israel?


Judges 5:8 (NRSV)


* 


7 Now therefore take your stand, so that I may enter into judgment with you before the Lord, and I will declare to you all the saving deeds of the Lord that he performed for you and for your ancestors.


1 Samuel 12:7 (NRSV)


* 


8 When new gods were chosen,then war was in the gates.Was shield or spear to be seenamong forty thousand in Israel?


9 My heart goes out to the commanders of Israelwho offered themselves willingly among the people.Bless the Lord. 


10 “Tell of it, you who ride on white donkeys,you who sit on rich carpets and you who walk by the way.


11 To the sound of musicians at the watering places,there they repeat the triumphs of the Lord,the triumphs of his peasantry in Israel. “Then down to the gates marched the people of the Lord. 


Judges 5:8–11 (NRSV)


* 


3 “O my people, what have I done to you?In what have I wearied you? Answer me!


4 For I brought you up from the land of Egypt,and redeemed you from the house of slavery;and I sent before you Moses,Aaron, and Miriam.


5 O my people, remember now what King Balak of Moab devised,what Balaam son of Beor answered him,and what happened from Shittim to Gilgal,that you may know the saving acts of the Lord.” 


Micah 6:3–5 (NRSV)


* 


10 “Tell of it, you who ride on white donkeys,you who sit on rich carpets and you who walk by the way.


11 To the sound of musicians at the watering places,there they repeat the triumphs of the Lord,the triumphs of his peasantry in Israel. “Then down to the gates marched the people of the Lord. 


Judges 5:10–11 (NRSV)


* 


7 Now therefore take your stand, so that I may enter into judgment with you before the Lord, and I will declare to you all the saving deeds of the Lord that he performed for you and for your ancestors.


1 Samuel 12:7 (NRSV)


* 


3 “O my people, what have I done to you?In what have I wearied you? Answer me!


4 For I brought you up from the land of Egypt,and redeemed you from the house of slavery;and I sent before you Moses,Aaron, and Miriam.


5 O my people, remember now what King Balak of Moab devised,what Balaam son of Beor answered him,and what happened from Shittim to Gilgal,that you may know the saving acts of the Lord.” 


Micah 6:3–5 (NRSV)


* 


10 “Tell of it, you who ride on white donkeys,you who sit on rich carpets and you who walk by the way.


11 To the sound of musicians at the watering places,there they repeat the triumphs of the Lord,the triumphs of his peasantry in Israel. “Then down to the gates marched the people of the Lord. 


Judges 5:10–11 (NRSV)


* 


7 Now therefore take your stand, so that I may enter into judgment with you before the Lord, and I will declare to you all the saving deeds of the Lord that he performed for you and for your ancestors.


1 Samuel 12:7 (NRSV)


* 


3 “O my people, what have I done to you?In what have I wearied you? Answer me!


4 For I brought you up from the land of Egypt,and redeemed you from the house of slavery;and I sent before you Moses,Aaron, and Miriam.


5 O my people, remember now what King Balak of Moab devised,what Balaam son of Beor answered him,and what happened from Shittim to Gilgal,that you may know the saving acts of the Lord.” 


Micah 6:3–5 (NRSV)


26 Ricoeur, Essays on Biblical Interpretation, 73–95, has noted that Israel’s testimony requires a rich and variegated set of genres in order to assert all that Israel must assert in order to be Israel. In effect Ricoeur accepts all genre in biblical rhetoric as testimony that becomes revelation.


27 On eyewitness as distinct from expert witness, see Richard K. Fenn, Liturgies and Trials: The Secularization of Religious Language (New York: Pilgrim Press, 1982).


28 I have proposed above that this rubric includes as well the material in which Yahweh speaks directly to Israel.


29 On the modern problem of atheism and its origin, see Michael J. Buckley, At the Origins of Modern Atheism (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1987).


* 


1 Fools say in their hearts, “There is no God.”They are corrupt, they do abominable deeds;there is no one who does good. 


Psalm 14:1 (NRSV)


* 


1 Fools say in their hearts, “There is no God.”They are corrupt, they commit abominable acts;there is no one who does good. 


Psalm 53:1 (NRSV)


* 


4 Have they no knowledge, those evildoers,who eat up my people as they eat bread,and do not call upon God? 


Psalm 53:4 (NRSV)


* 


6 O that deliverance for Israel would come from Zion!When God restores the fortunes of his people,Jacob will rejoice; Israel will be glad.


Psalm 53:6 (NRSV)


30 Gerhard von Rad, Wisdom in Israel (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1972) 65.


* 


4 In the pride of their countenance the wicked say, “God will not seek it out”;all their thoughts are, “There is no God.” 


Psalm 10:4 (NRSV)


* 


11 They think in their heart, “God has forgotten,he has hidden his face, he will never see it.” 


Psalm 10:11 (NRSV)


* 


13 Why do the wicked renounce God,and say in their hearts, “You will not call us to account”? 


Psalm 10:13 (NRSV)


* 


7 You said, “I shall be mistress forever,”so that you did not lay these things to heartor remember their end. 


Isaiah 47:7 (NRSV)


* 


8 Now therefore hear this, you lover of pleasures,who sit securely,who say in your heart,“I am, and there is no one besides me;I shall not sit as a widowor know the loss of children”—


Isaiah 47:8 (NRSV)


* 


10 You felt secure in your wickedness;you said, “No one sees me.”Your wisdom and your knowledgeled you astray,and you said in your heart,“I am, and there is no one besides me.”


Isaiah 47:10 (NRSV)


31 On the continuing power of “the extreme alternative,” see Pablo Richard, ed., The Idols of Death and the God of Life: A Theology (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis Books, 1983).


32 This is evident in the general issue of “false prophets,” on which see below. More specifically, see Thomas W. Overholt, The Threat of Falsehood: A Study in the Theology of the Book of Jeremiah (SBT 16, 2d series; London: SCM Press, 1970), with particular reference to the dispute of Jeremiah 27–28 (cf. also Ezkiel 13). In a different context, the argument between Job and his friends is a dispute about right speech for Yahweh (cf. Job 13:4–12﻿*﻿). Whatever the sociopolitical dimension of these conflicts may be, they concern an argument about Yahweh, who must be rightly spoken. In each case, moreover, what the canonical presentation regards as false is an attempt to domesticate Yahweh, or to make Yahweh compatible to social control, i.e., to produce an idol.


* 


12 They have spoken falsely of the Lord,and have said, “He will do nothing.No evil will come upon us,and we shall not see sword or famine.”


Jeremiah 5:12 (NRSV)


* 


12 At that time I will search Jerusalem with lamps,and I will punish the peoplewho rest complacently on their dregs,those who say in their hearts,“The Lord will not do good,nor will he do harm.”


Zephaniah 1:12 (NRSV)


* 


17 You have wearied the Lord with your words. Yet you say, “How have we wearied him?” By saying, “All who do evil are good in the sight of the Lord, and he delights in them.” Or by asking, “Where is the God of justice?”


Malachi 2:17 (NRSV)


* 


23 Tell us what is to come hereafter,that we may know that you are gods;do good, or do harm,that we may be afraid and terrified.


24 You, indeed, are nothingand your work is nothing at all;whoever chooses you is an abomination. 


Isaiah 41:23–24 (NRSV)


* 


12 They have spoken falsely of the Lord,and have said, “He will do nothing.No evil will come upon us,and we shall not see sword or famine.”


Jeremiah 5:12 (NRSV)


* 


12 At that time I will search Jerusalem with lamps,and I will punish the peoplewho rest complacently on their dregs,those who say in their hearts,“The Lord will not do good,nor will he do harm.”


Zephaniah 1:12 (NRSV)


33 Yehezkel Kaufman, The Religion of Israel: From Its Beginnings to the Babylonian Exile (London: George Allen and Unwin, 1961), made idolatry the focal point of his magisterial treatment of Hebrew Scriptures. To do so he had to work outside the critical consensus, so that he did not take idolatry as occurring only late in ancient Israel, but as characteristic and pervasive in all of Israel’s life and practice.


* 


4 Their idols are silver and gold,the work of human hands.


5 They have mouths, but do not speak;eyes, but do not see.


6 They have ears, but do not hear;noses, but do not smell.


7 They have hands, but do not feel;feet, but do not walk;they make no sound in their throats.


Psalm 115:4–7 (NRSV)


* 


3 Our God is in the heavens;he does whatever he pleases.


Psalm 115:3 (NRSV)


* 


15 May you be blessed by the Lord,who made heaven and earth. 


Psalm 115:15 (NRSV)


* 


12 The Lord has been mindful of us; he will bless us;he will bless the house of Israel;he will bless the house of Aaron;


13 he will bless those who fear the Lord,both small and great. 


Psalm 115:12–13 (NRSV)


* 


14 May the Lord give you increase,both you and your children.


Psalm 115:14 (NRSV)


* 


1 Hear the word that the Lord speaks to you, O house of Israel.


2 Thus says the Lord:Do not learn the way of the nations,or be dismayed at the signs of the heavens;for the nations are dismayed at them.


3 For the customs of the peoples are false:a tree from the forest is cut down,and worked with an ax by the hands of an artisan;


4 people deck it with silver and gold;they fasten it with hammer and nailsso that it cannot move.


5 Their idols are like scarecrows in a cucumber field,and they cannot speak;they have to be carried,for they cannot walk.Do not be afraid of them,for they cannot do evil,nor is it in them to do good. 


6 There is none like you, O Lord;you are great, and your name is great in might.


7 Who would not fear you, O King of the nations?For that is your due;among all the wise ones of the nationsand in all their kingdomsthere is no one like you.


8 They are both stupid and foolish;the instruction given by idolsis no better than wood! 


9 Beaten silver is brought from Tarshish,and gold from Uphaz.They are the work of the artisan and of the hands of the goldsmith;their clothing is blue and purple;they are all the product of skilled workers.


10 But the Lord is the true God;he is the living God and the everlasting King.At his wrath the earth quakes,and the nations cannot endure his indignation. 


11 Thus shall you say to them: The gods who did not make the heavens and the earth shall perish from the earth and from under the heavens. 


12 It is he who made the earth by his power,who established the world by his wisdom,and by his understanding stretched out the heavens.


13 When he utters his voice, there is a tumult of waters in the heavens,and he makes the mist rise from the ends of the earth.He makes lightnings for the rain,and he brings out the wind from his storehouses.


14 Everyone is stupid and without knowledge;goldsmiths are all put to shame by their idols;for their images are false,and there is no breath in them.


15 They are worthless, a work of delusion;at the time of their punishment they shall perish.


(Only first 15 verses of range shown)


Jeremiah 10:1–16 (NRSV)


* 


5 Their idols are like scarecrows in a cucumber field,and they cannot speak;they have to be carried,for they cannot walk.Do not be afraid of them,for they cannot do evil,nor is it in them to do good. 


Jeremiah 10:5 (NRSV)


* 


9 Beaten silver is brought from Tarshish,and gold from Uphaz.They are the work of the artisan and of the hands of the goldsmith;their clothing is blue and purple;they are all the product of skilled workers.


Jeremiah 10:9 (NRSV)


* 


14 Everyone is stupid and without knowledge;goldsmiths are all put to shame by their idols;for their images are false,and there is no breath in them.


15 They are worthless, a work of delusion;at the time of their punishment they shall perish.


Jeremiah 10:14–15 (NRSV)


* 


12 It is he who made the earth by his power,who established the world by his wisdom,and by his understanding stretched out the heavens.


13 When he utters his voice, there is a tumult of waters in the heavens,and he makes the mist rise from the ends of the earth.He makes lightnings for the rain,and he brings out the wind from his storehouses.


Jeremiah 10:12–13 (NRSV)


* 


9 All who make idols are nothing, and the things they delight in do not profit; their witnesses neither see nor know. And so they will be put to shame.


10 Who would fashion a god or cast an image that can do no good?


11 Look, all its devotees shall be put to shame; the artisans too are merely human. Let them all assemble, let them stand up; they shall be terrified, they shall all be put to shame.


12 The ironsmith fashions it and works it over the coals, shaping it with hammers, and forging it with his strong arm; he becomes hungry and his strength fails, he drinks no water and is faint.


13 The carpenter stretches a line, marks it out with a stylus, fashions it with planes, and marks it with a compass; he makes it in human form, with human beauty, to be set up in a shrine.


14 He cuts down cedars or chooses a holm tree or an oak and lets it grow strong among the trees of the forest. He plants a cedar and the rain nourishes it.


15 Then it can be used as fuel. Part of it he takes and warms himself; he kindles a fire and bakes bread. Then he makes a god and worships it, makes it a carved image and bows down before it.


16 Half of it he burns in the fire; over this half he roasts meat, eats it and is satisfied. He also warms himself and says, “Ah, I am warm, I can feel the fire!”


17 The rest of it he makes into a god, his idol, bows down to it and worships it; he prays to it and says, “Save me, for you are my god!”


18 They do not know, nor do they comprehend; for their eyes are shut, so that they cannot see, and their minds as well, so that they cannot understand.


19 No one considers, nor is there knowledge or discernment to say, “Half of it I burned in the fire; I also baked bread on its coals, I roasted meat and have eaten. Now shall I make the rest of it an abomination? Shall I fall down before a block of wood?”


20 He feeds on ashes; a deluded mind has led him astray, and he cannot save himself or say, “Is not this thing in my right hand a fraud?” 


Isaiah 44:9–20 (NRSV)


* 


24 Thus says the Lord, your Redeemer,who formed you in the womb:I am the Lord, who made all things,who alone stretched out the heavens,who by myself spread out the earth;


25 who frustrates the omens of liars,and makes fools of diviners;who turns back the wise,and makes their knowledge foolish;


26 who confirms the word of his servant,and fulfills the prediction of his messengers;who says of Jerusalem, “It shall be inhabited,”and of the cities of Judah, “They shall be rebuilt,and I will raise up their ruins”;


27 who says to the deep, “Be dry—I will dry up your rivers”;


28 who says of Cyrus, “He is my shepherd,and he shall carry out all my purpose”;and who says of Jerusalem, “It shall be rebuilt,”and of the temple, “Your foundation shall be laid.” 


1 Thus says the Lord to his anointed, to Cyrus,whose right hand I have graspedto subdue nations before himand strip kings of their robes,to open doors before him—and the gates shall not be closed:


2 I will go before youand level the mountains, I will break in pieces the doors of bronzeand cut through the bars of iron,


3 I will give you the treasures of darknessand riches hidden in secret places,so that you may know that it is I, the Lord,the God of Israel, who call you by your name.


4 For the sake of my servant Jacob,and Israel my chosen,I call you by your name,I surname you, though you do not know me.


5 I am the Lord, and there is no other;besides me there is no god.I arm you, though you do not know me,


6 so that they may know, from the rising of the sunand from the west, that there is no one besides me;I am the Lord, and there is no other.


7 I form light and create darkness,I make weal and create woe;I the Lord do all these things. 


Isaiah 44:24–45:7 (NRSV)
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1 Hear the word that the Lord speaks to you, O house of Israel.


2 Thus says the Lord:Do not learn the way of the nations,or be dismayed at the signs of the heavens;for the nations are dismayed at them.


3 For the customs of the peoples are false:a tree from the forest is cut down,and worked with an ax by the hands of an artisan;


4 people deck it with silver and gold;they fasten it with hammer and nailsso that it cannot move.


5 Their idols are like scarecrows in a cucumber field,and they cannot speak;they have to be carried,for they cannot walk.Do not be afraid of them,for they cannot do evil,nor is it in them to do good. 


6 There is none like you, O Lord;you are great, and your name is great in might.


7 Who would not fear you, O King of the nations?For that is your due;among all the wise ones of the nationsand in all their kingdomsthere is no one like you.


8 They are both stupid and foolish;the instruction given by idolsis no better than wood! 


9 Beaten silver is brought from Tarshish,and gold from Uphaz.They are the work of the artisan and of the hands of the goldsmith;their clothing is blue and purple;they are all the product of skilled workers.


10 But the Lord is the true God;he is the living God and the everlasting King.At his wrath the earth quakes,and the nations cannot endure his indignation. 


11 Thus shall you say to them: The gods who did not make the heavens and the earth shall perish from the earth and from under the heavens. 


12 It is he who made the earth by his power,who established the world by his wisdom,and by his understanding stretched out the heavens.


13 When he utters his voice, there is a tumult of waters in the heavens,and he makes the mist rise from the ends of the earth.He makes lightnings for the rain,and he brings out the wind from his storehouses.


14 Everyone is stupid and without knowledge;goldsmiths are all put to shame by their idols;for their images are false,and there is no breath in them.


15 They are worthless, a work of delusion;at the time of their punishment they shall perish.


(Only first 15 verses of range shown)


Jeremiah 10:1–16 (NRSV)
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1 Hear the word that the Lord speaks to you, O house of Israel.


2 Thus says the Lord:Do not learn the way of the nations,or be dismayed at the signs of the heavens;for the nations are dismayed at them.


3 For the customs of the peoples are false:a tree from the forest is cut down,and worked with an ax by the hands of an artisan;


4 people deck it with silver and gold;they fasten it with hammer and nailsso that it cannot move.


5 Their idols are like scarecrows in a cucumber field,and they cannot speak;they have to be carried,for they cannot walk.Do not be afraid of them,for they cannot do evil,nor is it in them to do good. 


6 There is none like you, O Lord;you are great, and your name is great in might.


7 Who would not fear you, O King of the nations?For that is your due;among all the wise ones of the nationsand in all their kingdomsthere is no one like you.


8 They are both stupid and foolish;the instruction given by idolsis no better than wood! 


9 Beaten silver is brought from Tarshish,and gold from Uphaz.They are the work of the artisan and of the hands of the goldsmith;their clothing is blue and purple;they are all the product of skilled workers.


10 But the Lord is the true God;he is the living God and the everlasting King.At his wrath the earth quakes,and the nations cannot endure his indignation. 


11 Thus shall you say to them: The gods who did not make the heavens and the earth shall perish from the earth and from under the heavens. 


12 It is he who made the earth by his power,who established the world by his wisdom,and by his understanding stretched out the heavens.


13 When he utters his voice, there is a tumult of waters in the heavens,and he makes the mist rise from the ends of the earth.He makes lightnings for the rain,and he brings out the wind from his storehouses.


14 Everyone is stupid and without knowledge;goldsmiths are all put to shame by their idols;for their images are false,and there is no breath in them.


15 They are worthless, a work of delusion;at the time of their punishment they shall perish.


(Only first 15 verses of range shown)


Jeremiah 10:1–16 (NRSV)


* 


10 But the Lord is the true God;he is the living God and the everlasting King.At his wrath the earth quakes,and the nations cannot endure his indignation. 


Jeremiah 10:10 (NRSV)


* 


16 Not like these is the Lord, the portion of Jacob,for he is the one who formed all things,and Israel is the tribe of his inheritance;the Lord of hosts is his name. 


Jeremiah 10:16 (NRSV)


* 


1 Hear the word that the Lord speaks to you, O house of Israel.


2 Thus says the Lord:Do not learn the way of the nations,or be dismayed at the signs of the heavens;for the nations are dismayed at them.


3 For the customs of the peoples are false:a tree from the forest is cut down,and worked with an ax by the hands of an artisan;


4 people deck it with silver and gold;they fasten it with hammer and nailsso that it cannot move.


5 Their idols are like scarecrows in a cucumber field,and they cannot speak;they have to be carried,for they cannot walk.Do not be afraid of them,for they cannot do evil,nor is it in them to do good. 


Jeremiah 10:1–5 (NRSV)


* 


6 There is none like you, O Lord;you are great, and your name is great in might.


Jeremiah 10:6 (NRSV)


34 See a review of the data by C. J. Labuschagne, The Incomparability of Yahweh in the Old Testament (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1966).


* 


17 O God, from my youth you have taught me,and I still proclaim your wondrous deeds.


Psalm 71:17 (NRSV)


* 


19 and your righteousness, O God,reach the high heavens. You who have done great things,O God, who is like you?


Psalm 71:19 (NRSV)


* 


7 Who is like me? Let them proclaim it,let them declare and set it forth before me.Who has announced from of old the things to come? Let them tell us what is yet to be.


Isaiah 44:7 (NRSV)


* 


19 Like a lion coming up from the thickets of the Jordan against a perennial pasture, I will suddenly chase Edom away from it; and I will appoint over it whomever I choose. For who is like me? Who can summon me? Who is the shepherd who can stand before me?


Jeremiah 49:19 (NRSV)


* 


44 Like a lion coming up from the thickets of the Jordan against a perennial pasture, I will suddenly chase them away from her; and I will appoint over her whomever I choose. For who is like me? Who can summon me? Who is the shepherd who can stand before me?


Jeremiah 50:44 (NRSV)


* 


13 Your way, O God, is holy.What god is so great as our God?


14 You are the God who works wonders;you have displayed your might among the peoples.


Psalm 77:13–14 (NRSV)


* 


6 For who in the skies can be compared to the Lord?Who among the heavenly beings is like the Lord,


7 a God feared in the council of the holy ones,great and awesome above all that are around him?


8 O Lord God of hosts,who is as mighty as you, O Lord?Your faithfulness surrounds you.


9 You rule the raging of the sea;when its waves rise, you still them.


Psalm 89:6–9 (NRSV)


* 


7 a God feared in the council of the holy ones,great and awesome above all that are around him?


Psalm 89:7 (NRSV)


* 


11 “Who is like you, O Lord, among the gods?Who is like you, majestic in holiness,awesome in splendor, doing wonders?


Exodus 15:11 (NRSV)


35 See Patrick D. Miller, The Divine Warrior in Early Israel (HSM 5; Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1973) 113–18.


* 


4 “Pharaoh’s chariots and his army he cast into the sea;his picked officers were sunk in the Red Sea. 


5 The floods covered them;they went down into the depths like a stone.


6 Your right hand, O Lord, glorious in power—your right hand, O Lord, shattered the enemy.


7 In the greatness of your majesty you overthrew your adversaries;you sent out your fury, it consumed them like stubble.


8 At the blast of your nostrils the waters piled up,the floods stood up in a heap;the deeps congealed in the heart of the sea.


9 The enemy said, ‘I will pursue, I will overtake,I will divide the spoil, my desire shall have its fill of them.I will draw my sword, my hand shall destroy them.’


Exodus 15:4–9 (NRSV)


* 


13 “In your steadfast love you led the people whom you redeemed;you guided them by your strength to your holy abode.


14 The peoples heard, they trembled;pangs seized the inhabitants of Philistia.


15 Then the chiefs of Edom were dismayed;trembling seized the leaders of Moab;all the inhabitants of Canaan melted away.


16 Terror and dread fell upon them;by the might of your arm, they became still as a stoneuntil your people, O Lord, passed by,until the people whom you acquired passed by.


17 You brought them in and planted them on the mountain of your own possession,the place, O Lord, that you made your abode,the sanctuary, O Lord, that your hands have established.


Exodus 15:13–17 (NRSV)


* 


11 “Who is like you, O Lord, among the gods?Who is like you, majestic in holiness,awesome in splendor, doing wonders?


12 You stretched out your right hand,the earth swallowed them. 


Exodus 15:11–12 (NRSV)


* 


4 “Pharaoh’s chariots and his army he cast into the sea;his picked officers were sunk in the Red Sea. 


5 The floods covered them;they went down into the depths like a stone.


6 Your right hand, O Lord, glorious in power—your right hand, O Lord, shattered the enemy.


7 In the greatness of your majesty you overthrew your adversaries;you sent out your fury, it consumed them like stubble.


8 At the blast of your nostrils the waters piled up,the floods stood up in a heap;the deeps congealed in the heart of the sea.


9 The enemy said, ‘I will pursue, I will overtake,I will divide the spoil, my desire shall have its fill of them.I will draw my sword, my hand shall destroy them.’


Exodus 15:4–9 (NRSV)


* 


13 “In your steadfast love you led the people whom you redeemed;you guided them by your strength to your holy abode.


14 The peoples heard, they trembled;pangs seized the inhabitants of Philistia.


15 Then the chiefs of Edom were dismayed;trembling seized the leaders of Moab;all the inhabitants of Canaan melted away.


16 Terror and dread fell upon them;by the might of your arm, they became still as a stoneuntil your people, O Lord, passed by,until the people whom you acquired passed by.


17 You brought them in and planted them on the mountain of your own possession,the place, O Lord, that you made your abode,the sanctuary, O Lord, that your hands have established.


Exodus 15:13–17 (NRSV)


* 


13 “In your steadfast love you led the people whom you redeemed;you guided them by your strength to your holy abode.


Exodus 15:13 (NRSV)


* 


10 All my bones shall say,“O Lord, who is like you?You deliver the weakfrom those too strong for them,the weak and needy from those who despoil them.” 


Psalm 35:10 (NRSV)


* 


4 Let them be put to shame and dishonorwho seek after my life.Let them be turned back and confoundedwho devise evil against me.


Psalm 35:4 (NRSV)


* 


7 For without cause they hid their net for me;without cause they dug a pit for my life.


Psalm 35:7 (NRSV)


* 


10 All my bones shall say,“O Lord, who is like you?You deliver the weakfrom those too strong for them,the weak and needy from those who despoil them.” 


Psalm 35:10 (NRSV)


* 


18 Then I will thank you in the great congregation;in the mighty throng I will praise you. 


Psalm 35:18 (NRSV)


* 


10 All my bones shall say,“O Lord, who is like you?You deliver the weakfrom those too strong for them,the weak and needy from those who despoil them.” 


Psalm 35:10 (NRSV)


* 


5 Who is like the Lord our God,who is seated on high,


Psalm 113:5 (NRSV)


* 


1 Hannah prayed and said,“My heart exults in the Lord;my strength is exalted in my God. My mouth derides my enemies,because I rejoice in my victory. 


2 “There is no Holy One like the Lord,no one besides you;there is no Rock like our God.


3 Talk no more so very proudly,let not arrogance come from your mouth;for the Lord is a God of knowledge,and by him actions are weighed.


4 The bows of the mighty are broken,but the feeble gird on strength.


5 Those who were full have hired themselves out for bread,but those who were hungry are fat with spoil.The barren has borne seven,but she who has many children is forlorn.


6 The Lord kills and brings to life;he brings down to Sheol and raises up.


7 The Lord makes poor and makes rich;he brings low, he also exalts.


8 He raises up the poor from the dust;he lifts the needy from the ash heap,to make them sit with princesand inherit a seat of honor. For the pillars of the earth are the Lord’s,and on them he has set the world. 


9 “He will guard the feet of his faithful ones,but the wicked shall be cut off in darkness;for not by might does one prevail.


10 The Lord! His adversaries shall be shattered;the Most High will thunder in heaven.The Lord will judge the ends of the earth;he will give strength to his king,and exalt the power of his anointed.”


1 Samuel 2:1–10 (NRSV)


* 


46 And Mary said,“My soul magnifies the Lord,


47 and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior,


48 for he has looked with favor on the lowliness of his servant.Surely, from now on all generations will call me blessed;


49 for the Mighty One has done great things for me,and holy is his name.


50 His mercy is for those who fear himfrom generation to generation.


51 He has shown strength with his arm;he has scattered the proud in the thoughts of their hearts.


52 He has brought down the powerful from their thrones,and lifted up the lowly;


53 he has filled the hungry with good things,and sent the rich away empty.


54 He has helped his servant Israel,in remembrance of his mercy,


55 according to the promise he made to our ancestors,to Abraham and to his descendants forever.”


Luke 1:46–55 (NRSV)


* 


7 He raises the poor from the dust,and lifts the needy from the ash heap,


8 to make them sit with princes,with the princes of his people.


9 He gives the barren woman a home,making her the joyous mother of children.Praise the Lord!


Psalm 113:7–9 (NRSV)


* 


18 Who is a God like you, pardoning iniquityand passing over the transgressionof the remnant of your possession?He does not retain his anger forever,because he delights in showing clemency.


19 He will again have compassion upon us;he will tread our iniquities under foot.You will cast all our sinsinto the depths of the sea.


20 You will show faithfulness to Jacoband unswerving loyalty to Abraham,as you have sworn to our ancestorsfrom the days of old.


Micah 7:18–20 (NRSV)


* 


19 He will again have compassion upon us;he will tread our iniquities under foot.You will cast all our sinsinto the depths of the sea.


Micah 7:19 (NRSV)


* 


20 You will show faithfulness to Jacoband unswerving loyalty to Abraham,as you have sworn to our ancestorsfrom the days of old.


Micah 7:20 (NRSV)


* 


18 Who is a God like you, pardoning iniquityand passing over the transgressionof the remnant of your possession?He does not retain his anger forever,because he delights in showing clemency.


Micah 7:18 (NRSV)


* 


10 And he said, “Tomorrow.” Moses said, “As you say! So that you may know that there is no one like the Lord our God,


Exodus 8:10 (NRSV)


* 


26 There is none like God, O Jeshurun,who rides through the heavens to your help,majestic through the skies.


Deuteronomy 33:26 (NRSV)


* 


8 There is none like you among the gods, O Lord,nor are there any works like yours.


Psalm 86:8 (NRSV)


* 


14 For this time I will send all my plagues upon you yourself, and upon your officials, and upon your people, so that you may know that there is no one like me in all the earth.


Exodus 9:14 (NRSV)


* 


26 There is none like God, O Jeshurun,who rides through the heavens to your help,majestic through the skies.


Deuteronomy 33:26 (NRSV)


* 


2 “There is no Holy One like the Lord,no one besides you;there is no Rock like our God.


1 Samuel 2:2 (NRSV)


* 


22 Therefore you are great, O Lord God; for there is no one like you, and there is no God besides you, according to all that we have heard with our ears.


2 Samuel 7:22 (NRSV)


* 


23 He said, “O Lord, God of Israel, there is no God like you in heaven above or on earth beneath, keeping covenant and steadfast love for your servants who walk before you with all their heart,


1 Kings 8:23 (NRSV)


* 


22 Therefore you are great, O Lord God; for there is no one like you, and there is no God besides you, according to all that we have heard with our ears.


23 Who is like your people, like Israel? Is there another nation on earth whose God went to redeem it as a people, and to make a name for himself, doing great and awesome things for them, by driving out before his people nations and their gods? 


2 Samuel 7:22–23 (NRSV)


* 


46 “If they sin against you—for there is no one who does not sin—and you are angry with them and give them to an enemy, so that they are carried away captive to the land of the enemy, far off or near;


47 yet if they come to their senses in the land to which they have been taken captive, and repent, and plead with you in the land of their captors, saying, ‘We have sinned, and have done wrong; we have acted wickedly’;


48 if they repent with all their heart and soul in the land of their enemies, who took them captive, and pray to you toward their land, which you gave to their ancestors, the city that you have chosen, and the house that I have built for your name;


49 then hear in heaven your dwelling place their prayer and their plea, maintain their cause


50 and forgive your people who have sinned against you, and all their transgressions that they have committed against you; and grant them compassion in the sight of their captors, so that they may have compassion on them


51 (for they are your people and heritage, which you brought out of Egypt, from the midst of the iron-smelter).


52 Let your eyes be open to the plea of your servant, and to the plea of your people Israel, listening to them whenever they call to you.


53 For you have separated them from among all the peoples of the earth, to be your heritage, just as you promised through Moses, your servant, when you brought our ancestors out of Egypt, O Lord God.”


1 Kings 8:46–53 (NRSV)


* 


18 Who is a God like you, pardoning iniquityand passing over the transgressionof the remnant of your possession?He does not retain his anger forever,because he delights in showing clemency.


19 He will again have compassion upon us;he will tread our iniquities under foot.You will cast all our sinsinto the depths of the sea.


20 You will show faithfulness to Jacoband unswerving loyalty to Abraham,as you have sworn to our ancestorsfrom the days of old.


Micah 7:18–20 (NRSV)


* 


1 Hear the word that the Lord speaks to you, O house of Israel.


2 Thus says the Lord:Do not learn the way of the nations,or be dismayed at the signs of the heavens;for the nations are dismayed at them.


3 For the customs of the peoples are false:a tree from the forest is cut down,and worked with an ax by the hands of an artisan;


4 people deck it with silver and gold;they fasten it with hammer and nailsso that it cannot move.


5 Their idols are like scarecrows in a cucumber field,and they cannot speak;they have to be carried,for they cannot walk.Do not be afraid of them,for they cannot do evil,nor is it in them to do good. 


6 There is none like you, O Lord;you are great, and your name is great in might.


7 Who would not fear you, O King of the nations?For that is your due;among all the wise ones of the nationsand in all their kingdomsthere is no one like you.


8 They are both stupid and foolish;the instruction given by idolsis no better than wood! 


9 Beaten silver is brought from Tarshish,and gold from Uphaz.They are the work of the artisan and of the hands of the goldsmith;their clothing is blue and purple;they are all the product of skilled workers.


10 But the Lord is the true God;he is the living God and the everlasting King.At his wrath the earth quakes,and the nations cannot endure his indignation. 


11 Thus shall you say to them: The gods who did not make the heavens and the earth shall perish from the earth and from under the heavens. 


12 It is he who made the earth by his power,who established the world by his wisdom,and by his understanding stretched out the heavens.


13 When he utters his voice, there is a tumult of waters in the heavens,and he makes the mist rise from the ends of the earth.He makes lightnings for the rain,and he brings out the wind from his storehouses.


14 Everyone is stupid and without knowledge;goldsmiths are all put to shame by their idols;for their images are false,and there is no breath in them.


15 They are worthless, a work of delusion;at the time of their punishment they shall perish.


(Only first 15 verses of range shown)


Jeremiah 10:1–16 (NRSV)


* 


6 There is none like you, O Lord;you are great, and your name is great in might.


Jeremiah 10:6 (NRSV)


* 


14 Everyone is stupid and without knowledge;goldsmiths are all put to shame by their idols;for their images are false,and there is no breath in them.


15 They are worthless, a work of delusion;at the time of their punishment they shall perish.


Jeremiah 10:14–15 (NRSV)


* 


10 But the Lord is the true God;he is the living God and the everlasting King.At his wrath the earth quakes,and the nations cannot endure his indignation. 


Jeremiah 10:10 (NRSV)


* 


16 Not like these is the Lord, the portion of Jacob,for he is the one who formed all things,and Israel is the tribe of his inheritance;the Lord of hosts is his name. 


Jeremiah 10:16 (NRSV)


* 


8 There is none like you among the gods, O Lord,nor are there any works like yours.


Psalm 86:8 (NRSV)


* 


8 There is none like you among the gods, O Lord,nor are there any works like yours.


9 All the nations you have made shall comeand bow down before you, O Lord,and shall glorify your name.


10 For you are great and do wondrous things;you alone are God.


Psalm 86:8–10 (NRSV)


* 


5 For you, O Lord, are good and forgiving,abounding in steadfast love to all who call on you.


Psalm 86:5 (NRSV)


* 


13 For great is your steadfast love toward me;you have delivered my soul from the depths of Sheol. 


Psalm 86:13 (NRSV)


* 


15 But you, O Lord, are a God merciful and gracious,slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness.


Psalm 86:15 (NRSV)


* 


6 The Lord passed before him, and proclaimed,“The Lord, the Lord,a God merciful and gracious,slow to anger,and abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness,


Exodus 34:6 (NRSV)


36 One way to make this important differentiation is by distinguishing the etic and emic aspects of study. Cf. this distinction in Norman K. Gottwald, The Tribes of Yahweh: A Sociology of the Religion of Liberated Israel, 1250–1050 b.c.e. (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis Books, 1979), nn. 558, 564. Critical scholarship in general is devoted to etic aspects of study, i.e., it assesses the claims of the text as an uncommitted outsider. For purposes of understanding the theological claims of the text, however, scholarship must, as much as possible, take a stand within those claims, and thus pay attention to the emic aspects of study.


37 See E. Theodore Mullen, The Divine Council in Canaanite and Early Hebrew Literature (HSM 24; Chico, Calif.: Scholars Press, 1980); and Patrick D. Miller, “Cosmology and World Order in the Old Testament: The Divine Council as Cosmic-Political Symbol,” HBT 9 (December 1987) 53–78.


* 


3 Give justice to the weak and the orphan;maintain the right of the lowly and the destitute.


4 Rescue the weak and the needy;deliver them from the hand of the wicked.” 


Psalm 82:3–4 (NRSV)


* 


7 nevertheless, you shall die like mortals,and fall like any prince.” 


Psalm 82:7 (NRSV)


38 The classic study of this claim is Gustavo Gutiérrez, A Theology of Liberation: History, Politics, and Salvation (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis Books, 1988).


* 


12 So now, O Israel, what does the Lord your God require of you? Only to fear the Lord your God, to walk in all his ways, to love him, to serve the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul,


13 and to keep the commandments of the Lord your God and his decrees that I am commanding you today, for your own well-being.


14 Although heaven and the heaven of heavens belong to the Lord your God, the earth with all that is in it,


15 yet the Lord set his heart in love on your ancestors alone and chose you, their descendants after them, out of all the peoples, as it is today.


16 Circumcise, then, the foreskin of your heart, and do not be stubborn any longer.


17 For the Lord your God is God of gods and Lord of lords, the great God, mighty and awesome, who is not partial and takes no bribe,


18 who executes justice for the orphan and the widow, and who loves the strangers, providing them food and clothing.


19 You shall also love the stranger, for you were strangers in the land of Egypt.


20 You shall fear the Lord your God; him alone you shall worship; to him you shall hold fast, and by his name you shall swear.


21 He is your praise; he is your God, who has done for you these great and awesome things that your own eyes have seen.


22 Your ancestors went down to Egypt seventy persons; and now the Lord your God has made you as numerous as the stars in heaven.


Deuteronomy 10:12–22 (NRSV)


�Brueggemann, W. (1997). Theology of the Old Testament : Testimony, dispute, advocacy (115). Minneapolis: Fortress Press.
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