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NTRODUCTION

I have been part of and been leader of a number of church
Bible studies, as well as having taught Sunday school. Some things
about the Bible as the central book of the church never seemed to
come up in the texts used. Bible study volumes usually deal with
~ specific Bible topics, individual books of the Bible, or ways one can
- use the Bible in one’s own life. These are all useful approaches, but
. they almost always assume that the Bible is one book, the same for
everyone who would be looking at scripture, and that is not the
case throughout Christianity, let alone Judaism. This volume was
designed to be used as a change from normal Bible study texts and
to give the participants some insight into the Bible in the larger
. religious community that uses “the Bible.” The varieties of Bibles
and interpretations of the sacred texts in the world might help to
locate individual Bible study groups (and individuals) in the history
and theology of the Christian, Jewish, and even Muslim traditions.
The intention was to introduce on a simple level some of the
eadth and depth of Bible use in the Western religious traditions.
do this it is necessary to acknowledge scholarship in Jewish and
uslim circles as well as Christian, for these three religious tradi-
ns owe much understanding of their sacred books to each other.
hin Christianity itself there are numerous manners
reading the Bible, and, indeed, numerous Bibles to read. An
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ecumenical approach has been attempted, such that an effort
has been made to present each tradition as much on its own terms
as possible.

For some congregations (and for some members) Bible inter-
pretations that differ from their own are, by definition, wrong. This
volume is not an attempt to change anyone’s mind about how he
or she prefers to read the Bible, but only to allow the reader to
glimpse the manner in which others read the same Bible and come
up with different meanings. Common ground among all Bible read-
ers is impossible {as should become clear in the course of reading
this volume), but understanding how others read the text should
be possible and, I think, both interesting and beneficial.

The chapters are designed to deal with one topic individually
on its own: however, the content of the first chapter is assumed by
the later chapters and the section on reading the chapter and verse
numbers in chapter 4 is presumned throughout. Otherwise, the group
may pick out chapters to use and skip others. I have included thir-
teen chapters, since that would provide one chapter a week for a
quarter of a year. Aspects of the Bible not usually dealt with and
often ignored or unknown at the congregational leve! form the
common thread for the text.

There are not only chapters that deal with the variety of Jew-
ish, Orthodox Christian, Roman Catholic, and Protestant Bibles and
Bible interpretation, but also on the questions related to transla-
tions; where the chapter and verse numbers came from (and why
they are not part of the Bible jtself); problems currently being fought
over among Bible scholars; and a final chapter on some names that
people interested in the Bible ought to have at least heard.

I hope that the volume will help people who use the Bible
understand others who also use the Bible. It is a little contribution

to ecumenical understanding in a multicultural world, but one 1

think we can all make.

As for Bibles to be used in the study, any Bible you happen to
have at hand would be fine. It is better to study Bibles with a rich
assortment to look at, however. If there is interest, I would recom-
mend rounding up for the sessions as many of the following -as
reasonable: :

Revised Standard Version {(American Protestant)
New Revised Standard Version with Apocrypha
{update of RSV)

Introduction

King James Version (the official Anglican Reformation
translation)

New King James Version (update of the KJV)

Tanak—The Holy Scriptures (Jewish Publication Society)
[Jewish]

New American Bible (popular Catholic translation)

Jerusalem Bible (liturgical Catholic translation)

New International Version {American Protestant)

New English Bible {official modern Anglican translation)

Revised New English Bible (update of NEB)

Good News Bible (Bible in common American English)

If'mem_bers of the study group read languages other than English
Bibles in those languages should be brought and compared. ,
At the end of the chapters I have Listed some readings that 1
used to write the chapter or that would supply interested persons
Ynth f_urther sources to study. Books can often be obtained through
interlibrary loan; journal articles are more difficult. However, some
resource works have been useful throughout, so I list them here.

Encyclopedias and Dictionaries

The New Catholic Encyclopedia and Encyclopaedio Judaica are
two of the finest religious reference tools for research on anyone
from these two traditions. For short entries on persons and move-
ments, the o_ne—volume The Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church,
2nd ed., edited by F. L. Cross and E. A. Livingstone (London: Ox-
ford University, 1974) is exceptional. For Bible materials the stan-
dar.dsz The Interpreter’'s Dictionary of the Bible, 5 vols. (Nashville:
Abingdon, 1962, 1976) and The Anchor Bible Dictionary, 6 vols:

(New York: Doubleday, 1992) provide len: arti
topics covered here. P gthy articles on many

A sab] Introductions

. very readable mtroduction to the Bible is currently availa
}nlChHSUan E. Hauer and William A. Young, An Introdu};tz'on to?;zee
Bible.'.A Journey into Three Worlds, 3rd ed. (Ehglewood Cliffs, NJ.:
Prentice Hall, 1994). For introductions that deal extensively,wi'ﬂ.rl.
proaches to the text the following are useful: Otto Eissfeldt, The
d Testament:An Introduction (New York: Harper and Row, 1&)65)
dol.d‘ and difficult reading, but still a fine introduction to the Higher
tical study of the First Testament]; Stephen Bigger, ed., Creating
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the Old Testament: The Emergence of the Hebrew Bible Oxford: Basi
Blackwell, 1989) fmore readable, b{lt still scholarly]; \S’Verf?gf Glzisrg
Kﬁmmel, Introduction to the New Testament, revised ed. (Nashville:
Abingdon, 1975) [old and dense reading]; Russell Pregeant, Fn-
gaging the New Testament: An Interdisciplinary Introduction (Mi,nne—
apolis: Augsburg/Fortress, 1994) [covers current approaches well].

Bible Histories
The standard English history of the Bible and its interpretation
remains The Cambridge History of the Bible, 3 vols. (Cambridge:
Cambndge_University Press, 1963, 1969, 1970). A much more
thorough history is provided in the French series Bible de tous les
temps, 8 vols. (Paris: Bauchesne, 1984-1980)

WHEN SOMEONE WALKS INTO A BOOKSTORE AND ASKS FOR A BiBLE,
the customer usually has an idea that what is desired is a single
volume, the title of which designates a book understood to be the
same by everyone. “The Bible,” however, is a different volume to
different religious groups that share a similar history. This is not
just a distinction between the Jewish Bible and the Christian Bible,
but a series of different, but related, sacred texts for members within
these two traditions as well as between them.

The Bible is a collection of several books that in today’s world
of bound volumes usually appears in the hands of members of
religious communities as a single book. Originally, all the separate
“books” of the Bible were distinct works. Generally speaking, Old
Testament works appeared early in their existence as their own
scrolls while New Testament manuscripts were written in codices
“(& forerunner of modern books) or _as individual letters.(later cop-

ied together into collections).

The independent works that were determined to be authorita-
tive in a special sense for the religious tradition came to form the
canon of the tradition. Canon means “list”; a word that came to
English from a Greek word borrowed from the Semitic word for
“reed,” an item used for measuring objects. The word is now used
for authoritative lists of many different items; the Catholic Church
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has an official canon of saints, and academic fields have canons of
texts necessary for understanding particular areas of study. In the
case of Holy Scripture, the canon refers to the official list of books
that are accepted by the religious community as authoritative to
bear the word of God.

The canon for scripture is not the same for all people who use
the biblical books in the Jewish and Christian traditions. As refi-
gious groups divided from each other throughout the history of
Judaism and Christianity, they determined for themselves which of
the books held by the tradition were to be authoritative for their
own faith. Today there are a number of canons in use, more than
can be considered here; however, the following examples of Bibles
used in the contemporary religious world should demonstrate some-
thing of the variety among the various biblical canons.

Samaritan Pentateuch

The smallest Bible in use in the modern world is that of the
Samaritans. Though a small religious community, they continue to
thrive in the area of ancient Samaria, now part of the West Bank of
modern Israel. At the time when Jews and Samaritans still acknowl-
edged their religious relations with each other (the Persian Period,
539-331 B.C.E. perhaps extending into the early Seleucid Period,
331-167 B.CE) both communities held as sacred texts only five
scrolls. These works now form the first five books of all Jewish and
Christian Bibles but form the entire Bible of the Samaritans, who
never added additional writings to their canon. The term

“Pentateuch,” used for this canon, simply means “five books” and is -

used in modern biblical discussion to refer to the first five books of
the Bible, no matter which Bible is under discussion.

The canon of authoritative scripture for a Samaritan, there-
fore, consists of:

Genesis Numbers
Exodus A Deuteronomy
Leviticus

It is true that there are several differences in the content of these
books from that of the Jewish or Christian books of the same natne,
but the differences are, for the most part, minor. There is no ques-
tion that the Samaritans and the Jews, before their parting, held the
same Pentateuch as sacred,
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Jewish Tanak
The Jewish Bible consists of three parts. The common name

‘given to the collection is an anagram of the Hebrew names for the

three sections: Tanak = Torah, Nebi'im, and Ketubim (pronounced:
tora, neviim, and kethuvim}. Unlike the Samaritan Pentateuch, or
Roman Catholic or Protestant canons, the three divisions of the
Jewish Bible have different levels of authority.

The first section consists of the same five books as the Samaritan
Pentateuch; however, in Jewish Bibles this section is called the Torah.
“Torah” is often translated by Christians as “law,” but the word actu-
ally means “instruction” and contains much more than legal material.
‘Throughout Jewish history the Torah has always been the most im-
partant section of the Bible. Like the Samaritan Pentateuch, it consists
of Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy.

The second section of the Tanak is called “Prophets” (Nebt'im).
These books relate the stories and proclamations of those who
spoke the words of God. In the published editions of Jewish canon
this section is divided into two parts: the Former Prophets and the
Latter Prophets. The Former Prophets consist of four books:

Joshua nguel
Judges Kings

When the scrolls of Samuel and Kings were converted to Codices
(an early forerunner of books), it was discovered that the pages
were too many for the codex to keep from breaking apart, so each
of the two books was divided into two parts, giving modern Bibles
in both Jewish and Christian cancns four instead of two books:
First Samuel, Second Samuel, First Kings, Second Kings. The Latter
Prophets consist of four books from the four scrolis containing the
prophecies ascribed to particular prophets. These books are di-
vided into two parts:

Major Prophets: Minor Prophets:
Isaiah The Twelve
Jeremiah
Ezekiel

The scroll of “The Twelve” consists of the twelve minor prophets_,
whose individual sections of this scroll tend to be printed as indi-
vidual books in Jewish Bibles, as they are in Christian Bibles.
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The order of the prophets in the scroll of The Twelve is not set; the
only requirement is that Malachi should be the last prophet in the
series (for Malachi is understood i Jewish tradition to have been
the last genuine prophet).

The third section is called “Writings” (Ketubim) and consists of
a variety of literary material. These texis carry the least authority
of the books in the Tanak, and the order of their printing within the
section varies from Bible to Bible. It is traditional to end the Tanak
with Chronicles (another scroll divided into two books when trans-
ferred to codex). Usually the five scrolls read in their entirety on set
holy days are printed together and referred to as “the Five Scrolls™:
Song of Songs, Ruth, Lamentations, Ecclesiastes, and Esther. The
other books accepted in the canon of Jewish biblical writings are
Psalms, Proverbs, Job, Daniel, Fzra, and Nehemiah; there is no defi-
nite order required for their placement in scripture.

‘While these books form the canon of the Jewish Bible, the notion
of canon in Jewish tradition extends beyond the Bible proper. The
‘Talmud, which appears in both a Babylonian and Palestinian edition,
is a series of sixty-three tractates (individual books) providing the au-
thoritative interpretations for reading the Tanak, especially the Torah.
These works are also treated by the Jewish scholarly community as
revealed by God and authoritative. However, for the Tanak the Tal-
mud is important because it is the discussions of the rabbis recorded
therein that determined the accepted books of the Jewish Bible proper.

Roman Catholic Bible

For the majority of Christians the canon is that of the Roman.
Catholic Church. This canon was determined originally at the North
African Council held in Carthage, 397 CE., and “closed” at the
Council of Trent, 1546 C.E. The African Council effectively deter-
mined the church’s collection of additional books now called the
New Testament. However, the books that were decided to belong
to the Old Testament have been debated from that time forward
throughout Christendom:.

Because the early church spoke, read, and wrote Greek, the
canon that was determined to be authoritative for Christians was
the Greek canon used by the Jewish community in Alexandria,
Egypt. The Jewish population of Alexandria had translated its Bible
into the language of its own current culture and, while containing
the Torah and the Prophets, it held a larger number of Writings as
authoritative then did the Jewish communities of Mesopotamia
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and Palestine, which were the religious communities that had de-
termined the extent of the Jewish canon just described as the Tanak.
The Old Testament for the Catholic Church therefore consists of a
larger number of books than does the modern Jewish Bible.

As with all Christian Bibles, the Torah and the Prophets are
included as used in the Jewish communities that formed the I?asis
for the early church. However, the Writings section was detemngd
to be longer in Christianity, a process that was being decided in
Jewish and Christian communities simultaneously in the first three
centuries of the Common Era. The canon accepted by the Roman
Catholic Church for the Old Testament was understood as having
one level of authority and is not formally divided into sections. The
books of the Catholic Old Testament in their usual bound order

are:
Genesis Tobit
Exodus Judith
Leviticus Esther
Numbers First Maccabees
Deuteronomy Second Maccabees
Joshua Job
Judges Psalms
Ruth Proverbs
First Samuel Ecclesiastes
{also called First Kings) Song of Songs
Second Samuel Wisdom of Solomon
(also called Second Kings) Ecclesiasticus
First Kings Isaiah
(also called Third Kings) Jeremiah
Second Kings Lamentations
(also called Fourth Kings) Baruch
First Chronicles Ezekiel
{also called First Daniel
Paralipomenon) Hosea
Second Chronicles Joel
(also called Second Amos
Paralipomenon) Obadiah
Ezra Jonah
(also called First Esdras) Micah
Nehemiah Nahum
{also called Second Esdras) Habakkuk
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Zepham'ah Zechariah
Haggai Malachi

The Catholic canon includes a rewritten, longer Esther, and a lengthy
prayer made by the three friends in the fiery furnace as well as
three additional stories in Daniel that make the books different
from those appearing in the Jewish Tanak.

The New 'Testament books determined for the Catholic canon
have, with two exceptions, been accepted as the New Testament canon
throughout Christianity worldwide. Having had a large collection of
texts to choose from, including such widely popular early Christian
literature as the Diatesseron {a Gospel by Tatian), the Epistle of

Barnabas, the Apocalypse of Peter, the Shepherd of Hermas, and -

numerous other works used for worship and study in the early
churches, the Bishops who had gathered for the North African Coun-
cil, held in Carthage, chose to form their authoritative Christian canon
around four gospels, the letters of Paul, and a collection of catholic
letters (letters written to be circulated among the churches). To these
was added the book of the Acts of the Apostles and one apocalypse
(not without debate and not without dissension). The New Testament
canon in its usual modern western church order appears as follows:

Matthew First Timothy
Mark Second Timothy
Luke Titus

John Philemon
Acts of the Apostles Hebrews
Romans James

First Corinthians First Peter
Second Corinthians Second Peter
Galatians First John
Ephesians Second John
Philippians Third John
Colossians Jude

First Thessalonians Revelation to John

Second Thessalonians
Some very early church collections of books followed the Book of
Acts with the catholic epistles (James through Jude above) and then
placed those letters ascribed to Paul after them. It is interesting to
note that the order in which the gospels are now placed in the New
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Testament was not determined until the Middle Ages and the or-
der of the Pauline correspondence is from longest (Romans) to
shortest (Philemon), an ordering system also used in Islam for the
books of the Qur’an. Hebrews, an early church sermon, was early
ascribed to Paul, but most early Christian scholars denied it was of
Pauline authorship; it therefore appears after the letters deemed
by the council to have been genuinely Pauline, meaning either by
Paul himself or by an immediate associate. (As for the Pastorals,
First and Second Timothy and Titus, they were doubted by some
to have been by Paul from the earliest records of their existence,
so the current debates on their authorship began, in fact, as soon
as they were collected by the early church.)

Many Roman Catholic Bibles also include the books of the Catholic
Apocrypha. The Catholic Apocrypha consists of works that appeared
in Septuagint (Greek) manuscripts of the Bible but were not declared
canonical at the North African Council in Carthage. These books are:
First Esdras (also called Third Esdras), Second Esdras (also callad
Fourth Esdras), The Prayer of Manasseh, and Psalm 151. These books
are not to be confused with the Protestant Apocrypha, which consists
solely of books canonical within the Roman Catholic Bible but not in
Protestant Bibles. It was common wnatil after the Second Vatican Council
to include the Catholic Apocryphal books of First and Second Esdras
in bound Catholic Bibles; however, the status of the two books as less
than canonical has always been maintained.

Greek Orthodox Bible

Though the Septuagint was the Greek translation used by the
Jewish community in Alexandria and was the basis of the Christian
Old Testament, not all of the books that appear in the collections of
this translation {for there were several differences even in the canons
represented in the Greek-speaking Jewish Alexandrian community}
were accepted by the Roman Catholic Church. Most of the remaining
books of the Alexandrian Jewish canon have been retained in the
longer canon of the Greek Orthodox Church. Though participants in
the African Council that set the authoritative canon for church discus-
sions, the Greek Bishops were not, obviously, participants at the Council
of Trent that closed the Roman Catholic canon. This means that the
Greek Orthodox Church still retains the “open” canon interpretation
of the exact extent of scripture. The New Testament is that of the
Carthage Council, but the Old Testament remains fluid among Greek
Orthodox Church congregations.
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The modern Greek Orthodox churches do not use the Greek
Septuagint language, but either a Greek text as developed within
Greece itself and used throughout the history of the Byzantine
Empire, or a modern Greek translation. As for the canon, some
congregations accept as authoritative the Old Testament essentially
as it appeared in the Septuagint. This means that for some Greek
communities the Old Testament contains all the books of the Ro-
man Catholic Bible (though Baruch is usually not considered ca-
nonical in Orthodox churches) as well as the following, all coming
from Septuagint manuscript tradition (this from the list approved
by the Holy Synod of the Greek Orthodox Church): ‘

First Esdras
{also known as Third Ezra [not Ezra))
Prayer of Manasseh
Third Maccabees
Fourth Maccabees
Psalm 151
{appearing as the last psalm in the Book of Psalms)

Other Greek Orthodox congregations have chosen to treat as
canonical only the books described by Gregory the Theologian
{traditionally in the western church called Gregory Nazianzus, 329—
389 CE) in a list he compiled just prior to the African Council. His
Old Testament canon is that of the Jewish Tanak with two excep-
tions: Lamentations is not treated as a separate book but is ap-
pended within Jeremiah, and the book of Esther is not included as’
a canonical work at all.

Coptic Orthodox Church Bible

'The church took early root in Egypt, and the Coptic Orthodox
Church remains roughly 10 percent of the Egyptian population
after over a thousand years of Islamic rule. The canon of the Copts
is very close to that of the Roman Catholic Church, but with four
major differences. In the Old Testament the Book of Psalms con-
tains the 151st Psalm, as do some Greek Orthodox canons. In the
Eastern Orthodox churches the 151st Psalm may or may not ap-
pear in the official Book of Psalms; or, as in the Coptic Bibles {as
with the Greek Orthodox), the Book of Psalms may contain the
151st in some editions and not contain it in others, both versions
of the Psalms being accepted as canonical. (This is also true of the
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psalms numbered 151-155 that appear in the East Syriac canoni-
cal Book of Psalms; the Dead Sea scrolls have shown, however, that
these “extra” psalms were already in use by the first century BCE,) In
addition to the rest of the books found in the Catholic Bible, the
Coptic Old Testament contains Third Maccabees, following Second
Maccabees.

The Coptic New Testament is the sole modern Christian canon
with more books than the Catholic Church’s New Testament. Fol-
lowing the Revelation to John is the book Clement, which contains
the two existing “letters” (the second is a sermon) ascribed to Bishop
Clement of Rome in one biblical book. The Coptic New ‘lestament
officially ends with the Apostolic Constitutions, a collection origi-
nally of eight books regarding the management of the early church,
here taken as a single New Testament book. -

Ethiopic Orthodox Church
The longest canon within the Christian world is that of the
Ethiopic Orthodox Church. The church in Ethiopia traces its own

history to the Ethiopian eunuch of Acts 8:26-39, though archaeo-

logical evidence in Ethiopia can confirm a Christian presence only
from the fourth century. Having been cut off from both Eastern
and Western Christian traditions with the rise of Islam, the Ethio-
pian Orthodox Church developed many independent traditions,
including its own extended canon and its own interpretive meth-
odology. There are, in fact, two recognized canons, one called
“Wider” and one “Narrower”; the latter is the one that corresponds
to the Bible among other Christian communities and is in itself the
largest canon in the Jewish-Christian biblical tradition.

The Old Testament contains all the books of the Roman Catholic
Church, plus a number of books found in other Eastern Orthodox
canons, as well as two books found only in the Ethiopian Bible
(Jubilees and Enoch). The order of the books in the Bible are unique
to Ethiopian Bibles, but for purposes here the canon itself is of
interest. Those books in the Ethiopian Old Testament, not found in
the Catholic canon, are as follows:

Enoch
Third Ezra

(First Esdras in Greek Orthodox longer canons)
Fourth Ezra

(also called Second Esdras [not Nehemiah])
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Third Maccabees
Psalm 151
(appearing as the last psalm in the Book of Psalms)
Prayer of Manasseh
{appended to Second Chronicles)
Jubilees

The New Testament of the Ethiopic Orthodox Church conforms to
that of the Roman Catholic.

Protestant Bible

The Bible as it appears among the Protestant churches is a
hybrid of traditions. Reform leaders, like Martin Luther and John
Calvin, wished Bibles capable of being read by the laity and turned
to translations from the Greek New Testament and the Hebrew
Old Testament. Arguing that the true Bible of the early church was
the Jewish Bible used by the synagogues of the reformers’ own
day, the Protestants translated the Tanak as their Old Testament. In
this manner they removed from the official Protestant canon the
works of the Alexandrian canon that had been accepted by the
church Bishops at Carthage in 397 C.E. The books that appeared
in the official Catholic Old Testament but did not appear in the
Protestant canon were called the Apocrypha (literally: hidden) by
the Protestants and sometimes have been published as an appen-
dix to their Bibles as works which might also be read to one’s
advantage. The Catholic Church, at the Couneil of Trent, gave the
name “Deuterocanon” (literally: second list) to the collection of books
that is called by the Protestants the “‘Apocrypha” and declared them
as authoritative and to be in no way treated as inferior to the rest of
the canon.

The New Testament of the Protestant Bible simply retained the
New "Testament of the Catholic Bible. There are books of the New
Testament with which the reformers were unhappy, but being un-
aware of any authority for removing any books of the New Testa-
ment canon, Luther was forced to retain Revelation, which he did
not like, and James, which he despised. Of course, had he only
known that there was (and still is) a New Testament canon that
does not include Revelation or James (or Second and Third John,
Second Peter, or Jude} Luther undoubtedly would have removed
the offending books from the Lutheran canon. It is the East Syriac

Orthodox Church that has the short New Testament canon, though
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they have added the remaining books tq their modern Bible as a
less authoritative section of texts (producmg a two-part Ne_w Testg—
ment with different levels of authority) just to have available in
their bound Bible all the volumes treated as New Testament canon
by the vast majority of the rest of the church.

Questions for Reflection and Discussion

1. How many in the group were even aware that there was
diversity among Christian denominations” canons? o

2)Does it make any difference that there are so many different
Bibles?

@ Jewish canon is divided into books that are more and less
authoritative; does your community do this without actually divid-
ing out the books in the Bible itself? -

4. Some early Christian scholars referred to the Christian Bible
(meaning the Old and New Testaments) as the “Prophets and Fhe
Apostles.” What might that say about how they saw the collection
in their Bible? ‘

{B) What would be the significance for the authority of the books
of the Bible in use in one’s own religious community if the Bible
were the Samaritan Pentateuch, or the Ethiopian Orthodox canon?

Bibliographical Note _
Further information about Christian canons may be found in an
excellent article by Hans Peter Riiger, “The Extent of the Old 'Tes-
tament Canon,” The Bible Translator 40 No. 3 (July 1939) pp. 301-
308, to which this chapter owes its sections on the Coptic, Ethiopian,
East Syriac, and part of the Greek Orthodox modern canons. For
those interested in reading the canonical books of the rest of the
Jewish-Christian traditions, the Deuterocanon along with a select
group of other canonical books appears in the Apocrypha section
of the New Revised Standard Version with Apocrypha (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1989). All works now Ueatfed as canoni-
cal in the Hebrew/Old Testament biblical tradition with Fhe excep-
tion of First and Second Esdras, may be found, along with dozens
of related, but not canonical, texts in English translation in the two
volume set edited by James H. Charlesworth, The Old Testament
Pseudepigrapha, 2 vols. (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1983, 1985).
Jacob M. Myers, I & II Esdras, Anchor Bible 42 (Garden City, N.Y.
Doubleday, 1974), is a translation with very readable commen-
tary on the two books of Esdras. The letters attributed to Clement
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are found in standard collections of the Aposiolic Fathers of the
Church, including: Kirsopp Lake, ed., The Apostolic Fathers, Loeb
Classical Library (Cambridge, Md.: Harvard University Press. Lon-
don: William Heinemann, 1913}, or C. C. Richardson, Early Chris-
tian Fathers, Library of Christian Classics (Philadelphia; Westminster,
1953). A decidedly outdated, but available, English translation of
the Apostolic Constitutions by James Donaldson appears as Ante-
Nicene Christian Library, vol. 17, pt. 2 (Edinburgh: T. & T Clark,
1870). '

CANONS IE,

FIVE EXAMPLES
(ON THE FOLLOWING TWO PAGES)
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_ THE BOOKS OF THE BIBLE APPEARED GVER A LONG PERIOD. IN CHRISTIAN
Bibles there is a division between Old and New Testaments; how-
ever, the actual writing of these books overlap slightly in time. The
books of the Jewish Tanak {=Protestant Old Testament) were all
composed prior to the time of the early church, in a span covering
about 400 years, from the Babylonian exile to the Maccabean Re-
volt (587-164 B.CE.). Traditions extending backward to the ori-
gins of the states of Judah and Israel are Incorporated into the
biblical books, but the canonical texts were products of the Second
Tqmp]e Period. As for the New Testament, its books were written
within one centqry {at the longest), beginning with Paul's first letter
tothe Thessalpmans and ending with Second Peter (50-120? C.E.).
Th(;a gjarl;lg Chr}:stianf]iterature was heavily dependent on the “Torah
and the Prophets” for its understandi
of the Chn'sgan movement. cing ofJesus and the Hheology

A general outline of the production of the books of the Bible
follows. Forrthe vast majority of biblical books there is no known
author. Traditions within the Jewish and Christian literatures have
attached names to the various works, but only a few texts have
known authors. The attestation of the writing of the Torah to Moses
along with Jeremiah as the author of Kings and Lamentations, and
Samuel as the author of Samuel, and so forth, was the noti(;n of
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rabbis centuries after the texts had been composed. At the same
time, the second-century Christians attached names from their ear-
liest writings to those same writings as authors; so, for example, we
do not know who wrote any of the four canonical gospels, but we
do know to whom the late second century-church decided to as-

cribe them.

Hebrew Bible and Old Testament Origins

Jewish traditional teaching has held that the Tanak was deliv-
ered to Moses on Sinai, but that he wrote only the Torah; the other
books were supposed to have been written down by those who
had learned them through the tradition of the “oral law” passed
down from one generation to another. Christian traditions have
usually accepted the Jewish notion of Moses as author of the Torah,
but assume a divine inspiration for the rest of the books of the
canon, believing each to have been first revealed at the time of the
book’s writing. Most Christians believe in this inspired writing of
the Bible; however, many Western Christian communities believe
in the human origin of texts that bear authoritative divine content.

“This section provides an abbreviated outline of the origins of the

books of the Bible,

Those Who Wrote the Books of the Old Testament

Literacy in the ancient world was uncommon. Not only did the
general populace usually not know how to read or write; neither
did most of the rulers in the great empires. Reading and writing
was a profession left, for the most part, to the scribes, who made
good livings by their competence in literary, mathematical, and
economic skills. All of the books of the Tanak were written by
scribes, mostly employed either in the palace or temple bureaucra-
cies, though Baruch appears to have been a private scribe in the
employ of Jeremiah.

The majority of scribes were male, though some female scribes
are known to have existed; they were usually children of families
of some importance, who had been sent from an early age to scribal
school where they studied not only reading and writing, but also

“mathematics, political science, proper court behavior, and the cur-

rent visions of the world, both natural and social. A successful scribe
could expect a good life with good pay and relatively light work {at
least when compared to the rest of their contemporaries). There
was status in being a scribe, and the wisdom literature, which




fimy

18 The Educated Person’s Thumbnail Introduction to the Bible

appears throughout the ancient Near East, is filled with admoni-
tions to scribes to avoid abusing their positions for either political
or personal ends.

In Jerusalem both the royal palace and its chapel (the temple)
had numerous scribes in constant employment. Most of the work
would have been the day-to-day upkeep of the capital city and the
wider bureaucracy of Judah, but their work also would have in-
cluded keeping records of the events of the rulers’ reigns and com-
posing liturgical texts for the temple rituals. In addition, scribes
throughout the ancient world liked to compose literary works that
demonstrated their own knowledge and cleverness, both narra-
tives and poems; this type of behavior appears in the Bible as well.
All of the books of the Hebrew Bible came from the ranks of these
educated and influential scribes.

Origins of the Torah

Clearly, the appearance of the Pentateuch in all biblical canons
suggests that it was the earliest group of books to attain the status
of religious authority in the biblical tradition. The “Documentary
Hypothesis™ posits at least four sources used to construct the first
five books of the Bible. It is no longer possible to date the compo-
sitton of the sources, as was supposed only a decade or two ago;
but the existence of major traditions in the Torah is quite clear, One
source, called the Yahwist (from the Name of God, which it uses
regularly), presents engaging stories with a familiar, anthropomor-
phic view of God (meaning God looks and acts like a human) and
a pessimistic vision of human nature. In the nineteenth century the
Yahwist was dated as early as the reigns of David and Solomon
(early tenth century B.C.E), but recently scholars have argued for a
date no earlier than the Babylonian exile (587-538 B.C.E). The
other primarily narrative source is the Elohist (named after the
generic word for God that it prefers), written by an author who
likes to separate God from humans by using prophets, angels,
dreams, or visions to hold its dignified God at a distance from hu-
manity. The Elohist originally had been dated to the time of
Jeroboam’s establishment of the northern Kingdom ({at least in the
early Kingdom of Israel, late tenth to early ninth centuries B.C.E),
but it also has recently been redated later (or even argued to have
been part of the Yahwist's narrative and not an independent source
altogether). The Priestly source relates genealogies, cultic material,
and a God who is majestic, all-powerful, and all-knowing. Usually
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the Priestly source is assumed to be Post-Exdlic (after 538 BCE);
fhough one school of thought argues that the priestly material came
from the seventh century cultic circles of Judah. The Deuteronom_lst
was responsible for the Book of Deuteronomy, which relates the giv-
ing of the law for a second time {(hence the _name:.“Secgnd Law )
Deuteronomy has been connected by Christians with King ]os¥a'hs
culiic reform (622 B.CE.) since the fourth century C.E.; a position
which is still held by the majority of Christian scholars, though others
argue for an Exilic (587-538 B.CE), or even Post-Exilic date. '

These four sources, along with other materials from the reli-
gious and cultural eircles of Judah, formed the content qf the To-
rah, which was composed early in the Second Temple Pel'"lod.(538
B.CE—70 CE). By tradition, Ezra, a Jewish scribe working in the
Persian bureaucracy, compiled the Torah from earlier traditions
while employed in Mesopotamia by the Persian government; he
then took it to Palestine, where it was declared the official founda-
tion for local Jewish religious and social government as well as
ritual. That would date the formation and canonization of the To-
rah to roughly 400 B.CE. Under Persian sanction it was accepted
by both Jews and Samaritans as the authoritative rendition of the
origins of both of their peoples and their laws.

Origins of the Prophets
The Prophets section of the Tanak is first ref:orded as estab-
lished by 180 B.C.E. in the Book of Sirach (Ecclesiasticus)..The Former
Prophets, Joshua through Kings, is a series of books dealing with seg-
ments of the history of Judah and Israel. Some scholars treat these as
a single work (to which they add Deuteronomy as a preface) and call
it “The Deuteronomistic History” because of its recurring vocabulary
and theology. Though debate rages as to whether ther.e were earlier
editions of the history (Hezekiah and Josiah are both said to have ﬁr;.t
had the history written), it is agreed by everyone that the books in
their current form cannot predate the Babylonian exile (587-538
B.CE) for the simple reason that Second Kings ends in Babylonia
with the exiled King Jehoiachin of Judah. Other scholars insist that the
Former Prophets were not part of a single history, but mdividual works
that were edited together only at the time they were recognized as
sacred, to form a historical succession relating the story of the former
independent states of Judah and Israel from the Viewpoint of a Jerusa-
lem incorporated into the Persian Empire. The identity of neither the

authors nor the editors of these texts is known.
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The books of the various prophets, with the exception of Jonah
(which is a short story rather than a collection of prophetic state-
ments) undoubtedly have their origins with the prophets bearing
their names. The earliest of these is Amos, who prophesied +750
B.CE., and the latest is the prophet called Malachi (literally: “my
messenger”; this may be an anonymous prophet, or a collection
from different prophets), probably {rom the fifth century B.C.E,
The three books referred to as the Major Prophets are all edited
texts coming from the Post-Exilic Period; each includes sayings at-
tributed to the named prophet of the title, prose accoumis of as-
pects of the prophets’ lives, editorial notations, and prophecies from
others seen in the same prophetic tradition. The Book of the Twelve
contains eleven (probably) previously independent collections of
sayings that were themselves edited in the fourth century B.CE,
along with the prose short story of Jonah. The editor of the entire
Book of the Twelve clearly manipulated some of the material in the
individual books, including adding consistent editorial notations
throughout. Major additonal late editing has been argued for most
of the prophets in the collection. The entire collection of the Proph-
ets must have been regarded as a sacred unit by the end of the
third century B.CE. and so a product of the Persian Period.

Origins of the Writings

The authors of the New Testament often refer to their scrip-
tures as “the Law and the Prophets,” by which they named the
Torah and the Prophets as the accepted canon of their day. Both
early Jewish and the earliest Christian (which were Jewish as well}
commuuities held the Torah and the Prophets as sacred texts, but
the Writings (which are occasionally also mentioned as a group in
the New Testament) appear to have been determined on a congre-
gation-by-congregation basis in the first century C.E. It has long
been noticed that the Letter of Jude was written from a community
that accepted both Enoch and the Assumption of Moses as authori-
tative scripture (the former found now only in the Ethiopian Ortho-
dox canon and the latter in no modern canon at all, though part of
the text has been recovered, including the section referred to by
Jude).

As far as can be determined, every Jewish and Christian com-
munity accepted the Book of Psalms in their collection of Writings.
The book contains poems related to the worship of Yahweh in
Jerusalem. Many of the psalms date from the time of the First Temple
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(mid-tenth century to 582 B.C.E.); however, they were not col-
lected uniil the Second Temple Period and appear to have played a
part in Temple worship from 515 B.CE. to 70 C.E. The meaning of
specific passages in the book as it was understood by the Jewish
commuinity can be seen to have changed through this period; yet
by the time early Christians read the psalms, the texts were ac-
cepted as prophecies with a canonical au_thor'lty. .

Some books had very complicated histories. A convenient ex-
ample is the Book of Daniel, which consists of a series of short
stories in chapters 1-6, a series of visions in chapters 7~12, and
three more short stories in chapters 13—14 (if ong’s canon hgs the
longer version of Daniel). The character 01‘" Danil (no, that is not
misspelled) as a pious, wise, and loyal figure is first known fromlthe
story of Aghat, a mythological legend found at the site of ancient
Ugarit (modern Ras Shamra, on the north end of the ‘westem Medi-
terranean coast) from the twelth century B.C.E.; this seems to _be
the Danil who is mentioned by Ezekiel (14:14; note the spelling
“Daniel” is that of the Book of Daniel). The stories of
Nebuchadnezzar in Daniel, chapters 2—5, are clearly related to
events in the reigns of both Nebuchadnezzar 11 and Nabonidus of
the Neo-Babylonian Empire (two rulers separated by three other
minor rulers: 604-562 and 555-539 B.C.E,, respectively). These
stories (which, by the way, appear not in Hebrew, but Aramaic)
may well derive from Babylonian sources, which would explain the
Akkadian names given for the supposedly Hebrew protagonists.
Into these stories were added narratives of Jewish exiles as stereo-
typed characters, whose piety brings them through events of cer-
tain death; the Jewish rendition of these stories appears to have
been composed in the Post-Exilic period and, in their current re-
vised form, derive from the persecutions of the Jews by the Seleucid
(=Greek Hellenistic ruling family) King Antiochus IV (175-163
B.CE)} in Judea, where these (and other similar) tales served to
bolster Jewish faith in the face of royal condemnation. .

"The visions of Daniel present an apocalyptic world where hidden
events of the future are revealed to Daniel in the first days of the
Persian Period (538+ B.CE.), regarding Judean history as a progres-
sion through the persecutions of Antiochus IV down to the year 164
B.C.E. These texts derive from 164 B.CE. since the “foretold” history
15, if symbolically told, accurate enough down to the events of 164
and then no longer obtain (leaving many modern Christians 1o as-
sume that the visions were really from 538 B.CE. and the last few
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foretold visions are yet to occur). The Greek manuscripts show that
Alexandrian Jews had an edition of the text with an added pious song
for Daniel’s three friends to sing in the fiery furnace as well as a trial
story for Daniel and a pair of related cultic stories about faith in
Yahweh as opposed to faith in Bel (=Marduk, patron deity of
Babylon} or a snake; all of which were probably already additions
to the Hebrew manuscript used to translate the Greek text used in
Egypt, maybe around 100 B.C.E.. The authors of any of this mate-
rial are quite unknown, and it is wise to remember that this recon-
struction is much too simplified to demonstrate the actual production

of the Book of Daniel. However, Daniel has always been a part of §

| the Witings in Jewish tradition, being given little authority, while
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jghteous person_possible; it is a well-crafted investigation of an
gggﬁéﬁﬂﬁpﬁewefse universe and a God who may be humanity’s
worst enemy. Ecclesiastes presents a world where e\@ythm,q is
totally arbitrary; the actions of mdividuals cannot determine their
fates and death is the only end that can be expectec_l. Job and
Ecclesiastes are usually dated to the aﬂgrmath of the exile anq the
Hellenistic Period respectively; the identity of the author of neither
work is known. However, such pessimism was answered in the canon
by the books of Baruch, Ecclesiasticus, apd ﬂqe Wisdom of Solomon;
works that date from 180 B.CE. (Ecclesiasticus) to perhaps as late as
50 CE. (Wisdom of Solomon). These authors (and the author of

Ecclesiasticus is named in the work: Jesus ben Sirach) argue that the

old wisdom traditions are still true, but one must be loyal to the Torah,

i Christians treated the book as that of a major prophet, placing it .f the cult in Jerusalem, and personal righteousness, respectively, for the
e mn ' ’ '

i after Tzekiel and using it for unending apocalyptic theories. .-

Short stories, as was just seen in Daniel, were popular through-
out the Jewish religious communities. Of these, Ruth and Esther
became canonical books in their own right; Judith, though very
popular thoroughout Jewish history, was not accepted into the Pal-

~eslinian Jewish canon, though it was in the Alexandrian and from
there was taken into the Christian canon. Tobit, which appears in a
longer and a shorter rendition, never had the enthusiastic audience
of the other stories; nonetheless, it was in the Alexandrian canon
and thereby became part of the Christian Bible. These bogks are
anonymous literary productions, historically fictitious, but witha
serious theological or social point to make. Clearly writen (o ]
entertain and to instruct, the short stories (including jonah) all ap-
pear to have been writlen from the late Persian Period to the time
of ifie Antiochaii persecution, a two-hundred-year period ending
ca. 160 B.CE o

Wisdom literature forms a whole tradition by itself. In the an-
cient Near East, wisdom writings had been popular among scribes
since the third millennium in both Mesopotamia and Egypt. Proy-
erbs presents a classic example of the genre: the world js rational’,

[gl-ose who are good have a good life, but those who are evil will ji

ave a bad fate. Probably a product of the Jerusalem palace staff inr
the days of Judah, prior to the exile, Proverbs was attributed to
Solomon, as were many wisdom texts, canonical and not, but the
authors are in fact unknown. A skeptical reaction to this orderly,
benign worldview, can be found in the canonical books of Job and
Ecclesiastes. Job ) _presents a world where the very norms of the

standard wisdom trqdii_:ibn create humiliation and pain for the most

to function. In this series of books we can see,_q“gg;_gtmumg_\a i -
gtséﬁglcﬁlal debate within the scribal circles on the rationality of the_ K
world and the place of humans m God's scheme.
~ Latiiéiifations is a collection of five sonigs composed for the
commemoration of the destruction of the Temple in Jerusalem.
They probably date from sometime beginning soon after the de-
struction of the Temple in 587 B.C.E. dowp.to early in the Pers%an_
Period {fifth century). Because rabbinic traditions declared Jeremiah
the author, Christian Bibles generally place the book immediately
after Jeremigh, but the author or authors are unknown. The Song
of Songs, a book filled with erotic sexuality, seems a strange vol-
ume to appear as a canonical text. Its origins appear to be in popu-
lar, secular love songs for which parallels may be found from ancient
Egypt. Yet, since Rabbi Agiba declared (in the second century CE)}
th_at_,\,it_ways_,_‘_th“e_ oreatest book of all those in the canon, regq as an
a_llégory, it has never been doubted as sacred text. It traditionally
has been treated as a composition by Solomon during his yputh,
though its true author or authors remain upknown, and, until the
nineteenth century, was treated both in Jewish and Christian schol-
arship solely as an allegory about God’s love for' the faithful.

First and Second Chroni¢les, Ezra, and Nehemiah have generally
been treated as a historical series in much the same way as h?_ﬂ{e the
Former Prophets. Though the notion that the four books {originally
two scrolls: Chronicles and Ezra) were written by ‘the same author
remains popular, there are many reasons to be less than certain of
their single authorship. The books are clearly products of the Persian
Period (338-333 B.C.E)), though when during that period they were
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composed is a matter of current debate, covering the entire time span
from the time of Ezra (ca. 400 B.CE} to the end of the empire.
Usually, it is assumed that some notes deriving from Ezra and
Nehemiah actually appear in the texts, but debate swirls around which
passages, if any, are indeed from these men.

The four books of Maccabees are not a series. The First Book
of Maccabees is a product of Hasmonaean circles (the dynasty
which took over thé rule of Judea after the revolt led by Mattathias
against Antiochus [V, 167-163 B.C.E.) and relates the story of the
sons of Mattathias in such a manner as to urge readers to obey
their descendants as legitimate rulers. It was composed about 100
B.CE. Second Maccabees relates part of the same history, but
urges its readers to spurn the Hasmonaeans as unrighteous break-
ers of Torah. It was written about 90 B.C.E., by condensing a five-
volume work written by Jason of Cyrene. Third Maccabees deals
with the Jews in Alexandria, Egypt, describing some legendary
escapes from destruction; written in Alexandria probably in the
first half of the first century B.C.E. Fourth Maccabees, on the other
hand, is a philosophical treatise on the passions that probably was
composed in the first half of the first century C.E. by a Greek-
cultured Jewish philosopher.

The books known as First and Second Esdras are both about
Ezra and both are later than the Book of Ezra. First Esdras prob-
ably was written in the middle of the second century B.CE. and
Second Esdras in the first century C.E. First Esdras retells the story
of Ezra’s mission from Persia to Judea, with a historical background
beginning with the cultic reform of Josiah. Second Esdras presents
a series of visions ascribed to Ezra that seem to reflect the chaos of
rabbinic thought on the nature of evil prior to the destruction of
the Temple by the Romans in 70 C.E.

Finally, the Ethiopian Orthodox books have their own origins.
Enoch is a vast work that contains a vision of heaven, a history of
the Jews from the beginning to the Hellenistic Period, a history
and description of the angels (heavenly and faller), and discourses
on righteousness. In its current form the book was collected in the
first century C.E. though it has a truly complicated literary history
containing entire earlier works and parts of numerous, now lost,
Jewish literary materials within it. The Book of Jubilees retells the
early history of the world through the life of Moses, adapting the
earlier biblical narratives with legends and telling the story as if
early biblical figures kept the later laws of Judaism. The entire
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work is written as if it were the presentation of God’s angel to
Moses on Sinai, with a foretelling of future events as well as past. It
was written in Palestine +150 B.C.E.

New Testament Origins

The early church had the Torah and the Prophets. (as well as
assorted other works making up different Writings in different com-
munities) as its Bible. None of the books that now make up the
New Testament were orginially written fo be scripture; rather, they
were written to interpret scripture. The material was composed to
st mdividual congregations, which is certainly true of the
Gospels, or to be sent around among congregations for educa-
tional purposes. Some of the letters were written specifically for
problems in a given church but were collected and exchanged
because those who received them believed that others could ben-
efit from the content.

Those Who Wrote the Books of the New Testament

Aside from Paul, we know little about the people who wrote
the New Testament books. These works were the product of Liter-
ate Christians, but not professional scribes. Indeed, the majority of
the “books” of the New Testament are actually letters intended for
churches of the first century. Paul was the first author to have
Christian material saved in the canon. Trained hoth in Hellenistic
Greek culture and Pharasaic Judaism, Paul in his letters presumes
a knowledge of both traditions on the part of his readers. Several
of the canonical letters were written pseudonymously under the
names of Paul and Peter. Though the letter of James may well
have been written by someone named James, he appears to be
neither the apostle nor Jesus’ brother, the head of the church in
Jerusalem.

The earliest collection of texts that became the New ‘lesta-
ment was a compendium of Paul's letters that was circulated among
the churches by 100 C.E. Paul wrote his letters to particular
churches and individuals from 50 to £58 CE. To these letters
were added others by those who knew him and wrote in his name
(Colossians and Ephesians) and the Pastorals {First and Second
Timothy, Titus), though the latter usually either appeared in lists
of Paul's letters or not depending on whether the collector thought
they were actually by Paul himself. Indeed, the first New Testa-
ment canon was compiled by Marcion (generally considered the
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first Christian heretic) in the middle of the second century C.E.
and consisted merely of one of these lists of Paul's letters (one not
containing the Pastorals) and a Gospel that looked to Christians
outside of Marcion's community like an edited version of Luke.

Gospel Origins

The four Gospels were only some of the more than fifty known
Gospels produced by the very early church. By late in the second
céntury these four had clearly become the most widely accepted.
Mark appears to have been the first written, perhaps as early as 70
CE,; Matthew, Luke, and John probably appeared £90 CE. Only
Matthew and John can be fairly certainly ascribed a place of origin:
Antioch and Asia Minor (Ephesus, often assumed to be the city of
John’s composition, may be too specific) respectively. No one knows

who wrote any of the four books; the names associated with them

were ascribed to the most famous Gospels late in the second century
C.E. ahundred years after their composition. All four were written in
Greek and therefore deal in translations of the Aramaic or Hebrew
speech that is assumed to have been the language Jesus used for
teaching, as it was of other rabbis of the time. The Book of Acts of the
Apostles was the second volume to the Gospel of Luke and was writ-
ten only a few years after that Gospel.

While Mark, Matthew, and Luke have a number of stories in
common, they tell them differently; however, Jesus consistently tells
parables in these three Gospels. The first three, therefore, are called
“Synoptic Gospels” (meaning they look alike) and numerous theories
have been advanced about the reasons for the similarities. The most
popular current notion is that Mark was used by the authors of the
other two Gospels along with some written collection of Jesus’ sayings
{called by scholars “Q” from the German “Quelle” = “source”). John,
on the other hand, was the product of a different early Christian tradi-
tion, presenting Jesus as someone who engaged in dialogues with people
who barely understood him. The Passion narrative in all four Gospels
follows the same outline, however, so it may well have been the first
part of the story of Jesus that became standardized in the early church.

The Other New Testament Authors
The catholic epistles were written to be circulated among a
number of churches and were written during roughly 90-120 CE.,

i though Second Peter has been dated as late as the middle of the

,second century by some scholars, These letters were written in the
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- Inames of persons of some importance in the churches of that time

mous authors who felt they had to use their teachers’
]:lzmaéls(,) I;yfonn of letter writing common enough'in the first century
C.E. by disciples, real or supposed, of great philosophers. Usually
the church associated the letters with the names of persons who |
actually appeared in the Gospels or Acts when It came time to
consider them for the canon. The extent to which any of them
may be related to the apostles themselves remains debated. The
Jetters of Clement fit into this same pattern, including the date of
their composition and questions of authorship. :

The Revelation to John was written in Asia Minor £95 CE.
and describes the Roman Empire as seen thrpugh the eyes of the
Johannine Christian community (the community that produced the
Gospel of John) as the first major persecution crept over the Em-
pire. Though the persecution of Domitian did not actually aff-ect
the church in Asia Minor itself, the author (un_known, but writing
in the name of the apostle John) saw the empire as demonic and
attacking the church on behalf of Satan gnd the forces of evil.
Revelation presents the visions that explain what the events on
earth really meant for the universe. S _

The Coptic use of the Apostolic COIlStltU:thl’lS is unique in ca-
nonical tradition. The “Constitutions” are eight books of ch_u;ch
legislation from Syria, collected in the {ourth century. By tradition,
the collection is derived from Bishop Clement of Rome, but the
actual origins of these texts have been lost to history.

Questions for Reflection and Discussion ‘
1jWhat difference does it make whether the Bible was written
alldt once or over a long period of time? N
2. If you have a Bible with more than one rendition of the same
history, how does the community or tradition deal with contradic-
tions in the material [First and Second Maccabees, for example,
have opposed views on the central characters]? o
Q&)What does the addition of the New Testament books to the
Torah and Prophets do for Christian interpretation of the books
they share with the Jewish community? ' :
4. Could there have been more books in your canon; could they
be written now? . .
&5y How does a work written by a human, for a particular purpose,
become understood as the very word of God? Or, taking the other tack,
how does the very word of God become understood as human words?
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Bibiliographical Note
The origin of the biblical books are commonly covered in introdue-
tions to the Bible. For those Old Testament books not in the He-
brew Bible, James H. Charlesworth, ed., The Old Testament
Pseudepigrapha, 2 vols. (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1983, 1985),
and Jacob M. Myers, 7 & II Esdras, Anchor Bible (Garden City N.Y.
Doubleday, 1974), were used for background. For the world of the
scribe in the ancient Near East see: John G. Gammie and Leo G.
Perdue, eds., The Sage in Israel and the Ancient Near East (Winona
Lake, Ind.: Eisenbrauns, 19 90}. Several volumes deal with the for-
metion of the canon; among those easy to read for the beginner
are: John W. Miller, The Origins of the Bible: Rethinking Canon FHis-

tory (New York: Paulist, 1994); Lee Martin McDonald, The Forma- -

tion of the Christian Biblical Canon (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1988);
James A. Sanders, From Sacred Story to Sacred Text (Philadelphia:
Fortress, 1987). Harry Y. Gamble, The New Testament Canon. Iis
Making and Meaning (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1985), presents a short
introduction to the rise of the New Testament books,

V E TEXT
Or THE BIBLE

WE HAVE NO ORIGINAL MANUSCRIPTS OF ANY OF THE .B(.)OKS OF THE
Bible. When we pick up a copy of the Bible to read, it is usually in
a modern translation that we assume bears the meaning of the
words of some Hebrew, Aramaic, or Greek text..Debate in scho_l-
arly circles often surrounds the modern translations, but there is
just as much debate surrounding the actual text of the Hebrew,
Aramaic, or Greek texts from which the translations are made.

The attempt to create a biblical text in the original languages
is known as “lextual Criticism” and is common throughout the
biblical scholarship of Western Christianity. For reasons that may
become clearer in the following, many Orthodox Christians and
most Jewish scholars are not as engaged in textual studies.

Textual Criticism and Its Goals .

Current Bible translations are dependent on the work of previ-
ous generations in reconstructing the early forms of the books
of the Bible. There are essentially two different goals for these
studies. N

One group of scholars attempts to reconstruct the original text
of a given book as it was first written down by its ful'st author.
Textual criticism had its beginning in this search for the first formu-
lation. It is understood by those engaged in this type of research
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that the first text would be the most authoritative. Many textual
scholars would argue that the author’s manuscript would be the
word of God itself; others only that the original would have the
clearest presentation of the author’s intent. In either case, numer-
ous manuscript variations are compared in an attempt to deter-
mine which of the variations is most likely to have been the original
from which the others deviated. Occasionally, several variants are
used to produce a hypothetical original text for which there are no
manuscripts that bear that reading. Few scholars in this endeavor
believe we have as yet recovered the original text of any book of
the Bible.

. The other goal sought by textual scholars is to create the best
possible manuscript -of any given biblical book. Given that there
are no original manuscripts from the hand of the first author for
any book in the canon (and there is no hope of finding any such
manuscript), the best that can be achieved is to reconstruct from
various existing manuscripts the most reasonable text of each book.
There is also the recognition among many of those engaged in this
type of research that the original author’s manuscript was not a
biblical text. That is to say, one is only dealing with the text of the
Bible at the point at which a given book has been declared to be
part of a canon. By that time a book may have been edited several
times. For example, there was no Book of Amos in any canon prior
to its having been edited into the Book of the Twelve, since it was
the Book of the Twelve that was declared canonical, and only later
was Amos divided out of the larger scroll to stand as a book on its
own, by which time it contained the editorial notations now under-
stood to be part of the Book of Amos. Scholars of this tradition
would be interested in the earlier material edited for the Book of
the Twelve, but primarily are interested in recreating the best pos-
sible text for the Book of Amos as biblical text.

What We Translate
Should one head for seminary, the texts one is most apt to be
~ confronted with as the Bible in its original languages are:

Biblia Hebraica Stuttgartensia, edited by R. Kittel and
others (Stuttgart: Deutsche Bibelgesellschaft, 1983). This
is the Hebrew and Aramaic Tanak with pointing (vowels)
and division markers, accents, and notes based on the
Leningrad Codex, which is the oldest complete Hebrew
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Bible (ca. 1000 CE.). This work reproduces that manu-
script, complete with copying errors, but provides students
with a copy of the earliest full text of the Hebrew Bible.

Septuaginta, edited by Alfred Rahlfs (Stuttgart: Deutsche
Bibelgesellschaft, 1935). This is the standard introduc-
tory edition of the edited text of the Septuagint (the Greek
Bible used by the Jews of ancient Alexandria, Egypt). It is
a Greek text compiled from several Septuagint manuscripts.
In general usage, the books that were collected by Rahlfs
have come to be known as the books of the Septuagint,
but the manuseript traditions contained works not included
in this addition. : '

The Greek New Testament, edited by Kurt Aland and oth-
ers {assorted Bible Societies, including the ABS, continu-
ing updates). An ever-reedited Greek text of the New
Testament books with numerous variant readings in the
footnotes. Literally thousands of manuscripts are consulted:
to reconstruct the texts that appear herein, and editorial
debates change readings on a fairly steady basis.(It should
be noted that New Testament scholars tend to use a differ-
ent Greek text, known generally as “Nestle-Aland.”)

There are several other editions of biblical language texts avail-
able, and some religious traditions prefer other editions; however,
all texts that are used for Bible translating in the Western Christian
churches are edited texts.

When modern translators set out to make a new translation of
the Bible, they have to begin by determining which Hebrew, Ara-
maic, or Greek text they are intending to translate. Few modern
translations are based on a single manuscript; instead they depend
on textual critical reconstructions from several ancient manuscripts.
However, the above-mentioned texts remain standard references
for the endeavor (although Rahlfs is being replaced currently by a
series of new volumes called “The Gottingen Septuagint”; textual

studies never stand stll).

Hebrew Bible
The Tanak has a textual tradition that extends back to the eighth
century C.E. Prior to the standardization of the canonical texts by
the Masoretes (a group dedicated to the preservation of the exact
canonical forms of the books of the Bible and to a literal reading of
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those texts) there was no set form to any of the books in the canon.
Since the formation of the Masoretic Text, Jewish scrolls and bound
Bibles have followed its formal text of the Hebrew and Aramaic.
Until printing presses entered the western world, all copies of the
Tanak were copied by hand, so there are still several variations
among the many manuseripts; however, it is possible to determine
the accepted Masoretic textual form because there are numerous
manuscripts, and the Masoretes counted the words in every book
and recorded the count at the end of each book when copied.
Unfortunately, the Masoretes did not quite agree among themselves
as to the exact text, so there are a couple of Masoretic traditions
that provide a very few differences in their own manuscripts.

Since one form of the Masoretic Text has become the official
Bible in the Jewish tradition, Jewish Bible translations into modern
languages are based on one text, the official Masoretic. However,
Christian scholars dealing with the Hebrew books of their Bible begin
with the Masoretic Text, but supplement their translations with earlier
Hebrew manuscripts. The most extensive early Hebrew texts are those
that were found at the northwest edge of the Dead Sea hidden away
in pottery jars during the first century CE.

Almost any introduction to the Hebrew Bible contains a
mention (if not a picture) of the Great Isaiah Scroll from the
Dead Sea caves. It is usually mentioned as having the same
Hebrew text as the Masoretic Text of the Leningrad Codex, as
well as being the oldest complete Hebrew manuscript of a bib-
lical book. Tt is close to being a complete text, but small sections
along the bottom of the length of the scroll are missing and,
while the text is very similar to the Masoretic Text, the spelling
of words is quite different and there are a series of minor word
changes (many of which are clearly scribal copying errors). What
the introductions to the Hebrew Bible usually do not mention
is that there are other Isaiah scrolls less similar to the Masoretic
Text. Which suggests that if these all came from one commu-
nity {which is not at all certain), they had more than one ver-
sion of the Book of Isaiah, each being used as a sacred book,
but that the textual content of the book itself was not yet con-
sidered sacred enough to be standardized.

In fact, portions of all the canonical texts of the Hebrew Bible
except Esther are attested among the scrolls, as well as fragments
and citations of many of the books that appear in the Christian Old
Testaments beyond the canon of the Tanak. However, the Jeremiah
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scroll does not conform to the later Masoretic Text, but is a Hebrew
text along the line of the book of Jeremiah found in the Septuagint
tradition (a differently written content ordered in a different fash-
ion from the Masoretic Text). This demonstrates that the Septuagint
Greek text was not a sloppily made copy of our Hebrew Jeremiah,
but a decent copy of a different Hebrew text than that which be-
came accepted in Palestine. The Samaritan Pentateuch also makes
an appearance among the bits and pieces of Dead Sea Scrolls; so
two versions of the Torah show up in the caves. It is clear from
these fragments that, though books were declared canonical, in the
first century C.E. the texts of the canonical books appeared in sev-
eral forms. That being the case, it poses a problem for the textual
eritic who wishes to determine which of these variations represents
the earlier, or more accurate, textual tradition.

But there are more manuscripts to choose from. Everything
from medieval Cairo synagogue scrolls {(which were set in a special
room when they were wearing out and so were preserved because
of the closed room; anything with the divine name written upon it
is considered too sacred to be destroyed in Orthodox Jewish tradi-
tion, so synagogues from early times have a genizah for scrolls that
have become too worn to be used anymore) to bits of mummy
encasing strips taken from Deuteronomy used by ancient Egyptian
undertakers (the book of Deuteronomy was merely scrap paper to
the Egyptians) provide portions of Hebrew biblical texts. Many of
these have variations in spelling and wording. Yet modern transla-
tors, almost without exception, accept the Masoretic Text as the
base on which to adapt other textual attestations.

Greek Bibles: Old Testament

The Septuagint series of manuscripts contains different collec-
tions of books, All contain a certain core of books, covering essen-
tially the Greek translations of the Hebrew Bible and certain
Deuterocanonical books. The Septuagint was the product of the
Alexandrian Jewish community, which wanted a copy of the bibli-
cal books in its everyday language, since Greek was necessary for
daily life (Alexandria was a Greek city in Egypt, founded by
Alexander the Great— and named after him).

There are numerous copies of the Greek Old Testament Bible.
A number of additions and some subtractions from the text of the
Hebrew Bible as we know it occur regularly in the various manu-
scripts; many of these clearly were written into the Hebrew text
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before the time of the translators as amplifications to the Hebrew
narratives (the retelling of Esther is the most glaring example
of this) and some appear to have come from other Hebrew tex-
tual traditions than that behind the Masoretic Text (both the Sa-
maritan Pentateuch and the Septuagint add to Cain’s comment
to Abel in Genesis 4:8 a phrase that appears to make the murder
premeditated). And, of course, the Deuterocanonicals appear
in the Septuagint manuscripts but not in the Palestinian Hebrew
canons.

As with the Hebrew manuscripis, the Greek Bibles were hand
copies that produced a number of variants in the text. Since there
was a tradition that the books being copied already had the status
of sacred text, the number of differences among the Septuagint
texts in manuscript is smaller than one might suspect. However,
the differences between the Hebrew being translated and the Greek
info which the works were being translated often proved to be
major, the classic example being the changing of the Hebrew “young
woman” of Isaiah 7:14, to the Greek “virgin” {enough said).

Because the Greek manuscripts formed the basis of Chris-
tian Bibles, the early Christian Old Testaments conformed to the
books as they were produced in Alexandrian Greek. The Greek
Esther and the Greek Daniel are obvious examples of books with
additions to the Hebrew texts. Some books simply had two ver-
sions; Tobit has a longer text (English translations in the New
English Bible and the New American Bible) and a shorter text
{as in the Revised Standard Version) both of which appear in
Bibles and both of which are “canonical.” Yet other books, like
Job, had a change in tone through the process of translation,
such that the church picked up the Greek twist on the narrative
(the heavenly officer of the Hebrew text, “The Divine Prosecu-
tor” has become Satan, “the devil,” a rather major change that
would color all further use of the Book of Job in all Christian
traditions). When the official Catholic Latin Bible {the Vulgate,
translated mostly by Jerome) was in production, consultation was
made witlg contemporary rabbis, and changes were made in the
Septuagint text being translated to conform to the Hebrew Text
where Jerome's theology would allow such changes. This pro-
duced a rather critical edition for is time of a Greek text as the
basis of the Latin Bible’s Old Testament. Much of the Septuagint

textual tradition passed into Western Christian Bibles through
use of the standardized Latin Vulgate.
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Greek Bibles: New Testament .

The Old Testament textual critical work seems too simple for_ -
words when set against the problems of dete.rrmnmg a text for the
New Testament books. The early church did not consujer these
books sacred and so were not terribly careful about copying them.
If someone wanted a copy of the Gospel of Mark, but wanted g
resurrection narrative at the end of it, they added ,It. If gnotheq
wanted the Gospel of Luke, but prefer‘red_Matthe,ws telling of a
particular story, they put Matthew's version in Luke s Gospel where
they wanted it. If someone didn’t like what Paul said about some
particular thing, they left it out, or added something extra to make
up for it. They cotrected the Greek vocabulary, they corrected the
grammar, they cotrected the stories, the le‘Fters, the symbolism. In
short, from the over 5,000 Greek manuscripts of e'?lrly New Tes1.5a-
ment books (and then there are the early translations into La!:m,
Syriac, Aramaic, Gothic, Coptic, and so forth) there are a staggering
two hundred thousand variant readings. _

There is no Masoretic textual tradition for New Tes@nent books.
By the time the Bishops at the North African Council in Carfhage

in 397 C.E. determined the canon for the New Testament they

were discussing books for which each of them, in thgir home par-
ishes, was using a slightly different text. Many of the differences are
minor, but almost every chapter of every book in the New'Testa—
ment has phrases that appear in some manuscripts and not in oth-
ers. Sometimes it can be easily determined that a given manuscript
was written by someone paraphrasing a text, or changing texts to
their liking, but more often the problem is to discern among sev-
eral equally possible readings as to which is better or earlier.

The earliest New Testament manuscripts are from Egypt and
are bits and pieces of books made from papyrus _(water reeds whose
stalks were split and then glued together crosswise to make sheets).
Most of these are small parts of a text, though a nearly complete
copy of a book of Paul’s letters from J_rSOQ C.E. has survived Wﬂ:h
enough strange changes to interest almost anyone {the compiler
believed Hebrews to be a letter of Paul but did not believe the
Pastorals were Pauline, while Romans 16 is treated as a separate
letter by Paul altogether). o

‘The manuscripts that are the most important for early New
Testament textual criticism are known as “uncials.” These are texts
written entirely in capital Greek letters and on pa;*chment (scraped
animal hide). These were codices and often contained both the Old
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and New Testaments. The two most important of the +250 known
uncials are referred to as Codex Sinaiticus (because it was discov-
“ered by Western scholars at Saint Catherine’s Monastery at Mount
Sinai—the monks already knew about it} and Codex Vaticanus (be-
cause it is part of the Vatican library collection). Both codices were
copied in the fourth century, and both_contain more books than
the New Testament now contains; however, they provide early and
nearly complete texis of the New Testament books, though, of course,
with differences. Indeed, the parchment codices have traditionally
been divided into “Western” and “Eastern” traditions, with some
manuscripts using aspecis of both traditions. Major differences can
be followed through the two trajectories, but the individual manu-
scripts in both traditions had plenty of unique readings of their
own. Thus, the texts of the canonical New Testament books were
not as established as even the texts of the Old Testament books in
use at the same time.

‘The Byzantium Church used its own Greek manuscript; based
on an uncertain textual tradition of the early church, it was used
for public readings of the Bible throughout the existence of the
Byzantine Empire and so has become accepted as authoritative in
the Greek Orthodox Church. Generally simply called the Byzan-
tine text, its origins, both for the Old and New ‘Testaments, appear
to have been texts in use before the reign of Constantine. Other
Greek manuscripts are considered by many in the Orthodox
churches as inferior and are generally dismissed by Orthodox schol-
ars in favor of the established text. Having an established text in
the Orthodox tradition precludes the need for extensive textual
studies as done in the Western churches, where the official Bible
had been a Latin translation, insofar as there was an established
text at all.

In 1515 Erasmus of Rotterdam began work on an edited Greek
New Testament, using such early Greek maruscripts as were avail-
able to him at the time (neither Sinaiticus nor Vaticanus was yet
known in scholarly circles); the finished product was published in
1516 and became the basis for all New Testament translations
throughout Europe and the Americas until the late nineteenth cen-
tury. All the canonical books of the New Testament were studied
and provided with a critical Greek text, The only problem was the
very end of the Book of Revelation, for which there were no extant
Greek manuseripts; Erasmus solved this problem by translating the
Vulgate Latin into Greek. Other scholars added to Erasmus’ Greek
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text notes and comparisons with another carly Greek manuscript
and in 1624 an advertising campaign by Elzevir Publishers in the
Netherlands proclaimed that you too could buy the accepted “re-
ceived text” of the Greek Bible. The advertising pitch phrase “Textus
Receptus” caught on and is used to this day fqr Fhe Erasmu_s G]{eek
Bible. Many, particularly conservative, Chnsuan_ _denormnatlons
continue to use Erasmus’ Greek text as the definitive Greek New
Testament text and so do no other textual studies.

A Little Overlap

When the New ‘lestament authors quoted their Bible they
quoted what they were familiar with in their own religious life.
Since the writers of the New Testament texts wrote Greek, they
quoted the Greek Bible. For modern translators this presents a prob-
lem. As shown above, the Greek Septuagint text was not the same .
as that of the Hebrew Tanak, Moreover, there were other Greek
translations of the Bible in use at that time that were outside the
circles of the Septuagint manuscripts, so the New Testament has
quotations of the “Law and the Prophets,” some of which are fc_rund
in the Septuagint, some of which are from other Greek translations,
and some of which have no extant parallels.

Of course, occasionally the New Testament citation will be to
the Hebrew text. The cry of Jesus on the cross in Mark 15:34
makes sense In context only if the quote is kept in the Hebrew,
since the passage is describing the misunderstanding of the people
around the cross, hearing “Eloi” as “Eliya.” Moreover, Jesus quot-
ing the first line of the psalm conforms to rabbinic traditions of
citing an entire psalm by quoting its first line.

For the modern translator who wishes to use the best early
Hebrew text for the Old Testament and the best early Greek New
Testament text in a Bible containing both testaments, this produces
a problem. Most of the quotations in the New Testament made
from the Old Testament will not be the same in English when the
translator finishes franslating from the best manuseripts, since the
Greek New Testament represents the Greek Old Testament tradi-
tion and the Hebrew Old Testament represents another tradition.
The usual manners of dealing with this problem have been to trans-
late the Greek as it appears and let the reader wonder about the
difference, to change the Greek a bit to make it conform more to
the Hebrew translation in the Old Testament, or to place a footnote
in at the bottom of the text explaining the difference.
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Questions for Reflection and Discussion

1. What is the difference between having a canonical book and
having an established textual content for that book?

2. Is there then a difference between the Bibles of the church’s
Old Testament {Greek tradition) and the Tanak (Hebrew tradition),
or can one just switch them around? Contemplate the Protestant
Bible, which uses the Greek New Testament , and the Hebrew Bible
for its Old Testament.

3. What problems can you imagine related to having to create
the basic text before you can translate it? _

Some Jewish and Christian traditions hold that the text has
been kept pure as God dictated it; how can that position be adapted
to the textual traditions, or can it?

@ What happens should another early manuscript appear with
yet more variations in the texts of the books it bears?

Bibliographical Note * '
For the Old Testament section, Ellis R. Brotzman, Old Testament
Textual Criticism: A Practical Introduction (Grand Rapids: Baker Book
House, 1994), was useful; and for the New Testament section,
Helmut Koester, Introduction to the New Testament, Volume Two:
History and Literature of the Early Christianity (Philadelphia: For-
tress. Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 1982), was helpful.

MoDERN WESTERN BIBLES, AND THOSE DERIVED FROM THEM, ALL HAVE
numbers scattered throughout the text. Sometimes these numbers
appear in the passages themselves and sometimes down the mar-
gins of the page. These are chapter and verse markers. They are
not a part of the biblical text! The purpose of the numbers is to aid
readers in being able to find specific passages swiftly. They derive
from early markings in manuscripts to mark off sentences, litugical
readings, or scholarly notations.

What Are the Numbers?

~There are always some people in Bible classes who do not
understand the basic use of the numbering system. If one asks if
there is anyone present who does not understand it there is always
silence, but students will sit there either certain that they do know
when they do not, or they have no idea but assume everyone else
does and will laugh at them should they signify that they do not
understand. Henee, it is best to just explain the numbers and not
embarrass anyone.

If you happen to be reading a book on the Bible and you should
run across the citation “Gen. 2:4b,” you are being told that the
author is speaking about the beginning of the Second Creation Story
in Genesis. ({If you don’t understand the two creation narratives,
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check with one of the introductions mentioned in the preface ma-

terials or chapter 9 below,) Taking the citation one part at a time

we find the following.
“Gen.” is the standard abbreviation for the the Book of Genesis.

- Most books of the Bible in any Western language have a standard

abbreviation, though different printers may use variations (Exodus
often occurs as either Ex, or Exod.). One simply has to become famil-
iar with the various books of the Bible and then be able to associate
them with the abbreviations that appear. If one comes from a Protes-
tant background and is reading a Catholic book, one may find abbre-
viations for books unknown to the reader. Most are fairly obvious:
‘Mace.” usually appears for Maccabees, “Bar.” for Baruch, “Tob.” for
Tobit, and so forth. However, some can surprise you: Ecclesiasticus is
usually shortened to “Sirach” from the Jewish designation of the book,
“The Wisdom of Jesus ben Sirach.” And occasionally the Latin book
names still appear in their shortened forms: “Os.” is Hosea {Osee),
“Soph.” is Zephaniah (Sophonias), “Par.” is Chronicles (Paralipomenon),
and so forth. On the other hand, Catholics may see “1 Kgs.” in a
Protestant volume and be unaware that the author did not mean First
Samuel, which in traditional Catholic Bibles was called First Kings
(the first of four Books of Kings). ‘

The first number in a biblical citation js the “chapter” number.
Most books of the Bible are divided into several chapters, which

" tend to be marked with darkened, bold, or enlarged letters in the
-text or margin. Some books are too short to have such divisions,

such as Obadiah in the Tanak or Jude in the New Testament. From
the example, “2” preceding the colon, means that the passage-ap-
pears in the second major division of the book of Genesis, Many
modern Bibles place the chapter numbers at the top of the page
for easy reference, so finding chapter 2 in any book means only
finding the correct book and maybe turning a page.

The number after the colon is the “verse” number. Verses are the
divisions within chapters. They usually correspond to sentences or
long clauses in prose texts and poetic verses in poetry; however, there
is no necessary correlation between the numbering system and the
grammatical divisions of the text, so they cannot be used to deter-
mine anything about the actual text itself. The verses can be any
length from a couple of words to several sentences (particularly in
some of the Eastern Orthodox books not found i theWestern churches’
Bibles). So the “4” of the example says that the passage in question is the
fourth section marked off in the second chapter of Genesis.

All These Numbers 41
There is in the example a “b” after the verse number. M‘O(.iem

biblical scholars, from the nineteenth century onward, have. divided
some verses into smaller sections in order lo designate specific parts
of a verse. The “b” in this verse is almost umversaﬂy understood.by
scholars of the Tanak, since it divides verse four into the final 'hnle
of the Priestly Creation Story and the first clause of the Yawhistic
Creation Story. Poetry, as in the Psalms, often has been divided
into numerous subdivisions by this small letter system. Indlmdua]
lines of the poetic verse or even indivi_dual cola of the lines of
poetry may be given their own subdivision lower-case letter. The
problem with this system at the present time is that, with a few
exceptions (like the current example), differenp S(;holars may divide
the same verse with different subdivisions so it is not al\;va,lys clear
exactly which part of the verse is meant (though at least “a” always

- means the first part of the verse). _ N

The colon is used in most American publications to divide the

chapter number from the verse number. Other countries use other
conventions, which may be confusing until you get used to them,
since periods and commas are commonly used to d1v1_de these num-
bers. Other punctuation may denote other relationships among the
numbers in a citation; a semicolon usually denotes a break be-
tween independent citations, commas break up independent verses,
and hyphens or dashes denote that the passage runs from_ one cita-
tion to the next inclusively. Try not to confuse the following:

2:4—6:7 = chapter 2 verse 4, through chapter 6
verse 7

2—4;6—7 = chapter 2 through chapter 4, and chap-
ter 6 through chapter 7

2;4=6:7 = chapter 2 and chapter 4 through chap-
ter 6 verse 7

2:4,6~7 = chapter 2 verse 4 and verse 6 through

' verse 7 (skip verse 5)

2:4;6—7 = chapter 2 verse 4 and chapter 6

through chapter 7

- Background to the Divisions
The earliest manuscripts of the biblical books do not necessar-
ily have any division markings on them. Certainly when Paul wrote
a letter to a church he did not divide it into chapters or verses;

I neither did any of the other authors of canonical books, The texts
:

|
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were written to be read straight through and were neither intended
nor expected to need reference notations. The first divisions came
about for liturgical purposes; the detailed numbering system came
from scholarly debate and discussions,

The earliest divisions made in Hebrew manuscripts were sim-
ply writing stylistic devices that were not standardized. These in-
cluded starting each new sentence on its own line or ending
significant sections of narrative by elongating the last letter of the
last sentence to fill out the scroll column. Such techniques made it

easier to read the text line by line, but were not intended to aid

anyone in finding anything except significant stops during reading,

The first division marks made intentionally to standardize
reading of the fext (and these appear to be found already in some
j of the Dead Sea Scrolls) were to mark out readings for the liturpical
year. It was the custom to read through the Torah in cycles of either
three years (Palestinian and Egyptian lectionary) or one year
{Babylonian lectionary) in the course of synagogue services. To this
end small marks were made above, below, or between the words
that ended and began the weekly readings, in order to assure the
congregation of completing the Torah on time.,

The Masoretes standardized the marking systems by using a
small hanging pe [p] to stand for “parashah,” the extent of the longer

readings, and a small hanging samek [s] for “sidrah,” the marker for
shorter readings. The exact divisions were not standardized uniil
the Masoretes (eighth century C.E)), since the purpose of the divi-
sions was only to insure that the reading of the Torah would be
covered in the course of the allotted period, not to ensure ‘that
everyone was reading the same sections of the Torah at the same
time. Rabbis discussing passages of the Torah by correspondence,
which has been common since before the rise of Christianity, would
make use of the reading divisions to make clear what passage they
were concerned about in the ensuing letter. It might be noted that
these weekly readings continue in the modern synagogite where
they are called the “sederim”: however, the scrolls actually read in
the service are without the division markers, since the reader of
the passagk of the day is expected to know where to begin and
where to end the Torah reading for the particular Sabbath.

Early Christian Bible manuscripts did not divide the texts, How-
ever, some Septuagint Jewish lectionary markings were adapted by
Christian scribes late in the Roman Period to devise a system of
chapter divisions, which were marked by the use of small symbols
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1 ivisions were copied into the Vulgate (Latin)
" the1 r::iil;lggfs -t;flil egfb?e used in Western Europe throughout the
trarés aval Period. It was discovered that discussions of texts over
e 1ghs’cances could be facilitated by making reference to the chap-
lon%. isions in the same manner that rabbis couid refe;r to th?lr
fszekll‘;l Torah reading divisions. So in the Medieval Period Chris-

© tians divided up their Bible manuscripts into sections. At first they

symbols in the margins, then enlarged the first
;St(:gr ?)fs t}ifttaei{il;si? ivc??(;l m such a sectilon, ar;id finally illuminated the
ith brightly colored illustrations. _ -
lﬂgzﬁss ;Z;ltglali's %eggn to number the sections, using their own
notions of where the divisions _shoulq occur, but the sysltem dthl;lt
became the standard for western Christendom was deve ppel v‘/
the Archbishop of Canterbury, Stephen angton, bEfﬁe‘m %gxgu
tion to the bishopric, while he was tea‘chmg at the n&v%
Paris early in the thirteenth century. His system was adop 'fhjn !
use wilh_ihe official editions of the Vulgate Bible an V\;l o
century was in use thoughoutBE_'.;;lrope as a standard system to
i e Bible, o
tgwgﬁ?hgﬁl:gj‘ﬁ:ée(amnﬁﬁen mean-spirited) polemics of biblical
scholarship between Christian and Jewish scholars in the1 fourtle?:aggl
century, it was decided by Rabbi Solomon ben Ishmael, ceI\:. 330,
that the participants needed a common numbering system OE be!
references, To this end he adopte(.i the.cgl‘*rent.VulgaIt&e Ikl)um ; ib1§
system by finding the corresponding divisions in the He r(frv;rl ole
{remember that the two Bibles are not ‘e‘xactl_y the se?me%. efmm
brew numbers vary slightly in their positions in certain p acets rom
the Vulgate, often making citations from modern Hebrew \?Vh en
verse or two different from the modern Christian mtations: JVhen
printing was introduced in the Western world, both ]ev»gs Enn
Christian publishers included the d1y1510ns d.evelopegl-by tﬁh el
Langton and Solomon ben Ishmael in the prmted editions of el:;
Bibles, and thus their division system provided the numbers in us

to this day.

Numbers and Textual Criticism Collide _
Smcgvﬂllgzlanusmpt traditions for the Bible are not the sfa.me
everywhere and the numbering system that was accepted in th{; 01;1(13"f
teenth century was based on a particular Vulgate text, the nu;n efis o
the Bible do not always fall in the same places when trans err(; L
other Bibles. Moreover, with textual critical reconstructions of the




44 The Educated Person’s Thumbnail Introduction to the Bible

Greek New Testament often removing lines from the later Gospel
narratives, in comparison with earlier Greek manuscripts, these num-
bers simply fall out of the text. It would produce enormous prob-
Jems to renumber the ever-changing Greek texts every time
something was removed or added to the accepted numbering
scheme. The standard manner of dealing with such problems is
simply to retain the numbers currently in use and let the text have
some odd numbering sequences. A few examples of the problems
follow:

Missing Verses: Textual (Matthew 23:14)

Since modern English translations of the Bible are based on
critical reconstructions of the original texts, changes in the content
of the Hebrew or Greek produce biblical passages different from
that used by Langton. If you open your Bible to Matthew 23:14,

youmay or may not have a verse there. For those New Testaments

based on the “Textus Receptus” there will be a “woe” saying of
Jesus concerning widows’ houses because the line appeared in the
Latin text used by Langton to number the verses. However, most
ancient manuseripts of Matthew do not have this particular verse,
and those manuscripts that scholars consider to be the most reli-
able for the early tradition of the Gospel overwhelmingly lack it.
Therefore, in the reconstruction of the Greek of the New Testa-
ment, this passage has been left out as a later addition to the origi-
nal Gospel. Some modern translations, while leaving the verse out,
will place a footnote where it would have appeared and print the
line at the bottom of the page, noting that it appears in some Greek
manuscripts. Numerous such notes appear throughout modern
Bibles, though usually they are only parts of verses; for while it is
common for words or phrases to have been added to or subtracted
from existing sentences while scribes were copying early texts, it
was less common to add or subtract entire sentences,

A Floating Story (John 7:53—8:11)

The most interesting section of numbered material is John
7:53—8:11. This is the story of the woman taken in adultery. The
story appeared in Langton’s Bible and was numbered in sequence.
Through study of both the modern collections of manuscripts and
the style of Greek in the passage, however, it is now known that the
story is not really a part of the original Gospel of John. The first
major clue was that some manusctipts did not contain the passage
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at all and others placed it earlier in the Gospel (after 7:36) or at the
end as an appendix (after 21:25), while a few manuscripts had the
story, but had it as part of the Gospel of Luke (after 21 :38). Mod-
ern translations of John tend either to retain the narrative at the

lace where it 1s numbered by tradition or to drop the entire pas-
sage into & lengthy footnote. If the passage is printed in sequence,
it may be set apart by brackets or marked with a footnote as to its
dubious existence there. Again, those translations from the “Textus
Receptus” will have the section but may make no note of the
passage’s floating nature at all.

The Strange Numbers of the Book of Psalms

The numbering system in the Book of Psalms presents its own
problems. Unlike other books of the Bible, the individual psalms
were given numbers early in the manuscript traditions. The usual
Western number of 150 psalms in the book are not actually num-
bered the same in all Bibles. The confusion comes because in two
cases two distinct psalms in the Hebrew manuscripts were joined
together in the Septuagint to form one psalm each (Psalms 9 and
10, and 114 and 115). The total number of 150 for the series of
psalms in the book is retained because Psalms 116 and 147 were
both divided into two psalms each in the Septuagint. However, this
means that the psalms from 9 through 146 are not numbered the
same in Bibles dependent on the Septuagint (so the Vulgate and all
Catholic Bibles until the twentieth century) as they are in the He-
brew Bible and the Protestant Bible dependent on it. In addition,
some of the verse numbering systems shifi by one or two verses in
the individual psalms, so when looking up a reference from a book
it might be necessary to check the verses immediately above or
below the verse number as it appears in a particular Bible, as well
as checking the psalm one or two poems away from the citation
number, should the first passage you check make no sense relative
to the book’s comments.

Missing Verses: Theological (Job 42:4)
Occasionally one comes across a missing verse number that
has nothing to do with the manuscript traditions but is related to
scholarly theory or theological positions. The clearest case of this
in a current Bible is Job 42:4. In The New American Bible the verse
Is simply missing, and the excluded text is not supplied in the foot-
nole that appears there to explain that the verse is an interruption

L;
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in the text. There are no manuscript traditions either in Hebrew or
Greek that actually lack the verse: however, a number of modern
scholars have noted the similarity of the phrase to one that God
uses to open the speech from the storm (38:3b). Believing that Job
has to be repenting of his position of innocence before God, some
scholars argue that the verse was miscopied from the speech of
God and therefore does not belong in the mouth of Job.

Several traditions have come together to produce this textual
reconstruction, the first being, of course, that the Western church
has traditionally read Job through the theology of the Septuagint,
where there is a prologue pitting Good (God) and Evil (the devil)
against each other. The Hebrew text has a much more ambiguous
vision of the affair. Moreover, Christian reading of the text has al-
ways (untll the late nineteenth century investigations of the He-
brew text) argued that the disasters befalling Job were solely the
work of Satan. The Catholic Church has a long tradition of mter-
preting biblical texts from the Vulgate, which was the official Catholic
Bible until the Second Vatican Council (1962—1965). The Vulgate,
remember, came primarily from the Septuagint, and the Book of
Job was understood through the Greek text when translated into

Latin. The translators of the New American Bible wished to pro- -

duce an Old Testament text from the Hebrew of the Masoretic
Textual tradition, while still maintaining a Catholic Bible tradition
of interpretation. '

What results is an English translation of Hebrew where the

theological thrust of the Greek tradition has taken precedence over
the actual Hebrew text. The influence of the Greek in Christian
Bibles for the Book of Job is almost universal in the opening chap-
ters where “hasatan” in the Hebrew appears almost always as “Sa-
tan” in modern English Christian Bibles (though note that Tanakh—
The Holy Scriptures, from the Jewish Publication Society, translates
“the Adversary” with the Hebrew text). The Hebrew term is an
official title meaning something like “the accuser” and is treated in
these introductory passages as the divine prosecuting attorney; the
Hebrew text does not present the character as anything but a heav-
enly functionary working for God. The Greek text has “ho diabolos,”
which means “the slanderer” {from which: the devil). The theologi-
cal shift made with the Greek translation in the opening of the
book led to the position that God is guiltless and Satan did all the
evil in the book. Because of this understanding it was necessary for
Job to admit he was guilty of accusing God of evil when it was
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really Satan who was at fault. The problem is that the Vulgate text
reads with the meaning of the Septuagint slant on the story, but the
Hebrew text, in fact, has God being the guilty party, and therefore
Job would be wrong to repent of accusing God of the evil. The
verse 42:4 belongs in the Hebrew text and needs to be U‘anslatea
because Job's last demand that God admit God’s guilt is the finish
to the Hebrew dialogue section (and it is why the prose ending is as
it is}. What this does for one’s theology, having a biblical text that
flatly states that God can be evil, is not our problem here, just that
the text can be manipulated to fit the theology of the people who
translate it, and one may find a missing verse number for no rea-
son related to any textual manuscript.

Different Verses, Same Numbers? (Ending of Mark)

If several Bibles are consulted for the same chapter and verse
of a book, different passages might arise. Though usually that event
would occur when Jewish and Christian Bibles are consulted be-
cause of the slightly different numbering systems, one can find
different passages in books with more than one canonical form.
Both Esther and Tobit have two forms that appear in Bibles, and
numbers from one tradition will not match the other rendition of
the book. Also, Daniel 13:60 may be looked up in Catholic Bibles
with the expectation of finding the shout of joy at the end of the
trial, but there is no such chapter in Protestant Bibles.

One of the more unusual numbering problems, however, is the
ending of Mark. It is now generally agreed among New Testament
scholars that Mark ended with 16:8, wherein the women flee in
fear from the empty tomb and tell no one what they have seen.
However, as scribes copied the manuscript in the early church for
use in their own congregations, some added resurrection passages
to have the work conform to other gospels or for the benefit of
their readers. The Bible that was numbered by Langton had such
an addition; the one now called “the longer ending,” which adds
twelve more verses to the gospel. There is also a “shorter ending”
which adds two sentences to 16:8, but which do not have numbers
s0, when published at the end of the gospel, they form along 16:8.
There is also an ending called “the Freer Logion” (from the manu-
script collection where it was first discovered) which has two verses
Just like the longer ending and then has a three-sentence unique
ending of its own; this text is so rare that no modern Bibles assume

- it was the original ending, but sometimes, when printed, verses 13
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and 14 are given the humbers of the longer ending. However, mod-
ern Bibles can and do end with Mark 16:8, or with the longer
ending, or with the shorter ending. Some modern editions of the
Bible will print all three additions to the Gospel of Mark one after
the other, and others will choose one of the four options and may
or may not explain that there are other endings. So, what one finds
when looking up Mark 16:8 or 16:9 can only be determined by
the Bible one reads.

Questions for Reflection and Discussion

1. Is there any reason to be upset that the chapter and verse
numbers do not always match? _

2. Although the symbol and number markers were not origi-
nally used for grammatical divisions of the text, many people now
use them much like periods; why would this be a problem for read-
ing the Bible?

3. Should Bibles provide texts in footnotes of those passages the
translators have deemed to be additions to the original text and so
removed from their translation?

4. Since the numbering system was created in the Middle Ages
and Jewish and Christian systems are different, should new consis-
tent numbers be developed?

5. With several different Bible translations, try picking some chap-
ter and verse numbers at random and finding what each Bible has
there (even the different translations would be mteresting) and it
would help make certain everyone knows how to use the number-
ing system.

Bibliographical Note

Several works were consulted for the production of this chapter.
These include: Martin Noth, The Old Testament World (Philadel-
phia: Fortress, 1966); Nahum M. Sarna, Genesis, Jewish Publication
Society Torah Commentary (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Soci-
ety, 1989); Norman C. Habel, T#e Book of fob: A Commentary, Old
Testament Library (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1985); and Arthur
Weiser, The Psalms: A Commentary, Old Testament Library (Phila-
delphia: Westminster, 1962).

Says: THE
MEANING OF A TEXT
THROUGH TIME

SOMETIMES ONE HEARS SOMEONE SAY HE OR SHE IS GOIN.G TO LQOK
up a passage in the Bible to see what it really says. There is a notion
that finding the “real” meaning of the text is as simple as finding the
verse and taking the literal meaning as understood at the moment in
which the text is read. This behavior often entails a translation of the
biblical text as well, so there is already the understanding of the trans-
lator in the passage read standing between the reader ano_l the mean-
ing of the Bible. However, the words on the page of the Blbl.e may or
may not tell the reader what the tradition, t;le faith community, or the

riginal author really meant by those words.

’ g]f.[lhe meaning c?; any givgn biblical text has changed through
time and within the religious traditions in which it has been used.
The manners by which the words of any passage of the Bible have
been understood change rapidly and in several dlfferer}t directions.
Though there usually are regulations on how the text is to be read
in any given religious community, even such directions cannot keep
the meaning from changing slightly as different people read the
same text. However, authoritative readings of scripture have ap-
peared and been accepted through the ages. Here we wish to look
at the history of readings made of one verse of one psalm. Psalm
82:1 provides a variety of interpretations by which the changes in
understanding may be compared.

49




50 The Educated Person’s Thumbnail Introduction to the Bible

The Author’s Verse

Psalm 82 reflects a religious world in which there had been &
pantheon of gods in the religious cult of Judah, but now there was to
be only the one God. Dates suggested for the composition of the
poem range from the twelfth to the third centuries B.CE, aithough
scholarly opinion now tends toward accepting it as a product either of
the Reform of Josiah (+622 B.CEE) or the Babylonian exile (587~
538 B.CE). The author of the psalm believes that the gods who used

1o have control over the world, under the direction of the supreme

deity, God, have misused their positions and therefore are being re-
lieved of those positions by God, who will now take over sole rule of
the world. :

The author has chosen to use a series of puns, plays on words,
repetition of sounds, and poetic structuring devices to produce a
short, but clear poem. The use of the Hebrew word elohim for
both “God” and “gods” plays a recurring part in the theme of the
psalm. That the word elokim literally means both “God” and
“gods” is useful for the poet’s purposes; however, the word also

- can mean “mighty.” The author used a common enough North-

west Semitic phrase, adat-el, to describe the group of deities; as

the author composed the text the phrase meant the assembly of

deities, those who serve under the supreme deity of the North-
west Semitic people’s pantheon, the god EL Now, the name E!
also means “god” or “God” and can, in noun constructions such as
this, simply denote “divine.” What is clear in the passage is that
this is the divine council of deities. The councils of deities are well
attested in the myths throughout the ancient Near East, and the
notion of a divine assembly appears in Judah (in the biblical texts)
as well as among Judah’s and Israel’s neighboring countries.

Literally rendered within a world view that understood the uni-
verse to be ruled by a pantheon, the verse would read:

God stands up
In the assembly of El
It the midst of the gods He Judges.

This reflects a deity of the highest authority arising in the divine
council to make a statement to the assembled gods. In this psalm the
statement is a condemnation of their behavior, which has
favored the wicked and crushed the poor and powerless. For these
improprieties the supreme deity judges them unfit to govern (there is
& pun on the word shaphat which means both “to govern” and “to
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iudge”). The punishment is death (deities in the ancient Near East
could die, and improper behavior on the part of gods was subject to

unishment from superior deities in the pantheon). The poem ends
with the populace demanding that God rule the entire earth alone
(with no minor deities). '

- This is a literal translation of the most common meaning pf the
words used in the poem. It is, however, not reglly a translgﬁon of
the text as it was understood in the Bible. At no time in the }.nstor‘y of
the Book of Psalms as sacred text did the community believe in a
pantheon for Judah. So, this translation is the meaning of the indi-
vidual song written for the very end of the Judean temple cul-t or the
very earliest Jewish worship after the Babylonian exile, but' it is the
meaning of the verse before it was considered part of the Bible.

The Book of Psalms’ Verse
The Book of Psalms is a compilation of several independent songs
that were collected over a period of time during the existence of jche
Second Temple. The collection as a whole has its own theological

 positions, and among these are the insistence that there is only one

God, that this God is responsible for the entire world, and that God
sees to it that good people are rewarded and evil people are pun-
ished. The fact that Psalm 82 was included in the collection shows
that the translation of the second “elohim” in the verse as “gods” was
not the understanding of the compiler of the Book of Psalms. How-
ever, 1t is clear that the Book of Psalms recognized that there were
angels {literally “messengers”) who served God in ruling the wo_rld, _
and it is known that in some of the Dead Sea Scrolls the word “elohim”
was used for “angels.” From this it is fairly clear to see that the mean-
ing of the Hebrew word “elohim” had been adapted from meaning all
divine beings to refer to only the single lowest level of such beings,
the divine messengers. Since, in the theology of the editors of the .
Book of Psalms, there could be only one God, the assembly could not
be assumed to be the gods who belonged to El; therefore, the word
“el” must be taken as the generic word for “god,” understood, of
course, to refer to the only God. Thus, at that time the verse was
considered to refer to God’s heavenly assembly of angels.

When the compilers of the Book of Psalms read the verse, they
read:

God stands up
In the assembly of God
In the midst of the angels He judges.
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The rest of the psalm read much the same as it had when it was
understood to refer to deities. Since angels were understood to rule
parts of the world, especially the nations around Judea, these di-
vine beings were being punished for allowing their peoples and
nations to behave in an evil manner. Again, the punishment would

be “to fall,” a euphemism for death, such that God is called uponto

rule the universe alone, The intent is clear: The world is a much
better place with God ruling directly than it was when intermedi-
ates had control,

A Twist on the Verse Toward Enoch

By the second century B.CE. there had developed a notion
about “fallen angels” and Psalm 82 (along with Gen. 6:1—4; Isa,
14:12—17; and Ezek, 28:2—-13) provided the biblical basis for the
belief that a group of angels had revolted in heaven, causing God
to throw them into the place of death (sheol was merely an under-
ground abode of the dead in the time of ancient Tsrael and Judah;
by New Testament times it had been replaced in theological thought
with Zades [English: “hell”], wherein these fallen angels were sup-
posed to dwell with the evil dead).

The compiler of the Book of Psalms did not know about “fallen
angels,” a notion that would appear in theological speculation only
at a later time than when the book was edited, but only knew of

angels condemned to die. Yet, some persons reading this psalm by -

the first century B.C.E. could find demonic, fallen angels in it, and
such is the way the material is used in the Book of Enoch (the
book in the Ethiopian Orthodox Bible). So, while a translation of
the psalm’s verse for those persons reading in the “fallen angel”
tradition would be exactly the same as that for the compilers of
the Book of Psalms, the meaning was related to a wider under-
standing of the universe. For the author of the Book of Enoch and
the traditions related to the “fallen angels” motif, the verse de-
scribed not just the punishment of disobedient heavenly person-
nel, but the establishment of an entire mirror-image universe to
the good ruling God with helpful angels in heaven, producing an
evil destructive devil with malevolent fallen angels (read: demons)
in hell. So we have the same translation exactly, but a very differ-
ent meaning. For the Enochian tradition, this verse deseribes the
moment at which the devil and the demons were tossed out of
heaven into hell and the world was divided into two opposed camps,
one good and one evil,
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The Verse of the Greek-Speaking Jews in Alexapdria

The Septuagint provides a glimpse of how the Jews in Alexan-
dria, Egypt, read their Hebrew Psalm. The Greek of Psalm 82:1
reflects an understanding close to that of the orlgmal' alil’thor. There
are gods in this poem. Not only is the second “elohim taken as a
reference to the pantheon, but the “el” of the assem_bly Is trans-
Jated as “gods” and not “God.” The assembly (‘adad is translated
with synagoge, the word for congregation, and the final word for
“to judge” becomes the word for settling disputes. '

The translation for the Alexandrian Jewish commumity {or the
translation of the Greek translation of the Hebrew) reads:

God stands
In the Congregation of the gods '
In the middle of the gods He settles disputes.

It was the Greek text, with its subtle changes in the meaning of the
verse, that was used by the early church. Indeed, it is clear from John
10:34 (which quotes Ps. 82:6) that the Christian author of the Gospel
understood the second “elohim” (gods/God) to refer to humans and
then goes on to posit that the use of “elohim” in the singular (as when
it refers to God) may be uzed by the church for Jesus.

The Rabbis Read the Verse .

The Book of Psalms only became a Bible text when it was
incorporated mto the canon of authoritative books. For both Jew-
ish and Christian traditions that point came in the process of de-
bate during the first four centureis CE. The Talmugl was closed by
its being written down ca. 400 C.E., which essentially closed the
canon of the Tanak for Jewish tradition. The understanding of the
books that were accepted into the ranks of sacred books (those
which “defile the hands” as the rabbinic tradition referred to ca-
nonical works) was the understanding of the rabbis who made the
decisions. What the rabbis thought Psalm 82:1 meant is recorded
in the Talmud, and this has been considered the official biblical
meaning of the verse for the Jewish tradition until this day. '

The “assembly of God” was understood to refer to the Jewish
people in the general designation “Tsrael.” However_, the s_econti
‘elohim” was understood as a variation of the meaning “mighty,
meaning “those who are mighty.” This was understood to be a refer-
ence to the human judges who passed sentence on the behavior of
the Jewish community. Therefore the verse was read:
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God stands up
In Israel
In the midst of the judges He judges.

The Jewish meaning of the text clearly set it on the human level,
The corrupt judges are not slain, however; they are simply re-
minded by the punishment phrase that they are human just like
everyone else and therefore are to handle their office in a properly

merciful manner, remembering that there is a heavenly Judge who

rules the entire universe, the judges included.

The Verse as Read by Origen

Undoubtedly the most gifted biblical scholar of the ancient
church was Origen of Alexandria (ca. 185—ca. 254 C.E.). He worked
out a method for interpreting scripture on three levels: literal, his-
torical, and moral. For him the last was the most important, but he
also wrote concerning the other meanings. Through his students
he became the most influential biblical commentator in the early
church, even though he himself was excommunicated posthumously
for theological reasons.

Though his commentary on the Psalms has been lost, he makes
enough references to the psalm in other works that the verse in
question can be reconstructed according to his literal meaning.
Using the Alexandrian Greek biblical text, Origen sees the “con-
gregation of gods” as a reference to the false gods of the non-
Jewish, non-Christian peoples. These, he explains, were the “falien
angels” who were tossed out of heaven o become demons (the
tradition that produced Enoch was popular in the early chiirch
generally). For him the verse read:

God stands
In the assembly of demons
In the midst of demons He judges.

This provides one interpretation of the meaning of the verse in

early Christian scholarship, but it was not the only one.
]
Augustine Reads the Verse

At roughly the time that the African Council at Carthage was

deciding that the Book of Psalms was a canonical text, Augustine,

Bishop of Hippo (354-430 CE) wrote his commentary on the

Psalms. Augustine was dependent on the Latin translation of the
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Greek text, in which the only major change was the return of the
original “el” to a singluar “God” whichl precluded treai’:,u}‘g the ”last
word of the phrase “adat-el” as referring to “demons,” “gods,” or
any other plural collective. . ‘

Since Augustine had developed a theology in which the per-
sons of the Trinity could be discerned in the passages of the Bible,
the Bishop could tell that the first reference to Qod was a rgference
to the Second Person of the Trinity, that is: Christ. It was his under-

standing that all descriptions of God that posited human attributes

io the deity in fact meant Christ. The assembly of God was talsen
by Augustine to mean the synagogue of Israel. Already, in egrher
Christian interpretation, the Greek “synagoge” had been asspmated
with those people of God who met in worship in_a community they
themselves called “the synagogue.” Augustine simply adopted this
interpretation of the verse and used, as did the rabbis, the term
“Israel” to refer to the religious community of Jews as a whole.
However, Augustine understood the “mighty” at the end of the
verse also to refer to the Jews who worshiped in the synagogue.
Thus, for Augustine, the psalm became an allegory for the turning
of God away from the Jews and toward the Christians. Augustine
would have read the text as:

Christ stands ‘
In the synagogue of Israe
In the midst of the Jews He judges.

For those Christians who were deciding that the Book of Psalms
was included in the Christian canon, Psalm 82 had become a par-
able about the shift of God’s favor, a topic central to several parables
in the New Testament, especially in the Gospel of Matthew. It can-
not be stressed too heavily that this theological position has led to
horrific actions by Christians against Jews in the millennium-and-g-
half since Augustine. Although it is clear that Augustine’s reading
of the text was widespread in his day and for a millennium follow-
1ing was the accepted understanding of the passage in Western Chns—
tian circles, it is not an interpretation that can be accepted in the
modern church, although there are Christian groups that still hpld
this position and would accept Augustine’s reading as authorita-

* tive. That Christians see themselves as joining Jews among the cho-

sen of God, rather than replacing them, has become ever more
common in the last half of the twentieth century.

|




I
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Martin Luther and Psalm 82:1

"The Protestant reformer Martin Luther (1483—154.6) dealt with
the psalms more than once. In his commentaries on the Psalms he
displays his education in the Augustinian monastic academies from
which he came. So, for example, the first reference to God in this
passage is understood to be Jesus as the First Person of the Trinity,
However, the “assembly of God” denoted the Christian community
for Luther rather than the community of Jewish worshipers. The
final “mighty” (for Luther was translating from the Hebrew text,
not Greek or Latin, although we can see how interpretations from
those working with Greek and Latin texts have influenced his read-

ing of the Hebrew) was understood as the civi! officials of the Chris- -

tian state, that is, those who hold authoritative positions. In this
manner Luiher reads the verse as: :

Jesus stands up
In the Christian community
In the midst of the officials He judges.

Luther, and John Calvin along with him, read the psalm as a
call from Christ to take a stand in the face of corruption in the
Christian world. In the course of interpreting the meaning of the
psalm, the Protestant reformers saw a biblical injunction to con-
front not only the civil leaders of their society, but also the church
hierarchy. The psalm meant for them that God had called for the
overthrow of those in power so that the true rule of God could be
established. Of course, the Protestants assumed they were bringing
in that reign of God referred to at the end of the psalm.

Liberation Theology and the Verse

Psalm 82 has been a popular poem in the thought of liberation
theologians from various backgrounds. Late-twentieth-century theo-
logical thought has been heavily influenced by a uniting of the
theologies of the absolute authority of God and the theology of the
cross. These are then interpreted through the economic and socio-
logical thought of Marxist philosophy and social activist Christian-
ity. The origins of the biblical interpretation of the liberation
theologians is essentially mid-century European adapted to the im-
mediate contexts of Latin America, Africa, East Asia, Southeast
Asia, and Oceania; increasingly the practical nature of this theol-

ogy has been adopted not only by American theologians involved
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in the struggles of the cultural underclass, but also in seminary
ogical theory.

theO}lilsintially, rtﬂe poem is understood by Liberation interpreta-
tion as a statement that God's first concern is with the poor, impoy-
erished, and powetless of society (who are those especially in the
concern of God) and that those in positions of power _have
oppressed and abused those under their authority. Th(? judging of
the powerful is taken as a condemmation of the pursuit of power.
The call for God to rule the entire earth in place of the rulers of the
world is taken as a demand for total equality and an end to privi-
Jege. A generic reading of the meaning of the verse within this
tradition would appear as:

God stands e
Among the devout .
In the midst of the empowered He condemns.

Here the devout would be the poor, powerless, and oppressed,
while those being condemned are the empowered, wealthy leaders
who have oppressed the powerless.

The section of the psalm listing the abuses of the powerless by
the powerful are understood to be descriptions of the general na-
ture of power itself. The punishment by God is not assumed to
necessarily entail the death of the powerful, only that they become
one with everyone else; which is to call for a complete realignment
of the structure of society. The final call for God alone to rule the
entire earth is understood to mean that all humans are equal be-
fore God and that all persons are equally required to fulfill the
mutual aid of God’s community.

It Really Means?

'This series of options for understanding one verse of one psalm
should display the problem of taking seriously anyone who begins
a sentence with, “What the Bible really says is...” The Bible has
said many things to different people. The meaning read from the
texts changes depending upon which religious community one hap-
pens to be reading the text from (no Orthodox Jewish reader will
ever read Psalm 82:1 as referring to Christ, nor should they). Tt
also depends on what time period in one’s religious traditioq one
assumes the normative interpretation for scripture was set in (if
one believes the author’s intention is always correct, Psalm 82:1
demands a belief in a pantheon of gods; not very likely to catch on
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in either Christian or Jewish circles). And the meaning depends on
the cultural context of the reader of the verse itself {Liberation
Theology readings have always emphasized the context of Bible
reading, and it is a maiter of significance for understanding what
the Bible actually says to individuals).

The final conclusion from a study like this must be that Bible
texts bear numerous meanings. Different Jewish and Christian com-
munities have understood the very same passages in very different

‘ways through time and throughout the world. Different denomina-

tions in the Christian Protestant tradition of North America alone
have taught and passed down numerous different readings of the
same verses; each is taken as authoritative within its own tradition

bui not necessarily having any status beyond ihat denomination,

The Bible retains iis status as a sacred text only within g worship-
mg community and, o a large extent, it is the community, and the
tradition borne by the witnesses to the faiith, that really do deter-
mine what the text says. The texis say many things, really.

Questions for Reflection and Discussion
What sort of problems might develop if it was decided that

the'real meaning of any biblical text was that of the person who'

wrote the text in the first place?

2. Do the understandings held of the Bible by other traditions
help one understand those of one’s own community?

3. Does everyone understand the difference between reading
the Bible for the meaning of the individual books and for the mean-
ing of the biblical text?

Why is the Augustinian interpretation of Psalm 82 a serious
problem for the church? :

5. There is also “reader response” interpretation, by which the
meaning derived by any given person simply reading a passage,

~with or without background, is the meaning for that person. How
does each one read and understand Psalm 82 in their own words?
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ABOUT TRANSLATING

VERY FEW LAYPERSONS READ THE BIBLE IN ITS ORIGINAL LANGUAGES,
We are dependent on translations made by people who know the
ancient languages of Hebrew, Aramaic, and Koine Greek (the New
Testament was written in the common Greek spoken by the gen-
eral population, not the classical Greek of the Golden Age of Greek
literatuire; the common language is called “Koine Greek” to distin-
guish it from classical Greek) as well as the modern language into
which the translation is being made (for the purposes of this chap-
ter, the translation language will be assumed to be English; all as-
pects of translating affect all other languages). Portions of the Bible
have been translated into more languages than any other work and
the process continues. But translations are never the same as the
text that was translated. The problems entailed in translating the
biblical text are numerous and complicated. Only a few complica-
tions can be mentioned here, but they will suffice to demonstrate
the magmtlfde of the effort.

Before One Begins
The first thing a translator needs to determine is what Bible is
to be translated. Usually this is not a decision that is debated for
very long. Protestants usually translate their own canon, Catholics
theirs, Assyrian Orthodox Church scholars theirs, and so forth.
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Indeed, many translators have their project determined for them
by the publisher paying for the work. Denominational presses usu-
ally print books for their own members, though the National Coun-
cit of Churches has taken to producing translations for numerous
mainline American Churches,

There are other considerations, however. Many Protestant Bibles
include the Protestant Apocrypha {the Roman Catholic Deuterocanony;
many Roman Catholic Bibles have traditionally contained the Catho-
lic Apocrypha (remember this is not the Protestant Apocrypha, which
is a constituent part of the Catholic Bible); modern East Syriac New
Testaments usually include the New Testament books contained in
the Catholic canon, but not in their own; and so forth. Even after the
biblical books for translation have been determined, some thought
has to be given to the texts of the individual books. If the canon to be
translated includes Tobit, there are two versions of the story, both
acceptable as canonical, but one has to be chosen for any given Bible,
Other books entail determining which reconstruction of the Hebrew,
Aramaic, and (especially) Greek text is to be used. Usually, these days,
the Masoretic Text of the Old Testament is used for the Tanak or the
Old Testament where it has books in the canon being translated. Aside
from the books of the Hebrew Bible, however, there is a large choice
of possible manuscripts to choose from for all other books.

The translator must also determine what point along the tradi-
tion of transmitting the Bible the English version is going to repre-
sent since the meaning read from the same words changes. Usually,
the modern translation reflects a point in understanding the text
between its original authorship and its becoming officially listed as
canonical. While some Bible scholars prefer to attempt to trans-
late the original meaning, they often avoid the more obviously
polytheistic, highly polemical, or theologically questionable mean-
ings that appear in the clear manuscript sentences. Or, as in the
case of the Song of Songs, where the text can be rendered literally
with a highly erotic vocabulary, they purposefully translate those
words bearing multiple meanings in a fashion suitable for public
religious recitation; though, of course, there are those scholars who
prefer the most unorthodox readings possible. Choosing the his-
torical point in time of the reading of the Bible will determine
what certain words are to mean, since the definitions of ancient
words changed through time as much as modern language changes;
the translator needs to know what the meanings were at the time
of the proposed reading used for translation.




How Close a Translation?

The text of any translated Bible will fall somewhere between a
strict translation and a paraphrase. Translations attempt to repli-
cate the text of the original languages in English. The closer the
English is to the literal text, the more difficult it is to read. Greek
syntax is not English syntax and Hebrew noun-verb order is the
reverse of English. This is the first sentence of Genesis if written
dead literally, word for word:

In head created gods the heavens and the earth and the
earth was chaotic and void and darkness upon face of chaos-
water and spirit of gods hovering upon face of the waters and
said gods, “Be light!” and was light.

Which may well explain why translators avoid word-for-word trans-

lations. Instead the usual attempt has been to produce as close a -

translation as possible using standard English.
A problem arises when one has to deal with things like idioms
{phrases that bear a meaning other than the literal understanding

of the words; for example, the American English phrase “warm

hearted” does not mean the person is suffering from a fever in the
cardiac muscles) or cultural phenomena. Do you translate the He-
brew idiom literally as “his nostril burned” or the English standard:
“he was angry” because that is what the Hebrew means in English
terms? Recently, the notion of “dynamic equivalence” has taken
cultural phenomena (such as the times of day} and sisted that
they be translated into modern terminology. So, in Matthew 20:3
the Greek says the landowner went out “about the third hour,”
which comes out in the New Revised Standard Version as “about
nine o'clock.” The translation of “third hour” as “nine o'clock” Is
argued to convey meaning to the English reader who would not
understand time keeping in the Roman Empire; however, it is not
really a translation of the text, or even of the meaning of the text,
only an attempt to have the text make sense to the modern reader.
In like manner, the current project to create a Bible that does away
with the traditional English default to male terms in the language
attempts to translate the Greek of the New Testament to reflect the
mclusiveness inherent in the terms used by the Greek authors them-
selves; so far only the New Testament has been published: The New
Testament of the Inclusive ILanguage Bible.

One way to deal with the difference in languages is the para-
phrase option. Most scholars despise paraphrases on principle.
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However, most laity like texts that read easily and carry meaning
without the reader having to ponder what the text is trying to say.
The most successful recent paraphrase was The Living Bible: Parg-
phmsed, which bore the clear stamp of its tr_anglator, Kenneth
Nathaniel Taylor, who changed some texts to suit his own theologr
cal positions. There is nothing particularly wrong with this, how-
ever; it is clear that the changes were made because the author‘of
the book believed that was the real meaning of the text_. _The entire
Bible appears in a readable, if sometimes strange, edition, A less
successful, but even more paraphrased Bible was produced by the
Readers Digest Company wherein the text was actually shortened
to what the editors believed was its basic content. L

This brings us to the tradition of “translating to meaning” which,
in fact (despite contentions to the contrary), is a cgmbmanon of
translating and paraphrasing; it is the method by which most mod-
ern Bible translations are produced. Here one takes the most rea-
sonable meaning conveyed by a text to translate a given passage;
the first sentence in Genesis so translated could read:

When God began to create heaven and earth, the earth
was chaotic and void and there was darkness over the sur-
face of the chaos-waters; while the spirit of God hovered
over the surface of the waters, God said, “Let there be
light!” and there was light.

This text is neither literal, nor paraphrased, but it is readable and a
reasonable approximation of the meaning of the text.

The Translated Language

The style for the language of the translated edition has to be
consistent. The entire Bible may be translated into a majestic form
of the English language, the intent being for the text to be inspiring
when read from the pulpit; this is one reason the King James Ver-
sion has held on to the popular imagination of Protestant Christian-
ity n the English speaking world, for though it may not always be
accurate, 1t is unquestionably majestic. In the other dlrecuop, the
Bible has been translated into common speech; one can think of
the American Bible Society’s Good News Bible or Clarence Jordan’s
Cotion Patch Bible, among numerous others, as serious attempts to
put biblical text into the spoken language of the readers. Usually,
the translator strives for a combination of reverential language and
understandability.
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English translations are numerous and need to be so if the
intent of the translators is to make g Bible in the everyday speech
of the readers. English is a language that spans the globe, and it is
not the same in India, Kenya, or the United States as is it is in Great
Britain (or even in Boston as in Atlanta, or in Edinburgh as in
Canterbury). The community for which the translation is being made
helps determine the form of the English to be used. The vocabular-
ies of Hebrew or Greek and modern English may not be the same
on certain terms; English translations tend to translate all the vari-
ous types of Israelite priests as “priest,” which does not convey the
variety in the original; to the other extreme, English New Testa-
ments often simply bring over titles from the Greek (or its Latin
equivalents), assuming we all know the levels of Roman hierarchy
(what was a “hekatontarches” [centurion] ?).

Vocabulary Problems

But one need not turn to the interaction of the two languages
to find vocabulary problems that must be handled by the transla-
tors. Hebrew and Greek words carried several meanings, as do
modern English words (quickly now, translate “row” into Spanish;
is it pelea [a “quarrel”), fila [a “line”], or llevar [literally “to catry,”
used as “to row” a boat]). Words with Inany meanings can provide
endless headaches to translators,

Returning to the opening sentence of Genesis, one of the
recurring decisions that faces all translators is what to do with
the phrase in Genesis 1:2, “ruah ‘elohim.” The Hebrew word
ruah means “spirit,” “wind,” “breath,” and even “the center of
mental or moral reasoning.” In addition, "elokim means “gods”
in its basic declension; however, it means Jjust as certainly “God,”
“divine,” and “mighty.” What this means is that a translator can
legitimately put any of these combinations together and have a
literal translation of the Hebrew phrase. So, some Bibles read
“Spirit of God,” others read “mighty wind,” and still others have
“breath of God.” All are correctly and literally translated. One
does not usually find “wind of the gods,” or “divine center of
mental or moral reasoning,” not because the translations would
be wrong for the phrase, but because they are not considered
reasonable for the passage as a whole.

Often the cultural context of a term presents difficulties. Some
characters come to see the mfant Jesus in Matthew 2:1, 7: the
Greek says they were magoi. Now, everyone who has ever studied
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~ ancient religions knows that the magi are a particular order of

Zoroastrian priests, and Zoroastrianism was the official religion of
Parthia, the great empire directly to the east of the Romgn Empire
(the religion is still alive and well, even in parts of the.Umted States,
usually referred to today as Parsiism). Yet, many Bibles translate
the word as “wise men,” or “astrologers” because, for Roman read-
ers, the priestly status of the magi was unimportant {or even un-
known), and these persons were known in the Roman Empire
mostly for being highly educated and for knowing how to read the
movements of the stars and constellations.

When the Bible texts turn to plays on words, the translators’
problems multiply. How do you get a pun across m another lan-
guage? The best translations of Lewis Carroll’s Alice books are
generally considered those that have written the text over entirely
so the punning is retained but the content now conforms to the
culture and language into which the translation has been made.
The translator of a biblical pun, however, does not feel at liberty
to simply exchange a similar pun from English into the text, since
the meaning of the text itself must be retained.

How, then, does one translate a Hebrew text that says a hu-
man (Hebrew adam) was fashioned out of the ground (Hebrew
adamak)? One could write that a “human” was fashioned out of
‘humus,” but humus is not the same thing as ground. In a similar
manner, while the Hebrew text produces a pun on what the first
humans were not wearing (‘arummim) in Genesis 2:25 with the
description of the serpent in Genesis 3:1 (‘arum), the Engli:s.h lan-
guage simply does not have two words that sound almo'st alike but
mean respectively “naked” and “clever.” Without exception transla-
tors of this passage go for the meaning of the words and leave the
notation of the word play to a footnote, if mentioned at all

As s clear from the immediately preceding material, many words
in the Bible have several meanings or can be translated with several
different English words. For the sake of consistency many modern
translators seek to use the same English word for the same Hebrew
word wherever it appears in the book being translated or in the Bible
as a whole. This system cannot be carried out everywhere and still
make sense. When "elohim means “God” it comes with singular verbs
or singular modifiers, but when it means “gods,” the verbs and modi—
fiers are plural; to choose singular or plural and to translate all in-
stances consistently would make nonsense out of the noun-verb
tumber correlation, not to mention the sense of the texts,
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Certain conjunctions mean so many different things that to trans-
late them consistently {or even at all in some instances) would read
like madness. The Greek conjunction kai is the standard word for
“and,” “but,” “also,” “even,” and a host of other English words (not io

mention simply being at times the marker for the beginning of a new
~ sentence} and to consistently translate ke as “and” would, in fact, be
mistranslating the text. The Hebrew conjunction prefix “w” or “u”
(they are the same letter in Hebrew) presents exactly the same situa-
tion with the addition that it is the usual introduction to a temporal
clause (so needing then to be translated “then,” “when” or “while”),
But those translators who wish to be consistent are not just being
simplistic in their endeavor; they wish to show how those different
passages, using the same words, relate to each other throughout the
Bible, and this cannot be demonstrated if the vocabulary changes
from place to place in the translated texts.

Another solution to the problem of words with multiple mean-
ings is to translate the words to fit whatever meaning is required in
the individual passages where the word appears. This method pro-
vides a more precise translation of each occurrence of the word,
but fails to allow the reader in English to recognize the use of the
same word or phrase in different environments. If someone was
using an English Bible and wished to search the text for the mean-
ing of “angel,” for example, she or he would have to know at the
outset that Greek angelos (which technically would be transliter-
ated [that is, converted to the English alphabet letter for letter] as
aggelos; Greek “gg” is read as “ng”) means both “angel” and “mes-
senger”; New Testament translators use both English words to trans-
late the same Greek word, usually depending on whether the
translator assumes the character in the passage is heavenly or hu-
man. The reader is dependent on the translator’s having made the
right decision.

Yet another problem with translatmg words should be men-
tioned. Many Hebrew and Greek words cannot be translated into
English by means of one English word. This is not just the case
because suffixes provide possessive pronouns, but both biblical lan-
guages are gender-based. In order to translate the single word for
“she said” from either language, two words have to be used in
English; there is no other way to get both aspects of the single
word across into English. The same applies to the words for the
professions. If one wishes to convey the difference between male
and female singers, for example, two English words need to be
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used, since the words in Hebrew or Greek bear the gender within
themselves; on the other hand, English does have “prophetess” and
‘priestess," even if they sound a bit old-fashioned. However, there
are reasons for not dividing out words on gender lines in transla-
tion. The prophetess Huldah should not be distinguished from the
prophet Jeremiah on the basis of the gender of their office; if we
use different terms for them it can be, and has been, implied that
they are in some way engaged in different activities as conveyers of
the word of God, although it is elear from the biblical texts that the
authors assumed that what Huldah did was the same thing as what
Jeremiah did (or maybe she did it even better, given her use by
King Josiah, but that’s another matter for another study).

Sometimes the force of the original language is lost in transla-
tion. English language cannot replicate the form of the condemna-
tion of David by Nathan in 2 Samuel 12:7, since Hebrew can
make the whole statement in two words, attah ha'ish, producing a
short, biting damnation, but English needs four: “You are the man!”
In the same manner, it is difficult to determine what the connota-
tions of words were and how to convey them in English. Moreover,
some words carried associations that cannot be conveyed by the
English text; whereas the biblical disdain for “Babylon” has, more
or less, carried through the New Testament and Christian traditions
into common usage, the connotations surrounding “Moabite” are
generally unknown to most readers of the Bible (Moabites were
considered both enemies and objects of mirthful contempt by the
authors of the Hebrew Bible), and this cannot be conveyed simply
be making a translation of the word.

Finally, a comment on the English words themselves. The King
James Version remains a popular translation, but much of the vo-
cabulary of the Hebrew text from which it was translated was sim-
ply unknown to the translators in their time. Being unaware of the
animal life of the ancient world, the scholars came up with the
translation “unicorn” for what we now tend to translate as “wild
ox” (check Numbers 23:22; 24:8; Deuteronomy 33:17; Job 39:9,10;
Psalm 22:21; 29:6; 92:10; Isaiah 34:7); there are no unicorns in
the biblical texts. This is not just a problem for older translations;
much of the vocabulary of the Book of Job remains uncertain. As
knowledge of the meanings of ancient vocabulary grows, changes in
translations will continue to need to be made. Other words have
changed meaning within English usage. “Suffer” seldom is used for
“to allow” in common speech; however, Matthew 19:14, Mark 10:14,
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and Luke 18:16 in the King James Version have Jesus use an expres-
sion common enough in the time of the translators: “suffer the little
children”; this simply meant to allow them. “Suffer” carried two mean-

ings then (Mark 9:12 uses it in the modern sense), but has one now,

and translations need to reflect this shift in English usage.

Poetry

Poetry provides even more problems. As in modern poetry,
the full effect of a poem in the ancient world was related to the
manner in which the words, meter, and sounds came together
when recited. Though rhyme, mercifully, is seldom a part of bibli-
cal poetry, either Hebrew or Greek, the poetic norms of the two
languages determine the form of the text. Should the translator
attempt to replicate the exact poetic norms for a language that has
no such poetic traditions? The results may well sound like mush in
translation.

Moreover, Hebrew poetry traditionally was written on scrolls
in the same fashion as prose, one line after another filling up the
margins. Early New Testament manuscripts printed Greek poetry
in the texts in the same fashion. Poetry in English is written by the
lines of the verses forming a series of short segments that do not
usually reach the right margin but have a common margin to the
lett. Indeed, when modern editors print Hebrew or Greek biblical
Lexts for Western scholars, they tend to print it in Western verse
formation so that the poetry is distinguished from the prose around
it. However, that is not the way the texts are found in manuscript,
and some poetry may riot have been printed by the editors as
poetry, or maybe some prose was printed as poetry by mistake.

Since Hebrew poetry has as its basic feature a structure known
as ‘parallelism,” printing the prose-like manuscript texts in En-
glish poetic-type formulas is pretty simple. One verse in parallel-
ism with another says a very similar thing in different words, which
slightly change and advance the poem, but it is difficult to find

English words that will carry the same meaning as the Hebrew.

This leads to the end that many readers get tired of reading texts
that seem'to be constantly saying the same thing twice or three
times over, since it is not a form of poetry to which they are accus-
tomed. In Greek it is occasionally hard to tell whether one is deal-
ing with a poetic or prose text, since highly rhetorical prose tends
to sound a great deal like poetry. It is generally agreed at this time
that Paul quotes from a hymn of his churches in Philippians
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2:6--11, though there are scholars who insist that it is merely very
well-crafted prose.

Names

Everyone knows the names of the major biblical figures. How-
ever, the names most Christians in the English-speaking world are
farniliar with are the English formulations of the names as they
appear in the Bible. Many of the names in English Bibles are close
transliterations of the names as they appear in the original textual
languages, but some names have been adapted to the norms of
English usage. Should the translator try to use the name that ap-
pears in the text or one that has become standard in English? A
few examples will demonstrate.

Moses is certainly one of the most famous characters in the
biblical tradition, but he is always called “Mosheh” in Hebrew. Sha'ul
was the name given to numerous men who appear in the geneal-
ogy lists of Chronicles, but in English the first King of Israel be-
comes Saul, while the others tend to remain Sha'ul so that the
English reader would not know how common the name actually
had been. Would you recognize the three major prophets’ names if
they came and introduced themselves: Yesha'yahu, Yirmeyahu, and
Yehzeqel (Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Ezekiel respectively)? The “y” sounds
of Hebrew and Greek have usually been transformed into English
‘" sounds, so Hebrew Eliyahu becomes Elijah and Greek Tesous
(pronounced yasus} becomes Jesus.

As translators deal with names moving from the Hebrew
0ld Testament to the Greek New Testament, it is not only the
English that has to be considered, but also the relation between
the Hebrew form of names and the Greek form of the same
names. lesous, is after all, the Greek form of the Hebrew name
Yehoshua'; no doubt Mary (Mariam, the Greek of Hebrew
Miryam) and Joseph (Yosef in both Greek and Hebrew, though
pronounced in both Yosaf)] named their child Yehoshua', know-
ing it was the name of the biblical character that we find in our
Bibles called Joshua. Should Jesus be translated as Joshua be-
cause that was his name as commonly rendered in English, or
should the tradition of referring to him with the English form of
the Greek translation of his name (Jesus) be retained? There is
in the New Testament a letter by James. However, if you look this
letter up in a Greck manuscript you will discover that it is by
lakobos. The name James in English is used for the Greek form for

L
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the Hebrew name Ya'aqob, which itself is rendered into English as
Jacob. Finally, most translators use Moses for the leader of the
exile wherever the name appears, but the Greek New Testament
form of the name is not the Hebrew “Mosheh,” but the Greek form
“Mouses” (pronounced Mausas).

Any translation of the Bible that intends to produce a Chris-

tian Bible with both testaments has to determine how they are

going to handle the names. Consistency will produce a Bible in.

which the persons with the same name may be understood as

related through their names, but readers have come to refer to

Jesus not as Joshua and certainly not as Yehoshua’.

Final Cautionary Notation _
For the reader using a translation of the Bible it is necessary to
understand that there are numerous problems entailed in making a
translation. Tt is always necessary for one using a translation to have

some idea as to whether they are reading a translation, a paraphrase,

or a combination of these forms. It is also wise to have some idea as to
what the purpose of the Bible translation was in the eyes of those who
produced it. Scholarly literal translations usually are not suitable for
lectionary readings, official translations for worship services often carry
the interpretive stamp of the denomination using them, and all trans-
lations fail to replicate the Hebrew, Aramaic, and Greek texts, but
only approximate them. It is wise, when seeking to understand the
meaning of a biblical text from translations, to gather two or more
different translations and compare the passages being studied as they
appear in the various Bibles. :

Questions for Reflection and Discussion

1. Why do professors at the undergraduate level of college sug-

gest that their students check with several different translations
* when determining the meaning of a particular biblical passage?

2. What difference does it make if you translate the phrase in -

Genesis as;"Spirit of God” or “mighty wind,” since they are both
accurate literal translations?

3. Can you think of English words that have more than one -

meaning that would be a problem to translate consistently into
another language (like: “like” which means “as” and “fondness for”
and “enjoy”)?
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4. Should Bibles use the names of the persons in.a fashion as
near to the original names as possible, or adapt to changing forms
in the texts themselves, as well as Fnglish standard usage?

5. Anyone who has ever had to translate anything knows what
troubles arise in attempting to get specialized meanings across; what
other problems can you imagine pertain to translating, and how
would these relate to translating the Bible? -

Bibliographical Note

Use was made of Troy Martin, “Time and Money in Translation: A
Comparison of the Revised Standard Version and the New Revised
Standard Version” Biblical Research 38 (1993), pp. 55-73, in pre-
paring this chapter. Still the most useful introduction to the whole
enterprise of Bible translation remains: Eugen A. Nida and Charles
R. Taber, The Theory and Practice of Translation, Helps for Transla-
tors, 8 (Leiden: E. ]. Brill, 1974). Surveys of English translations
may be found in Sakae Kubo and Walter F. Specht, So Many Ver-
sions? Twentieth-Century English Versions of the Bible, revised and
enlarged edition (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1983); and Jack P.
Lewis, The English Bible from KV to NIV: A H. istory and Evaluation,
2nd edition {Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1991},



How 18 ONE TO KNOW WHAT THE BIBLICAL TEXTS ARE SUPPOSED TO
mean? Different religious traditions within Judaism and Christian-
ity have different answers to that question. The authority of the
text of the Bible itself varies by tradition as well. While each indi-
vidual sect or denomination develops its own specific regulations
for understanding the meaning of the Bible, some general com-
ments concerning interpretive authority can be made.

Jewish Traditional Interpretation :

Usually Jewish Bible interpretation can be divided into one of
four traditional approaches. The plain sense meaning of a text
(peshat) is considered the obvious level of meaning, open to any
reader. A text may be interpreted as being an allusion (remez) to
some teaching found at another part of scripture or in the Talmud.
Some moral teaching might be discerned in the text that is not
obvious and this manner of reading a text is sermonic (derush)
fi]lowing many acceptabie interpretations. Finally, there is mystical
n:lterpretaﬁon {sod). All of these traditional mterpretations have their
origins in the Talmud.

Talmud

For (.)?thodox and Conservative communities within Judaism
the definitive source for understanding the Tanak has always been

72
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the discussions of biblical meaning by the rabbis during the Period
of the Tannaim (from+ 100 B.C.E. to £200 CE.). “Tannaim” means
‘repeaters,” referring to those who recited the “Oral Torah.” It is
believed in Orthodox Jewish tradition that the central arguments of
the debates concerning the meaning of scripture were memorized
and passed down by the disciples of the great biblical exegetes
within the Pharasaic rabbinic schools. However, the commentary
on the biblical texts is believed to have had its origin with the
giving of the Torah to Moses. 1t is said that the Oral Torah was
passed on from God to Moses, to Joshua, to the Judges, to the proph-
ets, to Bzra, to the assembly of the Great Synagogue; each link in
the chain of tradition is understood to have memorized the true
interpretation of the written Tanak and then passed it on to only
one worthy to keep the tradition.

The most important quotations from some eighty rabbis (and
scattered citations from about seventy others) were written down as
the Mishnah in +200 C.E. by tradition the compilation of the Mishnah
was undertaken by Judah the Patriarch. The Mishnah itself is ordered
under six topics, which are then discussed with regard to the regula-
tions and allowances concerning each as found in the Bible (as well as
in Jewish interpretive tradition}. The six topics are:

Agriculture
Appointed Times
‘Women
Damages

Holy Things
Purities

Each topic in turn is investigated along three levels of Jewish social
life: (1) the interests of priests in matters concerning what is and is
not holy, (2} the interests of scribes in keeping correctly the text
and interpretation of the Tanak, and (3) the interests of the com-
mon population in how best to conduct their lives. The six topics,
as dealt with in the Mishnah, are subdivided into a total of sixty-
three “tractates,” which expand on individual questions raised by
the rabbis with regard to the major topics.

The rabbis had much more to say about the proper interpreta-
tion of the biblical tradition than was recorded in the Mishnah.
They also had comments about the correct understanding of the
Mishnah itself. Some of these additional observations were
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deemed authoritative themselves and were, In turn, collected into g
commentary on the Mishnah called the Gemara, The Mishnah ang
Gemara together were compiled as the Talmud +400 CE. There are
two Talmuds . The more complete edition was compiled in the Jewish
scholarly community residing in Mesopotamia and so became known,
as the Babylonian Talmud (or “Eastern Talmud”). A shorter, and lesg
complete, Talmud was compiled in Roman Palestine and is known ag
the Palestinian Talmud (or “Western Talmud”}). Fach of the sixty-three
tractates of the Mishnah receives its own Talmudic book, so there are

sixty-three Tractates (or books) in a full set of the Talmud. Gemary

was not provided for all sixty-three tractates of the Mishnah; there-
fore, for those Mishnah texts lacking commentary, the Talmud sup-
plies only the Mishnah, though sometimes a few short notes beyond
the text of the Mishnah appear. It was the policy of the editors of the
Talmud to record not only the positions that were accepted by the
majority of rabbis, but also the opinions of the minority, thereby say-
ing for posterity debates over meaning of scripture.

The Talmudic texts provide Jewish scholars a firm basis on
which to determine the relevance of the biblical {and Talmudic)

traditions for new social, political, and religious situations. For g

talmudic scholar the study of the Talmud is begun at an early age,
and the finest scholars are expected not only to know the Tanak by
heart, but also the sixty-three tractates of the Talmud, and be able
to relate the teachings of all of these to each other on any given
topic. Various tilles have been used through the centuries for the
most learned rabbis, but their names continue to be cited in Jewish
debate. The decisions of authoritative rabhis on Talmudic discus-

sions for modern questions (called “responsa”) can be found in sev-
q .

eral Orthodox and Conservative Jewish periodicals.

The Two Types of Interpretation

Since Hellenistic times, the Tanak has been open to interpreta-
tions as to its meaning by Jewish scholars who have learned the
skills of proper investigation. Two general methodologies provided
the arguments within the Talmud. The more serious investigation
of sacred *scripture is done by norms that are called “halakah.”
Those engaged in halakic research deal with the legal, moral, and
social norms derived from the biblical texts. The Torah provides
the base on which discussion is (o be carried out, but the Talmudic
texts provide the lens through which the Torah is to be read. The
rules for halakic investigation are standard logical progressions of
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i ted éase to another

legal nature, thal is, how lo adapt one aites :
3na%tested but similar case. The responsa wnttfzn by halalqc sphol-
ars are to be taken seriously and incorporated into the daily life of

- the practicing Jew of the tradition in which the rabbi is recognized

(just as among the clergy of Christian denominations, not all rabbis

| are recognized as authoritative among the divisions of Judaism).

The other method of interpreting texts is known as “haggadah.”
The regulations for this form of bibﬁcal reading are much more
[ax, ranging from literary understandings to rathe1j strange recon-
structions of the text (probably the most unusual, if most interest-
ing, is the system by which the letters of the Hebrew alphabet may
be substituted with the numbering systerp, which uses the same
symbols, to produce different words having the‘ same numerical
value). Haggadic interpretation has been popular since blbhcal times
and continues to be so. By making use of the rulgs, one riray fill in
parts of stories in the Bible that do not appear in the texts them-
selves. The creative adaptations of biblical stories provide a large
collection of variations on Bible narratives. These various readings
have been considered important enough to treat with respect and
to pass down in the teaching tradition, but no one is required to

* believe or obey material derived from the haggadic method of read-

ing the Bible. : ' ' .

Much of the work of the medieval Jewish commentators in-
volved both halakic and haggadic interpretation, and many of their
works have become almost as central for Jewish Bible study as is
the Talmud. However, Rabbi Solomon ben Isaac (usually referred
to as Rashi, 1040-1105 CE.) developed a 1.1teral, rational s_ystem
of interpretation of the clear meaning of b1_bhqal passages. His con-
cern for grammar and the force of narralive integrity prqduced a
series of commentaries that dealt with enm"e'books, not just pas-
sages or individual texts. His method of reading the Tanak along
literal lines remains to this day a normative understanding of bibli-

cal texts in all Jewish scholarship.

Orthodox Christian Interpretation .
Orthodox Christianity is defined by its conscious desire to re-
tain the early forms of the church and the lgcal nature pf .the indi-
vidual Christian community. The interpretation of the biblical texts
varies by Orthodox tradition, but the basic theory of interpretation
remains constant throughout the orthodox communions,
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Early Church Writers

For most churches of the Eastern Christian traditions, it is be-
lieved that the Seventh Ecumenicai Council, held in Nice, Prance,
in 787 C.E. (Second Nice Council) determined that the official Chris-
tian interpretation of the Bible was to be related to the authorita-
tive writings by Christian biblical scholars to that point. Therefore,
it 1s usual for biblical scholars in the Orthodox churches to begin
any scholarly Bible interpretation by reading the works of Chris-
tian writers from the first eight centuries of the church,

Christianity began already having a sacred scripture. The To-
rah and the Prophets provided Jesus with the basis of his teaching,
and the church that came after him used its “Bible” not only to
explain Jesus’ teachings, but to explain Jesus himself. As the vari-
ous local churches added to the Writings of their sacred scriptures,
two testaments developed, one from prophetic authors {Old Testa-
ment} and one from apostolic authors (New Testament). In the
face of the heretic Marcion’s mid—second-century declaration that
the Old Testament was of no significance (indeed he deemed it
evil), the church insisted that both testaments were of equal valid-
ity. The question was how to read them with a proper understanding.

Two major schools of biblical exegesis developed in the church
by the end of the second century C.E. in two of the earliest centers
of Christianity. One school developed in Alexandria, Egypt, and
was heir to a long Jewish tradition of careful allegorical interpreta-
tion (along the line of the numerous works of Philo of Alexandria,
ca. 20 BLCE~ca. 50 CE, who strove to show the philosophical
beliefs of his Greek contemporaries as having all derived from the
Hebrew Bible). The other school was centered in Antioch, Syria,
where there developed a concern for basic human understanding
of the literal written word. Orthodox churches have continued to
use the writings of both schools as authoritative sources for Bible
study to this day.

The Alexandrian School of biblical mterpretation eventuaily
predominated in all parts of the late—first-millennium Christian
world, and was the method of exegesis that was adopted by biblical
scholars of the Western church, thereby predominating in the Ro-
man Catholic Church throughout the Middle Ages. Three levels of
nterpretation were understood to correspond to the three aspects
of the human being: literal (=body), moral (=sout), spiritual (=spirit).
Of these the least important was considered to be the literal. The
surface meanings of the texts were understood to reflect historical
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events but were not generally considered to be terribly important
for the Christian readers’ edification or salvation. Rather, deeper
reading provided allegorical interpretations that could be used by
Christians in their own lives. Every passage (even every word) of
scripture was believed to have these three levels of Interpretation.
It should be pointed out that sometimes the moral and spiritual
meanings collapsed into one interpretation, and in some instances
the hiteral meaning was regarded as not historical. Nonetheless,
this system of reading biblical texts allowed numerous lessons to
be drawn from any given passage, and in both Eastern and West-
ern Christianity subdivisions of moral and spiritual allegorical in-
terpretations would be devised. ' _

For an example of the basic three-fold interpretation, we
might lock at Genesis 19. The story of Lot and the destruction
of Sodom and Gomorrah may be read as a historical account of
the divine destruction of wicked cities. The importance of the
narrative, however, comes in the allegorical readings of the tale.
As a spiritual allegory the story becomes reflective of the exo-
dus narrative: Lot becomes the Law, Lot’s wife becomes those
who looked back to the days in Egypt and died in the wilder-
ness, and Lot’s daughters become the two capital cities of the
two nations devoted to God and God’s laws, ]erusa!em and
Samaria. Reading the same story as moral allegory 1ntel_~na¥~
ized the tale so as to conform to the moral decisions of indi-
viduals; Lot becomes the human mind, which has left behind
the concerns of the flesh (Lot’s wife), but still must deal with
overcoming pride and vanity (Lot’s daughters). .

The Antiochene School insisted on dealing with the Bible on a
literal level. Its scholars dismissed the allegorical readings of the
Alexandrian School as so much nonsense. The purpose of an ex-
egete was understood to be that of making as clear as possible the
meaning of the Bible within the realm of Orthodox Christian doc-
trinal theology. The scholarship from Antioch tends to be concise,
dealing at length only with those passages of scripture where the
meaning is obscure or where the literal sense 01:D a passage appears
at first glance to be unorthodox insofar as it might bel read as not
conforming to Orthodox theological decisions. Teaching the con-
gregation the word of God was of central importance and, there-
fore, those who preached were held in high esteem and were urged
fo produce long expositions on particular passages, making them
relevant to the Christian congregation.
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While the interpretive methods of the Antiochene School were
retained in the Eastern churches, the Western church associated
the Antiochene movement with various heresies that developed in
the area of Antioch (though unrelated to the central figures of the
biblical school). The result has been that only in the Orthodox
churches have the careful theological-historical interpretations of
the early Antioch church been retained in the study of biblical
meaning. These interpretations include the reading of the prophe-
cies found in the Old Testament as foretellings of Christ and the
church; which might not strike all modern Western Christians as
being the actual meaning of the original prophecies.

Typology .
Sometimes typology and allegory are confused. In the theory
of the early church, typology was treated as its own method. In
reality, typology and allegory were often conflated and confused. It
was for the first millennium of Christianity, and remains in the
Eastern churches, a popular method of reading biblical texts.
Christian use of typo is derived from the New Testament

texts themselves, though the origins of this method of biblical inter-
pretation derive from Jewish rabbis In simple terms, the theory

holds that the passages
thin

of the Bible may be read as signifiers of

 yet to come. For example, Jewish exegetes before the rise of
Christianity already read the tabernacle (the “type”) of Moses as a
prefiguration of the Temple (the “antetype”) in Jerusalem.

In the New Testament the Book of Hebrews uses the figure of
Moses as the “type” for the “antetype” Jesus. While Moses led his
people out to God they did not believe and died, though God gave
them spiritual drink (water from the rock) and spiritual food (manna
falling from heaven). The author of Hebrews contends that, while
Moses did these things, the events also and equally prefigured.
the coming of Jesus who would lead his people to life through the
spiritual drink (wine/blood) and spiritual food (bread/body) of the
eucharist. However, First Peter presents the most complicated ty-
pology in the New Testament by demonstrating that the flood of
Noah prefigured Christian baptism, which relives the crucifixion
and resurrection of Jesus and itself prefigures the reswrection of
the one baptised (1 Peter 3:18b-22).

Typological readings of many texts have passed into Qrthodox
tradition, both as Bible study and art. The typological reading of Gen-
esis 18:2 sees in the three men coming to Abraham not just three
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men, but a “type” of the Trinity that was to come to hwfnam'ty with
the advent of Jesus and the coming of the Holy Spirit. leewise, the
burning bush of Exodus 3:2 could be readl as ‘fthat which held God
yet was not destroyed by bearing God within”; in Orthodox theology
this immediately brings up the notion of the “Bearer of God,” who is
Mary (she who bore Jesus, bore God in the second person of the
Trinity). The Old Testament passages, then, carry much more mean-
ing than simply the literal text, not to mention th'at any given text may
prefigure any number of “antetypes.” Orthodox icon painting includes
numerous examples of typological biblical references.

Ethiopian Orthodox Church

The one Christian tradition that established an authoritative
biblical exegesis outside the influence of Europe is that of the Chll'is—
tian church in Ethiopia. By its own tradition, the Ethiopian Empire

'was. ruled by direct descendants of the Queen of Sheba and

Solomon; with the origins of Christianity traced back to the eu-
nuch of Acts 8:27-39. Archaeology has traced churches in the
area to the fourth century. In any case, the church in Ethiopia was

- effectively cut off from the rest of Christendom with the rise of

Islam early in the seventh century, but its biblical studies contin-
ued in their own tradition uninterrupted.

The study of the Bible is generally carried on orally, much as the
rabbis and earliest Christians passed on their understanding of the
scriptures. The authoritative interpretation of the biblical text is car-
ried out by the memorization of the “and ' mta” which comments on
the passages of the various books of the Fthiopian Orthodox canon.
The method of treating the passages can be iraced to two traditions,
one Orthodox Christian and one traditional African. The basis of all
biblical meaning is found in the literal meaning of the text in a fashion
showing clear connections to the Antioch School of interpretation.
However, like other Eastern Orthodox traditions, the Ethiopian Or-
thodox make use of typological meanings in Bible narratives; and
unlike most other Orthodox traditions, biblical study is generally kept
separate from theological disputes. The regional indigenous wisdom
traditions of Eastern Africa were brought to bear on the texts and
have become part of the interpretation of the meaning of the blbhcal :
texts. Therefore, the logic of reading a literal text is n .of
Greece (and Europe), but the logic of iradilional Ethiopia (and East
Africa)-Altegery i§allowed in the Ethiopian Orfhodox Church, but
never to the diminishment of the literal meaning of a text.
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The Emperor Zarea-Yaeqob (seventeenth century, though the
date is debated) attempted to confront a rise in heretical positions
infiltrating the Ethiopian Orthodox Church from other religious com-
munities (including other Christian communities) and from indig-
enous magic. In both attempts he was essentially successful; however,
his handling of African magic based on petitions to African gods
allowed worshipers to accept traditional names of deities as hidden
names of God. In the long run this has led to an entire biblical
tradition in the Ethiopian Orthodox Church of reading biblical texts
with secret and magical meanings related to the traditional beliefs
and customs of East Africa, though understood to have derived
from Jesus and God. (This, it should be noted, is not significantly
distinguishable from English Christians incorporating the decidedly
pagan traditions of Easter eggs [Slavicl and Christmas trees [Ger-
manic| into Christian practice with new Christian [and sometimes
old pagan| meanings). Zarea-Yaeqob’s insistence on the keeping of
the Ten Commandments meant that services on Saturday (Sab-
bath) were continued.

To a large extent, the Ethiopian Empire, for good or ill,
attempted to mold society to biblical culture. In the end this

process was one that used the meaning of the Bible as that -

meaning was influenced by Antiochian, African, and Arabic tra-
ditions. This results in a unique biblical authority, yet one readily
discernable as belonging to the larger Christian Bible-reading
community in the West.

' Roman Catholic Church '
The “church in the West” meant the Church of Rome for a
millennium. The seat of the Bishop of Rome provided a unifying
and authoritative center for the Western church that the Eastern
churches did not have. Therefore, there was more consistency in
the biblical interpretations within the Roman Catholic tradition
through the early Middle Ages than among the Orthodox churches.

Tradition gnd Development

For the Roman Catholic Church the authoritative reading of
scripture has centered in the tradition of the teachings of the church
and in the continuity of the faith. While the Bible has always been
the foundation of Catholic thought, its official interpretation de-
pends on the work of those whose life vocation was to discern its
- meaning for the use of the Christian community. In this regard, the
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traditional teaching of the church, properly recognized, and the
concern for the lives of the parish populace, properly nstructed,
determine what the Bible means for the contemporary church,

Traditionally, the Western church used the Alexandrian Schoal’s
methodology for biblical interpretation throughout the Middle Ages,
The interpretation of biblical texts was further subdivided into spe-
cialized types of spiritual and moral meanings. There were studies
on the teachings from any given passage regarding Christ, the church,
the final judgment, and the kingdom of Heaven. Whole systems of
symbolic interconnections among passages were developed on the
basis of these spiritual meanings of the texts.

However, two borrowings from contemporary medieval Islam
and Judaism provided new directions for biblical interpretation in
the medieval schools of the Roman Catholic Church. The one most
usually identified with the High Middle Ages is the rise of scholas-
ticism, based on the discovery of the works of Aristotle by Catholic
scholars. The other was related to the incorporation of contempo-
rary Jewish commentaries on the books of the Old Testament. The
former would lead to the Thomistic philosophy common into the
twentieth century in Catholic thought; the laiter would lead di-
rectly to the Protestant Reformation.

Two Muslim scholars were most responsible for the introduction
of the philosophy of Aristotle into Western Christian circles, Abu ‘Ali
al Hosain ibn ‘Abdallah ibn Sina (usually called Avicenna, 980—1037)
and Ibn Rushd (usually called Averroes, 1126—1198). Tn their philo-
sophical studies they dealt with the question of the realm of intellect
in the area of revealed truth (for them, the Qur'an) with regard to the
relation of humans to God. While they both used Aristotle as their
primary mentor, they both included the Neoplatonic philosophy that
was popular at their time in Islamic philosophical circles. The works
of both scholars were translated into Hebrew by Jewish scholars and
from there into Latin. While much of the content in these Islamic
works was found to be unacceptable by Catholic scholars, the writ-
ings of Aristotle were eagerly sought after and incorporated into a
system of rational, intellectual reading of scripture that allowed theol-
ogy and philosophy to be seen as a unity through the eyes of human
intelligence. Thomas Aquinas (ca. 1225-1274), in fact, wrote tracts
defending the traditional Christian theology against some Christian
scholars adopting the new Islamic thought; however, Thomas did -
incorporate the Aristotelean philosophy and the respect for individual
intellect into his own biblical studies. Thus was produced an authority

e —_—_—_—_——_—
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for biblical study based on philosophical rational reflection that has
been retained in the Catholic Church to this day.

The other innovation in biblical studies is most associated
with the names of Andrew of St. Victor (died 117 5) and Nicho-
las of Lyra (ca. 1270-340). The medieval Jewish commenta-

tors had taken up the interpretive method of Rashi such that 7

there were dozens of Hebrew commentaries of the Hebrew Bible
dealing with the literal text in Western Europe. Andrew and
Nicholas studied biblical interpretation with Jewish rabbis in
order to discover how Jewish tradition read Old Testament pas-
sages; it was from the rabbis that the Christian scholars received
the method of historical and literal interpretation. While both
scholars were well versed in Western Christian interpretation,
they both introduced into their studies the grammatical and

literal interpretations which they had learned from Jewish com-

mentators. Their understanding of the literal reading of scrip-
ture became the normative method in the Western church;
therefore, the “literal” reading of the Bible is not the same in
the Western churches as it is among the Eastern churches.

By the time of the Council of Trent (1545-15 63) the study
of the literal meaning of scripture was as established as were
the earlier allegorical methods. In the wake of Protestant schol-
arship, using only historical-literal readings of the Bible, the
Bishops at ‘Trent urged Catholic scholars to continue in the tra-
ditional exegesis of allegory. This is why allegorical interpreta-
tions continued as the most visible form of Catholic biblical
scholarship into the twentieth century; however, the tradition
of Andrew and Nicholas was never abandoned and has resur-
faced as the dominant methodology in the Catholic Church in
the late twentieth century, Officially, the Catholic Church main-
tains the viable authority of all traditionally approved interpre-
tive methods for Catholic scholars of the Bible.

Protestant Churches
Those congregations in the Western church tradition that broke
communion with Rome demanded that only one biblical interpretive
method be used. The historicalditeral reading of a text was deemed
the only acceptable reading. Yet, Protestants carried much of the Ro-
man Catholic understanding that had derived from other methods of
reading the Bible into their own reading of biblical texts.
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Readers

The Protestant Reformation brought many changes to the
Western church where it was incorporated. Not the least of these
was the insistence that the Bible should be open to all Christians
for each to read individually. Wherever Protestanism was estab-
lished, the Hebrew, Aramaic, and Greek texts of the Bible were
translated into the vernacular of the area; the Latin Vulgate ceased
to be acceptable in any Protestant tradition. The intention was that
all Christians should read the Bible themselves and determine its
true meaning from their own intellect. Herein the Thomist appre-
ciation of human discernment and the literal biblical interpretation
of Andrew and Nicholas combine.

In order for every Christian to read the text of the Bible and
find its true and obvious meaning, Protestants insisted that there
was only one level of meaning for the biblical texts. The literal
reading of the Bible as history was declared the official and only
acceptable interpretation for the various Protestant churches. If the
Bible were properly read from a correct translation, it was believed
that every Christian would come to interpret it in the same manner
as all other Christians. While this notion quickly proved illusive as
each Protestant group developed its own specialized “correct”
literal-historical interpretation, the idea that the text clearly and
literally said what any individual community said it said remains

- central to the Protestant churches throughout the world.

Higher Criticism and Fundamentalism

In the course of Protestant tradition, “historical-litersl” inter-
pretation has effectively divided into two general authoritative meth-
ods. One stresses the historical and the other stresses the literal. At
the extreme ends of the Protestant tradition there is almost nothing
in common concerning the authoritative interpretation of seripture
except that the individual reader is accepted as being able to cor-
rectly understand the text,

Protestant scholars, beginning with the Reformers themselves,
engaged in extensive studies of the Bible as a historical and reli-
gious document. Numerous methods were developed to aid in un-
derstanding its “original” meaning. In the process of discerning the
‘real” meaning of the Bible, some Protestant scholars came to re-
gard the text and language of the Bible in the same manner they
regarded any other literature, and at that point “higher criticism”
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was born. Higher criticism is actually a number of methods for deter-
mining the origin and meaning of biblical texts. The emphasis taken
from Protestantism’s “historical-critical” reading was the historical; what
had actually happened in biblical times was considered of more im-
portance than what the Bible recorded as having happened. In prac-
tice these methods deal with the Bible as a human production,
eliminating divine intervention from the interpretive method.

Two seminal works created a breach within Protestantism on
the use of higher-critical methods. First was David Friedrich Strauss’
Leben Jesu (Life of Jesus) (1835~1836), a book that argued that the
Gospels related myth and legend, and not much of historical valie
regarding the life of Jesus. Strauss lost his professorial position over
this volume, but it is the basis of all subsequent searches for the
“historical Jesus.” Second was Julius Wellhausen’s Die Geschichte
Israels (The History of Israel) (1878), a study that worked out an
evolutionary progression for the writing of the books of the Old
Testament relating them to events in the history of Israel. Almost
all subsequent historical reconstructions of ancient Judah and Is-
rael and the writings deriving from them either build on this work
or intentionally ignore it. For many Western Protestant denomina-
ttons the various forms of higher criticism, singly or in combina-
tion, are now the authoritative methods for understanding the Bible,

Other Protestant scholars chose to emphasize the literal in

the basic “historical-literal” interpretation. For these Protestanis.

the biblical text is the absolute final authority, and higher criti-
cal methods were beyond the scope of acceptabie interpretive
methods. Central to this strand of Protestantism is the notion
that the Bible is inerrant and has been divinely protected from
human errors in transmission. A large number of evangelical
scholars wrote a twelve-tract series entitled The Fundamentals,
which was distributed beginning in + 1909 throughout Great
Britain and the United States. The work set out basic assump-
tions and acceptable methods of Bible reading, basic to the text
being the figure of Jesus as the Christ as the meaning of all
biblical texts. In some ways this branch of Protestantism harks
back to the Antiochene School of the early church, since it re-
quires reading the surface literal text with an awareness of the
established theology of the church (though here the theology is
decidedly Western Christian). Many Protestant churches have
adopted the literal method for interpretation, though the tradi-
tions for what that literal meaning is differ by denomination.
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Possible Discussion Questions

1. If other religious communities base their interpretation of the
Bible on a different tradition than ours, can there be common under-
standing of the text, or at least mutual respect for the traditions?

2. Do you understand that having an authoritative guide to in-
terpretation (Talmud, early church authors) does not mean that all
the answers to the text have been settled for all time? How might
such a “lens” help or hinder Bible study?

3. Why would a religious group choose to restrict its interpreta-
tion to a literal reading, or an allegorical reading? Why do most
accept both allegorical and literal meanings?

4. William Foxwell Albright attempted to straddle the “higher criti-
cal” and “fundamentalist” approaches by doing “biblical archaeology”
(he was not the first, but the most famous); what problems can you
imagine might develop from such an approach?

5. Reader Response Criticism claims that any text says what the
reader understands it to say. Can a community be built from a
Bible that can mean anything and everything that the individual
members read m it?
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TIME AND HISTORY APPEAR TO MOST PEOPLE TO BE FAIRLY EASILY
understood. Both notions, however, are complex, difficult problems
and are especially so in biblical studies. How the ancient world saw
time and the progression of chronological events was not exactly
the same as modern scholars or church members see time. The
entire notion of history and what is entailed in historical recon-
struction is currently a {very heatedly) debated topic among Bible
scholars. It is not the intent of this study to describe the problems
of dealing with calendars in the ancient world; for those, consult a
good Bible dictionary. Here, general problems with dealing in ques-
tions of time and the reconstruction of history will be presented in
order that the debates in the scholarly world might be better un-
derstood and an appreciation of the problems with reading the
Bible as a historical record might be grasped.

Circular and Linear
For most of the twentieth century there has been an attempt in
some scholarly circles to contrast “Hebrew” notions of time with
“Greek” notions of time. It has been argued, several times, that the
ancient Greeks held a “circular” notion of time, whereas the ancient
Israelites believed that time was “linear.” The distinction is-a false one,
since both cultures acknowledged both cycles in history and straight,
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unrepeated historical movement, but the notation of the distinction
has become so prevalent in biblical discussions that it needs to be
addressed.

Circular time refers to the recurrence of events on a regular
schedule. The observance of the phases of the moon and the cydle
of the sun through the year and through the constellations gave the
ancient world a sense of recurring events. One could count on the
seasons, the waxing and waning of the moon, and the return of star
formations on a regular basis. The recording of months and weeks
derived from the moon. Years could be either solar (a complete
cycle of the sun through the constellations) or lunar (twelve com-
plete cycles of the moon). The years derived from these two differ-
ent observations are of different lengths (the modern Christian
calendar is based on the solar year; the modern Islamic calendar is
based on the lunar year—their respective months roll through each
other’s calendar system without exact correlation)

In the ancient world, the repetition of the years’ cycles allowed
for rituals to be performed to correspond to the recurring events of
the seasons and months. By the time of the writing of the biblical
texts, major religious centers generally used the yearly cycles to
celebrate the establishment of order in their kingdoms. The begin-
ning of the yearly cycle was often celebrated by reciting creation
narratives (what we call the myths of creation) as an acknowledg-
ment that order in a kingdom was derived from the gods by way of
their chosen human representatives, the kings and queens of the
various nations. This vision of the world was played out in the
liturgical recreation of the world such that each year could be seen
religiously as a newly created universe.

Since most deities in the ancient world had their own cult and
each cult had its own cycle of ceremonies and festivals, there were
numerous temporal cycles through the year, each of them repeat-
ing set religious prayers and actions in honor of their own gods. To
this extent the religious world of the ancients was circular. The
holy days of Judah and Israel were no different; one worshiped
God on a yearly cycle, with New Year, Passover, Succoth, and all
the other festivals coming around each year (and yes, it appears
that creation stories were read at the Jewish New Year then as they
are to this day). Whether one was Greek, Babylonian, Egyptian,
Israelite, or Judean, the religious calendar was circular. It made no
difference what culture you were in; the ceremonies came on a set
schedule through the course of the year.
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‘Neither Greeks nor Hebrews assumed that the events of the
secular world ran in yearly cycles. In fact, no records from the
ancient Near East (or anywhere else for that matter) present the
notion that everything repeats itself each year. Longer cycles of
recurring events, however, were believed to occur. Some Greek
historians assumed that there had been cycles of civilizations that
went through stages of rise and decline to be replaced, not with the
same civilization, but with others that would go through the same
cycle. The Bible also shows an awarencss of this cyclical notion of
repeated events; one need only look at the central stories of the
Book of Judges with its repeated formula to sec that biblical au-

thors understood cycles in history:

...people forgetting God

going after other gods

having God send a foreign oppressor over them
they cry out

God hears and raises up a leader

the leader delivers the people

they have peace for awhile

people forgetting God. ..

That is clearly cyclical history; it occurs in other biblical naratives
as well. Such repeated events can be seen in another guise through
the Book of Chronicles where the text presents a history with good
kings and bad kings in alternating succession.

Babylonian astronomy had a notion that everything happened
again exactly as it had happened before, but in cycles, called “the
great year,” so long that no one could possibly remember its hav-
ing taken place before. The notion of millions of years worth of
events being repeated was derived from determining the time it
would take for all astronomical cycles to recur In exactly the same
manner; a notion that was adapted by some Greek philosophers
from Babylonian astronomy. That is a cyclical vision of history, but
on such a grand scale that it need not concern those who are read-
ing the Bible. The Bible itself shows no signs of understanding
repeated world-ages of this type.

Linear time, on the other hand, is the acknowledgment that
events happen once, that there is a past that cannot be recaptured,
and a future that always stretches before one. The past cannot be
changed, but the future is maleable by the actions of individuals,
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communities, nations, or gods in the present moment. That the
Greeks produced the classic historians, all of whom were well aware
thai‘; there was a past and a future and neither was going to come
r'olhng z.around again, should be proof enough that the Greeks knew
linear time. That individuals were born and died, that one could
remember events no longer continuing, that any event that could
not be replicated did not return (death of a friend, introduction of
the growing of grapes, loves lost or found) gave everyone in the
ancient world a notion of linear time.

_ The notion of a future where the events of the world converge
into an end event (eschatology) is sometimes seen as a particularly

linear notion of time. This is what scholars tend to refer to when -

they say the Hebrews had a notion of linear time. However, goals
both humgn and divine, for the events of this earth have a place 1n
many ancient cultures. Possibly this idea is most notable in the
Zor‘oasman (religion of the Persian and, later, Parthian Empires)
notion of a final judgment. Moreover, the religious traditions of
Egypt, Mesppotamia, Greece, and of course Judah or Israel, knew
of the far distant past and the origins of aspects of the world and of
civilization. These items were established once and forever; they
were not cyclical in any of these traditions. ,

The historical texts that form part of the Bible do not display a
markgdly different notion of history than do the texts of Mesopotamian
historical narratives. The current biblical progression from Genesis
through Kings merely tells the story of the past ofthe people to whom
those relating the narrative belonged. The purpose of relating past
events was to instruct those who heard it on how to live into the
future. The combination of remembering the past and learning for
the future is precisely what the Greek historians themselves claimed
to be doing in their narratives about the past.

All cultures of the ancient Near East and Mediterranian knew
and use_d both linear and circular time. Religious ritual tended to
be cyclical; religious and political ambition tended to be linear.
Both understandings of time need to be remembered when deal-
ing with biblical texts.

' Diachronic and Synchronic
. Turning to problems of reading the Bible itself, the notions of
diachronic or synchronic reading need to be understood. Both terms
dem'fe from Greek Diachronic means “through” (dia) “time” (chronos)
and is used to refer to reading texts in a chronological order; as in,
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if Amos was written before Zephaniah then one needs.to under-
stand that the world had changed somewhat from the time of the
former to that of the latter (if no more than to realize that the
prophecies of Amos were available to the people of the time of
Zephaniah, but Zephaniah’s prophecies were n‘(‘)t ‘anllat!le" ‘to the
people of the time of Amos). Synchronic means “with” as in “at the
same” (syn) “time” (chronos) and is used to refer to reading texts
that all have existence at the same time; so, for example,l the 'Blble
now forms one book; all texts that currently appear in 1t exist to-
gether as one volume. Since the books of the Bible now stand be-
side each other, any single passage in the Bible may be used to
refer to all other biblical passages, regardless of when they were
written or what their own history might be. So, we can read Amos
having a knowledge of what appears in Zephaniah. .

During the period of the composition of the various books of
the Bible, the only way the authors could possibly view their work
was diachronically. The authors knew that the ealjher texts already
existed, and they could cite them as already being authoritative.
Thus, the Gospel writers make numerous references to the proph-
ets in the Old Testament as proof texts for the activities of Jesus.
The works of the Gospel writers are dependent on the prophetic
literature that already had been declared sacred jbefore they ever
wrote a word, This was also true of those texts in the Old- Testa-
ment that used references to earlier material in their tra}dltlons.
The Book of Daniel makes reference to Jeremiah, assuming that
the book of Jeremiah already existed and that it was known to the

ers of Daniel.
1neal(-jllowever, once the canons have been set, the biblical books all
appear together in one collection. There is, to the rgader, noe no-
ticeable time difference among any of the books, since they all
exist at the same moment for the one reading them. This raises the
possibility of treating the Bible synchronically. All texts have equal
authority, and none is seen as dependent on any other. Each pas-
sage may be read as commentary on any other. For most pepple in
the Chrisitian tradition, this has been the manner in which the
Bible has been read. Many churches continue to treat the text of
the Bible as a whole, with no temporal tradition_mthm it. Usually
those reading in this manner explain that the Bible is the etgmal
word of God, so that, no matter when it might have been written
down for human contemplation, it has existed from the creauop of
the world. Therefore, in this tradition, there is no real time
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difference related to the Bible texts. Even if one does not go so far
as to assume that the Bible existed pre-creation, the reading of the
text as “found texi” (that is, as it currently appears on the page
before the reader) is to do the same thing with the collection as to
treat it as having existed from creation. This latter approach is
used by literary critics whether they have any interest in the sa-
cred nature of the Bible or not. There is a long tradition of treating
the biblical texts as a unit, so that to understand the Bible as it has
been read in the tradition requires one to know how one reads a text
in such amanner, and it is certainly as important as knowing the historical
progression of the Bible's construction and interpretation.

Keeping a Historical Perspective '
Reading the Bible with a historical interest leads to at least
three manners in which the text may be used. Christian and Jewish
religious traditions often read the same texts and understand them
differently, but, in general, there are basically three historical re-
constructions with regard to the narratives found in the Bible. These
range from the literal Bible text without modification to the dis-
missal of all narrative material in the biblical text as reflecting any-
thing that happened in history. _
Before turning to the general methods, however, “history” itself
needs to be made a bit clearer. There are events that actually hap-
pen in the course of time; these events usually are simply referred
to as history. However, “history” is actually a form of writing about
things that happened in the past. To distinguish between the events.
and that which is recorded about them, let us call the events “past
events.” When these past events take on a special Importance (say
“the exodus,” or “the Civil War”), one does not simply remember
the past events but adds an importance to them that is held as
significant by those doing the remembering; let us call these events,
with their added significance, “historical events.” The past events
are not recoverable because there is no way to review the actual
occurrences and dispassionately record everything that happened,
but historical events can be debated because the meaning of past
events can be changed at any time, or even have a different signifi-
cance for different people (consider the American Civil War/War
between the States, or the dropping of atomic bombs at the end of
World War 11, both of which still raise strong emotional responses
among people who were not there and produce histories which
view the events in diametrically opposing visions).
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As for the writing of past events, the whole body of literature thgt
deals with presenting the past in some form of c_hrgnglogmal order is
known as historiography. This term includes w1t1'm} its scope every-
thing that purports to relate past events in any fashion. So while his-
tory appears in scholarly works as the ceptralvob]ect of study in some
sense attempting to relate past events, mmnogaphy would also in-
clude novels and historical romances that set fictional characters and
situations in the context of actual past events. Historiography also
includes all the socio-historical studies that attempt to fiemc.)nstr_ate
that past evenis fit into recurring patterns, as well as politico-historical
constructs that attempt to reconstruct selected past events to further
some political ambition of the writers. It does not stop there, howeve}".
Historiography also includes imaginary events that are related as if
they had happened. o .

y’[he notli:g)n of writing history based on an impartiality of retelling
exactly what happened at some point in past events has been an ideal
only since the nineteenth century and can easily be shown to be
unattainable. Nonetheless, there are historians W.hO altempt to ap-
proximate impartiality, as well as those whp, I‘m.owmg itis mpossxblt'a,
simply attempt to construe history to thelr_hkmg or to bo]ste_r tl}el'r
own notions of the world. To someone reading modern histories, it is
sometimes difficult to distinguish one approach from the other (though
in some cases the difference is transparent or clearly stated by the
author). In the ancient world, history was always written for some

se beyond merely presenting past events.

plll‘%?l the )];ible, lﬁstojiigal event% are clearly told to be of use to
the readers. There is no attempt to tell everything that happened,
or to refrain from having a particular viewpoint. At the very least,
most of the material in the Old Testament reflects the scholarly
literary circles of the Jerusalem upper classes; and the New Testa-
ment comes from a literate level of early Christians who held that
there was an importance of succession of the tradition from the
apostles (as opposed, say, to those who held that only the Holy
Spirit should guide the church). The past, in the Bible, is
edification for the future.

Bible History _ _
Probably the vast majority of Christians read the history of the
Bible from Genesis through Kings, adding Ezra, Nehgmah,- First
Maccabees, and then a Gospel and Acts to produce a history gf the
world from the biblical narratives. This method of reading history
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from the Bible can be called “Bible history.” In the traditions of
both Christianity and Judaism it has always been necessary for a
scholar or religious leader to know the history as it is presented in
the Bible narratives. For this historical approach, all that is needed
is the text of the Bible itself. Whether the Bible presents everything
that happened or even represents what actually happened in past
events is unimportant. The past as presented by the Bible is all the
past that the reader cares about.

This method of reading the Bible is used within the religious

traditions in two manners. The more common nation is that the
Bible presents exactly what happened in the past, and therefore it
equates with “past events” such that no other material need be
consulted in order to know the past as it was. For those who read
the Bible in this fashion, proof of a past event can be demonstrated
simply by citing the passage where it is reported in the Bible; no
other proof can (or should) be made concerning past events. The
less common use of the approach is to say that the historical pro-
gression contained in the Bible is its unique vision of the world and
needs to be learned in order to understand the central teaching of
the biblical texts written by those who held that vision of the past.
For those in this second tradition, the correlation between past events
and the biblical text may in fact be believed to be none at all, but
the intention of the author to teach something of value to the read-
ers is assumed to be recoverable by means of knowing the author’s
understanding of the past.

For Bible history the narratives about the past are taken to
reflect the events they relate in the manner of firsthand accounts,
The entirety of history from Genesis to the preaching of Paul in
Rome can be accepted without questions of authorial intent or
historical reconstruction on the part of the authors of the Bible.
Moreover, the miraculous intervention of God and angels in the
events of the world are part of the rendition of past events; to
ignore the content of the texts is to ignore what happened. The
document for the reconstruction of the past is taken to be authori-
tative for what happened, not theories about what may or may not
be possible from a rationalistic point of view.

Biblical History
The second general approach to reading the biblical narratives
as history relates the biblical texts to historical data from outside
the Bible itseif; this approach may be called “Biblcal history.” The
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assumed to come from archives, especially those dealing with in-
 ternational relations or temple matters,

Archaeological discoveries from the early nineteenth century
on have been used to bolster the historical reliability of the narra-
tives of the Bible. Cities like Nineveh and Ur were excavated, in-
scriptions of numerous rulers whose names appear in the Bible

. were unearthed, while narratives containing flood stories and pri-
mordial myths were found and deciphered. For the historians, the
myths were of less importance than the hoard of material concern-
ing Mesopotamia and Egypt that contained references to rulers
known from the Bible narratives. Histories already began in the
nineteenth century to combine the archaeological findings with the
biblical texts to produce a “history” of the ancient world.

For New Testament scholars the method was much the same.
The archaeological data came from Greek and Roman ruins,
but the Bibie, especially Acts, provided the model for the early
history of the church. The miraculous was downplayed, and the
correlations between text and known extra-biblical dats became
the basis for a history based on the chronology of Acts. The
figure of Jesus was a more difficult problem, since no direct
archaeological material related to him was (or has yet) been
uncovered, but methods were worked out by which scholars
assumed that they could decipher from the Gospels what was
reliable tradition coming from Jesus and what was later church
addition. The nineteenth-century searches for the historical Jesus
continue in the flurry of books at the end of the twentieth cen-
tury attempting the same kind of reconstruction.

For all of these historical reconstructions the books of the Bible
are assumed to be relatively early; having been first written down
within a reasonable length of time after the events recorded, For
the Old Testament texts it is clear that the earliest history could not
have been written by those there, but the rest of the material is
given a good assessment of being accurate, While Joshua and Judges
are usually seen by biblical historians to have come from the court
of either David or Solomon, the scribes who recorded them are
assumed to have taken the data from oral historians who had faith-
fully and accurately repeated the tribal histories. Samuel is assumed
to come from a court narrative written by an eyewitness to the
events of David's reign, while Kings currently is assumed to derive
originally from the religious reforms of Josiah with some later addi-
tions. The earlier material (Genesis through Deuteronomy) is seen

majority of European and North American biblical scholars dea}
ing in history belong to this group, as do most European and Ameri-
can Christians who are interested in the Bible and its relation to
history. The many books that promise to use ancient Near Eastern,
Greek, or Roman texts or archaeological artifacts to support the
history as presented in the Bible or to fill in gaps or background are
of this type. . ‘

It is accepted by these scholars that the Bible contains material
that reflects actual past events. The extent to which the Bible records
accurately what happened in history is widely debated by s.,chol‘ars
in this tradition, but all would agree that there is some historical
data in the texts. Most of these scholars opt for a large amount of
reliable history being retained in the Bible. While almost all of
those within this group would discount miraculous intervequon in
the events of history, there is no consensus as to what constitutes a
miracle. It is generally taken for granted that once one removes the
references to angels, divine interference, and prophets reciting the
word of God at opportune moments, the rest of the histoncql events
recorded in the Bible can be taken as having happened in some
manner as recorded.

Usually the earliest material in the chronology of the world
is dismissed as unhistorical. So Genesis 1—11 is usually referred
to as “myth” and historical studies are begun with Abraham or
Moses {depending on whether or not the particular scholar be-
lieves there is evidence of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, or not).
Some scholars begin later, believing that accurate records only
exist beginning with the Judges, Saul, David, Solorn_on, or
Rehoboam. However, it is normal among these historians to
assume that the oral memory of the Judeans (often refeyred to
as Israelites) kept earlier past events alive but perhaps in styl-
ized fashion; so scholars debate what maierial may be ‘useq as
serious data, which is why the starting point for solid historical
reconstruction is so different for different scholars.

Since the correlation of the written biblical texts to actual past
events is considered dependent on written records, the mention in
the book of Kings of what appear to have been royal court records 7
is central in the foundational theory that the histories were based
on official documents. At least, it is argtied, the names and succes-
sion of the rulers of Judah and Israel can be accepted as accurate,
because this information would have come from those royal docu-
ments. Those stories that do not relate miraculous events can be
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to contain fraditions earlier than the compostion of the various
sources that are presumed to range in date from David’s court to
the post-exilic Second Temple.

For the New Testament, the Gospels are often ascribed to the
persons whose names were attached to them in the late second
century, making them either eyewitnesses or second-generation wit-
nesses. Though some scholars agree that the Gospels are all church
productions by authors who had never seen Jesus, they still as-
sume that the sayings ascribed to Jesus, at least in the Gospels of
Matthew, Mark, and Luke, derive in part from an early written
collection (scholars call this hypothetical collection “Q"). The Book
of Acts is assumed to have been written by the end of the first
century and, despite numerous literary flourishes coming from popu-
lar literature at the time (probably to increase the entertainment
value of a text understood to be primarily educational in purpose),
the basic story of the early church as presented in Acts is assumed
to be reflective of the actual events of the early church. Correla-
tions among the various letters in the New Testament can bolster
the notion that the history of the earliest church may be approxi-
mated with the use of Acts.

In general, the scholars of this approach tend to take the Bible
as trustworthy unless some narrative is shown to be false by
exirabiblical evidence, or unless there is some unhistorical aspect
to the narrative as the particular scholar reconstructs history; such
items as flying flaming chariots or hordes of demons possessing
someone often are discounted. Even so, there has been a general
attempt to find a core to even ficticious narratives and miraculous
events that might have been used as a historical base for the story
as it now appears. The extent to which the biblical narratives may
be used for reconstructing a picture of past events is highly de-
bated among the proponents of this approach.

History of the Biblical World

"The third major approach to relating the Bible and history is one
used by a clear minority of modern scholars. Most of those engaged
in this method of historical reconstruction are academics and not re-
ligious leaders. The notion that past events are the central concern for
historians and that the Bible needs to be studied as it reflects its own
historiographical representation of that world may be called “history
of the biblical world.” For these scholars the Bible is not a trustworthy
source for reconstructing ancient past events. Co
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Perhaps the most characteristic aspect of the scholarship of
this method is the notion that the texts written for the Bible
presenting its own history are compositions of a late date, with
concerns for their own readers and not accurate representa-
tions of the events that they purport to relate. The Babylonian
exile is usually posited as the earliest that any of the biblical
books from Genesis to Kings can be dated; though currently
there is a growing literature arguing that the “historical books”
of the Old Testament can date no earlier than the Hellenistic
Period (334-264 B.C.E.). The laie dating for the writing of the
biblical source texts makes the reconsiruction of any past events
as.told in the biblical narrative suspect in the extreme as far as
the scholars within this approach are concerned.

It is clear to these scholars that all of the material in the Old
Testament histories has been composed to form a particular
vision of the past by the authors who wrote it. Thus, Joshua or
Judges cannot be taken as accurate descriptions of past events,
but only as historiography by the authors of the Post-Exilic Pe-
riod with a purpose to edify their own contemporaries about
their own existence rather than to record actual past events. -
The entire literary rendition of the monarchy from Saul to
Jehoiachin is taken as a morality play of sorts, such that what
historical references appear in it are used to further the plot
and not to hand down history as impartial data. These scholars
view attempts by other historians to remove parts of biblical
books to discover earlier versions {such as removing prophets
from historical narratives, or stopping Kings at the reign of Josiah)
as religious piety (or perhaps fraud) intent on destroying the
Bible texts to further a muddled notion of the Bible as history,
something they see the Bible as not. The Bible, for these schol-
ars, is seen primarily as a theological composition and not a
historical one.

Since the central concern of the scholars in this approach is
to reconstruct as carefully as possible past events in a historio-
graphical fashion, their primary interest has turned to archaeo-
logical data, extra-biblical texts, and the study of the history of
the construction of the Bible (both as to its individual books
and the canon). There is no need for them to turn solely to
extra-biblical material to demonstrate that taking the Bible lit-
erally will not produce an accurate history of past events, One
need only add up the numbers that appear in the Book of Kings




98 The Educated Person’s Thumbnail Introduction to the Bible

for the various reigns to discover that these recorded years did
not come from accurate court records (they do not add up
correctly whether you attempt it with the Iebrew or the
Greek texts, which use different numbers for the reigns—the
numbers appear to have symbolic significance, but not “his-
torical” accuracy). Moreover, the archaeological finds have
more than sufficiently made much of the biblical narrative
suspect. Attempis to reconstruct the history of Judah and
Israel from archaeological data alone, of course, are impos-
sible, since there is, despite much publicity, very little that
has so far been recovered from the earth that directly re-
lates to the events in the Bible.

New Testament scholars of similar opinions take the Gospel
narratives solely as early church educational literature. For them
the Greek and Roman cultural literary forms in which the nar-
ratives are written have determined the life of Jesus presented.
Moreover, it is clear that the Greek form of sayings that appear
in the mouth of Jesus are not the sayings that Jesus spoke in
either Hebrew or Aramaic, leaving us with no words actually
spoken by Jesus (at best only translations of them, but more

likely early church teachings placed in Jesus' mouth). As for -

Acts, its use of Greco-Roman romance novel stories raises for
them serious questions about the reliability of the historical basis
on which it is built. Moreover, the entire Book of Acts is styl-
ized to fit an outline and a notion of the early church as a
community conforming to the Holy Spirit and the will of God,
having recognized and accepted leaders. The tendency is to
use the letters of Paul rather than the Book of Acts to recon-
struct history; this approach provides a history which is filled
with dissent and conflict, where leaders are debated and where
both theology and church policy are strenuously fought over by
the early Christians.

Since some (and this is not a large number) biblical texts
can be shown to have historical inaccuracies in them by com-
parisen with extra-biblical data, these scholars would prefer to
have corroboration of any biblical narrative from another source
before assuming it has a core in past events. The Bible is read
by these scholars as religious literature with serious theological
statements, but with little or no interest in reciting an accurate
history of past events, '
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Questions for Reflection and Discussion

- 1. What difference does it make if one sees Hebrew (or biblical)
history as linear and Greek (or secular) history as cyclical?

2. Without some biblical study, can one attempt to read the
Bible diachronically? If the text is taken to be holy, what could be
wrong with reading it synchronically? '

_ 3. Biblical archaeology has been very popular; what does one
do with finds that clearly contradict the biblical text (some mun-
dane examples: the reign of Sennacherib went on for decades after
the point at which the Bible says he died; the city of Ai was unin-
habited when Joshua says it was attacked)?

4. What are the advantages and disadvantages to each of the
three manners of reading the Bible for history?

5. If history was written for directing those who read it toward
the future, what does the biblical history teach us for our future?
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THERE IS NOT A CANON IN THE BIBLICAL TRADITION THAT
what It contains more than one rendition of some nan'aI;\Srg ngﬁ ktillg
?amantan Pefltateuch inclades Deuteronomy, which ]itemﬁy means
ﬂ?ecopd Law” and contains what is presented as Moses’ recollection of
b.e history that was just told in Exodus through Numbers. Sice all
1}311031 canons contam Deuteronomy, all Bibles include at least this du-
phca.te narrative. The Tanak mcludes both Samuel and Chronicles, which
provide two very different portrayals of David, one of a oompIe’X ruler
gone l?ad and one of 2 good and pious king; at the same time Chronicles
andd1 Kings give us both a pious and an evil Manasseh, But it is not just
individual characterls who appear in multiple forms; stories about par-
tlcu]arl evenis come in several varieties. There are at least three creation
narratives in the Bible, two renditions of the early years of the Israclites
in Canaan (Joshua and Judges), and Catholics have two very different
rendmon_s of the revolt of the Hasmonaeans, not to mention the four
Gospels in the New Testament. There also are duplicate renditions of
some material that is not changed (lsaiah 36—39 parallels 2 Kings 18:13
17-20:19 parallels 2 Chronidles 32:1. 9—26) o

Retelling Bible Stories

" Why does the Bible contain a number of different stories about
e same people and events? Part of the answer, for the Qld
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stament at least, can be found in the rabbinic love of debate and

! variation. If one reads through the Talmud it becomes clear that
I arious positions on any topic were valued, and even theories that
E were rejected by most rabbis were recorded for posterity. So, in the
E collection of texts for the canon of the Tanak it is not strange to find
E contradictory opinions (Proverbs and Ecclesiastes do not agree on
¢ what wisdom is) and multiple renditions of the same history
| (Chronicles retells the material in Samuel and Kings, while Judges
E covers the same time period as Joshua).

The early church was well aware of the fact that the four Gos-
els that appear in the New Testament tell different stories of Jesus’

life; they had the option of choosing one of those Gospels or even
b another for the only canonical Gospel. However, they chose to
| have four different Gospels, and not one consistent one, because

they wanted to include the texts that were most widely used in the

church and because they believed that each Gospel brought its
E - own unique vision concerning the person and teachings of Jesus.

This is not to say that from early in both Jewish and Christian

- {raditions there were not people who attempted to conflate all the

differing narratives into one consistent story, but they appear to
have been in the minority early in the tradition (however popular it
became in both traditions during the Medieval Period). Most bibli-
cal scholars through the ages, however, have acknowledged the
differences and have attempted to deal with them. '

While there are plenty of duplicated narratives in the Catholic
Bible, for example, the more books that are to be found in a given
canon, the more such repeated narratives appear. What follows is a
small selection of multiple renditions from various Bible canonical
books and what the various renditions have done with the same

material.

Creation

It is a truism of “Introduction to the Bible” courses, that the
Book of Genesis begins with two, not one, creation stories. The first
appears in Genesis 1:1—2:4a and the second in Genesis 2:4b—
3:24. The first is called the Priestly Creation Story and portrays an
all-powerful and all-knowing God who creates a “good” world
through sheer command. It begins with chaos (darkness and water
without form), from which an ordered world is made. The author
has a very structured literary style. There is a repeated formula for
each of the first six days, changed only for the particularities of
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+ was written and has nothing to do with the original Hebrew
) convinces the humans to break the one rule. For eating the
pidden fruit, the peaple are sentenced to lives of hardship and
- and are forced out of the garden lest they eat also from the
- of life and become gods. In this creation story, the desert with-
+ life is balanced at the end when Eve is named (mother of all
fing), moving from death to life. The creation was centered around
Hhe humans and yet they were not able to accept even one rule
from God. The second creation story believes it is human nature to
1o the wrong thing. God is neither all-powerful nor all-knowing in

Finis story but can keep people from becoming gods by keeping
fihem from attaining immortality; it is interesting to note that the

thor assumes people are as knowledgeable as deities.

There is yet another creation narrative in the Old Testament. In
Proverbs 8:22—31 (and in Ecclesiasticus 24, Baruch 3:9—4:4, and
the Wisdom of Solomon 9—10) there is a creation story based on the
construction of the world through wisdom. In this rendition, God at-
tains wisdom as the first possession, before creation. Then God and
Wisdom co-create the world in an orderly and benign fashion. The
central emphasis here is that the world is a good place where people
can find the proper manmer of living once they grasp the order that

.~ the wisdom of God has constructed into the world, The author of the

Gospel of John picks up on the wisdom creation story to produce the

poem in John 1:1—18, Here Jesus has taken the place of Wisdom,

but the creation of the world remains the work of the Word

(=Wisdom=]esus). All who have life receive it through the Word.

For John, Jesus was pre-existent, having been from before the be-
inning of creation and now existing after his crucifixion.

Note that if you have the Samaritan Pentateuch as your Bible,
you do not have the Proverbs Wisdom Creation story, and therefore
the John poem would make no sense. Even if you can read the Prov-
erbs passage in your canon, the connection with the John passage is
not entirely clear unless you are familiar with the Wisdom Creation
Narratives as they appear in Baruch and (especially) the Wisdom of
Solomon. The creation narratives tell different stories; they have dif-
ferent purposes, but they are included in the canon because they say
something of importance to those whose Bibles contain them.

Moses
The books of Exodus through Deuteronomy relate the story of
Moses. However, if you happened to also have the Book of Jubilees
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in your canon (Ethiopian Orthodox) then

you have another
of Moses. The central status of Moses in the Bible can be seen
every canon of the tradition. Exodus through Deuteronomy stre

the leadership of Moses in bringi N
; ., ging the people of Israel out of
in the exodus, receiving the law from God on Sinai, then ;)nsiilgyg
ing 'the Israehteg in its regulations, as well as being the political and!
military leader in the wilderness wandexing. Mentioned at the end

of Deuteronomy, upon the death of M '
et of ol tone. oses, 1s that he was the great;

Jubilees picks up the notion of Moses as prophet and presents

lengthy (fifty chapters) description of what God recited to Moses while

on Mount Sinai for forty days. These, the book con
: : \ ntends, are th
words of God as written down first by Moses and then by an angel fo

future generations. What the book contains are observations about

how the Israelites will go astray once they settle in th i

Land, lose the land, and then be restored toyit. The bulk gf ’fPhrgrlr)]z)SSI?
howeve, tells the history of the world from creation (yes, yet another
different rendition of the creation) to Moses’ appearance: before God
on Sinai to receive the law. This is a vision of Moses as author of the
Torah and as a prophet who is a seer into the future, neither of which
are ce_nt‘ral elements of the Fxodus to Deuteronomy narratives. How-
ever, it is worth noting how the notion that Moses wrote the Torah
has been common in Jewish and Christian traditions; it is a subject
central to the Jubilees text, but not the Tanak. , :

. . David

The figure of King David tends to come across in Christian
teachmg as one of superior leadership and piety. This is the
version presented in First Chronicles 10:14—29:30, where David
remains a loyal ruler who reigns with justice. In the Chronicles
account David's piety is demonstrated in his personally draw-
ing up the plans for the Temple in Jerusalem, hiring all the per-
sonnel, gathering the priesis and singers, and piling up the
compllete collection of building materials. He was not allowed
to build the Temple, only because he had enlarged the kingdom
through war.fare, and God believed that Solomon should build
the '}‘emple in a peaceful empire. There is no conflict between
Saul’s house and David in Chronicles, since Saul was removed
con_lpletely before David was named king. All aspects of David’s
p_ohtlcal and military rule are presented in the most positive
light, and the one event that is presented negatively is the

1
|
I3
|

:

' He also picks up beautiful women, a failing that returns to doom

ice-Told Tales 1 05

For anyone who has worked his or her way through the
ory of David in Samuel (it starts in 1 Samuel 16) this is amaz-
g. In Samuel the character of David is at his best an enigma
d at his worst 2 murderous tyrant. Chosen by God as & child
replace Saul as king of Israel, David comes to the king's court
one of four narratives where he becomes good friends with
nathan, Saul’s heir apparent. David quickly assumes the posi-
on of heir apparent by baving Jonathan turn the office over to
im: Saul, supposedly crazy, seeks David’s life, so David flees
to the area of Judah, where he sets up a protection racket, de-
manding payments to protect caravans moving through the area.

him. With Saul attempting to run him down, David eventually
signs up as a mercenary soldier in the employ of the Philistines
(Tsrael's most dangerous enemies). When Saul is slain in battle
with the Philistines, David becomes king of Judah, then of Is-
rael {through some double crosses and treason, but not by David
himself). All goes well with David until he takes the wife of one
of his generals and has the general slain. For this his house 18
condemned to eternal turmoil. His son and heir apparent,
Amnon, rapes his daughter, Tamayr, leading 1o Absalom’s slay-
ing his half-brother Amnon, and eventually to the first of three
revolutions by the populace against David. By the end of Samuel,
"God still likes David, but the population hates him; he stays in
power solely because of his own private mercenary army.
Both Jewish and Christian literatures present David as the
figure to model the ruler upon. The whole notion of the coming
Messiah, whether by the Jews who became Christians or of the
Jews who await the coming of the Messiah, is based on a just
and pious David figure. So, while the narrative found in
Chronicles is decidedly the less well-known of the two accounts,
the religious traditions know David only through the Chronicles
account and often reinterpret the Samuel account to force it to

{it the “nicer” version.

Ezra L
Ezra may not spring to mind among Christians as one of the
most important figures in the Bible, but he is. By traditio 5-sz'
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compiled the Torah and presented it to Judah after the exile i

» . - X]l
Babylonia. This explains why there are a total of four books naxflég
after him that appear in assorted Christian canons. Depending op
which of the books you pick up in “your” canon, Ezra is merely g

Persian functionary, the singleh
oo 1 prophf;? glehanded restorer of Judah after the
The large scroll “Ezra,” which now appears as the
Ezra and Nehemiah, relates the history I;I; the Israe]itzvsv (:lsb(t)l'?écs
returned to their homeland and set about rebuilding their Templg
Ezra appears here as the Jewish scribe serving as a Persian bureay.
crat who accepts the commission to compile Jewish law and then
proclaim it in Judea, part of the Persian Empire. Nehemiah comes
and enforces these rules. All this is told from documents supposed
to d;r_wteEfrg;n the files of Ezra and Nehemiah themselves.
First Esdras, as named in the Protestant tradition (Third '
traditional Roman Catholic Bible’s apocryphas, Second Esdr?azq;asmlz
. Russian Orthodox Bible}, is a variant spelling of Ezra. This short book
presents a short history of the need for and mission of Ezra after the
exile. Begmnmg with the cult reform of Josiah, the story of the exile
and the commissioning of Ezra, as well as his proclamation of the
Torah to the Jews, is told in a parallel format to the material appearing
in Ch‘romcles and Ezra and Nehemiah. One major difference, how-
ever, is that the role of Nehemiah is reduced to almost nothing, ;0 that
Ezrasbecoglgg dt?-:s single major rebuilder of Judea. ,
~Secon , as named in the Protestant traditi
in Roman Catholic Bible’s apocryphas, Third Esdmsuiflntha;olgruglsiidéis—
thodox Bible), is the book of Ezra that presents him as a prophet. Here'
Ezra has a call to prophetic ministry, as had Isaiah and Ezekiel. The
work consists of seven visions seen by Ezra and explains the division
betweex} Israclites and those who are true followers of God. In the course
of explaining his visions to Ezra, God states that some things are beyond
human understanding, yet God’s grace overcomes the sin of individuals
when they'believe in God and join in the cosmic battle against evil, Just
Eo keep thmgs confusing, there are two versions of Fourth Esdras, an
Eastern and a “Western,” the latter having a preface and conclusion
containing visions of the end battle between the heavenly victors and
the hellish losers in the final confrontation between good and evil.

' Those Hasmonaeans
Aside from the Protestant Bible, most Christian Bibles contain the
first two books named Maccabees. Both of these works describe the
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oli of the pious Jews against Antiochus IV, King of the Seleucids,

when he decided to outlaw Judaism in his empire. However, one book

Maccabees) sees the leading family of the revolt, the Hasmonaeans, in

a highly favorable light and the other (2 Maccabees) sees them as evil
The name “Maccabees” comes from the nickname of Judas, one of the
¥ sons, which means “hammerer”; it came to be associated with the entire

dynasty only after the dynasty ceased to exist.

- First Maccabees presented a Iebrew history based on the writing

| style of the Former Prophets. In this version the heroes of the story were
I ail the members of the Flasmonaean family, beginning with the father,
L Mathias, who discovered that to save the Torah from being destroyed,
he would have to break the rules in it {if your army cannot fight every
seventh day, it does not take the enemy long to figure out how to beat
you soundly). The villains include all Gentiles (except Romans and Spar-
tans}, but especially Antiochus IV, who set out to convert or destroy the
Jews. In this history, events are presented as occurring in an essentially
natural fashion, with the best death one can hope for being to die in
glorious hattle defending the Hasmanaean dynasty, which had been set
up after they defeated the Seleucid kings. To a large extent the book was
written to explain why the Hasmonaeans should be treated as the new

Davidic dynasty.

Second Maccabees tells the same history, but in a totally different

way. To begin with, it was a Greek history (condensed from five vol-
umes written by Jason of Cyrene); it only finds one Hasmonaean, Judas,

acceptable, because he restored the Temple. The real heroes of the book
are those Jews who kept all the laws of the Torah no matter what the
consequences, especially the High Priest Onias IIL The real villains of
the story are those Jews who broke any of the laws of the Torah and two
high priests of the Temple who bought their positions, Simon. and
Menelaus {Antiochus IV comes across in Second Maccabees more as
misinformed than as evil). Since the asmonaean Simon became both
king and priest in violation of Torah law, Second Maccabees calls upon
all true Jews to reject the Hasmonaeans as rulers. The story is told with
miracles, prophetic announcements, and divine intervention. The best
death is presented as the possibility that one might die in martyrdom
keeping the Torah. The book is the first place where notions of either
“creation from nothing at all” or resurrection of the righteous appear n
the Jewish tradition.

If two histories with polar opposite views of the central figures are
not confusing enough, there are two more books called Maccabees that
appear in various Christian Old Testament canons. Third Maccabees is
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not about the Hasmonaeans at all, but a {rath i
1t th : , er wild) st
persecution in Ptolemaic Egypt. In Fourth Maccabees the C}’)I;Sytow ;

treatise on the relation between reason and passion.

. o Jesus: Infancy Narratives

very stmas millions of creches come out of bo;

}slet up throughout the world; they have sheep and ca;{r?eslsn s(%lzr
erds and wise men, angels and a manger. Matthew tells a S,tory 0

Jesus’ birth, and Luke tells a story of Jesus’ birth. They are not the

same story. However, Christmas tradition has '
", C combined them. B
Gospels relate a variation on two different standard stories foufﬂ{d1

in the ancient world for the birth 5
and their basic forms are: s of famous people. Those stories

TuE HErRO ExposSED AT BIRTH Tae Her
: 0 FORETOLD
é . (él}]lﬂﬂg h?s to be gbandoned 1. Birth foretold by divine agent
2. of noble birth 2. Birth a physical impossibility
. Agent saves child from 3. A divine presence at

certain death . concepti
4. Future child dedicated 4. Child P
before birth  Nusoo e

5. Nursed/raised by humans
6. Hero becomes what
dedicated to be

5. Child named at birth

6. Adopted by royalty/
cleric/deity

7. Stories of great deeds

The Gospel of Matthew used the “Hero E ? i
. xposed” narrative (which
can EISO be: found used in the Bible for Moses, Exodus 2:1 f 1(8\’ al(id
J;)as , 2”ngs 11:1.—3) while the Gospel of Luke used the “I,-Iero
G(:;(laéoild 19?011"%7 (Vlvénc?lh can also be found in the Bible used for Isaac
sis 17:15-19; 18:8-15; 21:1-7, S 1-25,
and Samucl, 1 Sanuel 1:1-2:11) emsom, Judges 13:1-25,

atthew's infancy narrative

M presumes that Mary and h
Eved in Bethlehem, were visited by priests from grthia, 1]1(:15;%0
Eie to Egypt from the certain death decreed by King Herod, and
only went to Nazare;_t.h after the king’s death because it was danger-
fus to return to their hometown. The characters here are impor-
ant and rich; a wealth that is turned over to the baby Jesus. The

angel )
& gsto%lipears to Joseph, whereas Mary plays a minor role in
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the first two books appears only as a backdrop to a philosophi of
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Luke centers on Mary; Joseph plays the minor role. Both John

"the Bapiist and Jesus are given variations of the same stock birth

arrative. It is clear that the story of Samuel’s birth is the pattern
or Luke’s rendition, complete with songs. Here Mary and Joseph
ave had to travel from Nazareth, their homeland, to fill out forms
or taxes for Rome. Poverty and homelessness emphasize their pow-

| erlessness. The angels talk to Mary and sing to shepherds (the bot-
 tom of the social ladder in the ancient world), The couple waits
 eight days and then goes to the Temple in Jerusalem and on home
| to Nazareth. The promise of God to raise up the poor (a central
I theme in the Gospel of Luke) is emphasized already in the infancy

| story.

Tust to keep things interesting, John also presents a sort of in-

| fancy narrative in the opening poem. Taking the Wisdom Creation
| Story, the author declares that the Wisdom(=Word) who created
- the world became incarnate in the world (1:14) in order to bring
L the light (wisdom) of God to the world that knows it not. Since

wisdom was seen in the earlier literature as bringing life, this wis-
dom is portrayed bringing eternal life. This incarnation narrative,
like those in Matthew and Luke, is using an earlier Jewish theologi-
cal literary tradition to express the birth of Jesus; here a pre-
existent being who became human and then returned to heaven.

Jesus: Resurrection Narratives

Each Gospel has its own resurrection narrative. They are not
the same story. Mark, the earliest writlen Gospel, originally had no
resurrection story at all. Now it has different endings in different
Ribles. The women fled from the empty tomb and told no one at
the ending of the original text (Mark 16:8). As the work was cop-
ied, the copiers added resurrections to have the work conform to
other gospels with which they were familiar.

Matthew, who had stressed the teachings of Jesus and the slow
but certain learning process of the disciples, ends with the “Great
Commission” to his disciples, which assumes that they are capable
of teaching what they were taught. This takes place in Galilee on a
mountain. The high place is significant, since Matthew uses the
symbolism of the mountain as & place where one encounters God;
remember, this is the Gospel of the Sermon of the Mount.

ILuke stressed eating as a symbolic act that bore meaning
and understanding. The disciples in Luke had known, if not
perfectly, who Jesus was from the beginning of their study with
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Gospel from the very first notice given to John the Baptist, Thig js
followed by another appearance by the sea where the disciples haye-
{suprisingly) returned to their former work. Jesus assigns Peter hig
place as the head of the disciples and tells him he will be crucified,

Very different stories, but each suited to the individual Gospel
narrative. The later church attempted to conflate the different nar-
ratives to the same result as the Infancy narratives; all the resurrec.
tion stories are often told as one series of events. In fact, each
emphasizes the central aspects of their own rendition of the life -
and teachings of Jesus.

Questions for Reflection and Discussion

1. The church traditionally has smoothed over the different ren-
ditions of the same story or character. Is there some way that the
different renditions would be useful for the teaching of the church?

2. With so many Creation stories in the Christian canons {don’t
forget Jubilees), what does this suggest about the telling of world
formation in the tradition?

3. It has been noticed that there was a tendancy in the period of
the early church to read famous people of the past as prophets and
then to write out the texis for these persons; we mentioned Moses
and Ezra, but there were many others (including Enoch). Why might
this understanding of these people from earlier times have devel-
oped? y &
4. Why would one use a stock story to write about a famous b i
person’s birth? ¥

5. Can you think of other stories or characters that have duplicate 1
narratives within your canon {or in other canons of the tradition)?




AND LITURGY

INLUKE 4:15—27, THERE IS AS EARIY A DES

. : , CRIPTION OF A SYNAGOG
SEIVICE as exists. Th(_a center of the service was the reading anug
expounding of a biblical text. In Jewish and Christian worship ser-
vices to this day, wherever they are held throughout the world, the

cent f ; . ; | |
Bl :.1" of the service rerpams the r(?admg and interpretion of the

 The Origins of the Liturgy

The b_eglnnmgs of Jewish and Christian worship services can
be found in the Temple services in Jerusalem; unfortunately, the
record of worship services for the First Temple (the one destr(’)yed
in 586 B.CE. by the Babylonians) no longer exists, nor can it be
reconstructedl from existing sources. On the other hand, the Mishnah
and Gemara include numerous recollections of the services of the
Second Temple (the one destroyed in 70 C.E. by the Romans). B
the time of the Roman destruction of the Temple, reading bibl'icg
passages and reciting or singing particular psalms were part of the
}":‘ig:l};ﬁr Temll})ile ritual. :I\i"lilﬂl the ‘Temple’s destruction, the center of

worship necessari

Ee Semce;)- y defaulted to the weekly Sabbath syna-
~ The synagogue service was the foundation upon whi
ish and Christian worship liturgies was baseg. It;vhél?i};lﬂgzi
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¥nknown. By tradition, Ezekiel introduced synagogue services for
e Judeans exiled in Babylonia in the sixth century B.CE. when
ey could not attend the rituals of the Temple in Jerusalem or
F.en mark the time when those services were held, since the
labylonians had destroyed the Temple itself. By the time evidence
fioes exist for synagogue services, in the passage in Luke and in the
Mishnaic teachings about proper texts and prayers, the institution
fiad already been long established.

Jewish Liturgy ‘
The central event of the Sabbath service was the reading of the
rah. In a three-year {one-year if in Mesopotamia) period the Torah
was (and is) to be recited in its entirety. Prophetic passages (called
haftarah) came to be read and discussed on certain Sabbaths of the

aftarah readings are not in biblical textual order. Exactly when de-
itive biblical passages were introduced into the service to form a
clionary is unknown; however, the early church adopted this prac-
tice, so it clearly was already in use in the early centuries C.E. Reading
e Torah was required, the prophets were popular, and the writings
(with the exception of the psalms that were a constituent part of the
service) were scattered around the year.

In Palestine it was the custom for one of the members of the
congregation o be asked to read from the scrolls. It was expected
in the first century C.E. that adult male Jews would have been
trained in Hebrew, but in reality, the reading would have neces-
sarily been resiricted to those who had sufficient education to be
able to read a language that had ceased to be spoken in the daily
lives of most of the Jewish population. In Mesopotamia, each syna-
gogue had a member whose duty it was to read the Bible passages
for the services; the other members were not required to read. The
text was read from scrolls kept in the ark (a cabinet located at the
front of the worship area). It was not the custom to translate the
sacred text from the original language; scripture was read in He-
brew, then discussed in the vernacular of the area in which the syna-
gogue was located. Learned rabbis could make extended speeches on
the interpretation of the passages of the morning, originating the “hom-
ily.”

Until the seventeenth century it was the custom to preface Fri-
day evening Sabbath services by reciting the Song of Solomon; it
was believed that the allegorical interpretation of the lovers in the

ar as a secondary reading to the Torah, but, unlike the Torah, the
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book referred to God and the Sabbath Day. Tn the seventeenty

century it became normal in Eastern Euro i
mal pe to recite Psalm,
and 95—99. The service itself traditionally begins with the (S:om

3]

munal recitation of the skema (Deuteronomy 6:
. y 6:4—9) and ends wj
a hymn. The Sabbath morning service begins with a series of pza‘gsh

and the shema. The liturgical readin

_ : gs for the Torah are recj
along with the appropriate haftarah for the Torah passage. In 1(1:1[:)?1
ern times there usually js a meditation on the passages of the morm

ing by the rabbi, and the services end with the recitation of Psalm

145 and a hymn.

Those who read and those who heard the text origi
part in a discussion of the meaning of the passages of thg:zl?}y ]g?Jothk ':
whgt th(_a text meant of itself and what use might be made of it for
their daily lives were open for discussion. In the coming together of |
the Jewish population as a community to hear and interpret the -

Bible, Jewish identity was maintained in the far reaches of the Jew-

ish diaspora (“Jewish diaspora” refers to all areas where Jews settled

putside of the land that had been Judah and Israel). In
ing of the Torah and the reflection upon what it megmt tgl:;l;a?ﬁég%
a religious people, the synagogue services provided social coher-
ence and social instruction, as well as spiritual guidance.
~ The holy days of the Jewish year, which themselves are de-
rived from the Torah, call for special readings from the Bible. Usu-
ally the passages that describe the foundation of the day as hol
are read, as x_,ve]l as texts that are related to the main themes of thg
gfy, either literally or allegorically. The “five scrolls” are read in
: eir entirety during their respective proper celebrations: Song of
ongs at Passover (symbolizing the love of God for Israel), Ruth at
the Feast gf Weeks (celebratjng the reception of the Law from God
the story 1s understood to represent that the Law goes out to who-
ever wishes to live under it), Lamentations at the Ninth of Ab (fast
commemorating the destruction of the Temple), Ecclesiastes at
guufkhgt( S;)i)%thst tg prepare fo;‘ the coming winter), and Esther at
ebrated as a sort o tval i
cape from Homants ool o carnival in remembrance of the es-

Early Synagogue and Early Church
Al first-generation Christians were Jews. It-was the custom of
the early church members to attend synagogue services on Sab-
bath as they always had. They distinguished themselves from the
other members of the synagogues to which they belonged by also
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eeting on the day after Sabbath, which they came to call “Lord’s
ay,” since it was on Sunday that Jesus was understood to have

arisen. The worship service of the synagogue was used as the basis

r the Lord’s Day service as well. The early Christians sang hymns,

E'prayed, and, of course, read scripture. The scripture they used was
the Torah and the Prophets (with whatever Whritings their local
| synagogue had accepted, but always the Psalms); these they stud-
£ied in light of their new understanding of Jesus as the risen Mes-
f ciah. Suddenly, the old texts had new and totally different meanings
b for them. In their own services the Bible was read in light of inter-
- pretations relating to Jesus as the Messiah.

Tt is clear from references made in the Gospels that numerous

i passages from the prophetic books of the canon were immediately
! understood by the first Christians as referring to Jesus. Perhaps the
‘ most influential passages were those of the Suffering Servant po-
" ems of Isaiah (Isaiah 42:1-9; 49:1-13; 50:4—11; 52:13—-53:12)
- since they clearly form the underlying theological structure to the
| Passion Narrative that is found in all four canonical Gospels. How-

ever, it was not only prophetic texts that werc incorporated into

early church use; the Psalms had been central in Temple and syna-
gogue services, and they were taken over into early Christian wor-
ship as songs about Jesus as Messiah (note the centrality of Psalm
110 in Hebrews). If the center of the synagogue service had been
the Torah, it also could be read with Christian eyes. Moses was
seen as a “type” for Jesus as Savior, the flood as a “type” for Jesus’
death and resurrection, or the wilderness wandering after the exo-
dus as the dangers of Christian backsliding. The opening poem in
John takes one strand of theology concerning the Torah (and wis-
dom personified) as existing from pefore creation (see the Book of
Baruch or the Wisdom of Solomon) and reads it as a description of
Jesus as the pre-existent Messiah; whereas the Torah itself had been
the center of the Jewish service, for the church it was replaced with
discussion of Jesus as the risen Christ.

It was the custom in the early church to center the services on
the memory of Jesus’ last meal. The Lord’s supper developed into

- the liturgical eucharist, or mass, based on the words recorded as

having been spoken by Jesus to his disciples as appearing in Mat-
thew, Mark, and Luke in their Passion Narratives where the Jewish
Passover seder was reinterpreted by Jesus for his disciples. In Or-
thodox and Catholic eucharistic liturgies almost the entire service
is based on biblical texts. The passages of the Sunday services early
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aster. The Sunday of the Publican and the Pharisee (Luke 18:10-
] begins a series of sermons on repentance; this first service stresses
e need for true humility and a serious self-evaluation before God.
e Sunday of the Prodigal Son (Luke 15:11-32) continues the re-
ntance theme by illustrating the return of the sinner to the love of
od, while acknowledging the exile in which the individual believers
| 1ow find themselves. The Sunday of the Last Judgment (Maithew
| 25:31—48) stresses the mercy of God for those who repent. The
- Sunday of Forgiveness (Matthew 6:14—21) reflects upon the exile of
| Adam from Eden and on the need of forgiveness not only from God,
| put also from each Christian for all others.
! For the season of Lent itself, the Orthodox Church holds an
“incomplete” eucharistic service each day, with special services on
Wednesday, Friday, and Saturday, and each Sunday service em-
- phasizes an aspect of the church tradition or an appropriate saint.
 In the sixth week of Lent and during the entirety of Holy Week, the
 services relate the continuous narrative of the Passion. The peni-
tence of Lent officially ends with two days of joy, beginning with
the Saturday of Lazarus and ending with Paim Sunday, which be-
gins Holy Week. Holy Week itself is prefaced with the Saturday of
Lazarus, when the faithful rejoice at Christ’s victory over death on
behalf of a friend (John 11:1—46); the service stresses Christ’s two
natures: divine and human. Palm Sunday relates the story of Jesus’
triumphal entry into Jerusalem and is known as the Sunday of Christ
the King. Palm branches are blessed and held, along with lighted
candles, by the congregation through the service. The great joy of
Palm Sunday is followed by three days of sombre reflection.
Monday through Wednesday of Holy Week is given over to con-
templation of the teachings of Jesus in the last days of his life. Monday
is dedicated to the memory of Joseph (son of Jacob), who was falsely
punished, as a symbol both of the crucifixion of Jesus and the fate of
the unrepentant. Tuesday remembers the Ten Virgins of Matthew’s
parable (Matthew 25:1-3), showing those who waited patiently for
or did not prepare well for the coming of the Lord. Wednesday is
dedicated to the memory of the woman who anointed Jesus’ feet with
her hair (Matthew 26:6—13 and Luke 7:36-50) and who received

in the church consisted of the chanting of a psalm (taken di ,
from the synagogue service), the reading of a bi{)J]ical p;ssage ?&fgﬁﬁﬁ
Christians tended toward the Prophets, as foretelling Christ, rathg
than the Torah), and the discussion of the passage read that day whjf}];
quickly bgcsme a “homily,” that is, a “sermon” by a leader,in the
congregation. To these parts of the service (all taken from the X
gogue) were added readings from works created by the church ?t);zf-f-
Letters from‘church leaders were read to the congregations, and the
story of the life of Jesus became part of the norral Sunday service ai
well. This dgveloped long before there was an accepted New Testa-
ment; the Bible was still “the Law and the Prophets.” Once a Neyw
Testament was designated, it became standard to have four sets of
passages read in each worship service: an Old Testament reading {an
passage from the accepted canon of the Old Testament), a Gospg{
reading (from Matthew, Mark, Luke, or John), an Epistle reading (origi-
nally from one of the letters in the New Testament, now it means any
New Testament passage not a Gospel), and a Psalm (one or more of
tl?e poems from the Book of Psalms). These four designations of the
blbhcall texts remain standard throughout the overwhelming majority
of Christian congregations.

The Christian Liturgical Year: Orthodox Church

Modern churches base their worship services on a liturgical
c_alendar that completes a cycle each solar year. Most denomina-
tions begm their years with Advent, leading up to the celebration
of Christmas; however, the earliest church did not celebrate Christ-
mas at all, and the entire liturgical year centered on the Easter
service. In Orthodox liturgy, where the celebration of the church ser-
vice retams its central importance from the first centuries of Christian-
ity, the heart of the Christian year is “Great Lent,” the period of
preparation for Easter. The extensive liturgy for Great Lent is con-
tamec! in the service manual the Trodion. A brief survey of this sea-
son will demonstrate the centrality of scripture in the Orthodox serviees.

Lent itsell is a forty-day period of self-reflection and fasting that
prepares the Christian for celebrating the resurrection of Jesus as the
Christ. In Orthodox liturgy there are foir Sunday services that lead

;{; z::t Ls?t :«‘[‘;jselafh11 ;triach is b;lsed on a biblical passage and deals withan ~ §  forgiveness even though a sinner, unlike Judas, who did not under-

aspect of lep Tge : 01(11 on ! ; part of the individual for the lentensea-  §f  stand and delivered Christ to death. Holy Thursday (Maundy Thurs-

sonf Ofﬂ,le be]j;,l;r?g o acch.aeus {(Luke 19:1—10) reflects on _the 1 day) celebrates four events in the Passion: the ritual of washing feet,

dosire ofthe be  see Jesus; the sermon 1‘"eﬂects on the anticipa- 4 the institution of the eucharist, the agony of Gethsemane, and the
e worthiness of the congregation for the coming of ~ §  betrayal by Judas; all are biblical events.
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Good Friday is known as “Great Friday” i
'Iht(eﬁflemce for Great Friday begins the e}*lveunlin(;rgleofgl?: S\?i
;(;g ing gf twelve Gospel passages that relate the story oft;1 -
. ﬂsllgl?’ eginning W1th.the speech at the Last Supper and i
with the burial. At the sixth reading, the presence of Christ’ ¥
among the congregation is understood; Greek Orthodox sS ol
szguai}; Ifl);rg‘t;i)hze tﬂutsh by moving the sanctuary crucifix
: ; ace to the center of the ' id
itself is a day of great sorrow; there isc (1)112)@:1??}?;‘11'1.5.1:?)}6& v
;:Elfg:)rgtttled. Each hour a lectionary reading of an Old Teasrtlgme'
an | £IS alfc,l a{gi :ng;i%elfgﬁéﬁigtig solemnly recited. The deqy
\ me; I st is read and enac
gon;{ the cruc1ﬁx1qn scenes of the four Gospels and litl(lags; gis;aﬁl
ook of Lamentations and the lament psalms form major portio

of the day’s readings. Friday evening begins the Holy Saturds .

observance by preparing for the Eas igi
. ter Vigil; the burial of Chrig
and the descent into hell are rememberedgﬂand the cong?'fegatio

begins waiting with expectation, ending the service itself with the |

rituals of a funeral service,

Holy Saturday services follow traditi iroi
, _ aditional Jiturgies work ‘
through the centuries, but in the evening the a]l—mgglht E;Jsl;ei%?glg ;

itzlge:h Icélactz)el.u%stz ﬂ(l)(; :harly sgl;lurch,l_})aptisms were regularly held dur-
' e vigil as Holy Saturday passed into E
morning. For this reason a number of g ing Easter
01 ] passages read durin
;/;gs r%i:lzctiﬁr thte typgloglcal understanding of Old Testamgrﬁa;g
. st creat1on story of Genesis, the flood, th i
the Israelites through ’ 2 2 rofloctions of
] gh the Red Sea are all read '
baptism; in addition, Passover ety
sm; ) texts are read to remember God’
fl?j\glnn_g Erace, and resurrection typological texts are preseil;edogs
mid g ttjlall hgh_ts in the chqrch are extinguished and all soﬁndjsi
& untll, at midnight, a priest comes forth with a single candle

representing the light of the risen Christ (a symbolistn derived from

the (E}ospel of John). Easter has come.,
aster season lasts to Pentecost. Pentecost i
. was a Jewish
_ glay i}f?}rl days after. Passover; the church celebrates it is“;lse 2)33
Agvgnt .ekI;Iloly Spn'yz. The church calendar from Pentecost until
Season”ls : own as “Trinity,” “Ordinary Time,” or just “Pentecost
Jcason naglco?‘ra;cilltéonaily h::t:sh been a period of Bible readings with
ation to each other. With four Sundays th
up Advent, the church looks forward to Christmas, :gf Stheabtil‘t;]lfi(a?
passages tend toward prophetic passages in the Old
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GSUSs
prior 10
,} agi came
Fppears twelve days after Christmas, forming the twelve-day Christ-
Pras season in the Western church; in many of the Eastern churches,
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i'estament readings that have come to be understood as predicting

whereas the New Testament Gospel passages relate the texts
the Infancy Narratives of Jesus. It was believed that the
to see Jesus twelve days after his birth, and so Epiphany

hany is Christmas. Epiphany season extends to Lent and usu-

bpip

lly is devoted to the celebration of the life of the humanly jesus
hmong humans. In this way the life of Jesus is summed up each
fyear from Advent to Easter.

: Liturgical Readings
Passages read for the church service each Sunday are usually
ot of the choosing of the pastor, priest, or minister. Many Protes-

tant churches do pick one or two Bible verses to suit the sermon of

morning, simply by seeking out the passages that the mmister

wishes to speak on (or around). In most churches the Bible pas-

ages are taken from a lectionary. A lectionary is an official calen-

dar of biblical verses selected by a denomination to be read in the

ervice for each day of the week, but especially for the Sunday and

Holy Day services. By using a set series of biblical texts, all churches
within a denomination are focusing on the same passages of scrip-
. ture on any given Sunday. The most widely used lectionary is, of

course, that of the Roman Catholic Church; however, a number of

: Protestant denominations have agreed on a common selection of
passages that is called “The Common Lectionary” and is shared by

Protestant congregations ranging from Lutheran and Presbyterian
to the United Church of Christ and the Christian Church (Disciples
of Christ). The Orthodox churches have their own lectionaries, of-
ten devised by outstanding liturgists in the individual traditions of
the various Orthodox communities.

The current lectionaries used by churches in the West derive
from a decision made by the Roman Catholic bishops who met at
the Second Vatican Council (1962—1965). It was decided that it
would be good for the church to cover a particular Gospel in a year
rather than to jump around in the readings from Gospel to Gospel
each Sunday. Three-year cycles of lectionary readings allow the
church to cover each of the Synoptic Gospels (“synopiic” means
they look alike; it refers to Matthew, Mark, and Luke, all of whom
use similar stories and parables, and present a similar vision of
Jesus) in a fairly complete manner. The Gospel of John appears at
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various times throughout the thre
. t e year cycle, but
used on certain Sundays in Advent, Lentc,y and Euasf;*er%r}]}irse

aHOWS “Ol"d]'_nary T]'Ine”
to be used for .
rather than the unorganized selec tionsaOCtherent series of serm

any given day contains an Old Testament passage, a Go,
’ Spe

passage, an Epistle passage, and the Psalm of the day. In th, |
: e

e

51111;1 (s}t;;taslle for incqrporating into the sermon. In most church
e 5o £1 ; pascsia::tge Is read, while often either the Epistle ol
reading is left unread. The Psalm passage isorf? e
[ Often

ignored in Protestant lecti ‘
. ctionar
Incorporate it into the service by usage, though many churches

Psalte
Pealte ﬁ“;agls :lt:r?mptdl?y the early Reformed churches to inco
ke e pal Cel;a lngs of the Roman Catholic lectionariel;pol;
congregation o ury nto the Protestant services by havin t}?
congregatio di;mg them). Some congregations merely pick oﬁ Ei“
g reac trggi given for a day and use it as the sole passa 20
g e Ima if):mns surrounding Advent, Christmas, Hol V\ge k
e e rea;an ecome so established, it was dete’rmin}t;d tlf t,
new lectionaries gl’shls@rmt}el:;: 1813?801?18 V:I?Md e o G ﬂ?e
now lec ! only that a varie '
ngqu fornt;;glcocqiglmg Sundays, but that passages sze?:fegojﬁel?
Tore fypole fgIP or allegorical reasons remain in the Iecﬁonalig;
vt ,e after | f}?tecosu there is sufficient time to seriously in-
bogichdion of the Synoptic Gospels. In Year A of the lectiosri y
the passq agr C?r)me Enmarlly from Matthew, in Year B from Ma?l?
pear one om Luke. The rule of thumb for determining whi h,
foar one thu; is lto“remember that any year that can beg ]
y three is “Year C” and devoted to the Gospel of f;ltigly

Not all bi bS];:;:lle Liturgical Reading Problems
o ol bb f1:):;1ssagcles are readily adaptable to church us
o unl;ls Oob the Bible are not regular liturgical readin .
Trongh N am, t;dlah, Song of Songs, Third John, and Jude gail
e 1n, he Christian church does not make much use of
e lectlonary. Nahum and Obadiah may appear whe(;l
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passages previously chy,

. v means of >
singing (many popular church hymns deriilreC af?cﬁi g: %}:lbhc
eva -
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E o congregation is feeling particulary militant, but for aregular cycle

i of readings the condemnation of enemies to death and destruction

: vith a sense of unbridled glee has been understood generally to be

inappropriate. The Song of Songs, previously so popular as allegory in

ihe church, has suffered the fate of having become literal in the past
century; many church liturgies tend to avoid passages that are highly
sexually erotic as texts of the moming, Third John is a cover letter for
First Johm, and it is hard to use an introduction to a letter carrier with
b 2 few nasty side comments as the basis of an edifying sermon. Jude
" has the problem of accepting as canonical texts two works that are
E not considered canonical by most churches (The Assumption of Moses
" js accepted by no churches and Enoch only by the Ethiopian Ortho-
dox). The great legal corpus of Fxodus, Leviticus, and Deuteronomy,
though central to the Jewish Torah cycle, tends to be ignored by most

Protestants, though Reformed churches, after the model of John Calvin,
do make use of them positively; and Lutheran churches, after the
model of Martin Luther, tend to bring them in only as “law,” to which
the “gospel” may be contrasted. Needless to say, the first nine chap-
ters of First Chronicles are not favorite lectionary readings in any
tradition.

Almost no passage read in a congregation treats the Bible text
by itself. Christians have tended from the beginning to read their
Bible through the lens of the New Testament texts. The legal mate-
rial of the Torah becomes a very different body of literature if Paul
is one’s guide. The meaning of any given biblical passage changes
when considered in light of other passages on the same topic or
with a different concept. The books that actually appear in a
efore, determine what various passages

congregation’s canon, ther
actually mean. Protestant lectionaries do not contain the apocry-

phal books that appear in Catholic lectionaries {an exception oc-
curs in Anglican and Lutheran lectionary readings for All Souls
and All Saints Days, where Ecclesiasticus 44:1 and following is

often the Old Testament passage of the day). However, the differ-

ences in canons is one major explanation of why all churches do

not use the same lectionary.
The translation of the Bible in use in a given service has been

an interesting problem. Until the Second Vatican Council, the Catho-
lic Church read from the Vulgate, despite Latin having ceased to
be a spoken language anywhere on earth (aside from the Vatican
itself). The Russian Orthodox Church still uses Old Slavonic for
Bible readings and the liturgy, despite its never having been
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understandable to the congregation. Many Protestants continue to
use the King James Version, despite its archaic language and occa-
sional mistranslations (remember those unicorns). New translationg
attempt to put understandable words in the hearing of the commy-
nity. In an attempt to make the word as accessible as possible, modern
church lectionary readings have adopted such lectionary adaptations
as vernacular language (what the actual people of the congregation
use and understand themselves), gender inclusive lariguage {transla-
tions of texts that reflect the non-gender, non—sex-oriented intentions
of the Bible or its translators), and cultural exclusion (selecting texts
that cannot be mistaken in the modern world for evil purposes that
the church does not intend, as well as not using passages that can be
misconstrued [or even correctly construed, but cannot any longer be
tolerated as Christian teachingl). Any such attempts to introduce Bible
readings that are not familiar tend to be met with opposition by con-

gregations; however, the effort is to make the liturgy as relevant as

possible and still get the Christian message across.

Since the words of liturgy carry so much meaning, it is necessary
{0 use them with care. The heart and soul of the liturgical service is
the Bible and the narratives the Bible relates. Therefore, the words
read as the canonical Bible are of central importance, and nouch thought
needs to be expended on exactly what one means to have the congre-
gation hear when the word {(or the Word) is spoken. For this, the
meaning of the word not only for the reader, but also for the audience
needs to be considered. It is not enough that the word of God be
spoken; the word of God needs to be heard.

Questions for Reflection and Discussion

1. What ties Jewish, Orthodox, Catholic, and Protestant Bible
readings in worship together?

2. What are the possible advantages of having all four
liturgical readings (Old Testament, Gospel, Epistle, Psalm} for one
service?

3. Does your congregation use a lectionary? Get a copy and see
how it arranges readings for Sunday services and for holidays.

4. What kind of Bible should be used for scripture readings?
How should it be adapted for your congregation? Would you pre-
fer having the texts read in the Hebrew or Greek?

5. Protestants say expounding the Word is the center of their
worship service; Orthodox liturgists say the Word is the center of
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liturgy in both word and action in the Eucharist. What difference is

~ there in having the Bible seen as central in liturgical presentation

or in lectionary readings?
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BisLicAL STUDIES Do

' "THE STUDY OF THE BIBLE HAS TAKEN NUMEROUS' FORMS THROUGHOUT
history. When Europe emerged from the Renaissance, its academic
centers turned their attention to empirical studies of nearly every-
thing. Smegﬂﬁc questions were asked of natural, mechanical, politi-
cal, and philosophical aspects of civilization. Not surprisingly, some
Reople began to raise questions about the theological presupposi-
tions of their culture, the Bible included. The use of scientific meth-
ods to investigate the contents and the history of the Bible has
come to be known as “higher criticism.” Through its various meth-
ods, higher criticism has attempted to find answers to particular
questions asked of the biblical texts; in this it also removes from its
concern other areas of biblical meaning. This is a problem that has
lopg 'been pointed out by Bible scholars not. engaged in higher
;:gimlsm but only recently understood by the higher critics them-

ves.

Thpse who' engage in modern “higher critical” studies are over-
whelmingly religious scholars. Though many Jewish and Christian
communities view these methods of research as heretical, for the
most part these approaches have become the methodologies of
mamlme and liberal branches of Protestant and Catholic Christian-
ity and of Reformed Judaism, As the twentieth century closes, a
number of conservative and Orthodox Christian communities, wino
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traditionally have been wary of this scholarship, have entered into
selected areas of higher critical research as well.
It needs to be understood from the start that “modern” biblical

4'_: studies did not begin at any given point in time; the questions these

studies ask of the biblical texts (as well as of the Jewish and Christian
traditions themselves) have been around from the beginning of the
respective religions. However, if one wished to pick a time that could
be usefully (f not quite accurately) cited for the origin of modern
Bible research, the late seventeenth century would be that time. Mod-
ern scholarly investigation of the Bible has been said to begin with the
observations made by Benedictus de Spinoza (1632~1677) and
Richard Simon (163 8-1712) to the effect that the Pentateuch of the
Old Testament was composed of several different narratives that came
from different authors and were, in their current form, repetitive. By
questioning the traditional belief that Moses had written the first tive
books of the Bible, both scholars took leave of the traditional beliefs
of their respective religious communities.

Forerunners

Modern higher critical research was built upon earlier ar-
eas of study, three of which are of particular interest. Prior to
the development of those fields considered to be part of higher
criticism, there was intensive investigation concerning the ori-
gins of the biblical text itself. Textual criticism was already well-
established before the Protestant Reformation and is pursued
by most Western Christian fraditions to this day (see chapter
3). The intent of the Textual Critics was originally to recon-
struct the most accurate Greek text of the Bible possible (for
the earliest textual studies were concentrated on the New Tes-
tament text). To do this the various manuscripts with their vary-
ing textual contents were compared and, through a series of
criteria, an accepted Greek text was proposed as the best tex-
tual reconstruction. Since there are numerous early New Testa-
ment manuscripts and none of them agree on the exact content
of any given book, every Christian community, whether aware
of it or not, is dependent on textual critics to produce the New
Testament that they read as “the Bible.”

The second, source criticism, is generally accepted as the earli-
est “higher” critical study of the Bible. It began simply as an at-
tempt to discern the duplicate stories in the Pentateuch and the
differences in literary style that could be found. The early scholars
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asked Why should the story of Abraham have two stories of the
Patriarch telling someone else that his wife is his sister, such that
she is taken by that other person for his own wife, or why does
Hagar get sent out into the desert twice in very similar stories? The
answer that was given was that there were two different sources
that had told the same stories each in its own way, but both tales
had been preserved. :

The identification of the biblical sources themselves began in
earnest with the French physician and sometime Bible scholar Jean
Astruc (1684—1766), who in 1753 published a study in which he
demonstrated that the creation story of Genesis was really two
different stories by two different authors with different styles and
different names used for God. From this observation, he could
name one author the Elohist (Elohim = “God”) and the other the
Yahwist (Yahweh = the name of God) on the basis of the word
written to refer to God. The writing styles, theology, and vision of
the world of each writer was clear and distinct. By the nineteenth
century four “sources” had been discovered in the Pentateuch:
Yahwist, Elohist, Priestly, and Deuteronomist. Each source had its
own distinctive characteristics and usually could be easily spotted
in the narratives.

The search for sources expanded into other books of the Old
Testament beyond the Torah. Julius Wellhausen (1844—1918) at-
tempted to provide a chronological history of the various sources
as they originally had been added together to form the Bible texts
that now exist. Wellhausen's work provoked a number of responses,
ranging from wholehearted acceptance to total rejection; however,
the search for the sources of the Bible continued into the twentieth
century, with elaborate theories proposed to determine the origins
of individual sentences, even words, within the biblical books.

The third foundational critical study was that of history. His-
torical critical studies began almost as soon as there were biblical
texts to be read. Early Jewish and Christian scholars made chro-
nologies and wrote narratives that combined classical Greek and
Roman histories with the Bible. Modern history, as an attempt to
be dispassionate and objective, however, is a product of the last
couple of centuries. Basic to modern historical studies are a series
of notions that were not part of the ancient world. Foremost among
these notions is that history is a human endeavor; neither divine
mtervention nor miraculous event is allowed in historical recon-
struction. Another standard aspect of modern historical studies
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is the constant questioning of the sources as to author, purpose,
and biases. Until the early nineteenth century the Bible remained
the most important source for ancient history; but now the recon-
structions of ancient Near Eastern history are composed mosily
from material uncovered by archaeological excavations in
Mesopotamia or Egypt. However, the Bible remains the most im-
portant source for the history of the early church and ancient Judah
and Israel. The correspondence between the history that appears
in the Bible and the ancient history as reconstructed by modern
Bible historians has never been entirely clear and remains diverse
among scholars (see chapter 8).

Form Criticism

Extensive research into the form of narrative units began in Ger-
many late in the nineteenth century as a reaction to the source critical
tendency to subdivide biblical texts into ever-smaller units. Hermann
Gunkel (1862—1932) is usually credited with beginning form studies
in Old 'Testament scholarship. Using contemporary research into folk
literature {(European interest in collecting folk tales was at its height in
the second half of the nineteenth century), Gunkel posited that the
narratives of the Bible (including the Pentateuch) fit into standard
folkloric forms rather than necessarily reflecting numerous sources.

It was soon noted that particular types of literature had set liter-
ary formulas, structures, and vocabulary. Gunkel, and those doing
form critical studies since him, have set out to classify the forms in
which biblical texts appear. New Testament forms, like “epistle” or
“gospel” were fairly clear; however, Old Testament forms have had to
be uncovered from the texts and from comparative literature recov-
ered from the ancient Near East. The various forms of the psalms
were defined to a large extent by Gunkel himself. Once the basic
formula for a “hymn” was described it, became clear that the “lorm”
was common throughout the ancient Near East. A hymn, by the way,
has this form (using Psalm 29 as an example):

Introductory call to praise God vs. 12
Thematic sentence v. 3a
Hymn of Praise vs. 3b—9
Concluding verse vs. 10—-11

Numerous forms and subforms have been described for the bibli-
cal texts, such as the “Woe Oracles” in prophecy (a condemnation of
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a nation by a deity through a prophet, found throughout the an-
cient world; see Amos 1—2) or “Call Narratives” in biographies {a
teacher calling a disciple with a phrase used as a strange twist, not
only found in the Gospels, but also in classical biographies of phi-
losophers; see Matthew 4:18-22). Form criticism first seeks to clas-
sify passages in the Bible according to their literary structure.

Once the form is determined, the second concern of the form
critic is to place the passage in its Sitz #m Leber (“Situation in Life”
is a German term used by scholars to refer to the place and pur-
pose a document fills in a culture). For example, creation stories in
the ancient Near East tended to be part of New Year ceremonies.
Or, in the New Testament, Hebrews can be shown to be a sermon
of a category derived from a particular type of rabbinic interpreta-
tion. Knowing that particular forms of literature were used in par-
ticular situations suggested to the scholars how the texts originally
might have been used, such that the first chapters of Genesis may
have been composed for the Jewish New Year and that Hebrews
was a homily presented for the Lord’s Day service.

Once the situation of the text has been determined, the third
task of the form critic is to compare the biblical passage with othey
examples of similar literature of the same form from the literature
or inscriptions of the ancient world. Once ancient creation myths
were investigated, it could be asserted that the ceremonies in which
they were recited celebrated the establishing of the “current” ruler
on the throne to keep order for the deities and so served to legiti-
mate the dynasty already in control. Genesis’ creation stories have
been so read. In the case.of Hebrews, knowing that the work was a
homily based on scripture allowed scholars to realize that the model
for the argument that runs through the text comes from Jewish
biblical exegesis and probably derives from Synagogue sermons.

Form critical studies can answer numerous questions, but they
can raise many others. In the psalms it is not uncommon to find
God compared to other deities as being greater than all other gods;
however, there are not supposed to be any other gods in the bibli-
cal worldview. Once one looks at hymns written to other deities of
the ancient world, one realizes that the phrase is a stock formula
found in hymns, which the biblical authors have used because it is
part of the “form” of a hymn. The Jewish or Christian reader-can
dismiss the reference to other gods as a figure of speech. Yet, when
Paul in his letters lists virtues and vices, does this mean Christians
are bound by these lists? Traditionally the moral admonitions of
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Paul have been taken as guides to Christian living. However, the
form critical study of the Greek letter shows that these lists are a
formulaic part of a letter™ (First Thessalonians as an example):

Opening: Sender l:1a
Addressee 1:1b
Greeting i:lc
Thanksgiving/Blessing 1:2-10
Body of the letter 2:1-5:11
*Paraenesis {(=traditional moral advice) 5:12—22
Closing: Wish for health 5:23
Farewell 5:26-28

Generally, the moral admonitions are stock lists {often from Stoic
philosophy in Paul’s case). One can still read the lists as moral ad-
monitions from Paul, though one can just as easily treat the lisis
simply as a stock part of a letier with no more inherent content
than the standard American letter formula, “Dear...,” which may
begin anything from a love letter to a lawsuit.

Form criticism works best where the forms are clear and well-
attested, like the New Testament letters. Form criticism becomes
less certain when the form is not well-attested or contains aspects
of several formulas. The Gospels, for example, bear close affinities
with Greco-Roman biography but also contain large formulas from
the Old Testament and the rabbinic Jewish world. It is easier to
explain, for example, the Call Narrative statement “I will make you
fishers of humans” than it is to explain the gospel nairalives as a
whole from this scholarly approach.

Redaction History

A second response to source criticism was “redaction history.”
If the Bible is made up of sources, then how were those sources
handed down through the religious tradition to become the Bible
texts that we now have? At first, the concern of this branch of
study was the movement from oral tradition to written text, but it
has expanded to include the transmission of the written text as
well. Though the Old Testament redaction history scholars
worked on the reconstruction of the manner by which oral his-
tory was passed on to scribes, it may be easier to understand the
problems of redaction history if the sayings of Jesus are used for
an example.
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The questions that have been asked in this branch of higher
criticism usually come from devout Christians seeking the actual
words of Jesus. In a sense the quest has been to find the Word of
God behind the Bible as “word of God,” assuming that Jesus’ exact
sayings would be more authoritative than the scriptures that now
carry the message as spoken by Jesus.

The search begins from the simple observation that Jesus, in all
probability, did not speak Greek, but either Hebrew or Aramaic, as
most Jews in the areas of Judea and Galilee are assumed to have
known at that time. So one of the first debates in New Testament
redaction history has been about what language Jesus spoke. As-
suming he was like other rabbis, he spoke Hebrew (or Aramaic)
when teaching. So, if one begins with the words spoken by Jesus to
his disciples, the words were not Greek. The record we have of
these words, however, is in Greek, because that was the language
of the early church. How, then, did the Hebrew/Aramaic sayings
of Jesus become New Testament Greek?

Since Jesus is not recorded, or even reported, as having written
down his own sayings, they must have been recorded by others. A
short chain of those passing on the material can be constructed.
The argument would run something like the following.

Someone who heard Jesus speak wrote the very words down
soon after he heard them. Now, for those who hold the Gospels of
John and Matthew to have been written by the disciples of those
names, this would explain the direct connection (not the change in
language, but the accuracy of the quotations). However, most higher
critics doubt that any of the disciples wrote down the sayings of
Jesus. For one thing, Jesus taught as a rabbi, and at that time Jewish
rabbis passed down their teachings orally to their disciples, who
then, in turn, passed them on orally to their own disciples. It was
the Greek tradition that wanted written texts of the wise sayings of
the teacher.

The followers of Jesus, a group larger than the disciples, no
doubt talked among themselves about what Jesus had said. The
oral tradition worked out a sort of hierarchy of importance con-
cerning the sayings of Jesus. Most of what Jesus said in his life was
not of any importance to them. For example, they did not discuss
everyday speech (you will look in vain in the biblical texts for Jesus
to say, “Please pass the matzo,” even though he is as certain to
have actually said that at some point in his life as anything re-
corded in the Gospels); it just was not important for the early church.
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‘The sayings that were passed on were those that were understood
to contain Jesus’ teachings. Those sayings most clearly bearing the
message that the church understood as central to Jesus’ message
became the most discussed.

As the early Christians met on the Lord’s Day to celebrate the
memory of Jesus, the most important sayings became the basis for
their homilies (patterned on the homilies in the synagogues, in which
they were still faithful members). The usual wisdom of the origins
of the recorded sayings of Jesus is that someone/some people went
about collecting the various sayings of Jesus from the various Chris-
tian meeting places, or from those who had heard Jesus speak. This
person, or these persons, then sorted out the sayings and wrote
down those considered most important to them, producing a writ-
ten text of Jesus’ sayings (usually called “Q” from the German
“Quelle” [=“source” meaning the sayings of Jesus source]). This text
was probably already written in Greek, so the collector(s) may have
done his/her/their own translating. This means that the under-
standing of the sayings as the collector read them became norma-
tive for the sayings that appear in the Gospels of Matthew and
Luke, each of whom is supposed to have had a copy of this collec-
tion (Mark may or may not have had a copy; it's being fought over
by scholars at the moment).

Redaction criticism has taken all passages of the Bible and at-
tempted to do much the same sort of reconstruction with them.
The basic problem for redactional studies is the manner by which
original material arrives as the text that now appears in the Bible.

Tradition History

Another early higher criticism was the attempt to follow cer-
tain motifs that reappear in the Bible in a historical procession. The
“traditions” were major events or theological ideas that reappear in
the Bible through a series of texts that can be placed in some chro-
nological order. As created, tradition history did not deal with phrases
or formulas but with significant events.

Probably the central event that could be traced out in its rein-
terpretation through the Bible was the exodus. Ignoring, for the
moment, the problems with reconstructing the historical chronol-
ogy of the passages, a traditional outline sketch of the tradition
history of the exodus could be reconstructed in the following man-
ner (keeping in mind that many scholars find thls reconstruction
either too conservative or too Liberal):
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The exodus event itself was experienced, but it was not written
down untl the time of the Kingdom of David or Solomon when
one formulation of the narrative was produced as a support for the
dynasty of David. Another rendition of the same evenl was written
in the kingdom of Israel when the two kingdoms of Judah and
Israel split apart so that the northern kingdom would have its own
version more favorable to its own territory. The prophet Hosea
(11:1—4), a century later, picks up the motif and uses il to condemn
the behavior of Israel in his own day. It would also be used by
Jeremiah (16:14—18) a century after that for much the same pur-
pose against Judah. The prophet, called Second Isaiah, who wrote
in the Babylonian exile, however, took up the exodus tradition and
used it to soothe the fears of the Judeans living in Mesopotamia;
now it was a second exodus that brought hope (40). Paul picks up
the exodus motif (1Corinthians 10:1-13} to warn Christians about
slipping away from the faith they had found; whereas Hebrews
(3:1-19) uses the exodus to show that Jesus is a mightier savior
than was Moses. '

Classic examples of tradition history can be found for creation,
patriarchal narratives, the Kingdom of David, and the covenant
with God. Tradition history deals mainly with the biblical texts them-
selves, but has more recently been extended into early Jewish Lit-
erature and Christian writings outside the canon. One can
theoretically carry a study of a tradition right up to the modern
church or synagogue (or, in some instances, the mosque).

Literary Criticism

There are a large number of approaches to the Bible that fall
under the heading of literary criticism. In all its forms, this ap-
proach seeks to use the latest in critical thought to read the biblical
text, At first, literary criticism was used to understand the large
sections of biblical books in a manner similar to reading other forms
of literature. To this end, various types of literature were compared
to Biblical texts. Old Testament historical narratives have gone
through periods of intensive comparison with ancient Greek histo-
ries, Icelandic Norse epics, Hungarian folk history, Slavic fairy tales,
and Mesopotamian royal inscriptions. New Testament Gospels and
the Acts have been more restricted in their comparative study to
Greek and Latin literature.

One major discovery through literary studies has been the re-
alization that large sections of narrative have their own structures,
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often incorporating earlier material but having their own literary
coherence. The duplicate “sources” of Genesis in the story of
._Abraham become less obvious once one knows that chiastic order-
ing was common in both Greek and Hebrew literature. Chiasm
simply describes a literary order that duplicates narrative, or select
words, on either side of a central point in the story or poem. The
Abraham cycle, read through a chiastic structure, becomes a co-
herént narrative, with its emphasis on the covenent made between
God and Abraham/Sarah in chapter 17:

A Abraham called by God (to leave Haran)
B Denial of Sarai as wife (Egypt)
C Rescue of Lot (from the five kings of the East)
D Hagar sent away
E Covenant with Abram and Sarai -
{Abraham and Sarah)
C' Rescue of Lot (from Sodom)
B' Denial of Sarah as wife {Gerar)
D' Hagar sent away
A" Abraham called by God (to sacrifice Isaac)

Simﬂar structures have been found in numerous texts of the Bible,
including the Gospel of Matthew and the Jacob stories of Genesis.
Other standard forms of narrative consiruction have been recov-
ered from ancient literatures, showing that biblical texts had more
continuity than the Source Critics had suggested.

Literary criticism also introduced into the study of the Bible
modern questions concerning reading texts. Since the understand-
ing of the person reading the text determines what the text says,
numerous branches of literary studies have investigated the man-
ner by which we know what we read. A couple of examples may
help clarify what these studies attempt to explain. “Structuralists”
attempt to demonstrate that the literary construction of a world is
built on the understanding of the authors of the text according to
the relation of significant aspects of the world as they knew it.
Evefrythjng that appears in the text can be related to the notions of
society, good and evil, cosmology, honor and shame, and so forth
(usually done in studies by investigating opposites); however, read-
ers understand the texts in the context of their own world struc-
tures, which are not those of the authors, making the text say
something different (at least to an extent) to each reader. Reader
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response studies deal precisely with the questions raised by what it
is that people read when they read a text. Such mundane questions
as why people read the Bible at all, what they expect to find in it,
what they assume they are reading, and how much of what they
understand as coming from the text comes instead from their own
filling-in of material not in the text they are reading are investi-
gated in this research. In short, everyone reads her or his own text
out of the Bible. These studies lead eventually into the whole area
of linguistic philosophy; how do words mean anything?

Hermeneutics -

The study of hermeneutics was early despised by some commu-
nities, which held that the Bible could only mean one thing. The
purpose of hermeneutical studies is to recover and explain the vari-
ous meanings that people and groups have found in the texts through
time and traditions (see chapter 5). In more recent times, hermeneutic
studies has been adapted into the notion of “multiculturalism,” so that
the various interpretations of Bible passages are seen as on the same
level of importance. It has been stressed not only that one ought to
know the various historical interpretations, but that all the schools of
Bible studies in the world need to be acknowledged. In practice, this
usually means that one does stress a particular form of interpretation
{or a few) over most of the others.

Currently, the hermeneutical sphere of study has moved into
the actual production of various interpretations of scripture from
particular readers’ views. So there are Liberation Bible studies, black-
theology interpretations, Latin American, African, Chicano, Korean,
South. Asian, feminist, and numerous other biblical interpretations
being developed. Since the reading of the text, as it affects the reader
in this world and in the practice of one’s life, becomes the center of
importance, the meaning of the original author becomes less impor-
tant (or even of no importance). The result of this emphasis on using
the texts rather than recovering early meanings of them has been to

cause the higher critical study of the Bible to move from the center of

scholarly concern to the margins of study.

A Word about Feminist Bible Studies
A major approach to biblical studies at the moment falls under
the heading “feminist”; however, this title covers a vast array of
opinions and methods. Any form of Bible criticism may be en-
gaged from a feminist standpoint. At one exireme, feminist Bible
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scholars attempt to recover the lives of the women of the biblical

_ world. Since the Bible stories center on male figures, the lives and

importance of women need to be reconstructed from very little data;
often the texts make it clear that women were. of greater importance
than the current narratives display. In these cases feminist scholars
want not only to recover the stories of the women, but to find out why
the authors marginalized them. At the other extreme are feminists

" who wish to demonstrate why the Bible, as a male-writien text sup-

porting a hierarchical world run by and for men should be rejected by
everyone, especially women. For these scholars the authoritarian,
oppressive society the Bible reflects cannot be used in any form to

. construct a just and equitable society. The marginalization of women

in the biblical texts is seen as central to the Bible’'s message, and,
therefore, the Bible and the religions deriving from it are evil, needing
to be destroyed in order to create a better world.

Most feminist scholars etigaged in Bible studies fall between these
two exiremes; however, central to all feminist studies is the need to
position the views of women in the place of most importance in read-
ing the texts. Feminist scholarship may take up anything from textual
criticism to reader response. Historical reconstructions of the ancient
world, intentions of the authors, understandings of the early readers,
use by church and synagogue leaders, and the psychological effect on
women who read the texts all tend to become important for feminist
scholars of all types. Reading texts with a particular view toward the
material makes possible numerous observations of great value not
only for understanding the texts, but for umderstanding the readers,
making the history and the content of the texts clearer. The most
important aspect of the feminist study of biblical texis is to demon-
strate the equality of men and women both in scholarship and in the
religious communities that use the texts. Many religious communi-
ties that do not allow women positions of standing in the decision-
making process or in interpreting scripture have found all feminist
positions to be unacceptable, whereas many Protestant and some
Catholic communities have been affected by feminist research in
both practice and theory.

Questions for Reflection and Discussion
1. Most Christians use some aspects of higher criticism and re-
ject others. What sorts of questions do you have that higher critics
investigate? Are there questions in which you are not interested?
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2. Higher criticism was largely a product of North European
Protestantism; do the studies that these scholars produce have any
bearing on any other religious group. Should they?

3. Most higher scholarly research held a notion that some sort of
“reality” could be determined through their approaches; currently,
there is a wide belief that there is no reality beyond the culture in
which some shared notion of reality is accepted. Can higher critical
studies be taken seriously in a world in which the majority of people
reject its very premise?

4. What kinds of questlons would you like answered about the
Bible, and can you imagine how to go about discovering the an-
swers to them?

5. Attempt to read the Garden of Eden story (Genesis 2:4b—
3:24) through various feminist eyes. How can the text be read to
highlight the positive status of women? How can it be read to show
that the Bible should be abandoned? How many ways can the
passage be interpreted?
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AND THE QUR’AN

Jupatsm, CHRISTIANITY, AND ISLAM SHARE A RELIGIOUS TRADITION.
While the Tanak of Judaism is incorporated into Christian Bibles,
the Qur'an (also spelled Koran) the holy book of Islam, does not
incorporate the texts of the Bible. However, persons and narratives
from the Jewish and Christian holy books are found in the Qur'an.
Though the sacred text of Islam contains much material that is
similar to portions of the Christian Bible, it should be noted that
the Islamic atiitude toward its sacred scripture is somewhat ditfer-
ent than that of Christianity or Judaism toward their sacred texts.

There is no real reason to doubt the belief, held sacred by
Muslims, that Muhammad (ca. 570—629 C.E) recited the entire
contents of the Qur'an in 114 poetic surahs (books) ranging from
the extensive “Cow” to surahs of only a verse in length. The poetic
recitations came at unexpected times over several years. These reci-
tations were written down, according to tradition, at the-time
Muhammad spoke them by those in the immediate company of
Muhammad and on whatever was available at the moment, includ-
ing camel bones and scraps of cloth. The collection that now ap-
pears as the Qur'an was edited by Abu Bakr within the lifetime of
Muhammad, according to Islamic tradition. '

Islam holds that the true religion has been revealed to humans
through numerous prophets over many years. The divine revelation
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provided to humanity comes from a single sacred book kept in heaven.
It is the understanding of Islamic faith that the Jewish Tanak an(_i the
Christian Bible (sometimes referred to as “Torah and Gospel® Jn‘Is~
lam) are derived from the same holy book in heaven from which
came the Qur'an. Jews and Christians are believed to have altel_red
the texts that they were given by God through misunderstanding
and human copying errors. The Qur’an is argued to be free from
errors of understanding or copying because God had the angel
Gabriel dictate the contents directly to Muhammad and he, in turn,
is believed to have overseen the production of the collected texts.
The claim that the other religions have corrupled their sacred texts
has been a common argument of Jews, Christians, and Muslims in
interreligious debates for centuries. ‘ .
The text of the Qur'an has been standardized since the th}rd
generaiion of Islam; at that time one copy was selecied as authpnta~
tive on the basis of the reliability of those who had produced it. All
Qur’ans now contain the same text down to the last letter. In pﬁer to
avoid the problems that early Muslims could see 1n the traditions of
their Jewish and Christian neighbors, it was deterrmne_d that only ’the
Arabic original could be cited as authoritative when using the Qur'an;
this avoided the innumerable problems Jews and Christians have had
with translating their sacred texts into other languages. ‘
The Qur'an tends to deal with issues and not narratives, It isan
Islamic belief that the heavenly original of the book has all entries in
order and in narrative form, but that the revelations given .to
Muhammad were presented in such a fashion that the meaning in-
tended to be learned from the texts would be clear. All who attamn
heaven, it is said, will be able to read the original book in its true for?n.
In the meantime, the various books of the faithful communities (in-
cluding Jews and Christians) should allow them to understand the
desire of God and explain to them how to submit to divine will.

Narratives ‘

The clear tradition of Jewish and Christian biblical narrative in
the Qur’an makes it important that Christians be aware of the con-
nection between their own holy book and the Muslim sacred texi.
Most Qur'anic scholars, in fact, have some knowledge of the Bible,
so it would be nice if Bible scholars had some knowledge (?f the
Qur’an, though most do not. Here a few comments about similar
materials in the religious traditions’ holy books are followed by ten
biblical characters as they appear in the Qur'an.
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Some of the surahs have names that will sound familiar to
Christians from characters in their own Bibles. Surah titles in-
clude “Joseph” (which indeed relates the story of Joseph much
as it appears in Genesis 37-50, with a few major differences),
“Abraham” (only one of numerous places in the Qur'an where
the faith of Abraham is described), “Noah” (which tells the story
of the flood), and “Mary” (which relates the story of Mary’s
plety and God’s granting her a son). The only surah that has the
same name as a book in the Bible is “Jonah.” The basic story of
Jonah is essentially the same in Islam as it is in Judaism and
Christianity; however, the story is told differently and is used to -
display the manner by which the true prophet can overcome
any danger because God protects those who submit to the true
faith and speak the truth against all odds.

The historical world presented in the Qur’an derives both from
Arabian culture and the biblical rendition of history. The creation
of the world is followed by the creation of Adam, the rise of numer-
ous peoples, and the calling of Abraham to the obedient life of a
follower of God. The two sons of Abraham, Ishmael and Isaac, are
both destined to be the ancestors of believing peoples. Ishmael is
the origin of the Arab peoples who take up Islam from Muhammad,
and Isaac is the first of the Israelites who are presented with God’s
revelation but can only partially grasp it. Christians come from the
Jewish tradition but mistake their prophet for their deity.

God is presented as all powerful, all knowing, and the cre-
ator of the entire earth and all its inhabitants. Though English
writers often use the name Allak to refer to God within the
faith of Islam, the word Allah is the Arabic word for “God” and

so refers to the same deity as appears in the Bible in Hebrew as
Elor Greek as Theos; in English we translate both biblical words
as “God.” God in the Qur'an may interfere with history on be-
half of humans or to punish the wicked, in much the same
manner as appears in the Bible,

Adam
The first human created is called Adam. He is made by God to
be the crowning achievement of creation and is, therefore, consid-
ered to be good and righteous. The purpose of humans was to
serve as God’s personal rulers over the earth. Upon creation of the
first person, God called the angels to come see the new creature.
So pleased was God with the human that a divine request was
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made that they bow to Adam as he named each indivi
gel. This they all did, save for Iblis (“devil” = Satan [whodigaclyf?n
understood in Islamic commentary to have been a jinn and not o
angel]), who refused to acknowledge that people could be greatzn
than angels (or at least himself); this is seen as the fall of Satan from
%ﬁs grmt:e 0{ ?Ogis God p;ovided a garden for Adam to live in, by
set out to distract Adam and all ' ing gen
tions from the ways of God. umans in coming genera
Adam and his wife {Eve is not named in the Qur’an} ar
by God in the garden and told not to go near the?:ree ln) th: Iifitlﬂdelg 3
of th’e garden. Iblis immediately set out to cause them to disobe E
God’s regulation and was successful. Though Adam and his wifi E
had to leave the garden, God continued to give them guidance so
t}_lqt their lives could be lived in harmony with God. The Qur'anic
vision of humans is that they are created and continue to be basi-
cally good creatures and held high in God’s favor.

- Noah

Noah is presented as a prophet who lived in a time when
had listened to Tblis and the I;,ntire earth had become ifﬂelc)le\?wl?t{ﬁ
wickedness. God, always attempting to save everyone, reveals his
message to Noah, a righteous man. Noah preaches and preaches to
his neighbors, but they refuse to believe him and only become
more evil. The point is reached when it is necessary for God to
destroy these evil persons. Since it is a basic premise of the Qur'an
that God saves true prophets, God instructs Noah to build a boat
for himself, his family, and the creatures. Those who are wicked
and refuse to repent, even when offered the chance several times,
ar: l((j:llestroyed in a great flood. Noah is saved to repopulate the
world.

‘ Abraham

,It is no exaggeration to say that Abraham is the hero of the
Qur'an. In both Judaism and Christianity Abraham is presented as
the classic example of the faithful person; this is emphasized in the
Qur’an. Ne}ther a Jew nor a Christiant, Abraham is shown to be one
who subquts entirely to the will of God and therefore is the first
true Mgsh_m (“one who submits”). The story of Abraham’s turning
from his father’s idols when he was a boy living in Mesopotamia
and acceptin_g the one true God as it is told in the Qur'an has its
parallel, not in biblical texts, but in Jewish haggadah (expansions of
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|  the Bible tales). Abraham and his son Ishmael are presented estab-

| lishing the holy center of Mecea, to which pilgrimage is required of

| Muslims. Ishmae] is the chosen favorite of Abraham, but God blesses
both sons, Isaac and Ishmael.

The story of the attempted sacrifice of Isaac, which appears in
Cenesis 22, also appears in the Quran. However, it is fundamental
to Islamic faith that God does not order people to do evil. Since
human sacrifice is forbidden, God could not have ordered Abraham
to sacrifice Isaac. In the Qur'an it is a dream that causes Abraham to
believe that God bas requested the slaying of his son. God inter-
venes in time to save Isaac and to instruct Abraham on the need to
distinguish true divine revelation from one’s own imagination.

Abraham is seen as a prophet who delivers the message of God
to his contemporaries while at the same time living a life that allows
people to learn the life of a devout believer by imitation. The Qur'an
continuously stresses the need for people not to become attached to
names, or books, or traditions, but to be like Abraham, one who
submitted directly to the will of God.

Ishmael

A word about Ishmael is probably important. In the Bible Ishmael
is Abraham’s first son, and the father desires that he be the child of
the promise, but God insists the son of Sarah will be the bearer of
the blessing. Ishmael and his mother, Hagar (who is not named in
the Qur'an), are sent off into the desert, where they become the
founders of all the Arabian peoples. In the Quran Abraham main-
tains his devotion to Ishmael. Since the origins of Islam are in Arabia,
it is not strange that the founder of the Arabian peoples becomes
Abraham’s central child.

Ishmael is presented as a perfect Muslim, as was his father
Abraham. The two of them found the central shrine of Islam, and
his descendants will make up the core of the faithful. Itis Ishmael’s
lineage that falls away from the faith, to which Muhammad was

called to return them.

Moses
At no point does the Qur'an tell the exodus story in one narra-
tive. However, almost the entire biblical episode appears scattered
throughout the surahs. Though of humble beginnings, Moses is a
major prophet, who is required to preach the truth to Pharaoh in
Egypt. Pharaoh is not interested, being himself too proud of his own
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power. The Pharaoch, indeed, sets himself up-to counter the truth
itself, and this ends in disaster for him. The punishment of Egypt
comes because of the disdain in which the Egyptians hold the word
of God as spoken by the true prophet.

Moses is called by a voice from a burning bush to deliver the
message of God to the Israelites; the staff turning into a snake epi-
sode also appears here as it does in the Bible. Moses brings a thor-
ough teaching of the message of God, but the people do not take it
entirely to heart. Nonetheless, they are saved from Egyptian sla-
very by the power of God that has been accepted by Moses. Though
Moses is regarded as a great believer, he demonstrates that one
cannot always have success in communicating God’s message to
others simply because one’s own faith is grea.

In the surah called “The Cave,” a story is told of Moses that is
unique to the Qur'an. Here Moses meets a spiritual believer who is
much advanced over Moses in his devotion to God. In a series of
three incidenis Moses displays his misunderstanding of the insight
of the superior believer and finally acknowledges that he is not yet
capable of being this man’s disciple.

David

The traditions of David as king, poet, and prophet are stressed
in the Qur’an. The story of David and Goliath is related, though in
a very shortened form; it is not clear that David is understood to be
a child. Saul's army confronts the giant and David is the warrior
who defeats him. As ruler, David is considered a just and pious
ruler, yet needing armor to fight the unbelievers surrounding his
nation, so that God shows him how to make iron-mail suits of ar-
mor. As with the Jewish tradition of David as the author of the
book of Psalms, David is understood to have written numerous
songs in praise of God. God also teaches revelation to David such
that he is a great prophet, a notion that appears to have come from
early Christian use of the psalms as prophetic texts (an interpreta-
tion that had appeared already in the New Testament).

'The court case from the famous story in Second Samuel 12:1—
15 of Nathan tricking David into condemning himself over his adul-
tery with Bathsheba appears in the Quran mightily transformed.
Here the case is presented as a real case brought by two men, one
with ninety-nine ewes and one with only one; the wealthy man
stole the poor man'’s single item of livestock. David decides in favor
of the poor man. There is no notion of David having been guilty of

i
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anything in this rendition of the story. Indeed, the more question-
able behavior of David as he appears in the Bible is missing alto-
gether from the Qur'an, reflecting more the character of the Israelite
king as he appears in Chronicles and in Jewish and Chnsuan tradi-
tional literature than in-the Books of Samuel.

Solomon

* Solomon takes up a more distinguished position in Islamic tra-
dition than he has in either Judaism or Christianity. A prophet, like
his father David, he is also wise. A recurring motif in Solomon
legends, already to be found in the Qur’an, is his knowledge of the
speech of birds (and other animals). The magical traditions con-
cerning Solomon, which appear throughout the classical world in
late antiquity, are also found in the Solomon of Islam. Solomon
controls the wind because God has given him this power. More-
over, he has jinn (genies) at his beck and call.

The longest story told of Solomon in the Qur'an concerns the
visit by the Queen of Sheba. Solomon hears of her kingdom, a
place where people, under the influence of Tblis, worship the sun.
Solomon sends the queen a letter offering to convert her and her -
people to the true religion. She tests him by offering vast riches,
thinking that if he takes them he is merely greedy, but if he rejects
them, then he is a true prophet. He, of course, rejects them. She
decides to visit him, but to impress her Solomon has his jinn bring
her own throne to his palace so that she might see the power that
being a believer entails. He also, through his magic, causes the
floor to become a body of water, covered by clear glass so that she
raises up her clothing to keep it from getting wet, unaware that she
is safely above it (this is a popular Qur'anic story retold several
times in Muslim literary traditions).

The wealth, wisdom, piety, magic, and building activities of

Solomon are all mentioned in the sacred text. Many legends con- -

cerning each of these aspects of Solomon have been produced in
commentaries on the Qur'an and in popular culture. Solomon is
seen as the ideal of the ruler and a ruler understood to have ruled
both east and west with wisdom, justice, and submission to God.

Job
There is no great long book or narrative about Job in the Qur'an.
The Jewish Hebrew story of Job that appears in the Bible is compli-
cated and convoluted; it was somewhat simplified in its translation
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into Greek and Latin in the Christian tradition, but in the Qur'an
Job is noted only as a true prophet who demonstrates the power of
God. The righteous Job is selected by God to have the true religion
revealed to him, that he may teach it to his contemporaries. How-
ever, Iblis, seeking to cause him to cease teaching and disbelieve
God, afflicts Job with terrible suffering. However, Job, who is pa-
tient as in Christian tradition (James 5:11), calls for aid from God,
and God removes all the afflictions tormenting him. Thus, we are
taught that true prophets are protected by God.

Mary

It usually comes as a bit of a surprise to Christians (let alone
Jews) that the Qur'an holds Mary in deep veneration. She has a
surah named after her, which tells her story and some of that of
her son, the prophet Jesus. While Christians contemporary with
Muhammad did hold Mary in special regard, high Christian
Mariology was a half-millennium in the future at the time the surahs
of the Qur’an were recited. Mary is portrayed as a virtuous woman
with deep faith in God. Due to her moral behavior and her deep
submission to God, God granted her a child who was to be one of
the greatest of all prophets. Though she had not had sexual rela-
tions with a man, she had a son by means of the divine will. It
should be noted that Muslim scholars point out that this is not to be
understood in the same manner as the Christian notion of the vir-
gin birth. The point here is that God can do anything, and God
does act for those who are truly devoted to the true faith.

Jesus

For Christians in most denominations Jesus is known as Christ,
the second person of the Trinity. This is a theological point that the
Qur’an addresses directly. For the Qur’an, Jesus was the greatest
prophet next to Muhammad, but he was a human prophet, directed
by God. The notion of Jesus as divine is understood in the Qur'an
to be a classic example of Christians misunderstanding their own
revelation and slipping away from monotheism into polytheism.

Jesus was called by God to heal and teach; he called apostles to
help him bring other people to faith in God and prepare them for
the coming resurrection day. He was born of Mary already set aside
for the work of a prophet, such that his entire life was devoted to
the propagation of the faith. So effective was his message that those
who were evil sought him out and crucified him; but God, always
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saving the faithful, took Jesus away as they nailed him to the cross
so that only an empty husk was actually executed. He was a mighty
prophet who saved many people, but his message was twisted by
some of his followers, so that many Christians worship the prophet
rather than the true faith in God that he had taught them.

Theology

Like the biblical God, the Qur'anic God is the power be-
hind all of creation. The Qur’an seeks to teach people to recog-
nize that God created everything and therefore everything that
exists is dependent on God as the ultimate source for its being
and sustenance. Since God created all the laws of nature, and
God wishes people to live happily in the world, humans are
capable of understanding the natural world. Traditionally, Is-
lam has stressed that the natural sciences are never at odds
with the revelation of the Qur’an. Moreover, the social sciences
(history, sociology, and anthropology) have long traditions in
Islamic learning, grounded already in the teachings of the Qur'an
that urge believers to study humanity and society as a means of
understanding the ways of God.

Humans, in the Qur'an, are understood to have been created
good. The basic instinct of all people is to obey God, though hu-
man nature may lead individuals astray, or Iblis may tempt per-
sons to disobey God. The natural world has been put under the
dominion of humanity, but persons are expected to treat it with
the care with which God created it. Offenses by humans against
God are generally forgiven by God so long as the entirety of a
human'’s life is lived well; the mercy of God is stressed both in text
and tradition. The worst characteristic one may have is greed, for
it harms not only the individual person, but also society and na-
ture. It is the duty of all persons to make their way in the world:
work is expected of all to their own capacity; however, the work
must be for the good of society, and profits must be shared with
those less fortunate. It is the duty of all good Muslims to strive for
the alleviation of poverty, suffering, and need.

Revelation of the divine will is offered to humanity by way
of a series of prophets. These prophets have been selected and
protected by God to allow all peoples to live in a manner pleas-
ing to God and in harmony with each other. The Jewish and
Christian Bibles are undestood to carry part of the revelation,
The Qur’an is understood to carry a more complete revelation,
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but in and of itself it is not the same as full revelation, which remaing
for, the faithful in the heavenly book. It is stated that those who do not
believe in the revelation of God will remain opposed to the true faith

and in conflict with those who believe until the final days. -

There is an end judgment coming. Like the Judaism of the late
Roman period and many traditions in Christianity, most strands of
Islam believe in the final judgment of the mdividual human souls
by God. The notions of heaven and hell which were current in
Jewish and Christian circles at the time of Muhammad are found in
the holy book of Islam as well. The good will be taken to heaven, g
pleasant place, where they will live eternally in the presence of :\'

God, while the evil will be driven into the eternal burning pit to
su_fft?r fprever. This dualistic hereafter can be traced backward to
origins n Persian religion, but it was extremely popular in the Medi-
terranean world in the middle of the first millennium C.E. Though
there are no long lists of laws in the Qur’'an, as there are in the
biblical books of Exodus, Leviticus, and Deuteronomy; there are
moral and legal statements scattered throughout the work. Adher-
ence to these rules determines the status one has on the final day.

Finally, the notion of absolute monotheism is central to the
Qur’an. It is believed that Abraham founded the faith that is now
observed as Islam, though others before him had been allowed to
understand that God alone was God. All forms of polytheism are
considered heretical and outside the circle of the saved. Those people
who believe in many gods need to be converted. The proper man-
ner is to peacefully explain the truth of God to the unbelievers until
they understand and accept the will of God. If they do not come to
understand and prove to be violent toward the truth, they may be
forcefully converted. Those who are “people of the Book,” mean-
ing Jews and Christians, are a harder problem. They have some of
the truth, but not as full an understanding as do those with the
Qur’an. Therefore, should they not be convinced through argu-
mentation, they must be allowed to remain within the Islamic world
and be allowed to continue to live with their own understanding.
(True, not all Islamic societies have adhered to this norm in the

Qur'an, but it has always remained the ideal).

_ Authority
~ Since the origin of the Qur'an is accepted in Islam to be the
dictations of the angel Gabriel to Muhammad such that he both
heard and saw the recitation, the divine character of the text is not
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t questioned. There is one set text, and it has no variations; when
| variant texts were discovered, as when copied incorrectly, they were
b destroyed. The need for a single authoritative text, as mentioned
E before, reflects a knowledge of the Jewish and Christian problems
" of multiple editions and translations of their own sacred boolk(s).
. Once a single, completely consistent text of the Qur'an was ac-
| cepted, the notion was acopted by certain circles of Judaism; it is

from these Jews that the notion of an unchanging Hebrew text,
which became the Massoretic Text of the Tanak, was developed.
Islamic Quy’anic tradition early affected Jewish (and Christian) bib-
lical traditions.

Once the text was set, it was also used to formulate legal and
social regulations within Islamic societies. The study and formula-
tion of law from the Qur'an is known as sharia, which has devel-
oped in a manner similar to the Jewish interpretation of biblical

" law in halakah. Any Muslim engaged in the law is expected to

have memorized the Qur'an (as do most Muslim scholars in any of
the traditional religious fields, as well as many lay Muslims in all
Islamic traditions, much as it was common among Christians a
century ago to have memorized their Bibles). There are various
schools of sharia within Islam, so different areas of the Islamic
world have different legal codes, though all are based on an au-
thoritative study of the text of the Qur'an. It has been traditional in
Islam to take the diversity of legal interpretation as something in
which to take pride. Any legal decisions that might be incorpo-
rated from outside the tradition, as with modern attempts to im-
pose universal human rights, must be understood as in conformity
with the traditions of Qur’anic law.

For Muslims, the Qur'an is the word of God. This is the text
that God has mercifully revealed to the believing community so
that they might know how to live with God, in nature, and with
each other. In Orthodox Judaism the Torah holds a similar position,
but not exactly the same. In Christianity, except for some modern
forms of fundamentalism, the Bible has never held as high a status;
the word of God for Christians has traditionally been the person of
Jesus as the risen Christ. The Bible has been read as pertaining to
Christ and to God, but the exact wording was less important than
the theology pertaining to the true word. Therefore, Christians have
almost always treated the biblical text and its interpretation with
less reverence (however high that reverence may have been) than
have Muslims behaved toward the Qur’an.
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Though most Muslims understand the Qur’an on a literal
level, there have been a number of schools of interpretation.
Those who read passages of the holy book through historical or
philosophical traditions derived from classical Greek sources
(which came to Islam early in its tradition by way of Byzantium
Christianity) were nonetheless generally accepted as properly
reading the sacred text. The natural sciences and social sciences
were encouraged in the first millennium of Islam to the extent
that Christians and Jews had to seek out Muslim scholars for
the best in current education throughout the Middle Ages. These
areas of study also were used in numerous traditions of Qur’anic
understanding. Sufis are renowned for reading the Qur'an as a
mystical text with hidden meanings. There are schools of stu-
dents who seek to understand the text only in the manner of
one teacher or school, and there have been Muslim scholars
who used critical approaches to investigate the background and
original meanings of the various texts. Islamic scholars, well
before their Christian counterparts, made use of the different
times in which the texts of their sacred book had been com-
posed to describe various distinct and even inconsistent posi-
tions appearing in the text, though other scholars refuse to accept
such scholarship or the existence of inconsistencies in the Qur’an.

In the same manner that many Christians read the Bible,
most Muslims read the Qur’an as a single work, with a meaning
that is to be taken as consistent throughout the surahs. Any text
may be used with any other text without fear of its having a
conflict. Also like many Christians, most Muslims do not read
their holy text with a notion of the tradition that has gone into
the current understanding of the “literal” text. However, it has
long been the custom of Tslamic scholars to recite the names of
the earlier scholars in the line of tradition in which they speak
(usually all the way back to Muhammad) to authenticate their
own teaching.

Finally, there is hadith. Hadith is an oral tradition concerning
Muhammad, early Islam, and interpretations of the Qur'an that
was passed down orally, then written down, something like the
Talmud in Judaism. This material is held in almost as high regard
as the Qur'an but never can be used to contradict the clear sense of
the holy book. Most of what is known about the Jife of Muhammad
comes from the hadith and not from the Qur’an itself,
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Questions for Reflection and Discussion

1. How might a Christian community use the Qur'an in under-
standing their own Bible?

2. What is the significance of Islamic belief that the Qur'an de-
rives from the same heavenly source as the Jewish and Christian
Bibles?

3. What is the difference (and what does it mean for individuals)
between the biblical story of Adam and the Qur’anic story of Adam?

4. In what ways have the Christian and Muslim attempts to read
their sacred texts been similar (or even influenced each other)?

5. In what ways might the Qur'an be considered interpretation
of the Bible and of the Jewish and Christian traditions? :

Bibliographical Note _
There are several Qur'an translations/interpretations available in
English; T used the standard, if somewhat awkward, Arthur J.
Arberry translation, The Koran Interpreted (New York: Macmillan,
1955); a recent very readable Muslim translation, with its own’
essays and helps (from one particular Islamic circle) is Rashad
Khalaifa, translator, Quran: The Final Testament fAuthorized En-
glish Edition/ (Tucson, Az.: Islamic Productions, 1989). Three books
that might help put the Qur'an in perspective: Salim K. Haddad,
The Principles of Religion in the Qur'an and the Bible (Pittsburgh:
Dorrance Publishing, 1992), Fazlur Rahman, Major Themes of the
Qur’'an (Minneapolis: Bibliotheca Islamica, 1980), and Helmut Gitje,
The Qur'an and Its Fxegesis. Selected Texts with Classical and Mod-
ern Muslim Interpretations, translated by Alford T. Welch (Berke-
ley: University of California Press, 1971). Jane Dammen McAuliffe,

“The Qur'anic Context of Muslim Biblical Scholarship,” Islam and

Christian-Muslim Relations 7 (1996), pp. 141-158, provides a suc-
cinct introduction to the Muslim reading of the Bible.
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Philo of Alexandria (+20 B.CE—£50 CE)

Philo was born into an influential Jewish family, probably in or
near Alexandria, Egypt. Little is known of Philo’s life, though his fam-
ly was important, and we know more ahout several of his close rela-
tives than about Philo himself. From his extensive writings it is clear
that he was educated in Greek schools in Alexandria {a Greek city
founded by Alexander the Great as a center for Greek culture that
contained, by the first century B.C.E. a large Jewish population). Philo
made a pilgrimage journey to Jerusalem sometime during his Tife.
Though his actual position in the Jewish community of Alexandria is
umknown, Philo was selected in 39 CE. to be a member of a delega-
tion sent to plead the case of the Jews living in Egypt before the
Emperor Caligula in Rome. This suggests that he was known among
his peers for more than his biblical and philosophical writings.

Philo was an extensive writer. His Bible was the Greek Jewish
Bible used in the Jewish community in Alexandria. He produced a
series of biblical commentaries, seiting out the allegorical interpre-
tations of numerous passages of scripture. Greek philosophical in-

Suourp Know

THERE H{\VE BEEN TENS OF THCOUSANDS OF SIGNIFICANT BIBLI-
CAL scholars in the Jewish and Christian traditions. This session
looks at a mere twenty who have some right to be remembered by
thos:e who read and interpret their Bibles. The selection is, by
choice, quite random, beginning chronologically with the Jewish
scholar. P@o of Alexandria (d.ca. 50 C.E), who most shaped the
a]legopcal interpretation of the Bible that became so dominant in
Christian thought, and ends with the Jewish philosopher Benedictus
(Baruch) de Spinoza (d. 1677), whose studies in philosophy and
Bible were a major foundation for modern Bible scholarship. Schol-
ars, preachers, and laity from many Jewish and Christian traditions
of more recent times are worth investigating for their biblical con-
tributions. The attempt here is merely to demonstrate the diver-
sity of scholars and influential persons in Bible studies before the
burst of “modern” biblical research.

The format for the following is simple. For each éntry there is
a paragraph of biographical material, a paragraph on the signifi-
cance of the individual’s biblical studies, and finally a suggested
b1b11.ographical reference for each person listed. For a study group
session, each person might adopt one figure on which to do some
research and then present the findings to the class. However, these
short sketches will at least introduee these scholars’ names.
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terpretations of classical Greek literature (particularly Homer and
Hesiod) clearly were known to him. In a long work on Moses, Philo
first describes Moses as a philosopher in the manner of Greek biog-
raphies of his time. Philo explained that Moses had been a giver of
law, a priest, and a prophet, and insisted that Greek philosophers
had attained their insights by reading Moses’ Torah. Philosophical
explanations of the Bible and of the Jews themselves in Philo’s
work show that he was writing for Jews who had become thor-
oughly accommodated to Greek culture. Cendral to Philo’s under-
standing of the teachings of the Bible was the notion that the love
between God and humans was the most important aspect to be
learned from the texts, and he emphasized moral behavior as a
way to God. Philo’s works were preserved by Christians, who found
his allegorical interpretations useful in their own faith, but were
almost completely forgotten by later Jewish tradition until the nine-
teenth century. ,

Further reading: Samuel Sandmel, Philo of Alexandria: An In-
troduction (New York: Schocken Books, 1979). Dorothy Sly, Philo’s
Alexandria (New York: Routledge, 1995).

Johanan ben Zakkai (first century CE)
Though he is sometimes presented as the most influential Jew-
ish figure of the time of Jesus, almost nothing is known of the life of
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Johanan ben Zakkai. By tradition he was a pupil of the great Rabbi
Hillel, but his own teachings became the pbaiis for thgér Pharjsfja?g
Judaism that exists to this day. As a rabbi who taught at the Temple
in Jerusalem, Johanan attempted to find a peaceful solution to the
Jewish-Roman War (which ended in the burning of the Temple in
70 CE.), but being unsuccesstul, asked for permission from the
Roman besiegers of Jerusalem to take his disciples from the city
and was granted leave to do so. He established a rabbinic school in
]a:bnt.eh,i on the Mediterranean coast; there he continued to instruct
h1§ c!1sc1ples until his death. He is remembered as a most humble, if
brilliant, teacher of scripture and Jewish legal traditions. The Tal-
mud cites Rabban Johanan ben Zakkai more frequently than any
other rabbi.

Whjle Johanan had an abiding interest in the Jewish mystical
traditions and how they were found in the Bible, he is most re-
membered for keeping conventional rabbinic teachings alive dur-
mg_the demolition of much of Judaism in Judea during the
Jewish-Roman War. The pattern of oral tradition that passed from
teacher to pupil was maintained by him; he wrote no books. His
method of dealing with any given passage of scripture was to ex-
tract it from its context (which was the standard method of reading
biblical passages in both early Pharasaic Judaism and early Chris-
tianity} and then do intensive study of the words and their meaning
for the passage itself. The object of biblical study was to derive
from each passage its universal meaning. All passages, he believed,
wertladcapable of teaching Jew and Gentile alike how to live in the
world.

Further reading: Jacob Neusner, First Century Judaism in Crisis:
Yohanan ben Zakkai and the Renaissance of Torah (Nashville:
Abingdon, 1975).

Origen (+185-254)

_ Probably born in Alexandria, Origen was raised a Christian in
a time of recurrent persecutions of the church in Egypt. In the
persecutions of 202, when his father was slain, his attempt to be-
come a martyr himself was foiled by his mother, who hid his clothes
so he could not go out in public. Fascinated with the Bible and with
the manner in which it was read, Origen wrote extensively about
the various books of the Bible and how one might read them. Rec-
qgmzed for his brilliant insights, he was made the head of the Chris-
tian school in Alexandria, where his personal behavior and extensive
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knowledge of scripture and Christian exegesis made him famous
throughout the Christian world. In 230 he was ordained, which
angered the Bishop of Alexandria, who contested many of Origen’s
theological positions. Origen moved from Egypt to Caesarea (east-
ern coast of the Mediterranean) in 231, where he founded a school
specializing in biblical exegesis. The pupils of this school became
widely influential in biblical stucies, both of orthodox Christians
and various heretical Christian movements. Origen himself contin-
ued to teach until his death but was excommunicated only well
after he was dead for several unorthodox theological positions .

Origen can honestly be called the most important early Chiis-
tian Bible scholar. Only a few of his accomplishments may be men-
tioned here. His interest in the exact text of scripture led to his
writing in 4245 the Hexapla, a parallel text of the Old Testament
with six columns; the Hebrew text was in one column in Hebrew
letters and beside it a column of Hebrew in Greek letters, then
there were four columns, each with a different Greek translation of
the Hebrew (some passages, where he could find them, had three
more Greek translations). He produced an individual commentary
on almost every book of the Bible, though only fragments are left
of any of them {Origen having been declared excommunicate, his
works were simply not copied in full; only those parts that later
scholars felt were orthodox or useful were saved). From these frag-
ments it is clear that Origen raised many of the questions that mod-
ern (or “postmodern”) literary critics ask of texts. Origen explained
that there were three levels of meaning for every scriptural pas-
sage: the Literal, the Moral, and the Allegorical. For Origen the
most important of these was the allegorical, which bore the mean-
ing of the text for all future generations (the least important for him
was the literal). Origen’s influence on later Christian exegesis in the
church, East or West, can hardly be exaggerated.

Further reading: Origen, On First Principles, translated with
introduction by G. W. Butterworth (Gloucester Mass.: Peter Smith,
1973).

Fusebius (+260—+340)

The Bishop of Caesarea from roughly 315, Eusebius was heavily
influenced by the teachings of Origen, which he learned from one
of Origen’s students. He attempted to find middle ground between
the orthodox theologians and the followers of Arius (who believed
that Jesus was solely human and not divine), but to no avail. He is
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most remembered for having produced the first extensive histg
of thg early church {in ten books written from +3073 to 323) and
the Life of Co.ns'tdnffine, which was a biography of the emperor who
declqred Christianity both legal and the state religion of the Roman
Empire.

His renown in biblical study circles is based on a few, if i -
tant, works. In his history of the church he listed the :s.mn;]tﬂg;l
books he considered authoritative; there, for the first time, the canon
of the New Testament as it appears now was recorded. Probably
the most important work for Bible scholars is Eusebius’ Onomasticon,
in which he attempted to correlate the place names in the Bible
with the topography of the area of Judah and Israel as it was in his
time. He also produced extensive commentaries on the Psalms and
on Isaiah, as well as a collection of the prophecies in the Old Testa-
ment thgt foretold the life of Christ. His Demonstration of the Gospel
set out, in twenty books, to prove the truth of Christianity by means
of the Blbl(? (which for him was still the Old Testament). His major
method of interpreting texts was the allegorical method of Origen;
hgwever, he did have more interest in the historical value of the;
Bible than Origen had, and his central concern for the use of Old
Testa!ment. passages as forerunners of the church brought proof-
text glu\;‘tte}s;Ugaﬁoglsn to a new level of scholarship.

er reading: Robert M. Grant, Eusebs: Stor
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1980). e as Church Historian

John Chrysostom (+347-407)

John “the Golden Mouthed” was the Patriarch of Constantinople
from 398 to 403, when he was driven from the office by church
and royal opponents. A preacher by vocation, John was involved in
both church and secular controversies for most of his life. He had a
commitment to reforming the liturgy, and his work on the order of
the Orthodox year remains the most widely followed liturgy among
the Eastern churches to this day. He is credited with cleaning up
the rampant corruption of the church hierarchy in Constantinople
when he became Patriarch in 398. This would have made him
enough cnemies; but he also took to publicly denouncing the im-
moral behavior of the Empress Eudoria. The combination of eccle-
siastical and royal enemies led to his trial on charges of heresy and
slandering the empress (the heresy charges have been shown to
have been invented by his enemies; the slander charges depend on
whether publicly saying what appears to have been true was
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slander rather than just unwise politics), which resulted in his ban-
ishment from the capital. His banishment would eventually end in
his death by exposure while being forced to travel in foul weather.
A student of the Antioch School of biblical studies, John be-
lieved that all scripture should be read for its obvious meaning and
should be used for the building up of the church. Therefore, it was
deemed by him that the best use for the Bible was in preaching,
Numerous of his sermons have been preserved. He often preached
in a series that would cover the entire text of a given book of the
Bible, explaining to the congregation what the text said and how
they might incorporate it into their own lives. A different approach
was to choose a single theme as the center of a sermon; he would
then search out all references to that notion in the biblical texts.
For John, the Bible had to be immediately clear to those for whom
it was intended. So he believed that the allegorical interpretations
of the Alexandrian School were not only false, but heretical. One
might well say that for him the Christian congregation was the
most important aspect of Bible study.
Further reading: . D. N. Kelly, Golden Mouth: The Story of John
Chrysostom. Ascetic, Preacher, Bishop (London: Duckworth, 1995).

Theodore of Mopsuestia (+350-428)

Not a great deal is known of the life of Theodore. He was
Bishop of Mopsuestia, who wrote extensively on the Bible while
corresponding regularly with priests and scholars throughout the
Roman Empire. He had been a student of Diodore, who trained
him in the Antioch School of Bible studies, and he was a friend to
John Chrysostom. After his death he was condemned by the church
for holding heretical views regarding the incarnation of Jesus.

Though Theodore left littte immediate influence on biblical
studies in the church, his surviving works have drawn much atten-
tion in the past hundred years. Here was a scholar who was a good
millennium shead of his time. Theodore insisted that the proper
interpretation of a scriptural text had to begin with careful study
of the language in which it was written and in the history which
surrounded its composition. His work conveys a central concern
for the original author of each piece of scripture and for the collec-
tor of each book of the Bible. He believed that the Old Testament
had to be read on its own and not have the New Testament inter-
pretations of earlier biblical texts be read mfo those historically
earlier passages. He insisted that passages could not be taken out
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of context but always must be read i i
: ' . in their larger context
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scholarship into his work. For the benefit of Christians who could
only read Latin, he iranslated some of the major Bible studies writ-
ten by Greek-speaking Christian scholars into Latin for their use.

Further reading: ]. D. N. Kelly, Jerome: His Life, Writings, and
Controversies (New York: Harper and Row, 1975).

Augustine (354~430)

‘Augustine, who was to become the most influential thinker in
the Western world for fifteen hundred years, was born in Tagaste,
North Africa. His mother attempted to raise her son as a Christian,
but his own inclination was toward classical culture (his father was
a pagan). He studied at the University of Carthage, moving from
there to Rome to set up his own school of rhetoric. From 373 until
383 Augustine was an active member of the philosophical/reli-
gious movement of the Manichaeans. He left Manichaeanism when
he found their philosophy incapable of answering some of his most
fundamental questions, and upon hearing the sermons of the Chris-
tian Bishop Ambrose of Milan. Augustine had moved, with his mis-
tress, from Rome to Milan when he found his students in Rome 1o
be less than sterling. His conversion to Christianity came in reac-

tion to a voice, which he took to be God's, telling him to read

Romans 13:13. He was baptised in 387 and by 395 had become
Bishop at Hippo in North Africa; this was a very fast promotion in
the church at that time. (We do not know what happened to his
rmistress, who had given him a son.) His tenure as Bishop of Hippo
was filled with writing on every conceivable topic related to the
church. His theology was worked out to a large extent in polemical
confrontation with a serjes of Christian movements that came to be
called heretical (largely on bis account). In all this, Augustine never
let the parishes in his care take second place to his scholarship but
took personal charge of his area. He died during the seige of Hippo
by the Vandals.

Augustine’s most abiding influence on the Bible comes from
his theology rather than his Bible commentaries themselves. His
position on “original sin” has meant that Christians have read “sin”
into the Garden of Eden story to this day (it does not appear in the
Hebrew—really, it doesn't; we owe this understanding to August-
ine). He is the one who worked out the notion of justification by
faith alone (in debate with Pelagius). The distinction between the
world’s logic and Christian faith was at the center of his “City of
God,” which combined classical history and the history in the Bible
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to explain how events on earth come to take place. Living in the
Western church tradition, Augustine used allegorical interpretations
for the Bible and tended to find clear references to Jesus in Old
Testament texts such that the New Testament became the deciding
influence on the meaning of all Bible texts.

Further reading: Augustine: Confessions (numerous editions).
Peter Brown, Augustine of Hippo: A Biography (New York: Dorset
Press, 1967). :

Saadia Gaon (882-942)

Saadia was born in Pithom (Abu Suweir), Egypt, in an estab-
lished Jewish community in the Cairo Caliphate. He does not ap-
pear to have come from a scholarly family, but he intensively studied
the Torah, philosophy, and secular sciences in Egypt. In 922 he
moved to Babylonia, since the center of Jewish scholarship was in
Mesopotamia at that time. By 928 he had distinguished himself as
a scholar and innovative exegete of scripture; for this reason he
was appointed as the head of the Jewish Academy of Sura over the
nominations of others who had studied in Babylonia longer and/
or came from influential families. His tenure as head of the acad-
emy was noted as a glorious period for Jewish studies. Saadia en-
gaged actively in the debates between the traditional Jewish
interpreters of scripture and the Jewish sectarians who rejected
Talmudic writings.

Saadia is considered the first Jewish scholar to write books in
the modern sense of the term. He produced a volume to describe
in detail the manner by which the thirteen hermeneutical rules for
interpreting scripture should be used. His extensive legal study pro-
duced not only responsa on particular cases in the Jewish commu-
nity, but also a book describing the meaning and application of the
613 commandments of the Torah. His extensive work in Hebrew
and Aramaic grammar led to a Jewish liturgy in Arabic as well as
two Arabic translations of the Bible for those Jews in Mesopotamia
who no longer could read Hebrew. One was a work of high schol-
arship, with commentaries; the other was a paraphrase for popular
reading. Since Saadia believed God could be equated with the de-
ity of classical philosophy as found in Aristotle and the Neo-
Platonists, he would not describe {or translate) any description of
God with human attributes. His extensive philosophical studies were
put to use in his Bible commentaries, where he argued that revela-
tion and logic were not at odds, such that the literal meaning of the
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Bible should be read and understood as bearing logical content.
His commentaries remained very influential in Jewish scholarship
through the Medieval Period.

Further reading: Henry Malter, Saadia Gaon: His Life and Works
(Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society of America, 1921).

Rashi (1040-1103)

Solomon ben Tsaac, undoubtedly the most influential Jewish
exegete of the Medieval Period, was born in Troyes, France. He
studied at Mainz and at Worms, becoming a master of Jewish tradi-
tion, knowing both conservative and liberal trends in interpreting
the Torah. He returned to his hometown, where he became rabbi
with his own academy. His writings were not only numerous but
influential already in his own lifetime. He was an extensive writer
of responsa (which he never collected or sorted, though later Jew-
ish scholars edited his work). Rashi sought and taught peace among
his congregants and a need for peace with the Christians among
whom they lived as well; however, his community was caught up
in the First Crusade of Christians to the Holy Land in 1095. Since
it was common for crusaders to begin their march by forcefully
converting Jews in their own countries as they went through, the
Jewish communities of Mainz and Worms were both decimated
through loss of those who converted to Christianity and those who
died rather than convert. Rashi, who knew many of the victims
from his school days, argued the lenient position after the force-
fully converted Jews asked to return to their synagogues. It has
been argued that the emotional strain of the crusades coniributed
to the death of this very pious scholar, who had urged his congre-
gation to seek peace and love for everyone. The term Rashi was
one of respect formed from his name: Rabbi Shlomo ben Isaaq.

Rashi introduced into Jewish Bible commentary the notion that
the literal meaning of the text was the one that needed to be un-
derstood. He rejected allegorical or philosophical readings of the
Bible as being impositions on the text rather than content in the
text. His extensive knowledge of Hebrew was brought to bear on
the texts. He argued that first one had to have a clear understand-
ing of the grammar; then one had to have a knowledge of the
context of the passage in its wider biblical position. The use of
passages taken out of context was not part of his method. More-
over, the relation of large passages of biblical books to other books,
both as literature and as historical progression, was central to his

ianaaden i)
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research. The literal-historical tradition of biblical studies i the
Western world {(both Jewish and Christian) can be fairly ascribed as
originating with the work of Rashi. An extensive author of responsa,
Rashi was known for holding to conservative positions, not favor-
ing innovation in legal interpretation.

Further reading: Fsra Shereshevsky, Rashi: The Man and His
World (New York: Sepher-Hermon Press, 1982). Chaim Pearl, Rashi
{London: Peter Halban, 1988).

Bernard of Clairvaux (1090-1153)

Bernard was born into an influential family in Fontaines, France.
He early in life decided that he wished to follow the vocation of a
monk and entered the monastery at Citeaux in 1112, His devotion
to the order and pious life led to his being sent to establish & mon-
astery under his own care in 1115 at Clairvaux. As Abbot of
Clairvaux, Bernard became perhaps the most influential monk in
Western Christendom. He seems to have been at every major con-
ference where church matters of major importance were discussed
thoughout his life. He managed to back the winning side iin the
pope-antipope confrontation of 1130, which led to vast amounis of
money, power, and privileges being extended to his order. Bernard
was one of the instigators of the Second Crusade, 1147, which was
a fiasco. Traditionally, it has been assumed that Bernard wrote the
rules for the Knights Templars, one of two crusader-military Chris-
tian orders.

Bernard’s contribution to biblical studies is not much ap-
preciated these days. He was a master of the spiritual interpre-
tation of scripture. His extensive commentaries on the Song of
Songs were based in the common Christian notion that the po-
ems described Christ and the Christian church as well as God
and the soul of the Christian. A sense of the mystical union of
the soul of the individual and the Holy Spirit runs through his
understanding of the Bible. Since the biblical texts were inspired
by the Holy Spirit, the reader whose soul was devout could
understand the texts through the intervention of the Spirit. The
use of spiritual interpretations of the biblical texts was declin-
ing when Bernard wrote; his commentaries both provide the
last extensive spiritual interpretations and are examples of the
best that this method of Bible understanding produced. The
few attempts to revive the spiritual interpretation of scripture
late in the Medieval Period were based on Bernard’s work.
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Further reading: Jean Leclercq, Bernard of Clairvaux and the
Cistercian Spirit (Cistercian Study Series, 16; Kalamazoo, Michigan:
Cistercian Publications, 1976). Brian P. McGuire, The Difficult Saint:
Bernard of Clairvaux and His Tradition (Cistercian Study Series, 126;
Kalamazoo, Michigan: Cistercian Publications, 1991).

Hugh of St. Victor (died 1142)

Very little is known of Hugh aside from his writings. Even his
place of birth is debated, some claiming he came from the area of
Iepre, Belgium, and others Saxony, Germany. The first certain date
is that of his entry into the Augustianian monastery of Paris in
1115. He went to the monastery of St. Victor in 1118, His extensive
writings dealt with theology, grammar, and geometry. From 1125
until his death, he taught at the St. Victor monastery where he was
a lay religious, never becoming a monk himself.

Hugh was a mystic and believed that to understand the proper
meaning of the allegorical interpretation of scripture one must first
immerse oneself in Christian theology and read the texis of the
Bible through the New Testament writings. However, his greatest
contribution to biblical studies is not his mystical reading of the
text, but his literal-historical approach. Influenced by Jewish schol-
ars in the tradition of Rashi, his earlier contemporary, Hugh in-
sisted that the literal reading of the Bible needed to be taken
seriously, and to understand it one had to have a background 1n
the sciences, history, and rational thought. One could not, he in-
sisted, read the literal meaning of the Old Testament by reading
the New Testament understanding of the earlier writings into it. So
in his historical-literal commentaries he avoided typological inter-
pretations or finding references to Jesus in Old Testament pas-
sages; however, he did insist in contrast to the Jewish scholars with
whom he had studied that the prophecies were about Jesus. The
clear literal understanding of the meaning of the Bible was neces-
sary, he insisted, before one could turn to the other levels of mean-
ing, about which he also wrote. He had a particular interest in the
relation of the Bible to the liturgy. As the primary interpreter of
the Jewish historical-literal method of interpretation to Christian
tradition, ugh of St. Victor stands at the beginning of the Chris-
tian Bible studies that would eventually become the Protestant
interpretive method.

Further reading: Beryl Smalley, The Study of the Bible in the Middle
Ages (Notre Dame: Notre Dame University, 1964), pp. 83-106.
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Maimonides (1135-1204)

Moses ben Maimon was born in Cordova, Spain, in a period of
Islamic rule during which the rulers favored an open society and
generosity toward the Jewish population. He was trained in medi-
cine and Talmudic studies. In 1149 the region was swept by an Isla-
mic religious revival, causing the Jewish population either to convert
or flee; Moses fled to Fez, Morocco, where Jews were still wel-
comed. The situation for Jews deteriorated steadily in Morocco,
until in 1165 Maimonides fled again, this time to Cairo, by way of
Palestine. A codifier of the Jewish legal texts, Maimonides has some-
times been referred to as the greatest Jewish thinker since Moses
{the biblical one). Constantly writing even when in flight, Moses
Maimonides produced no commentaries, but his understanding of
how the tradition was passed on and what needed to be organized
from the tradition made his work important. Once established in
Egypt, Maimonides became the personal physician to the Caliph of
Cairo, a position he held until his death.

Mammenides is most renowned in Jewish tradition for his Mishna
Torah, & volume which codified all the laws that appear in the
Torah. This work made reference to the legal texts much easier by
arranging the material by subject. His The Guide of the Perplexed
remains the first extensive reflection on reading the Bible through
philesophical eyes, raising questions as to what can and what can-
not be believed in the biblical text. The Guide posits that different
people read the Bible in different manners, according to their level
of comprehension. The literal meaning of the text, he argues, is
meant for those with little capacity for reflective reasoning. Those
who have some capacity to understand the philosophical tradition
will be able to understand a different meaning than those who
read the literal text, but those with extensive capacities to read
with care and have high intellegence will see a totally different
meaning in the texts. Those who truly know the meaning of the
texts will not make fun of those who take the literal meaning as
the only meaning. For Maimonides, those who sneer at others who
do not see what they do in the text have both misunderstood the
text and have demonstrated that they are ignorant of even what
they claim to know. Much of Maimonides’ philosophical work re-
garding the Bible deals with what one can or cannot know con-
cerning God. .

Further reading: Abraham Joshua Heschel, Maimonides: A Bi-
ography (New York: Farrar, Straus, Giroux, 1982).
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Nahmanides (1194—1270)

Moses ben Nahman was born in the Jewish community of
Gerona, Catalonia (Spain) where his Catalon name was Bonestrug
da Porta. Trained both in Jewish Talmudic studies and in public
administration, Moses worked for a succession of government offi-
cials. The rulers of Catalonia were Christian but found Nahmanides
to be intelligent and loyal. King James I arranged for a disputation

' (a debate between two opinions) between a Dominican scholar

and Moses ben Nahman on the subject “The Messiah.” Unfortu-
nately, Nahmanides won the debate handily, causing the Domini-
cans to condemn him. King James I defended him against their
claims; this, however, led them to seek the aid of Pope Clement IV,
who sided with the Dominicans. Under threat of excommunication
(which was neither an idle nor a trivial matter in those days), the
king had to banish Nahmanides. He fled to Palestine, where he
lived his last days in the area of ancient Israel. Jewish scholars refer
to him as Ramban [Rabbi Moses ben Nahman].

Nahmanides should be remembered for two reasons. First, he
was a skilled kabbalist. Kabbalah is the major form of Jewish mysti-
cism, and it has its own interpretation of scripture, based on a number
of haggadic rules as well as some standardized allegorical traditions.
In his kabbalistic treatise on Creation, he explained that the six days
of creation in fact foretell the history of the world for six thousand
years (a thousand years for each day). In fact, the entire Torah, he
stated, told the future as well as the past. Interestingly, he used con-
temporary science and even Christian theology in his commentaries
on the Hebrew texts. Second, he was renowned as a writer of responsa.
His knowledge of the traditional interpretations of the Torah laws and
his work in the secular administrations of the Christians who ruled
over the Jewish community gave him a deep understanding about
how to adapt the traditional ways to his current situation. His inten-
tion was to retain as much as possible of the traditions, as they had
been handed down from the biblical period, in the use of the Jewish
community of his own time.

Further reading: Isadore Twersky, Rabbi Moses Nahmanides
(Ramban): Explorations in His Religious and Literary Virtuosity
(Harvard University Center for Jewish Studies: Texts and Stud-
ies, 1; Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press,
1983). David Novak, The Theology of Nahmanides Systemati-
cally Presented (Brown Judaic Studies, 271; Atlanta: Scholars

Press, 1992).
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' Nicholas of Lyra (+ 1270-1340)

Ntholas was born in Lyre, Normandy (France). He became a
Dom@cm friar. As a student he studied at the University of Paris
becoming a professor at the Sorbonne, where he taught until his
deaf.;h. Unhappy with the traditional Christian teachings regarding
the interpretation of scripture, he studied the Jewish commentators
who worked in the tradition of Rashi. Among his many biblical
writings are those concerned with the liturgy of the eucharist (Lord’s
supper).

Inﬂuen_ced by Rashi, Nicholas turned his attention away from
allegorical interpretations of scripture and concentrated on the lit-
eral and historical meaning of the biblical texts as they appear, and
not as the theological traditions had read them. He had learned
Hebrgw .from.]ewish scholars so that he could read the Old Testa-
ment in its original language (though he never did learn Greek for
the New Testa_ment). His most influential work was his commen-
tary on the entire Bible using only the literal level of interpretation,
which was the first complete Bible commentary in a single refer-
ence work. His own research on the Old Testament had no Chris-
tian parallels or forerunners but was of extensive importance for
those Christians who came to interpret the Bible in its literal mean-
ing, including all branches of the Reformation.

 Further rea.ding: Herman Hailperin, Rashi and the Christian Scholars
{Pittsburgh: University of Pitisburgh Press, 1963), pp. 135-246.

. Christine de Pizan (+1364—+1431)

Born in Venice, Italy, Christine moved as child to France with
her fatlr_ler, who served in the court of Charles V. She was educaied
in classical literature and the arts before she was married at the age
of fifteen; her husband died ten years later, leaving her with three
children a_ngi no means of support. She was determined to make
her own living and did so by writing on contract. During her life-
time, Christine was renowned for her skill as an author and poet,
such that many of her works survive, including a biography of
Charles V intended to display proper behavior for rulers. While -
she presented the ten years of her own marriage as exceptionally
happy, she made extensive comments on the evils most men per-

petrate on women. She had an eye for the literary degradation of )

women, writing one entire work in protest of the popular but unre-
alistic Medieval portrayals of women written by male authors of
romances. Currently, the most famous of her works is her City of
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Women, which was published after her death, presenting a woman’s
vision of the world decidedly at odds with that presented in the
contemporary male-composed manuscripts. In 1415 she retired to
the Dominican convent at Poissy, where she died.

Her contributions to biblical studies consist of a series of pub-
lications on the moral meaning of scripture adapted for the use of
women {and men) in her own age. Using both the tradition of moral

| interpretation of the Bible and her own understanding of the texts,

Christine set out advice on selected topics concerning proper be-
havior for young ladies. In her various writings she sets forth her
own positions concerning women in the Bible, which were not the
standard church teachings. She explains that Eve was not at fault
for the fall, since she had been lied to, seduced, and abandoned by
the serpent (like, she says, {00 many young women by men in her
own time); at the same time, she argues, Adam had no excuse for
his taking the forbidden fruit. She also made the observation that
people should notice that the scriptures showed all men abandon-
ing Jesus when the going became rough, but there is not one in-
stance of a woman abandoning the Lord; Christine suggested that
there was much to learn from just that fact alone.

Further reading: Enid McLeod, The Order of the Rose: The Life
and Ideas of Christine de Pizan (Totowa, N. ].: Rowan and Littlefield,
1976). Charity Cannon Willard, Christine de Pizan. Her Life and
Works (New York: Persea Books, 1984).

Martin Luther {1483-1546)

Martin Luther was born in Mansfield, Saxony (Germany), in a
mining district. Due to a vow made to God while frightened during
a thunderstorm, Martin entered the Augustinian monastery at Erfurt
in 1505. In two years he was ordained as a priest, while he contin-
ued his studies in theology and scripture, leading to a professorship
at the University of Wittenberg in 1511, In reaction to the abuse of
the papal office, Luther wrote his “95 Theses,” which were topics
on which he wished to debate certain current positions of the Catho-
lic Church. Luther broke with Rome and declared that Christians
should be directed by no human, but only by scripture. From bib-
lical examples, he determined that clergy should be married and
proceeded to marry and raise a large family. Confrontations with
Rome led to the break of several areas within Germany from the
Catholic Church and the rise of what has come to be known as

Lutheranism.
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Luther’s studies of the Bible influenced more than just Lutherans
or Bible scholars. Luther, believing that all Christians needed to
read and understand the Bible on their own, translated the entire
Bible into German. Not only did this give the German people a
Bible they could read, but it presented them with a common Ger-
man language, something that the various city-states had not had
before. Luther believed that early Christians had used the Bible of
the Jews as their own Bible; therefore, he insisted that the Christian
Old Testament should be the same as the Jewish Bible that he
knew in his own time. To this end, he removed those works he
considered apocryphal and added them as an appendix to his Bible.
This became the canon of the Protestant Bible. He wrote extensive
commentaries on numerous books of both the Old and New Testa-
ments, working from the original languages of Hebrew and Greek,
both of which he read. His understanding of the texts was heavily
influenced by Augustinian theology. The distinction made by Paul,
as understood by Augustine, between the Law of the Old Testa-
ment and the Gospel of the New Testament became a cornerstone
of Luther’s theology and was the lens through which he read the
entire Bible. The New Testament proclamation of Jesus as the Christ
was central to his understanding of the texts of the Old Testament.
Moreover, he believed, from his reading of Paul’s letter to the Ro-
mans, that the legal materials of the Old Testament had ceased to
be authoritative, and he therefore dismissed the Law from a place
of any importance in his theology of the salvation of the Christian.
Any book that did not stress the importance of grace over law, he
dismissed as useless; so both Revelation and (especially) James were
taken by him to be expendable, if not downright evil.

Further reading: Roland H. Bainton, Here I Stand: A Life of
Martin Luther (New York: New American Library, 1950). Heiko A.
Oberman, Luther: Man between God and the Devil New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1989).

Argula von Grumbach (1492-1563+) :

Argula was probably born in Beratzhausen, Germany, the ances-

tral home of her impoverished, if formerly noble family, the
Hohenstaufens. She was trained to be a maid-in-waiting, for which
she was instructed in reading and writing. Married to a minor govern-
ment official, she might have spent the rest of her life as a housewife,
content to read the German translation of the Bible that had been
given her. However, when the University of Ingolstadt in 1523
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removed a junior faculty member for holding views derived from

_Luther, Argula came to his defense. She wrote a letter to the Uni-

versity and another to the government demanding that the scholar
be reinstated, and she even challenged them all to a debate. She
was invited to speak at the Diet at Niimberg that same year and
distinguished herself by defending Luther on biblical grounds. This,
however, led to the dismissal of her husband from his position,

" which he took out on her in physical abuse. She refused to recant

her defense of Luther, though she herself maintained loyalty to the
Catholic Church; she insisted that Luther was both correct qnd a
good Catholic. She kept up a correspondence with Luther (which is

_now lost), and her writings were among the most popular of the

early Reformation, printed through several editions. She, however,
dropped out of sight so that the date and circumstances of her
death are unknown. - _

Argula took Luther’s call for Bible study by all Christians seri-
ously. If every Christian could read the Bible for its clear sense and
understand what it meant for the current world, then that included
women as well as men. In spite of vitriolic attacks on her as a woman
attemnpting to do theologjcal work, she maintained that anyone could,
and should, use the Bible to correct the errors of the modern world.
Lutherans of the time eagerly promoted her works that insisted that
women were as capable as any Christian to read and use the Bible
and that women’s voices needed to be heard; Catholics of the time
dismissed her as evil. Aside from her recognition as a woman who
could properly use the Bible, she was also recognized for using bibli-
cal passages to confront both civil and church authorities on ques-
tions of corruption and oppression. For Argula the Bible was the sole
basis on which to ground politics, morals, and law; all regutations and
officials who ignored the dictates of the Bible for a just and equitable
society should be removed. With the Protestant mfomem, Argula
argued that the final and exclusive authority for a Chuistian world was
the Bible and no other. -

Further reading: Peter Matheson, editor, Argula von Grumbach:
A Woman’s Voice in the Reformation (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1995)
Roland Bainton, Women of the Reformation in Germany and Italy
(Boston: Beacon Press, 1971), pp. 97-109.

John Calvin (1509-1564)
Jean Calvin was born in Noyon, Picardy, France. As a young
man he was a humanist typical of his age who studied at Orleans
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and Bourges to become a lawyer. However, his attention turned to
the current state of the church in Europe, such that he determined
that the corruption of the Christian world needed to be cleared
away. In 1533 he broke with Rome, aligning himself with the Re-
formed Movement already embattled in Switzerland’s politics and
state confrontation with the Catholic Church. Calvin believed the
church could return to the original organization of the church as it
was in its pure state at the time of Acts. His most famous work is
The Institutes, a treatise on how to organize the church in the world.
It was first printed in 1536; he re-edited it several times before it
reached its final form in 1559. It remains the foundational text for
Reformed churches throughout the world. In 1555 Calvin became
the head of the city of Geneva, a position he would hold until his
death. In an attempt to create the perfect Christian community,
Calvin ruled with a strict control of the lives of the citizens, punish-
ing those who disrupted the city, expelling those who broke major
regulations, and executing heretics. In this he was evenhanded; his
own family was not spared from having to obey the rules or be
banished. Needless to say, he was both loved and hated by the
populace.

Calvin is most remembered for reading the Bibie so as to create a
Christian world that could function in the sixteenth century. Ite wrote
commentaries on almost all the books of the Bible with the intention
of making the texts both understandable to the reader and useful for
the “modern” community. There is a clear concern for the commu-
nity as well as the individual. Most original to Calvin’s biblical re-
search among the Protestants, however, is his insistence that the Old
Covenant was not superseded by the New Convenant; that is, God’s
promise to the Jews remains valid; the church has only joined them,
not supplanted them. In this vein, Calvin stressed the need to take the
legal texts of the Torah seriously and adapted them to meet the needs
of his own world; only those regulations that were clearly changed in
the New Testament could be understood as having ceased to be re-
quired. The books of the Old Testament, while they might be read
with an understanding of the New Testament use of them, still needed
to be read on their own. As for the New Testament, he argued that all
the books of the canon were of equal value.

Further reading: George Richard Potter, John Calvin (New
York: St. Martin’s Press, 1983). Alister E. McGrath, A Life of
John Calvin: A Study in the Shaping of Western Culture (Oxford:
Basil Blackwell, 1990).
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Benedictus de Spinoza (1632-1677)

Bom in Amsterdam, Baruch Spinoza was raised in the well-
established Sephardic (Spanish) Jewish community in the Nether-
lands. He was trained in traditional Jewish studies but also had a
natural interest in contemporary philosophy. In 1656 he and two
Christians publicly questioned the received tradition that Moses
had written the Torah (Baruch also went on to question the story of
Adam as the first man and whether the Torah was superior to
Natural Law as a source for understanding the world). While the
other two withdrew their questions under pressure from the Churis-
tian community, Spinoza insisted to the Jewish community that it
was a legitimate question to ask and discuss; on July 27, 1656,
Baruch Spinoza was excommunicated from the Jewish community.
He then studied philosophy at the University of Leiden and took
up lens-grinding to make a living. He moved to The Hague, where
he became a regular member of a group of liberal Protestants who
discussed biblical, theological, and philosophical topics. Asked to
become a professor, he declined, saying that lens-grinding was a
fulfilling occupation and it allowed him time to think. Though he
changed his name to Benedictus de Spinoza and was popular among
certain circles of Protestant scholars, he never became a member
of the Dutch church.

The modern world of biblical studies is often dated to the pub-
lication of Spinoza’s Tractatus Theologico-Politicus in 1670. Spinoza
accepted the Protestant belief that all could read the Bible on their
own and thereby understand what it means. To do this, one needed
to read the literal meaning of the text in a rational manner. Since
he believed that the Bible was to be read like any other book, he
held that the authors of the books of the Bible needed to be known
and studied. For him, the author of the current Bible from Genesis
through Kings (Hebrew order, so without Ruth) was Ezra, but he
believed that work contained earlier writings by others (including,
for example, the sections of the Torah that he was certain Moses
did write). Other books he tended to date from the fifth to the first

centuries B.C.E. His three-fold method for approaching the study -

of individual biblical books is still followed in critical scholarship:
1) analyze the Hebrew language of the book, 2) study each book
on its own, and 3) determine the origins, the transmission, and the
canonization of each book. Spinoza firmly believed that the proph-
ets did speak the word of God, but that it need not be taken liter-
ally rather than as a teaching aid; he also believed that parts of the
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Bible we simply do not understand because the context in which it
was written has been lost to us. Spinoza did think the current canon
needed some changes. Regarding the Jewish Bible, he believed that
Chronicles should have been left out, but that the Wisdom of
Solomon and the book of Tobit should have been included. He
blamed the Pharisees, who had made the decisions about the ex-
tent of the canon, for having made these bad choices.

Further reading: Alan Dongan, Spinoza (Chicago: University of
Chicago, 1988).

Questions for Reflection and Discussion

1. Can anyone think of any other Bible scholars from the “pre-
modern” (up to Spinoza} period who have had a major influence
on the individual’s or congregation’s reading of the Bible? Who are
the modern Bible interpretors who have most influenced you?

2. For any of the persons dealt with here, what, if any, of their
work would you consider to be still valuable in your own Bible
study or in that of your congregation?

3. What can be said about the interaction of Jews and Christians
in the history of the interpretation of scripture?

4. What are the advantages or disadvantages of having every
member of the church or synagogue read the meaning of the Bible
on his or her own, as opposed to having an authority explain the
meaning of the texts?

5. What are your own methods of interpreting the Bible texts?
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