Pre-modern, Modern, and Post-modern in Old Testament Study 

G. W. F. Hegel suggested a three-stage model for understanding the history of thought.  Some theory or thesis is accepted.  Subsequently, a counter-thesis or antithesis gains acceptance.  Then a synthesis combines the truths in the first two.  Current conventional wisdom implies a Hegelian understanding of the history of biblical interpretation.  In the first millennium there was pre-modern interpretation, the second millennium saw the development of modern interpretation, and in the third there is post-modern interpretation.  Calling this the conventional wisdom implies a recognition that it may look silly in a few years time.  Associating it with Hegel implies a recognition that it imposes categories on the history
 and reflects our need to understand matters in a way that provides them with structure and provides history with closure.  But it is still a helpful framework.
  I want to consider aspects of the way these three ages approach the nature of the Old Testament text, its origin, its historical reference, and its exegesis, and to suggest ways our post-modern context might change our aims and practice in Old Testament study and enable us to appropriate the strengths of pre-modern and modern while sidestepping their respective weaknesses.

1 Pre-modern

(a) Text.  The New Testament illustrates the nature of pre-modern attitudes to the text of the Old Testament.  While assuming these scriptures are the inspired words of God, it quotes them in ways that show it did not infer a need to be inflexible over the details of the text.  

Consider the New Testament’s first two quotations.  Isaiah 7:14 says, There, the maiden is pregnant and is giving birth to a son, and you
 are to call his name “God-is-with-us.”  Matthew’s text corresponds to the fairly literal LXX version except that it reads, “they will call.”  Matthew then says that it stands written, You, Bethlehem in the land of Judah, are by no mean least among the rulers of Judah, for from you will come out a ruler who will shepherd my people Israel.  Micah 5:2 [MT 1] itself says, You, Bethlehem in Ephrath, small to be in the clans of Judah, from you will come out for me one to be ruler in Israel. 
  The change from “clans” to “rulers” could indicate free translation or a different reading of an ambiguous text, but this is not true of the replacement of Ephrath by Judah, nor of the addition of “my people.”  Further, Matthew reverses Micah’s point about Bethlehem’s insignificance and adds the “for” that reworks the link between Micah’s clauses.  These opening New Testament quotations illustrate how the scriptural text can be quoted with relative precision, or with small changes, or with far-reaching adaptations.  It can be translated from the original or quoted from an existent Greek translation.  The New Testament shows no concern to quote scripture with precision.

The textual data presented by the New Testament may be compared with that presented by the Qumran scrolls.  One Isaiah scroll, for instance (1QIsb) presents a text very close to the Masoretic, but another (1QIsa) presents a text with many more detailed differences.  None of these differences changes the nature of the gospel; in substance the texts are the same.  But they are different in many details.  The Qumran community, like the early Christian community, did not sense that their commitment to the scriptures entailed a concern for a single text form.  

(b) Origin.  Pre-modern works may be explicit about their authorship, or may be anonymous, or may be pseudonymous.  Paul and John include their names in letters and in Revelation.  Genesis-Kings and at least two of the Gospels are anonymous, though the communities that treasured these works were inclined to link them with famous names.  The Pentateuch became the Five Books of Moses and two anonymous Gospels came to be associated with Matthew and Mark, while Hebrews came to be Paul’s.  There are thus a number of pseudonymous works and no anonymous works in the King James Version of the New Testament.

What was going on here?  Why should the authorship of a work be of interest?  First, it may buttress the work’s authority.  For Paul, the authority of his writings derives in part from his being an apostle and from his specific relationship with churches he founded.  Second, it can put flesh on the bones of a document.  We can imagine Solomon contemplating his achievements and possessions in the testimony in Ecclesiastes, and imagine Paul interacting with the churches he visited.  The instincts that made people associate anonymous works with a known person will have had similar background, though the logic or dynamic was different.  Hebrews became an authoritative document because of its contents; attributing it to Paul then buttressed or symbolized its authority.  Moses, Joshua, and Matthew were in a position to tell the story of the exodus, the conquest of Canaan, and the story of Jesus, so they were appropriate people to link with works that were already authoritative.  Papias’ story about Mark writing down Jesus’ story as Peter told it also undergirds that Gospel’s authority, while also providing readers with a vivid and attractive picture of the Gospel’s origin.  One attributes a document to someone whose name will enhance it; choosing an unknown person would defeat the object of the exercise.  Readers can feel that the Bible came from important people who had lived lives close to God and could speak reliably about God’s ways.  Thus Jeremiah becomes the author of Lamentations and Solomon of the Song of Songs, Proverbs, and Ecclesiastes.  First books gain the community’s assent and recognition as the word of God, then they are linked with an appropriate human author.

I imagine the same instincts had earlier led to material becoming pseudonymous in the form in which it appears within scripture.  The authors of the Book of the Covenant, the Priestly Code, and the Deuteronomic Code saw these as expounding the significance of Mosaic faith for their various times.  When the Qumran community attributed a document to Moses, it was declaring the conviction that it had Mosaic authority.  While its authors might have been making a cynical claim, more likely they, too, believed their work expressed Mosaic faith.
  It is difficult to be sure of the original significance of the expression ledawid in the headings to psalms, but it came to be understood as an indication of authorship, and this made it possible to imagine David writing individual psalms in concrete situations in which he needed to reach out to God.  Convictions about authorship thus become hermeneutical keys to understanding the books.  A further conviction can also be involved.  Why did second-century visionaries ascribe them to Daniel, a figure from centuries previously?  The link of content suggests Daniel’s visions had inspired theirs.  The Holy Spirit brought into being the visions in Daniel 7—12 by inspiring people’s reflection on Daniel’s own vision in Daniel 2 and on other scriptures.  Something similar is true about the inclusion in the book called Isaiah of much material that did not issue from Isaiah ben Amoz.  There, too, the Holy Spirit inspired much of that material by encouraging people to reflect on the oracles of Isaiah to see what God had to say to later centuries in light of what Isaiah said.  

(c) Reference.  Until the eighteenth century, readers understood Old Testament narratives in a “realistic” way, treating them as true accounts of God’s involvement in Israel’s life over the centuries, though they did this unreflectively.  They took for granted that the biblical story corresponds to what actually happened, and also to the story of their own lives in the sense that they judged the story of their lives by the Bible story.  In the eighteenth century both these assumptions came apart.
  People now evaluated the Bible story by their own story, as people still do, asking whether it is relevant, not whether we are.  In addition, they became preoccupied by the difference between the history of Israel and the story the Old Testament tells.  It requires some effort of the imagination to put ourselves back into a context where this was not so.  Today when someone says, “Jonah was three days and nights in the sea monster’s belly,” he or she will have a view on whether the statement refers to something that happened historically or that happened in a story.  When Jesus said those words, neither he nor his hearers need have worked with that antithesis.  

The etymology of the words “history” and “story” tells an instructive tale in this connection.  Both derive from a Greek root that provides parts of the defective verb oida, “to know” (e.g., iste “you know”).  A histōr is a man who knows, a wise man, historein refers to learning by investigating something and then to narrating what one has learned, and historia is an inquiry or its results, specifically a narrative.  The biblical narratives are thus instances of historia.  They offer insight in narrative form that results from inquiry.  That itself might suggest that the material their authors have investigated includes factual material but need not be confined to that.  And this corresponds to the nature of history writing in the ancient world.  

The point may be illustrated further by considering the nature of much of the scriptural story as midrash – Chronicles being in part a midrash on Kings, and Matthew on Mark and Chronicles.  As midrash it retells a story to show what it now means for people, in light of other scriptures and other convictions regarding God’s word to the people now.  When this retelling involved changing words attributed to Solomon or Jesus, the authors presumably realized that what they were writing was not actual history.  They and their readers could apparently live happily with that – perhaps rather like Shakespeare and the people who watch his plays, or the scriptwriter and viewers of (say) Erin Brokovitch or A Beautiful Mind.

(d) Exegesis.  Actual interpretation, interaction with the text’s meaning, in the pre-modern period is again conveniently illustrated for us by the New Testament’s interpretation of the Old.  Those scriptures decisively shaped and resourced Jesus’ self-understanding and the early Christians’ understanding of Jesus and of the church, in an imaginative and intuitive rather than an analytic and systematic fashion.  Matthew wants to understand the surprising story of Jesus’ birth and early life, and does so by putting a verse of the scriptures alongside incidents within it that gives him and his community some insight regarding what on earth that was about and what it meant (see Matt 1:18—2:23).  Paul wants to provide a rationale for the material support of apostles or to shake a congregation into living more uprightly or to underline how Jesus must reign over everything, and one of the ways he does so is by incorporating passages from the scriptures into his argument (see 1 Cor 9:9; 10:1-13; 15:27).  Pre-modern interpretation can thus generate powerful application of scripture directly addressing new contexts and the questions arising there.  The understanding of Jesus and of the church that we derive from the New Testament could not have existed without this use of the scriptures.  God used it to mediate key insights for Jesus himself as his Father addressed him in words from Psalm 2, Genesis 22, and Isaiah 42, You are my son, my beloved, with whom I am well-pleased (Mk 1:11) to set before him crucial insights on his identity and vocation.  

Such use of scripture suggests some theological principles: The scriptures are the Spirit-inspired words of God to Israel, Jesus is the climax of Israel’s story, and a Christian congregation is a local embodiment of what Israel was called to be.  But this use of scripture did not emerge from such a conscious hermeneutical/theological framework, as it did not emerge from exegetical principles.  Pre-modern interpretation was intuitive.  It started from present context and faith convictions and moved back to the scriptures.  The serendipity way in which they quote from the text, to which I have already referred, is one of the symbols of that.  Their angle of vision did not pre-determine what people saw there, though it did determine the kind of thing they saw.  And it meant their interpretation would hardly convince someone who did not accept their starting point – it was not designed to do that.

New Testament interpretation of Genesis 1—3 provides many examples of the interpretation of scripture in light of current issues and convictions and sometimes troubles Christians, particularly those of a feminist persuasion.  Most notoriously, 1 Timothy 2 supports the requirement that women keep silent in church with a reference to the fact that Adam was formed before Eve and that it was Eve not Adam who was deceived and became the transgressor.  The passage “uses data from Genesis 2—3 selectively to suit the needs of the argument at hand.”
  It does not work within a modern framework.

2 Modern

Modern interpretation came into existence in the West through the collocation of the Renaissance, the Reformation, and the Enlightenment.  The Renaissance gave birth to an interest in the human side to texts from the past and to a desire to understand them in their own right.  The Reformation took up this emphasis and declined to allow the interpretation of scripture to be determined from outside itself – specifically, by the authority of the church.  The Enlightenment urged that nothing be accepted on the basis of tradition.  Everything should be tested and can be questioned.  

(a) Text.  Whereas the Qumran community happily treasured manuscripts that differed from each other (see e.g., 1QIsa and 1QIsb), during the first millennium the Masoretes made it their business to establish the one true text of the scriptures.  The pre-modern context of this work was reflected in their assumption that the true text was the one that truly represented the tradition – the Masoretes were the “traditioners.”  With the renaissance, this concern for the true text took a new form when scholars came assume that the true text was the original text.  Seeking to establish the original text became the first stage of critical study of the Old Testament.  

This concern gained an extra level of theological importance for evangelicals in the context of the novel development of the doctrine of scripture by Charles Hodge and B. B. Warfield in the form of their doctrine of scripture’s inerrancy.
  One of their strategies for coping with apparent mistakes in scripture was to attribute infallibility to scripture “as originally given,” to the original text that textual criticism sought to establish.  Evangelical study thus accepted the same aim as liberal study, and added another level of theological importance to it.

(b) Origin.  With the development of modernity biblical critics asked what was the evidence for (e.g.) the tradition that Moses wrote the Pentateuch, and concluded it was poor.  The books make no statement about authorship and it is almost a thousand years after Moses’ day that he comes to be connected with them.  They refer to circumstances from centuries after Moses’ day and manifest repetitions and changes in the way they handle questions that suggest they were compiled from several successive versions rather than written by one person over a short period.  So scholarship looked for alternative understandings of the books’ origin and eventually settled into a consensus that they issued from the interweaving of several versions of the story of Israel’s origins from the early monarchy, the seventh century, and the exile or later.  This provided a more coherent account of the data, one that corresponds to the way we know books such as Tatian’s “Harmony of the Gospels” were written.  It sometimes enables us to link the Torah with specific historical contexts.  And it provides grounds for dating the material that do not depend on faith.  

Study of the prophetic books went through a parallel process, operating on the assumption that their authority stemmed from links with great figures such as Isaiah and Jeremiah.  Study therefore focused on getting behind the books to the words of the prophets themselves, where authority lay.
  Modern evangelical study believed with liberalism that the books’ authority was tied up with their being written by the people tradition said, and therefore tried to find evidence that it was still reasonable to believe that.  It thus again added another level of theological importance to research into authorship and sought to use modern methods to support pre-modern convictions.  

(c) Reference.  Perceiving the difference between the history the Old Testament tells and the actual history of Israel presented scholarship with a fateful choice.  Which history would it now interest itself in?  In the context of modernity there was no contest.  “History is God nowadays.”
  Scholarship abandoned the history the Old Testament tells in order to investigate the history behind it.  In some sense the theology of the Old Testament story depends on its historical factuality, and this opened up the possibility of establishing the historical factuality without presupposing faith, though in practice the results of this venture were discouraging.  Modern evangelical study thus agreed with modern liberal study that the historical nature of the Old Testament was vital to its authority, and tried to find evidence that it was still reasonable to believe that the narrative itself was thoroughly historical.  

(d) Exegesis.  Modern interpretation further assumed that the key to understanding the meaning of scripture was to project oneself back into the time of its authors.  The meaning of scripture lay in what the authors intended to say.  Biblical criticism declined to be bound by the church’s tradition regarding scripture’s meaning, whether this was more catholic or more protestant/evangelical tradition.  That opened up new possibilities of entering into what was going on between (say) Jeremiah and God and of escaping from the interpretations of the Christian tradition that had overlaid God’s word, especially in the Old Testament.  

It also took further a Reformation principle, for the Reformation was, among other things, an argument about the interpretation of scripture.  It was not the case that the church ignored scripture.  Rather, the Reformers thought the church misinterpreted it, treating it as if it had a wax nose that could be twisted to any shape you wanted (so Luther).  They affirmed it must be read in accordance with its intrinsic meaning.  The Reformation thus brought into focus the problem of conflicts of interpretation – what happens when people disagree on the meaning of texts, as Catholics, Protestants, and Anabaptists did?  

3 Post-modern

“Post-modern” is of course a notoriously polyvalent term.  I am not here concerned with the broader post-modernity of which “deconstruction” is a “virtual synonym”
 but with post-modern attitudes to the areas already outlined.  Post-modern attitudes are formulated in reaction to modern ones.  They start from the difficulties of modern attitudes even as modern attitudes had started from the difficulties of pre-modern ones.  They remain aware of the difficulties of pre-modern views, so they do not imply a reversion to pre-modern ones as if those were right all along and what we need to do is forget the aberration that comprises modernity.  Post-modern study starts from the fact that liberal modern study cannot find any alternative answers to the questions that emerge from pre-modernity, only more and more questions, and that evangelical modern study cannot find any more evidence for its convictions but can only reassure you that traditional views are as good as any other.  Post-modern study seeks to combine pre-modernity and modernity in a new way.  It recognizes that one of the traditions of which we now need to be critical is the tradition of the academy, which is part of modernity.  My seminary has long been committed to “believing criticism.”  One can now see this as involving the attempt to be pre-modern and modern at the same time, which is easier now that post-modernity has dawned.  The “believing” part implies the pre-modern conviction that the whole of the Bible is true, the whole of it is given by God, and the whole of it makes demands on us.  The “criticism” part implies recognition that the church’s interpretation of scripture and the academy’s interpretation of scripture is fallible and that we should never assume that what we have been told about the Bible by the church or by scholars is right.  We are critical about what anyone says the Bible says

(a) Text.  In the third millennium the aim of textual criticism neither need nor can be the establishing of the original text of the scriptures.   

The discovery of the Qumran scrolls had paradoxically conflicting implications for textual criticism.  It reinforced the conviction that nothing too disastrous had happened to the text of the Masoretic tradition in the thousand years between the copying of the scrolls and the production of the great Masoretic codices around 1000 AD.  In 1945 our oldest complete Hebrew texts were only a thousand years old and were thus nearer to us in age than to anyone who lived in Old Testament times.  In 1950 we had substantial texts of Isaiah and other books that were two thousand years old and were thus nearer to their authors’ age than to us, and these texts are substantially the same as the Masoretic texts.  But the many small differences between (e.g.) 1QIsa and 1QIsb also reinforced the suspicion that since pre-Christian times there have been several textual traditions.  We have no basis for guessing whether any of them is closer to the original text.

Indeed, it has become unclear what we mean by the original text of an Old Testament book.  Textual history collapses into redactional history.  So what do we mean by the original text of Isaiah?  More pressingly, what do we mean by the original text of Jeremiah, given the possibility that the shorter LXX text is older than the longer MT text?  Should we see the authoritative form of the text as the canonical one (virtually a tautology, that)?
  If Roger Beckwith is right and we define the canonical scriptures as the works deposited in the temple,
 is that the text that textual criticism seeks to establish?  But how would we know what that text was?  It would be nice if the temple scrolls were the ones taken up in the Masoretic tradition, but is there any evidence that this was so?  And in trying to identify such a single tradition, are we imposing categories on the process?  Further, we are ignoring that implication in the New Testament that there is no need to reckon that the Old Testament’s authority requires there to be only one text form.

A post-modern attitude to textual criticism will be quite at home with pluralism, as we are at home with a plurality of translations.  The implication of the New Testament’s attitude is that the Holy Spirit could be involved in the process whereby different texts of the scriptures developed, as the Holy Spirit was involved in generating the first versions of stories, psalms, sayings, and oracles, and then in the redactional process whereby they were collected, supplemented, and updated.  We have no basis for determining what is the one text of the Old Testament, nor any need to do so.  We can treat both MT Jeremiah and LXX Jeremiah as inspired and look for edification in each.  Instead of being either-or people, we can be both-and people.
  

This does not imply accepting all textual variants as equally valid, as we do not accept all prophecy as equally valid.  The question is, Where may we see the Holy Spirit’s work in the development of the text?  That may lie in deliberate reworking or in misunderstandings and mistakes that generate edifying readings.  Alongside a pre-modern openness to seeing divine involvement in textual development we will maintain a modern spirit that asks questions about the nature of this development.  Textual criticism thus remains a critical task, one that involves spiritual discernment.  Its critical principles include (e.g.) what is oldest and what makes sense to the modern critical scholar, but also (e.g.) Augustine’s interpretive criterion, what encourages love? 

Here are examples.  In Psalm 1:5, MT declares that the faithless will not stand in the judgment when the “company of the true” assembles.  It apparently refers to an event in the present life of the community.  But in LXX people will not rise again at the judgment, so that LXX refers the psalm to the final judgment.  Psalm 5:8 MT prays, “Direct your way before me,” be purposeful and focused in your action, while in some LXX mss it prays, “direct my way before you.  Psalm 7:11 MT declares that God is always expressing indignation, which is good news because it means God consistently acts against oppressors, while LXX declares that God is not always expressing anger, which is good news because it means God is merciful to us.  In each case the LXX says something edifying and encouraging or appropriately challenging within the readers’ framework.  One can see the Holy Spirit’s work in that.  On the other hand, precisely in doing that, in each case it conforms the text to its readers’ expectations.  It makes it say something they would be less likely to find surprising.  This does not sound like the work of the Holy Spirit, because being surprising is one of the Spirit’s characteristics.  We do not need the Holy Spirit to say things we would have thought of anyway.  Post-modern textual criticism is simultaneously affirming and questioning.

(b) Origin.  Modern study was predicated on the assumption that we could discover when books were written.  We now have to face the fact that there are virtually no assured results of modern criticism.  We know very little about the dating of most Old Testament books.  Opinions differ, and presuppositions and fashion are very influential on what scholars think.  Scholarly writing makes much use of statements such as “it seems likely,” implying “there is no hard evidence for this,” and statements such as “most scholars think,” implying “this is a view that will soon be out-dated.”  Current interest in interpreting the Old Testament against its sociological background only relocates the problem, because we have no more basis for knowledge about the sociological than about the historical.  And it is almost laughable that scholarship should be currently so keen on interpreting the Old Testament against the historical and social background of the Persian period, when we know very little of either and there is no more evidence for dating the books against this background than there was against the alleged “Solomonic enlightenment.”

I say “virtually no assured results” because I must not exaggerate the point.  In particular, there is a difference between the Prophets and the other books.  It is an assured result of modern criticism that Isaiah 40—55 needs interpreting against the background of the late sixth century as well as that Daniel’s visions need interpreting against the background of the second century, and I still enjoy inviting students to read Genesis 1 against the background of the exile.  But we do not know when most of the Old Testament was written, and we never will know.  Another recurrent word in scholarly writing is “yet,” as in “we are not yet clear,” “scholars are not yet sure.”  This gives the impression that Old Testament research is like medical research and that one day we will know the answers to questions that currently puzzle us.  There are grounds for this confidence in medical research; this process has happened in the past.  There are virtually no such grounds in Old Testament research.  None of the major problems that people discussed in the nineteenth century has been solved.

This does not mean readers can revert to pre-modern views, because the data that led to the modern theories are still there.  We can know that Moses did not write the Torah and that there are several collections of teaching and compilations of stories brought together there that represent ways God guided the people over the centuries.  But we can have no theory about the nature of this process to replace the pre-modern one that Moses wrote it, or the modern Wellhausenian consensus.  And so we cannot build Old Testament interpretation on convictions about date and authorship.  We do not get anywhere by trying to understand Job, Jonah, or Ruth against their historical context or in light of their author’s intentions, except insofar as talk of the author’s intentions is another way of talking about the actual content of the books (what the author intended was to say what the book says).  And apparently the same is true about (e.g.) the Pentateuch.  The communities that generated and preserved the scriptures declined to incorporate the kind of data that would help us fix them historically.  Modernity thought we needed this, but God does not seem to have agreed.  

So post-modern study concludes that in general the question about authorship and dating must be the wrong question.  In the post-modern era we simply (?) read the books, without knowing who wrote them or when.  We thus focus on what can be known from the text rather than on questions that run into the sand.   

But with modernity, we do not take for granted that we know what the text says and that it says what we have been told it says.  In this sense we approach it critically.  We seek to read it with open eyes; we do not revert to what tradition says it says.  This aspect of criticism is at least as important as it ever was.  We use whatever keys seem to unlock aspects of the text, trying different ones until one opens the lock without forcing it.  

(c) Reference.  In the aftermath of the Enlightenment, “history” and “story” with their common etymology came apart.  “History” came to refer to the facts, the events that (might) lie behind a narrative.  “Story” came to refer to the narrative, with the implication that it had little value except insofar as it spoke of events that did happen.  It was history that now came to count, so that Thucydides and Exodus were valued only for the factual material they contained.  Liberals and evangelicals agreed that if Exodus is not factual, its authenticity or value disappears.  

Modern historical study has presupposed that we are in a better position to determine where the facts lie than the authors of the narratives were, as well as having the motivation to do that, but this other aspect of a historical approach to the Old Testament also produces disappointing results.  It would be nice to think that current skepticism about Israelite history issued from end-of-millennium malaise and/or post-modern convictions
 and that in a decade or two things will have settled down.  But more likely Old Testament study went through a loss of (false) innocence at the end of the second millennium.  In seeking to discover the events that lie behind the story, we are again asking questions the text will not answer.  If end-of-millennium malaise allowed this fact to emerge, now it has emerged, it cannot be evaded.  This is not just a temporary problem.  The twentieth century consensus was always just a consensus.  Once the boy has commented that the emperor has no clothes, the clothes can never be restored.  We cannot abandon the idea that the Old Testament story needs to be basically historical.  But we have to trust God that it has the historical value it needs to have, on the basis (for instance) that Jesus would hardly have relied on this book as he did if it did not have the historical value it needed to have, and would hardly have therefore encouraged us to base our thinking and lives on it.  But we cannot prove that this is so by using critical methods.

Ziony Zevit defines history as “a true story about the past” of the kind that a law court seeks to establish, concerned with facts.
  The definition fits the history Zevit seeks to write.  But for the Old Testament “histories,” Jan Huizinga’s definition is more illuminating: “History is the intellectual form in which a civilization renders account to itself of its past.”
  Such an account of the past needs to have some relationship with historical events, but a civilization’s “past” includes more than the events in which it has been involved, and “giving account of the past” has naturally included – indeed focused on – the passing on of its traditions in general, which have varied relationships to actual events.  Like Western dramatists and scriptwriters, even when telling the story of a historical person ancient “historians” were at home including material of a “fictional” kind – both traditional material (“legends”) and material newly created by the author.  Genesis 1 is not the last piece of true imaginative fiction in the Bible.  The inclusion of such imaginative fictions fits with the nature of history-writing in the ancient world.  God’s inspiring the biblical historians did not make them write as if they were modern historians but write as really good ancient historians.

There is then a paradox here.  Moderns and post-moderns are quite happy with the interweaving of fact and fiction in Shakespeare and in movies, and as theatergoers we are not so different from pre-modern readers.  Conversely, perhaps pre-modern reading of scripture was not so different from our own.  Some readers would assume that narratives indeed related what actually happened, like viewers assuming that soap opera characters are real people.  Other readers would know that there was probably some difference between the narrative and the actual events and might sometimes be able to guess where it lay, but would mostly focus on the narrative, like a theatergoer watching a Shakespeare play or a film based on facts.  It was the context of modernity that made Gerhard von Rad describe the substantial divergence between the Old Testament narrative and the actual course of Israel’s history as a grievous burden.
  In a post-modern context, that seems an understandable but extreme view.  The considerations about the nature of history-writing I have just pointed to do not eliminate the burden but they do reduce it so that it becomes bearable.  

There are disadvantages to our uncertainty about the precise historical value of the Old Testament, but it also brings such significant advantages that I might be prepared to see it as a result of divine providence rather than divine oversight.  If we cannot establish what events lie behind the Old Testament, that pushes us to focus more on the text.  Adopting modernity’s understanding of history as the privileged lens through which to view the Old Testament has skewed the perceptions of both liberal and evangelical study.  Even if we could establish exactly what actually happened in these events, and even if these were identical with the text itself, the proper subject of Old Testament study would still be the Old Testament, not the history.  It would still be the text with its selectivity and arrangement.  The narrative gives us the truth and not merely the facts.  

In the pre-modern era the church believed it lived its life in the context of God’s story with Israel, and in the modern era scholarship invited readers to be critical of the tradition of interpretation that they had received.  Evangelical tradition says it is really important that the events of Old Testament history happened but that they are then of no further relevance to our thinking or life today.  What matters is that God is involved in my personal life.  Modern interpretation supported this view by seeing biblical narrative as history, with the high boredom potential of that designation.  Post-modern interpretation assumes that biblical narrative is story and that we need to enter into it as story, into the lives of the characters and the unfolding of the scene, and find our own place there.  It invites the church to be self-critical about its assumption that we evaluate the relevance of the Old Testament story by our story and to start living by the Old Testament story.

(d) Exegesis.  Pre-modernity and modernity make two quite different assumptions about the way a text comes to speak to people.  It was not quite that one was intuitive, the other rational; both involved the intuitive and the rational.  Pre-modernity assumed that the royal road to good interpretation was the assumption that the text spoke to our current concerns.  It then found that it did so, though it was limited to seeing what spoke to its existent concerns and its nature did not allow for these to be broadened out so that they matched the text’s concerns.  Modernity assumed that the royal road to good interpretation was the setting aside of our concerns in order to focus on the text’s, but there were problems with its practice.  To begin with, it did not work, as countless dull biblical commentaries by both liberal and evangelical writers testify.  And one reason was that modernity did not live by its own principles.  The text was concerned to feed a community’s self-understanding by reminding it of God’s involvement with it, but modernity was preoccupied with questions about history that it naively treated as if they were also the text’s preoccupation.  It never reached the text’s agenda.  

Perhaps it is partly as a consequence that pre-modern interpretation persists and is still the dominant form of interpretation in the church, which is virtually unscathed by critical interpretation.  This appears in the use of scripture in lectionaries and in the proof text approach to scripture in ecumenical documents.  It appears in the use of the Bible in preaching and in people’s spiritual reading.  Worse, God uses scripture that way.  As an ordinand I went through a period of spiritual uncertainty – not over whether the Christian faith was true but over whether it applied to me.  I was no longer sure whether I belonged to the elect (they were Reformed days).  What brought me reassurance was the impact of the reading of Deuteronomy 17 in chapel one day, in particular the phrase relating to the Israelites’ having come out of Egypt: “You shall not return that way again.”  That came to me as a promise that God had taken hold of me and would not let me go.  The irony is that in context it is a challenge not a promise.  God used the text unhistorically, atomistically, and directly.  God had no need to do that and could have given me this reassurance via the intrinsic meaning of some other passage of scripture.  God’s using scripture that way implies that when texts become part of scripture as a whole they become semi-independent of the historical and literary specificity of their origin.  They are open to being read as part of this larger whole and having a meaning that derives from that larger whole.  They have a new level of literal meaning.  And they speak to people without going via an analytic process.

Modernity’s understandable mistake was to attempt to sideline this form of interpretation in order to promote its own.  But sidelining simply drove it underground (and not very far underground).  Paradoxically, if we want the positive aspects to modern interpretation to have an impact on regular Christian interpretation, we need also to work with pre-modern interpretation and not against it.  The prospect and the challenge of post-modern interpretation are to bring together the strengths of pre-modern and modern in such a way as to sidestep the limitations of each.  We are the victims of a split between academic study and person-involving study.  Our post-modern context gives us the opportunity to put these two back together.

Post-modern interpretation will enthuse over the way the Holy Spirit inspires imaginative leaps in the use of scripture that give the words a significance that may have little to do with their meaning in their grammatical and historical context.  But it will not make that a default assumption about the nature of interpretation, for reasons that emerged in the context of the Reformation and the Enlightenment.  Such use of scripture can be a means of making affirmations that are actually unscriptural, and we need means of being able to argue about whether what someone says is indeed a word from the Lord.  If it does not correspond to the text’s original meaning, we need again to treat it as we would a purported prophecy – be open to the possibility that it came from the Spirit, but not assume that.  We also need to keep in mind that most prophecy is either false or trivial.  A bigger problem with “free” interpretation is that it often simply confirms us in what we already believe rather than allowing God to break through.  Studying scripture in a modern way is really important because we need to distance ourselves from scripture as we are familiar with it, in order to let it say what it has to say in its own terms.  Our present understanding is probably wrong at some points and we need delivering from our framework of interpretation.  We need to understand scripture historically.  But we also need to be open to leaps of inspired imagination.
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