Daniel: Who Is God, and Who Are We?

1 Daniel and Old Testament Theology 
In this paper I apply to Daniel two possibilities about the study of Old Testament theology.  The first is that one way to conceive of the subject of Old Testament theology – indeed of any kind of theology – is as answering the questions “Who is God?” and “Who are we?” (I presume that the study of Old Testament theology is now delivered from having to think in terms of there being only one way to indulge in this art: as experience teaches us, there is a variety of ways, all of which may be illuminating – though some more than others – depending in part on the context of the authors and readers of these works).  I came to express the matter thus through reading my late colleague James McClendon’s Systematic Theology.
  He does not quite put the point in the words I have used, but he is its inspiration.  Theology concerns who God is and the things God has done, is doing, and will do, and the way God does things and the kind of things God may do.  Theology also concerns who we human beings are, where we have come from and where we are going, the kind of things we have done and the way we do things and the kind of things we may or should do.  We customarily call much of the latter “ethics,” but one of McClendon’s Anabaptist (but Old Testament) points is that we treat doctrine and ethics as two separate things (as we often do) only at the cost of generating a malaise in both disciplines.

The second possibility is that Old Testament theology – indeed any kind of theology – should have narrative interpretation at its core.  Now I apologize for this observation, which is no longer a novel or interesting or fashionable one, but one whose time is over.  Story is yesterday’s fashion.  This is a conviction in Hollywood, at least; so I am told by another colleague, Robert Johnston, in his capacity as a Professor of Theology and Culture.  Hollywood is not sure what is to replace story, but it is clear that it will be something untrammeled by story’s linearity – perhaps it will be something with the postmodern serendipity of Psalms or Proverbs.  (Putting the matter thus makes me suggest a hypothesis as to why people have become so interested in the structure of the Psalter, which has seemed to me to involve more reading into it than reading out of it: it is because in the 1980s and 1990s everything had to be story-shaped, and that had to include the Psalter.)  Indeed, Psalms would be a good place to focus the study of Old Testament theology, insofar as the Psalter embodies the densest concentration of theological expression in the Bible (with perhaps the exception of Paul’s writings); and in Daniel the densest concentration of theological expression comes in the psalm-like prayer in chapter 9.
But even if narrative’s fifteen minutes of fame are past, it remains true that Daniel, and the Old Testament as a whole, is dominated by narrative, and theology needs to work with this aspect of their nature.
It may seem at best only half-justified to treat Daniel as narrative.  In form the book is half-vision as well as half-narrative.  Yet these are narrative visions, and in quite a strong sense.  They are visions of a series of events.  A time line, a chronological linearity, a temporal beginning, middle, and end, a plot and a climax, are integral to them.  Further, although these present themselves as visions of the future, in reality nearly all the events they describe had already happened at the time they were written.  The form of quasi-predictive vision is an important aspect of their rhetoric, but it is a means of addressing the audience in a particular way concerning a sequence of events that are past from the perspective of visionary and audience.  Their linear presentation uses the Hebrew and Aramaic imperfect tense (English future) but its deep structure uses the perfect (English past).  And in reference though not in form this actually makes them more like historical narratives than the stories in Daniel are.  The stories take narrative form and have often been assumed to relate events that actually happened, but they are largely divinely-inspired fiction or parable.  The visions take predictive form and have often been assumed to relate events that have not (yet) happened, but their predictive form is a divinely-inspired way of speaking of events that are on the whole much more factual than the events that the stories relate.
I did not learn about the importance of narrative from McClendon, though I did infer from him where may lie a key to working theologically with texts that Old Testament theology has largely ignored, such as Old Testament narratives that are not talking about the great primeval “acts of God” (1 Samuel would be an example).  The key is reflection on what as narratives they have to say concerning who God is, and also on who we are.
  Such reflection could take purely discursive form, like that of the standard Old Testament theologies.  In some cases it might be able to take the form of a further narrative, a retelling of the existent story.  This was Chronicles’ method, and the method of at least one of the theologians whose work we now have in the Torah (unless JEDP is wholly a figment of modernity’s scholarly imagination, though I doubt that).  
But in this connection I must relate a warning story, whose significance I have only come to realize in writing this paper.  As I was beginning to think about Old Testament theology and narrative a few years ago, I decided to try a theological retelling of the whole Old Testament story in the context of an Old Testament theology course, a retelling that did not confine itself to summarizing the story but drew attention to the theological insights that surfaced in it.  I wrote a page on Gen 1 – 11 and a page on Gen 12 – 50 and a page on Exodus and so on, down to the second-century crisis to which the visions in Daniel relate.  As I wrote it I felt uneasy; I was not sure it was working.  But I delivered the lecture, and it introduced a deafening silence such as does not usually follow my theological experiments.  After a moment or two a bright middle-aged student in the class, a man who had never been to university and would not even get a degree out of the seminary course, said, “That was just what I wanted you to tell me when I came to theological college, but it isn’t what I want now.”

What he meant was that I had given him a brief set of theological answers, but he had discovered in doing theology that questions were more interesting and more important than answers.  Now the Old Testament is capable of giving straightforward answers to theological and ethical questions, though when it does so we may not like them, either.  But in general the Old Testament story’s theological vision is more complex and more textured than my set of straightforward answers implied.  One aspect of the genius of narrative in particular is to raise questions and look at them from several angles, to do justice to their complexity and thereby give us genuine help in understanding God and in understanding what it means to be us.  Fictional narrative especially does that.  I presume this is one reason why God inspired fiction within the Bible, not least in the book of Daniel.  I had short-circuited narrative’s own nature and usefulness in giving my class such a univocal account of its implications.
So I might have hesitated to attempt a theological midrash on Daniel in this paper because I might have ended up with mere truisms and over-simplifications.
  The particular narrative form of Daniel raises another issue in this connection.  Daniel is unique in the Old Testament for being a series of individual stories (let alone visions) rather than a continuous narrative.  There is some linearity in them (and in the visions), though less than in many other sequences of Old Testament narrative of comparable length.  We would lose something if we read these stories and visions in a different order, but the loss would be small compared with the nonsense that would issue from reading the episodes in the story of Jacob or Joseph or Ruth or Esther in a different order.
These narratives bear closest comparison with the Abraham stories, which have in common with them that they build cumulatively but also that the bulk of them are arranged as a chiasm.
  In Daniel, chapters 2 and 7 form a pair, so do chapters 3 and 6, and so do chapters 4 and 5.  Such patterning does not exclude linearity but it does compromise it or argue against it.  Chiasms work in a way analogous to parallelism, with the “return” element in the chiasm going beyond the “outward” element in some way.  This is as important a way to look at aspects of the sequencing of the Daniel stories as is a reading of them as indications of linearity.  It is part of the dynamic of the chiasm that the vision in chapter 7 takes further that in chapter 2 and gives it more precision.  Chapter 8 is then a new start and chapters 10 – 12 parallel it in an analogous way, taking it further and giving it more precision.  Reading these visions in a different order would make a difference to the way the rhetoric works and thus to the way they affect the hearers, and thus it would make a profound difference, but it would not make a huge difference at the level of plot (except in the case of the dependence of chapter 5 on chapter 4) or at the level of the message the visions convey.
One theologically significant effect is that the book reaches no closure.  The work as a whole does not achieve resolution.  It does not “solve” the problem it sets itself, but rather explores it.  It thus contrasts with Job, which combines exploration of a problem from a number of angles with a marked linearity.  One could not read Job in a different order and leave the work unchanged.
In other words, Daniel is more a sitcom than a mini-series.  Californian public television broadcasts Britcoms on Saturday nights, but not in the order in which the series were made and originally shown.  This occasionally produces quaint results, but in general makes little difference.  In such works theme and characterization count for more than plot, beyond the plot-line of a single episode.  Keeping Up Appearances, for instance, resembles Daniel in working with the same underlying plot in every episode.  As Time Goes By’s reflections on experiences such as coming to terms with what you have missed, or old-age romance, or what to do with retirement, and its character studies, are affected little by the fact that we watch a visit to Los Angeles before the events that cause the visit.  
In the Torah, important elements in the message are conveyed by the sequencing of world origins – promise to Israel’s ancestors – deliverance from Egypt – sealing of covenant – rebellion and wandering in the wilderness – repreaching of covenant.  One could not broadcast that story in a different order without radically changing its message.  With Daniel or those sitcoms, one could do so.
A theological reflection on a sitcom would concentrate on recurrent themes and motifs more than on overarching plot, and would thus be itself both discursive and narrative, and that is what I will attempt on Daniel.

1 In Daniel, Who Is God? 
The background and the foreground of the stories and visions in Daniel is the political events of the Babylonian, Persian, and Greek periods in Palestine.  The Lord, the Most High, the King of Heaven (the name Yhwh appears only in chapter 9) has an ambivalent relationship to these events.  It is introduced by the book’s opening, which juxtaposes the statement that Nebuchadnezzar came to Jerusalem and besieged it with the statement that the Lord then gave Jerusalem to him.  We are not told that God sent Nebuchadnezzar or that Nebuchadnezzar was God’s servant.  God’s involvement in history is reactive rather than proactive.  In the same way, it is Daniel’s initiative to decide to refuse the food supplied by the king; God’s role is reactive in making that work out, and in giving the young men insight and skill in Babylonian learning.
Nebuchadnezzar’s subsequent dream likewise makes no claim that God brought to power the four reigns that his dream-statue pictures.  The statue simply appears (no one erects it), and the reigns simply happen.  At least it is true that we are given no comment on the origin of the second, third, and fourth reigns.  The fact that this is so regarding the fourth, the one that crushes and smashes, is especially striking.  This exemplifies a characteristic of the Bible as a whole in the way it speaks of trouble and evil in the world.  It is markedly reticent in offering any account of the origin of trouble and evil (Christians thus have to reinterpret passages such as the accounts of the fall of the kings of Babylon and Tyre in order to make them give such an account).  Its interest lies rather in what God and people do with trouble and evil in the world.
The first reign, Nebuchadnezzar’s own, was indeed brought into being by God: the God of heaven gave royal authority, sovereignty, power, and honour, gave power over the whole human and animal world, to king Nebuchadnezzar, the king of kings (2:37-38).  It is as if he represented humanity itself (cf Gen 1:28).  Retrospectively, it transpires that Nebuchadnezzar’s reduction of Jerusalem was indeed undertaken by one commissioned by God, in general if not in particular.  The last of the five reigns pictured in his dream would also be brought into being by God (2:44).  Daniel himself generalizes that might belongs to the God of heaven, who changes times and eras, and removes and establishes kings (2:20-21); that goes beyond what the dream implies or the interpretation states.
In chapter 3 the question of sovereignty arises in another form.  Nebuchadnezzar determines to execute Daniel’s three friends, with the comment “and who is the god who could rescue you from my power?”.  The three of course declare that their God is able to deliver them and will do so.  And this God does.  Or at least, someone does.  A figure appears with the young men when they are thrown in a furnace to be burnt.  It is not clear what this figure does, but he is somehow the means of the three men’s rescue (3:28).  More to the point, while Nebuchadnezzar’s initial impression is that the figure looks like a divine being, actually it is an aide sent by the Most High.  God delivers, but not by taking action in person; God delivers by sending someone else.
Chapter 4 represents Nebuchadnezzar’s own testimony, at least in its framework.  This testimony begins by affirming that God Most High does great signs and wonders and exercises a lasting royal sovereignty in the world, and closes by adding that “he does as he wishes with the forces of heaven and the inhabitants of earth” and that “his deeds are true and his ways just; those who walk in pride he can put down” (4:1-3, 31-34; I follow the English chapter divisions between chapters 3 and 4 and chapters 5 and 6, as these correspond better to intrinsic divisions in the material). The giving of this testimony seems to be the fulfillment of a heavenly intention “that people may come to acknowledge that the Most High rules over the kingship of human beings.  He can give it to anyone he wishes and set over it the most ordinary of human beings.” 
Nebuchadnezzar tells us that it was actually heavenly “watchers” who had determined that he should be humbled to achieve that end, and it is one of these watchers who announces this.  It could seem that the Most High in person is no more involved in decision-making or decision-announcing than in rescuing.  Yet Daniel’s own account of the matter is that “the decision of the Most High” has befallen the king (4:24).  Nebuchadnezzar is to be forced to acknowledge that the Most High rules, though he does have the option of taking action now and avoiding an imposed humiliation (4:27).  So God acts by humiliating people (at least rulers) to force them to acknowledge who rules; but God prefers to avoid acting like that and also acts by sending warnings of this intention so that people make this acknowledgment before an imposed humiliation.  If there is a case for including the Book of Daniel among the Prophets, it lies in the role Daniel adopts here in relationship to Nebuchadnezzar.
The story of Nebuchadnezzar’s “son” Belshazzar illustrates a further pattern in God’s way of acting.  It reaffirms the same convictions regarding God’s sovereignty in political history.  It makes quite explicit that “God Most High gave royal authority and glorious splendor to ... Nebuchadnezzar,” and faces the facts about such authority; it means the ability to kill people with impunity (5:18-19).  Now God sends a message that comprises an assessment of Belshazzar’s reign.  In interpreting this, Daniel offers no opportunity to take action to avoid it, of the kind that he gave Nebuchadnezzar.  But the story of Jonah might imply the conviction that even an announcement of irrevocable calamity is not necessarily God’s last word, especially when addressed to a great empire; it may even be intended to be self-frustrating.
Alongside a more and more emphatic assertion of God’s sovereignty in these stories is a more and more reticent description of God’s exercising that sovereignty and of God’s speaking.  In chapter 1 God is the subject of several of the narrator’s sentences: “the Lord gave Jehoiakim into [Nebuchadnezzar’s] power,” “God gave the head of staff favor and sympathy toward Daniel,” “God gave knowledge and discernment [to the four young men]”.  In chapter 2 the most direct statement about God’s activity is that a mystery is revealed from heaven (2:19), but this is set in the context of Daniel’s asking for compassion from the God of heaven beforehand and blessing the God of heaven afterwards.
In chapter 3 the most direct statement is a report by Nebuchadnezzar that he had seen someone who looked like a deity, but who on second thoughts he believes was one of God’s aides.  In chapter 4 the narrator initially hides behind Nebuchadnezzar even more resolutely.  We hear of God via the narrator via Nebuchadnezzar via a holy watcher.  Even when the narrator resumes the story in vv. 28-33, the voice from heaven that the narrator reports is a voice that speaks about God rather than the voice of God, as in chapter 2 Daniel claims to have received a revelation from God but the narrator expresses the matter more obliquely; as readers we are thus two stages away from God’s revelation.
Chapter 5 includes a yet more explicit declaration of God’s sovereignty, but how this sovereignty is working itself out is declared via a human messenger speaking about a human hand.  In chapter 6 we receive neither a direct description of what happens in the lion pit, nor an indirect one from the mouth of the pagan emperor as happened in chapter 3.  In other words, even the pagan emperor does not see this event; only Daniel does.  We are simply told that God sent an aide to shut the lions’ mouths; what this looked like we do not discover.  On the other hand, Darius’s statement about God is more systematic than any other we have been given (though not as long) in its affirmations about the being and sovereignty of Daniel’s God, about this God’s habit of delivering and performing signs and wonders in heaven and earth, and about the way this God has just now delivered Daniel.
With chapter 7 the genre changes but the dynamic continues.  Once again God plays a key role but actually appears for only a short while, and only within Daniel’s dream and in the interpreter’s words.  The focus lies on events, on the activity of kings and the experience of those they oppress.  Once again the earlier part of the “story” describes a scene (on earth?) unfolding on the basis of a dynamic that comes from within itself; there is no mention of God unless this lies behind the reference to four winds “of heaven” (7:2).  In the drama, God appears only at the end, and has similar characteristics to ones that have been affirmed before, especially longevity, sovereignty, and the control of many assistants (7:9-10).
Chapter 8 incorporates no explicit reference to God’s activity at all.  Chapter 9 constitutes a marked contrast in starting (almost) from a long-ago declaration of Yhwh’s intention, though again we thus stand at a marked distance from Yhwh’s speaking: we know of it via a narrator, then via Daniel, then via hundreds of years that have passed since its being spoken, then via Jeremiah.  That contrasts with the systematic nature of the description of God in Daniel’s prayer which follows, which constitutes by far the most comprehensive theological statement in the book in its affirmation of Yhwh’s greatness, faithfulness, rightness, compassion, speaking and acting in the life of the people, deliverance of the people from Egypt, and anger.  That in turn contrasts with the response to the prayer that follows, which makes promises that decline to refer directly to God.  It contrasts even more sharply with the final grand vision, which in its entirety parallels chapter 8 in making no explicit statements about God.
In another respect, the understanding of God’s sovereignty in the closing chapter parallels that in the opening chapter.  The initiative in history lies with human beings, but unwittingly they work within the constraint of what God will allow.  Daniel keeps declaring that events such as invasions and the fall of kings will happen “at the time appointed” (11:27, 29, 36); its setting of time limits (e.g. 12:11, 12) also has the effect of signaling that events are subject to constraint.  Daniel does not assume that events work out in accordance with a plan of God’s (it would need to be a strange plan), though this does not mean that they take place outside God’s sovereignty.  It does mean that God’s control of history is like the governor’s control of the prison during a riot.  While able to set limits to what the prisoners do, and to be sure of sitting them out, the governor does not intervene to stop them from moment to moment doing things that are wrong and dangerous both to other people and to themselves.  It is telling that the book’s final explicit statements about God in chapter 9 are what they are.  The book of Daniel is big on power, but power is a dangerous attribute even for a God, as Saul or Job might testify, and as many Middle- Eastern myths show.  The portrayal of God as having power as a chief characteristic is dangerous for human beings for another reason.  It makes them vulnerable to being not only the victims of God but the victims of those who claim to represent God.  The issue surfaces in the portrayal of God as Lord that dominates Christian piety, encouraged by the replacement of the personal name Yhwh by the epithet “Lord” which skews the biblical understanding of God in a more patriarchal direction.  Having focused on God’s power, Daniel 9 finally deconstructs what has preceded by emphasizing that Yhwh (the personal name comes here) is faithful and compassionate as well as sovereign.
The chapters manifest a parallel dynamic in their treatment of God’s capacity to reveal coming events to people.  Near the beginning Daniel makes a strong affirmation about this capacity (2:20-23), but the narrator simply describes the revelation in question as coming from somewhere and makes no comment on its place of origin.  Succeeding visions and stories attribute revelations about the future to earthly beings such as Daniel himself and to heavenly beings, not to God.  God is absent from the relationship and the revelation in chapter 10 as from the history in chapter 11.  It is in this way that the strengthening assertions of God’s sovereignty are made with strengthening indirectness: the stronger the statement of God’s sovereignty, the further away from us God is.  The book implies not the slightest doubt that God acts and speaks, but by the way it tells its story it recognizes the indirect way in which knowledge of God’s acts and words comes.  It comes to us via the worship of people who have heard God.  It comes via the testimony of people who have seen God act.  The narrator is in the same position as we are, implicitly trusting in the reports of other people and on their basis affirming the convictions they affirm.  It implies the awareness that “no-one has ever seen God at any time” – or that unlike Job we only hear of God by the hearing of the ear; our eye does not see (cf Job 42:5).  In Job, David Clines has noted that the narrator has a rather different theology from that which appears in God’s speeches, and suggests that as readers we must not let the former overwhelm the latter.
  In Daniel, narrator and speakers contrast in the opposite direction.  It is speakers such as Daniel and Darius who speak with an omniscience that the narrator does not claim.  Again we must neither let reservation overwhelm conviction, nor vice versa.

2 In Daniel, Who Are We?
Through the book of Daniel there appear two groups of people who might count as “we” in the sense that through them the book opens a window on what being human means or could mean.  They are a group of Gentiles and a group of Jews, a collection of Babylonian, Persian, and Greek leaders, ministers of state, advisers, theologians, and experts, and a parallel collection of Jewish leaders, nobles, theologians, and experts.  During the book people in both groups go through some tough experiences.  They are tested and made fools of and frightened and threatened with death – indeed, many of them die painful deaths.  They have much in common, and one of our tasks will be to discover how they are different.
In the modern age it has been suggested that there are three elemental human realities, money, sex, and power.  For that matter, it has been suggested that for men, at least, the three realities are sex, sex, and sex, but that is another story.  I do not know what to make of the inconspicuous place occupied by sex in Daniel and most other Old Testament books.  It is difficult to know whether the authors were making the same assumption as the modern age has done, that this is something one does not talk about in church even though it is indeed men’s central preoccupation, or whether they were less preoccupied by the matter than men in the modern age have been.  The other two topics, money and power, are also ones one does not talk about in church except when leaning on people to pay their share towards the pastor’s salary.
Of money, sex, and power, only the third is prominent in Daniel; it replaces the first two by two others.  Power is, indeed, the reality with which the book begins: Nebuchadnezzar uses his power to gain control of Jerusalem and goes on to exercise that power in several ways in relation to some of the Jews deported to Babylon.  They in turn determine to gain some control over their own lives, gain a position of power in Babylon, and keep it when Nebuchadnezzar and his whole empire has ceded power to another empire.
Alongside power in the opening story is a second motif that will run through the book, learning.  Nebuchadnezzar seeks to control the Jewish deportees by means of Babylonian learning, but they gain power because their resources of learning are actually better than Nebuchadnezzar’s.  Learning stands alongside power partly because in any society knowledge is power.  In the Western world learning (or at least the piece of paper that says you are learned) is a passport to employment.  The longing for Western and Western-style degrees suggests that elsewhere this is even more true.
In turn, in traditional societies religion is of central importance in people’s lives, and that alone means that it relates to the motif of power.  When he takes Jerusalem, Nebuchadnezzar makes sure he draws attention to his victory by bringing back to Babylon some of the symbols of Jerusalem’s religion.  Those in power have to relate to religion’s importance to to people.  In turn, if Daniel and his friends are to resist Nebuchadnezzar’s control of them, they will need to do that in the practice of their religion.  They do so by their concern to avoid the stain associated with the king’s food.
Chapter 1 will turn out to be a reliable introduction to Daniel because these three realities, power, learning, and religion, are motifs that run through the book as a whole.

On the basis of the first story in the book, I contemplated adding a fourth elemental motif, food.  It is a crucial topic for theological and ethical reflection in the modern world as it is a central topic in the Old Testament, though it does not feature in books on the Old Testament.
  There might be more than one explanation for the latter fact, but one is that we find it an uncomfortable topic.  Our neglect of it parallels a phenomenon noted by Virginia Stem Owens.
  Modern Bible translations use the word “fat” much less often than the KJV.  Food is another subject one does not talk about in church.  It is a subject Daniel speaks of from time to time.  In the stories food is a means of encouraging assimilation and shaping identity, Daniel’s abstinence contrasts with Belshazzar’s indulgence, a king’s calling is to ensure that those he protects are fed but when he fails to rule well he ends up eating like an animal.  In Daniel’s first vision animals devour, as a prelude to his last vision Daniel fasts, within that last vision eating from the royal table should be expected to imply a loyal relationship but fails to do so.
But food is a recurrent motif rather than a pervasive one.  Power, learning, and religion are the pervasive realities that characterize what it means to be “us”, to be human, in this book.  For Gentiles and for Jews, the theological and ethical question is, what is the place of these elemental realities in people’s lives?  How do they live with them?  How does the book suggest readers might look at them and what does it suggest they might do with them?  
We Gentile Leaders  
So the first story opens with the Babylonian king clearly in control, by God’s will, of the destiny of Jerusalem, of the effects from the Jerusalem temple, and of the Judean leadership and their way of thinking.
In the modern world people would look for a moral account of Nebuchadnezzar’s taking of Jerusalem.  He would need to claim to be engaged on a moral venture, like Britain carving out its empire in the nineteenth century, or European peoples carving out what became the USA, or the USA and Britain attacking Iraq in 1998-99.  Indeed this is not merely a modern instinct; aside from the claims of middle-eastern emperors themselves, Israel felt the need of such an apologia for carving out its home in Canaan, and Amos presupposed the same moral framework when critiquing the nations around.  Even a negative moral comment might then count as a moral account, like Isaiah’s description of the Assyrian king deciding to create an empire for his own self-aggrandizement.
Nebuchadnezzar’s attack on Jerusalem receives no such moral explanation or comment.  These things happen.  Perhaps readers are assumed to be familiar with the Deuteronomistic/prophetic rationale for Yhwh’s giving Jerusalem over to Nebuchadnezzar, which will be affirmed in due course in chapter 9, but it fits the emphases of the book as a whole that the event should be described simply in terms of “these things happen”.  God’s sovereignty operates in history, but not so as to work out a positive or ultimate purpose.  The rationales that Britain or America (or Israel?) offer are rationalizations.  It is power that decides what happens, and God lets it happen.  Kings arise out of the world like monsters arising out of the Mediterranean (7:2, 17) or like rams and goats appearing from nowhere in particular (8:3, 5).  So it seems for most of the book, though its closing vision offers another perspective that threatens to deconstruct all that has preceded.  It transpires that these earthly battles mirror (or are mirrored in?) heavenly battles (10:13, 20-21), which also receive no moral rationale.
To put it in the terms of Nebuchadnezzar’s dream (2:37), God gave Nebuchadnezzar royal authority, sovereignty, power, and honour (and in ch. 7 the monsters emerge from the sea when the four winds of the heavens stir it).  So Nebuchadnezzar is free to act with the irrational power of an absolute monarch, putting down whomever he wishes and elevating whomever he wishes, just like God.  The animals devour, crush, and trample (ch. 7). They charge about and do what they like to each other (ch. 8).  Kings vie for power and plot against each other, attack and invade, gather hordes and capture cities (ch. 11).  Yet the more the book unfolds, the more pointless does their power and their posturing become; it ever ends in their falling and disappearing.  The trouble is that people in power resemble Nebuchadnezzar, who forgot where his power came from (4:25) and forgot the way it was supposed to be exercised (4:26).  At least he could be driven to recognize this (4:34-35).
One problem about the exercise of power is thus its oppressiveness.  There are two other main problems about it, which relate to those other pervasive motifs.  One is the way power uses religion.  The book implicitly begins on this note, with the bringing of the artifacts from the Jerusalem temple to Babylon.  We are not told what to read into that, but it is hardly a gesture of reverence for the God of Judah or the faith of Judah.  Chapter 3 is more explicit on the relationship between religion and politics, though it is still allusive.  We do not know what Nebuchadnezzar’s image represented (whether the king himself or a god), but the reverence it required was that required by a god.  The powerful king who can easily be thrown into a panic by a dream is demanding on behalf of the state a quasi-religious prostration before the image that the state erects.
The story of Belshazzar in turn begins from those temple artifacts, which have become vessels for drinking at a decadent state banquet and vessels for honouring gods of gold and silver, bronze, iron, wood, and stone.  Darius’s story portrays the use of religion in a more cynical way, not by the king himself but by the staff who manipulate him into banning the kind of religious observance that is integral to Daniel’s faith.  The fourth of the monsters more overtly makes war on holy beings (7:21).  The “goat” removes the daily offering and takes control of the sacred place (8:11-12).  An anointed one (a high priest, I assume) will be cut off, sacrifice and offering will cease, and an abominating desolation will be set up (8:26-27; cf. 11:30-32).  Kings carry off divine images as spoils of war and change gods for cynical political reasons (11:8, 36-39).  A third problem is that the people who exercise power lack the wisdom to do so.  Once more the opening story introduces the theme.  The Babylonian state has the resource of an impressive body of learning into which Nebuchadnezzar intends to inculcate his less-privileged Judean junior colleagues.  They are quite open to this induction, but end up demonstrating that they gain much more insight from their God than they gain from the Babylonian educational system.  The point is taken further in the story of Nebuchadnezzar’s dream.  The vast resources of Babylonian learning cannot help the king understand this important revelation regarding his reign and the reigns that follow.  It requires a further revelation from Daniel’s God to convey this understanding.
The motif recurs in the story of the king’s further dream in chapter 4 and in the story of Belshazzar’s omen.  It reappears in another form in the story of Darius.  On the one hand, the state experts are implicated in the plot to remove Daniel from his position as supreme head of the administration.  On the other, Darius is too stupid to be able to see when he is being manipulated by them or to escape their manipulation.  Learning is either put to nefarious use, or it is no use.  It is then with some irony that Darius eventually replaces his decree about prayer with another.  His Mark II version is theologically more sound than his first, but in its way it is no more insightful; allegiance to Daniel’s God can surely no more be compelled than forbidden.
In Daniel’s own first vision the fourth monster has a mouth that makes great statements: it will try to change times set by decree, to defy the shape of history laid out by God (7:11, 20, 25), but its words contain no wisdom and cannot have any long-term effect.  A Greek king will be “expert at enigmas” (8:23), but it will do him no long-term good.  None of the kings’ determining and planning (e.g. 11:17, 25, 28) nor the plotting and deceitfulness that characterizes their politicking (11:21, 23, 26, 27) gets them anywhere over against God’s determining and planning and God’s faithfulness that ensures the (relative or eventual) security and vindication of Daniel’s own people (11:33-35, 12:1-3).
Power is all very well, the book suggests, but it makes people think they can behave like God; it thereby overwhelms religion.  Furthermore it fails unless it is accompanied by wisdom.  The book thus encourages readers to be rather gloomy about the world.  Yet the stories also offer an extraordinary account of people in responsibility coming to acknowledge where lie true power, true learning, and true religion.  This is the note on which each of the stories ends.  The stories (though not the visions) thus encourage readers to be more hopeful than they might have been regarding what earthly powers may be willing to recognize.  They are to be simultaneously more gloomy and more hopeful about the world.  They are to be more gloomy because it takes a miracle to get a worldly ruler to acknowledge God, but to be more hopeful because God does miracles.
Stanley Hauerwas emphasizes that the church’s task is not to identify with the world’s concerns and offer it resources to fulfill its priorities.  Its task is to offer a counter-model to the world that helps the world to understand itself and also to see other possibilities.
 The stories in Daniel encourage people to believe that this may sometimes work.  The visions encourage them not to be surprised when it does not. 
We Jewish Leaders  
Correlative to what it means to be a Gentile leader is what it means to be a Jewish leader.  It involves the same three motifs, but according to a different configuration; they appear as religion, learning, and power.
Daniel’s first act is to decline the royal provisions and wine in order to avoid the stain associated with them.  In chapter 2 he makes a parallel act of risky commitment in declaring that he will interpret the king’s dream; he then goes and bids his peers (somewhat tardily, we might think) to pray for a revelation regarding this mystery.  After receiving one, Daniel blesses the God of heaven for it, at some length and in verse.  Chapter 3 presupposes another act of commitment, a refusal to bow to the king’s statue, though having established that these young men are the kind to stick their necks out at the drop of a hat, the narrative strikingly takes this act for granted and only reports the consequences of their refusal.  Chapters 4 and 5 portray Daniel confronting successive kings in a way that might seem likely to imperil his head.  Chapter 6 pictures Darius’s staff knowing that they can only get Daniel into trouble by forbidding some aspect of his religious life; Daniel flagrantly continues to pray towards Jerusalem.
While chapters 7 and 8 then say nothing of the religious activity of Daniel or of the Jewish people, chapter 9 focuses on that matter.  It is dominated by Daniel’s prayer, and this prayer is one that focuses on an acknowledgment of the people’s religious failure over the centuries.  The grand final vision portrays Daniel mourning, humbling himself, and fasting for three weeks before he receives a revelation; the religious dynamics are very different from those in chapters 2, 7, and 8, though not so different from those in chapter 9 where the long prayer of vicarious contrition leads to the revelation.  The final vision contains what is usually taken to be the book’s most direct reference to the religious stance of the people for whom the visions are designed.  They are the people that acknowledges its God and offers firm resistance to Gentile pressure to apostasy; their leaders are the discerning ones who give themselves to enlightening the multitude and are prepared to pay the price before Gentile oppressors (11:32-35).
As regards their learning, the four men start off “discerning in all aspects of learning, knowledge, and insight”.  They are therefore qualified for admission to a Master’s in Babylonian Language and Literature, and they graduate 3summa cum laude1.  After Commencement the first class Daniel finds useful is one on “How to handle an angry king” from the course on prudential wisdom that he had taken back in Jerusalem and had brought to Babylon as transfer credit, but he had also taken an Intensive on Visions and Dreams, and it is the mantic side to wisdom whose expertise is consistently important through the book.  It enables Daniel to know and to interpret Nebuchadnezzar’s dreams and Belshazzar’s portent and then to receive significant dreams and visions himself.
We have noted that Daniel promises an interpretation of the king’s dream first and prays for it afterwards, and that in parallel with this, the story’s statement about the arrival of the revelation is put intriguingly in the passive, “the mystery was revealed to Daniel” (2:19), though Daniel himself then describes it as coming from God (2:23).  The men’s insight extends beyond the means of revelation to its content.  In most cases these revelations concern not merely the life of one king but a perspective on the broad history of the great empires that dominated the middle east for half a millennium.  While they reveal little about where these empires came from, they do claim to reveal where they are going.  (Daniel talks more about revelation than any other Old Testament book, but not in such a way as to impact Old Testament Theologies; its implicit understanding of matters such as history, election, and covenant that have also been central in discussion of Old Testament theology also looks different from ones that appear in the Theologies.)
Faithful religion and insightful revelation are not two separate features of the life of these men.  Old Testament wisdom from time to time expresses the conviction that reverence for Yhwh is the beginning of wisdom; this conviction is also implicit in Old Testament prophecy.  Daniel shares the same assumption.  Conversely, all would agree that true wisdom expresses itself in reverence for Yhwh.  The point might be put another way in noting the significance of speech in Daniel.  On the lips of Gentiles, speech is a means of expressing fear, anxiety, false confidence, threat, at-a-lossness, rage, and sentence (to consider only 1:1-2:13).  On the lips of Judeans it is the vehicle of wisdom and piety.
What of the Jewish leaders’ relationship to power?  Aware that knowledge is power, Daniel recognizes that the first gift will convey the second (2:23).  Daniel does not go on to articulate this to Nebuchadnezzar, but the king acts on the basis that it is true (2:48-49), and on the basis of his wisdom and his piety Daniel flourishes through the four reigns of Nebuchadnezzar, Belshazzar, Darius, and Cyrus.  The difference between Gentiles and Jews is that Gentiles begin triumphant but lose their power and prestige, while Jews are powerless at the beginning of the story but triumphant by the end.
As the book unfolds, however, Daniel’s power as an individual falls more into the background.  The question that becomes more prominent is the destiny of the power exercised by the empire itself.  Who inherits this power when the Gentile regimes are terminated?  Chapter 2 speaks of God setting up a regime to replace that of Nebuchadnezzar and his successors, but who exercises its power?  There is no answer to this question there, or in chapter 8, or chapter 9, or chapters 10-12.  
That last vision does offer another enigmatic formulation of the destiny of those who are wise and faithful (12:1-3).  These verses are among the few from Daniel that regularly receive mention in works on Old Testament theology.  That is surely not because they are in some way an intrinsic highpoint within the book itself, or certainly not simply because of that; nor is it simply because they are a highpoint in the development of the faith of Israel.  Indeed, they might rather be seen as the Old Testament’s one failure of nerve in its otherwise resolute emphasis on this life as the context in which God’s relationship with us is worked out.  The prominence of 12:1-3 in the study of Old Testament theology reflects the retrospective influence of Christian convictions on Old Testament theologians.  
Chapter 7 has an answer to the question about the destiny of power, but it is also a notoriously ambiguous one.  The chapter’s final formulation is that “the mighty kingly authority of the kingships under the whole heavens will have been given to a holy people on high” (7:27).  This and the earlier enigmatic formulations in the chapter make it impossible for us simply to identify this people with Daniel’s people, but neither can we see it as simply a heavenly people wholly distinct from Daniel’s people.  We do not know why the phraseology is enigmatic, but we can note some of the effects of this characteristic.  A promise that power will henceforth be exercised by Daniel’s people rather than by Gentile rulers would have a worrying aspect.
We can see this by looking outside Daniel to another story that at least anticipates it and may be a model for it.  Joseph was destined for power from the beginning of his life, and he exercises power in a way that manifests a spirit of compassion and forgiveness in relation to his family (eventually, at least).  Yet there is an ambiguity about his exercise of power.  He too shows that wisdom is power.  His supernatural knowledge about the years of plenty to be followed by the years of famine enables him to set up a system that puts the state in control of all the money, livestock, and land in Egypt, and makes its entire population state slaves.  In due course Joseph’s family will pay a terrible price for this.  The narrator tells this story with a straight face but the reader finds a grim irony in it.  When the wise get into power, this is no guarantee of the quality of their exercise of power.  The same irony emerges from the story of David, and from that of Solomon.
In Daniel Gentiles begin triumphant but lose their power and prestige, while Jews are powerless at the beginning of a story but triumphant at the end.  Is that the only difference?  The book is coy about the way Daniel exercised power, though some of its statements imply that Daniel’s recognition of God as the locus of all power deconstructs when he accepts the kind of homage he does (2:46).  They also imply an irony about his coming to wield the words of life and death like Nebuchadnezzar and implicitly to collude with the mass execution that follows God’s deliverance of him rather than being concerned to rescue other people from the king as he had been earlier.

The book is also silent about the possible implications of his people’s exercising power, and perhaps eloquently so.
  There is little evidence that Israelites or Christians make less oppressive rulers than Babylonians or Greeks. It is characteristic of the chosen people to take on the characteristics of the world.  The reapplication of Daniel’s picture of the fourth animal to post-Constantinian, Christian Rome or to the modern Christian democracies of Europe or America is entirely plausible.  The human-like figure becomes merely another animal.
Perhaps this is a significance of the fact that the book is also so coy about the identity of the recipients of the final sovereignty.  If chapter 7 implies any safeguard regarding the worry that human recipients of the new sovereignty will simply turn it into a fifth empire like the first four, it is the fact that the human-like figure comes from heaven, that the people is a holy people (“holy” being a metaphysical category, not a moral one).  Human entities that claim to represent God, such as churches, need to be especially aware of the moral and metaphysical ambiguity that continues to reside within us – we represent the sinful and the demonic as much as the righteous and the angelic.
Correlative to the extraordinary vision of people in responsibility coming to acknowledge where lie true power, true learning, and true religion, is thus the worrying question regarding the eventual destiny of the world’s power.  While encouraging readers to be more hopeful of what earthly powers may be willing to recognize, the book leaves open the question what happens to worldly power when it is taken away from worldly powers at the End.  While inviting people to be simultaneously more gloomy and more hopeful about the world, it also implicitly invites readers to face some gloomy facts about power exercised in God’s name.
The task of the people of God is to make risky acts of commitment in the course of avoiding stain and offering to find answers and refusing to bow to images and telling it straight to people in power and interpreting omens and being public about one’s religion even when it is forbidden.  We have noted that it is a feature of these stories that God appears late on the scene.  The earlier stages are full of human decision-making and of religious observance, but not of God’s speech.  In this respect they are different from Genesis or Job or the Prophets.  These four young men act each time without being told by God to do so.  Words from God and acts from God follow on such acts of commitment.  These believers force God’s hand.  They do not first wait to see what God is doing or wait to hear what God is saying, and only some of their acts can be seen as required by the very nature of their faith.  Most are examples of people believing that they see what the commitment of faith requires in their context, and making that commitment.,  
3 So Who Is God, and Who Are We?  
In which of the two groups are the readers to find themselves, and how do they relate to the characterization of the other group?  Historically, the implied readers of the stories and the visions are presumably ordinary Jewish people who identify with the young men in chapters 1-6 and the multitude in the final vision, though it is pure assumption on our part either that the material’s implicit audience is Jewish or that it is ordinary people as opposed to the leadership class to which the young men and the discerning ones of the final vision belong.  The stories and the visions could relate as directly to pagan people and specifically to their leaders.  They would address them in much the way Daniel himself addresses Nebuchadnezzar in chapter 4.  If they once belonged in a social context that made it clear that (for instance) they addressed ordinary Jewish people, they are now historically divorced from that social context.  In a sense this is inevitable; but further, they have been provided with no indications that this once was their social context and that this should be taken into account in reading them.  They thus seem to be different from (for instance) the poems in Isaiah 13-23 that are formally addressed to other nations but appear in the context of an introduction (1:1) implying that they substantially relate to Judah and Jerusalem.  Free of any social context or hermeneutical guideline of that kind, stories and visions open themselves to being read (with the complex message they then offer) either by little people or by leaders, either by people of Jewish race and others who identify with them in their faith or by Gentiles who exercise power over them in the world, or even by Jewish (or Christian) people who exercise power in the world and are thus in a position more like Nebuchadnezzar than like Daniel.
For the purposes of the present paper this is fortunate.  I write as one who sees some continuity between the Old Testament faith of this book and my own Christian faith, and like many Christian readers I thus instinctively try to read the book with its original Jewish audience.  On the other hand, I also write as one who resembles the Gentile leaders in the book, one who in various senses exercises power, who shares in control of an educational process, and who as a priest is in a position to exercise some religious control of people, and I imagine most readers of this volume about Daniel also have at least some parallel involvement with power and/or education and/or religion.  If Daniel were capable of addressing only an ordinary Jewish community, we would not be the people to attempt to interpret these texts.  If we pretended to read it only from the place of a Jewish community, our reading might become an ideological one.  We would not have faced the fact that the book’s portrait of people such as Nebuchadnezzar and Darius and Antiochus addresses us directly. 
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