Hermeneutics of the Poetic Books and Short Stories
The word “hermeneutics” is used with varying meanings.  This article treats it as a way of looking at the process involved in interpreting texts, the methods we use, and the approaches that can open up their understanding.  In doing exegesis we seek to understand a text in its original context, in accordance with its own agenda and priorities; we may then move from “exegesis” to “application.”  Talk in terms of “hermeneutics” recognizes that even our exegetical study is affected by who we are: by the questions that occupy us, by the culture we belong to, by the way our church has taught us, by our personal experience, by whether we are wealthy or poor, whether we are men or women, and so on.  Further, the process of understanding scripture is not linear (as the exegesis-application model implies).  There is an ongoing both-ways relationship between focusing on a passage’s meaning in its own right and focusing on its significance for us in light of questions that concern us.  This is as true of historical and critical study as it is of other approaches, because the concerns, aims, and methods of historical and critical study come from a particular culture, and historical-critical study discovers from the text what its methods allow.  All this need does not mean (or need not mean) that we find in texts only what we know already.  Our perspective and experience do make it possible for us actually to discover aspects of the texts’ intrinsic meaning.  The trick is to see how we can utilize the positive aspects of the way subjective factors enable us to see objective things in scripture, and to safeguard against its negative aspects, the way it limits and narrows our perspective or makes us misperceive things.  A significant means of making progress in that is looking at scripture through other people’s eyes, so as to perceive and broaden the narrowness of our own vision.
In their arrangement in the printed Hebrew-Aramaic Bible, the scriptures that Christians call the OT comprise “The Torah, the Prophets, and the Writings.”  The books covered by this paper are the first two-thirds of “The Writings”; they are followed there by Daniel, Ezra, Nehemiah, and Chronicles.  The Torah, the Former Prophets, and the Latter Prophets are all broadly coherent collections of books, and one can identify hermeneutical issues that apply to each of them as collections.  The Writings do not have a congruity of that kind, and little can be said about interpretation that applies to all of them.  But various approaches to interpretation may illumine different sub-groups within the Writings.

1. Historical Interpretation: The Writings as a Whole  

Scriptural interpretation in the context of modernity emphasized understanding scripture in light of its historical origin.  This illustrates the culture-relative nature of approaches to interpretation, since many of scriptural writings give little indication of their specific historical origin; indeed, they can sometimes seem deliberately to conceal it.  Thus the dating of most of the individual books will always be a matter of debate.  But compared with the Torah and the Prophets, in the Writings there are more specific references to the Second Temple period.  This links with their location at the end of the Hebrew-Aramaic Scriptures; they likely reached their final form as a collection later than the Torah and the Prophets.  They belong distinctively to postexilic times.
We may therefore ask how an understanding of the Second Temple period helps us understand their significance.  This involves a circular argument, as the books themselves are our major source for knowledge of the period, though the argument’s circularity does not make it wrong.

Ezra and Nehemiah indicate that life was hard for the Judean community in the Persian period, while Esther and Daniel suggest that the position of Judeans in Persia, too, could be tough.  While Persian control gave Judah more internal freedom than obtained under the Babylonians, it was a province of the Persian Empire, a little community experiencing economic difficulties, partly through the burden of imperial taxation.  It existed in uneasy relations or actual conflict with surrounding Persian provinces.  And it knew internal tensions related to its economic difficulties and to attitudes to those surrounding peoples.  Its experience thus fell far short of the glorious restoration of Israel that prophets had promised, and far short of the glorious events of centuries past related in Exodus, Joshua, and Second Samuel.
The Writings thus function as resources for a community living through tough times.  How is it to survive?  Continue to worship Yahweh, cast itself on Yahweh, own its sinfulness, and trust Yahweh (Psalms, Lamentations).  Reflect on its human experience of life, independently of the agenda or framework set by Yahweh’s activity in relation to Israel in events such as the exodus and the making of the covenant (Proverbs, Song of Songs).  Face the tricky theological questions raised by its experience and think boldly about them (Job, Ecclesiastes).  See Yahweh’s activity behind the scenes of its experience, protecting and using it, and neither be overwhelmed by the power of foreign peoples nor dismissive of them (Esther, Ruth).  Maintain confidence in Yahweh’s sovereignty in the political affairs of the empire and over the broad sweep of history (Daniel).  Keep telling its story with a recognition of what does get achieved (Ezra, Nehemiah).  Do not undervalue the privilege of being able to worship Yahweh in the temple built by David (Chronicles).  
The circumstances of post-Christian parts of the world parallel those of the Second Temple Judean community and thus give it a way in to understanding the Writings, and their varying invitations speak to its situation.  If the church in the USA continues to decline, it will share with them in the potential of this parallel.
2. Historical Interpretation: Individual Books 
Most of the Latter Prophets begin with an introduction offering hermeneutical clues about how to read them.  One clue is their reference to a particular human author and a particular historical context, the reign of certain kings.  Interpreting them against their specific historical context is then both possible and necessary.  Isaiah, Ezekiel, and Zechariah (for instance) would not have delivered the same message if they had lived in a different century.  But in the case of most of the Writings, we do not know their author or what century they belong to.  Interpreting them against their specific historical context is impossible and is therefore presumably (if one factors in God’s providence) unnecessary.  
English translations can give readers the impression that the Psalms begin in a similar way to the Latter Prophets, with the same pointer to understanding them against the background of their author and their author’s day, since the expression “psalm of David” looks analogous to the expression “vision of Isaiah.”  Actually it is not.  While “vision of Isaiah” is a construct phrase (the Hebrew equivalent of a genitive), the expression “of David” involves a preposition, le, and while it could mean “by David,” it could as easily mean “for David” or “belonging to David.”  Further, many psalm headings that include the phrase “psalm of David” also describe their psalm as “psalm of the choirmaster” or by means of another such term using the same prepositional construction.  This is obscured by English translations, which have phrases such as “for the choirmaster,” perhaps to avoid the problem caused by implying that the psalm had two or three authors.  Yet further, while “David” can denote David ben Jesse, the OT can also use the name “David” to refer to a subsequent Davidic king or a Davidic king to come in the future.  So one way or another, there is no strong reason to take the “David” heading as an indication of a psalm’s authorship and thus as an invitation to understand a psalm historically.  And this fits with the fact that many “David” psalms look later than the time of King David (for instance, speaking as if the temple already exists).  For Chronicles, the great significance of David is as the person who under Yahweh set up the arrangements for the temple’s building and worship.  The heading “of/for/to/belonging to David,” alongside headings such as “of/for/to/belonging to the choirmaster” might have similar significance.  It affirms that these prayers and praises belong to Israel’s proper, David-authorized, divinely-authorized worship.  The hermeneutical clue the heading offers is that readers can and should take these psalms as a guide to proper praise and prayer.  (We will come back to the headings that refer to specific incidents in David’s life.)
The actual contents of the Psalms also suggest that their date and origin is without hermeneutical significance.  While they often refer to circumstances that suggest particular events in someone’s life, such as a defeat, an invasion, a wedding, or an exile from Jerusalem, they never contain concrete information to enable readers to identify which defeat, invasion, wedding, or exile.  Actually, omitting such information makes it easier to use them; they do not give the impression of being limited in significance to one particular occasion.  
Something similar is true about the Wisdom books.  Job is simply anonymous, like narrative works such as Ruth and Esther.  As with psalms, the perennial nature of its subject makes its date and authorship of little significance for its interpretation.  It has been seen as the oldest book in the OT, and also as one of the most recent.  This question affects understanding of the history of Israelite theology and religion; it makes no difference to the book’s own meaning.  
In some contrast, Proverbs is described as “the proverbs of Solomon,” using the genitive, though later chapter 30 begins “the words of Agur” and chapter 31 “the words of Lemuel.”  Ecclesiastes is “the words of Qohelet, the son of David, king in Jerusalem,” which both suggests associating its content with Solomon, and also points away from this association by not using the actual name (qōhelet might be a pseudonym or a description of a role).  The Song of Songs uses the same preposition as the Psalms in describing itself as “of/for/by/to Solomon.”  
Sayings such as dominate Proverbs are usually compositions passed down in tradition; they do not exactly have “authors.”  But in middle-eastern nations such as Egypt, the king is responsible for encouraging and propagating learning and education and stands as an embodiment of wisdom.  In Israel Solomon occupies that position, and his relationship with these three books is analogous to David’s relationship with the “Davidic” psalms.  They are Solomonic in the sense that they count as true wisdom.  Like the Psalms, they have canonical authority.
In the context of modernity, interpreters emphasized a historical approach to understanding Ruth.  While its story is set in the judges period, its last paragraph makes clear that it was written at least as late as David’s day, and its location in the Writings suggests it comes from the postexilic period.  That context highlights its emphasis on Ruth’s Moabite identity and on its relating how a Moabite comes to be part of David’s ancestry; it suggests a different attitude to marriage with people such as Moabites from the one implied by Ezra 9 (see “Canonical Interpretation” below).   But while a historical approach thus illumines one aspect of Ruth, it takes attention away from many aspects.  The story of Naomi and of Ruth and Naomi’s relationship, for instance, becomes insignificant.  Historical interpretation both enlightens and obscures.  
Among “Wisdom, Poetry, and Writings,” Lamentations is the book most amenable to historical interpretation, though even here the appropriateness of that approach has been questioned.  The Septuagint provides Lamentations with a preface attributing it to Jeremiah in the aftermath of Jerusalem’s fall in 587, and its consequent location after Jeremiah in the Christian Bible encourages the assumption that this is the context for understanding it.  With hindsight one should not be surprised that this consensus assumption has been questioned in our current period in which every assumption is open to question, though there was a long time lag between scholarly abandonment of the idea of Jeremianic authorship and scholarly questioning of the dating.  But Lamentations parallels the Psalms in containing no concrete indications of date and authorship.  Historical criticism has stuck with the tradition of a date soon after 587 because that is the last fall of Jerusalem we know of in OT times.  This at least gives us a context against which to imagine the book, and a historical approach thus contributes to its interpretation.  But the book’s lack of concrete historical reference makes it likely that this is not the only key to it.
3. Sociological Interpretation

Sociological interpretation of Scripture takes various forms, some closely related to historical interpretation.  It may ask about the social location of the authors and readers of the books, even if we cannot identify their identity or historical setting, and of the way the books’ content reflects the position of authors and readers in the society, and their interests.  The material within Proverbs, for instance, may reflect the social contexts of the family (in many of the sayings), of the royal court (in other sayings), and of the theological school (in the expositions of the significance of Wisdom).  But no doubt the social background of the actual book of Proverbs (like that of any biblical book, and of most books in most contexts) will be that of educated, literary, urban, professional, and well-to-do people.  This may illumine aspects of its content, such as its attacks on laziness.  Ecclesiastes is usually reckoned to have the same background, though its author then expresses disillusion with everything that educated, literary, urban, professional, powerful, well-to-do people have or value.  Sociological approaches such as these suffer from the same difficulty as historical approaches; they have to connect a small number of dots, on the basis of theories that come from outside the text, and they thus produce conflicting results (see Houston on sociological approaches to Proverbs, and Sneed on sociological approaches to Ecclesiastes).

This difficulty becomes clearer when we reconsider the process whereby Hermann Gunkel introduced sociological interpretation into the study of Wisdom, Poetry, and Writings.  He sought to redirect study of the Psalms from questions about their individual nature and their individual historical background to questions about their recurrent forms of speech and about the social context (Sitz im Leben) in which these belonged.  This was a potentially fruitful approach, but Gunkel was prevented from realizing more of the potential of a sociological approach by assumptions about the nature of temple worship and about spirituality that he brought to his sociological study.  Even the strong internal evidence within the Psalms of their intrinsic link with corporate worship did not deflect him from denying that this was their true social context.  Sociological approaches to the books have a hard time attending to the content of the books themselves rather than simply reading sociological theories into them.  In theory, sociological interpretation should illumine the text; in practice, we would be unwise to rely too much on its alleged results.  It may illumine the interpreters more than the texts they interpret.
Asking about the social function of psalms of praise is more illuminating.  In Christian worship, declaring that Jesus is Lord creates a world before us.  The world and the church do not make it look as if Jesus is Lord; world and church do not live in light of this fact.  Yet we know that Jesus is Lord, and proclaiming this reality builds up our capacity to keep believing it even though empirical evidence imperils this conviction, and also builds up our capacity to live on the basis of the statement’s truth.  Analogously, psalms of praise function to create a world (Brueggemann).  Israel knows that Yahweh is the great God and the great King, but the facts of life in Israel often make it look as if Marduk is the great god and Nebuchadnezzar is the great king.  In singing the psalms, then, Israel affirms that the real world is the one in which Yahweh reigns, and builds up its capacity to live in light of that fact.
4. Liturgical Interpretation

Sociological interpretation thus links with liturgical interpretation.  

Why do the Writings, this miscellaneous collection of books, come together at the end of the Hebrew-Aramaic Bible?   There may be a connection with their relationship to worship, which may even explain the puzzling title “The Writings” (this expression, hakketubim, could as easily be translated “the Scriptures,” but the Torah and the Prophets are also part of “The Writings/Scriptures” in this sense).  In synagogue worship, the weekly Scripture readings come from the Torah and the Prophets.  Some of the Writings are used in other ways in worship, but not to provide the regular weekly readings.  The Torah and the Prophets are read; the Writings are Scriptures that are written but not read, in this sense (Barton).

The Five Scrolls belong together in connection with worship because they came to be used (at least in Ashkenazi communities) at five annual occasions, Passover (Song of Songs), Pentecost (Ruth), the Ninth of Av, in July/August (Lamentations), Sukkot (Ecclesiastes), and Purim (Esther).  The nature of the link with these occasions varies.  The Song of Songs’ association with Passover presupposes the Song’s interpretation as an allegory of the story of Yahweh’s dealings with Israel over the centuries, beginning at the exodus.  Ruth’s association with Pentecost corresponds to the barley harvest setting of key scenes in the story.  Lamentations’ association with the Ninth of Av is more intrinsic to the book’s nature, as this fast day commemorates the fall of Jerusalem and the destruction of the temple in 587 B.C. and in A.D. 70.  The link between Ecclesiastes and Sukkot is perhaps that Sukkot is traditionally “the season of our joy” and Ecclesiastes points to false and true places to locate joy.  Purim’s association with Esther is also intrinsic to the book, which almost ends with Esther establishing this festival to celebrate the deliverance the story tells.  A liturgical approach to the Five Scrolls thus illumines aspects of some of them
The psalm headings also reflect liturgical realities and point to a liturgical interpretation of the Psalter.  Paradoxically, the very fact that many of these headings are now unintelligible reflects their liturgical significance; they are the psalmic equivalents to “common meter” or “capo on second fret.”  For a half-century following on the work of Sigmund Mowinckel, who himself took forward Gunkel’s work, much scholarship assumed that the psalms’ use in worship was the key to interpreting them, but in the late twentieth century this assumption lost traction.  Erhard S. Gerstenberger attempted to move the focus of interest from the worship of the temple to that of local communities in Judah or in the dispersion, but this also involves much reading into the texts.  While the general notion that the psalms were used in Israelite worship is secure enough and significant for their interpretation, attempts to give more precision to the way they were used founder on the fact that neither their content nor their headings are specific enough in indicating the way they were used, and this focus has drawn attention away from the psalms themselves.
5. Devotional Interpretation

There is an exception to the rule that the headings of the Psalms do not have specific hermeneutical significance.  A number of these headings link psalms with specific incidents in David’s life.  Psalm 51, as well as being “of/for/to the choirmaster” is “of/to/for David”; this heading then adds, “when Nathan the prophet came to him as he had come to Bathsheba.”  Comparing these long headings with the content of their psalms reveals two features.  There is a general fit between heading and psalm, and often concrete points of connection with the story the heading refers to; it would be appropriate for David to cast himself on Yahweh’s mercy in the way the psalm expresses it, and appropriate for him to plead that Yahweh’s holy spirit not be taken away from him.  Yet other specific features stand in tension with its use by David at this point.  David could hardly say that he had sinned “only” against Yahweh, and it is odd for him to look for the building up of Jerusalem’s walls, with the implication that they have been knocked down.  

Brevard Childs (1971) has suggested a plausible understanding of the combination of correspondence and contrast between these long headings and their psalms.  In effect, he suggests, they resemble the collocation of passages in a lectionary, which invites congregations to read several passages in relation to one another.  The implication is not that these passages were written together or that they exactly correspond but that there is sufficient overlap between them to make it fruitful to bring them into mutual association.  The analogy suggests that people who use the psalm or who read the relevant David story bring psalm and story together so as to find some indication of the way a person in David’s position might pray or some indication of the circumstances in which one might pray this psalm.  
These headings’ presupposition may then be that David has now become not only the patron of temple worship but a model for spirituality, as Christians have in fact regularly taken him.  People read David’s story to gain enlightenment on their personal walk with God.  The psalms then help them relate David’s story to themselves.

Something similar is true about the role of the unnamed Solomon in Ecclesiastes.  The book emphasizes the way the things human beings use to bring them fulfillment and happiness cannot actually deliver.  Solomon offers a model test case for this thesis, since he was in a position to realize the goals many people set for themselves.  As king he was able to study all the learning that was available, to indulge himself in pleasure to excess, to bring to completion great achievements in building and creativity, to accumulate great wealth, and to build up a harem.  But none of it led anywhere; all of it seemed empty.  He could thus testify to that fact for ordinary people who think that these things would give meaning to their lives.  So Solomon becomes instructive for ordinary people’s spirituality. 

The implication of the way the Psalms and Wisdom books work is that people who bring to the books their own questions about their lives and their relationship with God will discover aspects of the texts’ own meaning.  On the other hand, like other approaches to interpretation, this has limitations, and it is particularly inclined to narrow down what readers see in stories such as Ruth and Esther, which are about much more than individuals and their lives.
6. Canonical Interpretation: Individual Books  
As well as drawing attention to their human authorship and their historical origin, the prophetic books describe themselves by means of expressions such as “the word of Yahweh.”   As well as being of human and historical origin, they are of divine origin.  
The Writings do not take this form but present themselves as human words.  The Christian description of the entire scriptures as “the Word of God” implies that actually they are divine words just as really as the prophetic books; the difference lies in how God was involved in bringing them into being, rather than in whether God was involved.  The way the Writings present themselves suggests that these are works God came to accept and authenticate rather than works that God initiated.  (Theologically, we might still say that God’s initiative was prior in bringing them into being; I speak here of the process as the scriptural writings themselves see it.)  

When prophets describe something as “the word of Yahweh,” they imply the conviction that for better or worse, this prophetic declaration will indeed come about.  As Yahweh’s word it demands attention if hearers want to profit from its good news or evade its bad news.  Recognizing books such as Psalms or Proverbs or Ruth as “the word of God” will have similar implications.  It implies paying attention to them.  It implies that churches should read them, whereas in practice churches rather neglect them.  Where they do not simply ignore them, Christians may be inclined actively to discount them, implying that they cannot really be divine words.  For instance, the Psalms say things to God that Christians reckon no one ought to think or feel or say.  Ecclesiastes says things to other people that Christians reckon no one ought to think or feel or say.  Proverbs makes promises that Christians think cannot be relied on or are otherwise likely to be misleading (for instance, encouraging people to believe in a “prosperity gospel”).  It is then Christian practice to ignore these words or reinterpret them so that they fit with what Christians find acceptable.  

Although they do not describe themselves as the word of Yahweh, the books implicitly anticipate and counter this attitude by suggesting a claim to something like canonical authority.  These are human words that offer authoritative teaching; they are “designed to function as canon” (Childs 1979).  The Psalter, for instance, divides into five books, marked by doxologies after Psalms 41, 72, 89, and 106.  It thus mirrors the Torah, which divides into five books (it is a Pentateuch).  The Psalter is a book of teaching about praise and prayer that demands to be heeded in an analogous way to the way the Torah demands to be heeded.  It decides what is proper praise and prayer.
The reference to Solomon in the introduction to Proverbs and Song of Songs implicitly ascribes quasi-canonical authority to these books.  We have noted that describing them as Solomonic claims for them the kind of authority that attaches to the teaching of someone who is the embodiment of God-given wisdom in the OT story.  
Ecclesiastes makes the same point in a slightly different way.  It begins by describing its author as qōhelet, from the word for the Israelite worshiping congregation, the qāhāl.  This teacher is thus someone who represents the congregation, not some heretic.  The book’s closing paragraph nuances the point.  It makes specific that Qohelet was indeed a wise man who taught insight to the people, one who taught truth.  The description piles up words to underline the book’s nature and status in these general terms.  It then come to comment on its particular nature, observing that in this case the sayings of the wise are like goads or spurs, and like nails; it is extremely uncomfortable to have them driven home, but they achieve things as this happens.  On the other hand, the conclusion goes on, the reader needs to be wary of them, and it adds the seminarian’s favorite verse, that of the making of many books there is no end and much study is a wearying of the flesh.  In its context the point is that one Ecclesiastes is a good idea, but a Bible full of books like this would not be.  Ecclesiastes then closes with a safe summary of the orthodox convictions whose difficulties much of the book is concerned to face.
7. Canonical Interpretation: The Collection as a Whole
The canonical placing of the books in the Hebrew-Aramaic canon and the Greek and English canon also carries implications for their interpretation.  In both orders, Genesis to Deuteronomy comes first.  Then things diverge.  The Hebrew-Aramaic division of the canon demarcates the first five books from what follows as “the Torah” over against “the Former Prophets.”  The Greek canon does not do so, and thus encourages readers to follow the narrative as it continues into Joshua, Judges, Samuel, and Kings, with Ruth being inserted into this macro-narrative at an appropriate point where it provides a foil to Judges and points forward to the story of David (Jobling).  As is the case with a historical interpretation of Ruth, the effect is to highlight certain aspects of the story and underplay others.
The Hebrew-Aramaic canon follows “the Former Prophets” with “the Latter Prophets,” Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and Hosea to Malachi.  In the Greek canon these come at the end, with Lamentations and Daniel inserted at chronologically appropriate points.  We have seen that the effect is to emphasize a historical approach to Lamentations by setting it in the context of Jeremiah’s ministry and lifetime.  In the Greek canon, further, Chronicles, Ezra, Nehemiah, and Esther follow Joshua to Kings, in that chronological order.  This again emphasizes a linear, narrative reading of the books, which fits Chronicles, Ezra, and Nehemiah (not least given the overlap between the end of Chronicles and the beginning of Ezra).  In Esther’s case it has a parallel effect to the one it has on Ruth, making readers see it as part of a larger whole and not simply as a work in its own right, and underplaying other aspects of the story.
The placing of the Writings as a whole at the end of the Hebrew-Aramaic canon is usually reckoned to imply that they have less authority than the Torah and the Prophets; their absence from the weekly synagogue lectionary fits with that (for other interpretations of the arrangement see Miles; Dempster).  In contrast, the Greek canon’s locating of Job, Psalms, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and Song of Songs in the middle of the collection gives these books more coherence than they have in the Hebrew-Aramaic canon.  In the Greek canon, they again appear in a quasi-chronological order.  Job is traditionally assumed to be a figure from the time of Israel’s ancestors, Psalms is associated with David, the last three books with Solomon.  At the same time, all five books discuss perennial human issues concerning the nature and basis of human life and of a relationship with God, and do so with little reference to God’s acts in Israel’s story which elsewhere define the meaning of God and the way one would understand those issues.  That perhaps reflects the books’ historical background in the postexilic period when the great acts of God belong in the distant past and are hard to relate to.  
The Greek canon can be seen as arranged in such a way as to relate to the past (Genesis to Esther), the present (Job to Song of Songs) and the future (Isaiah to Malachi) (Wolff).  This understanding parallels the dynamic and suggestive tensions and complementarities within the Writings and between the Writings and the other books.  “‘Proverbs says, ‘These are the rules for life. Try them and you will find that they work.’  Job and Ecclesiastes say, ‘We did, and they don’t’” (Hubbard).  In Psalms, suffering usually comes despite people’s faithfulness; in Lamentations, it comes because of people’s waywardness.  Ruth suggests an open stance to foreign women who identify with Israel; Ezra urges a rigorous stance to foreign women who do not.  In Exodus, God acts in interventionist fashion to bring about Israel’s deliverance, and a woman or two make it possible for a man to take the human lead in this process, while in Esther Israel’s deliverance comes about without divine intervention, and a man encourages a woman to take the lead.  In Proverbs, right behavior is an expression of insight; in Deuteronomy it is an expression of obedience to Yahweh.  In Genesis 1 – 2, the relationship between a man and a woman is a practical one; in the Song of Songs, it is a romantic one.  We learn from the conversation within the Writings and between the Writings and other Scriptures about these questions.
8. Experiential Interpretation
While a number of the Writings do present themselves to us as texts designed to function canonically, we have noted that more prominently than the prophetic books they present themselves as human words, and this provides a significant clue for their interpretation.  The human experience of readers is a key factor in thinking about hermeneutics, and more systematically than any other parts of scripture these books appeal to and speak in terms of human experience.  While Ruth and Esther relate the experiences of certain ordinary individuals, the Psalms, Lamentations, Proverbs, Job, Ecclesiastes, and the Song of Songs give prominence to first-person expressions of praise, prayer, insight, pain, questioning, and enthusiasm.  Of course all human writing reflects human experience, and in the scriptural writings as a whole God speaks through that experience.  But these books reflect human experience in a particularly explicit and systematic way,.  
The experiential aspect to hermeneutics is the focus of a significant nineteenth-century tradition of hermeneutics that saw interpretation as aiming to share or repeat the experience of the writers of a work, our own analogous experience being our way in to being able to do that (Schleiermacher, Dilthey).  Thus we come to these books as people who ourselves praise God, pray, reflect, doubt, suffer, and love.  If we did not do those things, it is unlikely that we would have a starting point for understanding them.  If we do not do those things, in order to understand these books we have to put ourselves empathetically into the position of people who do do them.  In principle, that is possible because we are human beings like them and have the potential for those experiences if not the experiences themselves.  It means we can understand something of what the books mean when they express their enthusiasm in praise, their pain in prayer, their agonizing about injustice in the world, and the thrill of their love.  
At the same time, we then recognize that much of their praise, prayer, agonizing, and thrill is very different from anything we experience.  So our own experience both opens up the possibility of understanding and draws attention to our need to go beyond our own experience if we are to understand the texts.  We are thus introduced to the “hermeneutic circle,” or better, “hermeneutic spiral,” and the notion of the merging of horizons (Gadamer, Goldingay, Thiselton).  It is possible to settle for affirming the features that gel with our own experience and ignoring the rest; the hermeneutic process then becomes a vicious circle.  Even the recent renewed appreciation of lament psalms reflects something about us as readers, in a way analogous to the more traditional Christian emphasis on penitential psalms (Nasuti).  Growing in our understanding involves starting from the overlap between our experience and the experience reflected in the text and letting that be a way into appreciating the aspects of the text that we have not experienced.
9. Narrative Interpretation

Ruth and Esther are short stories.  This description does not beg the question whether they are more factual or more imaginative stories (my assumption is that both historical facts and divinely-inspired imagination have contributed to them).  But even if they are purely factual stories, they use the techniques of creative writing, and approaches to interpretation that are honed to the nature of creative writing contribute to their understanding.  

(1) Character plays a key role in both stories, in the persons of Naomi, Ruth, Boaz, Ahasuerus, Vashti, Mordecai, Haman, and others.  Some of these are well-rounded characters with the complexity of human personality; Naomi is an example.  Others are simpler characters presented in plain black and white fashion; Ahasuerus is an example.  This is not to say that the real Ahasuerus was any less complex than Naomi but to comment on the role of the character within the story and the questions that are appropriate to understanding their role.  Some characters (such as Boaz) are portrayed with sympathy, some (such as Haman) without.  Interpreters vary in the way they understand the portrayal of Vashti.  People who favor women’s subordination are negative about Vashti; people who oppose it are positive about the stance she takes.  The presuppositions people bring to characters thus influence their interpretation.
(2) Plot.  The framework of Ruth is the way a family from Bethlehem become the ancestors of Israel’s greatest king, from Bethlehem.  But events at the beginning of the story threaten to derail this possibility as the family has to leave Bethlehem for Moab, where all the men in the family die.  The plot then has to get the family’s mother back to Bethlehem and make it possible for her to have a child who can turn out to be David’s grandfather.  Like many plots, it involves a series of points where everything could go wrong (for instance, what if Naomi succeeds in persuading Ruth to stay in Moab?) and coincidences (Boaz is a member of Naomi’s extended family!).  The framework of Esther is the way the Jewish people in Persia escape a pogrom.  In the background is some indulgent and then angry action on the part of the Persian king, interwoven with some assertiveness on the queen’s part, which leads to a Jewish girl becoming queen.  The more direct background is a Jewish man’s resistance to bowing down to one of the king’s officials, which provokes the official to manipulate the king into authorizing the pogrom.  Again coincidence plays a role (a Jewish girl becoming queen, Mordecai discovering a plot against the king, the king being unable to sleep one night), and again, everything could go wrong (what if Esther had not bravely urged the king to reverse his action?).  Like Ruth, Esther follows the standard linear plot form: the exposition of a problem, the complexities of events and actions it leads to, and its eventual resolution.
(3) The viewpoint from which the story is told.  In Ruth and Esther the story is told in the third-person (contrast, in part Nehemiah).  Thus we do not discover as much about the thinking of these lead characters as we might if Ruth or Esther told the story in the first person.  But the narrator can tell us things that no individual character in the story can know – the narrator knows things that members of the Persian court say to one another as well as things that ordinary members of the Jewish community say to one another.  Indeed, the narrator sometimes knows what people are thinking, though this is only occasionally the case; the narrator does not know everything.  It is more characteristic of OT narrative to leave the reader to infer from people’s words and actions what was going on inside them.  Nor does the narrator know what God is thinking; at least, the story does not tell us.  Nor does the narrator offer evaluative comments on people’s actions (hence that fact that readers may understand Vashti’s actions affirmatively or critically).  This makes Ruth and Esther contrast with some other OT narratives.  The effect is to tell a story that resonates with regular human experience, in which we regularly do not know what other people are thinking or what God is thinking.  We have to work out whether and where and how God is involved in the story.  On the other hand, even though told in the third-person, the story sometimes adopts the perspective of one of the characters, as if we are looking over their shoulder even though not looking into their mind.  Much of Ruth is actually told from Naomi’s angle (the book might more accurately have been called “Naomi and Ruth”).  Much of Esther is told from Mordecai’s angle, or Haman’s.
There are broader aspects to the notion of viewpoint.  Together the books imply that any activity of God that people in their context can look for takes place behind the scenes of history and human experience, not in the interventionist fashion of the stories in Exodus and Judges with which in other ways Esther and Ruth have points of contact.  Associated with that is their shared conviction that Israelites, and specifically Israelite women, must take responsibility for their destiny and take bold action in relation to the men who hold power in their contexts, using their femininity as they do so.
(4) Ambiguity and irony play a part in the stories, related to questions about character, plot, and viewpoint.  In Genesis, Judges, or Second Samuel, we may reckon that narrator and/or author and/or God disapproves of many of the actions that people undertake, though the narrative does not make this explicit.  On the basis of information that the story as a whole conveys regarding the narrative’s viewpoint, it assumes that readers can make the right inferences, but it leaves them to do so.  On the other hand, in some stories there is room for debate about whether the narrator approves of what happens, and/or whether the author does, and/or whether God does.  Both kinds of ambiguity (resolvable and irresolvable) appear in Ruth and Esther.  

Ruth makes no comment on the death of the three men in the story.  Is this Yahweh’s judgment for the sons’ marrying Moabites?  Does Ruth’s audacious courting of Boaz relate to Israelite perceptions (or fantasies) of Moabite women?  By the end of the story, it is at least clear that the narrator affirms Ruth precisely as a Moabite and believes that Israel should be open to members of other races who come to believe in Yahweh.  The story’s overall stance in relation to Ruth as a Moabite rules out that pejorative interpretation of the opening events.  It is nevertheless an irony that it is a Moabite who provides David with his grandfather.  Further, the story leaves ambiguous precisely what happened on the threshing floor, rather in the style of an old-school Hollywood movie; and the question “Was Naomi a Scold?” (someone who is always complaining) could become the subject of a scholarly debate (Fewell and Gunn, Coxon).    
In Esther, in light of other parts of the OT one might wonder whether Jews had any business staying in places such as Susa and not returning to Jerusalem; the narrator presupposes that it is acceptable for Jews to let exile become dispersion and that they can expect to find themselves preserved and even successful there.  We have noted that the narrator makes no evaluative comment on the Persian men’s concern that Vashti’s action will encourage other Persian women’s insubordination, but its portrayal of the king’s general capacity for stupidity and manipulation points to sympathy for Vashti rather than for the king and his fellow-husbands.  With irony, it is the king’s next wife who is the means of reversing his edict.  Then with irony the Jews finally indulge in the pogrom that they had themselves escaped; the narrative at least leaves open the question whether the Jews had any business killing more than 75,000 people.  Indeed, disapproval of the book for this action misses the book’s own implicit critique (Goldman): ironically the Jews end up behaving like Persians at the moment when many Persians have become Jews.  
An analogous set of literary approaches studies the nature of Hebrew poetry, with its use of genre, parallelism, and imagery (see **).
10. Postmodern Interpretation

Beneath the surface of Ruth and Esther are some more elemental relationships or motifs that also underlie the other books, such as can be examined by structuralism.  Further, stories also presuppose antinomies, and take sides with regard to them; deconstruction brings these to the surface and questions their easy resolution (for Ruth, see Greenstein in Bach [ed.]; for Esther and Job, see Clines; also Bush, for both books).

Ruth and Esther also have in common that they manifest illuminating links with other OT material.  Esther makes for comparison with the Joseph story as well as the exodus story, while Ruth makes for instructive comparison with the story of Tamar as well as other characters in the OT story and other parts of the OT such as Isaiah 40-55 (Nielsen).  The Psalms have multiple such intertextual relationships with other parts of the OT (Tanner), such as the retelling of Israel’s story in different psalms.  Within the Psalter itself one can often trace the way similar phrases or lines or sequences of lines recur, in varying forms and combinations.  Often it may be difficult to know whether such links or similarities are deliberate or coincidental, and if they are deliberate, to know which text came first, but the framework of intertextuality makes it possible to consider their significance without knowing the answer to those questions.  Juxtaposing the texts still illumines each of them.
Such awarenesses are an aspect of postmodernity, one of whose features is the recognition that truth is more complicated than it used to be.  Christians did once recognize that we actually understand only the hem of God’s garments, and some Christian theologians have wondered whether theology best focuses on saying what God is not (for instance, God is not a created being, God is not located in space, God is not within time, God is not human).  Postmodernism reminds us about mystery and complexity.  Some of the Writings recognize the complexity of who God is and how we relate to God, and/or recognize the limitations in what we can say about these matters. 
While Job begins from the question why bad things happen to good people, this question raises more radical ones about God and humanity and their relationship.  Using the form of a dramatic dialogue allows the book to look at the problem from a series of different angles and to propound a series of answers to these questions.  It does not survey a number of answers and finally declare that one of them is right.  All its answers have some truth in them, though they vary in their relevance to Job.  Even Yahweh’s response does not have the final word, as the end of the story implies a different perspective.  
Job may have undergone a process of redaction (for instance, the prose framework of the story may be older than the poetic speeches, and the Elihu speeches may be a later addition).   It may also have been subject to some accidental disordering, particularly in the third set of speeches between Job and his friends.  But one implication of approaching the book in light of postmodern insights is that we are unwise to try to simplify or tidy the book.  Its complexity and untidiness are one way its message is conveyed.
Ecclesiastes’ postmodernity is expressed in its reaction to the difficulty of handling those big questions, not by sharing as many partial insights as possible but by emphasizing how few things we can say.  
11. Feminist Interpretation
The Song of Songs and Ruth were among the first books of the Bible that attracted feminist approaches to interpretation (Trible; Brenner; Bach).  Feminist interpretation asks what happens when women (or men) attempt to read scripture in conscious awareness of distinctive features of women’s lives (or of men’s), such as their bodily experiences and their experience of subordination to men (or subordination of women).  Contemporary Western women’s insistence on seeing themselves as fully human and standing alongside men rather than as inferior to them opened up the possibility of recognizing the egalitarian aspect to the relationship portrayed in the Song of Songs, where the woman speaks first and longest and the man is not portrayed as the active “lover” and the woman as the acted-upon “beloved.”  It thus lets the Song speak to subordinationist attitudes in the church.  It opened up avenues of analyzing the relationship of Ruth and Naomi and the way they discover how to live as women in a men’s world.  Similar dynamics were perceived in Esther, the story of the radical feminist Vashti and the liberal feminist Esther (Clines) – though they are still, like Ruth and Naomi, finally subordinated to men.  In reverse fashion feminist interpretation raises questions about the aphorisms in Proverbs and their understanding of women and men, and about the figure of the “strange woman,” though noting how the aphorisms are set in the context of the different way womanhood features in the book’s opening and closing chapters, which form a frame for understanding it (Camp).  Feminist interpretation inquires further after the significance of the apparent absence or near-absence of women from works such as Psalms and Job (Clines), though also of the potential of reading psalms as women’s texts (Rienstra).
12. Typological, Allegorical, and Christological Interpretation
It became customary in Judaism to interpret the Song of Songs as a figurative account of Yahweh’s relationship with Israel.  Successive chapters describe the love relationship between Yahweh and Israel, with its ups and downs, in the exodus period, at Sinai, in the wilderness, in the promised land, and so on.  Christian interpretation from Origen onwards similarly interpreted the Song as a figurative account of Christ’s love for the church or of God’s love for the Virgin Mary or of Christ’s love for the individual believer.  Such understandings illustrate the process of interpreting a text in light of convictions that come from outside it.

Pre-modern reading of the passages in Job about a mediator, an advocate on high, and a redeemer (Job 9:33-34; 16:18-20; 19:25-27) referred these passages to Christ.  This came decisively to determine popular Christian understanding through the use of the last passage in Handel’s Messiah.  Like much NT reading of the OT, this made use of verbal points of connection that enabled the OT text to help people understand the significance of Christ, but it did not significantly open up the meaning of the OT itself.   Indeed, there is a substantial gap between the inherent meaning of the passages and the significance of Christ (for instance, Job wants a mediator who will establish his innocence, not deal with his sin).  The intuitive or occasional nature of such interpretation is reflected in the fact that Christian interpretation can also see Job himself as a type of Christ.  He is supremely committed to God, profoundly tested by the will of both the Adversary and God, loudly crying out to God in his affliction, let down by his friends, required to sustain devastating suffering because of God’s purpose, but finally restored.
Traditional Christian interpretation read the Psalms as Christ’s praise and prayers.  This could take as its starting point the NT’s use of some passages from the Psalms to interpret the significance of Christ.  This was facilitated by a process of reinterpretation of the Psalms that had already taken place within Judaism.  Some psalms refer explicitly to the king or the anointed one, and when Israel had no anointed king these could be understood to refer to the king Israel would surely again have one day, to a coming Messiah.  Given that the psalms in origin are not prophecies but declarations relating to Israel’s actual kings, we might call the NT’s adoption of this approach a typological understanding (Bateman).  

We might also think in typological terms about the way Lamentations has been related to Christ’s suffering.  Lamentations is used in Holy Week in the service of Tenebrae (“Darkness”); Jerusalem’s suffering, particularly as expressed in the protest of a male individual in Lam 3, can thus illumine Christ’s suffering: “Is it nothing to you, all you who pass by?” (Lam 1:12).  
The picture of God’s Wisdom in Proverbs embodied as a person standing alongside God is not explicitly quoted in the NT, but its language and conceptuality underlie the way the NT speaks of Christ as God’s Word and God’s Wisdom, and it thus facilitates the NT’s articulating the idea that Christ could be both divine and pre-existent and also distinguishable from the Father.  The relationship between the OT passage and the significance of Christ again involves overlap rather than identity, and when Christian interpretation sought to read Proverbs 8:22-31 as if it is actually about Christ, it found itself in trouble: reading the OT in Greek, the Arians could make better sense than the Nicene fathers of the fact that the passage speaks of God’s Wisdom as created by God.
13. Post-holocaust Interpretation
Christian and Jewish reading of Esther was decisively changed by the Holocaust.  For Christians, the key interpretation is that of Wilhelm Vischer, who in the 1930s saw the need to read Esther in light of the Nazi persecution of the Jewish people.  He attempted but failed to get the church to take seriously Esther’s implications for the church’s understanding of the Jewish people (and of itself), not least in light of Romans 9 – 11, and thus to commit itself to the Jewish people’s defense.  Richard Bauckham revisited this reading of Esther when, decades later, Jews and Christians began to face the questions raised by the Holocaust.  Among Jewish scholars, Sandra Beth Berg comments that “The rampant destruction of European Jewish communities in the recent past is similar to a threat described, but not fulfilled, in Esther.  Haman’s spiritual descendants proved more successful in attaining their goal of genocide....  One message of the Book of Esther, with its emphasis upon Jewish solidarity and human responsibility and action, remained unheard by Mordecai’s and Esther’s descendants” (pp. 183, 184).  Michael V. Fox similarly prefaces a study of Esther with an account of how the pogroms of a century ago as well as the Holocaust influence his reading of the book.
In related fashion, Mirish Kiszner comments that Lamentations comes “hauntingly alive” in light of the Holocaust.  Tod Linafelt suggests that one reason Lamentations continues to haunt readers is that the book itself reaches no closure; it is full of protests to God that receive no response.  Reading Lamentations in light of the Holocaust illustrates a difficulty that appears in connection with other approaches to interpretation.  Either one assimilates Lamentations to the reading context and underplays the emphasis on the way it was Jerusalem’s rebellions that led to its fall; or one assimilates Jewish suffering in the Holocaust and elsewhere and implies that it happened through the Jewish people’s sins.  
14. Post-colonial Interpretation
The “wind of change” that a British Prime Minister recognized blowing through Africa in 1960 eventually issued not only in the political independence of former European colonies but also in the 1990s in the two-thirds world’s quest for hermeneutical independence.  As happened with feminist interpretation, this involved looking at the scriptures through new eyes and seeing things that Euro-centric interpretation had not perceived, or seeing how Euro-centric interpretation had skewed things.  Euro-centric interpretation thus has the man in the Song of Songs addressing the woman as “fair,” which rather presupposes that being “lovely” (yapah) involves being white rather than black, while also (paradoxically) it has the woman declaring, “I am dark but beautiful.”  Is she suntanned or is she an African, and is it “but” or “and”?  The Psalms are illumined by awareness of African culture and traditions rather than simply the assumptions of Western scholarship, and by awareness of the experience of exile (see Adamo, and Isasi-Díaz on Ps 137 in Reading from This Place, ed. Segovia and Tolbert; more generally, Patte).  The traditional negative Christian interpretation of Esther might be seen in colonizing terms (Beal).
The period during which much of the material in these books grew or reached its final form was the time when Judah lived in a quasi-colonial relationship to the Babylonian and Persian empires (Gottwald).  Lamentations is then the hurt prayers of a people living under colonial domination, Esther the story of the relationship to the empire of members of a colonized people who live in the imperial capital.  
Postcolonial perspectives throw light on Ruth (and vice versa) in paradoxical fashion, because of their implications in relation to both Ruth the Moabite and Naomi the Israelite, let alone Elimelech and their sons.  Elimelech, Naomi, and their sons are forced to become immigrants in a foreign country with which Israel had often had a hostile relationship.  Ruth in due course commits herself to Naomi in a way that involves her becoming an immigrant in a foreign country and unconsciously challenging its people about what attitude they will take to this foreigner.  Or is this people like a colonizing power taking away her identity (McKinley)?  Women of African descent in the USA or in Europe and black women in South Africa have a way in to appreciating her story and may read it either way, as is also the case with Esther (Dube). 
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