Interpreting Third Isaiah: Chiasm, History, Sociology, Theology
The book of Isaiah divides neatly into a series of sections.  The next to last is chapters 40 – 55, which address Israel in the context of the exile.  The last is chapters 56 – 66, which address the community back in Judah after the exile.
  I accept the common view that this last section has a concentric structure.  It is arranged as a chiasm, a stepped structure, an inverted pyramid, along the following lines: 

A Preface and postscript: the place of foreigners in the service of Yhwh 

56:1-8                                                         66:18-24

B Yhwh’s challenges concerning the Jerusalem community’s life

56:9 – 59:8                                   65:1 – 66:17

C Prayer for Yhwh’s forgiveness and restoration

59:9-15a                         63:7 – 64:11

D Visions of Yhwh acting in judgment

59:15b-21        63:1-6

E Visions of Jerusalem restored

60     62

F The prophet’s call

61

While there is room for debate about the details of this understanding, in outline it reflects concrete features of the text and it has been recognized by scholars of varying redaction-critical views.  The outline helps illumine the nature of the chapters’ message.  At their center (in E and F) is a vision of the restored Jerusalem that repeats in more glorious technicolor the kind of promises that appear in Isa 40 – 55 with their concomitant promise of Yhwh’s acting in judgment on the people’s oppressors (D).  Outside of that are prayers that essentially plead with Yhwh to do what those visions portray (C).  Outside that there are a series of challenges about the community’s life in both its social and worship aspects (B).  Outside these is the pair of opening and closing “brackets” (A).
  
I want to make three comments about the study of Isa 56 – 66.

1. The chapters need to be read as we have them rather than in light of attempts to trace the process whereby they came into existence 

When Bernhard Duhm definitively asserted the distinction between Isa 40 – 55 and 56 – 66, he located this “Third Isaiah” a century after the Second, in the time of Ezra and Nehemiah.
  Subsequent commentators such as Karl Budde and Paul Volz reckoned that actually the material did not come from a single “Third Isaiah” but from a number of authors working over some centuries.
  In a different contrast, Karl Elliger accepted Duhm’s view that Isa 56 – 66 belonged to one period and could thus have been the work of a person whom we can dub “Third Isaiah,” but located this prophet in the early Persian period rather than the time of Ezra and Nehemiah.
  A number of scholars have followed Elliger in his dating of the material, but they have generally followed those other scholars in reckoning that Isa 56 – 66 reflects the work of a number of prophets or theologians; they differ from them in seeing these authors as mostly working during those opening decades of the Persian period rather than over a period of centuries.
  A further sort of view, a mediating one, sees the material as developing over the century between the beginning of the Persian period and the time of Ezra and Nehemiah.
 
Now in a number of these studies of Isa 56 – 66 a motif recurs.  One could call it a Gattung or form, as in form-criticism.  In fact it is a subset of a salvation oracle.  The form has three elements:

(1) A lament: there is an impasse over dating these chapters.
(2) A prophetic testimony: but the key to understanding has now been revealed to me.
(3) An oracle: so here is the solution to the impasse.
Paul Hanson, for instance, notes that the chapters lack reference to explicitly identifiable historical events and that the history of the period they address is shrouded in darkness, so that scholars are reduced to reconstructing the history on the basis of the oracles and interpreting the oracles within the context of this reconstructed history.
  His solution is to base dating on the way he understands the development of the material’s poetic structure and meter, the development of types of prophetic oracle or genres, and the beliefs among different groups in the community concerning how Yhwh’s purpose for it would find fulfillment.

Yet Hanson’s oracle has not been received with faith by subsequent scholars such as Sekine, Koenen, and Blenkinsopp.
  Brent Strawn thus takes up the form once more and again notes that “the historical and linguistic arguments regarding Trito-Isaiah are at something of an impasse.  A way forward, furthermore, does not seem to be forthcoming”
 – as Hanson said thirty years previously.  Strawn’s suggestion is to look for further external data.

Blenkinsopp works with a broken version of the form, going straight from (1) to (3).  He comments, “we simply do not have the information to locate the composition of these chapters within an absolute chronology with any degree of precision.”  In my view, this markedly understates the case.  He goes on, “for the most part, therefore, commentators are reduced to proposing dates based on the way they reconstruct the process of formation of these chapters…, on which there are practically as many hypotheses as there are commentators.”
  Exactly.  But then it is surprising, in light of these observations, to find Blenkinsopp going on to allocate and date the material, as if he has an oracle.

It is a plausible thesis that Isa 56 – 66 is a compilation of material issuing from a number of prophets and preachers that in a variety of ways takes forward agenda and perspectives expressed in Isa 40 – 55 and elsewhere, and that accumulated gradually, at least over some decades at the beginning of the Persian period.  But we do not know.  Whereas we can safely read the chapters against the background of the Second Temple, we cannot read them on the basis of relating them to particular periods.  Whereas Brevard Childs’s comment that Isa 40 – 55 does not give indications of a historical context is strange, given that it specifically refers to Babylon and Cyrus, his comment does apply to Isa 56 – 66.  So when we seek to set these prophecies in a more specific historical context, we are working against the grain of the material, which declined to provide the information that would enable us to do that.  The situation is similar to attempts to date psalms.  This is not to say it is illegitimate to attempt to date the material.  If we want to write the history of the Second Temple period, we will need to do so.  But it is to imply that in focusing on dating the material, we are not involved in interpreting Isa 56 – 66 itself.  We are not seeking to read this text, but to read behind it, not to read with the text’s grain, but against it.  P. A. Smith observes that “the primary question concerning the majority of commentators” on these chapters “has been whether these chapters should be regarded as the work of one author or of a multiplicity of authors over a greater or lesser period of time.”
  Their primary focus?  I cannot immediately think of a more saddening observation about Old Testament study.  

If we cannot base an understanding of Isa 56 – 66 on a knowledge of when the material originated, we have to stop at the lament stage in that threefold form, and then ask how we live with the situation in which there is no revelation concerning the material’s origin.  The trouble is that “we do not know” is a phrase scholars have a hard time bringing to their lips.  To utter it is an admission of defeat.  
John Barton argues that the aim of biblical criticism is to get at the plain meaning of the biblical text.
  Why, then, is it called criticism?  In advocating critical study with students, I usually begin by claiming that critical study started off as critique of the way scripture had been interpreted, though it did eventually come criticism of scripture itself.  Barton’s argument helps me nuance that point.  Criticism, he contends, takes an open-minded approach to the question what kind of text we are reading at any point.  It is concerned with “the recognition of genre in texts and with what follows from this about their possible meaning.”
  But he also notes that criticism often begins from an awareness of difficulties in the text.  And this is a major focus of the study of Isa 56 – 66.  The presence of tensions there has been a stimulus to redaction-critical study.  There are tensions over the relationship between Yhwh’s commitment to the Jerusalem community and Yhwh’s concern for the nations, between the future’s dependence on Yhwh’s promises being fulfilled and its dependence on the community’s obedience, between the importance of religious observances such as the sabbath and the importance of the relief of the needy.  
Redaction-critical study offers a form of explanation of such tensions.  Except that it does not.  One reason is that there are as many redaction-critical theories as there are redaction-critics, because by the same act of concealment whereby it hides its historical background, the material hides the evidence that would enable us to trace the process whereby it came into existence.  It thereby invites us to read it in its literary form with its tensions, not to reckon that we “solve” the “problem” of the tensions by locating them in different contexts or attributing them to different groups.  It is sometimes said that reading the text without attending to the process whereby it reached the form that we have produces flat readings.  But Miroslav Volf has made the opposite comment: “obvious tensions” in a document “can be easily solved by multiplying authors and life situations in which they wrote,” but this generates a historical reconstruction “containing a string of flat positions.  It is religiously and intellectually more profitable to explore the rich relief of the existent text.”
  While redactional questions have been a major focus in study of Isa 56 – 66, this study has been confined to the redactional process.  It has not been so interested in the text that results from this process.  Yet this text does have the virtue of existing, whereas all the redaction-critical hypotheses are simply that – hypotheses.  In the case of Isa 56 – 66, the indications that the text forms a chiasm make it particularly natural to ask after the significance of this eventual text.  

It also invites us to read the material in the order in which the text itself unfolds.
  Smith (for instance) reads the material in light of the order in which it was (perhaps) composed rather than in the order in which the text itself unfolds.  So Isa 56:1-8 “takes up” terms and themes from Isa 60:1 – 63:6 “in order to clarify, or possibly correct” the statements there about the place of proselytes in the new community.
  Isaiah 58:1 – 59:20 “responds to a question or complaint raised by the people” concerning why Yhwh takes no notice of their fasting and “responds to the complaint by reinterpreting the preaching of TI [Trito-Isaiah] (60:1 – 63:6) in light of the criteria set out in 56:1-8.”
  As a whole, Isa 56 – 59 function to prepare for the promises made by Third Isaiah in 60:1 – 63:6, which come from the preceding two decades, the first years of the Persian period.

Now historically it may be the case that Isa 60 – 62 came first and that Isa 56:1-8 is responding to it, and that Isa 58:1 – 59:20 is reinterpreting those same chapters.  But even if that is so, interpreting Isa 56 – 66 involves reading Isa 56 – 59 before Isa 60 – 62.  When we come to Isa 60 – 62 we would consider the relationship of substance between them and what has preceded; to begin by reading Isa 56 and 58 – 59 in light of Isa 60 – 62 is to put the cart before the horse.  There are connections in which there is nothing wrong with doing that, but it does not count as reading Isa 56 – 66.
2. The chapters need to be read in light of their own content rather than in light of a sociological theory
Redaction-critical approaches characteristically read Isa 56 – 66 in light of conflicts within the Second Temple community.  There certainly were such conflicts, the books of Ezra and Nehemiah make clear.  Hanson’s key for understanding them comes from the sociology of knowledge.  From Karl Mannheim, Hanson takes the insight that communities can include a ruling group who are happy with how things are and a group who are alienated from power, dissatisfied with how things are, and looking for a future realization of how things should be.  Hanson sees Isa 60 – 62 as the dreams of such visionaries, whereas Ezek 40 – 48 is the blueprint of hierocratic realists or pragmatists.
  Hanson’s analysis also recalls that of Otto Plöger.
    
Now in principle an analysis of Isa 56 – 66 in light of conflicts in the community promises to be illuminating, though a bipolar understanding of the community seems much too simple.
  Hanson’s contrast between Ezek 40 – 48 and Isa 56 - 66 immediately raises questions.  Ezekiel 40 – 48 is, after all, not exactly a realistic blueprint, and it is part of prophetic tradition.  But Hanson is right that Isa 56 – 66 gives significant space to confronting other groups within the community and that this is a major characteristic of Isa 56 – 66 over against Isa 40 – 55.  In this connection Hanson characterizes Isa 56 – 66 as giving a key role to a new form of prophetic address, the “salvation-judgment oracle,” which he sees as warning some people of judgment coming on them, and promising deliverance to others
 (it would thus be more natural to call it a judgment-salvation oracle).

In Hanson’s view, chronologically Isa 58:1-12 is the first example of such an oracle.  But the oracle addresses not a group with the community but “my people… the household of Jacob.”  Far from implying a division of the people into wicked and righteous,
 it implies that the wicked had better become the righteous, and that they can then enjoy Yhwh’s deliverance.  Hanson says that here the dichotomy between the two groups is incomplete;
 actually, it is non-existent, as he implicitly grants in speaking of the prophecy “leaving the possibility of salvation open to the whole nation.”
  
The second example of a judgment-salvation oracle, Isa 59:1-20, similarly offers no indication that there are two groups in the community or that its polemic offers a basis for dividing it; the oracle relates to a whole community issue, as is the case when the chapters speak of the community’s brokenness (57:14-21).  
The third example, Isa 65:1-25, also concerns itself with a “nation,” a “people,” but then contrasts this “nation” or “people” with “my servants” and sets contrasting destinies before them.
  It is a plausible view that “my servants” here and in the fourth example (66:1-16) refers to the faithful within the community.  And this judgment-salvation oracle does promise judgment and salvation to different groups.  But it is not clear that this phenomenon needs interpreting sociologically or positivistically rather than rhetorically.  That is, it may still seek to challenge the community as a whole to become a faithful community rather than an apostate one.  This possibility may find support in the fact that the last of the judgment-salvation oracles (in Hanson’s ordering), Isa 56:9 – 57:13, includes no indication of the existence of an “alternative community” and mentions only the possibility that the individual who takes refuge with Yhwh “will own the land, will possess my holy mountain.”  The context here, too, suggests that the warnings to the wicked in 57:19-20 confront the community as a whole rather than presupposing a division within it.
 
But let us suppose that a division within the community is indeed implicit in the judgment-salvation oracles.  What is the nature of this division?  According to Hanson’s typology, the prophecy critiques the people who control the temple, whose own views appear in Ezek 40 – 48 and in the Torah itself.  But the objects of critique in Isa 56 – 66 are people who (for instance) sacrifice children, seek to make contact with dead family members, worship by means of images, and eat pork and other food forbidden by the Torah (see 57:5-13; 65:3-4; 66:17).
  But such practices are attacked, not advocated, by Ezekiel, by the Torah, and earlier by prophets such as Isaiah and Jeremiah.  Hanson thus sees the language of these passages as “symbolical” and “hyperbolical.”  It “equates the cult of those attacked with Canaanizing sacrificial practices.”
  Now this is a possible interpretation of the allusive language in 66:3-4, whose point might be that God takes the same view of people who make proper offerings as of people who make forbidden ones.
  But the openness of the elliptical language there contrasts with that in Isa 57 and 65, where there is nothing to point to a metaphorical understanding.  Ironically, Hanson notes that Isa 56 – 66 “is ambiguous enough to be amenable to most any hypothesis, given an ample amount of eisegesis.”
  Importing an interpretation into the text from his sociological model is exactly what I see Hanson as doing.

But let us for a moment grant the possibility that the attacks in Isa 57 and 65 are expressed metaphorically.  Are there any passages where the attacks are expressed literally?  Hanson finds one in Isa 66:1-2: “What is this house which you would build for me…?  All of these things my hand has made….  But upon this one I will look, the humble, who is broken in spirit and trembles at my word.”
  From this passage, Hanson says, “it is clear that chapters 56 – 66 of Isaiah stem from a group that have no faith in the temple rebuilding program of the dominant priestly party, the Zadokites.”
  The problem with this understanding is its conflict with the relative enthusiasm for the temple running through the rest of Isa 56 – 66: see 56:7; 57:13; 60:7, 13; 64:11; 65:11.
  “If one interprets Isa. 66.1-2 either as a rejection of temple building as such… or merely as a rejection of Haggai’s temple, then one must also claim that Isa. 66.1-2 stands in contradiction with the rest of Third Isaiah!”

In taking conflict within the community as key to understanding Isa 56 – 66, Hanson’s understanding parallels that of Duhm, except that Duhm saw the conflict as one between the godly and the schismatics in the time of Ezra and Nehemiah.
  Duhm with his wondrously evocative name has had an extraordinary wide and lasting influence on the study of the prophets, perhaps wider and longer lasting than Julius Wellhausen’s influence on the study of the Pentateuch.
 As far as I can see, it was another aspect of this influence that made division in the community key to understanding prophecy in Second Temple times.  
It is routine to emphasize that the Second Temple community was divided and that Isa 56 – 66 represents the stance of one of the groups within it.  At one level this is a quite unexceptionable assumption.  We possess various writings from Second Temple Jerusalem such as the retelling of Israel’s distant history in Chronicles, the narrative of episodes in its recent history in Ezra-Nehemiah, the reflection in Ecclesiastes, and the orientation to what Yhwh will do in the future in the Prophets, which itself can take various forms.  In addition, the recension of the Torah, the Former Prophets, and the Latter Prophets also belongs in this context.  All these represent theological convictions standing in some tension with one another.  It is easy to imagine their adherents arguing as keenly as Christian groups do today, and contending for control of the Jerusalem community.  Yet all these works found acceptance with the community when it affirmed the material that came to be known as the Torah, the Prophets, and the Writings.  Further, this material itself indicates that these by no means represented the range of faith convictions within the community.  Interpreted literally, Isa 56 – 66 itself gives some indication of other convictions within the community, in its attacks on observances designed to make contact with family members who had passed.  The convolutions within the Anglican Communion or the Presbyterian Church were nothing compared with these disagreements.  

All this is unexceptionable.  What is puzzling is the suggestion that there is something new in this situation, something new about conflict in the community.  Even a cursory read of First and Second Kings, Isa 1 – 39, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and other prophets makes clear that it had always been so (as for that matter is the case with the Anglican Communion and the Presbyterian Church).  The community centered on Jerusalem had always been divided into groups that had contrary faith positions and were battling for control of Jerusalem’s temple and soul.  While conflict is an important reality in the Second Temple community, there is nothing distinctive about it in this respect.
In understanding Isaiah 56 – 66, sociological theory, and specifically a concern with conflicts between people identified with priestly thinking and with prophetic thinking, obscures more than it illuminates.  
3. The chapters need to be read theologically in light of their chiastic arrangement
Instead of taking redaction-critical theories or sociological theories as key to understanding Isa 56 – 66, we need to ask about the form of the chapters themselves.  
In what sense is Isa 56 – 66 a work?  “Isaiah 56 – 66 does not constitute what most people today would recognize as a literary work.  To the extent that it exhibits coherence and unity, the effect is the result of redactional rather than authorial activity.”
  That may be typical of the Old Testament.  It applies to the book of Isaiah as a whole, to the Torah, to the Psalter and Proverbs, to Ezra and Nehemiah.  Indeed, there are rather few books in the Old Testament that one could discuss in terms of authorial activity (Ruth? Esther?).  The quest for coherence and unity in authorial terms is inappropriate.  But Blenkinsopp’s formulation implies that there could be another version of the quest, in redactional terms.  It is he who describes the opening and closing paragraphs of Isa 56 – 66 as a pair of “brackets” around material that is “in some respects one text with a distinctive point of view.”
  Isaiah 56 – 66 does exhibit coherence and unity.
There is another framework within which one might raise questions about whether Isa 56 – 66 as a work.  The scholarly world currently agrees that Isa 56 – 66 needs to be understood in relation to the rest of the book of Isaiah.  Fervent redaction-critics such as Steck insist that the process of the chapters’ redaction is an aspect of the redaction of the book as a whole and that Isa 56 – 66 came into being as part of the process that brought Isa 1 – 55 into being; it never existed as a self-standing collection.  
Whether that is so or not, there is no such thing as “the book of Trito-Isaiah,” as these chapters are sometimes called.
  Even if all eleven chapters come from a single author, they present themselves not as a book but as part of a book.  A particular passage thus has a series of possible diachronic contexts for its interpretation (the prophet’s life and ministry, the life of the community it addresses, the equivalents in later redactional layers, and the equivalents in the case of those major sections and of the book as a whole).  It also has a series of synchronic contexts: what immediately precedes it, the major section of which it is part, and the book as a whole.  
The formal nature of Isa 56 – 66 as part of a larger whole is complemented by the more substantial point that they often take up motifs, issues, and actual verses from Isa 1 – 55.  Like Isa 40 – 55, Isa 56 – 66 has significant links with other prophetic material known to us, particularly in Jeremiah, and not so many close links with Isa 1 – 39.
  But Isa 56 – 66 appears in the same work as Isa 1 – 55, which gives an extra level of significance to its connection with those chapters.  Part of the chapters’ meaning lies in the way they take up, affirm, modify, supplement, and ignore earlier material in the book
Yet the intricate concentric arrangement of Isa 56 – 66 suggests that this section as a whole provides a particularly significant interpretive context for the chapters within it.  And in this respect it parallels other sections of the book such as chapters 1 – 12 or 13 – 23 or 40 – 55 that are in varying ways arranged, rather than comprising simply a series of anthologies.  

Its contrast with those other sections is that only Isa 56 – 66 has a systematically concentric structure.  Its rhetorical dynamic then contrasts in particular with that of Isa 40 – 55, which works in linear fashion; it is a little like a narrative with a plot.  One cannot fully understand the significance of (for instance) 41:8-10 without considering 42:1-4, or that of 42:1-4 without considering 42:18-25, and so on.  Earlier passages raise questions that later passages answer or at least take up again.  I argued earlier for a linear reading of Isa 56 – 66, for reading Isa 56 before Isa 60.  But paradoxically, a linear reading reveals to readers that while the chapters do first go somewhere, they then come back again, and this uncovers a key aspect of their burden.  They are like Isa 40 – 55 in that any particular passage needs to be seen in light of the way the whole subsequently unfolds; but the linear reading reveals that this unfolding is circular or spiral rather than linear.

By its nature, a concentric structure has a different dynamic from a linear one.  It turns out to be doing something more ambiguous than simply going somewhere.  Its second half may indeed take the argument forward, as the second of two cola within a poetic line characteristically go beyond the first.  In that case, there will be a little linearity about a chiasm; it is more like a spiral than a circle.  But formally, at least, it ends up coming back to where it started.  And in Isa 56 – 66, this is a telling indication of the thesis that emerges from the chapter.  As their opening verse announces, they expound two chief convictions, that Jerusalem needs to face Yhwh’s challenges about its life and that Yhwh is committed to its glorious restoration.  But like that opening verse, they do not establish the relationship between these two convictions.  They simply juxtapose them.  They do establish that it is an oversimplification to say that the vital thing is for Jerusalem to clean up its act, and that its restoration will then follow.  But neither is it the case that Yhwh’s act of restoration will take place irrespective of Jerusalem’s stance in relation to Yhwh.

Such significance in a chiasm emerges when one contrasts it with a text open to deconstruction.  There are texts that emphasize either divine action or human action, and it is not then surprising if readers can see the other emphasis lurking somewhere beneath the surface of the text.   Indeed, I argued that this is so in Isa 40 – 55 in the first paper I ever read at a colloquium in Fuller, twelve years and a few weeks ago, when I was here to be interviewed for the post that Fuller rather surprisingly then offered me.
  The genius of a chiasm (or is it the cowardice of a chiasm?) is to avoid deconstruction by being upfront with the two assertions that stand in tension with each other.

Now Childs opposes the view that the concentric structure of Isa 56 – 66 is a key to its interpretation, even though this structure is an aspect of the canonical form of the text, to which Childs is committed to paying attention.  Childs’s opposition seems to stem from an ambiguity about the background of this concentric structure.  As far as I have been able to tell, it was Claus Westermann who first suggested the basic insights that led to the perception of this structure, but he did that in the course of his own attempt to trace the redaction history of the material.  It is on account of this that for Childs, interpreting the material in light of its concentric structure yields too much to speculative historical-critical theories.

According to Westermann, chapters 60 – 62 comprise the Kern or nucleus of the message of Isaiah 56 – 66.
  There are at least three implications of the “nucleus” image, all of which Westermann accepts.  First, the nucleus of something is the originating center from which it develops.  Second, it is the object’s control center; nothing develops in the cell that is not determined by the nucleus.
  Third, the nucleus of something is its structural center. 
The first implication is that Isa 56 – 66 gradually accumulated around Isa 60 – 62, and that may well be so.  Roughly speaking, the chiasm reflects the historical origin of the chapters.  Isaiah 60 – 62 is the oldest material; 56:1-8 and 66:18-24 is the youngest; the intervening material comes from in between.
  The third implication, that a nucleus is the structural center of something, is the one reflected in the concentric structure of the chapters as we have them.  
But the second implication, that the nucleus or kernel is the control center, does not hold.  First, Westermann himself sees much of Isa 56 – 57 as preexilic in origin and much of Isa 63 – 64 as exilic in origin, so that here the so-called nucleus was attracting foreign material to it rather than generating material.  Second, Westermann then sees further material such as Isa 65:1-16a as having other distinctive features.  It assumes that the community can be divided into the faithful and the transgressors, and that only the former will enjoy Yhwh’s act of restoration; such a division does not appear in Isa 60 – 62.  Further, the offences it attacks mostly involve the world of worship, which he sees as not a preoccupation in Isa 60 – 62.  In Isa 65, then, the so-called nucleus is not generating material but provoking what one might call a hostile growth.  Third, Westermann then sees passages such as Isa 58:1-12 to correspond to Isa 60 – 62 in addressing the whole community but to contrast with those chapters in making its restoration conditional on people’s response to its challenge.  Westermann attributes Isa 58:1-12 to the author of Isa 60 – 62, but it also seems to involve some evolution in a direction that cannot be traced to the nucleus’s DNA.  Fourth, an oracle of judgment against a foreign nation such as that Isa 63:1-6 is then “appended to the nucleus itself, chs. 60 – 62.  The intention is perfectly plain; the attitude towards the nations expressed in chs. 60 – 62 is amended
 by the addition of ‘but thereafter God begins his great battle with them to destroy them!’”
  The material that accumulates around chapters 60 – 62 raises questions about it more than reinforcing the “message of salvation and nothing but salvation” that Westermann finds there.
  

All this points to another reason for surprise at Childs’s reluctance to focus on the concentric shape of Isa 56 – 66, or at least to an irony in that reluctance.  Reading the material as structurally embodying tensions over theological questions has theological implications that are congenial to Childs’s emphasis on the way the chapters hold together theological perspectives that necessarily stand in tension.  Attaching exegetical priority to the final form of the text, he notes, does not imply a harmonizing approach, “because often the retention of elements of tension within the canonical text has been judged to be essential to Israel’s authoritative scriptures.”
  In connection with 56:9 – 57:13, for instance, he comments that the similarity of the passage’s critique with that of pre-exilic prophecy suggests it confronts “the theological problem that turned on the continuing presence of the old along with the very real experience of the new.”  The relation between the two is “ontological, not just chronological, in essence.”  The new age is coming but the old will remain.
  To put it another way, while Isa 40 – 55 is amenable to deconstruction without inviting it, Isa 56 – 66 wears its deconstruction on its sleeve.  Further, the fact that there are ontological questions here, that the chapters involve a tricky substantial theological issue, suggests that the presence of theological tensions in the chapters need not point to diversity of authorship.  The chapters might reflect a wrestling with questions that a single prophet or theologian could recognize were tricky.
  

It is common to reckon that Isa 56 – 66 focuses on the problem of the fact that the wondrous promises of Isa 40 – 55 have not come true.
  But this again seems to be read into the text rather than read out of it.  This is the case even in respect of the opening of chapter 56.
  It urges people to act in faithfulness and it promises that Yhwh will act in faithfulness, but it does not give any indication that its exhortation and promise relate to disappointment with the non-fulfillment of Yhwh’s promises.  As Childs notes, it does not give any indication of a psychological motivation: “the prophetic promise functions exclusively on the theological level” in holding together in necessary fashion God’s promise and the need for the people’s response.
  This is not merely an argument from silence, because both Isa 40 – 55 and Isa 56 – 66 show a distinctive capacity to express in no uncertain terms their disappointment with Yhwh’s action.  
In handling such tricky theological questions, Isa 56 – 66 shows itself to be a work of theology.  Since the rise of biblical criticism, commentators have generally been wary of theological readings of the text, and have thereby risked leaving theological reading to people who will impose such readings from outside the text or simply ignore the its theological significance.  But stating the text’s own theology is part of exegesis, especially if the text by its nature has a religious or theological focus.  Of course every text has an implicit theology and a theological reading of any text could be apposite. But in biblical texts questions about God are near the centre of its agenda.

Joseph Blenkinsopp comments that “for both Childs and Seitz, it seems to be theologically necessary for biblical books to be coherent, well thought-out units so that if it could be shown that a biblical book such as Isaiah is a compilation of disparate materials, mixtum compositum (Lau 1994, 5), it would be impossible to extract theological meanings, or at least the proper canonical meaning, from its components.”
  I do not know whether Childs or Seitz takes this view.  It does seem that Blenkinsopp does; at least he does not seek to extract theological or canonical meanings from these components.  Indeed, for Blenkinsopp “canonical” is a suspicious word.  It suggests ideological.
  And there is an irony about the way “critical” scholars bring their apparently-unexamined theological preferences to the text and uncritically make what they take to be self-evident theological judgments about it (over questions such as “universalism” and “nationalism”).  Childs works with the advantages and disadvantages of appeal to the chapters’ canonical form.  But the trouble with the word “canonical” is that it resembles the word “evolution”; it is a hurrah word for some people and a boo word for others.  It does not trigger people into cool-headed study.  For this reason, while this paper is interested in the canonical form of the text, I am not going to tell you that.
In The Nature of Biblical Criticism, John Barton comments that biblical criticism is practiced by people who love their texts; otherwise they would not bother.  I believe this about Barton and about many other critical scholars, but one would have to say that it is not always evident from the work of other critics.
  I argue that part of the appreciation of one’s text would be to explicate its theology, and in this case to do so in light of its chiastic structure.

� I leave aside here the question whether the right delimitation of the part to which it belongs is (e.g.) Isa 54 – 66, or even Isa 40 – 66 (see, e.g., Christopher R. Seitz, “The Book of Isaiah 40 – 66,” in The New Interpreter’s Bible [Nashville: Abingdon, 2001] 6: 307-552 (pp. 471-72), though the very existence of the chiasm supports the view that Isa 56 – 66 is indeed a definable unit.


� Joseph Blenkinsopp, Isaiah 56 – 66 (AncB; New York: Doubleday, 2003), p. 132.


� See Bernhard Duhm, Das Buch Jesaia (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck, 1892; I use the 2nd ed., 1902); so also Karl Marti, Das Buch Jesaja (Tübingen: Mohr, 1900).


� Budde dated much of it rather earlier than Duhm did, though some of it a little later: see “Das Buch Jesaia Kap. 40—66,” in E. Kautsch and A. Bertholet (ed.), Die Heilige Schrift des Alten Testaments: Erster Band (Tübingen: Mohr, 1922), pp. 653-720.  Volz dated some of it before or during the exile, and some in the Hellenistic period: see Jesaja II (Leipzig: Deichert, 1932), esp. p. 200.  Such approaches have been taken more recently by J. Vermeylen (see Du prophète Isaїe à l’apocalyptique [2 vols; Paris: Gabalda, 1977 and 1978]; see 2:503-17) and Odil Hannes Steck (see especially the essays collected in his Studien zu Tritojesaja (BZAW 203; Berlin/New York: de Gruyter, 1991).


� See Die Einheit Tritojesaja (BWANT 45; Stuttgart: Kohlhammer, 1928); “Der Prophet Tritojesaja,” ZAW 49 (1931): 112-41.


� So, e.g., R. N. Whybray, Isaiah 40—66 (London: Oliphants, 1975/Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1981) (see esp. pp. 42-43); Paul D. Hanson, The Dawn of Apocalyptic (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1975); Isaiah 40—66 (Louisville: WJK, 1995).


� So, e.g., Seizo Sekine Die tritojesanische Sammlung (Jes 56 – 66) redaktionsgeschichtlich untersucht (BZAW 175; Berlin/New York: de Gruyter, 1989); Klaus Koenen, Ethik und Eschatologie im Tritojesajabuch (WMANT 62; Neukirchen: Neukirchener, 1990; Blenkinsopp, Isaiah 56 – 66.


� The Dawn of Apocalyptic, p. 33.


� See The Dawn of Apocalyptic, e.g., p. 29. 


� In addition, see Brooks Schramm, The Opponents of Third Isaiah (JSOTSup 193; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1995), p. 86, on Hanson’s view of the development of prosody (the more poetic oracles are earlier, the more prosaic ones later) that he believes can be perceived within Isa 56 – 66, which is a subordinate aspect of his “oracle,” and which “places Hanson into what Kugel has described as ‘the Syllable-Counting Text-Rewriting school of biblical prosody’” (see James L. Kugel, The Idea of Biblical Poetry [New Haven/London: Yale UP, 1981], p. 296).  On the other hand, Elizabeth Achtemeier made a total faith commitment to the oracle: in her The Community and Message of Isaiah 56 – 66 (Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1982) she treats Hanson’s perspective as simply gospel truth, not hinting that it is just a scholarly theory.


� Brent Strawn, “‘A World under Control,’” in Jon L. Berquist, ed., Approaching Yehud (Atlanta: SBL, 2007), pp. 85-116 (pp. 86, 87).


� He does this by comparing Isa 60 with reliefs from Darius I’s palace at Persepolis that could provide background to the portrayal of Jerusalem in Isa 60.  The construction of Persepolis was begun at the same time as that of the Second Temple though it went on for some decades.


� Isaiah 56 – 66, p. 42.


� He sees Isa 60 – 62 as belonging to the beginning of the Persian period; broadly speaking, Isa 56:9 – 59:21 and 63:1 – 64:12 belong to the time between 516 and 458; Isa 56:1-8 and 65:1 – 66:24 belong to the time of Ezra and Nehemiah.


� Rhetoric and Redaction in Trito-Isaiah (VT Sup 62; Leiden/New York: Brill, 1995), p. 1.


� John Barton, The Nature of Biblical Criticism (Louisville/London: WJK, 2007), p. 3.


� Barton, The Nature of Biblical Criticism, p. 5.


� “Johannine Dualism and Contemporary Pluralism,” in Richard Bauckham and Carl Mosser (ed.), The Gospel of John and Christian Theology (Grand Rapids/Cambridge: Eerdmans, 2008), pp. 19-50 (p. 21).  He is thus referring to John’s Gospel, but the point transfers to other works.


� John D. W. Watts certainly offers an interpretation that deals with the text sequentially, by treating it as a drama, but this understanding seems arbitrary on both the macro and the micro scale.  On his account, for instance, in much of Isa 56 – 58 the speaking alternates between “the heavens” and “the earth,” and the addressee is the Persian king Darius I (see Isaiah 34 – 66 [Word Biblical Commentary; revised ed., Nelson, 2005], pp. 811-46), but the text gives no indication that speakers alternate or that these two are the speakers or that Darius is the addressee.  .


� Smith, Rhetoric and Redaction in Trito-Isaiah, p. 59.


� Smith, Rhetoric and Redaction in Trito-Isaiah, p. 101.


� See The Dawn of Apocalyptic, pp. 71-72 (also pp. 211-20), where he associates this distinction with Karl Mannheim’s distinction between “ideology” and “utopia” in his Ideologie und Utopie (Bonn: Cohen, 1929); expanded ET, Ideology and Utopia (London: Routledge/New York: Harcourt, 1936).


� See Theokratie und Eschatologie (WMANT 2; Neukirchen: Neukirchener, 1959; 2nd ed., 1962); ET Theocracy and Eschatology (Oxford: Blackwell, 1968/Richmond: Knox, 1969).  A difference is that Hanson works forwards from the exile and Isa 40 – 55, whereas Plöger works backwards from the Antiochene crisis and Daniel and considers Isa 24 – 27, Zech 12 – 14, and Joel, though in a preface to the English translation of his monograph (Theocracy and Eschatology, p. vi) he notes that it would be possible to incorporate Isa 56 - 66 into his account.  Plöger thus anticipates Hanson and recalls Mannheim, though Hanson refers to Plöger only once in a footnote (relating to Chronicles and Daniel), and Plöger does not refer to Mannheim or the sociology of knowledge.


� See, e.g., the discussion in Rainer Albertz, A History of Israelite Religion in the Old Testament Period (London: SCM/Louisville: WJK, 1994), esp. 2:437-43.


� E.g., The Dawn of Apocalyptic, pp. 106-7.


� The Dawn of Apocalyptic, p. 108.


� The Dawn of Apocalyptic, p. 107.


� The Dawn of Apocalyptic, p. 108.  Schramm, too, see Isa 56 – 66 as concerned “to identify and to define who the people are who will be allowed to participate in this salvation” and who will not (The Opponents of Third Isaiah, p. 82).  Yet even when the prophecies might be seen as critiquing elements within the community, they do not emphasize a link with that question of participation.  The focus of a passage such as Isa 56:9 – 57:13 lies on critique.  Only in a half-verse at the end does it refer to the fact that “the person who takes refuge with me will own the land, will possess my holy mountain.”


� “The servants of Yhwh” (in the plural) has been seen as a key motif in Isa 56 – 66 (cf. Blenkinsopp, Isaiah 56 – 66, p. 33, and his references), but if it is, it is odd that eight of the ten occurrences of the expression occur in the last two chapters (seven of them in Isa 65).  There is one in Isa 56:6, where it refers to foreigners, and one in 63:17, where it refers to the community as a whole.  


� As Hanson assumes, The Dawn of Apocalyptic, pp. 78-79.


� Much of the detailed interpretation of this critique is tricky, but there is no doubt regarding its central features.


� The Dawn of Apocalyptic, p. 147; my emphasis.


� 1QIsa adds the preposition k to make this point; cf. LXX, Tg, Vg, also NRSV, TNIV.


� The Dawn of Apocalyptic, p. 32.


� Cf. Schramm, The Opponents of Third Isaiah, p. 88.


� Hanson’s translation, The Dawn of Apocalyptic, p. 164.


� Hanson, Isaiah 40 – 66 (Louisville: Knox, 1995), p. 199.


� Blenkinsopp, Isaiah 56 – 66, p. 294.  


� Schramm, The Opponents of Third Isaiah, p. 164.


� Das Buch Jesaia, p. 379.


� I think I owe this observation to Joe Henderson.


� Blenkinsopp, Isaiah 56 – 66, p. 37.


� Isaiah 56 – 66, p. 132.


� E.g., Claus Westermann, Das Buch Jesaja Kap. 40 – 66 (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck, 1966), p. 245 (Isaiah 40 – 66 [London: SCM/Philadelphia: Westminster, 1969], p. 306); cf. Karl Pauritsch, Die neue Gemeinde: Gott sammelt Ausgestossene und Arme (Jesaia 56 – 66): Die Botschaft des Tritojesaia-Buches literar-, form-, gattungskritisch und redaktionsgeschichtlich untersucht (AnBib 47; Rome: Biblical Institute Press, 1971); Klaus Koenen, Ethik und Eschatologie im Tritojesajabuch.


� I think I owe this point to Blenkinsopp, but I cannot now locate the reference.


� See “Isaiah xl–lv in the 1990s: Among Other Things, Deconstructing, Mystifying, Intertextual, Socio-critical, and Hearer-involving,” Biblical Interpretation 5 (1997): 226–46.


� Das Buch Jesaia Kap. 40 – 66, p. 237; Isaiah 40 – 66 (London: SCM/Philadelphia: Westminster, 1969), p. 296.  Fritz Maass uses a parallel image in speaking of the material having a Grundbestand or basic element comprising 57:14-19; 58:1-12; 59:1-3, 9-21; 60:1 – 62:12; 66:1-16, which was then expanded; see Fritz Maass, ‘“Tritojesaja”?’ Das ferne und nahe Wort (L. Rost Festschrift, ed. F. Maass; BZAW 105; Berlin: Töpelmann, 1967), pp. 153-63 (p. 163).


� The kernel image has similar implications; a kernel or seed is or contains the embryo from which a plant grows.


� For variants on this approach, nuancing it in different ways, see (e.g.) Sekine, Die tritojesanische Sammlung (Jes 56 – 66) redaktionsgeschichtlich untersucht; Steck, Studien zu Tritojesaja.  Wolfgang Lau associates the original form of 66:18-24 with an earlier stage (Schriftgelehrte Prophetie in Jes 56 – 66 [BZAW 225; Berlin/New York: de Gruyter, 1994], pp. 143-51).


� Westermann’s word is korrigierend, surely rather stronger.


� Isaiah 40 – 66, pp. 304-5 (Das Buch Jesaia Kap. 40 – 66, p. 243).


� Isaiah 40 – 66, p. 296 (“reine Heilsbotschaft,” Das Buch Jesaia Kap. 40 – 66, p. 237).  Westermann sees this as a link with Isa 40 – 55, which prompts the remark that his need to see elements in Isa 40 – 55 as later than the work of the main prophecy in light of his conviction that Second Isaiah preaches “salvation and nothing but salvation” is a sign that his understanding deconstructs; Isa 40 – 55 holds together the same two emphases as Isa 56 – 66, though it does not hold them in such equal tension.   A parallel ambiguity attaches to Blenkinsopp’s description of chapters 60 – 62 as “the central core” and “central panel” of Isa 56 – 66 (Isaiah 56 – 66, pp. 38-39).  These two images have different implications.  In a triptych, the central panel is (well) the central panel.  But the core of something is its densest part.  “The central panel presents the ideal situation in programmatic form, a kind of best-case scenario for the future” which then stands in contrast with the real situation in the community portrayed on either side.  If so, chapters 60 – 62 are the central panel, but they are not really the core.


� Brevard S. Childs, Isaiah (Louisville: WJK, 2001), p. 441.


� Isaiah, p. 463.


� And if it might be reasonable to date the material in the early Persian period (as Elliger thought), that would leave open the possibility that its authorship is the same as that of Isa 40 – 55.


� E.g., Hans-Joachim Kraus entitles a study of Isa 56 – 66 “Die ausgebliebene Endtheophanie,” the final appearance of God that has not arrived (ZAW 78 [1966]: 317-32 = Kraus, Biblisch-theologische Aufsätze [Neukirchen: Neukirchener, 1972], pp. 134-50).


� And of Isa 59.  In following Kraus in his understanding, Schramm comments that Isa 59:1-2 illustrates how “the real interest of these chapters is to explain why the delay in the arrival of God’s salvation has occurred” (The Opponents of Third Isaiah, p. 81).  But Isa 59:1-2 does not refer to delay and need not even imply it.  It is a plausible view that the lines respond to a protest on behalf of the people that Yhwh is neither listening to them nor delivering them, but this is a protest that occurs or that is implied elsewhere in the Old Testament without any implication that a promised deliverance has failed to arrive.  The distinctiveness about Isa 59:1-2 is that it blames the community rather than Yhwh; it needs to put its life right if God is to act on its behalf.  But there is no specific indication that the shortcomings in its life explain why promises have not been fulfilled for it.  


� Isaiah, p. 456.


� Isaiah 56 – 66 (AB; New York: Doubleday, 2003), p. 29, referring to Lau, Schriftgelehrte Prophetie in Jes 56 – 66.


� See “The Family in First Temple Israel,” in Leo G. Perdue and others, Families in Ancient Israel (Louisville: WJK, 1997), pp. 48-103 (p. 49).    


� And sometimes they are explicit about why this is so: they recognize that it is an influential cultural artifact but they dispute some of its convictions and want to critique these.  But the reader can easily miss this fact about their study.





