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I am bored by the topic of the violence of the biblical God, though not when Dan Hawk writes about it. 
I am bored by it because people who ask or write about it are inclined to give the impression that we all know that Jesus is obviously against violence, so the question is how can we explain (away) the manner in which much of the Bible speaks about war and violence. In this connection as in others, it’s easy for people to think in terms of making allowance for the Bible’s being culturally-rooted. It’s harder to get them to work with the extent to which our Christian views are culturally-rooted. After all, we’re Christians and we accept the Bible’s authority, so our instincts must be basically right, mustn’t they? We don’t realize the extent to which our framework for thinking about the Bible and violence (among other topics) is culturally-determined.
But I am not bored when Dan Hawk writes about this subject. There are biblical scholars who through their lives flit from one subject or one book to another; when they are “done” with Psalms they move on to Isaiah and then on to Genesis and then on to the next thing. I am one of those scholars. There are other biblical scholars who worry at a particular topic or book for most of their academic lives. They keep coming back to it, they keep looking at it from new angles, they keep chewing over it, they keep wrestling with it. Dan Hawk is that kind of scholar. He has been badgering the topic of war and violence for forty years. 
Every Promise Fulfilled, his first book on the subject, showed what insight can emerge if we can lay aside for a moment our assumptions about a subject (in this case, “the book of Joshua is all about violence”) and just pay attention to the text and read it carefully. It turns out that Joshua is “all about” God’s promises and Israel’s promises and about how far either side fulfills them and what the implications are.
Dan Hawk knows that the central truth about God is that he is good-natured and patient and always on the run with his arms open like the prodigal father, and he knows that the central truth about human relationships lies in harmony and forbearance and mercy. But he also knows that there is a lot in the Scriptures that reflects other non-central truths about God, such as his willingness to say “Okay, that’s it” and humanity’s obligation to echo that declaration. And in this book he shows that he knows there is a narrative shape to God’s working at his purposes in the world and that this narrative shape helps us understand and work with some of the tensions in the perspectives the Scriptures hold before us.
My students have often come to seminary hoping to find answers to questions that have troubled them. Sometimes over the years they have been given straightforward answers to such questions but they have come to see that these straightforward answers don’t work. Often they are questions I have wondered about, too, and sometimes I think I have an answer and can give it to them. In working as a seminary professor, one experience I love is the occasional moment when I give students such an answer and a light comes into their eyes as they see that the answer works. Admittedly on other occasions they don’t like my answer and/or they are not convinced by it. And on yet other occasions I invite them to see that Christian faith is often about living with questions rather than having answers. The “problem” of evil and suffering is an example, as is the relationship between God’s sovereignty and human responsibility. Dan Hawk starts this book with a comparable observation about violence, that it may be more important to think biblically than to seek biblical answers. 
He goes on to comment that it may be more important to let the Bible shape how we respond redemptively to violence. My step-daughter and her husband, Katie-Jay and Gabriel Stauring, have given the past ten years of their lives to seeking to take political and practical action on behalf of victims of violence, in particular as it has decimated and traumatized the Darfuri people of Sudan who are now in refugee camps in Chad. A couple of years ago I was asked to go to talk about the Bible and violence in a “Bible-believing” church. What people wanted (and what I tried to give them) was some understanding of how to think about the way the Bible talks about violence. But my wife and I also showed them videos of the lives of the Darfuri and of the work that Katie-Jay and Gabriel have been doing, and we challenged the congregation regarding whether their concern about violence was just something in their heads or whether they expressed that concern in their lives. 
There is an approach to Ecclesiastes that uses it as a way of getting people to see how empty life is, so that one can then tell them about Jesus who is the “answer” to Ecclesiastes. I don’t believe that this use of the book corresponds with how it got into the Scriptures, but I don’t imagine that God minds much if the approach leads people to come to trust in Jesus. In an analogous way, I’m not wholly sure why God inspired the biblical authors to talk so much about the violence of God and the violence God commissions, but I suspect that God will be glad if wrestling with the question and facing the reality of violence drives us to do something about violence and not just discuss it.
