Notes Chapter One

 David Dewey, A User’s Guide to Bible Translations: Making the Most of Different Versions (Downer Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2004), 204, provides a useful overview of versions of the Bible.

2Marc Zvi Brettler, How to Read the Bible (Philadelphia: The Jewish Publication Society, 2005), 1-12, uses the term “Bible” to refer to what others call “the Hebrew Bible,” making the point that academic scholars “generally prefer not to take sides in the debate as to which covenant with God is in force.”

3 Patrick Alexander, et al., eds., The SBL Handbook of Style: For Ancient Near Eastern Biblical and Early Christian Studies ( Peabody, MA :Hendrickson Publishers, Inc.:1999), 17, suggest that authors keep “aware of the connotations of alternative expressions such as… Hebrew Bible [and] Old Testament” and use them without prescribing the use of either.

Walter Brueggemann, An Introduction to the Old Testament (Louisville, KY: John Knox Press, 2003), 2,  addresses  supersessionism: that the New Testament supersedes and makes the Old Testament obsolete; rather, he says, the church has always found the two collections close and intimate and that the Christian faith “is both continuous and discontinuous from it, and that the matter admits of no easy articulation.”  The fact that such a position can be found in the New Testament itself (Hebrews, for example) enables a continued reading of the Bible in this way that the church itself has largely abandoned.

Frank McConnell, ed. The bible and the Narrative Tradition  (New York: Oxford University Press, 1991). Questia. 21 May 2009 http://www.questia.com/PM.qst?a=o&d+6305566 6 quotes Frank Kermodes’s The Genesis of Secrecy to say “that only once in the history of culture has a book had its entire meaning altered simply by renaming it, by renaming it, to be specific, the ‘Old Testament.’”

4Michael White, From Jesus to Christianity: How Four Generations of Visionaries & Storytellers Created the Old Testament and Christian Faith (New York: HarperSanFrancisco, A Division of HarperCollinsPublishers,2004), 445, 457, and 394, explains how the Scriptures were assembled into the Old and New Testaments.

5David Norton, A History of the Bible as Literature: From 1700 to the Present Day, Vol. 2 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), 392, quotes Robert Alter from The Literary Guide to the Bible  as making this argument, concluding, “It therefore does not seem to me that these two bodies of ancient literature can be comfortably set in the same critical framework.”

Gabriele Boccaccini, Roots of Rabbinic Judaism: An Intellectual History from Ezekiel to Daniel (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 2002), 28-29, describes a movement from canons to Judaisms, making the point that “The major obstacle to the study of ancient Jewish thought is ironically not the lack of documentation but the way in which sources have come down to us, grouped into denominationally determined corpora, or canons (the Hebrew Bible or Old Testament, the New Testament, the Apocrypha and Pseudopigrapha, the Dead Sea Scrolls, etc.).” Boccaccini points out that scholars no longer must be bound by canons or denominations and that, furthermore, study now requires looking at Christian and  Jewish sources in relation to each other.

Marshall D. Johnson, Making Sense of the Bible: Literary Type as An Approach to Understanding (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdsman Publishing Co., 2002),  4,2,  after explaining a difficulty in understanding the Bible as the gap of 2000 years between the time of the Bible and our time, begins a general introduction that stresses that the Bible has traditionally been accepted “as the sacred Scripture of two religious traditions, the Old Testament from the ancient Israelites and Jews and the New Testament from the Christians.” He says what others have said about beginning to read and understand the Bible: “I believe that it is not necessary for contemporary persons to become experts in the social history of antiquity to appreciate much of what the ancient writers were about.” 

6Brueggemann, 2, remarks that “as Christians read this text toward the New Testament, so Jews properly and legitimately read the same scrolls toward the Talmud as the definitive document of Judaism” and that “Christians are ‘coreaders with Jews’” and should keep in mind “how far and in what ways we may read with Jews, and in what ways we read in different directions and apart from Jews.”

7 Boccaccini,  4, argues that both Christian and rabbinic traditions, although claiming continuity with the past sages and the Sinai law-giving, need a break “to avoid any compromise or interference by rival institutions, which would have challenged the existing authority of the sages.”  He states that “Although the Christian historia sacred  claimed its very beginning with the preexistent Christ and preempted the history of Israel as the history of the ‘Jewish church,’ nevertheless it needed to contrast the times when prophecies were issued and when they were fulfilled. According to the Christian view of history…, the events of Jewish history and religion after the closure of the Old Testament had no importance except as the historical setting preordained by God for Jesus’ revelation.” He goes on to describe Second Temple Judaism, as viewed by Christians, as a dark age, “an intermission of stagnation and silence before Christ came to earth and the establishment of the Christian Church superseded a single uniform Judaism.” Boccaccini understands Christian and Jewish tradition as advancing the theological model of one Judaism that has impeded critical scholarship.  Boccaccini 28-29 points out that scholars no longer must be bound by canons or denominations and that, furthermore, study now requires looking at Christian and  Jewish sources in relation to each other.

8J.H. Gardiner, The Bible as English Literature (NY: Charles Scribner/s Sons, 1906) ,3, 4,  remarks the Bible has “distinctiveness and unity of characters runs not only to the style but to the substance.”  He explains that the Bible contains national literature and that its advances the history of a people enroute always to higher and purer ideas. He finds that the Old Testament and New Testament run together through several characteristics: Christianity is deeply rooted in the religion of Israel; the same earnestness runs throughout; its story is that of a chosen people and the fulfillment of promise, and it presents throughout a God in way of justice.

9Brettler,  29,  remarks that chapter divisions first appeared in the Vulgate, thus relatively recently, and suggests they have no authority and, for Jews, are best ignored.

10Norton,  401,436,  states that modern translations can be divided into two groups according to whether they base themselves on the KJB and linguistic aims or tend to avoid the KJB and translate or paraphrase into contemporary language. With the many available modern translations, Norton laments the standard that creates a classic “perpetually and inescapably encountered by all of us.” 

11Everett Fox, The Five Books of Moses (New York: Schocken Books, 1983), xii.

Robert Alter, Genesis: Translation and Commentary (New York: W.W. Norton, 1996) recognizes Fox as returning readers to the original Hebrew language but at the expense of being not “fluently readable” and discovers his principle of consistency overused at the cost of  translating in context and missing nuances in the choice of lexicon.
12Ibid., 183, 186,


 3Mart Väljataga, “Why Study Literature” in Eurozine <http://www.eurozine.com/articles/2005-10-05-valjataga-en.html> August 15, 2008 answers this question by putting it into the context of institutionalized science, explaining that literary studies has to justify itself “to the rest of society as a science, and inside the bureaucracy of science as a very special kind of science. The human sciences…” and that it has to do with justifying jobs with “those holding the purse strings.”

14Leland Ryken and Philip Graham Ryken, “Preface” to The Literary Study Bible: English Standard Version (Wheaton, Il.: Good News/Crossway, 2007) address the question of what it means that the Bible is literature by focusing on its genres, subject matter (human experience itself), archetypes and motifs, stylistics and rhetoric, and artistry.


 5Richard Elliott Friedman, Who Wrote the Bible (HarperSanFrisco: HarperCollinsPublishers, 1997) , 15,  begins his discussion extolling the impact the Bible has made: “People have been reading the Bible for nearly two thousand years. They have taken it literally, figuratively, or symbolically. They have regarded it as divinely dictated, revealed, or inspired, or as a human creation. They have acquired more copies of it than of any other book. It is quoted (and misquoted) more often than other books. It is translated (and mistranslated) more than the others as well. It is called a great work of literature, the first work of history. It is at the heart of Christianity and Judaism. Ministers, priests, and rabbis preach it. Scholars spend their lives studying and teaching it in universities and seminaries. People read it, study it, admire it, disdain it, write about it, argue about it, and love it. People have lived by it and died for it. And we do not know who wrote it.” Friedman understands, as do most readers, “it makes a difference whether their interest in the book is religious, moral, literary, or historical” and he contends that readers of the Bible do not have easily available the traditional approach of asking about the author and the author’s life.

Bart D. Ehrman, Lost Christianities: The Battles for Scripture and the Faiths we Never Knew (NY: Oxford University Press, 2003), 249,  explains the New Testament canon is “the victory of the proto-orthodox” and wonders what would have happened if another group had won. He even wonders what would have happened if the New Testament did not exist at all. Another victory, he believes, would have affected the way the New Testament is read—if the tradition of reading the Bible commonsensically and literally had not prevailed, what would it have meant if  the Bible were read figuratively? He gives credit to the significant impact of the New Testament—widely read, revered, inspiring belief, stimulating reflection, providing hope, preached from the pulpit, providing hope, being studied, and regarded as a foundational document, used to justify acts of peace and war, used for and against the death penalty, abortion, gay rights, slavery, and to justify capitalism and socialism—and then summarizes, “It has been used for good and evil.”

Norton, 271. This work, detailing the history of the Bible as literature, provides an excellent academic discussion of the many tensions that have surrounded reading the Bible, noting that approaching it as a literary work became strong in the eighteenth century but that many still preferred to keep religion and literature separate. From discussions of the Bible as prose or poetry, a classic or superior to the classics, as inferior or superior in translation, to its worth as a cultural, moral, historical, and literary text, to how reading the Bible “as” one kind of text separates it from another kind of reading, this text should be required in advanced courses in the Bible as literature.

16Thomas L. Thompson, 104, The Mythic Past: Biblical Archaeology and the Myth of Israel , 1st ed (New York: Basic Books,  1999) 29 talks about Israel as playing a role within a morality story: “The role it has played is for all humanity. Israel struggled with God: a destiny defined already in the stories of Genesis 1-11 as one which is everyman’s fate. To struggle with God is to be human, the fate of all,” and in that struggle has come “God’s torah, which is the true inheritance.”

Northrope Frye, Words with Power Being a Second Study of The Bible and Literature (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, Publishers, 1990) xiv-xv, 99,  suggests the Bible is “written in the literature of myth and metaphor” and may be described as “a work of literature plus.” Frye further points out that speaking of the Bible as work of literature would be “an abuse of language,” remarking that “The conception of ‘literature’ itself is really post-Biblical.”

17James L. Kugel, How to Read  the Bible: A Guide to Scripture Then and Now (New York: Free Press, 2007), 685, says that “Scripture [in Judaism]”is the beginning of a manual entitled To Serve God,  a manual whose trajectory has always led from the prophet to the interpreter and from the divine to the merely human.”

18 Norton, 378, 385, 380, describes Robert Alter’s The Art of Biblical Narrative as addressing history, fiction, and the artfulness of biblical narrative. He says that Alter’s approach accommodates belief and engages discussion of what in the Bible is historicized fiction and fictionalized history.

19 Kenneth R.R. Gros Louis and Willard Van Antwerpen, “Joshua and Judges,” in A Complete Literary Guide to the Bible , 138,  advance the revelatory nature of the Bible as affecting and moving its readers by asking the “largest of human questions” and by presenting embodied human experience that helps us to see and understand ourselves. Charles Allen Dinsmore, The English Bible as Literature (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1931). Questia.com, 2006 <http://www.questia.com> , v of 334. Dinsmore describes the Bible as telling the story of men and women in their great moments. It reveals humanity at its best and its worst, giving us human experience with all its emotions—love, hate, revenge, thirst for God, —“these are permanent, and upon these unchanging feelings the enduring literature rears its stately structure…. ”

20 Norton 262-267 looks at the Nineteenth century School Bible reading agenda as contrasting religious and secular literature. The Bible as classic consideration comes close to the Bible as literature.

21 John B. Gabel, Charles B. Wheeler, and Anthony D. York, eds. The Bible as Literature: An Introduction (New York: Oxford University Press, 1990), 1,  counsel readers to look upon the Bible as they would look at any other book: a product of the human mind, a fascinating book. They see it as a collection of writings produced by real people who lived in actual historical times. Norton  272 says “the book contains almost nothing of what ought to be basic to a literary discussion of the Bible, reading the text,” and notes that only once does the “Suggested Further Readings” reference a work “specifically on literary aspects of the Bible;” he faults the book as engaging in a “tiptoeing neutrality.”

 Norton, 407,  points out that NKJV has not been “designed to be read as literature, introducing the possibility that the common, religious reader will still prefer sacred text to literature and that publishers provide what sales.”

22Leland Ryken and Tremper Longman III, “Introduction” to A Complete Literary Guide to the Bible (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Zondervan Publishing House, 1993), 24, quote John Reichert in urging readers to cut through esoteric terms prevalent in approaches to reading the Bible and return to simple procedures. 

F J.P. Fokkelman, Reading Biblical Narrative: An Introductory Guide, tr. Ineke Smit (Louisville, NY: Westminster John Knox Press; originally published as Vertlekunst in de bijbel. Ein handleiding bij literair lezen Netherlands: Uitgeverij Boekencentrum, 1995), 207-209,  lays out such an approach, describing his book as “an exercise in grasping the overall shape of a text and in reading from within…the whole has priority over the parts.” He concludes his book with ten groups of questions that he believes will enable beginning students of literature to understand narrative.

23 Norton , History of the Bible, 274,  explains that keeping the Bible before the learner as a whole may present “too much to grasp” and makes “the fruitful use of the Bible [he has in mind the King James Version], as literature, … almost impossible.” He also directs attention to the defects of translation, defects that he says readers encounter in the originals as well.

Frye, Words With Power xvi, xvii, 101-102,  repeats the point several times that “Coherence is a preliminary intuition or assumption about criticism…, a heuristic assumption…remarking that criticism, while different from literature, equally requires creativity and performs the important work of “defining and opening the boundaries of literature.” He also calls this heuristic “’holism,’ the assumption that the work in front of us is a unity, with all its parts fitting together and relevant to that unity.” The Bible, he goes on to say, has historically made its impact through this holistic approach.  Frye attributes the unity of the Bible as consisting of “an inner core of mythical and metaphorical structure,: mythical in the story it tells of the redemption of man from between the beginning and the end of time; metaphorical in the way that is imagery is juxtaposed to form an ‘apocalyptic’ picture of the cosmos constructed according to the categories of human creative energy…” He repeats a primary thesis: “the Bible is not a work of literature, but its literal meaning is its mythical and metaphorical meaning,” and its unity, ultimately, “ a mystery of canonicity.”  Frye identifies the mythical and metaphorical as also forming the primary language of criticism.

24 Kugel, How to Read the Bible, 686, 686, talks about a Protestant way of insisting on an approach to reading emphasizing Scripture alone, and the emphasis on text here should not be taken to echo that tradition, one that itself reacted to older traditions that emphasized authority. Kugel admits that the Torah’s laws have been modified, even in the Bible itself, and expanded, reinterpreted, and applied “to the concrete situations of daily life by the ancient interpreters.” Kugel describes a shift in the way readers read the Bible: from learning from the Bible to learning about it, a shift that he believes can be traced to the emphasis on reading the Bible in its human terms and its historical context. He says, “Learning about the text…moves from subject to object; it no longer speaks but is spoken about, analyzed, and acted upon.” The same thing has happened in the shift that moves readers from learning from literature to learning about literature, the way of critical approach. Introductory texts usually focus upon first reading the text.

25Ryken, “The Bible as Literature: A Brief History” in A Complete Literary Guide, 61-65,  remarks that “Most current literary criticism [as opposed to traditional] presupposes an audience whose interest in the Bible is academic rather than religious” and that, much of this, wants to “unlock the prison house of conventional (religious) interpretations of the Bible,” following Harold Bloom’s lead that “the critic serves as varnish remover.” This contrasts to Mary Ellen Chase, who called for the Bible as accessible to the common reader.

Johnson,  2, 142, describes fresh reading as reading “with the intent of discovering at least something of the thought-world and mind of the writer” and explains that this “requires curiosity, concentration, and a certain willingness to allow our prior thoughts to be challenged.” Johnson 25 and 206-209 provides what he calls “Ten Productive Questions” that will help readers understand the overall shape of a text and to keep to the rule that “the whole is more than the sum of its parts.”

 Fokkelman, 193 echoes a similar set of questions: who is the hero?  What is his quest? What does he want to achieve?How have the action and pursuit been shaped as a plot? How are the various themes distributed? Fokkelman advocates asking the big questions about who wrote and why and the importance of becoming aware of an ongoing dialogue between reader and text. The act of reading has been defined as active puzzle-solving.

26David M. Gunn and Dana Noland Fewell, Narrative in the Hebrew Bible, (New York: Oxford University Press, 1993),  9,  point to a way of reading that that finds multivalent  and contextual meanings, “inescapably bound up with their interpreters.”In recognizing the subjectivity of reading, they deny the objectivity that often accompanies scholarship.

Frye, Words With Power , 75,  explains reading as an act that requires readers to go beyond the piece of literature confronting them, to go beyond the object, and to study as well the act of reading; readers experience a merging of themselves with the text, becoming not observers but participants. Frye also says that readers must further guard against narcissism defined as “seeing every text only as a mirror reflecting our own psyches.”

Johnson , Making Sense of the Bible, 24-25,  explains that the act of reading requires at least two levels of meaning: the text that contains meaning, and the reader who understands meaning.

27Friedman , Who Wrote the Bible?, 241,  states near the end of his work on identifying sources for the Bible, “And so we have, in a sense, come a full cycle back to dealing with the Bible as a whole. That is perhaps what has been lacking in much of the research on the authors of the Bible thus far. It has often been a tearing-down without a putting-back-together. And that may be, in part, why this sort of analysis so offended the faithful of Christianity and Judaism.” He goes on to say, “However, we are now at a point at which our discoveries concerning the Bible’s origins can mean an enhanced understanding and appreciation of the Bible in its final, developed form.”

28Thompson, Mythic Past, 31, One such process has been described as “traditioning.” Thompson  describes the Bible as “survival literature,” explaining that the Hellenistic period “understood themselves as the ‘children of Israel,…’ a surviving remnant from old Israel, or as a resurrected or reborn Israel. Through its process of collecting traditions, some of which can, as we have seen, be traced back to the Iron Age, the tradition represents itself as truly from the past. It is composed of fragments of memory: written and oral, chains of narrative and more complex literary works, administrative records, songs, prophetic sayings, the words of philosophers, lists, and stories. All are understood as meaningful within a cumulative whole, a discriminatingly assembled and organized torah and commentary on the origins of the torah. These writings are all interpreted in the tradition of a past now shattered.”

29Norton, History of the Bible, 393, states “There is, in short, arbitrariness or an act of faith involved in any conception of the Bible as a unity. Some of the arbitrariness comes from the variable constitution and ordering of the Bible and some from the multiple possibilities for interrelationship.” He further remarks that the Bible has literary as well as theological continuities. 

Notes in the New Interpreter’s  Study Bible,  2261, regards knowledge of the Hebrew Scriptures as critical to making New Testament writings intelligible because writers, not only reinterpret particular OT texts but, “make multiple allusions to major biblical figures and events. Interrelationship, according to Donahue, remains interpretation, both by addition of new material and also by editing or changing its predecessor.

Mcconnell, Questia,  8, says, "’Intertextuality’ is a phrase much bandied--or shuttlecocked-among critics with a yen for the fashionable these days. Like most such phrases it is not only phonetically ugly but, semantically, virtually null. If it does have a meaning, though, it appears to refer to the ways a given text refers to itself, within itself, as a text: or as a "heterocosm," to use another fashionable term--that is, a verbal universe that equals or rivals the "real" universe of our experience. But is this not the Bible? I repeat myself: to learn to read this book is to learn to read. And, at least for Western man, to learn to read is to learn something about how to live: or so we trust.  McConnell goes on to say of biblical intertextuality that it leads to the utterance of a whole world-view that we must speak of as the JudeoChristian vision." McConnell contrasts “extra-textuality,” the reinterpretation of an earlier text in favor of a later text, to “inter-textuality.”

30 Leland Ryken, he Literary Impulse” in A Complete Literary Guide, 362-5, acknowledges he Bible as “unique” but makes the point that it impacts and affects readers existentially, as does other literature.

31 Kugel, How to Read the Bible, carefully distinguishes typology from allegory: explaining that typology works on the horizontal level to see people and events of the Old Testament as foreshadowings or types of people in the New Testament; allegory works on the vertical level, moving from the concrete to the abstract or from the physical to the spiritual. He describes allegorizing as “the technique by which concrete details in a text—people, events, places in which things occur—are explained as representing abstract entities, ideas, or virtues or vices or philosophical doctrines. Allegorical interpretations of the Bible characterize early Christian interpretation of the Bible, known particularly as a method of reading followed by Philo of Alexandria ca. 30 BCE-ca. 55 CE.

32Thompson, Mythic Past, 57, states that an “ironic understanding of prophecy is central to the tradition’s view of prophecy. Rather than playing the role of messengers of God’s work in Israel’s history, prophets have functioned as catalysts for old Israel’s faithlessness and betrayal. Prophets harden hearts. They provoke stories of Israel’s disobedience. They create rejection of the way of God’s torah.”

33Gabel, Wheeler, and York, The Bible as Literature, 158, consider God’s breaking into history the distinguishing feature of apocalyptic literature, as contrasted to prophecy, with its concern with “this world” and “with real offenses committed against real people and with obvious violations of time-honored principles of religion and right conduct.”
34  Stephen B. Chapman, The Law and the Prophets: A Study in the Old Testament Canon Formation (Deutschland: Mohr Siebeck, 2000), 276, provides an overview of the rise of the canonical approaches and recent proposals concerning canonicity, arguing for no distinction of the Torah over the prophets, making the point that the initial placement of the Torah in the canon has more to do with ‘story’ rather than ‘status.’”

35Boccaccini, 2,  describes the “so-called Christian fulfillment…[as] estrangement, if not treachery and betrayal” as viewed from Jews emphasizing their fidelity to their own tradition; Christians, however, tend to see this as highlighting “the newness and uniqueness of Jesus of Nazareth, whose claim of fulfillment was seen as grafted onto an older religion at the end of its role as ‘precursor.’”

36. Gunn and Fewell, Narrative in the Hebrew Bible, 29,  suggest a way of reading the Bible that places a large narrative (Genesis-2 Kings) into the context of the larger Hebrew Bible, such reading making it possible to follow motifs such as the division between brothers such as Jacob and Esau, Joseph and his brothers, Abimelech and his brothers, Absalom and Amnon,  Solomon and Adonijah, for example.

Marcus J. Borg, Meeting Jesus for the First Time , 123, 133,  finds three macro-stories “at the heart of Scripture that shape the Bible as a whole”: the story of Exodus, the story of the exile and return, and the Priestly story. He describes these three stories as “imaging the religious life”: the need for liberation, the need for homecoming, and the need for acceptance, all imaging life as a journey.

37Fokkelman, Reading Biblical Narrative, 162,  demonstrates how structurally Genesis uses toledoth to organize the book as generations or early history.

38Marcus J. Borg and N.T. Wright, The Meaning of Jesus: Two Visions  (New York: HarperSanFrancisco, A Division of HarperCollinsPublishers, 1999),  10,  describes this view as reducing reality “to the space-time world of matter and energy, thereby making the notion of God problematic and doubtful.” Borg opposes this worldview to a religious worldview that “sees reality as grounded in the sacred.”

39 Ibid., 61,, after describing this softening process, describes it as a mystical state in which “a sense of descending (or ascending) beyond the ordinary level of the self to a level where one experiences communion or union with God.”

40Ibid., “Images of Jesus” 119-137.

41Ibid., 149.

42 Ibid., 183.

43 Ibid., 74-75.

44Frye, Words With Power xvi, xvii, 101-102.

Marcus Borg and John Dominic Crossan, The First Paul: Reclaiming the Radical Visionary Behind the Church’s Conservative Icon (New York: HarperCollins Publishers, 2009),  21,  describes enlightenment “as a transformed way of seeing,” a part of mystical experience, but continuing afterward, and presented in common images: “moving from darkness to light, from blindness to sight, from sleeping to being awake.”

45Borg and Wright,The Meaning of Jesus, 260.

46The “Introduction” to the HarperCollins Study Bible  , xxiii,  says that “Despite the Bible’s diversity, most readers do feel that as a whole it somehow makes sense. There is an odd concentricity about its diverse stories and its various genres. The tensions within it are held within some common framework. In some more than trivial way, ‘the Bible’ is one book.” 

Alter, Genesis,  xl,  wisely counsels that “the biblical conception of a book was clearly far more open-ended than any notion current in our own culture”  and essentially would caution to bracket our modern sense of “book” as having known authorship and copyright, and as printed, “boxed in between two covers, with title and author emblazoned.”

47 Ryken and Longman III, “Introduction” to A Complete Literary Guide,  35, published by a religious press, have gained distinction for taking readers through the various literary forms of the Bible, and given this seminal importance, it’s important to note that they describe the  Bible as containing narrative unity in a loosely chronological arrangement, telling the beginning of human history (creation, fall, and covenant), relating an exodus (and the establishment of law), describing the establishment of an Israelite monarchy (with the creation of wisdom literature and the psalms), moves into the Common Era with the life of Christ (Gospel literature), relating the beginnings of the Christian church  (history and letters), and ending with the consummation 

of history (apocalyptic literature). 

48N.T. Wright, How Can the bible be Authoritative?” in Vox Evangelian 21 (1991), 7-32.
49Gunn and  Fewell, Narrative in the Hebrew Bible, 2,  distinguish the broader term ‘story” from “narrative” referring to the particular way the story is told.  They say that defining narrative in this way—in terms of character, plot, word-play—is a preliminary step in the exploration of stories. They go on to suggest strategies for reading and finding meaning in texts.

51Thompson, Ibid., 18, 30,  ”Being like God, and obedience hardly a divine virtue, nothing less could be expected… The unbridgeable difference between what God sees and what humans see as good is present already at the creation. The whole of biblical history is sketched in terms of human fate implicit in the way we are. There is nothing new under the sun, and the long narrative which sets out from Genesis is but an ever-expanding illustration of this eternal conflict of will, as the divine Father struggles with his children; even his first-born Israel.” Humanity lives out “a fate determined by its nature.”

Thompson  says the story does not come to rest but ends problematically. “We do not have an origin tradition that closes with a sense of belonging…The story closes in rejection on the day of wrath. With Samaria’s and Jerusalem’s fall from grace, reiterating the fall of Sodom and Gomorrah, Israel re-enters with Lot the wilderness cave of exile to wait for a new creation. The bearers of this tradition are not the Israel whom Yahweh had set out to create in Genesis…That Israel never came to be.”

52David Leeming, The Oxford Companion to World Mythology (NY: Oxford University Press, 2005) presents an alphabetized list of mythical characters, including biblical representation.

53 Northrop Frye, Words with Power, 5-12, xv, identifies the verbal modes as descriptive (perceptions, facts, experience), logical (concepts, dialectical opposites), rhetoric (persuasion, convention, and ideology), and poetic (metaphorical and mythical), explaining that modern thinking has favored descriptive, logical, and rhetorical modes even though mythology preceded them. He further talks about anti-literary prejudices in religious scholarship and anti-religious prejudices among literary critics, “essentially the same prejudices in reverse.” He also sees in the fundamentalist response to the Bible as “truth” and therefore not myth a reach to the very descriptive (percept, fact, experience) that would deny metaphysical realities.

54 Robert Alter and Frank Kermode, The Literary Guide to the Bible (Cambridge, MA: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1987),  2-3,  remark that the Bible “is probably the most important single source of all our literature” but that its neglect in secularized times has led to a general ignorance that impoverishes the study of literature itself. Today’s readers of literature will often miss many of the allusions to biblical literature.

55Edgar Whitaker Work D.D., The Bible in English Literature (London and Edinburgh: Fleming H. Revell, Co., 1917), 33,  says the Bible has “sharpened and determined the very genius of the English-speaking peoples.”

56Alter and Kermode, The Literary Guide to the Bible, 5,  recognize this potential: “An orientation [stressing the role of the critic has someone who makes possible fuller readings of the text] of this sort seemed to us particularly appropriate for our volume because at this moment in cultural history there is an urgent need to try to learn how to read the Bible again.” 

57Ryken, “The Literary Influence of the Bible” in A Complete Literary Guide, 473-488, 485,  concludes, “Usually the story of biblical influence on literature has resembled the history of Western literature itself, from Renaissance belief in the Bible as a religious authority, through the Romantic glorification of primitivism, to the modern impulse to create one’s own mythology from a synthesis of diverse sources and casually to reinterpret biblical material.”
58Leland Ryken, How to Read the Bible as Literature …and get more out of it (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan™, 1984,  11-31,  explains his use of a literary approach as looking at the kinds of writing that are often called imaginative literature or creative writing, admitting that the Bible is a mixed book containing both literary and non-literary (exposition, explanatory writing) and stating that he has no desire to build a divide between literary and non-literary writings; in fact, he says that a literary approach must begin with the grammatico-historical method of biblical interpretation, beginning with the literal meaning of words as determined by historical setting. He then emphasizes genre, unity, coherence, emphasis, concreteness, experiential presentation of truth, and use of language. Ryken also points out that “literature gives us an awareness of reality or truth as it is actually experienced, incarnating, and enacting experience. The Bible presents experience concretely rather than giving its readers abstract propositions.

59 Leland Ryken, James C.Wilhoit, and Tremper Longman III, The Dictionary of Biblical Imagery (Downer’s Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1998),  xiv, xxi.

60Ryken, How to Read the Bible, 15.

61 Dictionary,  xiii.

Frye, Words With Power, xv, in arguing that “the beginning of the response to the Bible must be a literary response” builds from an understanding of the Bible as having values connected with “truth” that can only be reached through myth and metaphor.

Marcus J. Borg and N.T. Wright, The Meaning of Jesus: Two Visions  (New York: HarperSanFrancisco, A Division of HarperCollinsPublishers, 1999),  5,  point out that “though metaphorical language is not literally true, it can be powerfully true in a nonliteral sense.”

62 Ryken, How to Read the Bible, 21,  explains that “literature conveys a sense of life—a sense of how the writer thinks and feels about what really exists, what is right and wrong, what is valuable and worthless.”

63 Ibid.,11,30, understands both approaches as dividing whole texts into fragments, this including commentaries, rather than accepting the text in its final form, the focus of literature always being on finished wholes rather than a “a patchwork of fragments.”

64 Ryken, Wilhoit, and Longman, Dictionary of the Bible,  xiii, quotes H. Richard Niebuhr: “”We are far more image-making and image-using creatures than we usually think ourselves to be and… are guided and formed by images in our minds… Man… is a being who grasps and shapes reality… with the aid of great images, metaphors, and analogies.”
65Bruce M. Metzer and Michael Coogan, The Oxford Companion to the Bible New York: Oxford University Press, 1993), 516,  defines  the ultimate goal of human life as being “to conform to the image of God.”

66Thomas Cahill, The Gifts of the Jews: How a Tribe of Desert Nomads Changed the Way Everyone Thinks and Feels (New York: Nan A. Talese/Anchor Books, A Division of Random House, Inc., 1998),  47-50,  says metaphor, founded on correspondence, forms the basis of language and poetry, that the need for correspondence derives from the human urge to perceive itself as belonging to the cosmos. The prehistoric world plays out under an unattainable, limitless sky that comes to represent the eternal; human beings live transiently—are born and die—while the cycle of the heavenly bodies provide an “everlasting exemplar of corruptible earthly life, which has its seasons, its predictable deaths, and regenerations.” 

67The New Testament generally uses a Deuteronomic theology emphasizing covenant (internal) and a deliver *Christ). See note 20 in the fifth chapter of this book.

68Bruce M. Metzer and Michael Coogan, The Oxford Companion to the Bible (New York: Oxford University Press, 1993), 515, 516, state that the unknown must be expressed in the terms of the known: “the language about God must be figurative, because it attempts to describe in terms of this world one who is totally different from the world. Human beings can speak about God and their relationship to God “because he has revealed himself through his own words and deeds in the history recorded in the scriptures.”.

69 Ibid., 403.

70Ryken and Longman III, “Introduction” to A Complete Literary Guide to the Bible, 59, describe  1900-1975 as a time when two traditions—the teaching of the Bible in college literature courses and the work of liberal scholarship—converged to produce the current interest in the Bible as literature. At the start of half a century of the Bible-as-literature courses, he credits Richard G. Moulton as arguing for the literary traits of tbe Bible and for its literary beauty.  Ryken quotes Frye’s contention that “the Bible forms the lowest stratum in the teaching of literature. It should be taught so early and so thoroughly that it sinks straight to the bottom of the mind, where everything that comes along later can settle on it” (from Educated Imagination 110). They go on to say that “this underground stream” surfaced in 1960 with Northrop Frye. This was followed in the seventies by a “plethora of high school and college courses in the Bible” and in numerous anthologies. The second tradition of liberal scholarship introduced literary criticism, redaction criticism, source criticism, and form criticism. This scholarship tends to eschew holistic and unified readings of texts, preferring microscopic analysis of details, assuming indeterminacy, complexity, and ambiguity. 

Frye. Words With Power, 100-103 , 139,  that “the concept of ‘literature’ is really post-Biblical, even if much of what we now call literature is earlier.” He also points out that we normally mean by literature, a work of the “imagination,” a term with no equivalent in the ancient or Biblical world. Describing literature as written in the language of myth and metaphor, he explains that the New Testament is just as mythical as the Old, representing a type of its own spiritual understanding.

71John B. Gabel, Charles B. Wheeler, and Anthony D. York,  eds. The Bible as Literature: An Introduction (New York: Oxford University Press, 1990), 12-13 distinguish between the literature-of-the Bible and the Bible-as-literature. They argue that the literature-of-the-Bible approach fails to account for the usefulness of the extracted narratives for religion and, while “recognizing the literary status and characteristics of individual portions of the Bible, …denies this recognition to the Bible as a whole.” They then point out that the Bible “as a collection or anthology has its own existence as literature: It was composed, compiled, shaped, added to, edited, copied, translated, and interpreted in ways quite recognizable to literary scholars.” This is the Bible-as-literature approach.

72Ryken in “The Bible as Literature: A Brief History” provides specimen titles: The English Bible, Being a Book of Selections from the King James Version (ed. Wilbur O. Sypherd, 1923); The Bible Designed to be Read as Living Literature (ed. Ernest S. Bates, 1936); The Bible for Students of Literature and Art (ed. G.B. Harrison, 1964); and The Bible: Selections from the King James Version for Study as Literature (ed. Roland M. Frye, 1965).

73Cullen Schippe and Chuck Stetson, eds. The Bible and its Influence (Va: Bible Literacy Project, 2006) offer a textbook designed as “secularly acceptable” for use in public schools, now in use in 30 states, that represents both the Bible in literature, the way later writers have used the Bible, and the Bible as literature, addressing aesthetic categories, the broad genres of narrative and poetry, the use of language, symbolism, and motifs.  The book was submitted to 40 reviewers, including literature scholars and representation from Catholics, Evangelicals, Mainline Protestants, Orthodox and Jewish Biblical scholars, and public high school teachers. The text, however, directs itself more broadly to influence than to its treatment as literature.

< http://www.bibleliteracy.org/Site/Case/index.htm > May 22, 2007. The student text is a hard cover, full color 387 page volume. In addition to covering Genesis to Revelation, the text addressed how the Bible has influenced literature, poetry, music, art, history, public rhetoric, and Western civilization.
74 David Damrosch, The Narrative Covenant: Transformations of Genre in the Growth of Biblical Literature (New York: Cornell University, 1987), 5,  argues that the” difficulty of dealing with textual history leads in one of two directions. A critic can ignore the history of the text altogether and carry out close readings and structural analyses of the overall text without reference to its complex compositional history… Or the critic can bow before history in silence, confining the analysis to some small, discrete unit, preferably one with an uncomplicated compositional background. One can then explore patterns, imagery, and themes with a clear conscience, moving within the familiar bounds of a unified text.” The approach taken in this text suggests yet another approach: neither ignoring or bowing before history but rather introducing some of the complexity of the approach without the subtleties of advanced studies.

75 Kugel, “Apendix 1: Apologetics and Biblical Criticism http://www.jameskugel.com/read.php February 4, 2008, 18-24,  remarks that “Apologetics have also tinged another modern method of analyzing Scripture, today’s ‘literary’ approach to biblical texts. Unbeknownst to some of its current practitioners, this approach actually has deep roots, going back to antiquity and various early Christian thinkers. Indeed, the same approach to biblical texts was carried forward and developed on into the high Middle Ages. With the rise of modern scholarship, however, it went underground for a time: indeed, Literarkritik was used in German (and sometimes still is) to designate Wellhausenian source criticism, and in English “the Bible as Literature” was actually a kind of code-word for any scholarly, critical approach to the biblical text – it had nothing specifically literary about it. But the truly literary approach was never quite dead (witness Lowth and Herder) and, especially over the past half-century, self consciously approaching biblical texts as literature had enjoyed a surprising comeback.” Kugel singles out the search for subtleties that  can be found in some of the most intriguingly careful analysis of biblical narrative: “Beyond all these is one more, somewhat less obvious, apologetic aspect to today’s literary criticism of the Bible. Such criticism is quite often predicated on what, in another context, has been called ‘The View from Nowhere.’ That is, today’s literary critics offer highly sophisticated arguments about the subtleties of this or that part of the Bible, but if you were to ask them who it was who created the subtleties, they have no plausible answer to offer, since the aims and methods of these same biblical authors or redactors must be found elsewhere to be (at least if these critics are honest) quite at odds with the aims and methods implied by their literary analysis. So these wonderful literary subtleties just are; they came from nowhere at all.

76Norton, History of the Bible, 262-267, regards the use of “as” in the Bible as literature a narrowed approach to the Bible, setting aside religion and emphasizing a non-religious approach. He looks at the Nineteenth century School Bible reading agenda as contrasting religious and secular literature. The Bible as classic consideration comes close to the Bible as literature. He remarks on the “long history of Bible reading in schools as consistently an attempt to take pupils across this line [secular and sectarian].” The Bible and its Influence,  in some ways, picks up a similar debate about the moral, historical, and literary value of the Bible, creating a book described as “secularly acceptable.” Norton summarizes a 1963 Supreme Court decision as supporting the Bible in schools only if it is approached as something other than religion; he calls this “encouragement to camouflage, noting that John B. Gabel and Charles B. Wheeler  in The Bible as Literature: an Introduction follow this approach, presenting not commentary, not imposing interpretive scheme, and not advocating moral instruction; rather they present the Bible as a “fascinating human document.”  The close similarity between their title and the title for this text should not be overlooked nor their different approaches: this text begins with what they overlooked: Reading  the Bible as Literature: an Introduction in this text emphasizes the basic point they neglected: reading of text. It should be noted that advocates of the literal view that God spoke the Bible and that its word is authoritative, inspired, and inerrant, a position largely moved away from in the Reformation for a more general view of the Bible as a book of inspired writings speaking directly to its readers through the Holy Spirit, find this view threatened by any idea of the Bible as secular text written by human beings in historical time.\

Phyllis Trimble in The New Interpreter’s® Study Bible New Revised Standard Version with Apocrypha (Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press, 2003), 2248, says that “Traditionally the phrase [Word of God] has meant that the Bible is the word of God…. For some believers, this idea assumed literal form. God spoke the words of the Bible to Moses, face to face (Num. 12.8) and to others who followed Moses (e.g. Jer. 1.9).”

77Leland Ryken, “The Literary Influence of the Bible” in A Complete Literary Guide, 473, remarks on this relationship between the Bible and Western literature, and says, “No sharp distinction can be made between the Bible as literature and the Bible in literature: our acquaintance with imaginative literature influences how we talk about the Bible as literature, and the Bible itself has influenced Western literature since the Middle Ages.” Ryken proceeds to talk about how historically writers have used the Bible: he points to their use of the Bible for titles, names of fictional characters, subject matter, recreation of biblical events, allusions, and plots. Still today, teachers of literature identify the Bible as one of the most important resources for understanding literature generally. See The Bible and its Influence.

78Friedman, Who Wrote the Bible, 16. 
    Fokkelman, Reading Biblical Literature, 21,25, 27, criticizes the three-fold alienation of the reader from the Bible that comes from historical-critical school: an insistence that Bible is far away, from a long time ago, and  rooted in a radically different culture. Fokkelman remarks upon the fact that readers will come to the Bible already having expectations and assumptions. He then suggests that they need to learn to examine their conceptions and hobby-horses and take a fresh and self-critical approach to their reading.

79 Norton, History of the Bible, 272, 276.

80Richard G. Moulton, The Literary Study of the Bible: An Account of the Leading Forms of Literature Represented in the Sacred Writings Intended for English Readers (Boston: Heath, 1909), xii.
81 Ryken, How to Read the Bible, 11, 29. That Ryken defines “the growing awareness that the Bible is a work of literature” as “a quiet revolution going on in the study of the Bible” reveals that he sees the approach as relatively new, and he later calls Richard G. Moulton “a pioneer of the literary approach to the Bible,” dating then the study of the Bible as literature to 1995. 

   Friedman, 215, in talking about historical and literary approaches to the Bible, makes the important point that the writers of the Bible had no words for history or literature and that to them, it represented a book.
82Church Symbolism: An Explanation of the More Important Symbols of the Old and New Testament, the Primitive, the Mediaeval and the Modern Church, 2nd edn. (Cleveland, OH: J.H. Jansen Publisher).

83 This text includes an essay by Leland Ryken “The Bible as Literature: A Brief History” that explores several approaches: Augustine’s approach to the Bible as following the laws of eloquence and the inseparability of form and meaning; Sir Philip Sidney’s concept of the Bible as Literature with concrete human experience as its subject, its “figuring forth” or “speaking a picture,” its use of genres, and distinctively poetic style; the Romantic secularizing of the Bible or approaching it devoid of Christian faith; Robert Lowth’s  discussions of poetic parallelism; Richard G. Moulton’s genre approach; and Northrop Frye’s use of the Bible as a definitive source of literary archetypes. 

84 Norton, History of the Bible, Vol. 1, lx, begins by quoting the minor poet and critic, John Husbands (1706-32), “Yet how beautiful do the holy writings appear, under all the disadvantages of an old prose translation?” (Norton 1,1x).  Norton states the King James Bible (1611), according to Husbands, has three disadvantages: 1. It is old, 2. It is prose, and 3. It is a translation. The New Revised Standard Version refers to the King James Bible, the noblest monument of English prose that has contributed more than any other single book to the “making of the personal character and the public institutions of the English-speaking people. We owe it an incalculable debt.” Nonetheless, the RSV sets out to achieve a greater accuracy, clarity, euphony, and better current English than the KJB. The New Revised Standard Version sets out to correct linguistic sexism, carefully delineates the uses of the name of GOD, and discontinues use of archaic second-person singular pronouns. Norton extends bibliolatry, a pious chorus of adoration, to its more English form, AVolatry, the pious chorus of adoration for the King James Bible. He concludes his expansive exploration of defense and opposition to the KJB, and the many translations, by noting that conservative, fundamental thinking adheres to the past and dreads the new, partially because religious feeling fails to distinguish itself from the love of past and a sense of beauty.  The King James Bible enjoyed a perpetual and inescapable encounter by all of us that made it a classic and all other translations rivals. Norton warns that beauty, poetry, and religious feeling are essential to liturgy and suggests that if we lose the liturgy, we lose religion.  In fact, Norton’s A History of the Bible as Literature concludes that “no translation will become what the KJB has been to the English-speaking world” and that this judgment results as a “reflection on the decline of Christianity to effective non-existence for the majority of English-speaking people” (436). Norton’s History plays a pivotal role in understanding how the “Bible as literature” aligns with cultures, translations, and is supported by the pious chorus and opposed by a vitriolic opposition.

85Ryken and Longman III,   65.

86 Stephen L. Harris, Understanding the Bible, 5th edn. (Mountain View, CA: Mayfield Publishing, 2000).

87From Adam to Armageddon, 4th edn. (Belmont, CA: Wadsworth Publishing Co., 1994).

89(Cambridge: Harvard University Press. 1987).

90Ryken and Longman,  A Literary Guide, 15-39.

91Norton, History of the Bible, 391, calls these discussions of large-scale unity “expressions of belief,” arguing that it makes a difference what books are read and the order in which they are read. One attempt to discover such large-scale unity is Gabriel Josipovici’s The Book of God.  Fokkelman  in Reading Biblical Narrative, 188- 205 makes a case for  finding unity and coherence between the Old Testament and New Testament.

92Northrop Frye, The Great Code: The Bible and Literature(San Diego: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich,1983), presents the Bible as redeeming history with a visionary poetic perspective held together by myth, metaphor, and thematic units.

   Michal Dolzani, in his edition of Frye’s  Words with Power: Being a Second Study of the Bible and Literature (Canada: University of Toronto Press, 2008), xxi, describes the Bible as telling a story from creation to apocalypse, “ a single pattern of meaning expressed in a cluster of metaphorical images.” Modern scholarship, the editor contends, presents the Bible “as a warring anthill, a teeming chaos of  ideological conflicts, signifying nothing but the human will to power.”

93Paul J. Achtemeier, ed., with the Society of Biblical Literature, The Harper Collins Bible Dictionary, rev. edn (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1996) provides a glossary of critical approaches to the study of the Bible.

94 It should be noted that “lower criticism” or “textual criticism” has taken on a much broader context than the methodology that selects, after examination of all available material, the most trustworthy evidence on which to base a text or the attempt to eliminate the errors which are found even in the best manuscripts.

   Gabel, Wheeler, and York , The Bible as Literature, 14, identify themselves as representing higher criticism, a method that requires “a great deal of poking, prodding, decomposition, and looking behind the final product to discover earlier stages of its existence, an activity that they say lower criticism objects to because it destroys the integrity of the text. Lower criticism, they insist, prefers to look at the Bible as unified and homogeneous, its books written by one inspired author and “that the manuscript, at the time the author finished it, was whole and perfect.” Lower criticism prefers to view the Bible as originating from divine authority and as being devoid of human imperfections.

   Brettler, How to Read the Bible, 3, explains that “historical” refers “to the view that the main context for interpretation is the place and time in which the text was composed” and that  “’critical’ simply means reading the text independently of religious norms or interpretative traditions—as opposed to accepting them uncritically.”

    Damrosch discusses the complex “quest for history in textual analysis” in his first chapter,  pointing to the historical-critical method as “dealing the last blow to any hopes for… literary history, “ since the Bible and its books have not been produced by single authors, also seeming to make it “impossible to say anything meaningful about the literary shape of the text as a whole.” The usual norms of literary technique—coherence, authorial intention—also give way to textual inconsistencies. Damrosch points out that this resulted in the development of critical analyses that focus on form and literary types and recognizable genres and, in the last twenty years, a rebellion against the atomistic tendencies of historical criticism that has brought about a shift from history to an interest in story in narrative. Damrosch goes on to say that “literary scholars have as yet found little foothold in text history and “may be unnerved by the sheer scope of controversy among the historians and must wonder how on earth they are to find any usable historical information when every conclusion is no sooner raised than disputed on several sides.”

  Friedman, 262, in a note, also distinguishes “Higher criticism” from “lower” (not necessarily in a negative sense) as being a search for original text as opposed to the study of the words of the text itself or “textual criticism.”

95 John R. Donahue in The New Interpreter’s ®Study Bible,2261, 2264, points out that “Biblical criticism as we know it today is a 19th cent. child of the Enlightenment, when long-held religious convictions were challenged by an emerging scientific worldview” that addresses more recent approaches, including postmodernism which questions pure objectivity in both science and literature, itself a reaction to modernism. Postmodernism stresses participatory knowledge, placing emphasis on the reader and the reading process, how one reads and what outside forces affect reading. Donahue also identifies “literary criticism” as recent and describes its evolution as a term, first used for interpretive efforts directed to sources and judgments on the authenticity of a document, that  now takes on the sense of the term when used in general literary studies. 
96 John Barton and John Muddiman, eds, The Oxford Bible Commentary (New York:  Oxford University Press, 2000), 1-4, provide a succinct overview of approaches to biblical criticism.

   Gunn and Fewell, Narrative in the Hebrew Bible, 2, distinguish the broader term ‘story” from “narrative” referring to the particular way the story is told.  They say that defining narrative in this way—in terms of character, plot, word-play—is a preliminary step in the exploration of stories. They go on to suggest strategies for reading and finding meaning in texts.

97James Barr, Holy Scripture: Canon, Authority, Criticism (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1983) makes the important point that “ the world within the Bible is very different from the world as perceived when the Bible, already formed and demarcated, is taken as a unitary body of material uniquely authoritative as controlling criterion for faith. When traditional Christianity took its doctrinal starting point, for this sort of question, with the completed scripture, assuming the delimitation of it through the canon, it produced a picture which, though greatly emphasizing the authority of the Bible, was considerably at variance with the situation as known to the men of the Bible themselves, the situation therefore that underlay their own statements and thus formed their semantic content. Where this is so, the effect is not that biblical statements are denied, but that their meaning is misread.”

98Borg and Crossan, The First Paul, 13, describe a traditional way of reading the  Bible that sees it “unlike other books… inerrant and infallible,” and suggest the alternative of  seeing “the Bible as a historical product that can be studied as other historical documents without specifically Christian theological convictions shaping the outcome.”

   Bart D. Ehrman, Jesus Interrupted: Revealing the Hidden Contradictions in the Bible (and Why We Don’t Know About Them (New York: HarperCollins Publishers, 2009), 4, describe the “historical-critical approach” as asking about original historical context, authorship, circumstances under which the Bible texts were written, issues addressed, how authors were affected by historical and cultural assumptions, what sources they used and when these were produced, differences in perspective, and meaning in original context.

99 Gunn and Fewell , Narrative in the Hebrew Bible, 7-13, identify these as “crippling disadvantages” that have contributed to a lack of agreement, though they share similarities in approach, among the practitioners of historical criticism. They also criticize the approach as relying upon a view of truth as external and approached through reason and science with a result that they look for a single, right meaning for a text. They also criticize the approach for denying the reader’s contribution to making meaning.  “Instead of seeking the one legitimate meaning, namely what the text (usually defined as the author) meant in its ‘original context,’ we recognize that texts are multivalent and their meanings radically contextual, inescapably bound up with their interpreters.” They point proudly to their advancement of subjectivity in reading as a strength.

100George Aichele, The Postmodern Bible (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1995)  “Introduction,” 1, describes the scientific method as having a, “desire for doing away with ambivalence and uncertainty once and for all  by effectively isolating the text and its criticism from the reader’s cultural context, values, and interests” and effectively  turning “the bible into an historical relic, an antiquarian artifact…has produced a modern biblical scholarship that, for many, has become a curatorial science in which the text is fetishized, its readings routinized, its readers bureaucratized. Moreover,  historical criticism has implicitly veiled the historical character of biblical scholarship’s entanglements with modernity and has therefore left unexamined its own critical and theoretical assumptions as well as the cultural conditions that produced, sustained, and validated them.” Aichele calls for a transformed biblical criticism “that would recognize that our cultural context is marked by aesthetics, epistemology, and politics quite different from those reigning in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Europe.” Aichele has in mind a transforming biblical criticism that embraces cultural impact and questions of difference—race, gender, sexuality, and religion. The Postmodern Bible introduces, illustrates, and critiques seven prominent strategies of reading the Bible, including rhetorical criticism, structuralism and narratology, reader-response criticism, and feminist criticism.

101Gabel, Wheeler, and York, The Bible as Literature, 114-115, become poetic in describing Documentary Theory as “an immense mountain looming before us, a perpetual source of awe, inspiration, and challenge.” They believe that digging into it, readers can find “a vivid record of the past.”  They suggest that the view from the summit is “improved by our knowledge of what had to take place before we could stand there.”

Friedman , Who Wrote the Bible, 241, concludes, “The Bible is thus a synthesis of history and literature, sometimes in harmony and sometimes in tension, but utterly inseparable. And, I believe, the recovery of much of this history and the appreciation of this synthesis are now, after centuries, finally within our sight.”

Brettler advocates a historical-critical approach that requires reading the Bible (Jewish Scriptures) like an ancient Israelite, including understanding genres and conventions.

Brettler’s How To Read the Bible demonstrates how reading the Jewish Bible in a historical-critical method  and understanding its proper rules or genres can help readers better understand and appreciate its foundational role in the Jewish faith. 

102 Ryken and Longman III, A Complete Literary Guide, 35. Ryken describes the Bible as being “an amazingly unified book” with much of this achieved through its narrative unity. He describes the Bible as telling a story with a beginning creation, a middle human history in a fallen state, and an ending consummation complete with a victory over evil and the triumph of good. He further links biblical history with its literary forms to demonstrate a “literary shapeliness”:

1. The beginning of human history: Creation, Fall, and covenant (story of origins)

2. Exodus (law)

3. Israelite monarchy (wisdom literature and psalms)

4. Exile and return (prophecy)

5. The life of Christ (Gospel)

6. The beginnings of the Christian church (Acts and the Epistles)

7. Consummation of history (Apocalypse)

Ryken sees the plot unfolding in the spiritual and moral battle between good and evil with God at the center as protagonist of the story. The Bible can also be described as a drama enacted by all human beings in relationship to the central actor, God. God and human beings hold the story together through a succession of events and conflicts enacted upon the stage of time itself.

103Norton, History of the Bible, 393,  remarks that “any conception of the Bible as a unity” comes from arbitrariness of an act of faith, although he concedes that literary and theological continuities exists, identifying typology as one means of presenting this continuity.  The connections, he points out, consist of poetic echoes and patterns of similarity, not just backwards and forwards references. Nonetheless, only a Christian perspective connects back to the Old Testament expressions of a Messiah as fulfilled in Jesus.

   Thompson, Mythic Past, 1-33, 30,  argues against continuity as an arbitrary act of faith, pointing out, rather, that the Bible as we have it came through an interpretive process in successive reiterative histories in which a later tradition supersedes and moves forward  a new Israel.  He calls this “survival literature.” In this work, Thompson argues that we no longer have past Israel because that Israel was never realized. Thompson work also helps to explain why much of the New Testament views itself as a reinterpretation of existing traditions and why it takes on a supersessionist tone. This quite clearly occurs when Matthew presents Jesus as the new Moses. It occurs in the Gospels when Jesus is introduced as the Messiah. 

   Friedman, Who Wrote the Bible, 241, demonstrates a remarkable narrative unity in the Bible when it is read as a whole. He says, scholarship has often been “a tearing-down without a putting-back-together.” He presents “a picture of the formation of the Bible that is inseparable from the history of its writers’ world. It is in the context of a divided kingdom of Israel and Judah that we find two writers who fashioned two versions of their people’s story, J and E” then goes on to say, “The joining of these parts into a continuous story, ‘the first Bible,’” was accomplished by a redactor (R) that he identifies as Ezra.

   Fokkelman, Reading Biblical Narrative, 207,  insists “the whole has priority over the parts” and that grasping the overall shape of a text enhances readers’ understanding. He illustrates this in tracing the lives of Abraham, Jacob, and Joseph, demonstrating that the Bible evidences macro-plot that organizes the separate stories, acts, and cycles.

104 Fokkelman, ibid., uses such a narrative approach, identifying the Old Testament as taken up by two extensive narrative complexes.  He devotes his first chapter to a very short story (2 Kings 4.1-7) and the rest of the book to stories, emphasizing narrator, characters, action, hero, quest, plot, and ending with another 110 stories for further reading.
   Gunn and Fewell, Narrative in the Hebrew Bible, organize their book about strategies for reading, narratives and stories, characters and narrators, and the lure of language.
105Gunn and Fewell, ibid., 12, remark that “The history of the interpretation of biblical narrative is a play of continuity and discontinuity over two millennia.”

106Ibid., 27.

107Victor H. Matthews, Manners and Customs in the Bible: An Illustrated Guide to the Daily Life in Bible Times, rev. edn. (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson Publishers,1991), xxii. This text provides a very readable summary of the people throughout these periods.

108 The NIV Archaeological Study Bible (Grand Rapids, MI:Zondervan, 2005), 3.

109 Brettler, How to Read the Bible, 44-47, summarizes, “The Garden Story is about immortality lost and sexuality gained”  and credits this idea to several other scholars. He argues, “Early in the story, people were immortal…However, only after eating from the tree of ultimate ‘knowledge,’ becoming sexual, and becoming mortal, does the tree of life come into focus. Eating from this tree would allow people to become both immortal and sexual, creating an overpopulation problem.” He goes on to say that Adam and Eve were expelled from Eden so that they would not become immortal.

110James VanderKam, “Culture and Religion Among the Ancient Israelites” in the The New Interpreter’s® Study Bible, 2224-2279, provides the material and structure for this discussion.

111 Johnson, Making Sense of the Bible, 16,18, footnotes the “spiritual impasse” idea as attributable to E. A. Speiser (The Jewish Experience, 1976).Johnson says that “Abraham’s compulsion was religious: he responded to an urge he believed came from a great and powerful, ubiquitous God . . .  though the monotheistic concept was not fully developed in his mind, he was a man striving towards it.”

112  Cahill, The Gifts of the Jews, 94, 88, describes Abraham’s history as “real history and irreversible, not the early dramatization of a heavenly exemplar” and “an impersonal manipulation by means of ritual prescription.”
113Thompson, Mythic Past, 32, understands monotheism as evolving from ancient worlds (Persian and  Hellenistic) that were “becoming increasingly integrated by the political and economic controls of empire—already at work in the Assyrian period—[leading to] ideas about the gods began to change accordingly. Polytheism, which had its roots in the complexity of life as well as in the many different groups interacting within any single society, began to give way to an increasingly integrated sense of divine power that was transcendent, beyond human understanding, and apart from people as well as peoples. Such distant power, mirroring also the increasingly distant and centralized seat of political power, was often expressed by the concept of a ‘God of gods’ and especially ‘the god of heaven.’ The roots of monotheism are planted deeply within polytheism itself.”

114Cahill, The Gift of the Jews, 41, 83.

115The NIV Archaeological Study Bible, 5, in comparing the ancient creations stories from Mesopotamia, Egypt, and Syria-Palestine, makes the point that the Genesis account presents a universal God Elohim, more generic than Yahweh, had no need to establish supremacy over other deities, questioning the interpretation of Ex. 6. 2-3, which some argue supports Yahweh as first being known by Abraham.

116 Paul Johnson, A History of the Jews (New York: HarperPerennial, 1988), explains that the Bible mostly makes a theological statement: “an account of the direct, often intimate, relationship between the leaders of the people and God, . . . [presenting] Abraham as the founder of the nation.”

117 Harris, Understanding the Bible, 76-80, provides these facts about the land and a good overview of the land of Canaan.
