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(Kenite territory) to the Negev, and in the south-
ern Shephelah (l Sam 30:26-31). It was during
this period that David cultivated the support of
the people in the southernJudean hill country,
so that with the death of Saul, David easily estab-
lished his capital in Hebron when he first
reigned as king (2 Sam 2:l-ll). David ruled from
Hebron for seven and a half years, during
which he was able to consolidate and establish
his rule as he was anointed king over all twelve
tribes (2 Sam 5:l-4; I Chron 11:1-3).

Even though the capital of the kingdom was
moved north to Jerusalem, Hebron retained
some political clout in the Israelite kingdom.
When David's son Absalom attempted to over-
throw his father, he went to Hebron and estab-
lished a base from which to rebel against his
father's rule and claim the throne (2 Sam 15).

Wth the division of the Israelite tribes into
two kingdoms, Hebron's strategic position as the
southern border and defense for the Judean
hills became more important in the ninth centu-

ry BCE. *Rehoboam fortified a number of cities
in the Shephelah and hill country, and Hebron
was one of these administrative centers (2 Chron
ll:5-12). Although Hebron is not mentioned in
the biblical narrative as such, archaeological ev-
idence demonstrates that the city continued as
an important administrative center, being one
of four cities associated with the royal lmlk stor-
agejars. It is still debated whether these four cit-
ies represent military districts in Hezekiah's
kingdom or supply cities for military rations. Ei-
ther interpretation is supported by Hebron's
strategic military location for Hezekiah and its
rich and fertile hinterland for supplying troops.

After the fall of Jerusalem in 586 ece, the
*Edomites controlled territory almost to Beth-
zur, which is five miles north of Hebron (l Macc
14:33). After the exile, Jews moved back into
many towns ofJudah, which was a Persian prov-
ince, and Hebron was one of these towns (Neh

1l:25). Hebron belonged to Idumea in the sec-
ond century BCE when it was conquered by the
Hasmoneans. who converted the inhabitants to

Judaism. Antipater, Herod the Great's grandfa-
ther, was made governor. Most scholars attribute
the ashlar masonry enclosure that surrounds
the cave of Machpelah and is similar to the
Temple Mount in Jerusalem to one of Herod's
building projects.

See ako Devto.
BmrLrocRAprrv. J. Chadwick, "The Archaeol-
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ogy of Biblical Hebron in the Bronze and Iron
Ages: An Examination of the Discoveries of the
American Expedition to Hebron" (Ph.D. diss.;
University of Utah, 1992); P. C. flammond, "He-
bron," OEANE 3.13-14; D. M. Jacobson, "The

Plan of the Ancient Haram el-Khalil in He-
bron," PEQll3 (1982) 73-80;A. Ofer, "Hebron,"
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HERMENEUTICS

S. M. Ortiz

The overarching story line embodied in Joshua
through Kings and Chronicles and Ezra-Ne-
hemiah is clear. These books tell the story of
what happened after Moses' death. They tell of
the occupation of the Promised Land under

Joshua's leadership, of the increasingly frag-
mented period of the judges that followed and
that leads to the appointment of a king over Is-
rael, of the establishment of the Davidic dynasty,
and of the eventual demise of both the northern
and the southern kingdoms followed by the re-
turn from exile and the reconstruction of Israel
(see Bartholomew and Goheen 2004a,79-lI2).
However, if the story line is clear, much about
these books is contested nowadays. Hermeneu-
tics at its best helps us to know how to read bibli-
cal books so as to discern their distinctive voices
in the context of the canon as a whole. In light
of the changing paradigms shaping the inter-
pretation of the Historical Books, this article ex-
plores ways in which these challenging books
can best be read today.

l. The Deuteronomistic History
2. Chronicles and Ezra-Nehemiah
3. The LiteraryTurn
4. The Postmodern Turn
5. Reengaging Theology
6. Required: An Integrated Hermeneutic
7. Required: A Canonical, Kerygmatic

Hermeneutic
B. History and the Historical Books
9. Conclusion

l. The Deuteronomistic History.
In Jewish tradition Joshua through Kings (ex-

cluding Ruth, which comes after Proverbs in the
Hebrew Bible), are known as the Former Proph-
ets. This recognizes that they fit together in terms
of their prophetic telling of the story of Israel.
These historical books cover a long, continuous
period of Israel's history, but critical scholarship
has struggled to articulate their relationship to
one another and to the Pentateuch. Source-
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critical approaches thought in terms of the pen-
tateuchal sources extending into the Historical
Books, but the dominant paradigm for reading
the Historical Books that has emerged over the
last fiftry years is undoubtedly that of the *Deuter-

onomistic History. M. Noth formulated the view
that Deuteronomy through 2 Kings is the work of
the Deuteronomistic Historian, who wrote during
the exilic period. Thus the corpus Deuteronomy
through 2 Kings is a unified work, although some
room is made for additions. The author had at
his disposal numerous literary units and com-
plexes, including the original form of Deuteron-
omy, which he edited to form the first chapter
and introduction to his history.

From this perspective the Deuteronomistic
History was published just before or in the

Judean exile. Four arguments are given for its
unity:

1. The language of the work is recognizable. Ac-
cording to A D. H. Mayes, the Deuterono-
mistic History "shows a certain consistency
pointing to unity of authorship: it is plain,
lacking 'any particular artistry or refine-
ment,' and it is notably repetitive" (Mayes
t 9 8 5 , 1 1 ) .

2. At decisive points throughout the history
there are speeches or narratives that share
a Deuteronomistic sryle and aim at review-
ing Israel's history and deriving lessons
from it for the future. Examples of these
areJoshua 1; 12; 23;Judges 2:11-23; I Sam-
uel  12;  I  K ings 8:14-53;  2 Kings 17 7-4I .

3. A consistent chronology holds the work to-
gether.

4. The work has a theological uniry that is
seen particularly in its maintenance of an
overall theme: the history of Israel as
something in the past. It was a history of
disobedience to the covenant law-the old
Deuteronomic law code is used as the stan-
dard by which to assess the key players in
the history-thus bringing the covenant
curse down on the Israelites. For Noth, the
historian has no concern for a future of Is-
rael, because such a future does not exisl
This has been a matter of debate among
subsequent proponents of the Deuterono-
mistic History. H.!V Woltr, for example, ar-
gues that at each stage God continues to
work with his people, and that the Deuter-
onomistic History is an exhortation to re-
pentance.

Thus Mayes maintains that these four argu-
ments establish Noth's theory. The history, in
Noth's view, was published some time after 587
BCE and is the crea[ive and original work of one
author.

The major development in this hypothesis
since Noth is the question of whether there were
one or more Deuteronomistic editors (see Mc-
Conville, 66-90). For Mayes, as for most recent
proponents of the Deuteronomistic History,
there are two Deuteronomistic editors. The orig-
inal Deuteronomistic History was a work com-
posed initially in preexilic times in support of

Josiah's reform. The work was particularly con-
cerned to emphasize the unity of Israel under
one leader-Moses, David andJosiah being the
key figures. After the exile this work was edited
to bring it up to date and to int.roduce new mate-
rial emphasizing God's judgment. In Mayes's
view, although there is a glimmer of hope, the
work essentially became an address to the exiles,
summoning them to recognize the reason for
their plight-God's judgment-and calling them
to repent (Mayes, l2-13).

Despite these developments, in the 1981 re-
print of Noth's The Deuteronomistir History
Nicholson was able to asser! "This is a classic
work in the sense that it. . . still provides, as far
as the majority of scholars are concerned, thz ba-
sis and frarnattorh for furthn inaestigation of thz
composition and nature of thk corpus" (Nicholson,
ix, italics added). And writing in 2000, G. N.
Knoppers is still able to say, "Over the past half
century, research on Deuteronomy through
Kings has been dominated by one model-
Noth's Deuteronomistic History hypothesis"
( Ihoppers, l3) .

The twists and turns in the debates about the
Deuteronomistic History are well documented
elsewhere, and so they will receive no further
elaboration here (see Knoppers and McCon-
ville; Schearing and McKenzie). However, look-
ing back on this approach to the Historical
Books now, we do well to pause to reflect on two
aspects of the hermeneutical dimension of this
paradigm for reading the Historical Books.

First, the Deuteronomistic History approach
exemplifies a historical-critical approach to the
OT The focus is not first on the Historical
Books as we have received them, but rather on a
reconstructed book, in this case the Deuterono-
mistic History. Inevitably this is somewhat spec-
ulative, demonstrated not least in making
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Deuteronomy the opening salvo of this work. In
terms of the developing story, Deuteronomy is
positioned be$veen the Pentateuch and the His-
torical Books, and not surprisingly, as historical
criticism got going, debates developed over
whetherwe ought to think of a Pentateuch, with
Deuteronomy as the fifth and final book, or of a
Hexateuch, because of the strong thematic links
between Deuteronomy and Joshua, or of a Tet-
rateuch, because Deuteronomy seems to initiate
the Deuteronomistic History. The reconstructive
nature of this enterprise raises questions about
precisely what constitutes "a work."

It is perhaps unrealistic to expect historical-
critical scholars of an earlier generation to meet
the standard of more recent understandings of
the literary nature of the Bible. In retrospect, it
appears that neither at the level of individual
books nor at the level of the newly discovered
Deuteronomistic History were views of the com-
plex literary nature of a work terribly sophisticat-
ed, although contemporary scholars disagree
about the implications of the literary turn (see 3
below) for earlier critical approaches to the Deu-
teronomistic History. In light of the four reasons
that Mayes thinks establish the existence and
unity of the Deuteronomistic Histoly, it is hard
to feel that they are convincing by themselves.
This is not to deny the existence of the Deuter-
onomistic History, but rather to suggest that if
we continue to work with this hypothesis, better
reasons that take full account of the literary turn
will be needed to establish its existence.

Second, the Deuteronomistic History ap-
proach takes seriously the broader shape of the
narrative and the need to read the Historical
Books of the OT with a sense of their ongoing
story line. To a naive reader of the OT this
would seem obvious, but often it has not been so
to scholars. At the narrative level these books
clearly presuppose each other, and their individ-
ual story lines cannot be understood without
what precedes and follows. This resonates with
the recognition byJ. Barr (1999) and others in
recent years that story has a significant role to
play in appropriating the inner unity of the Bi-
ble, although it remains debatable to what ex-
tent a narrative or story approach is applicable
across the whole of the OT (see Bartholomew
and Goheen 2004a). Clearly, in this respect the
Prophetic Books are not as strongly connected
into a narrative framework as are the Historical
Books. However, accessing this story line by dis-
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cerning a larger work behind the individual His-
torical Books raises again the question of what
constitutes a work. It was the literary turn in bib-
lical studies that focused this question for the
Historical Books, as we will see.

2. Chronicles and Ezra-Nehemiah.
Although Chronicles extends its narrative back
to Adam, after the extensive genealogies with
which it begins, the story line focuses on the
monarchy through to the exile and concludes
with Cyms's edict that allowed Israelites to re-
turn to Jerusalem. Thus much of the same
ground is covered as in Samuel and Kings, albeit
with signilicantly different emphases. Panicu-
larly noticeable is Chronicles' focus on the Da-
vidic monarchy and the temple. Chronicles is
the final book in the Hebrew Bible, and for a
long time in the history of interpretalion it was
neglected as a supplement to Samuel and Kings.
In the early nineteenth century, however, \,V M. L.
De Wette stimulated critical reflection by arguing
that the Chronicler radically reworked his
sources, including, of course, Samuel and Kings,
in terms of his ideology and thereby rendered
Chronicles of little historical value. Ever since,
the relationship of Chronicles to the books of
the Deuteronomistic History, and Samuel and
Kings in particular, has been central to studies
of Chronicles (see, e.g., Childs 1979,643-53).

Also of hermeneutical significance is the
question of Chronicles' relation to *Ezra-

Nehemiah. Is Ezra-Nehemiah part of a *Chroni-

cler's History or is it a distinct endry? One's view
of the parameters of Chronicles "considerably
influences interpretation as a whole, because
this is bound up with the question whether the
author of Chronicles also described and inter-
preted the postexilic continuation of the history
of Israel" (Rendtorfl 287). Interpretation of
Ezra-Nehemiah has also been complicated by
seeing it as an extension of Chronicles and thus
written by the same author. This view of a large
Chronicler's history was proposed by L. Zunzin
the nineteenth century and soon became an
"assured result" of criticism. However, more re-
cently it has been strongly contested so that it
makes sense hermeneutically to focus on
Chronicles and Ezra-Nehemiah as disdnct liter-
ary entities and then to compare one with the
other (see Eskenazi, 11-36).

The literary parameters of a work are impor-
tant to determine if one is to focus on it as a
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whole. English Bibles continue to divide Ezra-
Nehemiah into rwo distinct books, a separation
first attested by Origen. However, the evidence
as a whole strongly supports reading Ezra-Ne-
hemiah as a single book (Williamson, xxi-xxii).

3. The Literary Turn.
We have noted the importance for reconsidera-
tion of the view of "a work" that underlies Noth's
seminal analysis of the Deuteronomistic History.
This sort of issue was to receive sustained atten-
tion with the literary turn in biblical hermeneu-

tics.
At the end of the nineteenth century and the

start of the twentieth, positivism was the domi-
nant philosophy in Europe. In literary studies
this manifested itself in a concern with ques-
tions of genesis, context and authorial intent.
What such an approach neglected was the liter-
ary text itself, and this neglect is paralleled in
historical criticism's concern with questions of
origin and what lies behind the text, and conse-
quent neglect of the literary shape of the text it-
self. R. Alter and F. Kermode perceptively say of
historical criticism, "The effect of this practice
was curious: one spoke of the existing books pri-
marily as evidence of what must once have been
available in an original closer to what actually
happened. That was their real value-as substi-
tutes for what had unfortunately been lost" (Al-

ter and Kermode, 3). Although the discernment
of the Deuteronomistic History is a significantly
different flpe of analysis from that of source
criticism, the common tendency is to construct
an alternative literary work and to focus atten-
tion exegetically there rather than first on the
books in their final form; Joshua through Kings
thus becomes the means to recover the Deuter-
onomistic History.

In literary studies "new criticism" developed
in response to this neglect of the literary text"
and somewhat later the literary turn developed
in biblical studies to fill the parallel gap. Alter
and Kermode identi$ E. Auerbach's Mimzsis
(1946 IET 1953]) as a landmark in this literary
turn. The literary turn in OT studies has been
traced from the growing awareness of the limita-
tions of the historical-critical method through
canon crit icism and new crit icism (including

J. Muilenberg's rhetorical criticism) to the narra-
tology of R. Alter, A. Berlin and M. Sternberg
(Gunn,65-68).

In 1981 Alter was able to write. "Over the last

few years, there has been growing interest in lit-
erary approaches among the younger genera-
tion of biblical scholars . . . buL while useful
explications of particular texts have begun to ap-
pear, there have been as yet no major works of
criticism, and certainly no satisffing overview of
the poetics of the Hebrew Bible" (Alter, 15). Al-
ter's The Art of Biblical Narratiae is such an over-
view, but M. Sternberg's Thc Poetics of Biblical
Narratiue is the major work on OT narrative. In
1987 D. M. Gunn rightly noted that "Sternberg's

recent book on poetics moves such a narratolo-
gy into a whole new dimension of discrimina-
tion and sophistication and will be fundamental
to the emerging generation of narrative critics"
(Gunn,68) .

The literary turn has radical implications for
how we read the Historical Books. What was
part of a larger source or clear evidence of the
hand of the Deuteronomistic editor(s) now can
be shown to be an integral part of the individual
book as a literary enriry. Quite naturally, the lit-
erary turn focused attention, at least to some ex-
tent, on the Iiterary shape of the books in the
final form received.

Intriguir-rgly, the literary turn was initiated
largely by literary scholars interested in the Bi-
ble rather than by biblical exegetes. Alter and
Sternberg are the obvious examples. G.Josipovi-
ci is another. He articulates clearly the way in
which what critics see as signs of sources and
stitching can be read as literary artifice. Writing
aboutJudges, he says,

To put it in terms we have been using so far, I
would want to argue that in this book the
underlying rhythm, which was established in
the very first chapter of Genesis here
comes under such strain that it almost col-
lapses. It is important for the larger
rhythm of the whole book that this should
occur, and that it prepares us for a re-estab-
lishment of the rhythm, after a stutter under
Saul, when David appears on the scene, and
for its evenfual disintegration under the
Kings of Israel and Judah. In other words, I
want to argue that the sense of fragmenta-
tion, sometimes of parody and absurdity,
which recent scholars have detected in many
of the episodes of the book ofJudges, is not
the result of confusion on the part of authors
and redactors, but has to be taken seriously
as the central feature of what the book is all
about. (osipovici 1988, 110)
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Josipovici (114-15) argues that the best OT
readings of Judges still fall short of articulating
the nuanced literary nature of that book, espe-
cially in terms of their seeingJudges 17-21 as
an appendix. The motif of the cutting up of a
body occurs at the beginning of the book (fudg
l:5-7) and recurs at the end with the cutting up
of the Levite's concubine (Judg 20:6), "as though
to stress in a quite literal way the notion of frag-
mentation. . . . What begins as the triumphant
entry of the Israelite tribes into the land which
had been promised them, ends with twelve par-
cels of flesh and the monotonous repetition of
the phrase: 'every man did what was right in his
own eyes"'(fosipovici 1988, 130).

It is apparent how this sort of reading casts a
significantly different light on the Deuterono-
mistic History theory, according to which the
stitching of the books can be easily discerned.
Similarly, L. R. Klein, in her work on irony in

Judges, asserts thatJudges is a structured entity
in which the different elements are put together
so as to contribute to the integricy and signifi-
cance of the whole. Rather than readingJudges
as paft of the Deuteronomistic History, Klein fo-
cuses on it as a literary work, analyzing the dif-
ferent voices in the text in order to discern the
perspective of the implied author. This is a far
cry from the sort of treatment ofJudges that we
find in the older critical readings of Judges.
Drawing on the work of Sternberg, among oth-
ers, Klein asserts, "I regard the work as an entity
and credit the work of perhaps many hands to a
single author, whom I call just that" (Klein, ll).

Another example of how a literary approach
alters one's reading of the sources discerned in
the Deuteronomistic History is the Succession
Narrative in Samuel and Kings, first presented
as an independent narrative by L. Rost in 1926.
In his 1968 monograph on the Succession Nar-
rative, R. N. Whybray sums up his approach to
this narrative: it comprises at least 2 Samuel 9-

20 and 1 Kings I-2; 2 Samuel 2l-24lies out-
side of it; and the beginning probably is missing,
but it cannot easily be reconstructed. Whybray
then focuses his analysis on this reconstructed
narrative. The widespread influence of this kind
of reconstruction on interpretation of Kings is
apparent in, for example, G. H. Jones's 1984
commentary. At the outset of his exegesis of I
Kings 1-2 Jones simply asserts, "For the rea-
sons noted in the Introduction . . . these first two
chapters are to be separated from the account of
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Solomon's reign in 3:1-l l:43. . . . But the com-
mon authorship of these two chapters cannot be
disputed" $ones, l:88). Here it is apparent how
confident reconstruction of the Succession Nar-
rative dominates critical reading of Kings.

The recovery of Kings as a literary work in its
own right raises acute questions about such an
approach. As has been demonstrated in recent
years, I Kings l-2 is patent of being read logi-
cally as the introduction to Solomon's reign and
as such is an integral part of Kings. In terms of
story line, these chapters link back strongly into
2 Samuel, but that does not mean that they
should be read as part of a separately recon-
stmcted Succession Narrative. Jones's confi-
dence about the authorship of I Kings l-2 is
redolent of a sort of historical criticism that lacks
literary sensibilities. Thus in his narrative com-
mentary on Kings,J. T. Walsh (373) argues con-
vincingly that 1-2 Kings are a crafted literary
uniry. The overarching literary pattern reveals a
carefully balanced interest in the affairs of the
two kingdoms, so that the kingdom ofJudah is
the subject of nineteen chapters and so too is
the kingdom of Israel. The movement bf the
whole suggests that a single kingdom ruled from

Jerusalem is the central concern of Kings.
Recent scholarship has also brought other

aspects of the Succession Narrative under criti-
cal scrutiny. H. Klement has shown that the mis-
named "Appendix 2," 2 Samuel 27-24, is
integral to Samuel. G. Keys contends that Rost's
hypothesis is based on weak foundations; suc-
cession is not the theme of the narrative, and
I Kings l-2 does not belong with this narrative.
Keys argues that the full extent of the narrative
is 2 Samuel 10-20. This unit is the nucleus of
2 Samuel, and the rest of the book forms a
framework around it. The framework was
brought together by the author of 2 Samuel 10-

20, who juxtaposed this work with the earlier
Samuel-Saul-David material. This large work was
used by the Deuteronomistic Historian to pro-
vide a record of the early monarchy and career
of David. Deuteronomistic activity in 2 Samuel
was limited.

Clearly, the literary turn has significant impli-
cations for how we read the Historical Books.
Such literary readings do not necessarily obviate
the Deuteronomistic History, but they rightly
complicate such a theory. As Sternberg in partic-
ular has noted, we cannot dispense with a dia-
chronic or a synchronic approach in reading
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Hebrew narrative, but in terms of reading these
narratives, there is a primacy to the synchronic
in that we first encounter these books as books
with a particular shape. Thus critical readings of
the Historical Books in relation to the Deuteron-
omistic History could not avoid this, but as was
typical of much historical criticism, the move
from the books as we have them to the book be-
neath or above the books was relatively unso-
phisticated. The literary turn rightly fills in that
gap and brings its energies to bear on all or
parts of the texts as literary entities. In the pro-
cess. the move from the Historical Books to the
Deuteronomistic History is complicated, and it is
fair to say that the verdict is still out on this issue,
or perhaps to put it another way, a plurality of
verdicts are in.

What are some of the different ways in which
the literary turn has affected the Deuteronomis-
tic History? On some scholars it seems to have
had little effect. B. Lindars continues to work
within the Deuteronomistic History paradigm.
Despite his holistic work on the Psalter,J. C. Mc-
Cann develops a theological reading of Judges
firmly within the framework of the Deuterono-
mistic History. Others, by comparison, set them-
selves firmly against this tendency. Despite his
strong historical cencerns, P. Guillaume, for ex-
ample, is adamant in wanting "to read the book

[of Judges] outside the mental framework of
Noth's Deuteronomistic History" (Guillaume, 1).

Others combine the Deuteronomistic History
with the smorgasbord of methods that have
emerged within biblical studies in recent de-
cades. An example is T, Fretheim, who combines
the Deuteronomistic History with a rhetorical
strategy. Regarding the Deuteronomistic Histo-

ry, Fretheim insists that "it is necessary to under-
stand how the entire history may have
functioned in the exilic context" (Fretheim, l7).
He acknowledges that one can discern the dif-
ferent sources that the Deuteronomistic Histori-
an used, but the final shape is clearly exilic.'Ihe
Deuteronomistic History is hortatory, and we
need to listen to it in its exilic context There is
no one simple theme or exhortation, but crucial
to an understanding of the work is the sense
that it is written for Israelites in exile and not
first for people living in the events described.

In regard to Ezra-Nehemiah, we noted above
the importance of discerning its literary parame-
ters as a unified work. However, even once on_e
has identified Ezra-Nehemiah as the focus of at-

tention, there remain difficult questions about
its unity that have been raised by historical criti-
cism. Critical scholars have devoted consider-
able attention to the sources identifiable in the
book, and earlier critical scholarship focused at-
tention on a reconstruction of these sources
(see, e.g., Myers). More recent work on Ezra-
Nehemiah has continued to focus on the diverse
sources while also attending to the role of redac-
tor(s) in placing material in its present context.
The role and placement of Nehemiah 8-10 is
at the heart of these critical concerns. and H. G.
M. Wlliamson's combination of source and re-
dactional analysis indicates well more recent
critical approaches. He says of Nehemiah 8-10,
"It will be argued in this commentary that each
of chaps. 8, 9, and l0 has an independent liter-
ary and historical origin. The purpose of these
introductory remarks is, however, to affirm em-
phatically that they have not come together by
the random processes of chance or error in
transmission, but rather that they have been
carefully assembled and thoughtfully located by
the editor responsible for combining the Ezra
and Nehemiah material" (Wlliamson, 276). In
this way Williamson is able to maintain earlier
critical concerns while also attending to Ezra-
Nehemiah as a narrative unify (for a reflection
on Ezra-Nehemiah as narrative see Williamson.
xlviii-lii).

Wlliamson's work makes genuine progress
in terms of connecting historical criticism with
literary analysis, but there remain significant
methodological differences, especially in re-
gard to the relationship between literary and
other forms of critical analysis. T. C. Eskenazi's
literary approach to Ezra-Nehemiah highlights
these differences. Drawing on Sternberg (for

discussion of his work see 6 below), among oth-
ers, Eskenazi, while stressing the importance of
keeping discourse and diachronic analysis in
discussion with each other, privileges the final
form of the work in its literary shape. Eskenazi
asserts, "I consider Ezra-Nehemiah to be a sin-
gle work. To interpret the text in the wholeness
of its present canonical shape is not to ignore
the fissures within the book. It is. however. to in-
sist that the transmitted unity take precedence in
the interpretation. From a literary perspective,
the divisions and fissures cease to be occasions
to sever limbs but become, instead, clues to the
book s overall intention" (Eskenazi, 13). Eskena-
zi reads Ezra-Nehemiah as a story and analyzes
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it along narrative-stmcturalist lines. She argues
that the basic story of Ezra-Nehemiah is straight-
forward: it describes how God's people built
God's house in accordance with the Torah. Es-
kenazi (38) discerns three main sections in this
narrative: (l) potentialiry: decree to the com-
munity to build the house of God (Ezra 1:1-4);
(2) actualization: the community builds the
house of God (Ezra 1:5-Neh7:72); (3) success:
the communiry celebrates the completion of the
house of God (Neh B:l-13:31). Methodologi-
cally, Eskenazi notes that her conclusions "have

emerged from an investigation . . . that focuses
on literary markers rather than historical ones,
on 'discourse-oriented' analysis rather than
'source-oriented' inquiry. . . . Literary concerns
have overshadowed historical ones in order to
sustain a methodological consistency and pro-
vide an alternative vision for material that has
received ample historical scrutiny" (Eskenazi
176). In accord with Sternberg, Eskenazi (176-
78) notes that such an approach should not ig-
nore historical and source-critical concerns;
there needs to be a dialectic between them, and
she notes their fruitful interaction.

Inevitably, a strong focus on the Historical
Books as literature would raise the question of
the extent to which they are indeed historical.
Historical criticism has, of course, raised acute
questions about the historicify of parts of the
Historical Books and explores this rigorously
within the limitations of source, form, tradition
and redaction criticism. This tendency is contin-
ued in the literary turn, but in very different
ways. Indeed, some scholars have seized the op-
portunities presented by the literary turn as an
occasion to get on with creative readings of
these books and simply ignore historical-critical
issues and referential issues. Others have ar-
gued that approaching these books as "histori-

cal" books is simply unhelpful. Thus M. Z.
Brettler finds it unhelpful to approachJudges as
a history book. Similarly, M. Bal (1988), in her
narrative-feminist reading of Judges, openly
challenges the ideas that Judges is unified and
that it is primarily a history and theology book.
She proposes the countercoherence of gender-
based violence in the context of a narrative ap-
proach toJudges.

I will discuss the thorny issue of reference in
the l{istorical Books below: suffice it here to
note that the full implications of the literary turn
for historical criticism have still to be absorbed.
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The literary turn should cornpel us to revisit the
whole notion of a work that undergirds Noth's
hlpothesis, and certainly any new version or de-
fense of this theory should take a full detour
through that approach favored byJ. G. McCon-
ville: "an interpretive model that underscores
the distinctive nature and individual integriry of
each of the books that make up the Deuterono-
mistic History" (I{noppers, 11). Only via such a
detour would a contemporary defense of the
Deuteronomistic Historv have validirv.

4. The Postmodern Turn.
So-called postmodernism began in literary stud-
ies and then was extended to a critique of West-
ern culture as a whole in the 1980s. The
postmodern debate has quesrioned central as-
sumptions of modernity, including its notions of
histor/, and it was inevitable that such question-
ing eventually would threaten the dominance of
that quintessentially modern method in biblical
studies, historical criticism. Interwoven with this
is the fact that since the literary turn in biblical
studies, biblical scholars have kept an eye on de-
velopments in literary studies and the door open
to imponing their methods. Thus it is no sur-
prise that literary theory's colonizing drive
should find a receptive audience in biblical stud-
ies. By the late 1960s the new criticism was being
replaced by stmcturalism, and then came the
poststructuralist developments, and it was only a
matter of time before the work of S. F'ish, R.
Rorty, J. Derrida, R. Barthes, M. Foucault and
others was being applied in OT studies.

The contours of the postmodern landscape
are not always easily identifiable. Postmodern-
ism is synonymous with diversity and pluralism,
and one needs to take care not to impose unifor-
mity on diverse positions. Thus Rorty is to be
distinguished from Derrida, and Derrida from

J. Baudrillard, and so on. Nevertheless, it is clear
that in its more extreme forms postmodernism
constitutes a radical challenge to biblical studies,
whether historical or literary, and this at two
main levels.

Firsl there is the surface level of method-
ological pluralism. Postmodernism has chal-
lenged the hegemony of historical criticism, and
the effect has been an explosion of methodolo-
gies. At conferences such as those of the Ameri-
can Academy of Religion and Society of Biblical
Literature a plethora of methodologies are ap
plied to the Historical Books, and this trend is
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visible in books such as Judges and Method: New
Approa.ches in Biblical Studies, in which six inter-
pretive approaches are applied toJudges: narra-
tive, social-scientific, feminist, structuralist,
deconstrmctive, ideological. Some, such as D.J.A.
Clines, celebrate this pluralism and argue for a
market-oriented approach to biblical interpreta-
tion in which we do what we desire and what
will sell. This is deeply redolent of the consum-
erism of our age. Others are more critical of the
wild pluralism of contemporary biblical studies.
Either way, the critique of historical criticism
and the development of a myriad ways of inter-
preting biblical texts are clear phenomena of
the present situation. For the Historical Books
this means a growing corpus of very diverse
readings of these texts.

Second, there is the depth level of philosoph-
ical plurality. The methodological pluralism of

contemporary biblical interpretation is bewil-
dering until one starts to connect it with the var-
ious philosophical paradigms that underlie the
surface. What are we to make of, for example, D. N.
Fewell 's deconstmction of Judges 1:11-15, in

which Caleb offers his daughter Achsah to the
man who takes Kiriath-sepher?

F'ewell is concerned about how translations
tame the text and cover over the traces in words.
The first area of deconstruction Fewell locates is
the place names. For example, Fewell turns to
the name of the city. Kiriath-sepher is renamed
Debir. The victors have the power to rename,
but this is not absolute, as traces remain. "Kiri-

ath-sepher" means "rity of writing,/books."
"Though the predominant tone in Joshua and

Judges 1:l-18 foregrounds uiumphalism, rem-
nants of meaning undermine that attitude, sug-
gesting that the place to be destroyed is a centre
of learning: a place where records are kept,
where history and order are valued, a place
where texts are produced. . . . A ciry of writing is
simply erased" (Fewell, 132). For Fewell, this
casts the conquest in a rather different light for
a reader who respects learning and culture, and
it deconstructs the triumphalist representation
of the conquest inJudges. Debir also bears these
traces, according to Fewell. Most scholars take it
to mean "inner sanctuary," but the root letters
(dbr) indicate other traces: the verb "speak" and
the nouns "speech," "matter," "plague."

Fewell makes much of .the indeterminacy
and instability of texts. In terms of her strategy,
first the text is read determinatively, or a deter-

minative "along the grain" reading is assumed.
Then places in the text are located that can be
read in contradiction to this determinative read-
ing. These are discerned to be in irreconcilable
tension with the grain of the text, and thus the
text is said to be deconstructed.

For mainstream biblical scholars it is hard to
know what to make of such readings. Decon-
struction is the approach to texts that emerges
from the philosophy of J. Derrida. Central to
Derrida's philosopl'ry is a view of language that
resists meaning being contained and that en-
sures that texts are chock full of aporia that
make them vulnerable to deconstruction. Derri-
da's approach to language and texts has yielded
an arsenal of interpretative strategies, some of
which Fewell brings to bear on Judges. To un-
derstand and evaluate such unusual readings,
one has to discern the connection between the
reading strategy and the underlying philosophy.

Historical criticism always had its own philo-
sophical underpinnings, although it conspired
at points to conceal these (Bartholomew 2000).
While historical criticism was the dominant
method in biblical exegesis, it could be taken for
granted as objective and scientific without there
being any need for it to def'end its foundations.
As long as the standard narrative of modernity
as rational progress was assumed, historical criti-
cism did not have to worry much about its philo-
sophical presuppositions. Indeed, to this day the
myth continues to be entertained that historical
criticism has no philosophical presuppositions.

J. Barr still asserts, "The typical biblical scholar-
ship of modern times has been rather litde
touched by philosophy-certainly much less
than it has been touched by theology" (Barr

2000, 26-27). Postmodernism has, however,
made us far more aware of the "prejudices" of
historical criticism and indeed of the fact that all
approaches have their prior commitments (see

Levenson). Thus historical criticism invariably
brings particular philosophies of history to bear
on the biblical text, and as postmoderns remind
us, they are not the only (legitimate?) ones.

With its wild pluralism, its view of texts as rad-
ically indeterminate and is suspicion of getting

behind texts, much postmodernism renders the
historical-critical enterprise deeply problematic.
Says A. Munslow, "The past is not discovered or
found. It is created and represented by the histo-
rian as a text" which in turn is consumed by the
reader" (Munslow, 178); if so, where does this
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leave the enterprise of historical criticism? The
depth of the postmodern challenge in this re-
spect should be noted. Postmodernism ques-
tions the foundational assumptions of modern-
ity, so that its challenge to an enterprise such as
historical criticism is not always immediately ob-
vious except at a deep, philosophical level. But
postmodernism queries such objective neutrality
and insists that pafticular epistemologies and
views of history underlie the practice of histori-
cal criticism. If such views are to be maintained.
then their basis must be argued for-it cannot
simply be assumed.

It is particularly via postrnodern views of his-
tory that historical criticism and any view of the
biblical narratives as accurately representing
what happened are challenged. Munslow dis-
cerns three current oprions in historiography:
reconstructionism, constructionism, deconstruc-
tionism. Reconstructionism is the view that the
more carefully we write history, the closer we
will get to what actually happened. Construc-
tionism refers to the approaches to history that
invoke general laws, Marxism being the most
well-known example. Munslow gathers post-
modern approaches together under the catego-

ry of deconstmctionism, and this includes
authors such as H. White and K Jenkins. Such
approaches stress the fact that history writing is
always an example of literary production, with
all the attendant complexities that this entails.

Central to postmodern debates about history
is the question of the extent to which history can
ever accurately represent the past through nar-
rative. Scholars point to the unavoidable inter-
pretative and hermeneutical element in all
history writing, and many draw radical conclu-
sions from this. This postmodern emphasis on
the linguistic and narrative nature of history
raises profound questions about historiography
whether one agrees with the likes of White and

Jenkins or nol What kind of knowledge produc-
tion is history writing? History always brings a
narrative gnd to bear on its telling of the past,
and Munslow suggests that "history is best
viewed epistemologically as a form of literature
producing knowledge as much by its aesthetic or
narrative structure as by any other criteria"
(Munslow, 5). History is a form of narrative, and
as such, it is part of the historical process: "All

such narratives make over events and explain
why they happened, but are overlaid by the as-
sumptions held by the historian about the forces
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influencing the nature of causality" (Munslow,
l0) .

In such ways the postmodern turn problema-
tizes the literary and historical turn in biblical
studies and focuses our attention below the sur-
face on the implications of diverse philosophi-
cal foundations.

5. Reen g'a ging Theolory.
IJltimately, the depth or philosophical diversiry
underlying the wild methodological pluralism of
postmodernism confronts us with issues of faith
and religion. G. Steiner articulates this clearly in
his assessment of deconstruction. He boldly as-
serts that deconstruction confronts us with a
stark choice: "It is Derrida's strengh to have
seen so plainly that the issue is neither linguistic-
aesthetic nor philosophical in any traditional,
debatable sense-where such tradition and de-
bate incorporate, perpetuate the very ghosts
which are to be exorcized. The issue is, quite
simply, that of the meaning of meaning as it is
re-insured by the postulate of the existence of
God. 'In the beginning was the Word.' There
was no such beginning, says deconstruction;
only the play of sounds and markers amid the
mutations of time" (Steiner 1989, 120). From
Steiner's perspective, the wager that real pres-
ences underlie language makes a tremendous
difference to how we interpret texts, and not
least the Bible. In reviewing Alter and Ker-
mode's The Literary Guidc to thc Bibb, Steiner
(1988) lambastes them for a Iiterary approach
that fails to attend to the divine provocations in
the Bible. In other words, he asserts strongly
that a literary approach that does not take the
theological dimension seriously is woefully in-
adequate.

N. 
'I 

Wright and J. Milbank make compara-
ble points in their assessments of postrnodern-
ism. As Wright says, "Protests, then, against the
postmodern readings of the Bible are likely to
be ineffectual. Unless, that is, those who care
about serious reading of the gospels set about
exploring ways in which to articulate a better
epistemology, leading to a better account of
what happens when a text is being read, a better
account of what happens when a sacred text is
being read. . . . There is a snue . . . in whirh this d"e-
mands a full tfuory of lnnguage. We need to und^er-
stand, bettn than we comrnonly da, how language
u)orhs" (latter italics added; Wright, 61, 63). And
in response to Derrida and deconstruction Mil-
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bank asserts, "If Derrida can give a gnostic
hermeneutic of the human text in the light of
the gnostic logos, then we should have the con-
fidence to give a Christian hermeneutic in the
light of the real one" (Milbank, 79).

The foundational diversity in biblical studies
means that scholars will have to make choices

about the most appropriate hermeneutic for the
Bible and the Historical Books. In my opinion,
not only does postmodernism make Enlighten-
ment-style objective neutraliry difficult, but also
this position is incongruent with (Christian)

faith anyway.J. Barton notes the crisis of plural-
ism and diversity in OT studies and that an
emerging response is to call for a religious
hermeneutic. Barton is suspicious of this move
and argues for a recovery of Enlightenment val-
ues as the center of OT studies. That, however,
is only to argue for a particular foundation for

biblical studies, and one that is deeply problem-
atic from a theological perspective (see Buckley).
The way forward, in nry opinion, is to allow
room in the academy for a genuine pluralism
that would make space for the development of
hermeneutical approaches that are congment
with Christian, Jewish, secular and other per-
spectives on the world, allowing faith to shape
our critical work from the foundation up.

Such a perspective remains so alien to most
biblical scholarship that it immediately gets read
as a form of fundamentalism in which a doctri-
nal straitjacket gets imposed on the Bible, which
it most decisively is not. As S. Neill (in Neill and
Wright) notes, developments of such a (theologi-

cal) hermeneutic will not solve all the problems,
but they will create the ring within which solu-
tions may be found.

In terms of taking (Christian) theology seri-
ously in OT interpretation, there are, of course,
major scholars already doing this. K Barth's
work, B. S. Childs's canonical approach and
Yale's postliberal theology are major ingredients
in this renewed interest in theological interpre-
tation. Childs has long argued that the goal of
the interpretation of Christian Scripture must be
to understand both Testaments as witness to the
self-same divine reality: the God and Father of

Jesus Christ. Childs's extensive corpus has
played a major role in laying the foundation for
a theological, canonical hermeneutic in biblical
studies. This theological turn is now gathering
momentum in response to the pluralism and ni-
hilistic direction of (some) postmodernism. In-

evitably, as with Childs, a theological turn will
involve going back to premodern readings of
OT texts and finding traditions that can be re-
appropriated and developed in our day (see

Childs 2004).
There are at least two directions to this theo-

logical turn. One aspect is that of simply getting
on with reading the Bible theologically. Scholars
such as C. R. Seitz invoke in this respect the
plain sense of Scripture, allow a limited role for
historical criticism, and get on with interpreta-
tion in relation to the church and Christian doc-
trine. A somewhat different approach is to argue
that we need a theology of history (and litera-
ture, etc.) to fund biblical interpretation. Thus
Neill and Wright state, "It is an exciting idea . . .
that 'An understanding of history which is in-
compatible with a Christian doctrine of revela-
tion is bound to land the New Testament scholar
in grave perplexities; a true theological under-
standing of history would not of itself solve any
New Testament problems, but it would, so to
speak, hold the ring within which a solution can be

found. 
'But where are the scholars sufficiently fa-

miliar with actual history-writing, sufficiently at
home in philosophy and the history of ideas,
and sufficiently committed to the study of the
New Testament, to undertake the task?" (italics
added; Neill and Wright, 366). Wright himself
makes considerable progress in this direccion
(see Wright), but little comparable work has
been done in relation to the OT Historical
Books.

6. Required: An Integrated lfermeneutic.
5.1 . An ,\pproprinte Hermmeutic for thc Histari-

cql Books. Certainly, this complex issue cannot
be resolved here, but we should note from the
foregoing discussion that an urgent require-
ment is to develop a hermeneutic for the Histor-
ical Books that integrates their historical, literary
and theological dimensions-all three. Too of-
ten, as with much historical criticism, these
books have been read through a deeply reduc-
tionistic hermeneutic that zooms in on an aspect
of the text to the neglect of the others, whether
it be the historical, literary or theological dimen-
sion. But each of these is a vital part of the His-
torical Books, and we urgently need a herme-
neutic that integrates these dimensions so that
we can begin to see how they relate to each oth-
er in the production of the rich tapestry of
meaning in these texts.
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Fortunately, there are some promising mod-
els around in this respect. A. C. Thiselton has
foregrounded the need for a hermeneutic that
integrates the three dimensions referred to, and
his highly sophisticated work on philosophical
and biblical hermeneutics constantly seeks to
guard against simplistic reductionism. In NT
studies, precisely in order to get at the history of

Jesus, N. T Wright has proposed a hermeneutic
informed by a critical realist perspective that in-
tegrates the historical, literary and theological
dimensions of NT texts. A. Wolters similarly has
proposed a creative, multifaceted and intention-
ally antireductionistic hermeneutic that has
been well received by a diversity of biblical
scholars. In terms of the sort of Hebrew narra-
tive texts that we have in the Historical Books.
the most remarkable work on an integlated
hermeneutic has been done by Sternberg in Thc
Poetia of Bibliral Nanatiae. In view of the creativ-
ity and importance of his work for reading the
Historical Books, here I will outline his herme-
neutic in some detail.

6.2. Stenfterg's Integratcd Hermmeutb for
Reading Hebreu Narratizte: Thc Drama of Reading.
For Sternberg, biblical narrative is a work of lit-
erature, so that in a poetics such as his the disci-
pline and its object come together: "Biblical
narrative is oriented to an addressee and regu-
lated by a purpose or set of purposes involving
the addressee. Hence our primary business as
readers is to make purposive sense of it" (Stern-
berg, 1). Sternberg argues for an embodied no-
tion of textual intentionality. This discernment
of "objectifed or etnbodizd intention" Sternberg re-
gards as cmcial: "Such intention fulfils a crucial
role, for communication presupposes a speaker
who resorts to certain linguistic and structural
tools in order to produce certain effects on the
addressee; the discourse accordingly supplies a
network of clues to the speaker's intention"
(Sternberg,9)

Thking embodied intention seriously means
that source criticism and narratology should not
be set against each other. This is especially so in
Iight of the gap in sociocultural context between
our time and that of the origin of the biblical
narratives. Of course, we can never fully bridge
this gap, but this does not mean we cannot try.
In facl this is the only alternative: "Once the
choice turns out to lie between reconstructing
the author's intention and licensing the reader's
invention, there is no doubt where most of us
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stand" (Sternberg, l0). Of course, the nature of
the source criticism that we engage in needs
careful attention, and Sternberg is highly critical
of much that has been called source criticism.
There is an inevitable tension between source
and discourse, but Sternberg appeals for a closer
partnership between the two; indeed, he main-
tains that the two cannot but work together, and
neither has the primacy over the other, al-
though in our reading of a text the focus of our
interpretive energies must be on the text as we
have it.

Frequently it is falsely assumed that the Bible
as a religious text is antithetical to the Bible as
literature. For Sternberg, this is a false antithesis.
In the ancient world highly poetic and literary
material was regularly highly ideological and at-
tended to for instruction. "The question is how
rather than whether the literary coexists with
the social, the doctrinal, the philosophical"
(Sternberg, 35). Representation is never to be set
against evaluation, although the extent to which
these aspects dominate in any piece of literature
will vary. Only if the Bible were ideological in
an extreme form of didacticism would taking it
seriously as literature be inadmissible. However,
"if biblical narraLive is didactic, then it has cho-
sen the strangest way to go about its business.
For the narrator breaks every law in the didacti-
cist's decalogue. Anything like preaching from
the narrative pulpit is conspicuous for its ab-
sence" (Sternberg, 37-38). Narrative is the means
whereby the Bible presents its message, and the
two, narrative technique and message, are not to
be set against each other.

In this respect it is time we stopped seeing
the techniques of narrative as Iiterary tech-
niques. Those in the literary field often have
been in the forefront of examining these tech-
niques, but that does not mean that they are
confined to literary texts where art may be high
and content and message low. "What deter-
mines literariness is not the mere presence but
the dominance of the poetic function, the con-
trol it exerts over all the rest" (Sternberg, 40).
Narrative techniques are as much the preroga-
tive of the historical biblical narratives as of fic-
tional texts, and the presence of these tech-
niques must not be seen as compromising the
texts' ideological nature.

How, then, does the aesthetic aspect relate to
the ideological in biblical narrative? "Biblical
narrative emerges as a complex, because multi-
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functional, discourse. Functionally speaking, it is
regulated by a set of three principles: ideologi-
cal, historiographic, and aesthetic" (Sternberg,
41). The ideological is particularly prominent in
the law sections of the Pentateuch and in pro-
phetic moralizing, for example. The historio-
graphic is prominent in the names of places,
people and etiologies; the aesthetic is in high
profile in the narratives. The relation of these
three principles is one of coordination and
tense complementarity. Sternberg sums up the
point at which the three merge as "the drama of
reading": "Theyjoin forces to originate a strate-
gy of telling that casts reading as a drama, inter-
pretation as an ordeal that enacts and
distinguishes the human predicament" (Stern-
berg,46).

The sophistication of Sternberg's hermeneu-
tic is apparent, and the rich exegetical yield that
results from applying this to the OT is evident
again and again in his Poetia of Biblircal Narra-
tiae. His work is profoundly relevant to interpre-
tation of the Historical Books, as V. P. Long
(1994) and others have noted. An example of
what taking Sternberg seriously for the Histori-
cal Books might produce is I. Provan's 1997
commentary on l-2 Kings. He develops an ap-
proach to Kings that takes it seriously as narra-
tive, as history-telling and as didactic. Such an
integrated hermeneutic also bears on the thorny
issue of the relationship between Samuel-Kings
and Chronicles. Chronicles, like Samuel and
Kings, is historiographic, but also it is narrative
and kerygmatic,/didactic. Although it attends in
particular to the reigns of David and Solomon,
as do Samuel and Kings, its historical sweep ex-
tends backward to Adam. and is audience is
much later than that of Samuel and Kings. Writ-
ing probably around 400 scn, the Chronicler
tells his story with the postexilic communify in
mind, with a particular focus on the temple and
temple worship. Evaluation of the historical and
theological differences between Samuel-Kings
and Chronicles must weigh carefully the intri-
cate relationship of the historical to the literary
and theological in these books.

7. Required: A Canonical, Kerygmatic
Hermeneutic.
The Historical Books should be read and ana-
lyzed with the utmost critical rigor-an ap-
proach that the present volume exemplifies-
but to what end? This, in my opinion, is a ques-

tion that too often has been lacking across the
spectrum in interpretation of the Historical
Books. In terms of commentaries onJudges, for
example, it is instructive to compare A. E. Cun-
dall's i968 Tyndale Old Testament Commentary
with R. G. Boling's I975 Anchor Bible Commen-
tary. They are distinctive in terms of their stance
on historical issues and the composition of

Judges, but neither helps us get at the communi-
cative and canonical trajectory of Judges. J. C.
McCann's 2002 Interpretation commentary is
well informed crirically but far more helpful in
getting at the kerygma of the text. With regard to
Kings, on historical issues the commentaries of

J. Gray and D. J. Wiseman could not be further
apaft, but neither attends to the world in front of
the text, the world that the text calls the reader
to indwell. There are, of course, a thousand
things one can do with a book, as postmodern-
ism constantly reminds us. However, from a
confessional perspective, a hermeneutic for the
Historical Books will be deeply inadequate if its
goal is not to discern the communicative, k.ryg-
matic function of the text, and this ultimately as
part of Scripture.

In this respect a rhetorical or communicative
hermeneutic has proved particularly fertile. We
know for certain that the Historical Books were
not written for Israelites living in the events that
they describe, but rather for Israelites for whom
those events were in the past but instructive for
the present. However difficult a precise dating of
the Historical Books may be, such awareness
opens up the kerygmatic, communicative trajec-
tory of the Historical Books and alefts us to
where we need to focus if we wish to hear the
distinctive voice of each of these books.

It is, however, important to remember that
the Historical Books must be read finally in the
context of the canon as a whole. We noted
above how a very positive aspect of the theory of
the Deuteronomistic History is that it recognizes
the need to read the Historical Books as part of
a larger narrative. A danger with the Deuterono-
mistic History, though, is that this narrative may
be unnecessarily limited. Interpretation of

Joshua, for example, is profoundly affected by
whether or not one reads its theology of the
land in the context of Genesis 12 and God's
promises to Abraham. This is rare in commen-
taries on Joshua, but it is highly illuminating
when taken seriously. And of course, not only
must the context be extended backward. but al-
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so, for Christians, forward into the NL
In his commentary on I Kings J. T. Walsh is

sensitive to the danger of limiting the narrative
context of the Historical Books to the Deuteron-
omistic History. He notes that in the Hebrew Bi-
ble the books following Kings (Isaiah,Jeremiah,

etc.) do not continue the narrative, so that 2 Kings
brings us to the conclusion of a major block of
OT narrative. However, the books preceding
I Kings are in continuity with the narrative of
Kings: "Although the hrst chapters of I Kings
can be read as self-contained narratives (as we
have done in this study), they nonetheless pre-
sume the entire complicated history of adultery
and murder, rape and fratricide, rebellion and
restoration that is the Succession Narrative"
(Walsh,374-75). However, as Walsh points out,

On a still larger scale, however, the entire
first part of the Hebrew Bible can be appreci-
ated as a single continuous narrative. The
first eleven books tell a multifarious story that
begins with the chaos out of which God cre-
ates all things and ends with the chaos of
exile into which the history of Israel's sin
eventually leads. The grand scale of the story
reveals its universal relevance. It is not sim-
ply the story of the Israelite monarchy . . . but
of all the children of Adam and Eve (from

Genesis 4), indeed of all creatures (from

Genesis 2) and all creation itself (from Gene-
sis 1). Most of all, it is the story of the God
whose creative word brought forth the past
and whose prophetic word, whether of bless-
ing or punishment, anger or forgiveness,
continues to generate the future. It is the
story of the God who is faithfully and eter-
nally present to all his works. (Walsh, 375)
Although Kings ends a block of narrative in

the OT the Christian reader will be well aware
that *re narrative does not end there, and that
one needs to read the narrative explicated in the
Historical Books as part of the story line of the en-
tire Bible (see Bartholomew and Goheen 2004a).
Indeed, from a Christian perspective what is ur-
gently required is thick theological interpretation
of the Historical Books, interpretation deeply in-
formed by the canon as a whole in the context of
the Christian tradition. The Historical Books deal
with human life in all its dimensions and espe-
cially in relation to politics. Sadly, these dimen-
sions are rarely mined theologically by exegetes.

J. Ellul, for example, rightly says of 2 Kings that it
"is probably the most political of all books of the
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Bible. For its reference is to Israel genuinely con-
stituted as a political power and plafng its part in
the concert of empires. Furthermore its reference
is also to an age of crisis. Above all we see politics
in action and not just in principle" (Ellul, l3).
Reading modem commentaries, one gets little
sense of the rich yield these books have for politi-
cal theology. However, reading a political theolo-
gy such as the 1996 volume by O. O'Donovan,
one starts to get a sense of the rich legacy of polit-
ical interpretation of the Historical Books (see
Bartholomew et al., 2002).

This is not to suggest that theological inter-
pretation of the Historical Books is straightfor-
ward. For the commentator they present a
smorgasbord of challenges: their use of force,
the nationalistic focus on Israel and the land,
and so on present real interpretive challenges.
At the same time, they focus theologically on is-
sues that are of vital importance today. For ex-
ample, how we think about place and *land is a
crucial concern today, and both W Bruegge-
mann and O. O'Donovan (1989) have demon-
strated the theological fecundity of the
Historical Books in this respect.

8. History and the Historical Books.
As is well known, the contemporary debate
about OT history is highly polarized (see, e.9.,
Davies; Lemche; Provan, Long and Longman).
Naturally, this debate bears heavily on the refer-
ential dimension of the Historical Books. Evan-
gelical scholars continue to insist that the
referential dimension of the Historical Books is
vital and an integral part of their interpretation.
As G. Fackre says, "Evangelical theology sharply
opposes any understanding of narrative theol-
ogy that does not require the correspondence of
the chapters in the Christian story to 'the real
order"' (Fackre, 198). However, even among
evangelical OT scholars there is a considerable
diversiry on these issues, a diversity that is exem-
plified in the debate between (evangelical) max-
imalists and minimalists. Evangelical maximal-
ists argue that for the Historical Books to be part
of Scripture, it is crucial that most if not all of
what they report as event actually happened.
Even here the basis on which this position is ar-
gued varies. K A. Kitchen (3) is adamant that his
maximalist approach is based on history, litera-
ture and culture, not on theology, doctrine or
dogma. Kitchen concludes, "In terms of general
reliabiliry . . . the Old fbstament comes out re-
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markably well, so long as its writings and writers
are treated fairly and evenhandedly, in line with
independent data, open to all" (Kitchen, 500).

J. Goldingay acknowledges the theological

imperative toward a maximalist position: "We do
have important and precious theological
grounds for believing that the scriptures provide
us with fully adequate witness to the events they
narrate" (Goldingay, 46). However, Goldingay
(71) insists that we attend closely to the complex
nature of the biblical tradition in which nearly
all narrative is on a continuum befween histori-

ography and imaginative writing. In terms of
Genesis to Kings, he argues that "the proportion

of 'story' . . . as opposed to 'history' . . . is at its
highest at the opening of the work. It is at its
lowest at the end, where the events in focus had

taken place not Iong before the work's writing.
The story of Israel's exodus and their occupa-
tion of the land lies somewhere in between"
(Goldingay, 56). The description of the slaugh-
ter of the Canaanites in Joshua may be "imagi-
native frctional expressions" rather than literal
descriptions (Goldingay, 75).

In this way, Goldingay, while taking note of

the theological constraint toward maximalism,
opens the door for a range of positions befween
maximalism and minimalism. Others show con-
siderable latitude in making room for diverse
genres and qpes of narrative writing and argue
that a minimum of historical actuality is neces-
sary for these books to be a full part of sacred
Scripture.

These complex issues cannot be fully dealt
with here. Suffrce it to note that our growing dis-
covery of the awareness of the highly crafted lit-
erariness of the Historical Books does not by
itself resolve the complex issue of their historici-
ty. For Sternberg, seeing narrative teqhnique as
part of the text itself means taking the historical
construction of the text seriously if one is going
to come to grips with the functional purpose of
biblical narrative. Sternberg is highly critical of
the tendency to categorize OT narratives as fic-
tion. Fiction and history cannot" in Sternberg's
view, be distinguished by form, but crucially only
in terms of the overall purpose of the communi-
catorlauthor. And in Sternberg s opinion, when
the OT narratives are assessed by this criterion,
"the product is neither historicized fiction nor
fictionalized history, but historiography pure
and uncompromising" (Sternberg, 35). Every-
thing, in Stemberg's view, points in this direc-

tion. The Israelite obsession with memory of the
past and its significance for the presen! and Is-
rael's uniqueness in this respect in the ancient
Near East-these factors confirm that the OT
narratives are making a strong historical truth
claim. "Were the narrative written or read as fic-
tion, then God would turn from the lord of his-
tory into a creature of the imagination, with the
most disastrous results" (Sternberg, 320).

Of course, Sternberg's approach is not un-
contested, but, contra Kitchen and others, it in-
dicates well the impossibiliry of keeping
theological issues out of the debate about the
historical dimension of the Historical Books. In-
deed, a crucial question concerns the elements
that shape the decision for or against the histo-
ricity of the Historical Books. A. Plantinga, in
common with other Reforrned epistemologists,
has argued that belief in God is properly basic
and may rationally be assumed without evidence
that proves it to be true (Banholomew 2003). An
implication of this is that one would be warrant-
ed in taking the basic story line of the Bible to
be historically accurate without depending on
evidence that proves this to be so. In my opin-
ion, this is the correct way to proceed. However,
the important thing to note is that this provides
the ring within which the real debates can be-
gin. Grantecl that God has acted in Israel's histo-

ry, and granted that we take seriously the notion
that God speaks and acts, by no means are all
the historical problems of the Historical Books

solved. All the data surfaced by historical critics
and literary scholars still have to be accounted
for, albeit from a theistic perspective.

9. Conclusion,
Contemporary interpretation of the Historical
Books takes place against a complex hermeneuti-
cal background. The legacy of historical criticism
remains strong but has been complicated and
challenged by the literary, postmodern and theo-
logical turns. Although attention to the text itself

must ever be the prime concern of interpreters of
the Historical Books, it is naive to think that one
can escape an interpretive grid with which one
approaches these books. As R E. Palmer percep

tively notes, and as this article has sought to show,
"We see . . . how decisive is our underllng theory

of knowledge and our theory of the ontological
stafirs of a worlg for they determine in advance
the shape of our theory and practice in literary

interpretation" (Palmer, B0-8 I ).
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HEZEKIAH
Hezekiah son of Ahaz was king ofJudah c.715-
686 scu. His mother was Abijah, daughter of Ze-
chariah (2 Chron 29:1, hypocoristically written
"Abi" in 2 Kings 18:2). Hezekiah came to the
throne at age twenty-five and ruled twenty-nine
years (2 Kings 18:2; 2 Chron 29:1). His name is a
theophoric compound using the root hzq, "Yah-

weh (is) my strength" or "Yahweh is strong," and
has variant forms in the Old Testament
(hizqiWA/ -yAhfi, ybhizqiyyd/ -yahA; Layton, 122-

25). He is most noted for his piety and religious
reforms. and his involvement in international
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