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Abstract

This study traces developments from the Bible-as-Literature through the
interchange between modern literary criticism and the study of midrash. [t looks
at the work of Robert Alter, Michael Fishbane and David Stern. This trajectory
shows that, while we reject the Bible-as-Literature approach, we acknowledge
how it began the conversation.

The work of Michael Fishbane argues that intertextuality is an element of biblical
literature itself. We outline the intellectual debate between literary critics and
scholars of midrash. We see the original, essential appreciation which the Rabbis
had for the text they interpreted, ultimately not found in literary criticism: the way
they viewed text as text.

Informed by an examination of literary criticism, we propose an original extension
of the rabbinic endeavor exploring the literary foil. We look at midrashim on Lech
Lecha. We conclude that the midrashic treatment of this material shows how Lot
and Hagar serve as literary foils for Abraham and Sarah. This allows us to see
how we can understand that children serve as a foil for land. We join the Rabbis
in reading the text as text. We emphasize this by showing the shortcomings of
ideological reading.

Our understanding of the text can allow us to use midrash to regain connection
with the sacred dimension of the text, and ultimately with the Sacred.
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Teaching is thus more than the transmission of information or even the
deepening of the students” humanity. It may also bestow an example of freedom
and responsibility.

Michael Fishbane, The Garments of Torah, (120)
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Methodological Overview

We open this essay with an examination of the Bible-as-Literature approach. in
the opening of Midrash and Theory, David Stern gives an overview of the
development in the intellectual arena of what happened when midrashic
scholarship met modern literary criticism. He acknowledges that this debate
followed closely on the heels of the Bible-as-Literature movement. While we will
join Stem in ultimately rejecting this approach, we begin our study here by
examining what it brought to the discussion between literary criticism and the
study of midrash. The Bible-as-literature movement was responding to the
Source Critical school of thought which spent too much energy breaking the Bible
into fragments and pieces. One of the strengths of the Bible-as-literature
approach was the introduction of the notion that the Bible contained plurality of
meaning and invited interpretation. One reason why it is essential to discuss the
Bible-as-literature approach is that the strength of this approach is its call to see
the literary aspect of the biblical text. We will see however that the shortcoming

of this approach was that if failed to view the Bible as text.

The purpose of this essay is to transcend the debate about midrash and literary
criticism. We argue here that the single most important and essential aspect of
the rabbinic approach to Scripture is that the Rabbis grasped the idea of the text

as text. We will see how the Rabbis understood that Torah could be seen to be

saying more than one thing. We examine the contribution made by Michael




Fishbane to our understanding of the way in which the Rabbis saw their

endeavor as being a continuation of the tradition which they had received and
how they understood the notion of polysemy in a way which far exceeds that of
some modern readers. Imbedded in their method was a strong sense of theology

which is a crucial component of the midrashic undertaking.

An outgrowth of this intellectual development was an unparalleled interest in
midrash by modern literary critics. This fervor was documented and examined by
David Stern whose contribution we explore here. The input of modern literary
critical approaches allow us to have a new set of vocabulary for articulating how
the Rabbis interacted with their text. We will see that while this exchange brought
a series of insights, at the end of the day, the Rabbis had a singularly different
understanding of the text based on their appreciation of its sacred nature. The
basic underpinning of this work is that the Rabbis understood the Torah as text.

We explore how that perception impacted on their reading.

Our objective here is to undertake an analysis making use of some of the insights
we have gleaned from our conversation with modern literary theory and also with
our understanding of how we need to go beyond the constraints of these
theories. We look at the midrashim on the parasha Lech Lecha in Braishit
Rabbah. We look specifically at the midrashim which treat the differences which
arose between Abraham and Lot (notably in Gen. Rab. 41) and those which deal

with the interactions between Sarah and Hagar (notably in Gen. Rab. 45).




The analysis we provide here will be a way of appreciating the rabbinic endeavor

and taking it further into an understanding of the literary device of the literary foil.
This original dimension of the project is a way of informing ourselves with the
insights gleaned from the exploration of modern literary criticism and marrying
that with an appreciation for the essentially rabbinic objective. We see from this
that we can understand Lot as a literary foil for Abraham, Hagar as a literary foil
for Sarah. Ultimately, this will allow us to draw a larger comparison and this lets
us see children as a literary foil for land. This helps us answer one of the
questions which was the impetus for this exploration and that is how are we to

understand why the matriarchs are barren.

With that as an initial question in the background, we conclude our project by
exploring the shortcomings of ideologically based reading strategies which
preclude the type of reading we have outlined above. They function, as we show,
by failing to read the text as text. Therefore, what we are attempting to dois to
take the best of the rabbinic approach to text and move it forward. This
necessitates a critique of the shortcomings of the reading strategies which are
ultimately less sophisticated and less satisfying than those which arise from fully

grasping the rabbinic endeavor.

We conclude by showing how this type of reading, inspired by the rabbinic

interaction with text, can lead to a true appreciation of midrash. That sensitivity




also characterized the reading strategies of modern thinkers Franz Rosenzweig
and Martin Buber. Hopefully we can conclude from tracing this trajectory how we

can continue to study midrash in a way that draws us into what Eugene Mihaly

called a “prayerful” relationship with the text.




Chapter One

Bible~-As-Literature: Insighty and Limitodiony




In the opening of his book, Midrash and Theory, David Stern outlines what he
calls “the encounter of midrashic scholarship with contemporary literary studies,”
In this introduction to his book, he gives an overview of the development in the
intellectual arena of the discussion of what these two disciplines can bring to
each other. He takes as his starting point the intellectual phenomena of
deconstructionism and postmodernism, among others. He acknowledges early
on that this debate “followed closely on ... the heels” of “the Bible-as-literature”
movement, but he dismisses the importance of that debate to his subject at hand.
Stern is quick to point out the limitations in the studies which resulted in
examining the Bible as a literary document. “Essentially,” he says, “the literary
approach to the Bible was an effort to use the concept of ‘literature’ as a way of
‘'saving’ the Bible, of reconstituting the wholeness of the biblical text, of

recapturing a textual integrity and coherence that had been shattered by modern

critical and historical study of the Bible.”

While ultimately we will agree with Stern’s assessment of why it was necessary
to move on from the Bible-as-literature approach, it is worthwhile to spend a little
time seeing what that outlook originally brought to the debate and what we wili
glean from it for the project at hand. While we will ultimately conclude that there

is definite significance in appreciating the literary aspect of the biblical text, the

'David Stern, Midrash and Theory: Ancient Jewish Exegesis and Contemporary Literary
Studies (Evanston, Illinois: Northwestern University Press, 1996) 4.
2 Stern, Midrash and Theory, 4.




key shortcoming is that those who viewed the Bible-as-literature failed to view the

Bible as text. We will argue here that the singularly most important and essential
aspect of the rabbinic approach to Scripture is that they grasped the idea of text
as text. What exactly we mean by the term text will be explained below.
Nonetheless, the purpose of this essay is to transcend the current debate about
midrash and literary criticism. We will attempt, here, to gain insight both from the
Bible-as-literature approach and from the fruitful debate which ensued when

midrashic literature met literary criticism.

It is important, therefore, to stop and see what exactly the Bible-as-literature
approach made possible in our understanding of Scripture that had not been the
case before. The Bible-as-literature movement, like all intellectual currents, did
not emerge in a vacuum. Essentially, it was responding to the Source Critical
school of thought which, the Bible-as-literature scholars felt, spent too much

energy breaking the Bible into fragments and pieces.

As Tremper Longman pointed out in his book, Literary Approaches to Biblical
Interpretation, these polarized approaches to the biblical texts came with

agendas of their own and often made for strange bedfellows. He writes:

Evangelicals commonly tend to atomize the text and to focus attention on a
word or a few verses. Traditional critical scholarship displays the same
tendency for a different reason, not believing that the whole text is original.
The literary approach asks the question of the force of the whole. For this




reason, many evangelical scholars have seen the literary approach serving
an apologetic function.?
A central voice in the school of Bible-as-literature, and someone who spoke from
a rich understanding of what could be gained by looking at Scripture in its entirety

as a unit was the scholar Adele Berlin. Adele Berlin recognized that the impetus

behind the literary reading was a move away from the atomizing and fragmenting
urges of biblical scholarship. “But modern literary criticism” she asserted, “is not
s0 much an intentional return to Midrash as a rejection of Source Criticism which,
in its extremes, views the Bible as not much more than a scrapbook”.* The field
was divided into literary critics and biblical scholars and the many difficulties they
encountered made them like “two nations divided by a common language.”
Michael Fishbane describes the split with its intellectual predecessors in the
following terms:
The dominance in modern biblical studies of a literary criticism which saw as
its chief task the evolutionary reconstruction of the sources and traditions
which comprise the received biblical narrative, and thereby the reconstruction
of the history of Israelite religion and literature has only recently lost its grip.
The vacuum has been enthusiastically filled by many efforts, the product of
new literary procedures and assumptions.®

The two groups of scholars had two completely different points of view as to what

created the biblical document as it has come down to us. Looking at similar

3 Tremper Longman III, Literary Approaches to Biblical Interpretation: Foundations of
Contemporary Interpretation. Vol 3 (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Academic Books, 1987) 60.

* Adele Berlin, *On the Bible-as-literature,” in Prooftexts: vol. 2 No, 3. 1982, 325, A great
deal of the debate about the nature of biblical literature as well as that surrounding the
nature of midrashic literature was played out in the pages of the Prooftexts journal.

5 Michael Fishbane, “Recent Work on Biblical Narrative* (book reviews) in Prooftexts, Vol 1
1981.99.




phenomena, they explained the evolution of the document in completely
opposing ways. One man’s slopping editing was another man'’s creative instinct
at work.
For Speiser, two stories similar in details and structure signal two different
sources. For the literary critic, on the other hand, the issue of sources is
irrelevant. They may or may not be different sources; the important matter is
the shape of the text as it is before us. Narrative style, not a conflation of
sources, explains doublets.6
“In fact,” says Leland Ryken, in his essay, “Literary Criticism of the Bible: Some
Fallacies,” “the biblical scholar’s definition [of literary criticism] is virtually the
opposite of the literary critic's definition. Instead of assuming disunity and
fragmentation, the literary critic assumes unity and pattern. ... The disagreement

over the definition of ‘literary criticism,’ affects everything that biblical schotars

and literary critics do with biblical literature. Most of all, it affects the questions

that they ask of the text..."”

As a matter of fact, no two disciplines seem to be more in need of marriage
counseling than literary criticism and biblical scholarship. Nonetheless, all the
scholars agree, even those who agree to disagree, that much can be learned by
allowing the two disciplines to benefit from the insights of one other. One way to
go about understanding the Bible-as-literature movement is to examine those

who objected to it and the debate that ensued around it.

¢ Longman, Literary Approaches, 6.

7 Leland Ryken. “Literary Criticism of the Bible: Some Fallacies “in Kenneth R. R. Gros Louis,
editor. Literary Interpretations of Biblical Narrative (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1974) 26-
27.




The Bible-as-literature movement was met with critical opposition from biblical
scholars and from those who did source criticism (and there was some overlap
here), from those who felt it opened the door to an ideological free-for-all and
from those who felt it demeaned the notion of Bible as Scripture (and there was
some overlap here). Ironically, many of the scholars in the course of their
criticism of one another were quick to point out that there was still room for

mutual benefit if some of their key concerns could be addressed.

One of the key obstacles that Bible-as-literature had to overcome was a sort of
apologetic approach to what could be considered literature. Some scholars felt
that the Bible-as-literature understanding seemed to imply a notion that the Bible
had no other relevance. This idea was most concisely indicated in the quote from
David Stern, cited above. While Stern may seem critical of something he calls
“reconstituting the wholeness of the biblical text,” it remains clear that one of the
basic premises of the Bible-as-literature approach was the unity of the text as a

starting point.

One of the key points of contention between scholars was, of course, how to
understand the Bible as a document from which any study could begin and what
was meant by terminology which they supposedly shared, such as the term
literary criticism itself. Biblical scholarship had long understood as its objective

the dissecting of the biblical text. In his essay, , “Literary Criticism of the Bible:

Some Fallacies,” Leland Ryken cites Klaus Koch offering “the following biblical




scholar's definition of ‘literary criticism’: ‘The literary critic ... attempts to discover
the original writings, to determine exactly their date of origin, and to grasp the
personality of the writer as much as is possible. This means he approaches the
text with, so to say, a dissecting knife in his hand. ... Literary criticism is the
analysis of biblical books from the standpoint of tack of continuity,...” ® While the
literary approach may have been uninterested in an almost archaeological
aspect of the ancient text, for Source critics the situation was exactly the
opposite:
Use of different divine names, doublets, and other types of repetition and
supposed contradictions are some of the criteria used to distinguish one
source from another. The result of the study of sources is to move away from
the final form of the text to its prehistory. The method is thus diachronic.
Furthermore, it fragments the final form of the text into 2 number of sources.
Both of these tendencies are resisted by modern literary approaches to the
study of the Bible.’
As we can see from the outset, the two sets of scholars saw their missions as
virtually mutually exclusive. In her book, Reading Biblical Narratives,” Yairah
Amit describes literary criticism as a discipline which takes as its starting point
the unity of the text which it is bound to examine. She is among the generation of
scholars who felt that she could incorporate the insights gleaned from biblical
scholarship, but nonetheless, she clearly sees herself as starting from a different
point and working towards a different objective. She writes:
Literary criticism, however, is based on text criticism and takes its conclusions
into consideration. This criticism is concemned with the text as a whole, its

unity, the time of its writing, questions about its author or authors, and the
intentional changes that may be discovered in it. Literary criticism offers

® Leland Ryken. "Literary Criticism of the Bible," 26.
® Longman, Literary Approaches, 23.




assumptions about the original scope of the text and the various deliberate
additions that were inserted into it in the course of its editing, which reflect the
needs of later readers.° (my emphasis)

A dimension of this debate was played out in the pages of the Prooftexts journal.
The scholars Adele Berlin and James Kugel, among others, debated the merits
of the Bible-as-literature approach. Again we see that in placing herself in the
Bible-as-literature camp, Berlin makes clear, even in her examination of what
type of interpretation should be undertaken, that her basic premise is that the text
has unity. She says, “The first is exegesis, ... the second is eisegesis,... both are
literary approaches which view the text as a unified whole, divorced of its original

context or development, and both are concemed with explaining the choice of

words and the arrangement of pericopes.'' (again, my emphasis)

In a similar vein, Berlin continues her argument, quoting the Israeli scholar, M.
Greenberg. Unity goes hand in hand with the notion of meaning. Unlike those
who want to argue that the Bible has some kind of sacred dimension, the Bible-
as-literature approach is content to argue for some kind of literary dimension,
some meaning as literature. In Greenberg’s words, “This approach, too, makes
the assumption that the text has meaning — that is was designed to convey a

message;"'?

' Yairah Amit, Readling Biblical Narratives: Literary Criticism and the Hebrew Bible
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2001) 23. As the publication date of this book may indicate,
the debate has softened in recent years with a greater tendency, notably of those doing
literary criticism, to welcome research from both sides of the debate.

! Berlin, *On the Bible-as-literature,” 325,

12 gerlin, "On the Bible-as-literature,” 326.




Singularly the most prominent scholar in the debate, the champion of the Bible-
as-literature, is Robert Alter. While he has been left behind by those scholars
who have entered into the Midrash and Literary Criticism debate, Alter still brings

a contribution to this study. He brings an appreciation of the literary quality of the

text, that is most specifically an understanding of how Scripture tried to achieve
indeterminacy. For Alter, there is an inherently literary quality in the Bible and
also something unique in the way it goes about formulating meaning, notably that
inherent in the Bible itself, for Alter, is a sense of its quality as something that
needs to be interpreted. In the Bible, he find, “the vigorous movement of biblical
writing away from the stable closure of mythological world view and toward the
indeterminacy, the shifting causal concatenations, the ambiguities of a fiction
made to resembile the uncertainties of life in history.” '* Alter finds that while there
is much in common between the Hebrew Bible and other Near Eastern epics,
“The Hebrew writers, however, made a special virtue in this regard out of the
newly fashioned prose medium in which they worked, and this deserves closer

attention than it has generally received.'

One of the strengths of the Bible-as-literature approach, especially in the
intellectual context in which it was developed, was the introduction of the notion
that the Bible contained plurality of meaning and invited interpretation. In Alter's

case, it might be possible to argue that this was an outgrowth of his familiarity

13 Robert Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative (New York: Basic Books, 1981) 27.
% Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative, 27.




with midrash, but in any event it represents a key component of what his outlook
shares with the Rabbis. “Indeed,” wrote Alter, “ an essentiai aim of the innovative
technique of fiction worked out by the ancient Hebrew writers was to produce a

certain indeterminacy of meaning, especially in regard to motive, moral

character, and psychology.” *°

Kugel's objection was that somehow this literary approach was at the cost of the
sacred dimension of the biblical text. He said:

...what is nowadays called literary criticism of the Bible often consists of the
imposition onto biblical texts of ideas about genre, form, and literary
convention wholly foreign to the world of the Bible's creation; and second (a
somewhat subtler point) that the very attempt to apply “the tools of literary
analysis” to the Bible is- far from a neutral act- a statement about the nature
and purpose of these texts, one which, at least in some cases, is at odds with
(as best as one can tell) the circumstances of the texts' composition, as well
as those of their being included in a canonized book called the Bible.'®

Scholars advocating for the Bible-as-literature approach disagreed with Kugel's
assessment that seeing the literary dimension detracted from the sacred aspect.

Some, like Yairah Amit, felt that the shift from the Source critical scholarship

would open new doors to a heightened understanding of the Bible as we have it.

Some scholars who, consciously or otherwise, regard the biblical text as
sacred, even while treating it as an object of study, wouid not only prefer to
ignore the critical conclusions of biblical research but would happily adopt
those literary synchronic approaches that anaiyze the existing text without
asking questions about its history."’

5 Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative, 12.

' James Kugel, "James Kugel Responds.” in Prooftexts: vol, 2 No. 3. 1982, 328, This and the
citations above from Adele Berlin were part of the debate which took place in the
“Controversy" section of the pages of the Prooftexts journal.

17 Amit, Reading Biblical Narratives , 22.




Not only did it view the text as a whole, but the Bible-as-literature critical
approach went against the stated objective of source criticism and biblical
scholarship by claiming that it could achieve its ends without addressing
historical concerns, which had been the chief outcome of all of their fragmentary
analysis. No one saw this more clearly than the biblical scholar, Michael
Fishbane.
At the root of the foregoing remarks is embedded the major claim of the
endeavor called the “literary interpretation of the Bible”; and, indeed, this
claim constitutes a virtual paradigm shift in the discipline. For what is clearly
involved is a shift of concern away from a host of cultural-historical issues to
which the text presumably refers in the direction of the text itself: the text as
self-regulating universe of discourse, the text as a presentation of reality
whose language and structures are correlated with each other, and not with
any representation of reality beyond the formal bounds of its verbal onset and
closure. This focus of concern does not at all obviate the possibility that an
historical actuality may have occasioned the text, or that its details may also
have extrinsic value for the historian of culture, institutions or religion. The
claim simply advocates an engagement with the inner-textual dynamics of a
narrative (or other genre) as they present themselves to consciousness, or as
they may be analytically reconstructed.'®
Historicity, he seems to say, may or may not be accurate, but it is not an issue.
Nothing could have done more to distance the Bible-as-literature approach from
that of Source criticism which had been solely invested in unearthing the
historical from the textual, as its main endeavor. Alter defends why we do not ask
biblical criticism for historicity. A key element of the debate conceming the
historical nature of the Bible can be traced to the understanding of the nature of

the literature as the Bible-as-literature scholars understood it.

18 Fishbane, "Recent Work,"” 100,

10




The case of the Bible's sacred history, however, is rather different from that of
modern historiography. There is, to begin with, a whole spectrum of relations
to history in the sundry biblical narratives, as | shall try to indicate later, but
none of these involves the sense of being bound to documentable facts that
characterizes history in its modern acceptation. ... As odd as it may sound at
first, | would contend that prose fiction is the best general rubric for describing
biblical narrative. Or, to be more precise, ... we can speak of the Bible as
historicized prose fiction. To cite the clearest example, the Patriarchal
narratives may be composite fictions based on national traditions, but in the
writers’ refusal to make them conform to the symmetries of expectations, in
their contradictions and anomaltes they suggest the unfathomability of life in
history under an inscrutable God.'®

it may appear historical but it is literature, Alter argues. Michael Fishbane agrees.
As he put it:

it may be that the biblical narratives give the presumption of historical truth,
given their history-like form and the authorial authority which mark their
presentations. But can one doubt the artificial literary character of many
sequences of events when one can identify the similar archtechtonic
structures organizing the “historical” content of many other narratives.?
This distinction about the exact nature of the biblical narrative is important
because it clearly shows that while Robert Alter may never have seen the biblical
text as a text, he was among the first to suggest that the Bible has the literary
quality of what he called “historicized prose fiction.” The notion that the Bible had
a sense of itself as a literary construction, as Michael Fishbane reiterates, makes
Alter the natural bridge into the next chapter of the intellectual debate. As Robert
Alter put it:
| do not think, though, that every nuance of characterization and every turning
point of the plot in these stories can be justified in either moral-theological or
national-historical terms. Perhaps this is the ultimate difference between any
hermeneutic approach to the Bible and the literary approach that | am

proposing: in the literary perspective there is latitude for the exercise of
pleasurable invention for its own sake, ranging from the “microscopic” details

¥ Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative , 24.
20 Fishbane, "Recent Work, “100.

11




like sound-play to “macroscopic” features like the psychology of individual
characters.?'
There is no question in any of the scholarship (or in my mind) that the Rabbis
accepted as given the veracity of the events described in Scripture. What Alter
does not get is that the Rabbis did not see the Bible-as-literature, but rather they

saw it as text.

One of the key dimensions of Bible-as-literature as an approach, and part of the
reason why it had such a hard time standing the test of critical scrutiny, is
because the approach divests itself of any concerns of the historicity of the
stories contained in the Bible. Alter’s approach stresses the “prose fiction”

element. Rather than see this as a problem, Robert Alter claims this can

enhance the spiritual or religious dimension of the reading.

We can see from Israeli scholar Shimon Bar-Efrat an analysis of the dimension of

character in the Bible in which it is clear that historicity is beyond the grasp of
scholarship and since, for the Bible-as-literature movement, what matters is
seeing the Bible as a piece of literature, the historical handicap is of little
importance. As Shimon Bar-Efrat said in Narrative Art in the Bible:

When discussing individuals who are considered to have existed in the
past, like those in biblical narrative, it should be emphasized that we know
them only as they are presented in the narratives, and it is to this alone that
we can refer. We know nothing whatsoever about the real nature of the
biblical characters, and we have no way of examining how accurately they are
represented in biblical narrative. Although we can judge whether a particular

2 Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative, 46.

12




character is convincing as a human being, we cannot know whether he or she
is an accurate representation of a specific historical person. ...

Moreover, a character in a work of literature is merely the sum of the
means used in the description. Whereas in real life an individual exists
whether or not someone bothers to describe him or her, in a work of literature
it is the portrayal which creates the character.?

With unity as its basic understanding, the Bible-as-literature approach could
further distance itself from Source criticism by explaining how literary phenomena
can function for literary purposes such as character development or plot
consideration. He spoke about the recurrent patterns in the literature which. from
a literary perspective, were intended to invite one passage to speak to another.

Nevertheless, | should like to propose that there is a series of recurrent
narrative episodes attached to the careers of biblical heroes that are ...
dependent on the manipulation of a fixed constellation of predetermined
motifs. Since biblical narrative characteristically catches its protagonists only
at the critical and revealing points in their lives, the biblical type-scene occurs
not in the rituals of daily existence but at the crucial junctures in the lives of
the heroes, from conception and birth to betrothal to deathbed.?®

This is an element of what we will explore when we look at the literary use of the
foil. No scholars, not even Alter, seem to speak directly about the interplay
between one character and another in terms of the foil, As a matter of fact, Alter
says:
The Bible does not employ symmetrical double plots but it constantly insists
on parallels of situation and reiterations of motif that provide moral and
psychological commentary on each other ... Since the use of such parallels
and recurrent motifs is ubiquitous in narrative literature, there is no special

need here to elucidate its presence in the Bible, though it is an aspect of the
biblical tale that always needs careful scrutiny.?*

22 Shimon Bar-Efrat, Narrative Art in the Bible (Sheffield, England: The Almond Press,
1989) 47-48,

23 Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative, 51.

24 Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative, 9-92,
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As the Bible-as-literature approach developed, it seemed to open itself gradually

to the insights provided by biblical scholars. As Adele Berlin indicates, the
antiquity of the literature itself — once it was established that it needed to be
viewed as literature -- presented a number of challenges which the other
disciplines could help clarify.

One should view the Bible as the ancient literature which it is (this is the
shortcoming of some modern critics); and use modern literary competence as
a tool for uncovering an ancient literary competence. Modern competence
alone is not enough; it must be balanced by knowledgze of philology, scribal
practices, ancient near eastern history, literature, etc. °

Whether the Bible-as-literature movement set out to save the Bible from falling
into disuse or whether it had some other agenda is also a topic of hot debate.
Scholars like James Kugel who disagreed with the Bible-as-literature approach
felt that the Bible had been able to defend itself for a pretty long time. In his
opinion, focusing on the literary aspect somehow implied that the Bible could no
longer pretend to its sacred status.

What | wished to show was that the literary reading, which has been around
since antiquity, is not now a mere “also” that has come to heighten our
appreciation of the Sacred Writ, it is not simply “another dimension” of a great
book, but rather the modern rival of an older reading, “The Bible as Scripture.”
Our new reading is the creation of a modern tradition of exegesis that
brackets what used to be the most fundamental aspect of the Bible, the
tradition of its divine character (and the reading(s) that that implied), and
which therefore must now seek some redeeming value for it by turning it into
a book-that-never-was, the theological book par excellence minus the
theology, the Literary Bible.?

23 Berlin, "On the Bible-as-literature," 326.
2 Kugel, " James Kugel Responds,” 329,
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The shift from sacred text to literary work was not an innocent one. Scholars
generally agree that it was made possible in part by an entarging of the area of
acceptable schools and orientations of analysis, “the ists,” so to speak. The
questions provoked by this climate were central, “If meaning was not inherent in
the author’s intention or in the text itself, how are we to evaluate those different
interpretations? One response is to say they are all equally valid. Meaning
resides in the reader not in the text. The reader creates the meaning of the

text."27

There is no reason to go into detail here about the specific cultural or intellectual
events which brought about the advent of these specialized approaches to
intellectual endeavors. But it is clear that this new type of intellectual inquiry was
fostered by political and social changes, and that part of the resistance which
greeted an intellectual movement such as the Bible-as-literature movement was
due to perceived associations with a larger political shift in the intellectual
climate. Nonetheless, the results were obvious: “The most frequent appeal to
reader-response theory in biblical studies comes from those who might be called
‘ideological readers.’ Here | refer to those who read the Scripture with a definite,
usually political, agenda. The two most prominent types of ideological readers

today are liberation theologians and feminist scholars."®

27 Longman, Literary Approaches, 38.
?8 Longman, Literary Approaches, 39.
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Despite the debate, critics and analysts began to see that the tide had turned and
that the intellectual debate was bound to be opened to a variety of viewpoints.
For them, the Bible-as-literature approach could only be strengthened by this
new influx of perspectives and sensibilities.

Even if we cannot regard the biblical story as a separate genre, the art of the
biblical story is, in the words of the literary scholar Robert Alter, a “wonderfully
complex art,” which “offer such splendid illustrations of the primary
possibilities of narrative,” ... Moreover, since the biblical stories are ancient
literature incorporated into a collection of works written over a period of at
least six hundred years,... we modern readers must learn to identify the
principles that informed their design.

This, then, is a young and novel area of study, less than fifty years old,
that analyses biblical texts as literary works and deserves to be studied and
tested according to the criteria of literary criticism. The value of this
scholarship and its contribution to biblical research is no longer in doubt.
Tradition-minded readers enjoy discovering an added aspect of these stories,
namely, the aesthetic one, while the historian who seeks to reconstruct the
realities behind the narrative finds that in order to elucidate the historical core,
it is necessary to observe the formal design. The last three decades have
seen a number of new literary methods being applied to the biblical story,
representing a variety or reading strategies, such as structuralist,
poststructuralist, feminist, and deconstructionist, and there are probably more
to come.®

Michael Fishbane analyses this phenomenon in his exploration of why the split
with the search for historicity had such deep rooted political implications.

Modern biblical studies, the offspring of continental Protestant scholarship,
has been obsessed for two hundred years with the evidential value of the
biblical text. The text was triumphantly proclaimed potential evidence for, and
witness to, the historical events which they reported. No doubt regnant
nineteenth-century historicist passions, together with diverse theological
motivations, induced and sustained this concern with the historical reality
“behind” the biblical text. Textual analysis was simply a means to the
reconstruction of this reality;, and, significantly, this reality was regarded as
the meaning-reference and particular value of the textual content.*

2 Amit, Reading Biblical Narratives , 13-14,
¥ Fishbane, "Recent Work,* 99-100.
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When the Bible became literature under the auspices of the Bible-as-literature
scholars it had to cede this role as witness to a truth upon which were based,

according to this new brand of scholars, any number of ills.

While the text lost its role as mine field for possible archaeological insights into
the past, another transition was also underway. That was the intellectual debate
which called into question what exactly the nature of a text was. This thinking
gave way to theories such as the Reader-Response theory. In discussing the
impact of this debate, Adele Berlin quotes Israeli scholar, Moshe Greenberg,
“The purpose of this approach is not to make the Bible appear to be a literary
masterpiece by modem standards, but to ‘reconstruct the perception of text by an
ideal reader living at the time when it had reached its present disposition™"
Scholars in other disciplines were rethinking fundamental notions such as how
readers interact with text, do texts exist outside the minds of readers, do we need
to preserve the illusion or continue to seek for the “true” meaning of a text and is

a text merely what the author intended it to be? Michael Fishbane encapsulated

this new notion: “Texts are hardly static collections of literary components; they

are catalyzed into a lively and living dynamic by the reading process itself.”*? The

importance of this intellectual shift can not be underestimated. As we will see
below, what modern scholarship understood as a text, and the fragile way in
which that depended upon the reader, does not at all correspond to the rabbinic

notion of text. But the introduction of this idea allowed for far-reaching changes in

3 gerlin, “On the Bible-as-literature,” 326.
%2 Fishbane, "Recent Work," 102,




the analysis of all literature, including the Bible. Moving meaning from the

author's purview represented nothing short of an intellectual revolution. “In short,”
wrote Tremper Longman, “the meaning of a text resides in the conventional
code, which has a public meaning, not in the author's intention or in the reader's

preunderstanding. Reading is a ‘rule-governed’ process.”*

The Bible-as-literature movement introduces a shift away from sources, away
from using the Bible as a means. It took us back to looking at the written
document of the Bible itself. This innovation, combined with the shift in the
understanding of how reading and meaning interacted, unleashed a new wave of
thinking about biblica! literature. One reason why it is essential to discuss the
Bible-as-literature approach is that the strength of this approach is its call to us to
return to the text. As early as 1974, Kenneth R.R. Gros Louis collected a group of
essays under the title, Literary Interpretations of Biblical Narratives. In that
volume, Kalman Bland contributed an essay entitled, “The Rabbinic Method and
Literary Criticism,” in which he said, “We are accustomed to being observers, not

participants in the creative act which produces art. Yet this is precisely what is

called for in reading Scripture as literature, 34

Describing how this process works, Bland says:

... arestatement of the method for reading Scripture ... is in order. The art of
biblical narrative consists of signals addressed to the sensitive reader. These
signals function as agents which stimulate our intellect, our imagination, and

3% Longman, Literary Approaches , 32.
* Kenneth R. R. Gros Louis, Literary Interpretations of Biblical Narratives (Nashville:
Abingdon Press, 1974) 17,
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our capacity for empathy in order to engage us in a mutual act of literary
creation with Scripture itself. 3

Bland titles his article in Literary Interpretations of Biblical Narratives, “The
Rabbinic Method and Literary Criticism." Clearly in trying to discern what it could
do that was new, modern literary critics of the Bible came back to something that
was very old. They returned to the creative exegetical techniques of midrash.
This may be the impetus for the next chapter of literary and intellectual
development, spearheaded by David Stern, which then sought to examine
midrash itself as literature, and in the process to reclaim it from the
deconstructionists and others. Nonetheless, scholars have agreed that as
models for careful readers of the texts, readers who assumed unity and who

respected the sacred element of the Bible, no one could surpass the Rabbis.

Questions such as these struck at the basis of what had been critical scholarship
for at least two centuries. Without a firm link to historicity, analysis began to see
that texts could be made to say any number of things. This shift in the paradigm
moved not only the notion of the text and the purpose of critical inquiry but also
the role of the reader to a more central place. Again, Michael Fishbane clearly
understood the implications of the convergence of these intellectual and critical
notions. He writes:

And let us not for one moment ignore the implications which this reorientation

to the inner-dynamic of a text presents for the question of where the meaning

of a text is to be found. For the shift of concern away from attempts to
ascertain the historical Sitz im Leben behind a text involves a correlative shift

%% Gros Louis, Literary Interpretations of Biblical Narratives , 21.
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in the location of textual meaning to the living interaction between text and
mind.

The new Sifz im Leben is that of the reader's mind in creative
interaction with the text. The text has no meaning - or at best only a virtual
one -- without a reader. This being so, an appreciation of the alignment
between form and content is vital; for with it the reader has a means to
access the elusive meaning of a text.

The debates around these intellectual concerns may have seemed esoteric or
“ivory tower” from the outside. But actually they represented a fundamental shift
in some very important social concerns. The Bible itself was moving from
document of base to document of literature. Anyone who thinks these types of
concerns have no impact in “the real world" need only look at the recent
Supreme Court battles about displaying the Ten Commandments in government
buildings, to name just one example. While the scholarly debate was polite and
claimed to want to work towards mutual understanding, what was at stake was
the situating of “the biblical as the basis for our society” in a larger frame. Was it
literature, open to any multitude of examinations? Was a feminist or Marxist
critique of it as “valid” as an analysis of what the examination of psalms might tell

us about the historicity of the sacrificial cult?

In his essay, “Literary Criticism of the Bible: Some Fallacies,” Leland Ryken
clearly marks out the divide between biblical scholars and literary critics and
explores why the need to come together and learn from each other.*® He states
that a basis for the division is the difference on the critical aspect of unity. As

Adele Berlin had argued, the biblical scholarship known as Source criticism may

% Gros Louis, Literary Interpretations of Biblical Narratives, 24ff.
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have hastened its own demise by overdoing fragmentation.*” Ryken makes a

strikingly ideologically based argument for unity. His first example is the subtitle
of a book; he says: “The biblical view of history also provides plot unity to the
Bible. The subtitle of C. A. Patride’ The Grand Design of God: The Literary Form
of the Christian View of History sums it up well.”® His example shows that the
issue of unity was of keen concern and ideological interest for Christian scholars.
He tips his hand more obviously when he argues for the literary unity of the Bible;
his understanding is that,"[ijndividual parts and image patterns are continual
reenactments of the unifying archetypal story of biblical literature, and they
become a single literary structure moving from creation to apocalypse.”®® This
type of discourse just hints at the true underpinnings of the debate which could
perhaps be characterized not as “Who Wrote the Bible? but rather “Who Owns

the Bible?” Nonetheless, Ryken's advice remains solid. Literary critics are

indebted to biblical scholars. He outlines three reasons:

The critic’s indebtedness to biblical scholarship falls chiefly into three
categories, First, he is dependent on the biblical scholar for his knowledge of
the language of the Bible. ... Secondly, the critic is indebted to biblical
scholarship for insights into the cultural milieu presupposed by the biblical
writer. And thirdly, the critic is dependent on the scholar for his awareness of
literary forms unique to the Bible or ancient Near East.*°

In addition, Ryken demonstrates the value of the type of questioning of the text

for which we can look to literary criticism. He says:

%7 Berlin made this point in a footnote to her discussion with James Kugel. See Prooftexts,
Vol. 2, No. 3. 325. note 4.

% Gros Louis, Literary Interpretations of Biblical Narratives , 34.

% Gros Louis, Literary Interpretations of Biblical Narratives , 35,

* Gros Louis, Literary Interpretations of Biblical Narratives , 30.
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The disagreement over the definition of “literary criticism” affects everything
the biblical scholars and literary critics do with biblical criticism. Most of all it
affects the questions that they ask of the biblical text, and ultimately any
criticism depends on how the text is questioned.*'

Ryken, like Alter, sought to embrace and accentuate the artistically literary
dimension of the Bible itself. In response to Source criticism, he acknowledges
that “One of the fallacies that is prevalent is the assumption that everything in the
Bible is literary in nature and amenable to the ordinary tools of literary criticism.™?
His approach understood that even though there was much to be gained from the
Bible-as-literature outlook, still scholars had to realize that the Bible was
composed of a number of different types of components. Not everything in the
Bible was literature just because it was in the Bible, just as not everything in the

Bible was sacred, as other scholars had found, nor was everything in the Bible

original, as Source critics had discovered.

Still, he argued, the Bible should be considered literature because of its
overwhelmingly literary character. It would be overstating it to say that the world
of criticism waited for him to come along to define literature, but he reminded us
of the definition of literature as:

...literature is a presentation of human experience. Its content is human
experience, not primarily abstract thought, its formulation is presentational, ...
Instead of developing abstract principles or accumulating factual information,
the writer of literature present characters in action or concrete images and
sensory descriptions. ...At the consciously artistic end of the narrative
spectrum it is possible to discern three things: (1) a story that is carefully
unified around one or more controlling literary principles (such as tragedy,
comedy, satire, or heroism) (2) a plot that has structural unity and pattern,

! Gros Louis, Literary Interpretations of Biblical Narratives , 37.
2 Gros Louis, Literary Interpretations of Biblical Narratives , 24.
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and (3) a story that makes use of such narrative forms as foreshadowing,
dramatic irony, climax, suspense, poetic justice, foils, image patterns, and
symbolism. The criterion of artistry also opens the way for stylistic analysis of
biblical oratory and epistle.*?

Again, it is easy to dismiss this type of intellectual fervor as being irrelevant to
anyone outside the hallowed halls of academe. While it is not fair to say that
there was any earthshaking fallout, the debate itself still had impact beyond its
narrow scope. In situating this debate in its larger context, Regina Schwartz
speaks in terms of reappropriating, and even rewriting. She says:

Added to the difficulty of situating these essays in the contemporary critical
climate is another problem: that context -- complicated as it is — is not the
only one where we should locate The Book and the Text. There is another
dimension: not contemporary but historical. If less well known to literary
scholars, the history of biblical interpretation is not less central; for when we
understand interpreting the Bible as an act of reappropriating, reconceiving,
and rewriting, we have attached ourselves to a long and illustrious lineage of
biblical interpreters. ... the authority for our interpretations; the relation of the
text to the reader; the relation of the text to history; the political force of our
interpretations; the question of the boundaries of the text and canon
formation.

... That brings me to the third story that should be understood as another
context for this volume: the story of institutions. Much of the history of biblical
interpretation is part of the history of the Church and the history of Judaism, at
once propelling major changes in those institutions and being propelled by
those changes. But it may be less obvious ... that... the movement of biblical
interpretation from religious institutions to the academy is both driven by our
theological concerns and shapes those concerns.*

The Bible's shift from sacred document to academic text signaled for many that it
risked losing its power as a basis for faith, truth and divine communication.

Interestingly, most of those who embrace the Bible-as-literature movement

3 Gros Louis, Literary Interpretations of Biblical Narratives , 25-26,

* Regina Schwartz, The Book and the Text (Cambridge, Mass.: Basil Blackwell, 1990) 3-4
and 12, These remarks come from the introduction by Regina Schwartz who outlines the
deeper debate below these seemingly obscure academic discussions.
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eventually rejected the post-modern tendency to allow it to be made to say
anything and found their way back, some through the beauty, to the divinity of the
biblical text. Among those who most eloquently expressed this understanding of
the Bible (although there is no evidence that he had every rejected this in the first
place), Michael Fishbane:

| ask such gquestions precisely because I, for one, would not like to see the
eventual sophistication of the literary study of the Bible obscure the religious
truths which the Bible itself seeks to teach. | would rather hope that interest in
the literary dimensions of texts might elicit new means of apprehending
religious truths. From this perspective it would not be necessary radically to
bifurcate historical and purely literary criticism and to foreclose the chance of
a fruitful interplay between the two. Pure literary criticism, through its
elucidation of conventions and the like, will provide historical literary criticism
with a more responsible estimation of what, in fact, is “the historical” in “the
narratological.”...we should keep before us the fact that whatever else the
Bible may be, it is presumptively a narrative theology of God’s historical
actions and reactions with His people Israel. It is this fact, after all, that give
rise to the narratives in the first place, and so it is fitting that it is our
recognition of the irreducibly religious nature of the text that should guard
against the dematerialization of biblical texts into an enchanted series of
mutually reflecting mirrors. *°

Finally, scholarship did seem to agree that something could be gained by
allowing the disciplines and approaches to interact. Fishbane articulates the
singularly most important reason, because if this type of interrelation is stifled,
the biblical communication wiil be cut off. The theological richness of the Bible
can not be sacrificed to agendas or ideologies. He demonstrates that an accurate
use of the strengths of literary analysis, used in the correct vein, can yield new

and interesting results and he writes:

It would be both important and constructive to consider the relationships
between the modes and structures used in biblical narratives and the type of

%3 Fishbane, *Recent Work," 104,

24




T

religious-historical universe they engender. For example, what kind of space
is opened by biblical narratives and how does human action relate to divine
action or intention? How does an invisible narrator generate narrative
discourse? And how does this phenomenon bear on the authority and “truth”
of what is reported? ... How do biblical narratives generate the same
hierarchy of meanings (e.g. dependence of man, world, and time upon God)
as do non-narrative modes like law? and, indeed, what is the religious import
of the anthological nature of biblical narratives... . Finally, how does biblical
narrative style and form purport to “witness” to historical acts of God, and also
sponsor the sense that these narratives are but human responses to the
numinous™®

The purpose of the biblical narrative was something dear to the hearts of the

Rabbis who thought that it contained everything they needed in order to discern

God's will and to discover what God wanted of them. No such clarity of purpose
resided in the Bible-as-literature approach. Nonetheless, even Robert Alter
understood that in the Bible, at least as the ancient writers were concerned, were
essential clues for making sense of their historical reality and the idea of God's
presence in this world.

The ancient Hebrew writers, as | have already intimated, seek through the
process of narrative realization to reveal the enactment of God's purposes in
historical events. This enactment, however, is continuously complicated by a
perception of two, approximately parallel, dialectical tensions. One is the
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