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Preface

This volume has been prepared at the suggestion of Kent Richards. Profes-
sor Childs was honored with two Festschriften on the occasion of his sixty-
fifth and seventy-fifth birthdays, and indeed I was the editor of the second 
of these. I want to acknowledge the help of my St. Andrews colleague Mark 
Elliott. At the Vienna SBL Meeting following the death of Brevard Childs, 
Mark helped me think about constructing this particular tribute. 

I decided, rather than seeking contributions from former students 
and focusing on the Old Testament alone, to include a sample of histori-
cal, theological, New Testament, and other essays. I also wanted a more 
international sample, so we have essays on theological aspects of Childs’s 
work from Murray Rae of New Zealand and Neil MacDonald of London; 
New Testament essays from Kavin Rowe and Leander Keck; chapters on 
the history of interpretation from Mark Elliott of St. Andrews and myself; 
Old Testament contributions from Bernd Janowski (Tübingen), Jörg Jere-
mias (Marburg), David Petersen (Emory), and Stephen Chapman (Duke). 
Younger scholars, who had listened to Childs lecturing for several seasons 
at St. Andrews, were also chosen to contribute (Don Collett, Daniel Driver 
and Mark Gignilliat). The essay on the rule of faith, a significant theme in 
Childs’s work, is supplied by Leonard Finn. I am indebted to Mr. Robert 
Kashow for his editorial and clerical help with this project. Further thanks 
go to Jonathan Reck, who kindly prepared the indices for this volume. 
Daniel Driver of Toronto translated the essay of Professor Janowski and 
also provided the bibliographical data for Professor Childs. I am grateful 
to Bob Buller for his willingness to stick with this project through a tran-
sitional season at SBL. 

I have decided to include the tribute I gave to Professor Childs at 
Vienna and leave it in its original oral form. I have also included an essay 
of my own in relation to Childs’s observations on the psalm titles (1971). 

Offering his own tribute to Childs in Vienna, James Kugel remarked 
that a rabbi once said, “I learned much from my teachers, much from my 

-vii -



viii THE BIBLE AS CHRISTIAN SCRIPTURE

colleagues, but most from my students.” Kugel then paused and said he 
didn’t think that was true at all. “No, I learned the most from colleagues.” 
Childs had been that kind of colleague for him at Yale. He was for many 
years that kind of colleague for me as well. 

Christopher R. Seitz
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Tribute to Brevard S. Childs at the 
International SBL Meeting in Vienna, Austria

Christopher R. Seitz

Upon return from his customary spring residence in the United Kingdom, 
Brevard Springs Childs took a serious fall at their Connecticut home, from 
which, after a week in the hospital, he never recovered. He was eighty-
three years old and had suffered from the after-effects of Lyme disease 
for many years, but was in reasonably good health and had just finished a 
manuscript project in Cambridge, England. So it was a shock to those of 
us who knew him and stayed in touch with him to learn of his death. SBL 
Executive Director Kent Richards very kindly asked me to pay him tribute. 
I am not sure I am competent to do that, and I am very sure an event like 
this would have made Childs wince. Childs was an intensely private man 
who preferred that his work speak for itself. 

Much could be said at a section like this. This is all the more true with 
a figure like Brevard Childs who wrote in such a wide variety of forms: on 
both testaments; on the history of the discipline; on theological, histori-
cal, and methodological questions; on Receptionsgeschichte; on Isaiah and 
Exodus in extensive commentary treatments; on Biblical Theology; and 
before his untimely death, on the Pauline letter collection. I have writ-
ten myself on Childs’s contributions, and have recently published a long 
evaluation of the canonical approach, and I do not care to go over old 
ground here. If nothing else were said about Childs the scholar, it would 
be that he always sought the outer limits of a project, and did not rest 
until he could convey something both of the details and the comprehen-
sive whole of a thing. I have never encountered a more curious mind. 
That also meant he was frequently misunderstood, sometimes very sym-
pathetically, other times less so—quite apart from those who did under-
stand and just disagreed!

-1 -
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What I would like to do is focus on one general theme, appropriate 
to this setting. Childs and the formal discipline of biblical studies. Childs 
believed in the necessary role of the academic discipline of biblical studies, 
as essential to the church’s critical engagement with culture and for its own 
internal welfare. Childs loved the idea of a formal discipline of academic 
biblical studies, and always tried to honor it by attending to its phases with 
care and with critical insight. Part of this was simply the historian in him: 
Childs knew that at every period of the church’s life there was manifested 
the formal concern for thinking seriously about the Bible: in commen-
tary, introduction, hermeneutics, homiletics, apologetic. The great figures 
of the church’s life—and of Judaism—were biblical scholars, and that was 
what I believe he saw as his own vocation and calling.

So there was in Childs a deep appreciation for learning and study, as a 
Christian discipline and virtue, coupled with the sense that this would be 
hard work, spiritually and practically. I can recall on numerous occasions 
receiving unwanted support from Childs, in the form of accounts of the 
struggles of this or that scholar or churchman in this or that period. Like 
most people, I wanted the politics of academic life to go my way; Childs 
wanted politics to be endured for the sake of the discipline of biblical stud-
ies, knowing that the joy of the Christian life could only be known through 
suffering and perseverance. He had history on his side in mounting this 
case.

I first encountered Childs in the pages of his 1974 Exodus commen-
tary. I was studying in seminary, and then at the University of Munich, and 
I wanted a teacher who could demonstrate mastery of the most difficult 
questions of methodology and interpretation. That commentary struck 
me as an example of enormous hard work, if not always straightforward 
insight. It was not an easy commentary to use, and this had to do with its 
ambition. To my mind, this was its appeal. But it was also able to be used 
with profit by the preacher or Sunday school teacher.

A second and related memory was of attending my first SBL meet-
ing. It was in 1982, and a group of us poor graduate students trundled 
down from New Haven to the New York Hilton. The session I remember 
was on Childs’s Introduction to the Old Testament as Scripture. Assembled 
were the great and the good, the gladiator class of Alttestamentler: Bernard 
Anderson, Norman Gottwald, Jim Mays, Paul Hanson, Pat Miller, maybe 
Rolf Knierim (my memory is cloudy). As was typical of Childs, he did not 
attend. In addition to whatever allergies he had to such events, he was, I 
later learned, already hard at work on the Introduction to the New Testa-
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ment and his mind had, as always, moved on. Strange it may seem to those 
who did not know him, Childs never discussed his own work in seminars 
and never promoted his theories or held forth on his own ideas. Instead, 
he listened carefully and taught his students to think critically. I am sure 
he viewed panel discussions of his work as too personal. (Those of us who 
have the idea that assigning our own publications to students is a good 
idea must learn the hard way.)

At the time I was surprised at the vehemence of the reaction to his 1979 
publication, which ranged from mildly bemused to aggressively negative. 
My sense was that Childs was viewed as having somehow abandoned the 
disciplines of OT study (source, form, tradition, and redactional study) 
in the name of something called—wait for it—“scripture,” and that, in the 
minds of some, this could only amount to piety, harmonization, false trails 
leading to the final form, and so forth. In other words, it amounted to a 
repudiation of critical foundations. I had not read the book, and did not 
recognize Childs in these reactions. The Childs I knew from the classroom 
had not tossed aside the critical skills shown in the Exodus commentary. 
When I did read IOTS I confess I did not understand it, and also did not 
recognize it as an introduction. But I could never accept that Childs had 
gone into a strange country. I assumed it was a book I would have to return 
to later when my Ph.D. seminars and dissertation were behind me.

I mention this because, twenty-five years later, the scene has changed 
dramatically. There was nothing, not even in Gottwald’s Tribes of Yahweh, 
of the present character of social scientific methods or reader response—
concern with matters in front of the text, in the community or the reader, 
or in the text’s latest phases of alleged social construction and construct-
ing. Ironically, it would be Childs who, at the end of the day, probably 
looked far more like a conservator of academic methodology and the dis-
ciplines of critical analysis, in their source to form to tradition to redaction 
phases, than like their opponent or their dismantler, in the name of the 
Old Testament “as scripture.” 

It is important to reflect briefly on the development of critical theory 
as it moved through alleged phases, what Koch could in the late 1960s 
optimistically describe as clear “extensions” of previous methods. Here, 
I believe, we find the unique contribution of Brevard Childs as an Old 
Testament scholar, that is, in his particular understanding of the nature 
of critical theory and its role in biblical interpretation and hermeneutics. 
In a word, Childs accepted critical observations in a local and non-com-
prehensive sense, using that which he believed appropriate to the biblical 
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texts in question, and so tuned rightly to some dimension of proper inter-
pretation. In that sense, he could accept something like sources in Genesis, 
because he acknowledged the way that Gen 1 and Gen 2–3 diverged at key 
points. The real question was what to make of the seam joining them and 
its larger effect on both texts. 

Or, in his treatment of the crux regarding “this will be the sign for 
you” in Exod 3, he could accept the form-critical analysis of Gunkel and 
his students, and believe that the original sign, found in the oral tradition, 
was the bush; but that in the development of the traditions, in their liter-
ary form, a vestige of the older oral tradition had not been cleaned up or 
smoothed over. Examples like this—in the Psalms, the prophets, the Gos-
pels, or the letters of Paul—could be multiplied. 

In his work on the canonical shape, Childs was endeavoring to under-
stand how the final form makes its particular sense. Recourse to aspects 
of critical theory would here manifest their usefulness. What one could 
not find in Childs was a sense that the phases of critical theory revealed 
a kind of comprehensive usefulness of the methods in their entirety. Their 
results were far more partial and provisional. Moreover, one had to exer-
cise enormous caution in moving from one part of the canon to another. 
I recall finishing a dissertation on Jeremiah, in which I made heavy use 
of redaction criticism in order to understand the maturing form of the 
developed text. When I went to Isaiah to understand its final form, these 
methods did not work in the same way. Yet simply appealing to the syn-
chronic shape of the final sixty-six chapters brought reactions of disdain 
from Childs. What was at issue was accepting the limitations of an honest 
account of the state of research in question for a given work, and seeking 
to move beyond impasses revealed precisely because of the limitations 
of the methods, and especially of asking them to go beyond their proper, 
more limited, remit.

The irony here is that by being used selectively and critically, these 
critical methods retained a more enduring character in Childs’s work than 
in many others. I think there are several explanations for this, and one has 
been mentioned already. Childs wanted method to serve the purpose of 
helping him understand the theological implications of the final form of 
the text, not for the reproduction of a full scale history of religion behind 
the text or a seamless tradition-history straddling it. Neither religion 
nor an account of what von Rad called trying to understand “what Israel 
thought about Yahweh” interested Childs as ultimate affairs. This meant 
that method was at the service of understanding a given, not something to 
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be retrieved or reconstructed: the given of the biblical text in its complex 
final form. 

So method was not a project intended to make independent and com-
prehensive sense, but to serve a specific purpose: understanding the com-
plexity of the biblical text in the form in which it lies before us. That there 
was a depth dimension was a given for Childs. This understanding meant 
that he accepted his own particular historical location in the twentieth 
and twenty-first centuries where this dimension had been rightly brought 
into focus. He did not seek to imitate previous interpreters, but only to 
learn from them. The specific cultural challenge of historical reference 
was one given in a particular form for the generation Childs knew himself 
to be a part of, and that challenge had to be faced on its own terms, and 
then transformed in the light of the biblical text’s own special brokering 
of history.

Consider as well another problem in the development of critical meth-
ods: the desire to have them cooperate at maximal levels from one phase 
to the next. Childs did not ask the form-critical concern with origins and 
small oral units to magically join up with an inquiry starting at the other 
end, that is, literary sources revealed by attention to problems in the final 
form of the literature. The grand consensus of von Rad and Noth on this 
matter never really attracted Childs, and in the end he treated these phases 
as tools to be used where useful, and not organic products whose success 
demanded a seamless edifice. Of Bernard Anderson’s bestselling Under-
standing the Old Testament, Childs could remark: it’s better than the Bible. 
One could say that as well about efforts to smooth over the serious differ-
ences that quite properly divided phases of critical inquiry.

And of course these “better than the Bible” edifices don’t last, prob-
ably because of their tendency to overreach. Jeremias has shown in a 
recent article how profoundly un-durable were the major planks in the 
von Radian and Nothian edifice: Klein Credo, sacral league, Solomonic 
enlightment, Yahwist as theologian, Wisdom as Israel’s answer, the Hexa-
teuch, and so on. It all made a kind of sense as an independent project 
once upon a time. But one could well ask whether even von Rad’s own 
Genesis commentary really required this enormous critical prolegomena. 
Childs was more interested in which aspects of critical method genuinely 
assisted us in hearing the biblical text. Far more intriguing to my mind, 
therefore, were von Rad’s final ruminations about the effects of the joining 
of sources, although this joining blunted the profile he had wished to give 
to the Yahwist. Von Rad had the courage to entertain the question, but not 
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to pursue it with any vigor, due to his enormous investment in the grand 
consensus of thirty years of work. Childs, it seems to me, took the best of 
von Rad and moved on to areas von Rad would have seen as proper exten-
sions of his ideas. 

An opposite problem can also arise in the formal discipline of biblical 
studies. When a grand consensus fails, the danger is in thinking that one 
can free oneself from problems by developing a kind of selective amnesia 
about what previous phases had properly identified. At present there is 
a tremendous interest in a kind of neo-Literarkritik, focused on the final 
redactional stitching and the forces responsible for these, often at a high 
level of abstraction. I have in mind the work of Kratz, Steck, Kaiser, and 
others. Almost absent is any confidence about historical depth and the 
way form-criticism could posit an original tradition, figure, or saga. Childs 
never tried to recast these with great precision, but saw the reality to which 
the text referred in more general ways, never denying that something quite 
specific had triggered the development of the tradition. To choose a meta-
phor from Scotland: His concern was with single malt, not peat, barley, or 
water. But no whiskey can be made without these. 

To conclude: It is something of an irony that the man who in 1982 
was seen as a threat to historical-critical theory now retains far more of 
the historical depth of the biblical text precisely because of his concern 
to understand the final form. In IOTS there is a real Hosea, who married 
a real Gomer, in order to give a real message to the northern kingdom 
about real problems in their understanding of fertility, worship, and the 
nature of God’s care. That this realist critique becomes a metaphor capable 
of extension to Judah, through a Judah redaction, and to future genera-
tions, through a closing appeal to wisely learn from the past, erases neither 
the original Hosea and Gomer nor the specific word given by God to that 
time and place. Childs was interested in the way the word of God given in 
time was a word for the times. This is what he saw the Bible demonstrating 
in its final form, through a careful analysis of it armed with all the tools of 
critical theory available to him. And this attention to history through time 
also animated his interest in the Bible’s use in the church catholic through 
the ages, up to and including our own specific age. It would be wrong to 
call Childs unhistorical, and right to call him historical, but only in the 
most far-ranging sense. 

Above all I will miss the confidence Childs had in sketching the char-
acter of the discipline, all the while interrogating and pressing it. There 
was in him a confidence that formal study of the Bible needed to happen 
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in serious, public, disciplined ways, and that the church would then need 
to think through and commend what it was able to commend, with con-
fidence, just as would the academy. Childs wanted the church to remain 
committed to serious biblical study, taking up with confidence challenges 
brought by cultural location, but always believing the Bible had a way of 
reframing such challenges according to the purposes of God. What wor-
ried him was a cleavage opening up, leaving the church and the academy 
each to do their thing, both becoming the lesser for it. 

For Childs it was a mistake to look behind the Bible or too far in front 
of it, precisely because the final form of the text had sufficient riches for 
the church’s life, to sustain and renew it. In its final form, the Bible offered 
a complete and ready-made set of problems to work through, and chal-
lenges sufficient for a lifetime and more—especially for someone seeking 
a comprehensive account. Never one to work as a quartermaster, Childs 
always had a comprehensive account in view. 

It’s a privilege to pay tribute to a teacher, a colleague, and a friend. I am 
sure this talk would have made Childs very restless unless it failed to com-
mend the vocation that was his own, with attention to both its challenges 
and its hopefulness. I know he will be greatly missed, by family, friends, 
students, colleagues, and those who were challenged by his writings. 

A verse from the Psalms comes to mind when I think of the contri-
bution of Brevard Springs Childs, the man and the scholar. לאֹ לָנוּ יְהוָה 
 Not to us, Lord, not to us, but to your name“ ,לאֹ לָנוּ כִּי־לְשִׁמְךָ תֵּן כָּבוֹד
be the glory.”




