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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 (Tiibingen), Jorg 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
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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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WORKS OF BREVARD SPRINGS CHILDS

With the exception of reviews, which represent only a sampling, the fol-
lowing is a complete bibliography of Brevard Childs’s published works.
Those with an interest in unpublished letters and papers should not miss
the Brevard S. Childs Manuscript Collection, housed in the Princeton
Theological Seminary archives. A finding guide may be found in the Semi-
nary’s online catalog.

Di1SSERTATION AND BOOKS

“Der Mythos als theologische Problem im Alten Testaments.” Basel, 1953.
Resubmitted as “A Study of Myth in Genesis I-XI.” ThD diss., Basel,
1955. Revised and published as:

Myth and Reality in the Old Testament. SBT 27. London: SCM, 1960. 2nd
ed. London: SCM, 1962.

Memory and Tradition in Israel. SBT 37. London: SCM, 1962.

Isaiah and the Assyrian Crisis. SBT 2/3. London: SCM, 1967.

Biblical Theology in Crisis. Philadelphia: Westminster, 1970.

The Book of Exodus: A Critical, Theological Commentary. OTL. Philadel-
phia: Westminster, 1974.

Old Testament Books for Pastor and Teacher. Philadelphia: Westminster,
1977.

Introduction to the Old Testament as Scripture. Philadelphia: Fortress, 1979.

The New Testament as Canon: An Introduction. Philadelphia: Fortress,
1984.

Old Testament Theology in a Canonical Context. Philadelphia: Fortress,
1985.

Biblical Theology of the Old and New Testaments: Theological Reflec-
tion on the Christian Bible. Minneapolis: Fortress, 1992. Translated
into German by Manfred and Christiane Oeming, with a preface by
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Christoph Dohmen, as Die Theologie der einen Bibel. 2 vols. Freiburg:
Herder, 1994-1996.

Biblical Theology: A Proposal. Minneapolis: Fortress, 2002.

Isaiah: A Commentary. OTL. Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2001.

The Struggle to Understand Isaiah as Christian Scripture. Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 2004.

The Church’s Guide for Reading Paul: The Canonical Shaping of the Pauline
Corpus. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2008.

ARTICLES AND SELECT PAPERS
1955-1959

“A Study of Glory” Mission House Seminary Bulletin 2 (1955): 34-43.

“Jonah: A Study in Old Testament Hermeneutics.” SJT 11 (1958): 53-61.

“Prophecy and Fulfillment: A Study of Contemporary Hermeneutics.” Int
12 (1958): 257-71.

“The Enemy from the North and the Chaos Tradition.” JBL 78 (1959):
187-98.

1960-1969

“Adam,” “Eden, Garden of,” “Eve,” “Orientation,” “Tree of Knowledge, Tree
of Life” In The Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible. Edited by George
Arthur Buttrick et al. 4 vols. Nashville: Abingdon, 1962.

“A Study of the Formula, ‘Until This Day.” JBL 82 (1963): 279-92.

“Interpretation in Faith: The Theological Responsibility of an Old Testa-
ment Commentary.” Int 18 (1964): 432-49.

“The Birth of Moses.” JBL 84 (1965): 109-22.

“A Survey of Recent Books in Old Testament.” Yale Divinity News 62/3
(1965): 13-14.

“Deuteronomic Formulae of the Exodus Traditions” Pages 30-39 in
Hebrdiische Wortforschung: Festschrift zum 80. Geburtstag von Walter
Baumgartner. Edited by George W. Anderson, P. A. H. de Boer, G.
R. Castellino, Henri Cazelles, E. Hammershaimb, H. G. May, and W.
Zimmerli. VTSup 16. Leiden: Brill, 1967.

“Karl Barth as Interpreter of Scripture” Pages 30-39 in Karl Barth and
the Future of Theology: A Memorial Colloquium Held at Yale Divinity
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School January 28, 1969. Edited by D. L. Dickerman. New Haven: Yale
Divinity School Association, 1969.
“Psalm 8 in the Context of the Christian Canon.” Int 23 (1969): 20-31.

1970-1979

“A Traditio-historical Study of the Reed Sea Tradition” VT 20 (1970):
406-18.

“Psalm Titles and Midrashic Exegesis.” JSS 16 (1971): 137-50.

“Midrash and the Old Testament.” Pages 45-59 in Understanding the
Sacred Text. Edited by John Reumann. Valley Forge, Pa.: Judson,
1972.

“The Old Testament as Scripture of the Church” CTM 43 (1972): 709-22.

“A Tale of Two Testaments.” Int 26 (1972): 20-29.

“The Etiological Tale Re-examined.” VT 24 (1974): 387-97.

“The Old Testament as Narrative” Yale Alumni Magazine 38.4 (Jan 1975):
30-32.

“God Leads a People to Freedom: Studies in Exodus” Enquiry 9 (1976):
1-33.

“Reflections on the Modern Study of the Psalms.” Pages 377-88 in Mag-
nalia Dei: The Mighty Acts of God: Essays on Bible and Archaeology
in Memory of G. E. Wright. Edited by Frank Moore Cross, Werner
Lemke, and Patrick D. Miller. New York: Doubleday, 1976.

“The Search for Biblical Authority Today” ANQ 16 (1976): 199-206.

“The Sensus Literalis of Scripture: An Ancient and Modern Problem.”
Pages 80-93 in Beitrige zur alttestamentlichen Theologie: Festschrift fiir
Walther Zimmerli zum 70. Geburtstag. Edited by Walther Zimmerli,
Herbert Donner, Robert Hanhart, and Rudolf Smend. Gottingen:
Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1977.

“Symposium on Biblical Criticism” [response to Paul Minear]. ThTo 33
(1977): 358-59.

“The Canonical Shape of the Book of Jonah” Pages 122-28 in Biblical and
Near Eastern Studies: Essays in Honor of William Sanford LaSor. Edited
by Gary A. Tuttle. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1978.

“The Canonical Shape of the Prophetic Literature” Int 32 (1978): 46-55.
Reprinted as pages 41-49 in Interpreting the Prophets. Edited by James
Mays and Paul Achtemeier. Philadelphia: Fortress, 1987. Reprinted as
pages 513-22 in “The Place is Too Small for Us™: The Israelite Prophets
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in Recent Scholarship. Edited by Robert P. Gordon. Winona Lake, Ind.:
Eisenbrauns, 1995.

“The Exegetical Significance of the Canon for the Study of the Old Testa-
ment.” Pages 66-80 in International Organization for the Study of the
Old Testament Congress Volume. VTSup 29. Leiden: Brill, 1978.

“Background Material on Exodus” In “Studies in Exodus and Psalms,” by
John A. Bowe. New Ventures in Bible Study 1/2 (Winter 1978-1979):
3-64.

1980-1989

“On Reading the Elijah Narratives” Int 34 (1980): 128-37.

“A Response [to James Mays et al.]” HBT 2 (1980): 199-211.

“Response to Reviewers of Introduction to the OT as Scripture.” JSOT 16
(1980): 52-60.

“Differenzen in der Exegese: Biblische Theologie in Amerika” Evange-
lische Kommentare 14 (1981): 405-6.

“Some Reflections on the Search for a Biblical Theology” HBT 4 (1982):
1-12.

“Wellhausen in English.” Semeia 25 (1982): 83-88.

“Anticipatory Titles in Hebrew Narrative” Pages 57-65 in vol. 3 of Isac Leo
Seeligmann Volume: Essays on the Bible and the Ancient World. Edited
by A. Rofé and Y. Zalovitch. 3 vols. Jerusalem: E. Rubinstein, 1983.

“Gerhard von Rad in American Dress” Pages 77-86 in The Hermeneuti-
cal Quest: Essays in Honor of James Luther Mays on his 65th Birthday.
Edited by Donald G. Miller. Allison Park, Pa.: Pickwick, 1986.

“Die Bedeutung des Jiidischen Kanons in der Alttestamentlichen The-
ologie” Pages 269-81 in Mitte der Schrift?: Ein jiidisch-christliches
Gesprich—Texte des Berner Symposions vom 6-12 Januar 1985. Edited
by Ulrich Luz, Martin Klopfenstein, Emmanuel Tov, and Shemaryahu
Talmon. Translated by Ulrich Luz and Eva Ringler. Judaica et Chris-
tiana 11. Frankfurt: Peter Lang, 1987.

“Death and Dying in Old Testament Theology.” Pages 89-91 in Love and
Death in the Ancient Near East. Edited by John H. Marks and Robert
M. Good. Guilford, Conn.: Four Quarters, 1987.

“Die theologische Bedeutung der Endform eines Textes” TQ 167 (1987):
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“Biblische Theologie und christlicher Kanon.” Pages 13-27 in Zum Prob-
lem des biblischen Kanons. Edited by Ingo Baldermann, Ernst Dass-
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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!
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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 churchs 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.  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 unbhistorical, 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. 717? JJ:? N5
T2 10 ?[?:JW"?",D -u'; XY, “Not to us, Lord, not to us, but to your name
be the glory”





