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Introduction

Marianne Grohmann and Hyun Chul Paul Kim

No text is an island. Julia Kristeva’s hermeneutical analysis has been foun-
dational: “any text is constructed as a mosaic of quotations; any text is 
the absorption and transformation of another.”1 at the same time, nor is a 
reader an island, either. accordingly, we may add that any reader too is a 
byproduct of a mosaic of cultural traditions, social contexts, and ideologi-
cal concepts. Put together, both texts and readers share intricate, interactive 
interconnections in the webs of mutual and multifaceted influences. texts 
are constructed in dialogues with other texts, whether intentionally/
uniquely or unintentionally/universally. readers, too, engage in under-
standing the texts in light of numerous other readers, be they ancient 
authors/readers, contemporary readers, and even future readers. how 
such is the case and what we the interpreters can make out of it have been 
groundbreaking and rewarding outcomes of the theory of intertextuality.

Intertextuality, in terms of its definition, methodology, and praxis, 
has been one of the newest and most significant topics in biblical scholar-
ship in recent decades. ever since its introduction into the fields of biblical 
studies some decades ago, many works have appeared that cover issues 
related to methods and interpretive applications of intertextuality. now at 
the turn of this century, more and more scholarly works in biblical scholar-
ship either explicitly or implicitly (as “inner-biblical exegesis or allusion”) 
specify the method or issue of intertextuality. In numerous ways, the influ-
ence of intertextuality has been enormous in both quantity and quality. 
The term intertextuality is no longer a foreign term in biblical scholarship, 
and many works using this approach have been published as of late.

1. Julia Kristeva, Desire in Language: A Semiotic Approach to Literature and Art, 
ed. leon S. roudiez, trans. Thomas Gora, alice Jardine, and leon S. roudiez (new 
york: columbia university Press, 1980), 66.

-1 -



2 Grohmann and Kim

our aspiration in this volume is neither to narrow down to meth-
odological theories nor to review thoroughly all related thinkers. This 
book is not intended to be a pioneering work, either, as many substan-
tial works have been produced exponentially. rather, the collected essays 
here engage diverse methods and cases of intertextuality that contain 
various genres and portions of the hebrew bible. It is hoped that these 
essays, as manifold samples, experiment new and expansive ways of 
intertextuality, showcasing how, why, and what intertextuality has been 
and thereby presenting possible potentials or directions toward the next 
stages of this theory and praxis—the second wave of intertextuality in 
biblical scholarship, so to speak. however, before presenting the essays, 
a brief review of intertextuality and biblical scholarship, especially in the 
hebrew bible, is in order. albeit merely selectively, we will first go over 
influential works on intertextuality in the fields of theory and then in the 
fields of biblical scholarship.

1. hermeneutics

before Kristeva, who coined the term intertextuality, there were many 
other theorists. although the following retrospective genealogy of cor-
related thinkers is far too limited, it may be worthwhile to name many 
of them, which inherently displays a form of an intertextual web of the 
thinkers across generations and ages. Many works by philosophers and 
linguists have been influential for the birth of this theory, including 
Immanuel Kant, Karl Marx, G. W. f. hegel, Jürgen habermas, Theodor 
W. adorno, hans-Georg Gadamer, Jacques derrida, Michel foucault, 
Paul ricœur, and ferdinand de Saussure. various philosophical and 
cultural movements—such as phenomenology, romanticism, existen-
tialism, Marxism, deconstructionism, structuralism, poststructuralism, 
reader-response theory, and the like—have generated pertinent theorists, 
including claude lévi-Strauss, Jacques lacan, I. a. richards, Stanley fish, 
Wolfgang Iser, roman Jakobson, roland barthes, Michael riffaterre, Jon-
athan culler, and so on. equally influential, if not more, is the russian 
thinker Mikhail M. bakhtin, whose trenchant work on dialogism Kristeva 
substantially gives credit.

Without belaboring all the details of these theorists, which are available 
in numerous publications, we will rehash key insights surrounding Kriste-
va’s intertextuality, especially in hermeneutical dialogues with bakhtin, 
barthes, and riffaterre. first of all, bakhtin’s dialogism is fundamental to 
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Kristeva’s intertextuality. William Irwin captures the key methodological 
orientation that “language is dialogical, it always, despite the intentions 
of speakers and authors, expresses a plurality of meanings, as it is char-
acterized by heteroglossia, a plurality of voices behind each word.”2 The 
plurality of voices, polyphony, causes hermeneutical doors to be wide open 
between the text and the reader. reading, as well as interpreting, is not 
a one-directional phenomenon (from the text to the reader) but rather 
dual-directional or multidirectional phenomena reciprocally (between the 
text[s] and the reader[s]). Kristeva inherits such dialogical aspects with the 
theory of intertextuality as “permutation of texts.” Intertextual dialogism 
challenges the rigid interpretive or conceptual singularity, as P. Prayer elmo 
raj analyzes: “both Kristeva and bakhtin emphasize the doubleness or the 
dialogic feature of words which interrogates the fundamentals of Western 
logic, unity and the aristotelian logic and its propositions on singularity.”3

on the one hand, Kristeva’s intertextuality was embedded in the lin-
guistic and philosophical reactions to structuralism, which tended to be 
bound by formal objectivity, into poststructuralism, which put equal or 
more weight on the free subjectivity of the reader. The objective author 
or authorizer has met multivalent strangers, as Mary orr sums up Kriste-
va’s theory of intertextuality, as “strangers to ourselves.”4 Intertextuality 
thus, as the permutation of texts, implies that “there can be no authorita-
tive fixity for interactive, permutational (inter)text.”5 on the other hand, 
Kristeva’s intertextuality equally owes its own theoretical transformation 
out of her sociopolitical context, when fixed authorities (of the author, 

2. cited from david I. yoon, “The Ideological Inception of Intertextuality and 
Its dissonance in current biblical Studies,” CurBR 12 (2012): 62. See William Irwin, 
“against Intertextuality,” PL 28 (2004): 228.

3. P. Prayer elmo raj, “text/texts: Interrogating Julia Kristeva’s concept of Inter-
textuality,” ArsArt 3 (2015): 79.

4. Mary orr, Intertextuality: Debates and Contexts (Malden, Ma: blackwell, 
2003), 32. consider raj, “text/texts,” 80: “There is no independent meaning, no inde-
pendent text and no independent interpretation. Singularity is illusory. The text would 
become texts to open up the dynamics of intertextuality within and outside the text.”

5. orr, Intertextuality, 28. See also Jonathan d. culler, The Pursuit of Signs: Semi-
otics, Literature, Deconstruction (Ithaca, ny: cornell university Press, 1981), 110: 
“What makes possible reading and writing is not a single anterior action which serves 
as origin and moment of plenitude but an open series of acts, both identifiable and 
lost, which work together to constitute something like a language: discursive possibili-
ties, systems of convention, clichés and descriptive systems.”
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powers-that-be, capitalism, etc.) were challenged or even denied. david I. 
yoon’s emphasis on intertextuality amid the political realm, far more than 
linguistic or literary convention, is apt: “Intertextuality originated with a 
political agenda, as a reaction against the social and political milieu…. It is 
an attempt to take power away from the authority (author), and place it in 
the hands of the civilian (reader).”6 Put simply, the reader is no longer an 
inferior slave to the authoritative text but rather an emancipated, empow-
ered, and equal coproducer, deliverer, or even re-presenter.

Such a liberated role of the reader is augmented in the works of 
barthes and riffaterre, with the theories that put more emphasis on 
reader than text. Thus, for barthes, “the death of the author” yields the 
authorial keys to the reader: “a text is made of multiple writings … but 
there is one place where this multiplicity is focused and that place is the 
reader, not as was hitherto said, the author.”7 accordingly, “it is language 
which speaks, not the author … only language acts, ‘performs’, and not 
‘me.’ ”8 Put another way, a text, once assembled and presented (e.g., pub-
lished), has its own life. orr captures barthes’s theory in one key term 
as “ ‘dérive’, usually translated as drift (as for ships off course, or conti-
nents).… The ‘dérive’ is lack of fixity and direction.… It is a move going 
directly against the flow.”9

This multiplying, multidimensional drifting of a text and its meanings 
has induced the reader-response theory. Just as a text echoes other texts, 
a reader joins in a myriad of other readers of the text. culler elucidates 
the insight suggested by barthes: “roland barthes speaks of intertextual 
codes as a ‘mirage of citations’ likely to prove evasive and insubstantial as 
soon as one attempts to grasp them…. The I that approaches the text is 
itself already a plurality of other texts, of infinite or, more precisely, lost 
codes (whose origins are lost).”10 The plurality of “I” as readers is further 
developed by riffaterre: “Intertextual syllepsis claims verifiability by inter-
subjective response: a number of readers will join up the dots and find a 
similar resulting pattern of expansion of meanings.”11 This expansion of 

6. yoon, “Ideological Inception of Intertextuality,” 67.
7. roland barthes, Image, Music, Text, trans. Stephen heath (new york: hill & 

Wang, 1977), 148.
8. barthes, Image, Music, Text, 143.
9. orr, Intertextuality, 35.
10. culler, Pursuit of Signs, 102.
11. orr, Intertextuality, 39 (emphasis original); see also orr, Intertextuality, 40: 
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meanings leads to riffaterre’s essential axiom that “a poem says one thing 
and means another.”12

These recaps and excerpts of key theorists of intertextuality are by 
no means exhaustive. nevertheless, the notions of double, multiple dia-
logues leading to the permutation of texts—and thereby both challenging 
the author and freeing the reader—have been influential in the recent 
interpretive (r)evolution and transformation in the fields of biblical schol-
arship. likewise, inasmuch as texts are distinguished from authors, so 
readers are not only emancipated from the authorial control of the texts 
but also invited into the ever-increasing dialogues with other readers 
and contexts (of past, present, and future). In her identification of three 
dimensions (“writing subject, addressee, and exterior texts”) of intertex-
tuality, Kristeva’s two axes coincide with such divergent yet correlated 
interactions: “horizontal axis” (subject–addressee; i.e., author–reader) and 
“vertical axis” (text–context).13

however, despite the immense contributions or potentials of intertex-
tuality, theorists and biblical scholars alike have encountered and wrestled 
with evident questions or limitations of intertextuality in method and 
praxis. culler’s characterization of intertextuality thus poses questions as 
to how much and how far we should investigate or rely on the issues of 
“sources” or “influences”: “The study of intertextuality is thus not the inves-
tigation of sources and influences as traditionally conceived; it casts its net 
wider to include anonymous discursive practices, codes whose origins are 
lost, that make possible the signifying practices of later texts.”14 The herme-
neutical problem concerning the control of the codes from the lost origins 
is further complicated with the consequences of multidimensionality: 
“Intertextuality does not seem to be simply a continuum on a single dimen-
sion and there does not seem to be a consensus about what dimensions we 
should be looking for. Intertextuality is not a feature of the text alone but of 
the ‘contract’ which reading it forges between its author(s) and reader(s).”15

“unlike the monolingual barthes, their bi- or trilingualism opens the ‘inter-’ and ‘text’ 
of intertextuality to properly translinguistic applications and dimensions.”

12. Michael riffaterre, Semiotics of Poetry (bloomington: Indiana university 
Press, 1978), 1.

13. Kristeva, Desire in Language, 66.
14. culler, Pursuit of Signs, 103.
15. daniel chandler, “Intertextuality,” Semiotics for Beginners (london: rout-

ledge, 2004), http://visual-memory.co.uk/daniel/documents/S4b/.
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We should thus recall certain caveats stated by the theorists. for 
instance, intertextual permutation does not de facto indicate limitless, 
infinite expansions: “Kristevan intertextuality is therefore not a mosaic, or 
a limitless web of deferred meanings, but a logical relationship of ‘x and/
or not x’, an ‘an(d)other.’ ”16 nor does it defy logic or principle, especially 
that which is confined or controlled by “language,” as culler points out 
in his critical appraisal of riffaterre: “to discover the true meaning of a 
poem, one must interpret it in accordance with the principles by which it 
was constructed.”17

It is no coincidence, therefore, that similar questions have arisen in 
biblical scholarship. What are certain measures, guidelines, or agreements 
concerning the issues of sources, influences, or directions? how much 
control should there be to identify cases of intertextuality? Where does 
the power lie: in the author, text, or reader? These debates have generated 
comparable questions: for example, diachronic versus synchronic, citation 
versus allusion, and author/text-oriented versus reader-oriented.18 our 
essays will present examples of these debates and questions in a variety of 

16. orr, Intertextuality, 32. “dialogism is not ‘freedom to say everything,’… 
rather, it implies a categorical tearing from the norm and a relationship of nonexclu-
sive opposites” (Kristeva, Desire in Language, 71).

17. culler, Pursuit of Signs, 98.
18. for reviews and methods on intertextuality in biblical scholarship, see lyle 

eslinger, “Inner-biblical exegesis and Inner-biblical allusion: The Question of cat-
egory,” VT 42 (1992): 47–58; benjamin d. Sommer, “exegesis, allusion and Inter-
textuality in the hebrew bible: a response to lyle eslinger,” VT 46 (1996): 479–89; 
George aichele and Gary a. Phillips, “Introduction: exegesis, eisegesis, Intergesis,” 
Semeia 69–70 (1995): 7–18; Patricia K. tull, “rhetorical criticism and Intertextuality,” 
in To Each Its Own Meaning: An Introduction to Biblical Criticisms and Their Applica-
tion, ed. Steven l. McKenzie and Stephen r. haynes, rev. ed. (louisville: Westminster 
John Knox, 1999), 156–80; tull, “Intertextuality and the hebrew Scriptures,” CurBS 8 
(2000): 59–83; Karl W. Weyde, “Inner-biblical Interpretation: Methodological reflec-
tions on the relationship between texts in the hebrew bible,” SEÅ 70 (2005): 287–
300; Geoffrey d. Miller, “Intertextuality in old testament research,” CurBR 9 (2010): 
283–309; yair Zakovitch, “Inner-biblical Interpretation,” in Reading Genesis: Ten 
Methods, ed. ronald hendel (new york: cambridge university Press, 2010), 92–118; 
yoon, “Ideological Inception of Intertextuality,” 58–76; david M. carr, “The Many 
uses of Intertextuality in biblical Studies: actual and Potential,” in Congress Volume: 
Helsinki 2010, ed. Martti nissinen, vtSup 148 (leiden: brill, 2012), 505–35; russell l. 
Meek, “Intertextuality, Inner-biblical exegesis, and Inner-biblical allusion: The ethics 
of a Methodology,” Bib 95 (2014): 280–91.
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approaches. before presenting these essays, a brief review of intertextuality 
and its impacts in biblical scholarship should be in order.

2. biblical Scholarship

When it comes to the method and praxis in biblical scholarship, intertextu-
ality is both new and old. It is new insofar as its hermeneutical assumptions 
are concerned, especially thanks to the emphasis on the interdependence 
and interconnectedness of texts. yet, at the same time, it is old, as the 
applications of intertextuality (in the sense of inner-biblical exegesis) have 
been demonstrated not only throughout the patristic and medieval com-
mentaries but also within the hebrew bible itself; indeed “there is nothing 
new under the sun” (eccl 1:9 nrSv)! before we can talk about author-
ship or plagiarism, the preserved hebrew bible displays ample evidences 
that the biblical authors and scribal communities have always quoted and 
alluded to one another.

Whether in conversation with—or inspired by—the theory of inter-
textuality, Michael fishbane is one of the founding figures in biblical 
scholarship. as Kristeva duly gives credit to bakhtin, so also fishbane 
expresses owing the inspiration of this methodology to his predecessors, 
such as Martin buber and nahum M. Sarna.19 his magnum opus starts 
with the premise that biblical texts did not originate merely from mechan-
ical copying and transmitting of inherited traditions but also through 
scribal annotations, editions, reaffirmations, and even reinterpretations 
over long historical and complex processes—between “traditum” (the 
received text) and “traditio” (the scribal exegetical annotations).20 In one 
respect, such insights stand in line with the millennia-old traditions of 
midrash.21 accordingly, fishbane’s work helps juxtapose key aspects of 
midrash with the key features of “inner-biblical exegesis” on the con-

19. “It was from [nahum M. Sarna] that I first learned of the phenomenon of 
‘Inner biblical exegesis’, and the term, which he used in his own excellent study of 
Psalm 89” (Michael fishbane, Biblical Interpretation in Ancient Israel [oxford: clar-
endon, 1985], viii).

20. fishbane, Biblical Interpretation, 12, 42.
21. See Jacob neusner, What Is Midrash? (Philadelphia: fortress, 1987), 16: “Since 

all Midrash begins in Scripture, we start with an account of what all later exegetes in 
Judaism learned through Scripture about correct interpretation of Scripture” (empha-
sis original). See also Gerhard langer, Midrasch, JS 1; utb 4675 (tübingen: Mohr 
Siebeck, 2016).
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tinuous line. age-old midrashic traditions of Judaism have met their 
counterpart (or successor, or branch) in the theory of intertextuality of 
the modern era. In another perspective, fishbane’s systematic categories 
of inner-biblical exegesis coincide with comparable observations and 
analyses of redaction criticism. but, whereas redaction criticism tends 
to focus on disjoints of texts, inner-biblical exegesis pays attention to 
how a text conjoins with another. over the course of years, redaction 
criticism and inner-biblical exegesis have constructively influenced each 
other with regard to methodological orientation and interpretive appli-
cations, as can be found in recent scholarship on the Pentateuch and 
prophetic literature.22

hence, various methods in biblical scholarship have become more 
and more in dialogue with one another. The significance of intertextual or 
inner-biblical interconnections have earned a greater respect by scholars, 
thanks to the importance of reading the biblical texts in the present form 
as a canon.23 for instance, as James a. Sanders elucidates, adaptations of 
biblical texts in Qumran scrolls, as well as numerous Second temple litera-
ture, have provided additional clues for biblical authorship and readership 
vis-à-vis canonical processes.24 Jewish exegesis traditions have become 
instrumental intertextual assets and templates for understanding the bib-
lical texts in dialogue with rabbinic literature and postmodern readers, 
as expounded in the works by daniel boyarin.25 odil hannes Steck has 
shown a model example of how redaction criticism and intertextuality can 

22. consider Jan c. Gertz et al., eds., The Formation of the Pentateuch: Bridging 
the Academic Cultures of Europe, Israel, and North America, fat 111 (tübingen: Mohr 
Siebeck, 2016).

23. brevard S. childs, Introduction to the Old Testament as Scripture (Minneapo-
lis: fortress, 1979); James Muilenburg, “Form Criticism and Beyond,” JBL 88 (1969): 
1–18; rolf P. Knierim, “criticism of literary features, form, tradition, and redac-
tion,” in The Hebrew Bible and Its Modern Interpreters, ed. douglas a. Knight and 
Gene M. tucker, bMI 1 (chico, ca: Scholars Press, 1985), 123–65; erich Zenger, ed., 
Die Tora als Kanon für Juden und Christen, hbS 10 (freiburg im breisgau: herder, 
1996); and Georg Steins, Kanonisch-intertextuelle Studien zum Alten Testament, Sbab 
48 (Stuttgart: Katholisches bibelwerk, 2009).

24. James a. Sanders, From Sacred Story to Sacred Text (Philadelphia: fortress, 
1987).

25. daniel boyarin, Intertextuality and the Reading of Midrash, ISbl (blooming-
ton: Indiana university Press, 1994).
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converge together toward a synthesis of both diachronic and synchronic 
exegetical analyses.26

These pioneering approaches have been influential for manifold suc-
cessive explorations of intertextuality in a variety of fields.27 for instance, 
in Isaiah scholarship of the last several decades, the concerted efforts of 
scholarly examinations on the internal connections of key words, phrases, 
and themes have inspired the “unity” movement.28 rather than dissecting 
differences in the so-called Proto-, deutero-, and trito-Isaiah, intertextual 
studies have helped discover and correlate countless explicit and indirect 
catchwords (Stichwörter) as signposts or markers that occur throughout 
the whole book of Isaiah. Scholars have thus begun to appreciate reading 
the prophetic book with continuity, inasmuch as discontinuity, as to how 
the so-called three Isaiahs would have related to one another both redac-
tionally and in their final form.29

Intertextual readings have been expanded to observe interconnections 
not only in diachronic and synchronic dimensions but also in micro- and 
macrolevels. Scholars have started to inquire about the placement and 

26. odil hannes Steck, Studien zu Tritojesaja, bZaW 203 (berlin: de Gruyter, 
1991). 

27. See danna nolan fewell, ed., Reading between Texts: Intertextuality and the 
Hebrew Bible (louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1992); barbara Green, Mikhail 
Bakhtin and Biblical Scholarship: An Introduction, SemeiaSt 38 (atlanta: Society of 
biblical literature, 2000); and richard b. hays, Stefan alkier, and leroy a. huizenga, 
eds., Reading the Bible Intertextually (Waco, tx: baylor university Press, 2009).

28. roy f. Melugin, “Isaiah 40–66 in recent research: The ‘unity’ Movement,” in 
Recent Research on the Major Prophets, ed. alan J. hauser, rrbS 1 (Sheffield: Sheffield 
Phoenix, 2008), 142–94.

29. redactionally, on deutero-Isaiah’s editorial role for the book of Isaiah, see 
h. G. M. Williamson, The Book Called Isaiah: Deutero-Isaiah’s Role in Composition 
and Redaction (oxford: clarendon, 1994); on trito-Isaiah’s final shaping, see Jacob 
Stromberg, Isaiah after Exile: The Author of Third Isaiah as Reader and Redactor of the 
Book (oxford: oxford university Press, 2011). Synchronically, for linguistic and liter-
ary connections, see Willem a. M. beuken, “The unity of the book of Isaiah: another 
attempt at bridging the Gorge between Its two Main Parts,” in Reading from Right to 
Left: Essays on the Hebrew Bible in Honour of David J. A. Clines, ed. J. cheryl exum and 
h. G. M. Williamson, JSotSup 373 (london: Sheffield academic, 2003), 50–60; for 
a thematic thread, see roland e. clements, “a light to the nations: a central Theme 
of the book of Isaiah,” in Forming Prophetic Literature: Essays on Isaiah and the Twelve 
in Honor of John D. W. Watts, ed. James W. Watts and Paul r. house, JSotSup 235 
(Sheffield: Sheffield academic, 1996), 57–69.



10 Grohmann and Kim

function not only between chapter 1 and chapter 2 of Genesis, but also 
between Genesis and exodus, between Isaiah and Jeremiah, between deu-
teronomy and Psalms, between lamentations and the prophetic texts, 
between Job and deutero-Isaiah, and so on.30 especially, on the macro-
level, diachronic and synchronic scholarships on the twelve prophetic 
books have concocted new observations as to how the twelve books may 
have been compiled together and what implications reading the book of 
the twelve as an editorial anthology (of twelve parts or sections, so to 
speak) can make.31 Marvin a. Sweeney, among others, presented equally 
valuable insights on the importance of not only compositional but also 
thematic comparisons and contrasts, intertextually, between the Mt and 
the lxx of the book of the twelve, as had been lucidly explicated on those 
between the Mt and the lxx of the books of Jeremiah by louis Stul-
man previously.32 In addition to the books of Isaiah, Jeremiah, and the 

30. on Genesis and exodus, see Thomas b. dozeman and Konrad Schmid, eds., 
A Farewell to the Yahwist? The Composition of the Pentateuch in Recent European 
Interpretation, SymS 34 (atlanta: Society of biblical literature, 2006). on Isaiah and 
Jeremiah, see reinhard G. Kratz, “der anfang des Zweiten Jesaja in Jes 40,1 f. und 
das Jeremiabuch,” ZAW 106 (1994): 243–61; benjamin d. Sommer, A Prophet Reads 
Scripture: Allusion in Isaiah 40–66, contra (Stanford, ca: Stanford university Press, 
1998); and Patricia tull Willey, Remember the Former Things: The Recollection of Pre-
vious Texts in Second Isaiah, SbldS 161 (atlanta: Scholars Press, 1997). on deuter-
onomy (Pentateuch) and Psalms (Psalter), see Patrick d. Miller, “deuteronomy and 
Psalms: evoking a biblical conversation,” JBL 118 (1999): 3–18. on lamentations and 
the prophetic texts, see carleen Mandolfo, Daughter Zion Talks Back to the Prophets, 
SemeiaSt 58 (atlanta: Society of biblical literature, 2007); and Mark J. boda, carol J. 
dempsey, and leann Snow flesher, eds., Daughter Zion: Her Portrait, Her Response, 
aIl 13 (atlanta: Society of biblical literature, 2012). on Job and deutero-Isaiah, see 
Jiseong James Kwon, Scribal Culture and Intertextuality: Literary and Historical Rela-
tionships between Job and Deutero-Isaiah, fat 2/85 (tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2016); 
alan cooper, “The Suffering Servant and Job: a view from the Sixteenth century,” in 
“As Those Who Are Taught”: The Interpretation of Isaiah from the LXX to the SBL, ed. 
claire M. McGinnis and Patricia K. tull, SymS 27 (atlanta: Society of biblical litera-
ture, 2006), 189–200; and Katharine dell and Will Kynes, eds., Reading Job Intertextu-
ally, lhbotS 587 (london: t&t clark, 2013).

31. James d. nogalski, Literary Precursors to the Book of the Twelve, bZaW 217 
(berlin: de Gruyter, 1993).

32. Marvin a. Sweeney, The Twelve Prophets, 2 vols., bo (collegeville, Mn: litur-
gical Press, 2000); louis Stulman, The Other Text of Jeremiah: A Reconstruction of the 
Hebrew Text Underlying the Greek Version of the Prose Sections of Jeremiah (lanham, 
Md: university Press of america, 1985).
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book of the twelve, many of the Psalms scholars have also put a collab-
orative effort to observe the concatenated links within the Psalter, thereby 
comprehending the arrangement and interrelationship of the psalms in 
light of the overall shaping on the whole.33 for example, while the holistic 
flow from lament to praise remains intact in its larger shape,34 the intricate 
shifts and recurrences of lament psalms within the collection of predomi-
nantly hymnic psalms, or those of praise psalms amid lament psalms, are 
no longer seen to be haphazard editing but rather intentional arrangement 
with new interpretive ramifications.35

beyond the intratextual links within the textual corpus and the inter-
textual correlations within and/or among the book(s), scholars have further 
worked on intertextuality in larger scopes as well. Thus, in the intertesta-
mental relations, scholars have examined various ways the new testament 
passages adopt and reapply the hebrew bible texts.36 When it comes to the 
where, what, and how of the intertextual connections from the hebrew 
bible to the new testament, the space does not permit reviewing the vast 
amount of works available (and this is a topic for another publication).37 
We have also noted how valuable the great volumes of midrashic texts and 
traditions can be in the intertextual studies of the canonized biblical books. 
by the same token, reception histories of the patristic exegetical texts, medi-
eval documents, renaissance paintings and frescoes, reformation music, 
and so on have become legitimate ways to engage in intertextual dialogues.

33. Gerald h. Wilson, The Editing of the Hebrew Psalter, SbldS 76 (chico, ca: 
Scholars Press, 1985).

34. claus Westermann, Praise and Lament in the Psalms, trans. K. r. crim and r. 
n. Soulen (atlanta: John Knox, 1981).

35. nancy l. declaissé-Walford, Introduction to the Psalms: A Song from Ancient 
Israel (St. louis, Mo: chalice, 2004); declaissé-Walford, ed., The Shape and Shaping of 
the Book of Psalms: The Current State of Scholarship, aIl 20 (atlanta: Sbl Press, 2014).

36. for example, see craig a. evans and James a. Sanders, Luke and Scripture: 
The Function of Sacred Tradition in Luke–Acts (Minneapolis: fortress, 1993); evans 
and Sanders, eds., Paul and the Scriptures of Israel, JSntSup 83 (Sheffield: Sheffield 
academic, 1993); Steve Moyise and Maarten J. J. Menken, eds., Isaiah in the New Tes-
tament, ntSI (london: t&t clark, 2005); hays, alkier, and huizenga, eds., Reading 
the Bible Intertextually; craig a. evans and Jeremiah J. Johnston, eds., Searching the 
Scriptures: Studies in Context and Intertextuality, lntS 543; SSeJc 19 (london: t&t 
clark, 2015).

37. for the impact of intertextuality on new testament scholarship, among many 
others, see b. J. oropeza and Steve Moyise, eds., Exploring Intertextuality: Diverse 
Strategies for New Testament Interpretation of Texts (eugene, or: cascade, 2016).
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last, but not least, intertextuality as an interpretive correlation between 
text and context, or between (ancient) context and (contemporary) con-
text, has come to the surface with many substantial contributions. In a 
way, this approach intertwines with reader-response criticism (the reader) 
and postcolonialism (the context). tat-siong benny liew has demon-
strated the interpretive importance of contextual correlations, which he 
terms “inter(con)textuality.”38 accordingly, we can consider such inter-
con-textual endeavors in tune with many thought-provoking interpretive 
works from the minoritized interpretive locations, which have brought 
forth indispensable contributions to biblical scholarship, including gender 
criticism, feminist/womanist reading, queer reading, disability criticism, 
africana/african-american reading, latino/a reading, asian/asian-
american reading, native-american reading, and so on.39 In other words, 
intertextuality that incorporates contextuality has much to learn from 
these aforementioned interpretive works. furthermore, out of the inter-
relations of contexts, scholars have also engaged in cross-cultural analyses 
of biblical texts via comparative studies, such as folklore, divination, art, 
literature, and film.40 Indeed, just like postmodernism, the theory of inter-
textuality has branched out into numerous directions, applications, and 
reformulations in biblical scholarship.

When a house or a city gets extended and enlarged with so many 
evolving shapes, it becomes difficult to accurately identify it. Similarly, 
intertextuality as a biblical hermeneutical method or phenomenon has 
been expanded in such diversified and innovative ways that scholars share 
inherent problems concerning its (unique) values and (controllable) meth-
ods. at the outset, in this volume, we propose to subdivide intertextuality 
in two broad—yet interrelated—categories:

38. tat-siong benny liew, Politics of Parousia: Reading Mark Inter(con)textually, 
bibInt 2 (leiden: brill, 1999).

39. among countless works that have come out, see the volumes of collected 
essays in the texts @ contexts series, edited by athalya brenner-Idan, archie c. c. 
lee, and Gale a. yee (Minneapolis: fortress).

40. archie c. c. lee, “The chinese creation Myth of nu Kua and the biblical 
narrative in Genesis 1–11,” BibInt 2 (1994): 312–24; Samuel cheon, “filling the Gap 
in the Story of lot’s Wife (Genesis 19:1–29),” AsJT 15 (2001): 14–23; and hyun chul 
Paul Kim and M. fulgence nyengele, “Murder S/he Wrote? a cultural and Psycho-
logical reading of 2 Samuel 11–12,” in Pregnant Passion: Gender, Sex, and Violence in 
the Bible, ed. cheryl a. Kirk-duggan, SemeiaSt 44 (atlanta: Society of biblical litera-
ture, 2003), 95–116.
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1. Inner-biblical Intertextuality (within the canonical corpus of 
the hebrew bible)

2. Postbiblical Intertextuality (outside the hebrew bible)

These two divisions are arbitrary, as many aspects of one section/approach 
overlap with those of the other section/approach (in fact, postbiblical 
intertextuality inherently encompasses inner-biblical intertextuality). nev-
ertheless, we believe it to be worthwhile to make this general distinction. 
In terms of the features of inner-biblical exegesis, various attempts to iden-
tify the scopes, limits, and types of intertextuality have been made. among 
many, richard b. hays proposed the following seven criteria: availability, 
volume, recurrence, thematic coherence, historical plausibility, history 
of interpretation, and satisfaction.41 benjamin d. Sommer suggested the 
following patterns of inner-biblical exegesis and allusion, notably (dia-
chronic) directions from Jeremiah to deutero-Isaiah: explicit citation, 
implicit reference, inclusion, exegesis, influence, revision, polemic, rever-
sal, reprediction, fulfillment of earlier prophecies, typological linkages, the 
split-up pattern, sound play, word play, word order, and so on.42

These various criteria and patterns are useful in the exegetical tasks. 
however, it still remains controversial as to how to distinguish between 
(verbatim) citation and (indirect) allusion. Whether quotations or allu-
sions, inasmuch as identifying the interconnections and retrieving the 
literary directions are valid, so the interpreter can find it helpful to expound 
the unique authorial/redactional intention, historical contexts, and the-
matic implications of each text. In analogy, when we read the parallel texts 
among the new testament Synoptic Gospels, analyzing the common and 
different materials among Matthew, Mark, and luke can help illuminate 
not only the source and redactional routes but also what is unique in each 
book in terms of each’s own authorship, worldview, and even theology. 
comparisons, and contrasts, between two biblical texts thus have helped 
gain new insights that uniquely reside in each text.

What about the ample hermeneutical gaps between the text and the 
reader, between the text and the (ancient/modern) contexts?43 Similar 

41. richard b. hays, Echoes of Scripture in the Letters of Paul (new haven: yale 
university Press, 1989), 29–32.

42. Sommer, Prophet Reads Scripture, 6–72.
43. “texts are instrumental not only in the construction of other texts but in 

the construction of experiences.… Intertextuality blurs the boundaries not only 
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problems remain as to how to establish the mutual connection, where the 
similarities and differences lie, and what implications such connections 
provide. These hermeneutical quests may go back to Krister Stendahl’s call 
for biblical theology—and biblical hermeneutics—to be descriptive, and 
not prescriptive: to describe what “it meant” and not what “it means.”44 
That which an interpreter finds to be “normative” (or “center” or Mitte) 
in the hebrew bible can thus be disputed by other texts, contexts, and 
concepts, as Walter brueggemann’s monumental tome attests (“core tes-
timony,” “countertestimony,” “unsolicited testimony,” and “embodied 
testimony”).45 What intertextuality can contribute here, too, may not be 
the rigid methodological rules per se. rather, intertextuality that embraces 
the roles of readers and (contemporary) contexts can invite the potentials 
of dialogue, and debate, in multifaceted interchanges. While we value the 
text’s descriptive roles, its prescriptive implications from the reader’s van-
tage point can be reciprocally enriching, in which divergent or contending 
concepts stand in tension or dialogue with each other, as recently sug-
gested in the post-Shoah Jewish biblical theology by Marvin Sweeney.46

3. applications

The essays in this volume come out of the papers presented at the inaugural 
year of the Intertextuality and the hebrew bible consultation/section at the 
annual Meeting of the Society of biblical literature (atlanta, 2015), along 
with the papers invited afterwards with the similar approaches. When the 
section’s name had to be formed, the leadership team had to deliberate 
whether to call it “Intertextuality in the hebrew bible” or “Intertextuality 

between texts but between texts and the world of lived experience” (chandler, 
“Intertextuality”).

44. Krister Stendahl, “biblical Theology, contemporary,” IDB 1:418–32; see 
also ben c. ollenburger, “What Krister Stendahl ‘Meant’: a normative critique of 
‘descriptive biblical Theology,’ ” HBT 8 (1986): 61–98. for distinguishing biblical the-
ology from dogmatic theology, we should also trace back to Johann Philipp Gabler; 
see rolf P. Knierim, The Task of Old Testament Theology: Method and Cases (Grand 
rapids: eerdmans, 1995), 495–56.

45. Walter brueggemann, Theology of the Old Testament: Testimony, Dispute, 
Advocacy (Minneapolis: fortress, 1997); see also erhard S. Gerstenberger, Theologies 
in the Old Testament, trans. John bowden (london: t&t clark, 2002).

46. Marvin a. Sweeney, Reading the Hebrew Bible after the Shoah: Engaging Holo-
caust Theology (Minneapolis: fortress, 2008).
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and the hebrew bible.” although we chose the latter phrase, it is our hope 
that our intertextual works demonstrate interpretive engagements both 
within and outside the hebrew bible. our main subject has to do with the 
texts of the hebrew bible first and foremost. at the same time, however, our 
intention is for our intertextual conversation partners not to be limited to 
the hebrew bible but to embrace dialogue partners with the variant manu-
scripts, Second temple texts, and the new testament, as well as subsequent 
literature, art, music, and so on.

Part 1, “Inner-biblical Intertextuality,” presents the essays that deal 
with strong cases of intertextual phenomena within the canonical corpus 
of the hebrew bible. In a way, these works tend to be more geared toward 
the author/text-oriented intertextual approaches. J. todd hibbard’s “eve, 
abraham, and the ethics of (dis)obedience: an Intertextual reading of 
Genesis 3 and 22 in ancient Israel’s ethical discourse” explores the lit-
erary and thematic interconnections between Gen 3 and Gen 22 with 
regard to the ambiguous depictions on moral choice. More than verbal 
correlations, these two texts, when compared together, provoke a con-
ceptual tension between disobedience (Gen 3) and obedience (Gen 22) 
toward the divine tests. hibbard’s intertextual (and intratextual) reading 
engages exegetical and theological dialogues of these two texts, result-
ing in new interpretive insights and in-depth ramifications on the issues 
of justice, theodicy, morality versus limitations of obedience, human 
choices, and so on.

Marvin a. Sweeney, in “The literary-historical dimensions of Inter-
textuality in exodus–numbers,” expounds intertextual readings of select 
legal materials in the Pentateuch. Juxtaposing intertextuality with the 
redactional strata, Sweeney delineates the transitioning processes and 
implications of the texts that concern the dedication of the firstborn, for 
example, exod 22:28–29 and 23:14–19 as the basic e-stratum texts for 
the later J-stratum texts of exod 13:1–16 and 34:10–27. These texts of the 
sanctification of the firstborns are developed into the motif of the levites 
to replace the firstborns in, for example, num 3:11–13, 40–43, 44–51 and 
8:13–19—each text with its own inner-biblical exegetical themes and func-
tions. Then, even larger intertextuality builds connections to 1 Sam 1–3, 
which describes the northern Israelite tradition of the firstborns, rather 
than the levites, who should have assumed the role of the priests. This 
essay thus illustrates how the intertextual analyses of the redactional devel-
opment can help understand both the contextual and conceptual processes 
of a threaded theme, such as that of the priesthood in the Pentateuch.
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Kirsten h. Gardner’s “hidden in Plain Sight: Intertextuality and 
Judges 19” attempts an intertextual anatomy of Judg 19, with citations and 
allusions as thorough and extensive as one can make. combining nar-
rative criticism with intertextuality, Gardner examines a wide range of 
unique word combinations and phrases, especially those tied to the motif 
of violence. In tune with fishbane’s systematic categories, being more than 
haphazard echoes, Gardner’s intertextual contacts are grouped by key the-
matic categories: the usurpation of the throne, hospitality and feasting 
vis-à-vis betrothal, the absence of divine intervention, the abandonment 
of the foreign wife/maid, and illicit worship practices. Such an intertex-
tual study contributes to discovering thematic connections and tracing the 
leitmotifs, thereby helping comprehend the ways Judg 19 dialogues and 
develops its own unique messages.

francis landy, in “ancestral voices and disavowal: Poetic Innovation 
and Intertextuality in the eighth-century Prophets,” reevaluates key theo-
retical issues of Kristeva and riffaterre, in concert with the literate society 
and authorship in the Israelite prophetic literature. Surveying select types of 
intertextuality, especially polyphony and sign systems, landy investigates 
the books of amos and hosea with respect to the intertextual boundaries 
and tensions. This investigation creatively looks at the two books’ inter-
textuality vis-à-vis key echoed Genesis texts and resultant implications. 
another example explicates the intertextual connections between Micah 
and Isaiah, again exploring how the intertextual similarity generates the-
matic and interpretive differences.

Klaus-Peter adam’s “bloodshed and hate: The Judgment oracle in 
ezek 22:6–12 and the legal discourse in lev 19:11–18” mediates the 
intertextual correspondences of lexicographic and thematic overlaps 
between the holiness code in lev 19 and the Priestly undercurrents in 
ezek 22, inspecting both similarities and differences. In addition to the 
compositional analyses of the two texts, this intertextual reading yields 
these additional thematic insights: ezek 22 underscores the urban setting 
of the ruling elites, whereas lev 19 bespeaks the rural setting of the lay 
community in kinship. 

hans decker, in “anthology as Intertext: ambiguity and Generative 
Interpretation in Qoheleth,” makes a nice complementary, comparative 
work with that of Gardner. If Gardner’s intertextual study (on Judg 19) 
uses a telescope to observe as many celestial stars as one may find on the 
macrolevel, then decker’s intertextual study (on eccl 10:5–11 and 7:1–3) 
adopts a microscope to investigate atomic molecules on the microlevel. 
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Thus, focusing on the minute intertextual correlations of a few verses in 
Qoheleth’s anthology, decker delineates how each saying in the anthology 
converses and conflicts with the adjacent sayings and, consequently, pres-
ents reinforcing and/or paradoxical counterarguments, thereby mirroring 
the very world and outlook with which Qoheleth must have been residing 
and wrestling.

timothy J. Sandoval’s “Prophetic and Proverbial Justice: amos, Prov-
erbs, and Intertextuality” contributes an intertextual perspective to the 
debate about the influence of wisdom books like Proverbs on amos or 
vice versa. he further addresses the question raised by Samuel terrien 
and hans Walter Wolff, and more recently by John l. Mclaughlin, as to 
whether amos belonged to a wisdom school of sorts. The study follows 
bakhtin, focusing on the dialogic relations and intertextual links between 
amos and Proverbs, by drawing on several examples beyond the surface 
categories of source and influence.

tim finlay, in “Genres, Intertextuality, bible Software, and Speech 
acts,” links considerations about genre and intertextuality with bible soft-
ware, vis-à-vis aristotle’s four causes with speech act theory. finlay further 
gives some background information about tagging and empirical work for 
finding and classifying intertextuality beyond the bible. These approaches 
and insights are exemplified by an intertextual reading of the ruth story.

Part 2, “Postbiblical Intertextuality,” features the essays that reach 
beyond the inner-biblical canonical corpora, such as extracanonical, 
postbiblical reception history as well as contemporary texts/contexts in 
hermeneutical dialogues. In a way, these works tend to be more geared 
toward the reader/context-oriented approaches. Patricia K. tull’s “Mikhail 
bakhtin and dialogical approaches to biblical Interpretation” recapitu-
lates important concepts by bakhtin concerning dialogism, polyphony, 
and intertextuality. tull places particular emphasis on two aspects of 
bakhtin’s thinking for their importance to biblical studies. first, to chal-
lenge the overvaluation of originality, bakhtin regards the dialogical nature 
of the bible, lending shape to inner-biblical exegesis. Second, a dialogical 
approach to biblical texts and exegesis arranges theological and ethical 
claims in a pluralistic framework, as it pertains, for example, to the field of 
environmental ethics referencing Gen 1:26–28, Isa 40:12–31, and Ps 104.

Soo J. Kim, in “between abandoned house and Museum: Intertextual 
reading of the hebrew bible as embracing ‘abjection,’ ” marks two poles 
in the discussions about intertextuality. for her, the abandoned house of 
treasure is the place of experts and diachronic research, while the museum 
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is the place where lay people are guided. Kim echoes voices about the con-
cept of the “implied author” who can only be activated by readers. at the 
end of her paper she presents a reading of Jer 38:28 in an undergraduate 
class setting as illustration.

lawrence h. Schiffman’s “Intertextuality in the dead Sea Scrolls” 
observes and expounds various cases of intertextuality, not only between 
the dead Sea Scrolls and the hebrew bible, but also among the dead 
Sea Scrolls manuscripts. Key analyses of select Qumran texts and the dif-
ferent types of intertextuality (e.g., 4Qnumb; 4Qdeutn; cd 10:14–17; 
11Qt 65:2–5; cd 10:17–19; cd 9:2–8; 1QapGen 19:14–20; 11Qt 11–29; 
1QS 10–11; cd 14:17–22; 1QS 7:7–16) present the dead Sea Scrolls cor-
pora as prime and prolific examples of intertextual echoes in the hebrew 
bible. These readings demonstrate the diverse yet logical ways in which 
the Qumran sectarians were likely the pioneers and prolific practitioners 
of intertextuality.

Marianne Grohmann, in “Intertextuality and canonical criticism: 
lam 3:25–33 in an Intertextual network,” probes the methodologi-
cal potentials of juxtaposing intertextuality and canonical criticism via 
reception history. reassessing the similarities and differences in these 
methods, Grohmann engages bidirectional analyses, rather than one-way 
analysis, of the intertextual links for lam 3:25–33. These links include 
select hebrew bible texts, new testament texts, and rabbinic literature. 
The resultant insights demonstrate not only that the new testament 
texts are firmly rooted in the textual and sociocultural traditions of the 
hebrew bible and rabbinic literature but also that these different texts 
represent different contextual and thematic voices that place text—and its 
unique (re)interpretation—in hermeneutical dialogues with other texts 
and traditions.

Susanne Gillmayr-bucher’s “Who Is Solomon? Intertextual readings 
of King Solomon in reception history” develops a methodological frame-
work for analyzing the manifold history of interpretative, artistic, and 
literary adaptions of biblical figures. She combines aspects of intertextual-
ity, interfigurality, and blending theory, developed by Gilles fauconnier 
and Mark turner. as an example, she traces the biblical King Solomon 
from inner-biblical exegesis to three poems from the eighteenth to twenti-
eth centuries—by John Greenleaf Whittier, heinrich heine, and Matthias 
hermann, respectively.

Steed vernyl davidson, in “Writing fanfic Intertextuality in Isaiah 
and christopher columbus’s Libro de las Profecías,” presents christopher 
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columbus as reader and interpreter of the bible, especially of the book 
of Isaiah. davidson defines intertextuality as “recycling” and “reuse of 
previous material” and follows four themes in columbus’s writing: global 
geography, the conversion of foreigner, the wealth of the nations, and the 
divine imperium.

hyun chul Paul Kim’s “dietrich bonhoeffer, dongju yun, and the 
legacies of Jeremiah and the Suffering Servant” follows traces of two bib-
lical characters, the prophet Jeremiah and the Suffering Servant, in two 
distinct contexts in the early twentieth century: in the work of the German 
protestant theologian dietrich bonhoeffer and the Korean martyr dongju 
yun. Kim illustrates the intertextual relationships first between biblical 
verses of the books of Jeremiah and Isaiah and then in examples of poems 
by dietrich bonhoeffer and dongju yun.

valerie bridgeman, in “Interpreting the bible in the age of #black-
livesMatter: The Gideon Story and Scholarly commitments,” expands the 
concept of intertextuality to black activism and scholarship. referencing 
the story of Gideon as a starting point for current struggles for freedom, 
she also refers to Ps 137 in her quest to reveal the ways in which biblical 
texts speak into present-day violent events.

as these essays will present and probe, it remains a matter of choice 
how one considers whether intertextuality (as a mode of exegesis) is sci-
ence or art.47 It also remains a task to experiment and evolve through 
constant scrutiny and adjustment. Such tasks, however, have been marvel-
ously exemplified in the very biblical texts, as the scriptural texts extend 
their own intertextual dialogues toward our/readers’ own participation 
into those dialogues.48 one certain thing remains that, to make an effec-
tive intertextual observation, one ought to read the bible, as much as—if 
not more than—consulting the concordance or computer softwares. Such 
a task of finding the webs of intertextual connections both within and out-
side the bible can be daunting. but, as the biblical texts themselves testify 
to the mutual dialogues, among the authors, traditions, themes, contexts, 

47. “The weighing of such evidence (and hence the identification of allusions) is 
an art, not a science” (Sommer, Prophet Reads Scripture, 35).

48. “There is a constant interplay, an ongoing interchange, between everyday 
affairs and the word of God in the torah—Scripture.… Midrash as the process of 
mediation between the Word of God in Scripture and the world in which we live 
and serve realizes the continuity, in the here and now, of the original revealed torah-
testament” (neusner, What Is Midrash?, 103).
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and lived worlds, so can our attuned listening to those echoes and humble 
observations of those connections be truly rewarding and inspiring. So, we 
invite all readers to these extended inner-biblical, intertextual, and inter-
contextual dialogues.49

49. Special thanks to Marelize bruner and Sarah Moon, faculty assistants and 
students at Methodist Theological School in ohio, for creating the indexes of modern 
authors and ancient sources, respectively.
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eve, abraham, and the ethics of (dis)obedience:  
an Intertextual reading of Genesis 3 and 22 in  

ancient Israel’s ethical discourse

J. Todd Hibbard

as John barton and others have shown, ancient Israel understood the 
basis of its ethical actions in several ways. In his most recent work on the 
topic, barton notes that there were at least three different articulations of 
frameworks for ethical and moral action in Israel.1 These included: (1) 
natural order, (2) obedience to the divine (a version of divine command 
theory), and (3) imitation of God. of these, the second, obedience to the 
divine, is widely regarded (certainly among general readers) as the most 
common basis of ethical action in the hebrew bible. to be sure, there are 
several passages in the hebrew bible that demand human behaviors on 
this ground even if, as barton notes, it is not as pervasive as is assumed.2 
additionally, such a ground for moral action is not always presented with-
out complications. to take just one broad example, one thinks of Jeremiah’s 
complaint that he has urged moral choices only to conclude that yhWh 
has deceived him (Jer 20:7). So, while one may recognize that obedience to 
yhWh’s declared will was clearly present in ancient Israel as a ground for 
moral action, one may also recognize that there is occasionally a certain 
ambivalence about this in our sources.

This brings us to the present study of Gen 3 and 22, both of which 
have been subject to innumerable individual analyses, but none that 
examines them jointly to my knowledge.3 It is my argument that a com-

1. John barton, Ethics in Ancient Israel (oxford: oxford university Press, 2014).
2. barton, Ethics in Ancient Israel, 127–28.
3. tryggve n. d. Mettinger notes the abraham story in Gen 22 as a similar story, 

but he does not explore the similarities in detail; see tryggve n. d. Mettinger, The 

-23 -
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parative analysis of these two texts from the perspective of moral choice 
reveals an ambivalence about obedience to the divine as a foundation for 
human moral action.4 The ambivalence becomes apparent on a close, criti-
cal reading that highlights elements of each that are at odds with each text’s 
narrative conclusion. to anticipate the conclusions of this study: in Gen 
3, the first human couple might be commended for partaking of the for-
bidden fruit, and in Gen 22, abraham might reasonably be criticized for 
attempting to carry out yhWh’s demand to slaughter his son. While these 
conclusions about each text individually are not unheard-of, the present 
study demonstrates how the two narratives contain similarities that put 
these conclusions in sharper relief. to demonstrate these interpretations, 
I offer a comparative analysis of the texts that demonstrates their thematic 
and narrative similarities. The point will be to show how each text’s por-
trayal of the test in question expresses the ambivalence of the author(s) 
about obedience to the divine as a basis for ethical action.

My aim is not to provide a comprehensive analysis of these two com-
plicated passages. Indeed, such an undertaking would require a lengthy 
monograph. rather, my goal here is much more modest but, I think, 

Eden Narrative: A Literary and Religio-historical Study of Genesis 2–3 (Winona lake, 
In: eisenbrauns, 2007), 49–55. one likely reason scholars have failed to examine the 
two texts simultaneously is undoubtedly because they are ascribed to two different 
authors according to the classical documentary hypothesis. Genesis 3 is regarded as 
a J text, while Gen 22 was usually attributed to e, though since the existence of the 
e document has been called into question there are certainly dissenters to that view 
(most of whom assign the chapter to J). The result of this source division is that the 
two texts are treated in isolation from each other. Those who take a more synchronic 
or final-form approach to Genesis might be regarded as more likely to explore the-
matic or theological associations between the two texts, but this has turned out rarely 
to be the case. rather, among scholars writing from this perspective, each narrative’s 
place in the book is treated in its location or larger unit.

4. ethical thought in the hebrew bible is often associated with both the laws in 
the Pentateuch and the musings of the wisdom literature. both of these collections 
provide insights into ancient Israel’s ethical and moral formulations, but increasingly 
scholars are also turning to portions of the narrative literature for explorations of ethi-
cal and moral thinking. See, for example, Gordon J. Wenham, Story as Torah: Read-
ing Old Testament Narrative Ethically (edinburgh: t&t clark, 2000); eryl W. davies, 
“ethics of the hebrew bible: The Problem of Methodology,” Semeia 66 (1995): 43–53; 
and John W. rogerson, “old testament ethics,” in Text in Context: Essays by Members 
of the Society for Old Testament Study, ed. a. d. h. Mayes (oxford: oxford university 
Press, 2000), 116–37, esp. 125–27. 



 eve, abraham, and the ethics of (dis)obedience 25

important: to examine these two passages in light of each other in order 
to ascertain each one’s contribution to ancient Israel’s ethical discourse. 
The study proceeds in two parts. In the first part, I offer an examination 
of thematic similarities that may be detected on an intertextual reading of 
the two passages. The second part builds on this examination and offers 
an analysis of obedience to yhWh’s command as a basis for ethical or 
moral action.5

an observation about using the term intertextual: In recent years, 
the popularity of this mode of analysis is easily confirmed; the number of 
books and articles with the term in their title is so large that listing them 
all is impractical. not all scholars have been pleased with this prolifera-
tion of so-called intertextual studies. Their displeasure generally is rooted 
in the criticism that the term is used too loosely and without precision, 
such that these studies lack methodological clarity. additionally, because 
the term is used as an umbrella term that does not designate a methodol-
ogy per se but rather identifies an orientation or disposition toward the 
text, it is often the case that scholars use the term to foreground different 
aspects of that orientation. So, let me stipulate at the outset what I do and 
do not mean by the term intertextual in the title of this essay. I use the 
term to identify a reading strategy in which these two texts are read in light 
of each other intentionally. That is not to say, however, that no warrant 
for doing so occurs in the texts themselves. Indeed, part of my argument 
relies on finding just such a warrant. however, I am not suggesting that in 
these two texts, Gen 3 and 22, the reader encounters quotations, allusions, 
or other verbal contacts that point to each other; neither am I suggest-
ing that one text has influenced the composition of the other; finally, nor 
am I indicating that one text has absorbed the other.6 rather, in using the 
term intertextual, I am gesturing toward a way of reading and interpreting 
that recognizes common thematic and narratological features in these two 

5. This ethical position is known in general philosophical discourse as divine 
command theory. The classic presentation of the dilemma of this position is offered 
by Socrates in Euthyphro (and is often referred to as the “euthyphro dilemma”). I 
generally avoid using the language of divine command theory in this study, however, 
because it has traditionally not been used by biblical scholars who address this topic. 
See bernhard lang, “Three Philosophers in Paradise: Kant, tillich, and ricouer Inter-
pret and respond to Genesis 3,” SJOT 28 (2014): 298–314.

6. for these notions of intertextuality, see elaine Martin, “Intertextuality: an 
Introduction,” Compar 35 (2011): 148–51.
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texts. Some readers may object to using the term in this way. They may see 
my approach as straying too far from that which the term intertextuality 
customarily identifies, notwithstanding the term’s varied meanings. This is 
a criticism which I accept. nevertheless, I call this an intertextual study of 
Gen 3 and 22 because it seems like the most fitting, if problematic, term to 
label how I want to analyze this text. Caveat lector.

Gen 3 and Gen 22: an Intertextual view

let us begin by establishing the thematic and narrative similarities between 
the two passages. as outlined below, it is clear that there are correspon-
dences between the two narratives that establish the basis of a comparative 
analysis of Gen 3 and 22.

Gen 3 Gen 22

directive (“do not eat”) directive (“take your son”)

test (unstated but implied) test (stated: נסה)

human act (disobedience) human act (obedience)

Threat of life or death (human 
couple)

Threat of life or death (Isaac)

Sacred location (eden) Sacred location (Mount Moriah)

first, both texts are part of the limited number of texts in the hebrew 
bible depicting divine tests of human beings.7 This idea or theme is gener-
ally, but not always, conveyed through the use of נסה. Indeed, Gen 22:1 
uses this term: “after these things God tested [נסה] abraham” (nrSv). 
Gen 3 lacks the specific terminology, but, as tryggve n. d. Mettinger and 
terje Stordalen have argued, it is best to view the passage as a narrative 
about testing.8 Therefore, I conclude that both passages contribute to the 

7. other examples include the book of Job. Several other individual texts in the 
hebrew bible assert yhWh’s ability and willingness to test human beings (exod 15:25; 
16:4; 20:20; deut 8:2, 16; 13:4 [eng. 13:3]; 33:8; Judg 2:22; 3:1, 4; Ps 26:2; Job 4:2).

8. terje Stordalen in particular has argued that the plot of the story signals that 
testing is its primary theme. See terje Stordalen, Echoes of Eden: Genesis 2–3 and 
the Symbolism of the Eden Garden in Biblical Hebrew Literature, cbet 25 (leuven: 
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same thematic or theological conversation in ancient Israel and early Juda-
ism, one that addresses an important aspect of the nature of human and 
divine interactions conceptualized as instances in which an individual’s 
fidelity to God is tested.9

Second, both passages begin with a directive from yhWh. In Gen 22, 
this is voiced as a command, while in the case of Gen 3, there is knowledge 
of a previous prohibition:

and the lord God commanded the man, “you may freely eat of every 
tree of the garden; but of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you 
shall not eat, for in the day that you eat of it you shall die.” (Gen 2:16–17 
nrSv)

after these things God tested [נסה] abraham. he said to him, “abra-
ham!” and he said, “here I am.” he said, “take your son, your only son 
Isaac, whom you love, and go to the land of Moriah, and offer him there 
as a burnt offering on one of the mountains that I shall show you.” (Gen 
22:1–2 nrSv)

as is clear, the directive or prohibition is stated such that there can be no 
misunderstanding about what is required.10 The reader is not provided 
with an explanation of why the suggestively labeled “tree of the knowledge 
of good and evil” is off limits nor why abraham must sacrifice his son.11 

Peeters, 2000), 27; and Mettinger, Eden Narrative, 23, 49–55. Mettinger notes that 
scholars have not paid attention to this as a “testing” narrative. he notes because the 
specific vocabulary does not appear, “one might therefore hesitate to speak of a test 
in the present text. The important thing, however, is not whether we have the precise 
terminology but whether the plot confronts us with what may be denoted as a test, and 
I believe this is precisely the case” (Mettinger, Eden Narrative, 23). See also robert P. 
Gordon, “The ethics of eden: truth-telling in Genesis 2–3,” in Ethical and Unethical 
in the Old Testament: God and Humans in Dialogue, ed. Katharine J. dell, lhbotS 
528 (new york: t&t clark, 2010), 30.

9. Jean louis Ska, The Exegesis of the Pentateuch: Exegetical Studies and Basic 
Questions, fat 66 (tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2010), 97 –110.

10. Ziony Zevit disputes the idea that there is a clear prohibition in Gen 2:17 
based on the use of לא rather than אל but this is not persuasive; see Ziony Zevit, What 
Really Happened in the Garden of Eden? (new haven: yale university Press, 2013), 
123–24. See GKC §107o.

11. The meaning and translation of the phrase “knowledge of good and evil” 
 has been the subject of immense debate. for a recent overview of the (הדעת טוב ורע)
matter, see John day, From Creation to Babel: Studies in Genesis 1–11, lhbotS 592 
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That God is commanding arbitrarily in each case is one reasonable conclu-
sion; that God is acting against the protagonists’ best interests is another. 
nevertheless, in both cases, obedience to yhWh’s directive defines the 
parameters of the test.

The threat of death represents another area of thematic similarity 
between the two passages, though the threat functions differently in each 
passage. In Gen 2, the stated penalty for consuming the fruit of the tree is 
death: “in the day that you eat of it [ביום אכלך] you shall die [מות תמות]” 
(2:17). Precisely what is in view here has been a subject of much debate, 
but the straightforward reading of the text indicates that the human(s) will 
physically die should he (they) consume fruit from the tree.12 I base this 
conclusion on the fact that the other texts in which מות תמות occurs all 
portray instances of physical death.13 I am also inclined to see the threat 
here as stipulating immediate death; otherwise, the chronological marker 
at the beginning of the sentence (ביום) would be meaningless. addition-
ally, it is not unreasonable to find here a threat of capital punishment, 
though other interpretations are also plausible. even if one concludes that 
the death envisioned here is the lost chance at immortality, physical death 
is in view.14

There is more to this area of comparison. In the Gen 3 narrative, the 
human actors disobey the divine prohibition, but they do not die in any 
normal sense of the term. This incongruity has prompted all sorts of expla-
nations.15 I do not intend to survey them here; I only want to note that 
the couple does not die.16 That is, the text includes the threat of death, but 

(edinburgh: t&t clark, 2013), 41–44. In addition, see Michaela bauks, “erkenntnis 
und leben in Gen 2–3: Zum Wandel eines ursprünglich weisheitlich geprägten leb-
ensgriffs,” ZAW 127 (2015): 20–42. a novel interpretation informed by Mesopotamian 
ophiomancy has recently been put forward in duane e. Smith, “The divining Snake: 
reading Genesis 3 in the context of Mesopotamian ophiomancy,” JBL 134 (2015): 
31–49.

12. a brief overview of the major lines of interpretation may be found in day, 
From Creation to Babel, 38–41.

13. besides Gen 2:17, see Gen 20:7; 1 Sam 14:44; 22:16; 1 Kgs 2:37, 42; 2 Kgs 1:4, 
6, 16; Jer 26:8; and ezek 3:18; 33:8, 14.

14. See Mettinger, Eden Narrative, 59.
15. Zevit, What Really Happened, 166–69. See also r. W. l. Moberly, “did the 

Interpreters Get It right? Genesis 2–3 reconsidered,” JTS 59 (2008): 22–40. 
16. The fact that they do not die might be the rationale for the curses that follow 

in 3:14–19, since 2:17 does not anticipate these. at any rate, it seems unlikely that the 
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death does not actually occur. The same happens in Gen 22, albeit for dif-
ferent reasons. here, abraham is ordered to cause the death of his son, but 
God’s agent (מלאך יהוה) halts the impending death (22:11–12). as in Gen 
3, a threatened death fails to materialize. The fact that both texts mandate 
death and then fail to follow through is a noticeable point of similarity.

finally, in both cases the test takes place in a sacred location. In Gen 
3, the garden of God is the location in which the test takes place (Gen 2:8). 
In Gen 22, the action occurs on Moriah (Gen 22:2), a location elsewhere 
associated with the Jerusalem temple (2 chr 3:1), the most sacred space in 
ancient Israel.17 This serves to heighten the sacred quality of the test as well 
as the actions taken by the individuals involved. Sacred space is reserved 
for sacred acts.

In summary, there is sufficient evidence for interpreting Gen (2–)3 
and 22 in light of each other. The thematic and narrative similarities 
between the two are clear, but the evidence does not give us good grounds 
for concluding how the commonalities came to be. fortunately, that ques-
tion, though interesting, remains ancillary to the issue I wish to pursue in 
the remainder of this article: what do the similarities reveal to us about 
how obedience to the divine was viewed by each text’s author(s)? addi-
tionally, what might we conclude about the contribution of these texts to 
the development of ancient Israel’s ethical thought?

consideration of obedience in Gen 3 and 22

as barton noted several years ago, ethics is rarely dealt with in biblical 
studies, particularly if one means by that questions that normally arise 
in moral philosophy.18 In his recent full-length treatment of ethics in 

narrator intended to portray God as lying (though the ancient near east abounds 
with portrayals of deities lying to human beings—see, e.g., adapa). bernard f. batto 
has suggested that that narrator portrays yhWh simply as “innocently mistaken”; see 
bernard f. batto, Slaying the Dragon: Mythmaking in the Biblical Tradition (louisville: 
Westminster John Knox, 1992), 61.

17. Wenham argues that eden is also depicted as a temple; see Gordon J. Wenham, 
“Sanctuary Symbolism in the Garden of eden Story,” in Proceedings of the Ninth World 
Congress of Jewish Studies, Division A: The Period of the Bible (Jerusalem: Magnes, 
1985), 19–25. 

18. John barton, Understanding Old Testament Ethics: Approaches and Explora-
tions (louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2002), 45–54. one recent attempt is that of 
yoram hazony, who attempts to read the hebrew bible as philosophical literature, an 
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ancient Israel, he notes that the model of obedience to the divine (ancient 
Israel’s version of divine command theory) does appear in the hebrew 
bible, but he enumerates important ways in which the model “is fre-
quently mitigated or even explicitly denied.”19 by this, he generally means 
that obedience to yhWh is given a rational basis; it is rarely the case that 
the biblical text simply demands obedience to a command from yhWh 
without offering a compelling reason. Such reasons include: ways in 
which the covenant makes obedience rational; how motive clauses added 
to laws attempt to persuade the reader of the law’s correctness; the way 
in which laws present ideals rather than enforceable statutes; the torah’s 
uniqueness as an argument for the rationality of observing its laws; and, 
finally, the notice in ezek 20:25 that yhWh required some laws that were 
not good, which on barton’s interpretation rules out divine command 
theory since it assumes that all laws are good.20 Though not each of these 
arguments is equally convincing, barton lays out a credible case for ques-
tioning the view that ancient Israel held the notion that blind obedience 
to yhWh was the ethical norm. In a recent article on moral discourse 
in the old testament, Joseph ryan Kelly has taken a different approach 
to barton’s taxonomy of ethical models and demonstrated further the 
problems accompanying any attempt to evaluate obedience as a model 
for ethical thought in ancient Israel.21 he draws a distinction between 
first- and second-order moral discourse and notes that in many cases, the 
language of obedience is a grammar for talking about ethics rather than 
an ethical foundation itself.

While both barton and Kelly offer important considerations of how 
ancient Israel conceptualized and expressed its ethical commitments, I 
wish to add another angle to the discussion. I suggest that Gen 3 and 22 

interpretive mode that includes room for a consideration of ethics. See yoram hazony, 
The Philosophy of the Hebrew Scriptures (cambridge: cambridge university Press, 
2013). alternatively, philosophers have long mined the biblical text in their work 
(e.g., Kierkegaard, Spinoza, etc.). one notable recent attempt in the area of theodicy 
that offers a reading of Gen 22 is eleonore Stump, Wandering in Darkness: Narrative 
and the Problem of Suffering (oxford: oxford university Press, 2012), esp. 258–307; 
cf. Seizo Sekine, “Philosophical Interpretations of the Sacrifice of Isaac,” in Congress 
Volume: Ljubljana 2007, ed. andré lemaire, vtSup 133 (leiden: brill, 2010), 339–66.

19. barton, Ethics in Ancient Israel, 134.
20. barton, Ethics in Ancient Israel, 134–56.
21. Joseph ryan Kelly, “orders of discourse and the function of obedience in the 

hebrew bible,” JTS 64 (2013): 1–24.
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offer ambivalence about the “obedience to the divine” model by construct-
ing scenarios in which obedience is deeply problematic. by problematizing 
the model, these narratives call it into question as a model for ethical 
behavior. In Gen 3, that knotty scenario is made apparent through the 
human couple’s disobedience, while in Gen 22, the problem is made appar-
ent through abraham’s obedience. The thematic similarities between these 
two narratives outlined earlier bring the disobedience/obedience contrast 
into sharper relief and provide a basis upon which to use these two narra-
tives to speak to the same issue.

If these narratives are also statements of ambivalence about this model 
as a basis for ethical action, we should ask how these texts present such 
ambivalence. to insist that they are ambivalent makes room for the rec-
ognition that interpretations that condemn the first human couple in Gen 
3 and laud abraham in Gen 22 have warrant in the text while also rec-
ognizing that the obverse is true. That is, there is warrant in the relevant 
texts for commending eve and condemning abraham. how do the texts 
accomplish this? In the remainder of this study, I wish to focus on how the 
test in each case serves as an expression of ambivalence over the “obedi-
ence to the divine” model. In so doing, I will raise questions in both Gen 3 
and 22 about the nature of the test, the basis of moral decision-making, the 
reward or punishment as incentive, and the portrayal of the divine.

In Kelly’s article cited earlier, he notes that these and other episodes 
in Genesis do not “determine ethical principles for readers of the text to 
follow—readers neither avoid the fruit from trees in the midst of gardens 
nor offer their children as burnt offerings.”22 That is true. however, I do 
think the content of the tests can be probed in attempts to understand what 
the author(s) thought about obedience as a model. So, what do we learn 
in such an examination? In Gen 3, the couple is asked to forgo fruit which 
conveys certain benefits. of course, the particularity of the test—consum-
ing fruit from a tree—is simply the mechanism by which the author raises 
the discussion about choosing between two goods and the use of one’s own 
judgment in making that choice. So, the content of the test pits obedience 
against such things as wisdom. In such a context, the first human couple’s 
disobedience to the divine command is depicted as an assertion of their 
own autonomy and is based on their own assessment of the situation.23 The 

22. Kelly, “orders of discourse,” 23.
23. Moberly, “did the Interpreters Get It right?,” 22–40.
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tree from which they partake—the suggestively labeled tree of knowledge 
of good and bad—is described in such a way that were they not to par-
take from it, one would not be mistaken in questioning their discretion. 
The serpent informs them when they eat from it their “eyes will be opened” 
 both of which are ,(כאלחים) ”and that they will be “like god(s) (נפקחו עיניכם)
affirmed in the aftermath of their partaking (3:5; cf. 3:7, 22).24 These asser-
tions connote something attractive and desirable in the biblical tradition.25. 
In particular, the phrase פקח עין, “to open the eyes,” is always a positive image 
or metaphor in the old testament.26 additionally, the actual description of 
the tree highlights the benefits conferred by it. Genesis 3:6 reports:

The woman saw that the tree was good for food [תרה האשה כי טוב העץ למאכל],
that it was a delight to the eyes [וכי תאוה הוא לעינים],
and that the tree was desirable for making one wise [ונחמד העץ להשכיל].27 

The language used here is found in positive statements about wisdom and 
discernment in other texts in the hebrew bible, particularly in the wisdom 
literature.28 Moreover, Gen 3:6 is nearly an exact match of the description 
of the other trees in the garden which are provided for the human couple’s 
sustenance in Gen 2:9. The primary addition is that the forbidden tree is 
“desirable for making one wise”—a statement offered by the narrator and 
the veracity of which is never called into question.29 

24. This is not meant to exonerate the serpent for its role in the human act of dis-
obedience. as Gordon notes, the description of the serpent at the beginning of the scene 
as more crafty or cunning (ערום) than other animals “is not meant to be complimen-
tary” (“ethics of eden,” 16). nevertheless, the serpent is correct on the facts as stated. 

25. The phrase “you will be like god(s)” recalls the decision in Gen 1 to make 
humankind in the divine image. While these are not identical, they are similar.

26. In addition to this phrase’s use in Gen 3:5, 7, see Isa 35:5; 42:7; Prov 20:13; 
dan 9:13.

27. unless otherwise indicated, all biblical translations are my own.
28. for example, שכל in the hiphil is found repeatedly in contexts in which it 

describes the positive quest for wisdom and discernment; cf. deut 29:8 [eng. 29:9]; 
Prov 1:3; 10:5, 19; 14:35; 15:24; 16:20, 23; 17:2, 8; 19:14; 21:11, 12, 16; Pss 2:10; 14:2; 
32:8; 36:4 [eng. 36:3]; 53:3 [eng. 53:2]; 94:8; 119:99.

29. Joseph blenkinsopp suggests that the woman may already have been aware 
of the benefits to be conferred by the tree; see Joseph blenkinsopp, Creation, Un-Cre-
ation, Re-Creation: A Discursive Commentary on Genesis 1–11 (london: t&t clark, 
2011), 76.
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The attractive description of the forbidden tree—a description that 
matches what is elsewhere in the hebrew bible commended—suggests 
that the author is constructing a test the basis of which can be called into 
question. Simply put, how could the woman (and man) not be expected 
to partake of the fruit given the benefits it confers? from this perspec-
tive, disobedience to the divine is the ethical choice. Why should God 
withhold this from them? here John day’s explanation likely explains the 
author’s motivation: 

Indeed, in the light of the old testament as a whole, it is difficult to see 
why God should want humans to remain ignorant of the knowledge of 
good and evil for ever. The most likely explanation is that God disap-
proves of the first humans acquiring the knowledge of good and evil by 
the assertion [of] their human autonomy in disobedience to his explicit 
command.30 

While this is the most likely explanation, this simply accentuates the prob-
lem that the tree is prohibited to the couple by God.

Some scholars mitigate this point by noting that the human couple’s 
response to yhWh makes it clear that, whatever they gained through 
eating the fruit, it was not what they expected.31 What did they come to 
know? as verse 7 makes clear, they understood that they were naked: 
“Then the eyes of both were opened, and they knew that they were naked” 
(nrSv). It must be pointed out, however, that this recognition of their 
physical state is a bodily recognition of their humanity.32 as such, we 
might reasonably see here another element of the author’s ambivalence 
about the model.

This brings us to a consideration of eve in the narrative.33 as carol 
Meyers has recently asserted in Rediscovering Eve: Ancient Israelite Women 
in Context, “eve is arguably the major character in the eden story. She has 
a larger speaking role than her male counterpart. She is certainly the more 

30. day, From Creation to Babel, 44.
31. See, e.g., Gordon, “ethics of eden,” 26.
32. This, too, may harken back to Gen 1:27, where humans are created in the 

image of God (see also 5:3 and 9:6). as many commentators have noted, צלם is often 
connected with the physical image of a deity; see num 33:52; 2 Kgs 11:18; ezek 7:20; 
16:17; 23:14; amos 5:26; 2 chr 23:17.

33. of course, the woman is not actually called “eve” until Gen 3:20. I refer to her 
as eve simply for the sake of convenience.
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active character.”34 It is noteworthy that the serpent converses with the 
woman, not the man. Why is this so, given that she enters the story after 
the male character? Phyllis trible notes, “If the serpent is ‘more subtle’ 
than its fellow creatures, the woman is more appealing than her husband. 
Throughout the myth, she is the more intelligent one, the more aggres-
sive one, and the one with greater sensibilities.”35 Indeed, it is the woman 
who recognizes the benefits of the tree, not the man. While the serpent 
nudges her toward this recognition, she, through her own evaluation of 
the tree’s qualities, decides to eat. Through her own agency, she makes a 
moral choice to seek what would enhance her own existence. That this 
choice puts her at odds with the divine prohibition raises more ques-
tions about the divine prohibition than her decision. to be sure, her act 
is disobedient and transgressive, but her choice is also moral. Successive 
centuries of interpreters have vilified her because she acted disobediently, 
but the morality of her choice must be acknowledged. Indeed, in my view, 
the narrative our author has created forces the reader to see her as both 
disobedient and moral.36 additionally, her act is courageous, since the 
threatened punishment for disregarding the prohibition is death (2:17).

let us step back for a moment and ask: should eve forgo the fruit? for 
those who would answer in the affirmative, there appear to be two reasons. 
first, yhWh has prohibited partaking of the fruit. Second, the penalty for 
consumption is death. both of these are, in some sense, compelling. for 
those who answer in the negative, there appears to be only one reason: 
enhanced human existence marked by wisdom (the claim that she will not 
die is not really a reason to consume, only a recognition that the threat-
ened penalty will not occur). Genesis 2:7 does state that the tree is good 
for food and a delight to the eyes, but as we noted above, these characteris-

34. carol Meyers, Rediscovering Eve: Ancient Israelite Women in Context (oxford: 
oxford university Press, 2011), 59. Meyers goes on to call her the “protagonist” of 
the story. 

35. Phyllis trible, “eve and adam: Genesis 2–3 reread,” ANQ 13 (1973): 253. See 
also the comments of Susan niditch: “She is no easy prey for a seducing demon, as later 
tradition represents her, but a conscious actor choosing knowledge.” Susan niditch, 
“Genesis,” in Women’s Bible Commentary, ed. carol newsom, Sharon h. ringe, and 
Jacqueline e. lapsley, 3rd ed. (louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2012), 31.

36. In my view, the most trenchant feminist critiques of Gen 3 are those that focus 
on its later misogynistic interpretations rather than the narrative itself. for a brief 
overview, see anne W. Stewart, “eve and her Interpreters,” in newsom, ringe, and 
lapsley, Women’s Bible Commentary, 46–50.
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tics apply to the nonforbidden trees as well. The only added quality—and, 
therefore, compelling reason—is the prospect that the fruit will make her 
wise. note that I have not included the serpent’s argument in Gen 3:5 here. 
While some might question this, I do so because the narrator’s description 
of what convinces her in verse 6 does not replicate the serpent’s rationale. 
In other words, the narrator does not simply say that she was convinced 
by the serpent. While the snake’s claims undoubtedly are meant to play 
some role in how and why she decides as she does, it is noteworthy that 
the reasons stated by the narrator derive from her own assessment of the 
situation. So, what becomes the basis of her decision? She decides based 
on her own autonomous judgment, not the divine decree.

What makes this a narrative that displays ambivalence about the 
divine decree, that is, the content of the test? her choice eventuates in 
humans who are like god(s) and fully cognizant of their own humanity, 
both of which suggest that she has chosen wisely. It is true that she suffers a 
penalty for her disobedient act (as do the man and serpent), but it seems to 
me that the benefits outweigh the penalties (Gen 3:16, 23). She is exoner-
ated in some sense. This analysis also compels the concomitant conclusion 
that obedience to the divine—which would have caused her to forfeit these 
benefits—as a basis for moral action must be balanced against other com-
peting rationales, in this case autonomous human judgment. 

finally, we need to consider yhWh in the text: What kind of deity 
makes available the possibility of enhanced human existence only to pro-
hibit the woman and man from availing themselves of this enhancement? 
additionally, the penalty or consequence (either is a possible reading) of 
eating the fruit is death, but that does not occur. at least, that is one way 
to interpret what yhWh has done in the text of Gen 3. It is true that the 
reader might interpret God’s actions as preventing the couple’s death, but 
if so, the text never states this. It might equally have been an empty threat. 
The serpent intimates as much (3:4–5). at any rate, the ambivalence over 
the obedience to the divine model to which I wish to draw attention is 
anchored in the choice yhWh creates for the couple. Is it really in their 
best interests to obey yhWh and forgo the fruit? Why would yhWh 
expect as much? It seems as if the test is really designed simply to gauge 
their willingness to abide by yhWh’s dictates regardless of whether 
such decrees are in their best interests. yes, they forfeited the possibility 
of immortality when yhWh expelled them from the garden, but such 
immortality would, apparently, have come at the cost of forfeited wisdom 
and recognition of their full humanity.
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What about Gen 22? The text’s positive understanding of abraham’s 
act is clear. for abraham’s willingness to kill his son, he is hailed as a God-
fearer (22:12), a description that recalls Job (Job 1:1, 8; 2:3).37 In something 
of an added postscript to the whole scene, the covenant promise is reiter-
ated that abraham’s offspring shall be numerous, be successful, and carry 
residual benefit for other peoples (Gen 22:16–18; cf. 12:2; 13:16; 15:5).38 
This positive evaluation of abraham in the narrative is elaborated in many 
ways in the postbiblical literature of Second temple Judaism and early 
christianity, but, interestingly, not in the hebrew bible itself.39 

Given all this, how is the content of the test called into question? The 
obvious answer would be that ritual killing of children is condemned in 
the hebrew bible, so how could the reader be expected to take such a 
test seriously?40 While there is merit to that line of questioning, I do not 
actually think it addresses the question in the best way. as with the consid-
eration of the Gen 3 text, I think the best answer is one that looks at what 
the human protagonist—in this case abraham—stands to gain or lose 
through his actions. If we ask, then, what abraham stands to gain through 
his obedience, the answer appears to be: nothing. Moreover, unlike Gen 
2–3, no penalty is stated for failure to comply. to put the matter differ-
ently: exactly what is being tested about abraham? The answer must be 
his willingness to act as directed by God. hence, abraham obeys simply 
because he is told to perform the act, apparently in an effort to show his 

37. This is one of many similarities between the two stories. See Ska, Exegesis of 
the Pentateuch, 111–39.

38. Most critical scholars argue that Gen 22:15–19 is a later addition to this 
chapter. See claus Westermann, Genesis 12–36, trans. J. J. Scullion, cc (Minneapolis: 
augsburg, 1985), 355.

39. See the thorough treatment of postbiblical elaboration of this tale in Jon d. 
levenson, The Death and Resurrection of the Beloved Son: The Transformation of Child 
Sacrifice in Judaism and Christianity (new haven: yale university Press, 1993), espe-
cially chapters 14–16, as well as the essays in edward noort and eibert J. c. tigchelaar, 
eds., The Sacrifice of Isaac: The Aqedah (Genesis 22) and Its Interpretations, tbn 4 
(leiden: brill, 2002). Important Second temple elaborations include Jub. 17, 4 Macc 
16, heb 11, and Jas 2. I take the absence of any reference to this episode elsewhere in 
the hebrew bible as an important clue to its late date of composition.

40. Much has been written on the subject of child sacrifice in ancient Israel. texts 
such as exod 13:1; 22:28b, 29; and Mic 6:7 suggest its practice at some point, though 
eventually it was condemned. for an overview, see heath d. dewrell, Child Sacrifice in 
Ancient Israel, eanec 5 (Winona lake, In: eisenbrauns, 2017); and levenson, Death 
and Resurrection, 3–17.
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fidelity to God. however, unlike the Gen 3 text, we have a fuller portrait 
of abraham, and that additional material adds considerably to how we 
should evaluate abraham’s actions.

In Gen 18:22–33, abraham acts in ways that are dissimilar to his 
behavior in Gen 22 and which present a more pressing challenge to the 
abraham of Gen 22.41 In response to yhWh’s expressed intention to 
destroy Sodom and Gomorrah, abraham raises the issue of divine jus-
tice and questions whether yhWh will indeed act responsibly and justly. 
abraham drives home the point with two pointed questions: “Will you 
indeed sweep away the righteous with the wicked (18:23)?” and “Shall not 
the judge of all the earth do justice (18:25)?” With these two questions, 
abraham voices his own concern that divine justice must, at a minimum, 
protect the innocent. for God to sanction or promote the death of those 
undeserving of such a fate would call into question God’s own reliability 
in maintaining justice. after all, it seems plausible that one could expect, 
abraham seems to be saying, that God would meet if not exceed human 
standards of justice and fairness.42 If yhWh could not be counted on to 
discriminate between the innocent and the wicked, allegiance to yhWh 
would seem risky at best and pointless at worst. The bargaining session 
that follows abraham’s questions takes the role of the innocent in a society 
one step further by arguing that their presence in the larger community 
possesses the capacity to stave off calamity. In other words, yhWh should 
view the presence of the innocent as not simply worthy of escaping death 
themselves, but also capable of saving even the wicked, given the right 
critical mass. The important point about this text from the perspective of 
this study is abraham’s insistence that yhWh’s own sense of justice ought 
to prevent him from killing the innocent. In giving voice to this position, 
abraham is forceful and bold with God—in other words, just what he is 
lacking in the akedah narrative.43

abraham’s unwillingness to “push back” against the divine request in 
Gen 22 is quite startling in light of these two preceding narratives. Why, 

41. ronald hendel stresses the different portrayals of abraham in these two pas-
sages; see ronald hendel, Remembering Abraham: Culture, Memory, and History in 
the Hebrew Bible (new york: oxford university Press, 2005), 37–41.

42. Joseph blenkinsopp, “The Judge of all the earth: Theodicy in the Midrash on 
Genesis 18:22–33,” JJS 41 (1990): 3–12.

43. nowhere is this more evident than when he states: “far be it from you to do 
such a thing” (Gen 18:25 nrSv).
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given his strong moral sensibility in chapter 18, does abraham not inter-
rogate the divine request? on what basis does he conclude that he should 
comply with God’s demand? for readers of this narrative, it is frustrating 
that we have no access to abraham’s inner decision-making process as in 
Gen 3 with eve. rather, we are forced to intuit his decision-making pro-
cess on the basis of his actions and his conversation with his son, Isaac. 
unlike the Gen 3 text, we know of nothing specific that abraham stands 
to gain by complying with the divine request. all we witness is abra-
ham’s unquestioning obedience. If my contention is correct, however, that 
this narrative wishes to call into question this model as a basis for moral 
action, this fact might be part of the point. for his obedience, abraham is 
praised (just as for their disobedience, the first couple is condemned), but 
other factors suggest the situation and, therefore, the moral considerations 
are more complex and complicated. Moreover, we noted earlier that eve’s 
act was based on her own autonomous judgment about what she stood to 
gain. does abraham exercise his own autonomous judgment or simply 
obey the divine? While it is more difficult to separate these two in Gen 22, 
it is hard to imagine that his own autonomous judgment would lead him 
to believe that this course of action—which will eventuate with him killing 
his son—is advisable.44

With eve, we noted that though her action was transgressive and 
disobedient, it was nonetheless moral given what she stood to gain. In 
abraham’s case, we are forced to note something of the opposite: though 
his action is obedient, it is nonetheless immoral. Why? because to follow 
through with it is to engage in activity that is condemned in the hebrew 
bible elsewhere. Moreover, just as eve’s choice bore some negative con-
sequences, it also yielded benefits. In this case, abraham’s choice was 
commended by God (22:12), but it appears to have destroyed his rela-
tionship with Isaac.45 first, as verse 19 makes clear, abraham returns to 
his young men alone, despite the fact that he had informed them earlier 
that he and Isaac would return together. The language used by the author 
bespeaks an intentional contrast between verses 6 and 8 and verse 19: 

44. It is sometimes claimed that abraham knew God would not allow him to 
follow through with the act and kill Isaac. This cannot be the case, however. to be 
a test, abraham must truly believe that he is going to kill Isaac. to claim otherwise 
would mean the episode is not really a test.

45. Mitchell J. Gauvin, “can Isaac forgive abraham?,” JRE 45 (2017): 83–103.
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and the two of them walked along together [וילכו שניהם יחדו].
and they walked along together [וילכו יחדו].

The contrast could not be more evident. In the first case, it is abraham 
and Isaac who comprise “the two of them” walking; that is precisely what 
is lacking in the second text, where “they” refers to abraham and his 
men, but not Isaac. Moreover, abraham and Isaac are never portrayed 
as interacting in Genesis again. The next time we see Isaac with his 
father is at his burial (25:9), and the text locates his residence not in 
beersheba, abraham’s final home, but in beer-lahai-roi with his brother 
Ishmael (24:62; 25:11). It appears that abraham’s act of faithfulness to 
God pushed his beloved son toward his half-brother and not his father (a 
clear intimation that Isaac is not his only son as 22:2 asserts). his obedi-
ence to God came at the cost of a relationship with his son, the son of 
promise. how ironic, then, that the episode in Gen 22 concludes with a 
reaffirmation of the covenant!

This brings us to a brief consideration of God in the narrative. The 
strongest argument in favor of seeing this test as providing a limitation 
to this ethical model is the author’s portrayal of yhWh. In short, how 
could one expect to obey unquestioningly a deity who proposes such a 
“monstrous test”?46 While it is true that the messenger of God intervenes 
to halt the killing, this in no way mitigates the horror of what God has 
required of abraham (and Isaac!). While individuals and/or peoples often 
suffer as the objects of yhWh’s wrath in the old testament, the suffering 
inflicted by this test on both father and son are nearly beyond comprehen-
sion. If one accepts the argument of this study, however, that is the point: 
the author has constructed a test that expresses the limits of unquestioning 
obedience. Such a test forces one to ask whether God has in mind the best 
interests of the one being tested.

conclusion

a close reading of each narrative reveals that they subvert an easy com-
mendation of this ethic of obedience. While it is undeniably true that both 
Gen 3 and 22 valorize obedience to the divine directive and disapprove of 

46. The phrase comes from James l. crenshaw, A Whirlpool of Torment: Israelite 
Traditions of God as an Oppressive Presence, obt 12 (Philadelphia: fortress, 1984), 
9–29.
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disobedience, it is also the case that the details of each episode problema-
tize the obedience to the divine and thereby suggest that there are, in fact, 
limits in the efficacy of the model. Should eve (and adam) be condemned 
for her (their) choice? Should abraham be commended for his choice? 
While the explicit reading in the text suggests the answer is yes, other ele-
ments in each text raise the possibility that the authors thought otherwise.

I have argued that the narrative similarities between Gen 3 and 22 
suggest that reading the two in light of each other and in light of similar 
questions shed light on both texts. In particular, my contention is that both 
texts provide a window into Israelite thought about the basis for ethical 
choices. While those choices are clearly not about eating fruit or killing 
children, these two narrative dilemmas offer windows into how these 
writers thought about the basis of ethical choices. The fact that each nar-
rative presents a fanciful or absurd scenario serves to point to the deeper 
issue. arguably, what is most alarming about each of the narratives when 
viewed together is the behavior of God. While the threatened deaths in 
both episodes are thwarted (presumably by God), the tests themselves—
established by God—prove deeply problematic. What I have tried to show 
is that these two texts appear ambivalent about a deity who would create 
such tests.



the literary-historical dimensions of 
Intertextuality in exodus–numbers

Marvin A. Sweeney

1.

The exodus-wilderness narratives in the books of exodus and numbers 
are among the most important foundational narratives in the hebrew 
bible. They present an account of the formative experience of the nations 
of ancient Israel and Judah under the leadership of Moses, including the 
enslavement of Israel by the egyptians, yhWh’s confrontation with the 
egyptian pharaoh, and the journey from egypt through the wilderness 
to Mount Sinai and on to the borders of the promised land of Israel. In 
so doing, they also provide an etiological account of the origins and sig-
nificance of the Israelite-Judean festival system, including especially the 
observance of Pesach, or Passover, as well as the festivals of Shavuot and 
Sukkot. With regard to Passover, the narrative includes the motifs of the 
blood of the Passover lamb, which serves as the main offering of the fes-
tival; the making of matzot, or unleavened bread, which is eaten during 
the festival; and the deliverance of the firstborn of Israel in contrast to the 
deaths of the firstborn of egypt.

although the roles of the Passover lamb and the matzot are clear in 
relation to Passover, the deliverance of the firstborn of Israel is not. The 
instruction account concerning the treatment of the firstborn in exod 
13:1–16 and the legal materials in exod 34:19–20 are both J-stratum texts 
that call for the consecration or transference of the firstborn, including 
animals and humans, to yhWh.1 both appear to quote or presuppose 

The initial draft of this paper was written during the term of my appointment as 
visiting Scholar at chang Jung christian university, tainan, taiwan, June 8–28, 2015. 
I would like to thank vice President Po ho huang, dean yatang chuang, Professor 
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the earlier text from the covenant code in exod 22:28–29, which calls 
upon the people of Israel to give their firstborn sons, cattle, and flocks to 
yhWh. Whereas the function of the firstborn animals is clear—namely, 
they are to be offered at the temple altar to yhWh on Passover—the 
function of the firstborn human males is not. They are to be redeemed, 
but the purpose for which they are to be redeemed is never stated. hints 
as to the function of the firstborn males appear in three instances in the 
book of numbers in which yhWh speaks to Moses about the consecra-
tion of the levites (num 3:11–13; 3:40–43, 44–51; and 8:13–19). numbers 
3:11–13 states: 

and yhWh spoke to Moses saying, “I indeed have taken the levites 
from the midst of the Israelites in place of all the firstborn that break the 
womb from the Israelites, and the levites shall be mine. for all the first-
born are mine. When I struck down all the firstborn in the land of egypt, 
I consecrated for myself all the firstborn of Israel, including humans and 
animals. They shall be mine. I am yhWh.”2 

This quote and the others like it suggest that the original function of 
the firstborn was to serve in a priestly role alongside the sons of aaron, but 
the text makes clear yhWh’s intention to consecrate the levites for this 
role in place of the firstborn. The book of numbers is especially concerned 
with the consecration of the levites for their sacred role. other texts, such 
as 1 Sam 1–3, support this view, insofar as it portrays Samuel, the first-
born son of his mother hannah and his ephraimite father elkanah, who 
is taken to the Shiloh sanctuary and raised to serve as a priest under the 
tutelage of eli.

These considerations indicate that the role and function of the first-
born sons of Israel may well be clarified by intertextual study of the 
exodus–wilderness narratives. In order to proceed, we must first clarify 
what we mean by intertextual method and then apply it both to the study 
of the exodus–wilderness narrative both in relation to itself and in relation 
to other narratives. Such study demonstrates that the exodus–wilderness 

hye Kyung Park, and college of Theology Staff Member, Ms. rita li, for their collegi-
ality and hospitality during my stay at cJcu.

1. Martin noth, A History of Pentateuchal Traditions (chico, ca: Scholars Press, 
1981), 269, 271.

2. unless otherwise stated, all biblical translations are my own. 
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narrative once understood the firstborn sons of Israel to serve together 
with the sons of aaron as priests in Israel, but the levites were later conse-
crated for this role in place of the firstborn of Israel.

2.

Intertextuality is the study of texts in relation to their literary contexts, 
including the citation of or allusion to other literary works, the placement 
and interpretation of a text in relation to its immediate literary context(s), 
and the interpretation of a text in relation to other literary compositions.

current methodological overviews of intertextual interpretation indi-
cate that it developed out of earlier diachronic or author-centered modes 
of exegesis, such as redaction criticism and inner-biblical exegesis, during 
the course of the twentieth century.3 Such editing and citation was viewed 
as the product of later tradents or redactors of an earlier text who deliber-
ately expanded and reworked earlier texts in an effort to reinterpret them 
to serve their own later interests. 

examples of such work from the latter twentieth century appear in 
efforts to define the various redactions of the Pentateuch from the early 
identification of the classical sources J, e, d, and P as conceived by Julius 
Wellhausen. contemporary examples attempt to reconstruct the composi-
tional history of the Pentateuch based on a later dating of the J material to 
the late monarchic or early exilic period and the earlier dating of selected P 
materials to the reign of King hezekiah of Judah and his successors. Such 
work calls for the interpreter to reconstruct the authors of the texts and 
their particular viewpoints in relation to their posited historical contexts 
based on a combination of formal, lexical, and hermeneutical criteria.4 In 
the case of the Pentateuch, such criteria would include: (1) the presence 
of a literary context in which one text would have access to another, such 

3. benjamin d. Sommer, A Prophet Reads Scripture: Allusion in Isaiah 40–66, 
contra (Stanford, ca: Stanford university Press, 1998), 6–31; Patricia K. tull, “rhe-
torical criticism and Intertextuality,” in To Each Its Own Meaning: An Introduction 
to Biblical Criticisms and Their Application, ed. Steven l. McKenzie and Stephen r. 
haynes, rev. ed. (louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1999), 156–80; carol a. newsom, 
The Book of Job: A Contest of Moral Imaginations (oxford: oxford university Press, 
2003), 3–31; carleen r. Mandolfo, Daughter Zion Talks Back to the Prophets, SemeiaSt 
58 (atlanta: Society of biblical literature, 2007), 1–28. 

4. Jeffrey Stackert, Rewriting the Torah: Literary Revision in Deuteronomy and the 
Holiness Legislation, fat 52 (tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2007), 18–29.
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as deuteronomy’s rendition of events from the wilderness period in rela-
tion to those of exodus–numbers; (2) a lexical or motific correspondence 
between a posited later text and a posited earlier text, such as the devel-
opment of the laws of the holiness code in lev 17–26 or those of deut 
12–26 from the laws of the so-called covenant code of exod 21–23; and 
(3) a hermeneutical perspective in one text that demonstrates an attempt to 
interpret another text in relation to concerns expressed in the first text, such 
as the presentation of events concerning the exodus from egypt in hos 12. 

but current intertextual work is also rooted in contemporary syn-
chronic models of literary criticism, particularly the recognition of the 
role played by readers in the construction and interpretation of a text. 
With the rise of reader-response criticism and the subsequent develop-
ment of synchronic literary perspectives in biblical exegesis, interpreters 
have come to recognize the role that the reader plays in the construction 
of texts, whether biblical or not. Such work posits that texts are entities in 
and of themselves that stand independently of the author or authors who 
produced them and the historical contexts in which they worked.5 With 
only the text as evidence, it is impossible to know the mind of the author, 
either on the part of the interpreter of the text or even of the author who 
wrote it. Interpreters construct an image of the author based upon their 
own subjective worldviews, which in turn influence their readings of texts 
and thereby give expression to their own concerns.

Wellhausen’s identification of J as the earliest of the sources is a case in 
point.6 he maintained that the anthropomorphic portrayal of yhWh and 
yhWh’s relationship with human beings pointed to a primitive worldview 
that had to be assigned to the earliest periods of Israel’s history. Given the 
state of the field of mythology at the time, Wellhausen followed most schol-
ars who viewed mythological motifs as primitive expressions of a preliterate 
society. More recent study of mythology indicates that it continues to exist 
and function in relation to modern societies as well as ancient, as con-
temporary interests in Star trek and superheroes would indicate.7 Indeed, 

5. John barton, Reading the Old Testament: Method in Biblical Study, 2nd ed. 
(louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1996), 140–236; robert Morgan, Biblical Inter-
pretation (oxford: oxford university Press, 1988), 203–68. 

6. Julius Wellhausen, Die Composition des Hexateuchs und der historischen Bücher 
des Alten Testaments (berlin: Georg reimmer, 1889).

7. William e. Paden, Religious Worlds: The Comparative Study of Religion (boston: 
beacon, 1994).
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Wellhausen’s views were heavily influenced by the Protestant christian 
interest in prophecy as an authentic and early example of human-divine 
interaction. Wellhausen sought to define such a face-to-face or prophetic 
model as the foundation for the composition of the Pentateuch. Priestly 
models of human interrelation with the divine were considered as later 
and less desirable or less authentic, both because they represented a more 
developed and literate society and because of Protestant christianity’s 
opposition to the roman catholic church. but one must observe that the 
priesthood existed and functioned as the central religious institution of the 
nation throughout all stages of Israelite and Judean history, which raises 
questions concerning Wellhausen’s decision to employ a prophetic model 
as the foundational feature for his earliest pentateuchal source.

contemporary theorists, based especially in the work of Mikhail 
bakhtin, posit that authors and interpreters draw upon the larger world 
of language and text which they inhabit, often subconsciously, so that it 
is impossible to know if an intertextual association is the deliberate work 
of an original author or the observation of a reader who reads her or his 
own ideas into the text at hand.8 In such a view, texts do not necessarily 
convey the meanings intended by their authors, as it is impossible to know 
what an author intended, either by the interpreters or even by the author 
himself or herself. Meaning is thereby ascribed to texts by their readers, 
and the validity of the interpretation is decided by the numbers of other 
readers willing to accept it. So, we must ask if it is possible to account for 
such subjectivity in assessing potential intertextual relationships between 
and among texts.

although the field is often polarized by author- and reader-centered 
theorists who deny the validity of the others’ work, contemporary inter-
preters must recognize that textual interpretation calls for a synthesis of 
these views. texts are indeed the products of authors who wrote them in 
specific historical contexts with a specific set of intentions that readers may 
or may not recognize and correctly reconstruct. at the same time, texts are 
read by readers who bring their own worldviews to bear in their interpre-
tations—and therefore constructions—of the texts at hand. but the extent 
to which later readers correctly discern the presumed intentions of a text’s 
author must be judged in relation to the criteria presented above.

8. barbara Green, Mikhail Bakhtin and Biblical Scholarship: An Introduction, 
SemeiaSt 38 (atlanta: Society of biblical literature, 2000).
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In keeping with the concerns and goals of the new Society of bibli-
cal literature program unit on Intertextuality and the hebrew bible, this 
paper turns to the study of an important but not fully understood motif 
in the exodus-wilderness narratives: namely, the role and function of the 
redemption of the firstborn sons of Israel.

3.

We may begin by observing examples of the first type of intertextuality: 
the citation, expansion, and reworking of earlier texts. exodus 13:1–16 
presents a set of divine instructions concerning the significance of the 
redemption of the firstborn of Israel during the exodus.9 although Martin 
noth considers it to be a d supplement to J in the pentateuchal text, the 
contemporary redating of J to the late-monarchic period enables us to 
conclude that it is a J-stratum text that has drawn on earlier d-stratum 
texts.10 This text appears immediately following the notice that yhWh 
had brought out the Israelites from the land of egypt in exod 12:51 and 
prior to the account of Israel’s journey from egypt through the wilderness 
to the red Sea in exod 13:17–22. It is not unusual for instructional mate-
rial concerning the observance of Passover to appear in the midst of the 
account of the exodus. exodus 12:43–50 presents an account of yhWh’s 
instructions concerning the treatment of the Passover offering in verses 
43–49 followed by a notice of Israel’s compliance with those instructions 
in verse 50. exodus 12:1–28 likewise presents instruction concerning the 
preparation and eating of the Passover offering immediately following the 
account of yhWh’s announcement of the tenth plague in exod 11:1–10. 
Such features indicate that the exodus narrative is indeed an instruction 
account concerning the observance of Passover in ancient Israel and Judah 
that blends instruction together with the account of the event itself.11

9. contra George W. coats, Exodus 1–18, fotl 2a (Grand rapids: eerdmans, 
1999), 94–96, who considers exod 13:1–16 as a “Story of cultic origins.” See now, 
Thomas b. dozeman, Exodus, ecc (Grand rapids: eerdmans, 2009), 286–98, who 
characterizes exod 13:1–2 and 13:3–16 as divine or Mosaic instruction concerning the 
firstborn and the feast of unleavened bread and recognizes the agenda to substitute the 
levites for the firstborn as priests in Israel.

10. noth, History of Pentateuchal Traditions, 30 n. 106; see also 269. for a late-
monarchic dating, see William h. c. Propp, Exodus 1–18, ab 3 (new haven: yale 
university Press, 2010), 373–80.

11. See coats, Exodus 1–18, 3–20, who identifies the exodus narratives as a saga.
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exodus 13:1–2 begins with a report of yhWh’s instruction, “and 
yhWh spoke to Moses saying, ‘consecrate to me every firstborn which 
opens every womb [כל־בכור פטר כל־רחם] among the sons of Israel, includ-
ing human and animal. It is mine [לי הוא].’ ” exodus 13:3–16 then follows 
with a report of Moses’s instructions to the people to remember this day in 
verses 3aα5–5, to observe it by eating matzot for seven days, to explain it 
to their children in verses 6–8, to observe it by wearing tephillin as a sign 
upon their heads in verses 9–10, to set aside the firstborn animals for an 
offering and the firstborn sons for redemption, and to explain it to their 
children in verses 11–15. The concluding instruction is to wear the tephil-
lin as a sign upon your hand in verse 16.

yhWh’s instruction to consecrate the firstborn in verse 2 employs 
some of the same language that appears in the legal instruction concern-
ing the treatment of the firstborn in exod 34:19–20: “all that opens the 
womb is mine [כל־פטר רחם לי], as well as all your cattle that drop a male 
as a firstling, whether cattle or sheep. and the firstborn of an ass you shall 
redeem with a sheep, and if you do not redeem it, you shall break its neck. 
every firstborn of your sons you shall redeem.” Indeed, the phraseology of 
exod 34:19–20 appears to be quite similar to that of exod 13:2 insofar as 
it includes the instruction concerning treatment of the firstborn together 
with instruction concerning the observance of Passover and the other 
festivals in exod 34:18–26. Indeed, the legal material in exod 34:10–27 
appears to be derived from earlier legal instruction in deut 7:1–7, exod 
23:14–19, and exod 22:28–29.12 In the aftermath of the golden calf epi-
sode, exod 34:1–28 presents yhWh’s instructions to Moses to carve a 
new set of covenant tablets to replace the originals that were broken when 
Moses descended from Sinai to find Israel worshipping the golden calf. 
The new set of legal materials begins in exod 34:10–16 with material 
derived from deut 7:1–7 concerning the prohibition of intermarriage with 
the canaanite nations so as to prevent them from leading Israel astray 
with their foreign gods. It continues in exod 34:17 with a prohibition 
against the manufacture of molten gods to take account of the golden calf. 
It concludes with an expanded version of the legal instruction concerning 
observance of Passover and the other holidays from exod 23:14–19, to 

12. See Marvin a. Sweeney, “The Wilderness traditions of the Pentateuch: a 
reassessment of Their function and Intent in relation to exodus 32–34,” SBLSP 
(1989): 291–99.
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which the statements concerning the treatment of the firstborn from exod 
22:28–29 have been added.

We may now turn to exod 23:14–19 and 22:28–29. both texts are 
part of the so-called covenant code, a northern Israelite law code 
that is cited by amos 2:6–16. although some contemporary scholars 
would date the covenant code to the period of the babylonian exile 
in the sixth century bce,13 such a view is mistaken. The citations of 
the covenant code in amos 2:6–16 indicate that the covenant code is 
known in Israel prior to the mid-eighth century bce, when the prophet 
was active.14 With the growing recognition that J must be dated to the 
late-monarchic period and that it functions as a redactional text that 
reworked an underlying e or northern Israelite narrative, the instruc-
tions concerning the sanctification of the firstborn in exod 23:14–19 
and exod 22:28–29 then emerge as part of the underlying e-stratum text 
that serves as the basis for the references to the redemption of the first-
born in exod 13:1–16 and 34:10–27.15 although the J-stratum texts in 
exod 13:1–16 and 34:1–28 combined the concerns of the two e-stratum 
covenant code texts with the observance of Passover and the other holi-
days in exod 23:14–19 and the sanctification of the firstborn in exod 
22:28–29, neither set of texts adds any clarity to understanding the func-
tion or purpose of the firstborn human beings. They are dedicated to 
yhWh, but for what purpose?

4.

We may now turn to the second type of intertextuality: the interrelation-
ship between texts within their broader literary contexts. The above-noted 
texts in num 3:11–13; 3:40–43, 44–51; and num 8:13–19 each refer to 
yhWh’s decision to take the levites from Israel in place of the firstborn, 
the first issue of the tribes of Israel. all three of the texts are P-stratum texts 

13. david P. Wright, Inventing G-d’s Law: How the Covenant Code of the Bible Used 
and Revised the Laws of Hammurabi (oxford: oxford university Press, 2009); cf. John 
van Seters, A Law Book for the Diaspora: Revision in the Study of the Covenant Code 
(oxford: oxford university Press, 2003).

14. Marvin a. Sweeney, The Twelve Prophets, vol. 1, bo (collegeville, Mn: litur-
gical Press, 2000), 214–18.

15. See tzemach l. yoreh, The First Book of G-d, bZaW 402 (berlin: de Gruyter, 
2010); see now, Marvin a. Sweeney, The Pentateuch, cbS (nashville: abingdon, 2017). 
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that function as part of P’s concluding narratives for the Sinai periscope in 
num 1:1–10:10, but each also has a unique function.

The first in num 3:11–13 simply states the principle that yhWh has 
decided to take the levites in the place of the firstborn. This text appears as 
part of a sequence of statements by yhWh to Moses concerning the status 
of the levites in the book of numbers. numbers 3:1–4 begins the text 
with an instance of the toledoth formula, “and these are the generations 
of aaron and Moses on the day that yhWh spoke with Moses at Mount 
Sinai,” which introduces the major structural components of the Penta-
teuch. In the present instance, num 3:1–4 signals the narrative interest in 
the status of the priesthood, beginning with aaron and his sons. numbers 
3:5–10 relates yhWh’s statement to Moses that the latter is to bring near 
the tribe of levi so that the levites might serve aaron and his sons in their 
priestly duties at the mishkan, or tabernacle. numbers 3:11–13 then fol-
lows with its statement: 

and yhWh spoke to Moses saying, “I indeed have taken the levites 
from the midst of the Israelites in place of all the firstborn that break the 
womb from the Israelites, and the levites shall be mine. for all the first-
born are mine. When I struck down all the firstborn in the land of egypt, 
I consecrated for myself all the firstborn of Israel, including humans and 
animals. They shall be mine. I am yhWh.”

numbers 3:11–13 clearly draws on the language concerning the firstborn 
that we have previously seen in the covenant code and the J-stratum 
texts, but the immediate text does not make clear the purpose or function 
of the firstborn—only that the levites will replace them. but insofar as the 
prior text in num 3:5–10 makes it clear that the levites are to function as 
priestly assistants to the sons of aaron, it would seem that the firstborn 
were understood to serve in a similar capacity.

following a lengthy speech in num 3:14–39 in which yhWh 
instructs Moses to take a census of the levites, num 3:40–43, 44–51 pres-
ent two speeches by yhWh in which yhWh once again addresses the 
issue of the firstborn of Israel. The first in num 3:40–43 presents yhWh’s 
instructions to Moses to record all the firstborn of Israel, just as the prior 
speech instructed Moses to record the levites. yhWh’s speech in verses 
40–43 continues as before with instructions to Moses to take the levites 
in place of the firstborn. The second speech in num 3:44–51 instructs 
Moses once again with the principle that he should take the levites in 
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place of the firstborn. but yhWh specifies the instruction by including 
the cattle of the levites. Insofar as the firstborn in Israel outnumbered the 
levites by 273, yhWh specifies that a redemption price be leveled on the 
excess numbers of firstborn at the rate of five shekels per head, for a total 
of 1365 shekels to be paid to aaron and his sons for the redemption of the 
firstborn. Such a calculation thereby specifies the general statements in 
exod 13:13 and 34:20 that the firstborn human beings are to be redeemed. 
exodus 22:28–29, however, did not mention the redemption of the first-
born human beings.

The third and final text in the series is num 8:13–19, which appears 
within a larger narrative in num 8:5–22 in which Moses, aaron, and the 
people of Israel comply with yhWh’s instructions to Moses to consecrate 
the levites as an elevation offering [תנופה] from the people of Israel for 
aaron and his sons. a תנופה, or elevation offering, is a portion from the 
offerings of the people of Israel that is dedicated for the support of the 
priesthood, specifically the aaronide priests (exod 29:22–28; lev 7:28–34; 
8:22–29). numbers 8:13–19 makes that role clear, and it specifies once 
again with language much like that of the earlier texts from numbers that 
the levites are taken by yhWh in place of the firstborn in Israel.

The three numbers passages in 3:11–13; 3:40–43, 44–51; and 8:13–19 
make it clear that yhWh’s choice of the levites in place of the firstborn of 
Israel was intended to provide aaron and his sons with priestly assistance 
in their duties at the tabernacle and later at the temple. Such a role sug-
gests that the firstborn once had an obligation to serve as priests alongside 
the sons of aaron in the temples of Israel. It is also clear that such service 
could be redeemed by the payment of a specified price. each text has a 
specific function. numbers 3:11–13 states the principle, immediately fol-
lowing num 3:5–10, which states that the levites are to serve alongside 
aaron and his sons in the tabernacle. numbers 3:40–43, 44–51 specifies 
the redemption price to be paid on behalf of the excess firstborn sons to 
aaron and his sons. numbers 8:13–19 states that the levites will function 
as a תנופה in place of the firstborn for aaron and his sons.

5.

finally, we may turn to the third type of intertextuality: the interrelation-
ship between a text and the larger literary world beyond its immediate 
literary context. although some might be inclined to see the role of the 
firstborn strictly as a monetary transaction to support the levites, at least 
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one text indicates that the firstborn sons did indeed serve as priests in 
the temples of early Israel. first Samuel 1–3 indicates that the priest and 
prophet, Samuel, was indeed a firstborn ephraimite who following his 
birth was placed in the temple at Shiloh, where he was raised and educated 
to serve as a priest in ancient Israel.

first Samuel 1–3 illustrates the role of firstborn sons as priests in the 
early history of Israel.16 Samuel’s father is identified in 1 Sam 1:1 as elkanah 
ben Jeruham ben elihu ben tohu ben Zuph of the tribe of ephraim. he is 
from ramathaim of the Zuphites in the territory of benjamin. his mother 
is identified as hannah, although her ancestry is not specified. Samuel 
is her firstborn son. elkanah has a second wife as well named Peninnah. 
although hannah initially has no children, Peninnah has many. This issue 
leads to rivalry between the two women and narrative tension that pro-
vides the basis for plot development. When hannah finally does give birth 
to Samuel, hannah places him in the Shiloh temple where he will be raised 
by the high priest eli to serve as a priest in Israel. The vision account in 1 
Sam 3 in which yhWh summons the young Samuel apparently serves as 
his vocation account to serve both as a prophet and as a priest.

The portrayal of Samuel serving as a priest on the basis of his status 
as the firstborn son of hannah and his ephraimite father, elkanah, is 
consistent with what we know about the priesthood in northern Israel. 
figures such as the prophets elijah and elisha perform priestly functions. 
elijah builds an altar for the observance of Sukkot in 1 Kgs 18, and elisha 
performs music as part of his oracular performance in 2 Kgs 3. neither 
is ever identified as a levite or as a priest. Indeed, Jeroboam ben nebat, 
the first king of northern Israel, is criticized for allowing non-levites to 
serve as priests in 1 Kgs 12:25–33, and he officiates at the beth el altar in 
1 Kgs 13 when he has his confrontation with the man of G-d from Judah.17 
northern Israel apparently did not rely on levites to serve as priests in 
the manner of southern Judah. firstborn sons apparently filled this role in 
northern Israel, at least to a certain extent.

16. See Marvin a. Sweeney, “Samuel’s Institutional Identity in the deuteronomis-
tic history,” in Constructs of Prophets in the Former and Latter Prophets and Other 
Texts, ed. lester l. Grabbe and Martti nissinen, aneM 4 (atlanta: Society of biblical 
literature, 2011), 165–74.

17. Marvin a. Sweeney, 1 and 2 Kings: A Commentary, otl (louisville: West-
minster John Knox, 2007), 172–82.
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6.

In conclusion, this analysis points to a development in the conceptualiza-
tion of the priesthood in the Pentateuch. our intertextual considerations 
point to a process in which initial statements concerning the dedication 
of the firstborn sons of human beings and animals of the flock and herd in 
exod 22:28–29 and the observance of Passover and the other festivals in 
exod 23:14–19 stand as the basis of the evolution of ancient Israel’s priest-
hood. Insofar as these texts derive from the covenant code, a ninth to 
eighth century e-stratum law code from the northern kingdom of Israel, 
they form the earliest basis for discerning the process of development. 
These texts are then revised and expanded in the J-stratum narrative of 
exod 13:1–16 and the legal instruction of exod 34:18–26. They conceptu-
alize the dedication of the firstborn sons and animals of Israel to yhWh 
as part of the Passover narrative concerning the slaying of the firstborn 
of egypt and their redemption of the firstborn of Israel as foundational 
components to the observance of Passover. finally, the P-stratum texts in 
num 3:11–13; 3:40–43, 44–51; and 8:13–19 point to further development 
in which the levites will replace the firstborn sons of Israel as the priests 
who serve together with the sons of aaron in the tabernacle or temple of 
Israel, according to num 3:11–13. numbers 3:40–43, 44–51 make it clear 
that the levites will serve as a tĕnûpâ from among the tribes of Israel to 
support the work of the aaronide priests. and num 8:13–19 calculates 
the amount of funds necessary to pay for the full redemption of the first-
born of Israel to the aaronide priests. altogether, such an analysis points 
to the original obligation of the firstborn sons of Israel to serve together 
with the sons of aaron as priests in the sanctuary of yhWh, based upon 
the model of Samuel, the prophet and priest, who was the firstborn son of 
his mother, hannah, and her ephraimite husband, elkanah. Such consid-
erations point to the motif of the slaying of the firstborn in the Passover 
narrative as an etiological account of how the firstborn came to serve 
in such a sacred role, certainly in the late-monarchic J-stratum text and 
potentially in the earlier e-stratum text of the Pentateuch from the ninth 
to eighth centuries bce.



hidden in Plain Sight:  
Intertextuality and Judges 19

Kirsten H. Gardner

The text of Judg 19 includes literary representations of gang rape, murder, 
and presumed posthumous mutilation. These literary images are remark-
able even within the literary landscape of a book whose narrated topics 
include political assassination (Judg 3), murder of enemy combatants 
(Judg 4–5), horrors of war crimes (Judg 9), and human sacrifice (Judg 11). 
all of these violent episodes appear to be eclipsed in the literary repre-
sentation of the extraordinary act of a man forcibly delivering his wife to 
a raging mob to be gang raped onto near death, at which time he gathers 
her only to dismember her ravaged body in one final, grisly deed. one may 
reasonably argue that the literary portrait of violence described in chapter 
19 causes readers to react to the narrated images rather than to discern 
the literary function and meaning of said images. Slavoj Žižek observed, 
“there is something inherently mystifying in a direct confrontation with 
[violence]: the overpowering horror of violent acts and empathy with the 
victims inexorably function as a lure which prevents us from thinking.”1 
Žižek’s observation may explain the treatment the chapter has received 
from biblical scholarship, which ranges from outright dismissal, labeling 
it a “literary creation,” to dubbing it the Text of Terror par excellence, in 
which women are sacrificed in the service of male hospitality.2 These pre-

This article is based on research originally conducted in support of a dissertation 
thesis. Kirsten h. Gardner, “reading Judges 19: a Study of narrated apostasy and 
literary representations of violence” (Phd diss., fuller Theological Seminary, 2017). 
Some of these results were presented at the annual Meeting of the Society of biblical 
literature, boston, Ma, 19 november 2017.

1. Slavoj Žižek, Violence: Six Sideways Reflections (new york: Picador, 2008), 4.
2. J. cheryl exum, Fragmented Women: Feminist (Sub)Versions of Biblical Narra-
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vious analyses read the text as a self-contained narration, thereby severing 
it from the larger literary landscape in which it exists: namely, the book of 
Judges as well as the old testament canon. 

Intertextuality recognizes that texts exist within literary and cul-
tural landscapes, drawing from, interacting with, and corresponding to a 
library of other writings. It is an intrinsic characteristic of textuality to be 
inseparable from associations with other texts.3 “every text is constructed 
like a mosaic…. every text is an absorption and a transformation of 
another text.’ ”4 Within biblical scholarship, this attribute of textuality has 
been deployed to answer questions of dating, which caused Julia Kristeva 
rightly to bemoan that “intertextuality has often been understood in the 
banal sense of ‘study of sources.’ ”5 The current project does not intend 
to address source critical questions. While I acknowledge the literary 
growth of texts in general, and Judg 19 specifically, I will not attempt to 
address questions of dependency and dating. Working with the final form 
of the narrative, this essay combines tools from narrative criticism with 
those from intertextuality as it seeks to explore the literary significance 
of the represented violence of chapter 19 within the context of the old 
testament canon. Specifically, literary gaps,6 lexical multivalence,7 and 

tives (valley forge, Pa: trinity Press International, 1993), 171; Phyllis trible, Texts of 
Terror: Literary-Feminist Readings of Biblical Narratives, obt 13 (Philadelphia: for-
tress, 1984).

3. Patricia K. tull, “rhetorical criticism and Intertextuality,” in To Each Its Own 
Meaning: An Introduction to Biblical Criticisms and Their Application, ed. Steven 
l. McKenzie and Stephen r. haynes, rev. ed. (louisville: Westminster John Knox, 
1999), 165.

4. ellen van Wolde, “texts in dialogue with texts: Intertextuality in the ruth and 
tamar narratives,” BibInt 5 (1997): 2.

5. Julia Kristeva, Revolution in Poetic Language, trans. Margaret Waller (new 
york: columbia university Press, 1984), 59–60.

6. literary gaps, permanent or temporary, are a common feature in any written 
work, but at times they can undermine comprehension: “a gap is a lack of informa-
tion about the world— an event, motive, causal link, character trait, plot structure, 
law of probability … and gap-filling consists exactly in restoring the continuity that 
the narrator broke. for all our attempts at restoration, however, the breaches remain 
ambiguous—the hypotheses multiple—as long as the narrator has not authoritatively 
closed them. The storyteller’s withholding of information opens gaps, gaps produce 
discontinuity, and discontinuity breeds ambiguity.” Meir Sternberg, The Poetics of Bib-
lical Narrative: Ideological Literature and the Drama of Reading, ISbl (bloomington: 
Indiana university Press, 1985), 235–36.
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narrative inconsistencies8 are significant features in the way the Judg 19 
narrative is constructed. The high prevalence of these elements functions 
to disorient the reader in the world of the text and undermines attempts 
to identify a singular, unifying theme.9 amidst this textual ambiguity, the 
narrative strategy of Judg 19 evidences numerous textual echoes and allu-
sions. These intertextual interactions lend a further literary dimension to 
interpretation: a text may “allude to an earlier text in a way that evokes 
resonance of the earlier text beyond those explicitly cited. The result is 
that the interpretation of [a text] requires the reader to recover unstated 
or suppressed correspondences between the two texts.”10 Stefan alkier 
astutely observed: “not everything is intertextuality, and the concept 
of intertextuality is not the answer to all questions of textual research.”11 
Without question, intertextuality has limitations. yet, its conceptualiza-
tion of the text as existing within an encyclopedic environment allows for 
textual interactions to inform meaning, which in turn has the potential 
to explicate literary gapping, elucidate lexical multivalence, and resolve 
narrative inconsistencies.

Methodological considerations and findings

The current project delimits intertextual interactions along the lines of 
shared lexical, thematic, and syntactic markers between Judg 19 and other 
texts within the literary environment of the old testament. Within these 
parameters, particular attention is paid to unique lexical occurrences, dis-
tinctive word combinations, and rare expressions. unique literary events 
are quantified as occurrences in Judg 19 and no more than three other 

7. Multivalence obscures meaning as words come to signify multiple designa-
tions, and without the necessary textual context to affirm either, this feature further 
increases textual ambiguity.

8. Information either appears to contradict or be disconnected from prior textual 
data, or it inverts tropes and themes of texts echoed or alluded to. In either instance, 
reader expectations are subverted.

9. With regard to Judg 19, there seemingly exist as many proposals as there are 
scholars.

10. richard b. hays, Conversion of the Imagination: Paul as Interpreter of Israel’s 
Scripture (Grand rapids: eerdmans, 2005), 2–3.

11. Stefan alkier, “Intertextuality and the Semiotics of biblical texts,” in Reading 
the Bible Intertextually, ed. richard b. hays, Stefan alkier, and leroy a. huizenga 
(Waco, tx: baylor university Press, 2009), 11. 
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texts. This particular emphasis on unique and rare lexical occurrences 
extends the list of literary contacts between Judg 19 and texts beyond the 
previously acknowledged intertextual interactions exhibited by the chap-
ter. With this previous work, the current approach confirms significant 
intertextual contact between Judg 19 and the following texts: Gen 19 (lot), 
Gen 22 (akedah), 1 Sam 11:7 (Saul and oxen), 2 Sam 13 (tamar), deut 
13:14 and 1 Sam 1:16 (בני־בליעל), and deut 22:13–21 (sexual trespassing).12

besides those texts previously identified by scholarship, the current 
project identifies additional intertextual contacts. lexically and themati-
cally unique literary occurrences shared between Judg 19 and just one 
other additional text or story were identified in the following texts: hagar’s 
abandonment in Gen 16:8 (תלכי ואנה  באת   אמתך) and Gen 21:12 (מזה 
used by third party); rebekah’s betrothal in Gen 24:25 (מספוא תבן) and 
Gen 24:4 (שתה ,אכל, and לין); abimelech’s usurpation in Judg 9:19 (ironic 
use, שמח) and Judg 9:27 (אכל שתה, only other occurrence in the book of 
Judges); and absalom’s usurpation in 2 Sam 15:16, 20:3 (אשה פילגש), and 
2 Sam 16:1 (וצמד חמרים). In each of these instances, intertextual interac-
tion was determined via a shared unique lexical feature, either in wording 
or context, between Judg 19 and the second text. In all of these instances, 
interaction was further distinguished by repeated contact across the 
respective stories. In each interaction, unique lexical and syntactic events 
established exactly two contacts between Judg 19 and the respective story. 
The key themes that emerged by means of these interactions were aban-
donment of a foreign maid or wife, hospitality and feasting in the context 

12. Most recently, cynthia edenburg affirmed the following texts as significant: 
Gen 18–19; 1 Sam 1:16, 11:7; deut 13:14, 22:13–21; and 2 Sam 13:11–17 (Dismem-
bering the Whole: Composition and Purpose of Judges 19–21, aIl 24 [atlanta: Sbl 
Press, 2016], 174–320). on Gen 19, see daniel I. block, Judges, Ruth, nac 6 (nash-
ville: broadman & holman, 1999), 532–34; Susan niditch, “The ‘Sodomite’ Theme in 
Judges 19–20: family, community, and Social disintegration,” CBQ 44 (1982): 365; 
block, “echo narrative technique in hebrew literature: a Study in Judges 19,” WTJ 
52 (1990): 326. on Gen 22, see trible, Texts of Terror, 80. on 1 Sam 11:7, see Gale a. 
yee, “Ideological criticism: Judges 17–21 and the dismembered body,” in Judges and 
Method: New Approaches in Biblical Studies, ed. Gale a. yee, 2nd ed. (Minneapolis: 
fortress, 2007), 155; edenburg, Dismembering the Whole, 221. on 2 Sam 13, see eden-
burg, Dismembering the Whole, 249–54. on deut 13:14 and 1 Sam 1:16, see edenburg, 
Dismembering the Whole, 231. on deut 22:13–21, see yee, “Ideological criticism,” 
152; edenburg, Dismembering the Whole, 244.
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of betrothal, and usurpation of the throne. These three themes deserve 
more detailed attention.

exactly four intertextual contacts exist between Judg 19 and accounts 
about usurpation. In a narrative world characterized by the absence 
of a king or yhWh’s rule, this preponderance constitutes a significant 
textual phenomenon, thematically linking the events of Judg 19 to a sub-
theme of usurpation.13 The stories of abimelech and absalom describe 
the inglorious careers of sons usurping their father’s thrones, or implied 
claim thereto (Judg 9), amidst a wake of destruction and suffering. both 
stories have their inceptions in fratricide (seventy brothers on one stone, 
Judg 9:5; amnon, 2 Sam 13:28–32), bring suffering to others (people of 
Shechem, Judg 9:45, 49; david’s wives, 2 Sam 15:16), and ultimately lead 
to the disgraceful death of the usurper (abimelech is mortally wounded by 
a woman, Judg 9:53; absalom is left dangling from a tree branch in 2 Sam 
18:9, until he is run through by spears and clubbed to death in 2 Sam 18:14, 
15). These stories paint a grim picture of the consequences resulting from 
usurpation. The intertextual contact between these accounts and Judg 19 
introduces themes of rightful rule, justice, and the consequences of usur-
pation as a potential subtext. Within the narrative threats of chapter 19 
as well as Judges as a whole, these topics offer a plausible and satisfactory 
reading.14

Themes of hospitality and feasting alluded to in the contact with 
the rebekah stories highlight the seemingly nonsensical interaction 
between the levite and father-in-law (Judg 19:5–9) as well as the absurd 
enumeration of provisions by the guests in their encounter with their 
future host (19:19). The intertextual interaction between these accounts 
seems to suggest that “things are not as they ought to be.” and, in fact, 
the duration of five days for a drinking feast (19:5–9) is unique within 
the context of the old testament and puzzling, unless it is considered in 
light of practices related to the marzēaḥ feast. This practice is known from 
ugarit, Israel, Samaria, Judah, elephantine, Palmyra, rabbinic references, 

13. Gregory t. K. Wong presents a convincing argument that Judg 19 employs the 
word מלך to denote yhWh. Gregory t. K. Wong, Compositional Strategy of the Book 
of Judges: An Inductive, Rhetorical Study, vtSup 111 (leiden: brill, 2006), 191–223.

14. alluding to hays’s seventh criteria concerning the validity of textual echoes: 
“does the proposed reading make sense?” (richard b. hays, Echoes of Scripture in the 
Letters of Paul [new haven: yale university Press, 1989], 29–31).
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and the Madaba map mosaic.15 yet, despite this extensive attestation, 
questions remain concerning the precise character of the feast. Stefan 
Schorsch, working with extrabiblical evidence, identifies “Wein und 
essen” and “Zeitangabe” as characteristic components in the extant evi-
dence.16 Importantly, the feast transpired over numerous days: “es währte 
zwischen 5 und 30 tage lang, wurde wegen seines z.t. orgiastischen cha-
rakters mehrfach verboten.”17 The specific time frame associated with this 
feast is also corroborated by John l. Mclaughlin: “The four and five day 
marzēaḥ feasts mentioned in the Piraeus inscription and the be‘eltak tes-
sera would have required great financial resources.”18 a minimum of four 
to five days filled with food and alcohol was a characteristic duration for 
a marzēaḥ. This information may provide the clue to the vexing prob-
lem presented by verses 5–9. In light of the fact that hebrew narrative 
eschews verbosity, the temporal characteristic associated with a marzēaḥ 
and its literary representation in form of redundant repetition in chapter 
19 combine to ensure that no one reading the story misses the fact that 
eating and drinking extended for five days, like any other marzēaḥ, and 
the feast bodes ill within the context of Judg 19. 

lastly, the theme of abandonment of a foreign wife or maid, intro-
duced via repeated intertextual interaction with the hagar stories, rings 
paramount within the narrative content of Judg 19 where the dual designa-
tion of the female character as both אשה and (19:1) פילגש has introduced 
multivalence and obscured interpretation. Judges 19 is unique as it 
squarely places the identity of a פילגש within terms taken from family law: 
“lāqaḥ lô ’īššāh (take to wife), ḥōṯēn (father-in-law), ḥāṯān (son-in-law)—
used in conjunction with pilegeš, suggest[s] a marriagelike relationship 
that does not correspond to the picture painted by other texts.”19 This tex-
tual oddity might be reasonably explained by the fact that the woman is 
foreign-born, as is indicated by the additional “from bethlehem in Judah” 
in verse 1, so as to underscore this literary clue. namely, despite the fact 

15. Susan ackerman, “a Marzēaḥ in ezekiel 8:7–13?,” HTR 82 (1989): 275. also, 
h. J. fabry, “ַמַרְזֵח,” TDOT 9:10–15.

16. Stefan Schorsch, “die Propheten und der Karneval: Marzeach—Maioumas—
Maimuna,” VT 53 (2003): 402.

17. Schorsch, “die Propheten und der Karneval,” 404.
18. John l. Mclaughlin, The Marzēaḥ in the Prophetic Literature: References and 

Allusions in Light of the Extra-Biblical Evidence, vtSup 86 (leiden: brill, 2001), 68.
19. Karen engelken, “ׁפִּלֶגֶש,” TDOT 11:550.
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that some of the women who are both designated as אשה and פילגש were 
originally introduced into the family structures as maids or female ser-
vants, “the theory that concubines were always former maids or slaves is 
not persuasive.”20 often these women were simply of non-Israelite origin 
(Judg 19:1; 8:31; 1 chr 1:32; 7:14).21 In the case of the woman in Judg 19, 
she is from Judah—thus a foreign-born wife aptly designated as a פילגש. 
This fact is further hinted at in the intertextual correspondence between 
Judg 19 and Gen 16 and 21. hagar is also a foreign-born woman who will 
find herself abandoned. 

characterized by less symmetrical intertextual contacts, equally note-
worthy textual events were identified in the next three verses:

(1) verse 3 and the following texts: Gen 50:21 (וידבר על־לבם), which 
describes Joseph’s reception of his brothers, during which his speech rein-
states familial relations and assures the brothers of his kindness toward 
them; Isa 40:2 (דברו על־לב ירושלם), where the prophet pronounces com-
fort at the implied conclusion of the people’s hard service for their sins; 
and hos 2:16 (ודברתי על־לבה), where yhWh seeks the return of a way-
ward nation.22 These texts combine thematically as a subtext that presents 
literary portraits of a variety of outcomes when mending relationships.

(2) verse 17 and Gen 18:2 (וירא עינו  -which describes abra ,(וישא 
ham looking up and seeing three messengers. The phrase וישא עינו וירא 
occurs frequently, with the implication of “looking up and noticing.” 
of its thirty-four additional occurrences, nineteen usages take place to 
describe a vision context.23 on four occasions, the phrase is used for 
noticing either land or a place.24 Three texts list items, and in eight cases 
the texts list people as the object of notice.25 of the texts in which the 

20. engelken, “ׁ11:550 ”,פִּלֶגֶש.
21. barry l. bandstra, “concubinage,” in Dictionary of Scripture and Ethics, ed. 

Joel b. Green (Grand rapids: baker academic, 2011), 160.
22. I thank hyun chul Paul Kim for noting the textual interactions between verse 

3 and Gen 50:21 and Isa 40:2. 
23. Gen 31:10, 12; num 24:2; deut 4:19; Josh 5:13; Isa 40:26; 49:18; 60:4; Jer 3:2; 

13:20; ezek 8:5 (x2); dan 8:3; 10:5; 1 chr 21:16; Zech 2:1; 5:1, 9; 6:1.
24. Gen 13:10, 14; 22:4; deut 3:27.
25. Items: Gen 22:13 (ram); Gen 24:63 (camels); 1 Sam 6:13 (ark). People: Gen 

18:2 (abraham sees travelers); 24:64 (rebecca sees Isaac); 33:1 (esau and four hun-
dred men), 5 (women and children); 37:25 (caravan of Ishmaelites); 43:29 (Jacob sees 
benjamin); 2 Sam 13:34 (many people); 18:24 (messenger).
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phrase is applied to noticing people, only Gen 18 appears in the context 
of receiving strangers.

(3) verse 27 and Prov 31:20 (ידים + possessive feminine ending): In 
Prov 31:20, the woman opens her palm to the poor and sends her hands 
to the oppressed; in Judg 19, the female character is the oppressed, and 
her hands are stretched out in need. The dual form ידים is ubiquitous, but 
it occurs only a few times with the possessive feminine ending: women’s 
hands are described as exercising power (Gen 16:9); as objects to be 
adorned (Gen 24:2, 47); as a means of production (Prov 31:19, 31); as a 
chain that encumbers men (eccl 7:26); and as a means to distribute bless-
ings to the poor and needy (Prov 31:20). The language in Prov 31:20 is 
reminiscent of verse 27: כפה פרשה לעני וידיה שלחה לאביון.

In each of these examples, the textual events are characterized by 
unique lexical, syntactical, and thematic features shared between chapter 
19 and the respective secondary texts. Moreover, in each instance a case can 
be made that the texts alluded to in the interaction significantly contribute 
in content to the themes of the primary text: the attempted restoration of 
relationship, the noticing and hosting of visitors, and a literary portrait 
of a woman “who extends her hands.” however, the relationship between 
the content of Judg 19 and these echoed texts is nonlinear. as the events 
of the chapter unfold, these themes are represented in a twisted manner: 
relationships are shattered amidst violence, guests are not provided for, 
and the “extended hands” signify need. While subtle, this apparent subtext 
is critical to the work of interpreting the events in Judg 19.

The intertextual findings across all thirty verses are tabulated in the 
following table in order to present a visual representation of the textual 
data discussed above. 

verse expression textual contact Theme
1 אשה פילגש 2 Sam 15:16; 20:3 david’s wives; absalom’s usur-

pation of throne via rape in a 
public forum: “in the sight of all 
Israel” (2 Sam 16:22). 

2 ארבעה חדשים Judg 20:47 Six hundred benjamites hiding 
for ארבעה חדשים.

3  הלך אחרי

לדבר על־לבה

2 Sam 3:16

Gen 50:21

Paltiel following after Michal

Joseph reassures his brothers of 
his kindness



 hidden in Plain Sight 61

3 cont.

וצמד חמרים

הנערה

שמח

Isa 40:2

hosea 2:16

2 Sam 16:1

deut 22:13–21

Judg 9:19

comfort to the nation following 
hard service
yhWh seeking return of way-
ward nation

Ziba brings food to david; 
absalom usurpation of throne

Word used of married woman; 
sexual trespasses

used ironically; abimelech’s 
usurpation

4 שלשת ימים

 and ,שתה ,אכל
לין

 שתה and אכל

Judg 14:14

Gen 24:54

Judg 9:27

Samson’s riddle during wedding
 
rebekah’s marriage negotiations 
and feast

Shechemites before abimelech’s 
revenge

15 רחוב Gen 19:1 beginning literary contact 
between Judg 19:15–24 and 
Gen 19:1–8; lot; Levite sitting 
in square

17 וישא עינו וירא

 אנה תלך ומאין
תבוא

Gen 18:2

Gen 16:8

abraham sees the three mes-
sengers

hagar’s encounter with the 
messenger; word order

19 מספוא and תבן

אמתך

Gen 24:25, 32

Gen 21:12

rebekah’s betrothal scene; 
offering fodder

used by third party; yhWh 
speaks to abraham about hagar

22 בני־בליעל deut 13:14; 1 Sam 
1:16

Gen 19:4

Those who would lead others to 
follow after foreign gods

The men of the city surrounded 
the house of the host

23 Gen 19:6 lot; the man went out to them
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23
cont.

Gen 19:7 Plead with townsfolk “not to act 
wickedly”

24  in the piel ענה
and נבלה

2 Sam 13:12

Gen 19:8

tamar’s rape by amnon

lot offering his two daughters, 
or host offering two women

25  ולא־אבו האנשים
לשמע לו

 ויחזק האיש
בפילגשו

piel שלח

2 Sam 13:14a

2 Sam 13:14b

2 Sam 13:15

unwillingness to listen

Seizing of the female victim; no 
divine intervention (Gen 19)

tamar pleads not be sent away
27  feminine + ידים

possessive 
Prov 31:20 contact in word and motif; 

outstretched palms
29 המאכלת

נתח

Gen 22:6, 10

1 Sam 11:7

Knife used by abraham; no 
divine intervention

Saul divides a bull into twelve 
pieces; no divine command

of the overall thirty intertextual interactions identified in the 
table, some more significant than others, eight cases were unique in 
that the narrative content of Judg 19 deployed the themes and tropes 
of the secondary text in an inverted or distorted manner.26 verse 4 por-
trays a protracted feast at the conclusion of what amounts to be nuptial 
negotiations, possibly a marzēaḥ, distorting the alluded one-night feast 
following rebekah’s betrothal (Gen 24:54). verse 15 portrays the levite 
and travel party sitting in a square, which inverts the scene of lot sit-
ting in the square (Gen 19:1). verse 17 utilizes the wording of Gen 16:8 
but inverts the word order when the old man speaks. verse 19 inverts 
roles of host and guest in terms of provisions: in Gen 24, rebekah is 
enumerating, while here the levite lists his own provisions. verse 25, in 
the absence of any divine intervention, reports the abandonment of the 
female character to the mob, distorting and rupturing contact with the 
events in Gen 19:10. verse 27, while being inconclusive as to the state of 
the woman, utilizes language from Prov 31:20 to describe the battered 

26. Identified in bold in fig. 1. 
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condition of the woman. verse 29 utilizes language from Gen 22:11, 
but in the absence of divine intervention, the knife-wielder does cut the 
human body. verse 29 also utilizes the imagery of Saul’s dividing the 
oxen into twelve pieces to send all over Israel. yet here, the levite divides 
the body without a divine command, and his actions incite fratricide in 
subsequent chapters. 

of these eight cases, verses 25 and 29 are notable. In both instances, the 
chapter creates a textual event with secondary texts in which the respective 
victims are spared by divine intervention (Gen 19 and 22). In a dramatic 
departure from a theme of divine intervention, chapter 19 employs literary 
representations of violence to rupture the intertextual contact established 
with these texts. In the case of verse 25, the additional lexical and thematic 
interaction with the tamar story (2 Sam 13) provides a literary clue that 
divine intervention may not be the expected course of action (Gen 19). 
verses 25 and 29 are the most notable examples of a literary technique that 
seems to intentionally invert and distort echoed texts. however, in each 
of the overall eight instances listed above, contact with secondary texts—
established via lexical, thematic, and syntactical means—was nonlinear, as 
themes and tropes of the secondary texts were presented in a distorted or 
inverted manner. The prevalence of this technique throughout the chapter 
suggests intentionality and must be considered as significantly contribut-
ing to meaning. 

literary Gaps, narrative Inconsistencies, and lexical Multivalence

literary crises rely on reader engagement for resolution. The reader is 
forced to add information, gap-fill, or otherwise make meaning of the 
literary event. however, within the literary landscape of Judg 19, such a 
task becomes an insurmountable challenge. The chapter evidences scores 
of literary gaps, textual inconsistencies, and multivalence, adding to the 
complexity of the task. 

Judges 19 evidences permanent literary gaps in the following areas. 
The pervasive anonymity of the chapter prevents relational activity on 
a textual level (19:1–3, 16).27 The chapter introduces a secondary wife 
with no literary evidence of a primary one (19:1).28 There is inconclusive 

27. See don Michael hudson, “living in a land of epithets: anonymity in Judges 
19–21,” JSOT 64 (1994): 54.

28. a fact that lends weight to reading “foreign-born wife” here.
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evidence to ascertain the nature of the familial constellation of the pro-
tagonists (19:1–2). It is the only text that appears to place a פילגש squarely 
within familial terminology. Judges 19 provides inconclusive evidence 
to establish the nature of the inciting incident (19:2).29 additionally, it 
includes a passage of an inexplicable time period (19:2).30 There is lit-
erary preoccupation with geographical locations, yet textual failure to 
enumerate the levite’s place of origin (19:16), and inconclusive textual 
evidence concerning the state of the woman following the violent assault 
(19:27–29).31

These permanent gaps are exacerbated by conflicting intratextual data 
in the following verses: a levite in a setting without yhWh (19:1);32 a 
father’s rejoicing at the sight of his daughter’s would-be accuser (19:3); 
a delayed departure that catches the travelers unexpectedly searching for 
shelter (19:14); and a curiously delayed offer of shelter (19:20). 

finally, these features combine with lexically multivalent vocabulary, 
further increasing textual ambiguity. of the thirty verses that make up 
the chapter, twenty verses contain at least one lexically multivalent word 
in a literary context that provides insufficient data to definitively ascer-
tain signification.33 of the overall twenty-one words identified as lexically 

29. Irene e. riegner, The Vanishing Hebrew Harlot: The Adventures of the Hebrew 
Stem ZNH, Stbiblit 73 (new york: lang, 2009), 5.

30. a fact further emphasized by J. alberto Soggin, who suggests following Pal-
estinian vocalization, “yāmīm we’arbā‘āh ḥedāšīm,” which translates to report that the 
woman stayed for “one year and four months.” J. alberto Soggin, Judges, otl (Phila-
delphia: Westminster, 1981), 284 n. 1.

31. The Masoretic text allows for the fact that she may yet be alive, while the 
Greek manuscript adds that “she was dead” (lxx).

32. Wong, Compositional Strategy, 212–23. 
33. verses 1 (king/yhWh—פילגש ;מלך—secondary/foreign wife), 2 (זנה—adul-

tery/participate in non-yahwistic praxis), 3 (שוב—return/repent, become apostate; 
אחרי  to follow after / [depending on context] to follow yhWh in religious—הלך 
faithfulness or to run after foreign gods; שמח—to rejoice [in common life]/rejoice 
[religiously], used ironically in Judg 9:19 with negative implication), 10 (Jebus—
place name/בוס, to be high, with the implication of “religious worship, true or false,” 
including the high places of baal worship), 11 (Jebus), 12 (Gibeah—place name/גבעה, 
which means “hill,” carries the connotation of “especially as place of illicit worship”), 
13 (ramah—place name/רמה, also bears the meaning of “height, high-place” with 
the particular implication of “shrine [for illicit worship],” also: Gibeah), 14 (Gibeah), 
15 (Gibeah), 16 (Gibeah), 18 (multivalence as a result of text-critical issues: ביתי 
versus בית יהוה—the levite is returning to “his house” or from “the sanctuary”), 19 
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multivalent, eleven words contain a secondary meaning that allows for a 
signification that included cult practices, illicit worship, or non-yahwistic 
worship practices as follows:34 

 adultery/participate in non-yahwistic praxis :זנה .1
 return/repent (become apostate) :שוב .2
 ,to follow after/when followed by a double infinitive :הלך אחרי .3

as is the case here, it takes on a religious signification and, 
depending on context, means to follow yhWh in religious 
faithfulness or to run after foreign gods 

4. Jebus, ramah, and Gibeah: place names/to be high, with the 
implication of “religious worship, true or false,” including the 
high places of baal worship; “height, high-place” with the par-
ticular implication of “shrine (for illicit worship)”; especially 
“as place of illicit worship”

 mixed fodder/“mixing :(in 19:19 מספוא and תבן instead of) ויבל .5
of cakes or flour” in the technical term for sacrifices 

 evil men/those who lead others to worship idols :בני־בליעל .6
 abomination or evil thing/thing done by “nations cast :נבלה .7

out from land” (lev 18:22–24) 
 oppress, violate/transgression of norms :ענה .8
 cutting up/of the seven occurrences outside Judges, four :נתח .9

describe the cutting up of animals as part of a burnt offering 
(exod 29:17; lev 1:6, 12; 8:20)

 instead of] ויבל) 21 ,(secular want/related theologically to obedience or sin—מחסר)
 in verse 19]—mixed fodder/“mixing of cakes or flour” in the technical מספוא and תבן
term for sacrifices), 22 (בני־בליעל—evil men/those who lead others to worship idols; 
 abomination or evil thing/thing done by—נבלה) 23 ,(ידע secular/religious use of—ידע
“nations cast out from land” lev 18:22–24), 24 (ענה—oppress, violate/transgression 
of norms), 25 (שלח—sent away/set free from captivity), 26 (האשה—woman/wife), 29 
 cutting up/of the seven occurrences outside—נתח ;knife/sacrificial knife—המאכלת)
Judges, four describe the cutting up of animals as part of a burnt offering; see exod 
29:17; lev 1:6, 12; 8:20), and 30 (ראה—to see/regard; versus “everyone does what is 
right in his own eyes”). 

34. verses 2, 3 (2x), 10, 11, 12, 13 (2x), 14, 15, 16, 21, 22, 23, 24, and 29. note the 
multiple occurrences of the place names for Jebus (19:11, 12) and Gibeah (19:12, 13, 
14, 15).
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The prevalence of multivalence weakens the literary reliability of Judg 19 
as words turn out to be increasingly unstable vehicles of data.

charting the frequency of these features by verse illustrates the gen-
eral instability of the text: 

Verse Literary 
Gaps

Lexical
Multivalence

Narrative
Incoherence

Intertextual
Echoes

Other

1 + + + +
2 + + +
3 + + +
4 + +
5 marzēaḥ
6 marzēaḥ
7 marzēaḥ
8 marzēaḥ
9 marzēaḥ

10 +
11 +
12 +
13 +
14 + +
15 + + +
16 + +
17 + +
18 +
19 + + +
20 +
21 +
22 + +
23 + +
24 + +
25 + + narrative 

pacing
26 +
27 + +
28 + false  

ending
29 + + + +
30 + breaking 

fourth wall
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of the thirty verses that make up Judg 19, all but five (19:5–9) exhibit at 
least one literary feature whose inherent characteristic it is to undermine 
text stability. The chart illustrates the prevalence of these narrative tech-
niques throughout the overall chapter, presenting a visual representation 
of a phenomenon long hinted at by others.35 The text is riddled with ele-
ments that subvert reader comprehension. The quantification of results 
highlights not only the ubiquitous but also the systematic distribution of 
these features, suggesting intentionality. 

verses 5–9 do not overtly exhibit destabilizing literary elements. an 
analysis of these verses above suggests that they present a literary portrait 
of a marzēaḥ feast, spanning a five-day duration. This being its singular 
feature, and in the absence of textual data concerning the type of drink and 
meat consumed, the literary portrait of the feast does not permit a definitive 
identification. yet, the excessive proportions of the narrated meal within the 
context of the pervasive themes that dominate the scene—namely, marriage 
and impending death—appear to mimic characteristics typically associated 
with a marzēaḥ feast. and, as is incumbent to “mimicking” features, they 
provide only a faint hint of something beyond the obviously narrated. Thus, 
the text goes to great lengths to paint a portrait which ultimately leaves the 
reader guessing as to the true nature of that which it intends to portray. In 
the absence of positively determinative data, the reader is unable to resolve 
the literary crisis. This, in effect, works similarly to the other twenty-five 
verses of the chapter, calling upon the reader to resolve conflicting informa-
tion in the absence of pertinent details. 

analyzing Judg 19 along the lines of narrative features that destabilize 
the text has affirmed the prevalence of literary gaps, lexical multivalence, 
and narrative inconsistencies as integral parts of this composition. Within 
the overall narrative, these features combine to permit multiple meanings. 
as a text bounded within the encyclopedic environment of the old testa-
ment, not all interpretations are equally convincing, but in a textual world 
rife with multivalence, they are permissible. 

35. robert Polzin, Moses and the Deuteronomist: A Literary Study of the Deu-
teronomic History, part 1, ISbl (bloomington: Indiana university Press, 1980), 18–20; 
J. cheryl exum, “The centre cannot hold: Thematic and textual Instabilities in 
Judges,” CBQ 52 (1990): 412. 
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of themes and Patterns

Previous work in Judg 19 has sought to identify internal structures and 
unifying themes which could provide an explanatory model for this enig-
matic chapter. The resultant offerings have been diverse and varied. This 
project did not set out to discover a unifying literary thread which would 
neatly tie up the themes of this chapter. Thus, it was surprising when, 
during the ongoing discovery phase, lexically multivalent words bearing 
secondary significations of illicit worship/non-yahwistic practices began 
to surface. lexical multivalence is one of the significant tools used by the 
text to subvert meaning. yet, within the number of multivalent words, a 
theme emerged. In all, sixteen occurrences of eleven lexically multiva-
lent words in a total of fourteen separate verses permitted an inference 
of illicit worship practices. These occurrences combined with a literary 
portrait permitting an association with non-yahwistic practices in Judg 
19:5–9. When charting the frequency of these occurrences against the 
textual evidence of themes previously recognized, and unquestionably 
present in the story, a pervasive undercurrent of lexical and literary clues 
presented as follows:

notes to the chart on page 69:
36. Implications may be established via lexically multivalence permitting a sec-

ondary meaning, or literary portrait of non-yahwistic practices.
37. See, for example, hermann-Josef Stipp, “richter 19: ein frühes beispiel 

Schriftgestützter Politischer Propaganda in Israel,” in Ein Herz so weit wie der Sand am 
Ufer des Meeres, ed. Susanne Gillmayer-bucher and annett Giercke, etS 90 (Würz-
burg: echter, 2006), 141; and edenburg, Dismembering the Whole, 327.

38. See, for example, trible, Texts of Terror, 65; and Jan P. fokkelman, “Struc-
tural remarks on Judges 9 and 19,” in “Sha’arei Talmon”: Studies in the Bible, Qumran, 
and the Ancient Near East Presented to Shemaryahu Talmon, ed. Michael a. fishbane, 
emanuel tov, and Weston W. fields (Winona lake, In: eisenbrauns, 1992), 43.

39. See, for example, J. cheryl exum, Was sagt das Richterbuch den Frauen?, SbS 
169 (Suttgart: Katholisches bibelwerk, 1997), 10–12, 58–59; Ilse Müllner, “tödliche 
differenzen: Sexuelle Gewalt als Gewalt gegen andere in ri 19,” in Von der Wurzel 
Getragen: Christliche-feministische Exegese in Auseinandersetzung mit Antijudaismus, 
ed. luise Schottroff and Marie-Theres Wacker, bibInt 17 (leiden: brill, 1996), 96–98; 
frank M. yamada, Configurations of Rape in the Hebrew Bible, Stbiblit 109 (new york: 
lang, 2008), 2.
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Verse Possible 
Implication 

of Illicit  
Worship36

Anti-Saulide/ 
Benjaminite37

Hospitality38 Travel/ 
Transit

Threat/ 
Violence39

1
2 + +
3 + +
4 +
5 + +
6 + +
7 + +
8 + +
9 +

10 + +
11 +
12 + + +
13 + + +
14 + + +
15 + + +
16 + +

17
18 +
19 +
20 +
21 + +
22 + + + +
23 + +
24 + +
25 + +
26
27
28 +
29 + + +
30
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frequency may be an inconclusive measure of validity. however, an 
undercurrent of secondary significations which systematically point 
to topics of illicit worship significantly amplifies the narrated reality of 
a literary world described at the outset as without or in the absence of 
yhWh and yhWh’s rule. as such, this finding is significant. Inde-
pendent vignettes about travel, feasting, and violence, appearing oddly 
disjointed from each other within the narrative progression of the story, 
all evidence lexical, syntactical, or thematic content with secondary signi-
fications implying illicit worship practices. Intertextual interactions with 
secondary texts, pervasive throughout the chapter, systematically invert 
or distort echoed or alluded texts and their themes, thereby represent-
ing in its literary construction the narrated reality of a world in which 
“things are not how they ought to be.” however, importantly within a text 
that is largely unstable, intertextual contact with other texts also intro-
duces themes of usurpation, feasting, and abandonment. In a narrative 
world in which a pervasive secondary signification of multivalent words 
indicts the nation’s illicit worship practices as having usurped the rule 
of yhWh, intertextuality might provide a subtext which provides the 
leitmotif. rightful rule has been usurped by illicit practices, and in the 
resultant narrative world, nothing is “as it ought to be.”

literary representations of Sexual violence

This project set out to discern the literary function and meaning of the 
narrated violence so characteristic of this chapter. tools borrowed from 
narrative criticism confirmed the text of Judg 19 to be riddled with per-
manent literary gaps, lexically multivalent words, and textual incoherence. 
While any text evidences a certain amount of these literary phenomena, 
in Judg 19 the sheer number of these features combine to render the text 
largely unstable. In such a literary landscape, words and narrative facts 
become unreliable vehicles of data, calling upon the reader to supply 
information in order to resolve literary crises. however, amidst the textual 
ambiguity, the reader’s work of meaning-making is perpetually subverted. 
This phenomenon, in light of the sheer number of literary crises evidenced 
in the chapter, may explain the varied treatments and interpretations this 
particular text has received from scholarship. literary gapping and lexi-
cal multivalence invite the reader to interject, or read into, the text a vast 
number of assumptions and personal viewpoints, resulting in a nearly 
kaleidoscopic array of interpretive maneuvers. 
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yet, the interpretive possibilities, opened by gapping and multivalence, 
are not as boundless as they may appear. tools borrowed from intertex-
tuality permit a reading that places the chapter within the encyclopedic 
environment of the old testament canon while exploring intertextual 
events as a means with which the text introduces a subtext of meaning. 
The chapter evidences numerous intertextual contacts with other texts. 
These textual events introduce the topics of usurpation, abandonment, 
and the absence of divine intervention as key themes. These themes—all 
of which are significant within the context of tenets evidenced in the book 
of Judges as a whole—combine with a narrative style that systematically 
distorts or inverts the themes and tropes of texts interacted with in order 
to represent in its very composition a narrative reality in which “things are 
not as they ought to be.” fascinatingly, this pattern is underscored with a 
pervasive secondary signification of multivalent words pointing to “illicit 
worship practices” as a literal subtext to the narration. Thus, intertextual-
ity is able to provide a sort of leitmotif to a literary construction in which 
illicit worship practices usurp yhWh’s rule, culminating in the break-
down of humanity.

against this backdrop, the sexual nature of the literary representa-
tion of violence against the female character gains in importance. Judges 
19 presents a husband who delivers his wife to be gang raped and sub-
sequently dismembers her with the use of a knife. These are disturbing 
images, undoubtedly designed to shock. but they are also significant theo-
logically within the context of the ideal set forth in Gen 1:27 and Gen 2:24. 
not only does the creation narrative in Gen 1:26–31 recount the creation 
of male and female in the likeness of God, but it also implies a very partic-
ular understanding concerning the mutuality in which this creation took 
place and in which “men and women together image God in their differ-
ences and sameness.”40 created in duality, men and women in mutuality 
image God. This ideal finds practical fulfillment in Gen 2:24, where unity 
is expressed in intimacy and given expression when male and female are 
described as becoming one flesh in matrimony. Though fractured amid 
shame (Gen 3:7) and obscured by hierarchy (Gen 3:16), this creation ideal 
may provide a lens through which to understand the literary significance 
of narrated acts of sexual violence.41 acts of sexual violence and intimate 

40. erin dufault-hunter, “Sex and Sexuality,” in Green, Dictionary of Scripture 
and Ethics, 719.

41. dufault-hunter, “Sex and Sexuality,” 719.
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femicide are entirely destructive of the mutuality envisioned for a husband 
and a wife, specifically, and for women and men living in community in 
general. Thus, the very fact that the violent acts against the woman are 
of a sexual nature, rupturing the intimacy of the marriage ideal, come to 
impact how these literary characters “image God.” In a literary world rife 
with illicit worship, the narrated relationship between yhWh and his 
people finally fractures in the literary representation of shattered human 
mutuality. rape and dismemberment constitute the ultimate distortion of 
human mutuality and consequently of how male and female image God. 
This concluding episode of narrated sexual violence represents the final 
literary distortion in a chapter presenting a literary portrait of a world in 
which “things are not how they ought to be.” 

Judges 19 is an enigmatic text. The current analysis does not attempt 
to resolve its issues definitively, nor does it attempt to offer an all-encom-
passing interpretation. This writing is merely one more contribution to 
the growing literature addressing the issues raised by the chapter in light 
of an intertextual approach. as such, it confirmed what others have noted 
previously: The text of Judg 19 “cannot hold.”42 however, the literary abyss 
so noted is not quite as dramatic as one may suspect. Intertextual literary 
events introduce themes of usurpation, abandonment, and divine absence. 
These are significant themes within the context of a book narrating the 
persistent apostasy, repentance, deliverance, and repeated backsliding of a 
nation, culminating in what appears to be the cessation of yhWh’s raising 
up of deliverers. Judges 19, then, as the center chapter of what constitutes 
the final five chapters of the book of Judges, presents in content and struc-
ture the narrative reality of a society disintegrating in apostasy. as such, 
the chapter does not shy away from portraying the grim reality of human-
ity—its duality in mutuality—as destroying its very self and, consequently, 
its ability to image God to the world. against this literary portrait, the 
ensuing fratricide of chapters 20 and 21 are merely the literary representa-
tion of a narrative reality already presented in chapter 19.

42. exum, “centre cannot hold,” 410–29. 
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eighth-century Prophets

Francis Landy

texts and Intertexts

Three issues will concern me in this paper: (1) The prophets were living 
in a sea of texts. every word is evidence of a highly literate society, which 
we may associate, in the case of the eighth century prophets, with the 
development of states in Judah and Israel, but which draws on much more 
ancient resources.1 (2) Prophetic books are demarcated, bounded texts, 
with strong evidence of intentional composition and individual author-
ship, however one may understand that. (3) Intertextuality is a term with 
different meanings, applicable to a wide variety of fields, such as music and 
translation studies, and one whose heyday has perhaps passed. one must 
be careful as to what one means by it and how to use it, while being open 
to its polysemy.

I will elaborate on these below: (1) one does not know how much 
writing there was in ancient Israel. What there is evidence for is a literary 
habit of mind, shown through inscriptions, school texts, and a scribal tra-
dition, as demonstrated, for instance, by christopher a. rollston;2 there is 
also a vast panoply of texts, written and oral, on which poets and prophets 
could draw and which conditioned expectations. for example, if Isaiah 

1. by this, I do not imply a high rate of literacy, which is extremely improbable, 
merely a society in which texts were valued and pervasive.

2. christopher a. rollston, Writing and Literacy in the World of Ancient Israel: 
Epigraphic Evidence from the Iron Age, abS 11 (atlanta: Society of biblical literature, 
2010). rollston argues on the basis of epigraphic evidence for formal scribal training, 
at least among the elite.
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is commanded: “Go and say to this people” (Isa 6:9), one knows what to 
anticipate; amos and hosea, at least, see themselves as the heirs of a pro-
phetic tradition. Whether this tradition was in writing or not, we cannot 
know.3 finally, there is a world saturated with texts and images that had a 
greater or lesser impact on Israel. The most pertinent example is assyrian 
imperial texts.4

(2) It is a truism that prophetic books are something new in the 
ancient near east and differentiate Israelite prophecy from its assyrian 
coevals.5 once you start to have a book, you begin also to have literary 
complexity. amos and hosea, at least, have strongly marked structural 
boundaries.6 In amos, the formulaic sequence of oracles against the 

3. david M. carr, The Formation of the Hebrew Bible: A New Reconstruction 
(oxford: oxford university Press, 2011), traces the beginnings of Israelite literature to 
early state formation, in the tenth to ninth century, including some early pentateuchal 
traditions, psalms, and wisdom literature. Mark leuchter, The Levites and the Bound-
aries of Israelite Identity (oxford: oxford university Press, 2017), 20–23, argues for 
the continuity of scribal culture from the late bronze age into prestate Israel and that 
some literary texts are very early.

4. It is widely accepted that Israelite literature of the eighth century was influenced 
by, and a response to, assyrian imperial propaganda. See William M. Schniedewind, 
How the Bible Became a Book (cambridge: cambridge university Press, 2004), 45, 
64–84; and Schniedewind, A Social History of Hebrew: Its Origins through the Rab-
binic Period, aybrl (new haven: yale university Press, 2013), 73–97. The classic 
contribution on the influence of assyria on Isaiah is Peter Machinist, “assyria and Its 
Image in first Isaiah,” JAOS 103 (1983): 719–37. hanna liss, Die Unerhöhrte Prophe-
tie: Kommunikative Strukturen prophetische Rede im Buch Yesha’yahu (berlin: evange-
lische verlagsanstalt, 2003) examines at length how Isaiah defamiliarizes and reverses 
assyrian imperial imagery. See also friedhelm hartenstein, Das Archiv des verbor-
genen Gottes: Studien zur Unheilsprophetie Jesajas und zur Zionstheologie der Psalmen 
in assyrische Zeit (neukirchen-vluyn: neukirchener verlag, 2011); and Seth l. Sand-
ers, The Invention of Hebrew (urbana: university of Illinois Press, 2009), 148–55.

5. See, for instance, reinhard G. Kratz, The Prophets of Israel, trans. anselm c. 
hagedorn and nathan Macdonald, cShb 2 (Winona lake, In: eisenbrauns, 2015), 
28. a further distinction is that oracles from assyria have only been recovered from 
the royal archives and clearly are preserved as part of the royal agenda. See the detailed 
study of Matthijs J. de Jong, Isaiah among the Ancient Near East Prophets: A Com-
parative Study of the Earliest Stages of the Isaiah Tradition and Neo-Assyrian Prophets, 
vtSup 117 (leiden: brill, 2007).

6. This is a powerful argument against the thesis that the Minor Prophets consti-
tuted an independent book of the twelve. See ehud ben Zvi, “Is the twelve hypoth-
esis likely from an ancient reader’s Perspective?,” in Two Sides of a Coin: Juxtaposing 
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nations at the beginning is matched by the series of visions at the end; in 
hosea, the tripartite structure (hos 1–3, 4–11, and 12–14) is framed by 
the concentricity of chapters 2 and 14 and the alternation of matching 
chapters in the central section.7 Isaiah 1–12 has long been recognized 
as having a double concentric structure, and similar patterns can be 
observed for the rest of the book, for instance in the series of hoy oracles 
that unify chapters 28–33.8 It may be the case that these structures have 
been retrospectively imposed by editors of the books in the way that the 
final editors or composers of the book of Isaiah self-consciously matched 
beginning and end, but equally they may be the work of original compos-
ers.9 The very tight organization of hosea, amos, and Isa 1–12 suggests 
intentional design at some stage of the compositional process. Poets may 
compose prospectively and retrospectively—with an eye to the past as 
well as the future—as part of a career, a trajectory. one has to read an 
image in the light of its occurrences elsewhere. This renders any poem 
intertextual. There are methodological issues I have not yet discussed, 
notably the questions of orality, supplementation, and style. nonethe-
less, the point is that in a strong sense, the early prophetic writings are 
texts, not intertexts, even though they may be intertextually connected to 
others, retrospectively and prospectively, and even though they are uni-
fied by connections which may be intertextual as well as intratextual, if 
we are dealing with originally separate compositions.

Views on the Book of the Twelve/The Twelve Prophetic Books, ed. ehud ben Zvi and 
James nogalski (Piscataway, nJ: Gorgias, 2009), 41–96, especially 72–80; and my com-
ments in francis landy, “Three Sides of a coin: In conversation with ben Zvi and 
nogalski, Two Sides of a Coin,” JHS 10 (2010): 1–21. 

7. francis landy, Hosea, 2nd ed., readings (Sheffield: Sheffield Phoenix, 2011), 
4–5, provides a detailed structural breakdown.

8. erhard blum, “Jesajas prophetisches testament: beobachtungen zu Jes 1–11,” 
ZAW 108 (1996): 547–68; 109 (1997): 12–29; Jörg barthel, Prophetenwort und 
Geschichte: Die Jesajaüberlieferung in Jes 6–8 und 28–31, fat 19 (tübingen: Mohr Sie-
beck, 1997), 43–56; andrew h. bartelt, The Book around Immanuel: Style and Struc-
ture in Isaiah 2–12, bJSucSd 4 (Winona lake, In: eisenbrauns, 1996); Gary Stan-
sell, “Isaiah 28–33: blessed be the tie that binds (Isaiah together),” in New Visions of 
Isaiah, ed. Marvin a. Sweeney and roy f. Melugin, JSotSup 214 (Sheffield: Sheffield 
academic, 1996), 68–103.

9. contra eva Mroczek’s thesis that the concept of the book is anachronistic in 
ancient times. See eva Mroczek, The Literary Imagination in Jewish Antiquity (oxford: 
oxford university Press, 2016), 10–11.
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(3) Julia Kristeva defines intertextuality as “the passage from one sign 
system to another.”10 It need not be textual or even linguistic at all. her 
parade example is the transposition of the semiotics of the carnival into 
the dialogic novel.11 Moreover, in Revolution in Poetic Language, she drops 
the term in favor of transposition, because “intertextuality” can be used 
banally to refer to allusion or influence. accordingly, she holds that every 
work of art is the confluence of several sign systems and thus plural:

If one grants that every signifying practice is a field of transpositions of 
various signifying systems (an inter-textuality), one then understands 
that its “place” of enunciation and its denoted “object” are never single, 
complete, and identical to themselves, but always plural, shattered, capa-
ble of being tabulated. In this way polysemy can also be seen as the result 
of semiotic polyvalence—an adherence to different sign systems.12 

transposition means the “abandonment” of the old sign system, its trans-
ference to a new one, and, most importantly, the articulation of the new 
system with its new “representability,” which she defines as “the specific 
articulation of the semiotic and the thetic for a sign system.”13 The semiotic, 
a key term for Kristeva, is the traces or marks of drive energy in the body, 
manifest for instance in vocalic play; its complement, in the signifying pro-
cess, is the symbolic—the order of language, law, and society.14 The thetic 
is the bridge between them, the condition for the establishment of proposi-
tional truth. In poetry, the semiotic is transferred to the symbolic and vice 
versa; there are constant interactions of sound and sense. The heterogeneity 
of the semiotic and the symbolic, of drive energy and the order of language, 
renders a poem fundamentally disunified. as “a field of transpositions” it is 
“shattered,” polyvalent, but at the same time, it is a process, an interaction, 

10. Julia Kristeva, Revolution in Poetic Language, trans. Margaret Waller (new 
york: columbia university Press, 1984), 59, emphasis original.

11. This is explored most thoroughly in her essay, “The bounded text,” in Julia 
Kristeva, Desire in Language: A Semiotic Approach to Literature and Art, ed. leon S. 
roudiez, trans. Thomas Gora, alice Jardine, and leon S. roudiez (new york: colum-
bia university Press, 1980), 36–63. It clearly shows the influence of Mikhail M. bakhtin.

12. Kristeva, Revolution in Poetic Language, 60.
13. Kristeva, Revolution in Poetic Language, 60.
14. Kelly oliver, Reading Kristeva: Unraveling the Double-Bind (bloomington: 

Indiana university Press, 1993), 18–48, provides a succinct account of Kristeva’s con-
cepts of the semiotic and the symbolic and her differences with lacan.
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whereby vocalic clusters may acquire symbolic meaning and language as 
signification is felt sensually. Kristeva is, in fact, close to roman Jakobson, 
in his insistence that the “poetic function” of language is the “set (Einstel-
lung) towards the MeSSaGe as such,” the actual verbal medium.15

Michael riffaterre writes that “the very idea of textuality is inseparable 
from and founded upon intertextuality” and continues with the follow-
ing definition: “Intertextuality is a mode of perception, the deciphering 
of the text by the reader in such a way that he identifies the structures 
to which the text owes its quality of a work of art.”16 unlike Kristeva, he 
sees it as primarily a literary and aesthetic phenomenon and as the work 
of the reader rather than the writer, though in the examples he gives, it is 
hard to see why it should be so. It is a perception of underlying structures 
beneath the variants that constitute individual works of art.17 for riffa-
terre, every word is double-sided, or in his terminology, sylleptic, referring 
to something both literally and figuratively.18 It points both to an object in 
the “real” world and to an intertextual field. for example, Wordsworth’s 
sonnet, “composed upon Westminster bridge, 3 September, 1803,” is 
both a description of london at dawn and a comment on the pastoral 
tradition; a competent reader must be aware of that tradition to under-
stand it.19 There is thus a double mimesis, of the outside world and of other 
texts, either complementarily—when the text accords with its intertexts—
or negatively, when it rejects them. riffaterre also discusses the role of the 
intertextual unconscious, when a text’s overt meaning may conflict with its 
hidden and subversive meanings derived from other texts.20

15. See especially her essay, “The ethics of linguistics,” in Kristeva, Desire in 
Language, 23–35, emphasis original. She admires roman Jakobson for his interest in 
verbal play, as part of her critique of Structuralism as lacking an awareness of the 
emotional and sensual intensity of language; roman Jakobson, “closing Statement: 
linguistics and Poetics,” in Style in Language, ed. Thomas a. Sebeok (cambridge: MIt 
Press, 1960), 357.

16. Michael riffaterre, “Syllepsis,” CI 6 (1980): 625.
17. It could thus be seen as similar to form or genre criticism, though it is clear 

that riffaterre means it more broadly.
18. riffaterre, “Syllepsis,” 629. The term is borrowed from derrida, though the 

usage goes back to 1750. In a syllepsis, one meaning is literal and primary and the 
other metaphorical. 

19. Michael riffaterre, “Intertextual representation: on Mimesis as Interpretive 
discourse,” CI 11 (1984): 149–59.

20. Michael riffaterre, “The Intertextual unconscious,” CI 13 (1987): 371–85.
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In this essay, following Kristeva and riffaterre, I am not going to be 
primarily concerned with allusion and influence, fascinating as they might 
be, with the texts as part of a literary history.21 I will focus on the different 
“sign systems” present in the prophetic books, on the cultural compe-
tence they assume; the tension between the heterogeneity and unity of the 
prophetic books; and, finally, on the close readings the interpretation of 
intertextuality demands. on one level, it is a global phenomenon, but it is 
only manifest through local effects. 

types of Intertextuality

I will confine myself to the so-called eighth-century prophets, more for 
convenience than anything else and without any confidence that we can 
isolate eighth-century texts from others in the prophetic tradition. all 
texts are products of a complex process. I will outline the different sign 
systems present in the texts before turning to specific examples. Inevitably, 
the list is somewhat ad hoc, and can never be exhaustive: 

(1) The ritual system. The prophetic books assume a background of 
the ritual system, as a mode of communication both with God (or other 
deities) and the rest of society. Their relationship to the ritual system may 
be positive or, more conspicuously, polemical.

(2) history. The prophetic books are comments on and interpreta-
tions of historical events and processes. from a retrospective point of 
view, the prophetic books and the deuteronomistic history are entirely 
interdependent.22 The historical books validate prophecy; the prophetic 
books require a consciousness of history. Projecting back onto an earlier 
period, it is evident that the prophets interpreted current events in the 
light of the past, or particular versions of the past. This may also include 
myth; the repetition of primordial events, such as creation; theomachy; 
and the exodus.

21. for the difference between allusion and intertextuality, see benjamin d. 
Sommer, A Prophet Reads Scripture: Allusion in Isaiah 40–66, contra (Stanford, ca: 
Stanford university Press, 1998), 6–10. riffaterre, “Syllepsis,” 627, helpfully comments 
that influence refers to a vertical relationship between text and its past, while intertex-
tuality refers to the lateral relationships between texts and other texts in its present. 
confusion between allusion and intertextuality is rampant, however, including in bib-
lical studies. I prefer to see allusion as a subset of intertextuality.

22. Ian d. Wilson, Kingship and Memory in Ancient Judah (oxford: oxford uni-
versity Press, 2017) focuses on the mutual emplotments of history and prophecy.
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(3) all we have are texts, infused through and through with the spirit 
of writing. yet, as f. W. dobbs-allsopp points out, these texts grew up in 
a profoundly oral culture, the vast bulk of whose poetic production has 
disappeared along with the singers and hearers.23 In an oral world, as in 
the contemporary folk scene, every performance offers the possibility of 
revision and improvisation, an ever-changing interaction between artist 
and audience. The standard model sees oral performance as primary and 
writing as a secondary development in response to the perceived failure 
of the prophet’s teaching. texts such as Isa 8:16 and Jer 36 and 45 would 
support this. but if literature were “interfacial,” in dobbs-allsopp’s felici-
tous phrase, orality was as penetrated by literacy as vice versa.24 especially 
in an elite culture, such as eighth-century Jerusalem or Samaria, one can 
imagine prophets writing for posterity, as a means of composition, or to 
assert the significance of the divine word, its transcendence of any human 
situation. The difference between oral and literary composition, as well as 
the interactions between them, makes the text polyphonic; it evokes a cul-
ture and all previous or subsequent performances. every text is only one 
of the many texts that might have been; moreover, every text, especially in 
antiquity, reverts to orality as soon as it is written, being transmitted, for 
example, through memory. 

(4) Similar considerations affect processes of redaction and editing; 
prophetic books may be supplemented or abbreviated, with radical shifts 
of meaning. The new text may coexist uneasily with the old one. This is 
evidently an issue with major collections such as Isaiah. The more one 
writes, the more difficult it will be to achieve poetic unity. The text is fun-
damentally heterogenous.

(5) Prophetic poetry is part of a practice in which every action has 
potential significance and in which we must imagine numerous engage-
ments with disciples, with institutions, with family, and so on. If a prophet 
is characterized by “an alternate state of consciousness,” which has a ther-
apeutic function, this consciousness would pervade all spheres of life.25 

23. f. W. dobbs-allsopp, On Biblical Poetry (oxford: oxford university Press, 
2015), 234.

24. dobbs-allsopp, On Biblical Poetry, 318. The term actually goes back to Jack 
Goody, The Interface between the Written and the Oral (cambridge: cambridge uni-
versity Press, 1987).

25. Prophets participate in what Pieter f. craffert calls “the shamanic complex,” 
common to all Mediterranean societies (and probably worldwide). The shamanic com-
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We have traces of this in prophetic “signs.” In any case, we must suppose 
minute interactions between the prophet’s biography, as a set of sign sys-
tems, and the text, as another set of sign systems. This may apply also to 
successors, scribes, and editors.

(6) The personality of the prophet and of the speaking voice in the poem 
is split between the voice of God, whose message the prophet supposedly 
transmits, and the human voice and allegiances of the prophet—between 
the shamanic and the ordinary self. This sometimes expresses itself in 
prophetic resistance, when the prophet speaks on behalf of condemned 
humanity. The text is then a translation, or a set of translations, of vision 
into voice, of divine speech into human understanding. at times we have 
reference to a book of yhWh, which may or may not be coterminous 
with our book.26

(7) for Kristeva, as we have seen, the two fundamental sign systems 
that intersect in the poetic text are the semiotic and the symbolic. In the 
prophets, this interaction may take various forms. drive energy (i.e., the 
semiotic) may be manifested in phonemic play, pleasure in language for its 
own sake. The prophetic message may be burdensome, horrific, but also 
beautiful. at the same time, alliterative patterns may, and often do, acquire 
symbolic significance. Moreover, since the prophet speaks on behalf of a 
deity who destroys the world—and with it the entire symbolic, cultural 
order—as well as being its creator and redeemer, he expresses a profound 
ambivalence, whereby death is as powerful as life. The prophet imagina-
tively and prospectively annuls the world he loves and of which he is part.

plex is characterized by an alternate state of consciousness, a transformative or thera-
peutic function, and communication with an alternative mode of reality. See Pieter f. 
craffert, “Shamanism and the Shamanic complex,” BTB 41 (2011): 66; and craffert, 
“alternate States of consciousness and biblical research: The contribution of John 
Pilch,” BTB 47 (2017): 100–10. The definition is adapted from Geoffrey Samuel, Civi-
lized Shamans: Buddhism in Tibetan Societies (Washington, dc: Smithsonian Insti-
tution Press, 1993), 8. James l. Kugel, The Great Shift: Encountering God in Biblical 
Times (new york: houghton Mifflin harcourt, 2017), 18, 107–8, similarly contrasts 
the “revelatory state of mind” of the prophets with the modern cartesian self. See also 
my unpublished paper, francis landy, “Shamanic Poetics: With Stammering lips and 
another tongue Will he Speak to This People” (paper presented at the International 
Meeting of the Society of biblical literature/european association of biblical Studies, 
berlin, Germany, 11 august 2017).

26. examples are Isa 34:16 and Mal 3:16.
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(8) The prophet may be unaware of the meaning of his words. In other 
words, there may be unconscious meanings and an irreducible polyva-
lence. If the poet speaks on behalf of an other, of an exigent alterity, as 
Maurice blanchot and emmanuel levinas each claim,27 then it threatens 
the foundations of the ego. as Kristeva says, we are strangers to ourselves, 
inhabiting, at least imaginatively, a strange new world.28

examples

I will now turn to specific examples. Ideally, one should cite whole books, 
instead of which I will take a verse—chosen almost at random—and a 
chapter, and then draw together texts chosen from two books. My concern 
will be with textual and intertextual boundaries and one particular issue I 
have not referred to above, though it is implicit in all of the systems I have 
noted: the tension between tradition and innovation, between the prophet 
as the temporary incarnation of prophecy and as an individual voice.

amos 1:2

ה׳ מציון ישאג ומירושלם יתן קולו ואבלו נאות הרעים ויבש ראש הכרמל
yhWh roars from Zion, and from Jerusalem he gives forth his voice, 
and the meadows of the shepherds mourn, and the summit of the carmel 
is dry.29 (amos 1:2) 

This is the introductory verse of amos, following the very interesting 
superscription in verse 1, and like every introduction, it is supposed to 

27. See Maurice blanchot, “Prophetic Speech,” in The Book to Come, trans. char-
lotte Mandell (Stanford, ca: Stanford university Press, 2003), 82, 84; emmanuel 
levinas, Otherwise than Being or Beyond Essence, trans. alphono lingis (Pittsburgh: 
duquesne university Press, 1981), 149. See also francis landy, “Maurice blanchot 
on Prophetic Speech,” in Welcome to the Cavalcade: A Festschrift in Honour of Rabbi 
Professor Jonathan Magonet, ed. ellie tikvah Sarah, colin eimer, and howard cooper 
(london: Kulmus, 2013), 356–67; and landy, “levinas on Prophecy,” in Making a Dif-
ference: Essays on the Bible and Judaism in Honor of Tamara Cohn Eskenazi, ed. david 
J. a. clines, Kent h. richards, and Jacob l. Wright, hbM 49 (Sheffield: Sheffield aca-
demic, 2012), 179–203.

28. Julia Kristeva, Strangers to Ourselves, trans. leon S. roudiez (new york: 
columbia university Press, 1991). See also oliver, Reading Kristeva, 12–13.

29. unless indicated otherwise, all biblical translations are mine. 
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introduce the book and to mark the boundary between inside and out-
side. What interests me is the way it shifts the discourse.30 Zion only 
appears once elsewhere in the book (6:1) and is decidedly second fiddle to 
Samaria. It may, of course, be what Sara J. Milstein calls “revision through 
introduction” and be analogous to the Judah-centric conclusion.31 but 
it also makes yhWh an outsider, comparable to amos as outsider, to 
the busy world of northern Israel. Zion is opposed to carmel; carmel 
comes back in 9:3 as a place from which one cannot hide from God. We 
might suppose Zion to be the representative of the south and carmel of 
the north.32 The shepherds may be a conventional metaphor for rulers; it 
thus leads us to expect a polemic against the north as schismatic.33 Zion 
is yhWh’s true place, Jerusalem the city from which he sends forth his 
voice; his wrath is directed against the dissident north—in other words, it 
evokes the mainstream deuteronomistic narrative, of which there is not a 
trace in the rest of the book.34 but there are other implications. The meta-
phor of the lion recurs in 3:3–8 as part of a series of rhetorical questions: 
“Will the lion roar from the forest, when it has no prey? Will the young 
lion give forth its voice from its den when it has caught nothing?” (3:4); 
and “The lion roars, who will not fear? My lord yhWh has spoken, who 
will not prophesy?” (3:8).

Prophecy here is both a response to the lion’s roar—elsewhere in the 
sequence, the prophet is analogous to a shofar, warning the people of 

30. It is odd that no one notices this. Most scholars see 1:2 unproblematically as 
the “motto” of the book. examples are James r. linville, Amos and the Cosmic Imagi-
nation, SotSMS (farnham, Surrey, uK: ashgate, 2008), 43; Karl Möller, A Prophet 
in Debate: The Rhetoric of Persuasion in the Book of Amos, JSotSup 372 (Sheffield: 
Sheffield academic, 2003), 170; and Göran eidevall, Amos: A New Translation with 
Introduction and Commentary, aybrl (new haven: yale university Press, 2017), 90.

31. Sara J. Milstein, Tracking the Master Scribe: Revision through Introduction in 
Biblical and Mesopotamian Literature (oxford: oxford university Press, 2016).

32. carmel has rich intertextual associations, for instance with elijah’s triumph 
over the priests of baal. It is unclear how this might contribute to an understanding of 
the verse, for instance as a place of prophetic judgment. 

33. Pietro bovati and roland Meynet, Le Livre du Prophète Amos (Paris: cerf, 
1994), 30.

34. representative of the view that it emanates from a Judean, deuteronomisti-
cally inspired redaction, perhaps from the reign of Josiah, is hans Walter Wolff, Joel 
and Amos, trans. Waldemar Janzen, Sean d. Mcbride, and charles a. Muenchow, 
hermeneia (Philadelphia: fortress, 1977), 121. See also John barton, The Theology of 
the Book of Amos (cambridge: cambridge university Press, 2012), 142–44.
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danger—and an articulation of it, since he is yhWh’s servant and mes-
senger. but the lion is in the forest, not in the city; yhWh is both an 
external threat and an inner violence. according to 3:6, there is no evil in 
the city that yhWh has not done. Then at the heart of Zion, in the holy of 
holies, at the center of the sacred city, is something wild, a denizen of the 
forest, as it were, a minotaur.

of course, there are other texts, with different images of yhWh, espe-
cially the so-called doxologies: “for behold, the one who forms mountains 
and creates wind, and tells human being what is its thought” (amos 4:13). 
from the formed mountains we go to the formless wind and then to 
speech, in what seems to be a regress, possibly to the thought of creation. 
The subject of “its thought” (שחו) is ambiguous: it could be humanity, or 
it could be God.35 If the latter, then it refers to prophecy, but as a universal 
propensity; if humanity (אדם) is the subject, God reveals to human beings 
what their own thoughts are—his is the hidden speech of which theirs is a 
reflection. In either case, language is the discourse of an other; to return 
to Kristeva for a moment, we are strangers to ourselves.

hosea 12

hosea 12 is as complicated as any chapter in the book, characterized by 
extreme transitions between past and present, Judah and ephraim, con-
demnation and hope. I will concentrate on the twinning of Jacob and 
Moses and the prophets, and the status of the chapter as metaprophetic. 

There is a contention of yhWh with Judah, to visit upon Jacob his ways 
and to requite his deeds. In the womb he gripped his brother, and in his 
virility he strove with God. he strove against the angel, and he prevailed; 
he wept and begged mercy from him; at bethel he would find him; and 
there he will speak with us. and yhWh, God of hosts, yhWh is his 
remembrance. (hos 12:3–6)36

Most discussion of this enigmatic passage has focused on hosea’s sources 
and on whether the characterization of Jacob is positive or negative. from 

35. Many commentators note the ambiguity, and rather casually dismiss the 
former possibility, probably because it seems too strange.

36. translation follows my commentary (landy, Hosea, 168–69), which also pro-
vides the basis for the subsequent discussion.
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an intertextual point of view, however, what matters is the transposition 
of the Genesis text, in all its complexity, onto the prophetic one. hosea 
12:3–6 is entirely ambiguous.37 We do not know who wept, who begged 
mercy, whether God would find Jacob at bethel or vice versa, whether עמנו 
means “with us,” as the Mt punctuation suggests עמנּו, “with him.”38 Most 
seriously, we do not know whether the rib against Judah, which is imme-
diately transferred to Jacob, refers to his uterine struggles. are the deeds 
which are to be requited his ancestral wiles or his present malfeasance? 
Was Jacob/Israel originally pernicious? Is God, as the parallelism might 
indicate, equivalent to esau? however, in Gen 25:22–23, the strife of the 
twins is ordained by God, and Jacob’s success is the subject of a divine 
oracle. both events provide etiologies of his name and thus his character: 
Jacob is the one who “heeled” (עקב) his brother and strove (שרה) with 
God—he is the fighter and the trickster. The trajectory from Jacob to Israel 
suggests a transformation, as with other changes of name.39 bethel is the 
site of Jacob’s theophanies (Gen 28:10–22; 35:1–15), his formative encoun-
ters, and thus of his (or yhWh’s) remembrance, which may mean the 
ritual recitation of his name or the recollection of the deep past. The name 
bethel contrasts with hosea’s usual derisive beth-awen, the house of folly; 
it may suggest that it is still the house of God, despite its corruption. Past 
and present intermesh.

Why Judah?40 It may be inclusive, as some commentators propose, 
but it is also a distraction. It may evoke, for instance, Judah’s own murky 
history or indicate that God’s wrath will not be exhausted by his condem-

37. ehud ben Zvi, Hosea, fotl 21a (Grand rapids: eerdmans, 2005), 249–51, 
provides an exhaustive exposition of the different possibilities and their putative 
effect on the readership (which for him is postmonarchic). See also landy, Hosea, 
173. others opt for a one-sidedly negative interpretation, for instance Mayer Gruber, 
Hosea: A Textual Commentary, lhbotS 653 (london: bloomsbury, 2017), 499–501. 

38. Many correct to עמו, but this is hardly necessary. 
39. else K. holt, Prophesying the Past: The Use of Israel’s History in the Book of 

Hosea, JSotSup 194 (Sheffield: Sheffield academic, 1995), 39, suggests that it is a 
conversion narrative.

40. This is often corrected to “Israel.” Gruber is a typical example, with an inter-
esting reconstruction of the history of the change (Hosea, 498). ben Zvi thinks that, 
in a postmonarchic setting, it stresses the inclusivity of Jacob/Israel as incorporating 
both Judah and ephraim (Hosea, 247–48). The status of Judah throughout hosea is 
ambiguous; it is both an “other” to the northern kingdom and shares in its destiny.
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nation of ephraim. as elsewhere in hosea, and as with Jacob and esau, the 
fraternal rivals become indistinguishable.

toward the end of the chapter, Jacob returns, coupled with Moses:

and Jacob fled to the country of aram, and Jacob toiled for a wife, and 
kept watch for a wife. and through a prophet yhWh brought Israel out 
of egypt, and through a prophet it was watched over. (12:13–14)

again, this is often thought to be to Jacob’s discredit: Jacob kept watch 
for a mere woman.41 but the parallels are startling: Moses, like Jacob, fled, 
found his wife by a well, and was a shepherd. Moreover, the passage cannot 
be read except against the background of Jacob’s self–vindication in Gen 
31:38–41. he is a precursor of Moses whose commitment to his wife antic-
ipates that of Moses, or the prophet more generally, to his descendants.

hosea sees himself as being at the end of a long line of destructive 
prophets, for instance in 6:5. here there is another image: that of the 
prophet as the true and faithful shepherd. Jacob’s virility (און) manifests 
itself in erotic desire, which recollects that of yhWh for Israel at the 
beginning of the book. 

In 12:11, there is another image of prophecy:

and I spoke through the prophets, and I multiplied vision, and through 
the prophets I would be compared.

The context is yhWh’s continued care for Israel since the exodus (“I am 
yhWh your God from the land of egypt” [hos 12:10]), parallel to that of 
the prophet in verse 14, the condemnation of the proliferation of cult sites 
(12:12), and the desire to return to a primordial communion, as in 2:16, 
of which festivals, especially the festival of Sukkot, may be a reenactment: 
“once more I will make you dwell in tents, as in the days of the appointed 
festival” (12:10). In this connection, yhWh’s speech, which renews the 
initial relationship, is accompanied by the multiplication of vision. The 
speech is presumably all the same, though in different words, and equiva-
lent to the vision. The silent vision is always translated and comprises 

41. an example is hans Walter Wolff, Hosea, trans. Gary Stansell, hermeneia 
(Philadelphia: fortress, 1974), 216. for a positive reading of the parallel, see a. a. 
Macintosh, Hosea: A Critical and Exegetical Commentary, Icc (london: bloomsbury, 
2014), 508–13.
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an aspect of the passage’s intertextuality. The connection between speech 
and vision is confirmed by wordplay: דברתי (“I spoke”) is permutated in 
 ,The many words and the many visions merge .(”I multiplied“) הרביתי
attesting to an underlying musicality, the crossover between the semiotic 
and the symbolic. The prophet’s task is to find images for the imageless 
(“through the prophets I would be compared”), to trace the vision back 
to the invisible. 

The word for “compare” (דמה) is the same as that for “destroy,” and the 
two meanings coalesce, for instance in 10:7 and 10:15.42 The care of the 
prophets, and of yhWh who brought Israel out of egypt, is the obverse 
of their destructiveness. repeatedly, words have double and contradic-
tory meanings: און, “virility,” for instance, is homonymous with און (“folly” 
or “iniquity”) and און (“wealth”).43 The words and visions emanate from 
yhWh and return to him; the book is full of images of transitoriness. It 
exemplifies the fundamental conflict between life and death, doom and 
hope. all words and images are subject to erasure; since all are inadequate, 
all may acquire opposite connotations. The poetic process is one of cre-
ation and destruction. 

Micah and Isaiah

Isaiah 2:2–4 is almost identical to Mic 4:1–3, and Isa 2:7–8 has some simi-
larities with Mic 5:9–14. I am not concerned here with the priority of one 
over the other, with the question of why Isaiah grew to become the book 
it is, or with why there is a book of Micah at all.44 The common material 

42. for the ambiguity, see ben Zvi, Hosea, 254. I do not agree with ben Zvi, how-
ever, that על could also mean “against” (the prophets) in this context. a further mean-
ing of דמה is “silence”; speech reverts to speechlessness.

43. Michael fishbane, Biblical Interpretation in Ancient Israel (oxford: claren-
don, 1985), 379, comments on this chain as an example of hosea’s midrashic interpre-
tation of the Genesis narrative.

44. Peter r. ackroyd, “Isaiah I–xII: Presentation of a Prophet,” in Congress 
Volume: Göttingen 1977, ed. John a. emerton, vtSup 29 (leiden: brill, 1978), 16–48. 
ackroyd argued that more and more material was attributed to Isaiah because of the 
authoritative status, communicated especially through his presentation in chapters 
1–12, and that at one time Micah might have been the more prestigious prophet. See 
also ehud ben Zvi, “Isaiah, a Memorable Prophet: Why Was Isaiah So Memorable 
in the late Persian/early hellenistic Periods? Some observations,” in Remembering 
Biblical Figures in the Late Persian and Early Hellenistic Periods: Social Memory and 
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clearly blurs the boundaries between the two texts so that neither is com-
pletely autonomous. yet the passages are integral to the respective books, 
contributing to their overall unity and coherence, such as it is. Isaiah 2:2–4 
is a second introduction to the book of Isaiah, corresponding to the climax 
in chapter 66, and is marked as such by the new superscription in 2:1.45 
Micah 4:1–3 begins a new section of the book of Micah, which is closed by 
5:9–14. In both cases, moreover, it is connected to the preceding section. 
In Isaiah, 2:2–4 follows the restoration of Zion to its original state and the 
perdition of sinners in 1:26–31, so much so that some commentators see 
it as a conclusion to chapter 1.46 Micah 4:1–3 reverses the prediction of 
Zion’s destruction in 3:12 in a sudden peripeteia. 

but the contexts are very different. Isaiah 2:2–4 and 2:6–22 (including 
2:7–8) are juxtaposed as programmatic alternative futures: the pilgrimage 
of the nations to Zion to learn the ways of the torah and establish uni-
versal peace is contrasted with the terrifying vision of the day of yhWh. 
Micah 4:1–3 and 5:9–14 frame a section which is essentially positive, 
contrasting with both the previous and succeeding parts of the book.47 
The difference can be seen in the respective continuations of Isa 2:2–4 
and Mic 4:1–3:

Imagination, ed. diana v. edelman and ehud ben Zvi (oxford: oxford university 
Press, 2013), 383 n. 54, who suggests that from the point of view of social theory, 
Micah might have been squeezed out by Isaiah. burkard M. Zapff, “Why Is Micah 
Similar to Isaiah?,” ZAW 129 (2017): 536–54, proposes that Micah was constructed as 
representative of Isaiah in the book of the twelve. 

45. h. G. M. Williamson, The Book Called Isaiah: Deutero-Isaiah’s Role in Com-
position and Redaction (oxford: clarendon, 1994), 153–154; Williamson, Isaiah 1–5, 
Icc (london: t&t clark, 2006), 165, 172. See also Marvin a. Sweeney, Isaiah 1–39 
with an Introduction to Prophetic Literature, fotl 16 (Grand rapids: eerdmans, 
1996), 45, who thinks it introduces chapters 2–33. Isaiah 1 is frequently held to have 
been composed subsequently as an introduction to the entire book, a suggestion first 
made by Georg fohrer, “Jesaja 1 als Zusammenfassung der verkündigung Jesajas,” 
ZAW 74 (1962): 251–68. on chapter 66 as a fulfillment of the oracle of 2:2–4, see 
ulrich f. berges, The Book of Isaiah: Its Composition and Final Form, trans. Millard c. 
lind, hbM 46 (Sheffield: Sheffield Phoenix, 2012), 502.

46. See, for example, John Goldingay, “Isaiah I 1 and II 1,” VT 48 (1998): 330–32; 
and Joëlle ferry, Isaïe: “Comme les mots d’un livre scellé” (Is 29, 11), ld 212 (Paris: 
cerf, 2008), 43–45. 

47. Mignon r. Jacobs, The Conceptual Coherence of the Book of Micah, JSotSup 
322 (Sheffield: Sheffield academic, 2001), 70–79 provides a good overall summary of 
the structure.
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o house of Jacob, come, let us go in the light of yhWh. for you have 
abandoned your people, house of Jacob. (Isa 2:5–6a)

for each will sit under his vine and under his fig tree, and there will be 
none to make afraid, for the mouth of yhWh of hosts has spoken. for 
all the peoples go, each in the name of their god(s), and we go in the 
name of yhWh our god for ever and ever. (Mic 4:4–5)

In the first case, we do not know if the “house of Jacob” is the same or 
different from the “house of the God of Jacob” in Isa 2:3, in whose ways 
the peoples wish to walk.48 That the prophet (if that is who the speaker is) 
urges the house of Jacob to go in the light of yhWh suggests that perhaps 
they need to do so, that they are separated from the other nations who say 
“come let us go to the mountain of yhWh” (2:3), that they are alienated 
from themselves if “the house of the God of Jacob” expresses their proper 
values. The impression is reinforced by the next line, in which the subject 
is either yhWh, who abandoned his people, or the hypostatized house of 
Jacob, which is thus distinguished from and rejects its members or inhab-
itants. In either case, Jacob is a potential exception from the desire of all 
peoples to learn from his ways; Jacob alone is not at home in his house. The 
impression is reinforced by the succeeding verses, in which the people—
either yhWh’s or Jacob’s—consult mediums (עננים) “like the Philistines,” 
are “filled from the east,” “clap hands with the children of foreigners” and 
thereby are culturally or spiritually miscegenated.

In Mic 4:4–5, the prediction that all peoples will recycle their weapons 
and cease to learn the arts of war is followed by a reassuringly familiar 
image of untroubled contentment: “each will sit under his vine and under 
his fig tree,” which may either refer to all peoples or to Israel. The state-
ment that all people walk in the name of their god(s) and we walk in that 
of yhWh, “our god,” either implies that we are one with those peoples 
or superior to them.49 In any case, the injunction to walk in the light of 
yhWh in Isa 2:5 is here no longer required. 

48. I have examined the ambiguities of this passage in francis landy, “Isaiah 2: 
torah and terror,” in Far from Minimal: Celebrating the Influence of Philip R. Davies, 
ed. duncan burns and John W. rogerson, lhbotS 484 (new york: t&t clark, 
2012), 269.

49. ehud ben Zvi, Micah, fotl 21b (Grand rapids: eerdmans, 2000), 101–2, 
examines the ambiguity, concluding that there is no reason “to prefer one option over 
the other” (102).
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Isaiah 2:7–8 introduces the day of yhWh section:

and its land is filled with gold and silver, and there is no end to its 
treasures; and its land is filled with horses, and there is no end to its 
chariots; and its land is filled with non-gods; they worship the work of 
their hands, that which their fingers have made.

riches, military hardware, and idols are symptomatic of human pride and 
thus the objects of God’s wrath. In Mic 5:9–14, in contrast, the cutting 
off of horses, chariots, and more is preliminary to God’s triumph over his 
enemies and by implication the restoration of Zion.50 This is shown, for 
example, by enjambment:

and all your enemies shall be cut off [יכרתו]. and on that day, says 
yhWh, I will cut off [הכרתי] your horses. (Mic 5:8–9)

The passage shows many lexical correspondences with Isa 2:6–22, but it 
looks backward rather than forward. Moreover, it recollects the universalist 
vision of Mic 4:1–3 as well as the triumphalist one suggested by the ambi-
guity of Mic 4:5, “we walk in the name of yhWh our god.” It is preceded 
by two parallel extended similes, in which the remnant of Jacob among 
the nations is compared first to dew and then to a ravaging lion—the one 
fructifying, the other destroying. The tension is possibly exemplified by 
the last verse of the section: “and I will enact vengeance in wrath and fury 
against the nations who have not listened” (Mic 5:15), which might suggest 
that the nations who do obey will be spared. at all events, the eradication 
of horses, chariotry, cities, fortresses, and cult places corresponds to the 
vision of devastation in Mic 1–3 and thus to destruction of the kingdom(s) 
and exile as a precondition for reconstitution.

Intertextuality here, in its narrow sense of the interrelation and com-
parison of these two texts, shows the different ways in which the same 
oracle(s) can be developed: the similarity is there for the sake of the differ-
ence. Perhaps the same might be true for the books of Micah and Isaiah. 

50. Jacobs, Conceptual Coherence, 155–56. others think the addressees are the 
nations, for instance Julia M. o’brien, Micah, Wisc 37 (collegeville, Mn: liturgical 
Press, 2015), 69. ben Zvi argues for the polyvalence of the passage (Micah, 139). It 
seems to me that the primary reference, given the second person singular address, 
must be Israel. This does not exclude encompassing the nations “who do not listen” 
in the oracle.
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every argument is contingent; every text is a selection from among myriad 
ways not taken. both texts, moreover, are temporary and chance incarna-
tions of the prophetic voice. as amos seems to suggest, everyone could 
and should be a prophet (amos 3:8). The underlying continuity is indi-
cated by the affirmation, “for the mouth of yhWh has spoken,” which 
links Mic 4:4 to Isa 1:2 and 1:20.

There are other texts: the text of torah, written or spoken, the text of 
the culture that is to be erased. The book may be a transcription of that 
torah, and the voice or word of yhWh, and a memorial to the culture. 
one may note other elements: the pleasure in destruction,51 for instance, 
the sheer jouissance indicated by the parallelisms in Isa 2:6–22 and Mic 
5:9–14, or the thrill of aesthetic achievement in the twin similes of Mic 
5:6–7. but that is material for another day.

51. I have, for instance, discussed the importance of rhythm and alliteration in Isa 
2 in landy, “Isaiah 2,” 263–64.



bloodshed and hate: the Judgment oracle in ezek 22:6–
12 and the legal discourse in lev 19:11–18

Klaus-Peter Adam

Intertextuality

Intertextuality studies ponder the particular overlapping relations between 
texts and seek to describe the connection of the outsides of texts with 
other texts.1 ezekiel and the holiness code (h), lev 17–26, are among 
the textual areas that for a long time have been in the focus of intertex-
tuality studies. The relationship between these two textual areas connects 
with wider areas of biblical studies—for instance, with the problem of the 
relationship between prophets and the law in general. ezekiel stands in 
priestly and in prophetic tradition associated with the babylonian era;2 h 
is among the latest stages of the long-lived stream of pentateuchal law,3 a 
legal tradition that likely intends to supersede and to replace earlier law. 

1. See, for instance, b. J. oropeza, “Intertextuality,” OEBI, 453–63.
2. assessing the priestly role of ezekiel is beyond the scope of this contribution. 

The focus on “instruction,” תורה, as a priestly task in ezek 7:26 (dependent on Jer 
18:18b; Zeph 3:3–4) presupposes the inclusion of legal material in priestly teaching; 
more specifically, a form of making informed distinctions (lev 10:10–11) is under-
stood as the essence of ezekiel’s priestly role; see Jacob Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16, ab 
3 (new york: doubleday 1991), 615, in regard to lev 10 and ezek 22:25–29. on the 
reconstruction of the priestly identity of ezekiel, see andrew Mein, “ezekiel as a Priest 
in exile,” in The Elusive Prophet: The Prophet as a Historical Person, Literary Character 
and Anonymous Artist, ed. Johannes c. de Moor, otSt 45 (leiden: brill 2001), 203. 

3. See the attempt to embed biblical law in ancient near eastern law as demon-
strated in david P. Wright, Inventing God’s Law: How the Covenant Code of the Bible 
Used and Revised the Laws of Hammurabi (oxford: oxford university Press, 2009); 
eckart otto, Der Wandel der Rechtsbegründungen in der Gesellschaftsgeschichte des 
antiken Israel: Eine Rechtsgeschichte des “Bundesbuches,” Exodus XX 22–XXIII 13, 
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The lexicographic and thematic overlap between the laws of the holi-
ness code and of ezekiel suggests five ideal-typical explanatory models:4 
(1) ezekiel’s authorship of both h and ezekiel,5 (2) h draws upon ezekiel,6 
(3) both used a common source,7 (4) both underwent a history of mutual 
influence,8 and (5) ezekiel used h.9 all models develop a macroperspective 

Studbib 3 (leiden: brill, 1988). Insights in the development of biblical law are of par-
ticular help to interpret later stages of the law, such as the holiness code. on h seek-
ing to replace earlier law, see the overview in Jeffrey Stackert, “holiness code and 
Writings,” OEBL, 389–96, esp. 392.

4. on a different level than the models that consider the textual overlap are inter-
pretations of the identity of ezekiel. to consider the attempt to determine the priestly 
identity of ezekiel as an individual, see the overview in Karl-friedrich Pohlmann, 
Ezechiel: Der Stand der theologischen Diskussion (darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche buch-
gesellschaft, 2008), 203–5. on scholarship on ezekiel in general, see the collection 
of Stephen l. cook and corrine l. Patton, eds., Ezekiel’s Hierarchical World: Wres-
tling with a Tiered Reality, SymS 31 (atlanta: Society of biblical literature, 2004). on 
models, see Michael a. lyons, From Law to Prophecy: Ezekiel’s Use of the Holiness 
Code, lhbotS 507 (new york: t&t clark, 2009), 35–46; see also brief overviews in 
Pohlmann, Ezechiel, 197–201; nancy r. bowen, “ezekiel,” OEBB 1:282–300.

5. This theory was put forward by Karl heinrich Graf, Die geschichtlichen Bücher 
des Alten Testaments: Zwei historisch-kritische Untersuchungen (leipzig: Weigel, 1866), 
81–82, and was criticized and rejected by august Klostermann, “ezechiel und das hei-
ligtumsgesetz,” in Der Pentateuch: Beiträge zu seinem Verständnis und seiner Entste-
hungsgeschichte, ed. august Klostermann (leipzig: böhme, 1893), 386. Klostermann 
suggested instead that ezekiel found a pattern of language in h which influenced him 
in his use of language without giving up his own.

6. Julius Wellhausen, Prolegomena to the History of Ancient Israel, trans. J. Suther-
land black and allan Menzies (new york: Meridian books, 1957), 378. Wellhausen 
suggested that much of the material in lev 17–26 was preexilic from the time imme-
diately after d’s composition and the reform of Josiah, while he dated his composi-
tional stage to the exile or postexile (382). finally, Wellhausen saw h quoting ezekiel 
and suggested, based among other things on assumptions of prophetic authenticity, 
ezekiel precedes the holiness code which then precedes the Priestly code (378). The 
mainstream assumption of a postexilic date of h is mainly based on its relationship 
to older law collections; see Klaus Grünwaldt, Das Heiligkeitsgesetz Leviticus 17–26: 
Ursprüngliche Gestalt, Tradition und Theologie (berlin: de Gruyter 1999), 13–22; see 
also eckart otto and christophe nihan below. 

7. Georg fohrer, Introduction to the Old Testament, trans. david e. Green (nash-
ville: abingdon, 1968), 142, suggests a common source of ezekiel and h. both, inde-
pendently from each other, took as their point of departure “extant or developing indi-
vidual collections and complexes, if not a first combined edition.”

8. a proponent of this model is Walther Zimmerli’s commentary on ezekiel, sug-
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on the relationship between the two books in their entirety. The controver-
sial result warns from oversimplification and from generalization, assuming 
complex source-critical relations between h and ezekiel. rather, this com-
plexity presents an opportunity to consider one segment of a semantic 
overlap along with the ideological parallels and along with the analogies of 
the content of ezekiel and P in general, and with h in particular.  

In light of the fundamentally relational nature of texts and their com-
plex overlap, this essay concentrates on lev 19:11–18 in its relation to ezek 
22:6–12.10 It probes the explanatory models for a relationship between both 
that is based on the parallels and the differences between the individual pas-
sages. Juxtaposing lev 19 and ezek 22 illustrates the differences between 
the genre of both texts, one of them being a judgment oracle of a prophetic 
composition with a literary context in the book of ezekiel targeting the city 
of Jerusalem. In comparison, lev 19:11–18 is a sequence of injunctions in 
the form of prohibitives with predecessors and close parallels in the legal 
tradition, as the over-imposed typical framework of h it now presents. This 
juxtaposition of a prophetic passage with a roughly contemporary tradition 
of h seeks to map out the shared lexicographic field between both texts and 
its typical overlap of idiomatic language. The juxtaposition of ezek 22 and 
lev 19 thus offers a window into the diverse discourses on Jewish ethics 
that span from the babylonian through the Persian time. Their shared 
reflection of priestly legal tradition and their ethos of mutual benevolence 
yields astonishing parallels in the lexicography of both.11 

gesting a shared, complex process of composition over an extended time line. Zim-
merli rejects any unilateral literary dependence and suggests a reciprocal relationship, 
in which to a large extent ezekiel used h, with the exception of lev 26, a later layer 
in h influenced by ezekiel. Walther Zimmerli, Ezekiel 1, trans. ronald e. clements, 
hermeneia (Minneapolis: fortress, 1979), 52.

9. ezekiel borrowed from the holiness code; see among others, l. e. elliott-
binns, “Some Problems of the holiness code,” ZAW 67 (1955): 26–40; daniel I. block, 
The Book of Ezekiel: Chapters 1–24, nIcot (Grand rapids: eerdmans, 1997), 40; l. 
b. Paton, “The holiness-code and ezekiel,” PRR 26 (1896): 98–115; and lyons, From 
Law, 44n108, which lists more representatives of this position. 

10. Intertextual analysis between biblical texts needs scope and limitation. an 
example of a comprehensive approach is Georg Steins, Die “Bindung Isaaks” im Kanon 
(Gen 22): Grundlagen und Programm einer kanonisch-intertextuellen Lektüre, hbS 20 
(freiburg im breisgau: herder, 1999); but see the critical review by James l. crenshaw, 
JBL 121 (2002): 152–54, esp. 153, the question about the criteria for the selection of 
the relevant hypotexts. 

11. The comparison and the overlap between both raise questions about the 
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Thematically, lev 19:11–18 reflects on actual or potential conflicts 
and on the ways of avoiding and of settling conflicts. The behavioral roles 
and themes have parallels in ezekiel’s judgment oracle. at the same time, 
stylistically, both reflect their literary context. leviticus 19:11–18 lists pre-
dominantly prohibitives, while ezek 22:6–12 is kept in the accusatory tone 
of judgment prophecy. I probe the relational models between the texts in 
the comparison between the two quintessential passages on private con-
flict settlement and on enmity in their respective contexts and in their 
diverse types of communal ethos as frame of reference. an initial compari-
son between ezek 22:6–12 and the laws of lev 19 demonstrates conceptual 
and lexicographic similarities. first, this opens up an informed look at 
ezek 22, in particular at the ways it draws on the laws of lev 18–20. This is 
worthwhile, as it reveals how prophetic priestly cycles reflected on law and 
how they adjusted it to their specific situation.12 The comparison also pon-
ders the differences between the alleged audiences. The lexicographic and 
the thematic overlap between particularly lev 19:11–18 and the judgment 
oracle against the city of bloodshed in ezek 22:6–12 offers an interesting 
perspective on the overlap between ezekiel’s prophetic tradition and law. 
Second, naming the textual overlap between the sources while bracketing 
out questions of priority leads to the identification of legal themes and 
their relevance in diverse bodies of literature. ezekiel 22:6–12 and lev 
19:11–18 present themselves as a litmus test for the relevance of inter-
textual considerations about the two sources.13 The result of this debate 
contributes to clarifying the development of biblical law and elucidates 
its reception and discussion in the prophetic-priestly tradition of ezekiel.

The lexicographic and thematic overlap of lev 19:3–4, 11–18 and of 
ezek 22:6–12 with the decalogues are extensive.14 The decalogues first 

coherence of a theory of the strict literary dependence of ezekiel from h. While this is 
beyond the scope of this contribution, the extended time span of the alleged redaction 
of the book of ezekiel and, to a slightly lesser extent for h, covers a period of time that 
allows for parallel and for mutually overlapping processes of reflection in both liter-
ary corpora. consequently, a parallel history of the composition of h and of ezekiel 
seems plausible, with phases of mutual interdependence between them, as suggested 
by Gustav hölscher, Hesekiel: Der Dichter und das Buch; Eine literarkritische Untersu-
chung, bZaW 39 (berlin: de Gruyter, 1924), 31.

12. See an overview in lyons, From Law, 115–16. 
13. The relationship between both texts has often been noted; see, among others, 

block, Book of Ezekiel, 707–8. 
14. They would require a separate study; I merely mention a selection. 
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share with lev 19:3–4, 11–18 and ezek 22:6–12 their concern about the 
use and the religious value of foreign material, cultural objects. More gen-
erally, they share the concern about the use of idols or images seen as not 
genuinely yahwistic in their nature (exod 20:4–5; deut 5:7–9; lev 19:4).15 
Second, they specifically share the profanation of the Sabbath as festival 
day (exod 20:8–11; deut 5:12–15; lev 19:3, 30 plural suffix, first-person 
singular). Third, they are both concerned about the disrespect of the tra-
ditional structures of parental authority as one important way that ensures 
the stability of kinship-based society (exod 20:6; deut 5:16; lev 19:3). 
fourth, they share the theme of homicide within the community with the 
specific verb רצח (exod 20:13; deut 5:17), while lev 19:16 also refers to 
homicide in the community, framing it differently as prohibition of stand-
ing against the blood of a community member—which also represents a 
core theme of ezek 22:6, 9, 12, and 13. fifth, they share various forms of 
false accusation of a community member (exod 20:16; deut 5:20); swear-
ing falsely; lifting yhWh’s name to false accusation (exod 20:7; deut 
5:11; lev 19:15); and, specifically, acting as a slanderer רכיל (ezek 22:9; 
lev 19:16). Sixth, various forms of men gaining illegitimate control over 
women are shared: either breaking a neighbor’s marriage (exod 20:14; 
deut 5:18), attempting to steal a neighbor’s wife (exod 20:17; deut 5:21), 
or illegitimately giving a daughter up for prostitution (lev 19:29). 

These themes are distinctively framed and reflected on from various 
vantage points. ezekiel 22:6 considers the theme of homicide (“blood-
shed”) in an accusation directed against the ruling elite. In lev 19:16, the 
prohibition of standing against the blood is followed in lev 19:17–18 by 
prohibitions against more comprehensive forms of retaliation in favor 
of mutual benevolence. The passage addresses the concerns about far-
reaching patterns of interaction with a neighbor. It names specific patterns 
of retaliatory interaction such as hate (שנא), revenge (נקם), and bearing 
a grudge (נטר), and commands to instead exercise mutual benevolence 
 The case for h as the historically latest law collection is stimulating .(אהב)
within the discourse on intertextuality, namely because it specifies how 
ezekiel relates to the laws of h partaking in a Persian era discourse—a 
highly interesting theme given h’s alleged intention to revise earlier legal 
tradition in the covenant code and in deuteronomy. This character of h 

15. See also the rejection of turning toward the spirits (lev 19:31) and the empha-
sis on yhWh’s holiness (19:2b).
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as revision would namely invite a comparison of lev 19:11–18 with the 
content and with the function of the Sinaitic decalogues that themselves 
serve as summaries of legal traditions and as prologues to the law collec-
tions of the covenant code (exod 21:2–23:19) and the law collection of 
deuteronomy (deut 12–26).16

the outline of lev 19 and Its relevance for the Question at Stake

for the array of legal collections in the Pentateuch, the attempt to retrieve 
the literary contexts and the compositions of the collections is at the heart 
of understanding their legal thought. It is therefore appropriate to briefly 
consider the composition of lev 19 in h. bookended by rules about the 
social structure in lev 18 and 20, the chapter itself presents a variety of 
laws, some of which are arranged around the criterion of “purity” and 
of “mixture.” leviticus 19:11–18, which is at the core of this compari-
son with ezek 22:6–12, consists of four pairs of two verses framed by the 
short introductory formula “I am yhWh,” which closes each set of two 
verses (19:11–12, 13–14, 15–16, 17–18). as is the case in lev 19:11–18, 
the entire chapter of lev 19 also reveals a clear outline. leviticus 19 can 
be understood as a diptych consisting of two panels, both of which exhibit 
a symmetric arrangement of introductory general exhortation to holiness 
(19:2abβb, 19aα) and a sequel of three commands that can be summarized 
as: 

1. fundamental prescriptions: Sabbath, idolatry (19:3–4); the 
prohibition of mixtures (19:19aβ, γ, b);

2. casuistic laws: sacrifice (19:5–8); gleaning of fields (19:9–10); 
sacrifice (19:20–22); harvesting of trees (19:23–25);

16. leviticus 19:11–18 and the decalogues show significant textual overlap and 
both summarize earlier law. also, the form of a row of prohibitives in lev 19:11–18 
has invited thoughts about its relationship to other decalogues in general and the 
reconstruction of an old core of a dodecalogue or a decalogue; see, for instance, J. 
Morgenstern, “The decalogue of the holiness code,” HUCA 26 (1955): 1–27; Karl 
elliger, Leviticus, hat 1.4 (tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1966), 254; and the overview in 
Jacob Milgrom, Leviticus 17–22, ab 3a (new york: doubleday, 2000), 1600. Specifi-
cally, the thematic and the lexicographic overlaps between the rows of prohibitives 
(lev 19:11–18) and the two versions of the decalogues (exod 20 and deut 5) witness 
a vivid discourse between both texts.



 bloodshed and hate 97

3. other mixed prescriptions: the benevolence toward fellow 
community members (19:11–18); and corresponding pre-
scriptions of cultural separation (19:26–32). 

a summary exhortation to keep and practice all statutes and ordinances in 
verse 37 concludes lev 19.17

panel 1 panel 2
general exhortation to holiness: 
(2aβ.b) 

transition to new exhortation:
Keep my statutes! (19aα)

(a) fundamental prescriptions: 
parents 
Sabbath 
prohibition of apostasy, idolatry 
(3–4)

(a′) fundamental prescription: 
prohibition of mixtures (19aβ, γ, b) 

(b) casuistic laws: 
sacrifice (5–8)
gleaning fields; leaving harvest 
(9–10)

(b′) casuistic laws: 
sacrifice (20–22)
harvesting trees; leaving harvest 
(23–25)

(c) other prescriptions: 
benevolence toward fellow  
community member (11–18)

(c′) other prescriptions: 
cultural separation (26–32)
benevolence toward resident alien 
(33–34)
benevolence/fairness in trade 
(35–36a)

concluding exhortation: “keep and practice all my statutes 
and all my ordinances!” (37)

recent studies have considered the outline of this legal collection as 
relevant for its interpretation. Seen through a compositional lens, lev 19 
juxtaposes verses 11–18 with the countercultural practices verses 26–32 
describe. Therefore, when viewed in their relation to verses 26–32, the set 
of behavioral expectations in verses 11–18 functions on a compositional 

17. See this outline first in eckart otto, “das heiligkeitsgesetz leviticus 17–26 in 
der Pentateuchredaktion,” in Altes Testament: Forschung und Wirkung; Festschrift H. 
Reventlow, ed. Peter Mommer and Winfried Thiel (frankfurt: lang, 1994), 73.
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level as the corresponding counterpart to the expectations of a non-yah-
wistic behavior seen in lev 19:26–32. 

In more detail, part (c) of the first panel (19:11–18) presents the 
aspects of mutual malevolence and benevolence in the community of the 
holiness code. all of the prohibitives are apodictic and largely without 
rationale: verses 11–12 concern the deception of a fellow countryman, 
which would amount to desecrate yhWh; verses 13–14 aim at a general 
protection of the socially weak, such as the day laborer or people with 
disabilities; verses 15–16 request fair and just conflict settlement in the 
community; and verses 17–18 explicitly reject inimical, hateful behav-
ioral patterns, such as seeking revenge or bearing a grudge, and request 
an active attitude of mutual benevolence in the interaction. The context 
and the addressees of this passage are relevant for its precise under-
standing. four categories of terms designate the community members. 
The first verse pair (19:11–12) mentions the compatriot (עמית in 19:11), 
and the second (19:13–14) refers to the companion/neighbor (רע in 
19:13). The third verse pair (19:15–16) uses again compatriot (עמית in 
19:15) and refers to “your people” (19:16aα) and then to “companion/
neighbor” (19:16aβ). The final double verses (19:17–18) combine four 
terms: “brother” (אח in 19:17aα); “compatriot” (19:17aβ); the “sons of 
your people” (עם  ;both in 19:18a ,(רע) ”and “companion/neighbor (בני 
and, finally, “companion/neighbor” (19:18b).18 The meticulous nuances 
of the addressees in lev 19:11–18 reveal the sophisticated perception of 
the social structure. The variants mirror a nuanced understanding of how 
precisely interpersonal responsibility would be defined and how it would 
play out among various community members.19 

18. unless otherwise stated, all translations are my own. 
19. for interpersonal responsibility, see also christophe nihan, From Priestly 

Torah to Pentateuch, fat 2/25 (tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2007), 475. It is disputed 
whether the command in 19:18 is originally a command to love one’s enemies. This 
is the suggestion of hans-Peter Mathys, Liebe deinen Nächsten wie dich selbst: Unter-
suchungen zum alttestamentlichen Gebot der Nächstenliebe (Lev 19,18), obo 71 (Göt-
tingen: vandenhoeck & ruprecht, 1986), 82. The matter requires more attention; in 
short, I assume that verse 18 systematically excludes the category of enmity as a form 
of continuous mutual malevolence in the closely knit community that lev 19:11–18 
addresses.
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the themes of foreign Images, Sabbath, and  
conflict Settlement in General in lev 19

Widening the scope from 19:11–18, the opening passage (a) at the begin-
ning of the first panel refers to two fundamental commands: keeping the 
Sabbaths as festival day (19:3) and the prohibition of apostasy and idolatry 
(19:4). The subsequent casuistic commands on offerings (19:5–8) and the 
laws that demand maintaining options for gleanings for the socially dis-
advantaged after the harvest of fields and vineyards in verses 9–10 form 
part (b). both parts (a) and (b) intend to govern fundamental aspects of 
communal life: the weekly rhythm through the festival day and funda-
mental responsibilities for the disadvantaged in the community. Seen in 
the larger context of the focus of the implied addressees of the laws of 
h, lev 19 seeks to essentially provide laws for the community it address-
es.20 The prohibitives in lev 19:11–18 that in detail relate to interpersonal 
behavior in the community closely connect these ethical ideals more spe-
cifically to religious ideals, such as the observance of yhWh-Sabbaths 
and the exclusion of apostasy and idolatry—all of which are hallmarks of 
the identity of “holiness” for the community. In fact, lev 19:11–18 consid-
ers lying to a community member as a form of “desecration” of the name of 
yhWh (19:12) and considers cursing a deaf person or being a stumbling 
block for the blind as expressions of a lack of yhWh-fear (ירא in 19:14). 
With the use of the adjective “holy,” h labels these ethical rules as part of 
the distinct, exclusive concept of yahwism. 

the outline of ezek 22:6–12 and Its relevance for this Question

ezekiel 22 is an arrangement of three units: 22:1–16, 17–22, and 23–29. an 
idiomatic formula, “the word of yhWh came” (22:1, 17, 23), introduces 
each of these larger units and serves as the delineation between them.21 
Three diverse thematic foci are apparent. The first of these core units con-

20. The reference to vineyards and fields in lev 19:9–10, together with the laws 
for fruit trees in 19:23–25, has led to the understanding that the holiness code pre-
supposes a rural or an agricultural community as its audience. The priestly ideals 
would not exclude these addressees from labor on the fields.

21. friedrich Pohlmann, Der Prophet Hesekiel/Ezechiel Kapitel 20–48, atd 22 
(Göttingen: vandenhoeck & ruprecht, 2001), 329, assumes verses 23–31 have inspired 
verses 1–16 and verses 17–22 are an addition.
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sists of two oracles (22:6–12 and 1–5); the latter functions as introduction 
to the former. The final part (22:23–29) adds another oracle. The three core 
units as such can be broken down further. verses 1–5 arrange variations 
on the themes of accusation of homicide and idolatry in Jerusalem.22 In 
detail, the passage breaks down to a comprehensive accusation of Jeru-
salem, the “city of blood” (עיר הדמים), in an introduction in verses 1–5. 
The structure of this introduction can be retrieved in detail; following an 
introductory formula (22:1–2), there is a command to the prophet to act 
as judge, that is, a summons (22:3aβ–5). Therefore, when seen through the 
lens of a compositional analysis, ezek 22:1–5 seemingly condenses older 
passages that now follow later in the current composition.23

The first judgment oracle (22:6–12) is of interest here. It mentions a 
specific addressee. first, 22:6 singles out the “princes” or “rulers of Israel.” 
The subsequent verses list the more detailed accusations. The content and 
the arrangement of this core unit and its accusations are essential for the 
larger unit (ezek 22:1–12*). verses 6–7 are key to the concept of 22:1–
12*. verse 6 addresses Israel’s rulers with the title 24.נשיא In the context 
of this verse, the oracle addresses the rulers of the city (“in you”), hold-
ing accountable the city rulers for the ethical conduct characterized by 
bloodshed. beyond these authorities, ezek 22:6–12 adduces more than 
one accusation. Its attention shifts toward an exposure of the officials’ dis-
respect for (assumingly traditional) kinship organization.

verses 6–12 present in itself a complex unit. verses 13–16 adduce the 
consequences of the behavior addressed in verses 6–12 in an announce-
ment of judgment. from a compositional viewpoint, verses 13–14 add a 
new passage. The interjection “but see” (והנה) in 22:13 marks its begin-
ning, and its tone demonstrates the character of verses 13–14 with a new 
intention. The qatal form in 22:13a holds an announcement for the imme-

22. Without the classic subforms of prophetic “accusation” and “threat.” frank-
lothar hossfeld, Untersuchungen zu Komposition und Theologie des Ezechielbuches, 
2nd ed., fb 20 (Würzburg: echter, 1983), 111–16, esp. 112, 148, conveys of the passage 
as close to preexilic prophetic accusations of homicide in, for example, Mic 3:10 and 
hab 2:12, and therefore assumes it is part of the basic layer. he suggests the closest 
parallel is in the command to proclaim in ezek 20:4–5 and in a redactional version in 
ezek 23:36. 

23. I follow largely hossfeld, Untersuchungen, 99–152.
24. hossfeld, Untersuchungen, 149, ascribes the basic layer (22:1–5, 6, 9a, 12) to 

the time shortly before the babylonian era in 587 bce, yet he admits that dating the 
prophecy of ezekiel based on this layer remains difficult. 
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diately impending future: “but see, I will smite.”25 These two verses draw 
the consequences of the aforesaid accusations in the form of an indict-
ment and doom that are missing from the previous verses, 22:6–12.26 two 
objects follow, and both reference the dishonest gain and bloodshed. The 
following question in 22:14 is symmetric: “can your heart endure, or can 
your hands be strong?” The idiomatic “I, yhWh, have spoken, and I will 
act” functions as a closure of this passage.

after this closure, ezek 22:15–16 carries forward as an opening of a 
new unit. This passage addresses the problems from a wider angle, and it 
speaks in two regards about a context that exceeds the level of the city of 
Jerusalem and the level of Israel as an ethnic entity. This overarching level 
exceeds the limits of the city of Jerusalem and takes them to the interna-
tional forum of the nations (גוים) and the countries (ארצות), into which 
Israel will be scattered. as is the case in 22:13–14, the passage relates to 
the future. Syntactically, verses 15–16 consist of a chain of four qatal–
x sentences that announce the future; verse 16b adds a final formula of 
knowledge. This second bookending of the judgment oracle looks ahead to 
the forum of the nations.27 verses 13–14 and 15–16 add different foci, with 
both containing words that widen the scope beyond the more confined 
society of Jerusalem.28 compositionally, we can distinguish distinct ele-
ments in the first unit (22:1–16).29 verses 13–16 take up the keyword בצע 

25. as is the case in the lxx and ezek 21:19, 22, the form is to be read “I smite 
my hand at.”

26. hossfeld, Untersuchungen, 149. 
27. verses 17–22 are a metaphoric discourse on metallurgy that constitutes a 

separate unit. verses 23–29 arrange accusations of five groups of addressees with a 
specific rebuke. first, it addresses “the land” (22:24), then the prophets (22:25), the 
priests (22:26), the princes (22:27), the prophets (22:28), and, finally, the people of the 
land (22:29). 

28. from a source-critical perspective, these units can be understood as a first and 
a second addition (hossfeld, Untersuchungen, 149–50). 

29. a nuanced source-critical reading of ezek 22:1–12 suggests a basic exilic layer 
and passages that are part of a successive, later reworking of the prophetic book. See, 
for instance, hossfeld, Untersuchungen, 109, 148–52, 524–29. for 22:1–12, he suggests 
a core of sentences with the refrain “in order to shed blood” in verses 6, 9a, 12a, and 
12b, including verses 1–5. he sees this basic layer from exilic time in close analogy to 
preexilic judgment prophecy, and, at the same time, it is in its semantic profile closely 
related to ezekiel’s core units: a first addition of disciples of the prophet ezekiel in 
22:13–14; and a third layer in 22:15–16 added after the fall of Jerusalem, but not filling 
in the plethora of cultic concerns as the subsequent layer. a fourth layer, representing 
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(“unfair gain”) from verse 12 in verse 13. another term that functions as a 
bridge between both passages is “blood” in 22:12a and 13b. verses 13–16 
leave the context of the city as such and extend the judgment prophecy 
to a wider context. Seen through a source-critical lens, the more specific 
accusations in 22:6–12 appear to be a concise oracle. The explicit threat 
of impending judgment in 22:13–16 is assumingly later, and the unit was 
further enlarged through an introduction.30

1–2 announcement of Judgment
1 Then the word of yhWh came to me saying,

Summary, rhetorical question:
2 and you, son of man, will you judge, will you judge the bloody city?
Then cause her to know all her abominations.

3–5 Summons
3 and you shall say, 
“Thus says my lord yhWh, 
a city shedding blood in her midst, so that her time will come, 
and that makes ‘scarabs,’ against her, for her defilement!

framework: bloodshed, defilement, the nations:
4 you have become guilty by the blood which you have shed, and defiled 
by your ‘scarabs’ which you have made. Thus you have brought your day 
near and have come to your years. 
Therefore, I have made you a reproach to the nations, and a mocking to 
all the lands. 
5 Those who are near and those who are far from you will mock you, you 
of ill repute, full of turmoil.

6–12 against Israel’s leaders
6 behold, the rulers of Israel, each according to his power, have been in 
you, for the purpose of shedding blood.

ezekiel’s roots in the Jeremiah/d tradition, is found in the genre of “statements” (“Fest-
stellungen”) and commandments in analogy to lev 20 in ezek 22:7, 9aβ, 10; it presents 
an equilibrium of both social and cultic misdemeanors. a fifth layer in ezek 22:9bβ, 
11 exhibits an increasing influence of priestly law (PG and h) and priestly language 
and is interested in listing the complete perception of misdemeanors. Potentially, this 
layer echoes Jer 5:7–9; 9:1; 23:10, 14. finally, sixth, the concern for the Sabbath was 
added in 22:8. 

30. Zimmerli, Ezekiel 1, 455. 
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7 They have treated father and mother lightly within you. 
The alien they have oppressed in your midst; the fatherless and the 
widow they have wronged in you.
8 you have despised my holy things and profaned my Sabbaths. 
9 Slanderous men have been in you for the purpose of shedding blood, 
and in you they have eaten on the mountains. In your midst they have 
committed lewdness. 
10 In you they have uncovered their fathers’ nakedness; in you they have 
humbled her who was unclean in her menstrual impurity. 
11 and one has committed abomination with his neighbor’s wife, 
and another has lewdly defiled his daughter-in-law. 
and another in you has humbled his sister, his father’s daughter.
12 In you they have taken bribes to shed blood; 
you have taken interest and profits,
and you have injured your neighbors for dishonest gain by oppression, 
and you have forgotten Me,” 
declares my lord yhWh.

13–16 Word of Threat/doom
13 “behold, then, I smite my hand at your dishonest gain which you have 
acquired, and at your blood which is among you. 
14 can your heart endure, or can your hands be strong, in the days that I 
shall deal with you? I, yhWh, have spoken and shall act. 
15 and I shall scatter you among the nations, and I shall disperse you 
through the lands, and I shall consume your uncleanness from you. 
16 and you will profane yourself in the sight of the nations, and you will 
know that I am yhWh.”

17–22 Purification Metaphor 

23–29 Paraenesis for various (Privileged) classes: 
25 Prophets: conspiracy
26 Priests: use of violence
27 officials/princes: homicide
28 Prophets: false, misleading visions
29 People of the land: oppression, robbery, oppression of poor, sojourner
30–31 yhWh speech: “I sought for a builder of the wall”

final announcement of doom: “Therefore”
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thematic analysis

The judgment oracle references accusations against incidents in the city of 
Jerusalem. The passage’s focus is on the city’s community and its reality as 
social space. The two spatial markers locate the described behavior in the 
entity of the city in a defined area, referencing the population in it with 
the terms “in your midst” (בתוכך) and “in you” (בך). The passage ezek 
22:6–12 repeats these spatial markers ten times.31 This emphasis on the 
communal life and on its proceedings highlights that these problems per-
tain to the city as the center of the community. The heading of ezekiel’s 
oracle addresses the ruling elites in Israel, the rulers (ישראל  and (נשיאי 
their respective executive power (זרע). In the context of ezek 22, these 
rulers refer to the guilt of the urban elites whom the prophetic oracles hold 
responsible for incidents in the city precincts. Pointing to the city rulers, 
the passage refers to the theme of hierarchy and highlights the unaccept-
able mechanisms of behavior of the inhabitants of the city itself. The attack 
on the city rulers as urban elite finds an interesting complementary aspect 
in the rejection of the traditional authorities in a kinship-based society, 
notably the clan elders, both female and male. ezekiel 22:6–7 connect the 
rulers’ bloodshed in 22:6 with the disrespect of the traditional order of 
the kinship-based society. The rulers seek to increase bloodshed in the 
community by ruling for their own good. as a consequence, the members 
of the society whose primary community of solidarity is shattered—such 
as widows and orphans, who experienced a loss of a next of kin—are 
wronged. Ideally, in a kinship-based society, members of the same kin 
would help such individuals.

besides the destruction of the primary community of solidarity, the 
internal structure of the weekly order is also broken, including the dis-
ruption of the Sabbath celebration. a closer look at the emphasis of the 
accusations of 22:6–12 indicates that they pair the theme of bloodshed in 
the city as the most far-reaching consequence with other transgressions of 
the order in 22:6–8, 9–11, and 12. The internal structure of each of these 
three sections is regular. all three passages begin with the accusation of 
homicide they label as “bloodshed” in 22:6, 9, and 12 as a primary inten-
tion of Israel’s rulers. The themes of ezek 22:6–12 relate to the violation of 

31. ezek 22:7 (3x), 9 (3x), 10 (2x), 11b, and 12a. additionally 22:13 mentions 
.בתוכך
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the communal order as opposed to traditional kinship order (22:6–7), as 
well as the violations of yahwistic customs and of fair conflict settlement 
(22:9a), in a variation in 22:12. The theme of unfair conflict settlement 
brackets a relatively elaborate central passage (22:9b–11) that refers to the 
violation of the kinship order and results in the intentional deviation of 
patterns of appropriate intimate relationship between the members of a 
kinship group, to which the text refers with the term זמה, “lewdness.” 

ezekiel 22 puts the violation of rules through individual acts in the 
larger context of constituting a violation of genuine yahwistic customs. 
verse 8 refers to the “holy things, Sabbaths,” and the subscript in verse 12b 
sees the behavior in contradiction to yahwism in essence.

symptom category/cause
22:6 rulers aim at bloodshed violation of communal order

22:7 disrespect against parents
oppression of the sojourner
wronging orphan and widow 

violation of traditional kin-
ship order

22:8 despise yhWh’s holy things 
and Sabbaths

violation of yahwistic customs

22:9a slanderous men with purpose 
of bloodshed

violation of fair conflict settle-
ment

22:9bα  eating on the mountains
committing “lewdness”

violation of religious rules
violations of kinship order

22:10 uncovering father’s naked-
ness
humbling unclean women in 
their menstruation period

22:11 committing “abomination” 
with neighbor’s wife
“lewdly” defiling daughter–
in–law
humbling one’s sister, father’s 
daughter

22:12a taking bribes with the pur-
pose of bloodshed

violation of fair conflict settle-
ment
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22:12bα taking interest and profits violation of fair economy
22:12bβ injuring neighbors for gain 

by oppression
forgetting yhWh

violation of fairness in com-
munity 
rejection of yahwism

a number of accusations in ezek 22:6–12 also play a role in lev 19:3–
4, 11–18; others have parallels in lev 18 and 20. both texts significantly 
overlap with regard to two themes and one semantic field. first, they 
both urge to respect the hierarchical frame of reference of the traditional 
kinship in Judah. ezekiel 22:6 first accuses the rulers of their intentional 
homicide that they reference as “bloodshed,” a term that reflects on the 
general priestly principle of talionic retribution for bloodshed in Gen 9:6. 
ezekiel 22:6–7 puts this next to the reproach against the rulers who seek 
their personal gain with the climate of disrespect for the traditional kin-
ship authorities. It associates this posture with certain members who find 
themselves systemically at a disadvantage, but about whom a functional 
kinship society would have to care—namely, the sojourner, the orphan, 
and the widow. leviticus 19:3a also mentions the urge to value the tradi-
tional patterns of authority in the kinship in the first position of chapter 
19. notably, both ezek 22 and lev 19 mention both authorities separately: 
mother and father (lev 19:3a); father and mother (ezek 22:7a). Second, 
both ezek 22:8 and lev 19:4 frame the themes of general conduct within 
a broader critique of an aberration from yahwistic practices, notably a 
critique on neglecting Sabbath observance. Third, ezek 22:9bα–11 covers 
aberrations from an established order. They first reference the problematic 
offering practices and subsequently the prohibited practices of intimate 
relationships within a kinship society. 

The passage relates this theme to the slanderous subversion caused 
by a group of ideal-typical nonconformists (אנשי רכיל), whose intentional 
killings undermine any sense of security in the society. Their deliberate 
malice (זמה) is a threat to the city’s order and is paired with their religious 
opposition to yahwism as the accusation of having meals on the moun-
tains in the city in 22:9bα. verse 10b refers to the violations of family law 
when a man would force a woman in her menstruation to have inter-
course. With the term זמה twice repeated in 22:9bβ, 11b, the passage 
points to a type of inappropriate, intentional malevolence that here plays 
out specifically in the intimate relationship between kin members. Inti-
mate relationships of one individual with members of another generation 
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are prohibited. verse 11b enforces the notion of a religious undertone or 
criticism with the term “abomination” (תועבה), a term that is also used in 
lev 18:26 as an element of the bookending or framing of the prohibitions 
in lev 18:6–23 through the passages lev 18:24–30 and lev 18:1–5.32 The 
term for “wicked intention” (זמה) has further parallels in three passages 
in the holiness code. leviticus 18:17 uses זמה for inappropriate intimate 
relationships to both mother and daughter; in lev 19:29, it specifically 
designates the pollution of a daughter through giving her up for prostitu-
tion. In conjunction with “abomination” (תועבה), the term is also used in 
ezek 22:8 and in lev 20:13 for the rejection of male-male sexual interac-
tion. It is followed by a prohibition of marriage to both a mother and 
her daughter (lev 20:14). a technical term for problematic intentional 
practices of intimacy that are in the authority of the kin, זמה, is predomi-
nantly found in ezekiel, typically as a priestly designation for the misuse 
of (male) authority within the kin, failing to protect its weakest (female) 
members in the patriarchal hierarchy.33 

function of the terminology of bloodshed שפך דם  
in ezek 22:3, 4, 6, 9, 12, 13, 26

While not a direct parallel between ezek 22:6–12 and lev 19:11–18, the 
tradition of the accusation of bloodshed in ezek 22 builds on earlier 
prophetic oracles that present the same accusation of homicide as ezek 
22:6–12. These preceding lists are less elaborate yet thematically related. 
Jeremiah 7:6, for instance, presents a short accusation of bloodshed, 
bundling a triad of the oppression of the stranger, the fatherless, and the 
widow together with shedding innocent blood and with “walking after 

32. S. Steingrimsson, “זמם,” TDOT 4:89–90, distinguishes a meaning “plan” in six 
instances, mostly in wisdom literature, with the negative connotation of scheming: Isa 
32:7; Ps 119:150; Prov 10:23; 21:27; 24:9; Job 17:11. The only positive connotation of 
“plan” is found in Job 17:11. from this, Steingrimsson discerns the meaning “wicked-
ness, lewdness” found three times in h; in Judg 19:6 and Ps 26:10; possibly also in 
hos 6:9; and in ezekiel and Jer 13:27, where the wicked plan of “whoring” refers to 
prostitution in a comparison with neighing horses.

33. Thirteen out of twenty-two references are from ezekiel, mostly alluding to 
what is seen as non-yahwistic intimate behavior. The term is used in ezek 22, as Stein-
grimsson (“90 ”,זמם) suggests, to associate cases as outlined in lev 18–20. The term is 
also used, for instance, in the retrospective historiographic oracle against the personi-
fied Jerusalem in ezek 16:27, 43, 58 (with the parallelism זימה—תועבה).
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other gods.” In variation, the accusation of bloodshed in Jer 22:3 combines 
three misdeeds: delivering someone who has been robbed from the power 
of his oppressor; acting violently against the stranger, the orphan, or the 
widow; and shedding innocent blood in the city (“this place”). Jeremiah 
22:17 arranges a group of four transgressions: gain (בצע), shedding inno-
cent blood, oppression, and violence. 

another short version of an accusation against the collective is a judg-
ment oracle about conflict settlement procedure in Isa 59:1–7. The core 
in Isa 59:3–7 refers to multiple facets of problematic behavior. In 59:3 and 
7, “bloodshed” is bookending the judgment oracle, while 59:4 focuses on 
unfair lawsuits and conflict settlement and 59:6b singles out the particular 
problem of violence:

3  blood guilt defiles (גאל, niphal) 
false speech, a tongue that mutters wickedness

4 unfair lawsuits with lies; trust in worthlessness; iniquity as a 
result 

5–6 metaphors: eggs, spider web
violence in their hands

7 “evil”; hastening to shed innocent blood, iniquity
devastation and destruction as consequences 

accusations of shedding innocent blood are also used for foreign col-
lectives, such as edom (Joel 4:19) or the “nations” (Ps 79:3). Israel and 
Judah as collectives are accused in ezek 23:45 of having blood on their 
hands. Jerusalem is accused in ezek 16:38. notably, the criticism of the 
house of Israel in both ezek 33:25 and 36:18 is the object of the criticism 
of the defilement of the land through non-yahwistic idols (גלולים*), and 
it becomes a part of the religious self-identity of the addressees, that is, 
of the population.34 The oracles see the practices of bloodshed against 
the backdrop of adopting foreign religious habits. In a wider sense, they 
perceive them as foreign cultural habits. Prophetic tradition in Joel 4:19 
accuses the close neighbors of egypt and edom of bloodshed, holding 
them accountable for killings amongst Judeans. The judgment prophecy 

34. The personal suffix, second-person plural, highlights the connection of the 
accusation to the people as an ethnic entity.
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in Zeph 1:17 announces the pouring out of the blood of the guilty on the 
day of yhWh. 

ezekiel 22 offers a more complex and specific context of bloodshed 
as related to city authorities and forms of greed. ezekiel 24:6–8 echoes 
the accusation of bloodshed of Jerusalem and, in the reading order of the 
book, already ezek 9:9 anticipates this same accusation.35 furthermore, in 
the larger context of ezek 18:5–18, verse 10 is a reference to blood guilt, 
yet specifically to the subcase of blood guilt that was incurred in a conflict 
with an individual of one’s own kin. 

Shedding blood is an idiom for violence that incurs guilt. It is used 
outside of prophetic literature in lam 4:13 for the priests as well as for the 
prophets who are blamed for shedding blood in connection with the fall of 
Jerusalem. two areas spell out the combination of “shedding blood” with 
other transgressions: the wisdom tradition in Prov 1:8–17 and 6:17, which 
points to it; and a cultural custom that Ps 106:38 associates with foreign-
ers. These passages originated in the Persian or the hellenistic era. The 
terminology of “bloodshed’ has, in some instances, secondarily entered 
deuteronomy’s law. both deut 21:7 and deut 19:10 use the terminology 
of “bloodshed.” The latter is an addition to deut 19:1–12 as a reference 
to homicide in priestly language. Priestly law equally uses the idiomatic 
bloodshed in association with the pollution of the land. late priestly 
homicide law in num 35:33 points to the “pollution” of the land through 
bloodshed: “So you shall not pollute [חנף, hiphil] the land in which you 
are; for blood pollutes [חנף, hiphil] the land and no expiation [כפר, pual] 
can be made for the land, for the blood that is shed on it, except by the 
blood of him who shed it.” Seen through an intertextual lens in compari-
son with lev 19:11–18, bloodshed is an extreme expression of personal 
hate that the city prophecy of ezek 22 rejects; this extreme category of 
priestly thought is absent in the rules of h in lev 19:11–18.

comparison and conclusion

ezekiel 22:6–12 mingles priestly and prophetic traditions, while lev 
19:11–18 springs from genuine legal traditions and discourses. In their 
respective forms, ezek 22:6–12 represents a distinctive composition of a 

35. This relates to 2 Kgs 21:16, echoing deut 19:10, in an accusation of Manasseh 
of having shed blood until he had filled Jerusalem with blood. 
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judgment oracle, while lev 19:11–18 aligns four double verses predomi-
nantly about the forms and the constellations of fair and unfair conflict 
settlement. from an intertextual perspective, the terminological and ideo-
logical overlap between both texts is apparent. ezekiel 22:6–12 and lev 
19 both urge parental honor, admonishing to keep in place traditional 
rules of kinship that ideally the authority of the elders would guarantee. 
Written from a city perspective,36 ezek 22 blames the city “nobles” as the 
authorities responsible for the deviation from traditional values of kinship. 
ezekiel 22 highlights the value of kinship in the tradition of urban proph-
ecy that addresses the ruling elites.37 

different from this, lev 19:2 addresses the congregation (עדה) of the 
Israelites as an insider group, and, consequently, lev 19 may well be com-
pared to a rule book of a lay community in a rural setting. The core of the 
intertextual overlap may further be seen in the function of ezek 22:6–12 
as an application of the principles to a city context in a literary context of 
a prophetic corpus. It is plausible that aspects of ezek 22, namely Sabbath 
and parental authority, would be derived from h. yet beyond this depen-
dence between both texts, when reading the prohibition of mutual hate and 
the command of mutual love in lev 19:17–18 in juxtaposition with ezek 
22:6–12, clearly the latter addresses the consequences of physical blood-
shed in the city from a priestly point of view. leviticus 19:11–18 urges a 
fundamental change in attitude among the members of the community. 

36. The city perspective is evident, for instance, in the comparison between the 
Isaianic accusation of the city in ezekiel and in deutero-Isaiah; see among others, 
dieter baltzer, Ezechiel und Deuterojesaja: Berührungen in der Heilserwartung der 
beiden großen Exilspropheten (berlin: de Gruyter, 1971), 41–47, 50–71; and brian neil 
Peterson, Ezekiel’s Message Understood in Its Historical Setting, PtSMS 182 (Princeton: 
Princeton university Press, 2012), 94, with reference to baltzer.

37. In contrast, a number of aspects in h point toward a rural milieu: (1) the use 
of the expression “people of the land”; (2) the rare references of cities in h as com-
pared with deuteronomic law; (3) the preceding regulations on harvesting leaving the 
gleaning (lev 19:9–10) and the regulations about fruit trees (lev 19:23–25); (4) in the 
larger context of h, the redemption laws (lev 25:25–55); (5) the emphasis on agricul-
ture and country life; (6) the Sabbath and jubilee year rules that presuppose land use 
as a necessity for freedom from slavery; (7) the focus of the blessings on fertility and 
harvest in lev 26 that point to a rural context; and (8) the use of מושבה for dwelling 
places (lev 23:3, 14, 17, 21, 31) rather than cities. all of these suggest an (envisioned) 
provincial setting of h as pointed out by Jan Joosten, People and Land in the Holiness 
Code: An Exegetical Study of the Ideational Framework of the Law in Leviticus 17–26, 
vtSup 67 (leiden: brill, 1996), 137–65.



 bloodshed and hate 111

The passage addresses the need for a generally constructive interaction in 
the closely knit community that h addresses, not pointing to the extreme 
outcome of hate but to the widespread, destructive attitude of unfair 
mutual interaction among community members.





anthology as Intertext:  
ambiguity and Generative Interpretation in Qoheleth

Hans Decker

on collecting

In the epilogue of ecclesiastes, the writer comments that Qoheleth has 
sought out דברי־חפץ, “charming sayings” (12:10).1 but the following verse 
undermines this optimistic assessment of the preceding work by describ-
ing the effect of the collection (12:11):

דברי חכמים כדרבנות וכמשמרות נטועים בעלי אספות נתנו מרעה אחד  
The words of the wise are like goads, and like planted nails are the collec-
tions of sayings given by one shepherd.

Qoheleth has gathered sayings together and arranged them, but the collec-
tions taken together prove to be provocative. ecclesiastes’ self-presentation 
as a troubling work has certainly proven true in its reception, where the 
interpretations of his words have been diverse and often contradictory. 
even if the collections have been fixed, their meaning remains elusive. In 
this paper, we will examine the anthological form and how it shapes our 
process of reading in a way that embodies these uncertainties of Qoheleth’s 
worldview. In order to understand the effect of Qoheleth’s anthologies, we 
may begin our argument with a brief examination of collecting as a cul-
tural practice. This will provide us with a helpful prism through which we 
can recognize the purpose and effect of an anthology. 

1. In this paper I have adopted the convention of referring to the biblical book as 
ecclesiastes and the persona of the narrator as Qoheleth. additionally, I have used the 
masculine pronoun for Qoheleth, following the character’s identification in 1:1 as the 
“son of david.” all translations of texts are my own.

-113 -
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In her discussion of collecting, Susan Stewart argues that the con-
stituent elements have meaning through their relationship to the other 
objects in the collection: “There are two movements to the collection’s 
gesture of standing for the world: first, the metonymic displacement of 
part for whole, item for context; and second, the invention of a classifi-
cation scheme which will define space and time in such a way that the 
world is accounted for by the elements of the collection.”2 objects are 
selected as representative of a larger body, and the differences between 
them are given significance through their arrangement in relation to the 
rest of the collection. The collection becomes an accessible model of the 
world; the chronology of origin and the diversity of production or use 
collapse into the simultaneity of the collection. as Stewart says: “Those 
great civic collections, the library and the museum, seek to represent 
experience within a mode of control and confinement. one cannot know 
everything about the world, but one can at least approach closed knowl-
edge through the collection.”3

as literary collections, anthologies also manifest these features. James 
l. Kugel notes that the wisdom tradition in the ancient near east tends to 
gather samples of wisdom into a literary collection.4 The body of knowl-
edge represented in the collection, Kugel notes, is inaccessibly large. 
no student of wisdom can fully master it, but the collection still gives a 
meaningful impression of the whole. as literary works, anthologies rep-
resent the worldview of wisdom—they articulate the principles that give 
events meaning and enable the wise to live well. The diverse wisdom tra-
dition offers different views on the consistency and accessibility of these 
principles, but as collections, the anthologies of these sayings model the 
worldview they represent.

overview of the argument

This raises an important question: how does the anthological character 
of wisdom literature shape the interpretive process? In this paper, we will 
examine the way that Qoheleth assembles collections of sayings as a rep-
resentative embodiment of his worldview. We will look closely at two brief 

2. Susan Stewart, On Longing: Narratives of the Miniature, the Gigantic, the Souve-
nir, the Collection (durham, nc: duke university Press, 1993), 162. 

3. Stewart, On Longing, 161.
4. James l. Kugel, “Wisdom and the anthological temper,” Proof 17 (1997): 9–32.
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collections of משלים in order to explore the way that Qoheleth utilizes 
the ambiguity of the sayings he has chosen in order to create a miniature 
world of uncertainty. 

as proverbs, the sayings from these anthologies could stand as inde-
pendent literary texts. The generic archetypes, unadorned metaphors, and 
poetic structures that allow these miniaturized texts to be understood 
without context also leave room for a wide range of interpretations and 
applications. When such open texts are gathered together into a collection, 
however, each proverb exercises some influence over the way that we read 
the surrounding proverbs. The anthology becomes a self-contained series 
of intertexts that together provide a multifaceted worldview. The bound-
aries between texts are blurred in the collection, and readings of sayings 
often become entangled.

Qoheleth composes or quotes these proverbs as a set, and so they 
stand together, unified by the single voice of his narrative persona. con-
trasting or contradictory points of view are not presented as the product 
of multiple authors, or even as changes in Qoheleth’s own view over time. 
Instead, the complexity of the model world is presented in the paradoxi-
cal relationship of the sayings themselves. In order to read a collection as 
a coherent body of literature, we look for interpretations that draw con-
nections between these different sayings which hold them together into a 
coherent account of the world. The difficulty inherent in generating coher-
ent interpretations of Qoheleth’s collection is not necessarily characteristic 
of wisdom anthologies; rather, it mirrors Qoheleth’s unique account of his 
struggle to find wisdom. 

ecclesiastes 10:5–11 as an anthology

a calamity observed

In eccl 10:5–7, Qoheleth describes some problematic observations that he 
has made during his quest for wisdom:

יש רעה ראיתי תחת השמש כשגגה שיצא מלפני השליט נתן הסכל במרומים רבים 
ועשירים בשפל ישבו ראיתי עבדים על־סוסים ושרים הלכים כעבדים על־הארץ

There is an evil I have seen under the sun, like a mistake that comes from 
a ruler: the fool is set in many high places, and the wealthy sit in humilia-
tion. I have seen servants upon horses, and princes walking like servants 
on the ground. 
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If these verses were separated, we could interpret eccl 10:6 and 10:7 as 
traditional aphorisms. The book of Proverbs includes warnings against 
seeking out honors above one’s station (e.g., Prov 26:6–7), while the book 
of esther tells of a prince on the ground leading a servant on a horse as an 
expression of poetic justice (esth 6:7–11). but when these verses are read 
as a running text, eccl 10:6–7 is subordinate to the opening clause of 10:5. 
Qoheleth observes an evil, which he explores through two examples of 
inverted social order. The generic figures and representative situations in 
these verses illustrate the principle that worth does not guarantee position.

Pits of our own Making

Whatever the origins of the previous two verses, eccl 10:8 clearly func-
tions as a traditional distich proverb:

חפר גומץ בו יפול ופרץ גדר ישכנו נחש  
The one digging a pit will fall into it; and the one breaching a wall will be 
bitten by a snake.

While the previous verses were marked by their shared imagery of inverted 
social order, this proverb focuses on actions and consequences. The imag-
ery of falling into one’s own pit is a familiar expression for being undone 
by one’s own plots (e.g., Prov 28:26). The parallel structure of the saying 
encourages a similar reading of breaking through a wall as a criminal 
enterprise. a robber digs a pit as a trap in order to get someone else to fall 
into it, while a vandal knocks down a boundary wall in order to destroy a 
vineyard. In this way, the proverb offers a tidy assurance that the wicked 
will be hoist with his own petard. This interpretation is consistent with 
numerous other biblical passages describing those who fall into their own 
pits (Prov 26:27; 28:26; Pss 7:15; 9:15; 35:7–8; 57:6). The משל on its own is 
a traditional moral aphorism warning that, in the words of another sage, 
evil people will reap what they sow.

contextual reshaping

With this interpretation of eccl 10:8 in our minds, we may return to the 
context, searching for ways in which to integrate this saying into the col-
lection Qoheleth has already started. Perhaps 10:8 should be understood 
as a qualifying interpretation of the preceding situations. In this reading, 
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the situations described in 10:6–7 are merely temporary wrinkles in the 
moral fabric of society that will soon be smoothed out under the irresist-
ible weight of natural consequence. This reading of 10:8 does not contradict 
the legitimacy of Qoheleth’s observations. They remain true, but the prov-
erb in 10:8 reframes them under a larger principle. The slave may ride on 
horseback above his nobler counterparts, just as the bandit may lay traps 
for the innocent, but he is bound to fall from grace, just like the unstable 
edge of the pit will give way under the feet of the criminal. The sequence 
of the collection replaces narrative chronology. The observation and the 
principle are understood to be true simultaneously, but the assurance in 
10:8 provided by what Klaus Koch called the Tun-Ergehen-Zusammenhang 
limits the implications of the רעה that Qoheleth has witnessed.5

taken as a set, we can easily reimagine the paradigmatic situations 
in Qoheleth’s observations as proverbial warnings. We may see situations 
where the wicked prosper, Qoheleth warns, but do not mistake such sce-
narios for evidence of moral anarchy. The destruction of the wicked will 
come upon them. In this way, by providing a new setting for the prov-
erbs, the anthology could qualify problematic situations as temporary 
and reformulate the initial cynical observations about unworthy rulers as 
warnings about their impending demise. The collection generates addi-
tional significance in the proverbs through their juxtaposition.

accidental consequences

Qoheleth continues with a similar theme in eccl 10:9:

מסיע אבנים יעצב בהם בוקע עצים יסכן בם  
The one quarrying stones will be injured by them; the one splitting 
timber will be harmed by it. 

here we have the same kind of consequential reflex represented in both 
halves of the משל, where the subject is harmed by his actions. Strong paral-
lels with the preceding verse indicate this saying belongs to the collection, 
but the implications are less clear. both quarrying stone and splitting 
timber are dangerous activities, but neither is criminal. Some version of 

5. See Klaus Koch, “Is There a doctrine of retribution in the old testament?,” in 
Theodicy in the Old Testament, ed. James l. crenshaw, Irt 4 (Philadelphia: fortress, 
1983), 57–87.
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Koch’s Tun-Ergehen-Zusammenhang may be at work, but without ethical 
grounding: accidents just happen.6 

The juxtaposition of these two proverbs compromises the ethical 
interpretation of eccl 10:8. as we noted in the introduction, difference 
may generate significance in a collection, but here the simultaneity of these 
contradictory principles creates a paradox. We reevaluate 10:8 in light of 
10:9. Qoheleth has noted that everyone faces occupational hazards: the 
vandal may be bitten by a snake, but the stonemason may just as easily be 
crushed by the rock he is cutting. or perhaps we have misread 10:8; maybe 
it describes the benign activities of a farmer digging a cistern or repairing 
a boundary wall.7 either way, the ethical dimensions of our first reading 
of verse 8 have been reshaped by the harsh reality of pointless accidents in 
verse 9.8 What we interpret to be justice when it happens to the wicked is 
actually indistinguishable from the fate of the ordinary hard worker.

verse 9 has shifted the center of gravity in this miniature world 
embodied by the collection, which means that our reevaluation of verse 8 
must mean as well a reevaluation of verses 5–7. here is a great moral evil 

6. In Koch’s interpretation, the consequences of an action are present in seed form 
in the deed, and God does not personally administer justice. others argue against 
Koch that the hebrew bible manifests a tradition of divine intervention in the admin-
istration of justice, even if this operated in harmony with a more automatic view. See, 
for example, John barton, Ethics in Ancient Israel (oxford: oxford university Press, 
2014), 212–17. In ecclesiastes, these different possibilities represent alternative objec-
tions that Qoheleth might be raising: either the natural order has broken down, or 
God himself has failed to administer justice properly.

7. See, for example, tremper longman III, The Book of Ecclesiastes, nIcot 
(Grand rapids: eerdmans, 1998), 244; or Michael v. fox, Qohelet and His Contra-
dictions, JSotSup 71, blS 18 (Sheffield: Sheffield academic, 1989), 268. even if we 
concluded that this verse does not speak of criminal activity, the entire argument for 
that reading would rest on rereading it in light of the surrounding passage, since the 
trope of falling into one’s own pit is otherwise so well attested in the wisdom tradition.

8. The aramaic targum of ecclesiastes approaches this problem from the oppo-
site angle, overlaying the proverb in eccl 10:9 with ethical dimensions by imagining 
cutting stone and splitting wood as references to the crafting of idols. See alexander 
Sperber, ed., The Hagiographa: Transition from Translation to Midrash, vol. 4a of The 
Bible in Aramaic: Based on Old Manuscripts and Printed Texts, ed. alexander Sperber 
(leiden: brill, 1968), 165. like longman and fox, the rabbis have read the sayings 
alongside one another as a means of generating a sense of coherence between the say-
ings, though they have done so by moralizing 10:9 rather than reimagining 10:8 as a 
description of benign activities.
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Qoheleth has witnessed: prosperity and destruction come to the righteous 
and the wicked alike, without any discernible reason for their disparate 
fortunes. In this reading, verses 8–9 are not an interpretation or justifica-
tion of the רעה that Qoheleth observes in 10:5; they are an extension of it. 
The entire collection embodies the evil he has seen. but how does the משל 
in 10:8 describe an evil? has Qoheleth grouped 10:8–9 together, identify-
ing as evil the lack of distinction between the death of the wicked and the 
innocent? are we meant to reimagine 10:8 as a description of the death 
of undeserving workers—one digging a cistern, and the other reworking 
a boundary wall? or has the decay of moral order meant that even the 
misfortunes that hamper the wicked have been robbed of any meaningful 
sense of goodness? 

Polishing the blunted blade: a Possible Solution?

Qoheleth continues to expand his collection with another proverb (eccl 
10:10): 

אם־קהה הברזל והוא לא־פנים קלקל וחילים יגבר ויתרון הכשיר חכמה  

each clause in verse 10 is beset with philological and interpretive difficulties, 
which are reflected in the apparent confusion of the ancient translators.9 
The ambiguity of this verse presents a problem for the purposes of this 
present analysis, since each possibility opens different interpretive path-
ways. We do not have the space here to explore them all.10 We may begin 
with an interpretation suggested in the following translation: “If the iron 
is dull, and someone does not polish the edge, he must increase strength, 
but the profit of wisdom is success.” taken as an independent saying, this 
reading of the proverb encourages timely effort at the outset in order to 

9. The lxx, for example, translates the verse: ἐὰν ἐκπέσῃ τὸ σιδήριον καὶ αὐτὸς 
πρόσωπον ἐτάραξεν καὶ δυνάμεις δυναμώσει καὶ περισσεία τοῦ ἀνδρείου σοφία (“If the 
axe head should fall off, and a man has injured a person, and he shall strengthen 
strength and the advantage of diligence is wisdom”). The first clause may be influ-
enced by the language of deut 19:5, which describes accidental homicide, while the 
second clause lacks the negative particle found in the hebrew, which changes the 
logic of the verse.

10. for a summary of the various problems in this verse, see timothy J. Sandoval 
and dorothy b. e. a. akoto, “a note on Qohelet 10,10b,” ZAW 122 (2010): 90–95.
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save greater effort along the way—something like the traditional english 
aphorism: “a stitch in time saves nine.” 

as we read the collection, we look for ways of integrating this princi-
ple or pattern of thought into Qoheleth’s larger collection of sayings about 
deed and consequence. If Qoheleth is indeed encouraging us to sharpen 
our tools to lighten our workload, the saying may offer a flash of opti-
mism. When we read this verse in light of the previous proverbs about 
the dangers of manual labor, we may find additional significance in the 
imagery. cutting wood, for example, is far safer when done with a sharp 
instrument than a dull one, since the keen axe is less likely to be deflected 
in unexpected directions. Perhaps Qoheleth has offered us a kind of solu-
tion to the problem he has raised: wisdom helps us avoid danger. taken by 
itself, this reading offers corresponding conventional wisdom similar to 
our original reading of verse 8. 

our reading of this passage, however, has been defined by the con-
text of the collection: Qoheleth is exploring the breakdown of the moral 
order through this collection of proverbs. how does this proverb fit into 
his anthology? Wisdom understood as foresight might help good people 
avoid dangerous errors, but it could as easily help the wicked succeed in 
their schemes. does the statement about the value of preparation serve as 
a cynical explanation of the rise of the unworthy—even a little effort at the 
right time enabled their success? or is it, rather, an indictment of those 
otherwise worthy of rule—the failure to act wisely in a timely manner 
makes maintaining the moral order impossibly difficult? or is it perhaps 
spoken as advice for the potential solution to the problem—only timely 
wisdom can reverse the effects of moral corruption?

What if we have misread the hebrew? Perhaps we should read this 
verse more in the tradition of rashi, rendering the hebrew differently: 
“even if the iron is dull, and someone does not brighten its face, it will still 
strengthen the warriors—so the profit of success is skill.” In other words, 
even a rusty hammer still pounds nails. does that mean, as rashi sug-
gests, that wisdom might take the form of an ugly sage, but it still leads 
to success (see rashi, eccl 10:10)? or should we read it in a more sinister 
fashion, suggesting that power, even when it is untempered by discipline 
or wisdom—an unpolished axe, as it were—still gives strength to the pow-
erful? Power begets power, ensuring the oppressed remain oppressed.

The ambiguity of the construct relationships in Qoheleth’s final line 
in eccl 10:10 likewise lends itself to a range of interpretations. If the con-
struct chain in ויתרון הכשיר חכמה is broken, as anthony frendo argues, the 
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phrase praises the efficacy of wisdom.11 This fits well as a summary of the 
reading of the verse where foresight improves effectiveness. Perhaps the 
saying presents an optimistic assessment of Qoheleth’s crisis: even if the 
vindication of the righteous has been temporarily hampered, wisdom will 
ultimately lead to success. 

however, if the construct chain is unbroken, the saying is more trou-
bling: “The profit of success is wisdom.” In other words, success reinforces 
right behavior. how does this address the apparent failure of the moral 
order? If the success of the wicked only improves their skill, then how can 
the moral inversion be reversed? after all, perhaps even the dull axe will 
“strengthen the strong,” which means that those who should be princes are 
doomed to remain subservient to their unfit superiors.

the Serpent’s bite

Qoheleth’s confused vision continues in eccl 10:11:

אם־ישך הנחש בלוא־לחש ואין יתרון לבעל הלשון  
If the serpent bites when it has not been charmed, there is no advantage 
for a charmer.12 

11. anthony frendo has argued that the three words may be interpreted as a 
broken construct chain, a grammatical phenomenon noted in a short article by david 
noel freedman. See david noel freedman, “The broken construct chain,” Bib 53 
(1972): 534–36. See frendo, “The ‘broken construct chain’ in Qoh 10,10b,” Bib 62 
(1981): 544–45.

12. The hebrew verb לחש and the Greek translation ψιθυρισμῶ are ambiguous. 
They could refer to the muttered magical incantations of a snake charmer or to the 
“whispering” of the snake itself—that is, its hissing. either way, the first half of the 
verse seems to refer to unexpected catastrophe—whether the snake bites before the 
chant of the charmer or the hiss of the snake, there is no way of escaping the danger. 
The phrase הלשון  is also unclear and otherwise unattested. In the Greek, the לבעל 
phrase is translated and interpreted with the word ἐπᾴδοντι, which refers to singing 
charms. however, in the hebrew, we could also interpret it in reference to the snake 
itself—if the snake bites before it hisses, there is no advantage to its skill with the 
tongue. In this reading, the proverb could function as a critique of the fool so prone 
to violence that his words are useless to him. This reading ties in well with the verses 
that follow in 10:12–14, and we might draw connections between the tendency toward 
senseless violence expressed in the traditional reading of 10:8 and the moral disarray 
in 10:6–7. 
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taken on its own, the proverb could be understood as a warning that those 
who expose themselves to danger will eventually be harmed. In this read-
ing, snake charming is pure foolishness because it willingly seeks danger. 
Thus, for example, ben Sira notes: “Who will pity the charmer [חובר] when 
he is bitten?” (12:13). This may offer an interpretation of the inverted 
social order: those in high places have further to fall. even if Qoheleth is 
not condemning climbing the ladder of power as immoral, perhaps the 
verse praises the wisdom of avoiding that ladder altogether.

however, as with the rest of the verses in this passage, we read this 
saying in conversation with the other sayings in the collection. We are not 
merely asking questions about avoiding risk; we are trying to understand 
the inversion of the moral order. Perhaps this verse too expresses the רעה 
that Qoheleth laments. We could reinterpret snake charming as a meta-
phor for being wise: wisdom helps to avert disaster, but once it strikes, 
such skills are useless.13 This reading reinterprets the didactic force of the 
detached proverb as a bleak assessment of wisdom’s inability to save us 
from the vicissitudes of fate.

reading the first collection

In our process of interpreting this anthology, we have explored different 
possible readings of the proverbs. The point of this exercise is not merely 
to highlight ambiguity in the wisdom tradition for its own sake. rather, 
we have examined the way that the new context of the משלים in the col-
lection creates an intertextual web that reorients the sayings toward one 
another. The miniature world of Qoheleth’s collection highlights the 
ambiguity of the sayings by undermining their traditional readings and 
inspiring new imaginative interpretations. Qoheleth’s framing narrative 

13. as fox notes, “Skills, including magical knowledge, are included in hokmah.” 
The snake charmer, then, can be understood to be someone who has developed a 
particular magic or skill as a manifestation of their wisdom. See fox, Qohelet and 
His Contradictions, 268–69. Indeed, if this interpretation is correct, the use of the 
hebrew phrase לבעל הלשון in this context reduces wisdom to mere talent with words, 
which does not prevent disaster. once destruction comes, many words only make the 
speaker look foolish. This cynical assessment of wisdom is consistent with the overall 
disillusionment and confusion that we have uncovered in our interpretation of the 
collection to this point. If we had additional space in this paper, we could explore the 
way that this reading might reorient the subsequent traditional proverbs of Qoheleth’s 
collections about foolish talk to become sayings about the inadequacies of wisdom.
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creates the impression of continuity and coherence, but the meaning of the 
 continues to shift as new possibilities emerge. The coherence of the משלים
worldview embodied in the collection is not one of interpretive stability 
but of consistent uncertainty. The unresolved tension between the tradi-
tional and novel interpretations is itself part of the meaning of the passage 
as a whole; the world manifested in the collection mirrors the complexity 
of Qoheleth’s articulation of the human experience.

ecclesiastes 7:1–3 as a collection

Is death better than birth?

In the opening verses of chapter 7, we can see another example of the way 
that disparate sayings in an anthology interact with one another to form 
a paradigmatic representation of a worldview. here, Qoheleth once again 
observes the world through aphorism, this time focused on issues of life, 
death, happiness, and grief, which Qoheleth summarizes at the end of 
chapter 6 with a series of such questions (6:12):

ויעשם כצל אשר מי־יגיד  ימי־חיי הבלו  כי מי־יודע מה־טוב לאדם בחיים מספר 
לאדם מה־יהיה אחריו תחת השמש  

for who knows what good thing there is for humanity in their lives, 
among the few days of the life of their vapor? They are like a shadow. 
Who will tell a person what will be after him under the sun?

Immediately following these questions, Qoheleth shifts in chapter 7 into a 
series of traditional משלים, gathered together into an anthology. he begins 
with an unusual proverb (7:1):

טוב שם משמן טוב ויום המות מיום הולדו  
a good name is better than good oil, and the day of death than the day 
of birth. 

The first half of this proverb is extremely conventional, echoing similar 
sentiments in the book of Proverbs (22:1):

נבחר שם מעשר רב מכסף ומזהב חן טוב
a name is to be chosen rather than great wealth, and good favor more 
than silver or gold. 



124 decker

The traditional motif in the first half of the verse is paired with an unusual 
second line, forcing a difficult marriage between old and new.14 how is 
the day of death better than the day of birth? We must reexamine our 
interpretation of the first half of the verse and use it as a rubric to help 
make sense of the second line. In his exploration of the phenomenon of 
biblical parallelism, Kugel offers his own ingenious interpretation of the 
verse. oil, he notes, spoils easily, while a name is incorporeal and thus 
free from decay. In the same way, “the newborn child is like the precious 
oil in that he is entirely physical—no qualities, no character, in fact, no 
name, at least not for a while.”15 only when a person has died will this 
process of constructing the intangible and incorruptible name be com-
plete. In line with Kugel’s interpretation, we might read this saying as a 
warning: as long as we remain alive, we have the power irrevocably to 
destroy our own reputations.

In light of the questions at the end of chapter 6, perhaps we can under-
stand this as a partial answer: What good thing is there for a person in the 
course of his life?16 The capacity to establish a pristine reputation. In this 

14. This fits well with the theory of the folk origins of proverbs put forward by 
otto eissfeldt. See otto eissfeldt, Der Maschal im Alten Testament: Eine wortgeschich-
tliche Untersuchung nebst einer literargeschichtlichen Untersuchung der lvm genannten 
Gattungen “Volkssprichwort” und “Spottlied” (Giessen: töpelmann, 1913), 47. Subse-
quent scholars have critiqued eissfeldt’s methodology for relying on arbitrary criteria. 
See carole r. fontaine, Traditional Sayings in the Old Testament: A Contextual Study, 
blS 5 (Sheffield: almond Press, 1982), 3–7. In this particular case, however, eissfeldt’s 
paradigm may well account for the awkward shift between the smooth (and highly 
traditional) first line and comparatively awkward (and surprising) second line. 

15. James l. Kugel, The Idea of Biblical Poetry: Parallelism and Its History (new 
haven: yale university Press, 1981), 10. Kugel’s reading has its roots in Jewish inter-
pretive tradition. See, for example, Mekhon ha-Midrash ha-Mevo’ar, Qohelet Rabbah, 
vol. 15 of Midrash Rabbah HaMevo’ar (Jerusalem: Ḥavre ha-Makhon ha-Midrash 
ha-Mevo’ar, 1995), 351–52. James l. crenshaw makes a similar observation, noting a 
parallel with ben Sira 11:28, which claims no one should be called blessed before they 
die, since misfortune may always strike. See James l. crenshaw, Ecclesiastes: A Com-
mentary, otl (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1987), 133–34. 

16. This reading of the opening of eccl 7:1 as Qoheleth’s tentative answer to the 
questions raised in 6:12 is reflected in rabbinic interpretation: אשר מי יגיד לאדם וגו אמר 
 ,See Mekhon ha-Midrash ha-Mevo’ar .שלמה אני אגיד לך מה טוב מכלן טוב שם משמן טוב
Qohelet Rabbah, 341. of course, taken as it is written, the midrash relies on the very 
traditional moralistic interpretation of the first half of the verse without reference to 
the complicating development it receives in 7:1b and the subsequent verses. 
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interpretation, the day of one’s death is considered good, not in itself, but 
because it cements the reputation of the righteous in perpetuity. What will 
still remain after someone dies? In the words of Qoheleth rabbah: ושם טוב 
17.לעולם

rethinking death

as we move on to the second verse, however, doubts about this interpre-
tive direction emerge (eccl 7:2):

טוב ללכת אל־בית־אבל מלכת אל־בית משתה באשר הוא סוף כל־האדם 
והחי יתן אל־לבו   

better to go to the house of sorrow than to go to the house of feasting, 
for in it is the end of all humanity, and the one who is alive should keep 
this in mind.

There are clear syntactical and conceptual parallels between the two verses 
that invite us to read them together. Kugel’s interpretation made sense of 
7:1 on its own, but there is nothing in 7:2 about establishing a reputation to 
form a point of continuity between the verses. here, Qoheleth seems to be 
praising mourning a death rather than rejoicing (over birth?). both verses 
make counterintuitive claims, but 7:2 lacks the mechanism for Kugel’s 
clever turn. Instead, Qoheleth drives his point home: “for in it is the end 
of all humanity, and the one who is alive should keep this in mind.” Maybe 
Qoheleth is merely praising stoic realism over mindless frivolity. We return 
to the first verse. We could try to interpret it in line with our reading of the 
second verse: the person who would establish a good name would do well 
to consider where she is going rather than where she is from. 

but eccl 7:1 says nothing of how we ought to feel about death; it only 
tells us that the day of death is better than the day of birth. Perhaps we have 
misinterpreted 7:2. does Qoheleth simply mean that we ought to see death 
as obviously superior to birth, as we know our reputation to be better than 
a jar of ointment? after all, Qoheleth argued in the previous chapter that 
the stillborn child is better off than the person who fails to enjoy life: “It 
has not seen the sun or known anything, yet it finds rest rather than he” 
(eccl 6:3). here, though, he eschews enjoyment itself in favor of sorrow. 
Perhaps death is superior to life because in death we escape the endless 

17. Mekhon ha-Midrash ha-Mevo’ar, Qohelet Rabbah, 342.
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toil of wisdom and finally have rest, which otherwise eludes us (e.g., eccl 
8:16–17; 1:18).18 Maybe the second half of verse 1 seems jarring to us only 
because we have failed to acknowledge life’s pervasive misery and wrongly 
feared the deep sleep of death. 

This new interpretation of 7:1 in light of 7:2 reorients the worldview 
modeled in Qoheleth’s collection. We had suggested that cultivating a 
good reputation was of great value, in part because this reputation would 
continue on after death. but if Qoheleth is saying that death is better than 
life because life is not worth living, then he has answered his questions in 
a very different manner: what good thing is there for a person during the 
days of his life? nothing but the certainty of the grave. What remains after 
him? Who knows? Maybe nothing at all.

More frustration

The third verse continues in this same theme (eccl 7:3):

טוב כעס משחק כי־ברע פנים ייטב לב   
better frustration than laughter, for sadness of face makes better the heart.19 

The first half of this verse fits with the theme established in the previous 
two verses: Qoheleth lifts up what we would otherwise view as undesir-
able and claims that it is superior to what we would otherwise crave. here, 
though, he offers a slightly different twist in the second line, distinguish-
ing between the sadness of one’s face and the happiness (יטב) of the heart. 
This introduces a new uncertainty into our attempt to understand these 
verses: how can we be in mourning and happy at the same time? We could 

18. longman favors this reading, arguing specifically against interpretations like 
that of Kugel that “the best reading of the second [half of the verse] is that it expresses 
Qohelet’s relief that life is finally over. In the context of his speech as a whole, this 
relief arises not because of work completed and well done but because death means 
escape from life’s oppression and meaninglessness” (longman, Book of Ecclesiastes, 
182). longman draws a direct connection between 7:1 and 7:2.

19. The meaning of some of the vocabulary is ambiguous. כעס means “frustra-
tion,” “vexation,” or “anger,” while רע פנים is a common expression for sadness. The 
degree to which these two phrases are meant to overlap is uncertain; is Qoheleth sug-
gesting, as some translations have favored, merely that mourning is superior to laugh-
ter, or does he intend to favor indulging in anger as a means of relieving anxiety? See 
crenshaw, Ecclesiastes, 134.
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invent ways of reconciling this problem. for example, we could under-
stand this grief to be superficial, occurring only on the face, as opposed 
to the deep-seated joy in the heart. but this strains credibility, given that 
the previous two examples have involved coming face-to-face with death, 
which is hardly a matter for superficial sadness.

Perhaps we should follow Graham ogden, who reads in the tradi-
tion of the targum: “better frustration than laughter, for sadness of face 
improves the mind.”20 Misery builds character. In this reading, of course, 
there is no contradiction or paradox at all; instead, in a nietzschean twist, 
bad experiences are good for you because they make you a person of 
stronger character. however, while ogden’s reading of improved moral 
fiber softens the paradoxical nature of the expression, the phrase יטב לב is 
elsewhere attested clearly as merriment or gladness. 

Maybe Qoheleth does mean to say that a sad face can make the heart 
glad (cf. Prov 14:13); an awareness of our encroaching death imbues the 
experience of joy with greater significance. This helps us to make sense 
of the distinction between the sorrowful face and the happy heart: the 
difficulty of facing our impending death brings renewed vibrancy to the 
pleasures of the moment. This also makes sense of the second verse: Qohe-
leth has pointed out that the grave is the inevitable end of all and that the 
living should lay this to heart. Perhaps he is explaining that only when 
we do so are we enlivened to the happiness of the present. In that sense, 
then, we can reinterpret the house of feasting as mere superficial happiness 
devoid of any significance beyond fleeting pleasure. The house of mourn-
ing causes us to hold our loved ones closer.21

20. Graham ogden, Qoheleth, readings (Sheffield: Sheffield academic, 1987), 
103. This tradition is also reflected in the targum. See Sperber, Hagiographa, 159.

21. It may be helpful to read this passage in conversation with 4Q417 2 I, 10–12: 
 ואל תשםח באבלכה פׄן תעמ֯ל בחיׄכ[ה. הבט ברז] נהיה וׄקח מוׄלדי י֯שע ודע מי נוׄחל כבׄוד וע֯מ֯ל.
 but do not rejoice in your time“) ה֯לוא] שים ששון לנכאי רוח[ ולאבליהמה שמחת עולם.
of mourning lest you should toil in your life. trust the mystery of the way things are, 
and take hold of the source of salvation, and know who will inherit glory and toil. 
has rejoicing not been established for the contrite of spirit, and for those who sorrow, 
eternal joy?”) reconstructed text from John Strugnell, daniel harrington, and tor-
leif elgvin, Qumran Cave 4: XXIV Sapiential Texts, Part 2; 4QInstruction (Mûsār Lĕ 
Mēvîn): 4Q415 ff., consult. Joseph a. fitzmyer, ed. emanuel tov, dJd 34 (oxford: 
clarendon, 1999), 173. both 4QInstruction (4Q418) and Qoheleth urge their readers 
in these passages to eschew rejoicing and embrace mourning in light of the future, but 
their reasoning is diametrically opposed. In 4Q418, the speaker is urging his readers 
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While this reading makes sense of eccl 7:2–3 together, verse 1 does not 
fit well in the same paradigm. how can we understand the day of death to 
be better than the day of birth if no happiness is to be found in the grave? 
We could force readings that would bring it into conformity: it is better to 
contemplate the day of our death than the day of our birth because it will 
remind us to live a more fulfilling life (thereby establishing a good name). 
but there is little to recommend such readings aside from our desire to 
bring our own sense of coherence onto the flow of Qoheleth’s thoughts.

reading the Second collection

We uncovered multiple possible readings for these proverbs. The shared 
theme of valuing sorrow more than happiness (not to mention the טוב 
 ,construction they hold in common) invites us to read them together מן
searching for ways in which we can understand Qoheleth’s insights to 
address the questions that he has raised, but the differences between the 
proverbs hinder a unified reading. of course, we should not misunderstand 
Qoheleth’s collection of proverbs in this chapter as a tightly constructed 
argument, and in that sense, we do not need to uncover a single logical 
thread connecting his different observations.22 rather, we read these prov-
erbs together because they all address the same questions: who knows 
what good thing there is for humanity in their lives? Who will tell a person 
what will be after him under the sun? each משל becomes a unique prism 
through which we can study the same questions. The individual proverb, 
when read alone, invites us to exercise our creativity in order to make 
sense of the metaphors, comparisons, and contrasts. but just as internal 
ambiguity allows us to generate multiple interpretations, so also when we 
read these proverbs alongside one another as a set of intertexts, Qohe-
leth’s observations inform one another, reshaping our understanding as a 

to live in light of eschatological hope; Qoheleth, on the other hand, seems to antici-
pate only death. curiously, though they disagree about the future, both teachers urge 
a kind of internal happiness: 4Q418 finds it in unwavering flame of eschatological 
hope, while Qoheleth seems to argue that the heart shines brighter in the present by 
an awareness of the impending darkness.

22. as longman points out, “Such harmonization is only needed if one under-
stands Qohelet to be a perfectly orthodox and consistent wisdom teacher,” which 
longman rejects (Book of Ecclesiastes, 183). even though such difficulties do not need 
to be forcibly excised from the literature, when we read, we naturally look for ways to 
understand tensions, even if they remain unresolved.
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way of moving us closer to wisdom. The collection as a whole embodies a 
worldview of death; the tensions between the different משלים express the 
complexity and uncertainties of Qoheleth’s vision. 

conclusion

In ecclesiastes, משלים are often so ambiguous that a single saying can 
be interpreted in contradictory ways. Interpretation is the distillation of 
coherence from the possibility of meaning, but in the anthology, these 
possibilities multiply. Intertexts shape the direction of our reading but 
also problematize our interpretations. Within the collection, how ought 
we to define the boundaries between texts? Where does one text prop-
erly end and another begin? on the one hand, the overlap in potential 
meaning between any two proverbs narrows the semantic range of those 
sayings to their points of intersection. on the other hand, the more say-
ings are collected together, the more overlapping readings there are to 
be discovered that destabilize our process of reading. The intertextual 
relationship of each new proverb in the collection suggests new possible 
avenues of interpretation.

The intertextual readings we have explored are not part of a project of 
harmonization. Qoheleth is rightly famous for his contradictions. but we 
cannot see the tensions in his writings unless we read the sayings together 
and ask how they relate to one another. This generates imaginative read-
ings that may contrast or harmonize different insights represented in the 
collection, but these produce opaque suggestions rather than definitive 
clarity. our difficulties in interpreting the collection have mirrored the 
challenges Qoheleth himself relates in his search for wisdom. The collec-
tion of proverbs establishes a mimetic world, miniaturizing Qoheleth’s 
problematic experiences and insights. If literature is an imitation of reality, 
as erich auerbach argued, then reading is an echo of living.23 even when 
the collection contains contradictions, gives voice to competing insights, 

23. erich auerbach, Mimesis: Dargestellte Wirklichkeit in der Abendländischen 
Literatur, Sd 90 (bern: francke, 1971), 26. Though Qoheleth’s anthologies are not nar-
rative, auerbach’s insights provide a useful framework for understanding Qoheleth’s 
mimesis of reality that he constructs in his collection. What auerbach called the “Viel-
deutigkeit und Deutungsbedürftigkeit” produces greater uncertainty but also a greater 
sense of realism. by way of contrast, the transparent idealism sometimes expressed 
in the book of Proverbs strikes a decidedly different note: those collections model a 
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or expresses confusion, we read these verses together as a collection in 
order to understand the problems Qoheleth is articulating—not neces-
sarily to resolve them, but to grasp the nature of the contradiction that 
he has observed. Wisdom is not found in the individual saying any more 
than one correct insight makes someone wise. only when the sayings have 
been brought together into a collection of intertexts do they trace the out-
line of wisdom. only when the illusion of certainty has been lost can we 
cease to be wise in our own eyes and begin to pursue wisdom. as Stewart 
notes, “the point of the collection is forgetting—starting again in such a 
way that a finite number of elements create, by virtue of their combination, 
an infinite reverie.”24 In the world of Qoheleth, wisdom is elusive, and so 
the shifting shapes represented in his collections never resolve into greater 
clarity. as we interpret, we lose ourselves in a miniaturized version of the 
same maze Qoheleth himself has been wandering.

comparatively perfect world that exists as the projection of moral imagination rather 
than lived experience.

24. Stewart, On Longing, 152.



Prophetic and Proverbial Justice:  
amos, Proverbs, and Intertextuality

Timothy J. Sandoval

In an erudite 2014 article, John l. Mclaughlin revisited a question that 
many hebrew bible scholars have long puzzled over: whether the prophet 
amos belonged to the circle of the wise.1 as Mclaughlin helpfully explains, 
the thesis that amos did in fact belong to the wise was first robustly argued 
by hans Walter Wolff in his short book, Amos’ Geistige Heimat, though 
he was anticipated in this endeavor by Samuel terrien.2 These scholars 
identified what they believed to be features of amos that suggested a rela-

1. John l. Mclaughlin, “Is amos (Still) among the Wise?,” JBL 133 (2014): 281–303.
2. hans Walter Wolff, Amos’ Geistige Heimat, WMant 18 (neukirchen-vluyn: 

neukirchener verlag, 1964). translated as Wolff, Amos the Prophet: The Man and His 
Background, ed. John reumann, trans. foster r. Mccurley (Philadelphia: fortress, 
1977). Samuel terrien, “amos and Wisdom,” in Israel’s Prophetic Heritage: Essays in 
Honor of James Muilenburg, ed. bernhard W. anderson and Walter J. harrelson (new 
york: harper & brothers, 1962), 108–15. Many of Wolff ’s claims about amos and 
wisdom are also evident (and somewhat developed) in Wolff, Joel and Amos, trans. 
Waldemar Janzen, Sean d. Mcbride, and charles a. Muenchow, hermeneia (Phila-
delphia: fortress, 1977). Subsequent studies on “amos and Wisdom” include: James 
l. crenshaw, “The Influence of the Wise upon amos: The ‘doxologies of amos’ 
and Job 5:9–16, 9:5–10,” ZAW 79 (1967): 42–52; and J. alberto Soggin, “amos and 
Wisdom,” in Wisdom in Ancient Israel: Essays in Honour of J. A. Emerton, ed. John 
day, robert P. Gordon, and h. G. M. Williamson (cambridge: cambridge univer-
sity Press, 1995), 119–23. Scholarly investigations of wisdom’s impact on prophetic 
works in the twentieth century are usually traced back to J. fichtner, “Jesaja unter den 
Weisen,” TLZ 74 (1949): 75–80, translated as fichtner, “Isaiah among the Wise,” in 
Studies in Ancient Israelite Wisdom, ed. James l. crenshaw (new york: Ktav, 1976), 
429–38. Wisdom influence has often been detected in other biblical works as well. See 
crenshaw, “Method in determining Wisdom Influence on ‘historical’ literature,” JBL 
88 (1969): 129–42. Gerald t. Sheppard argues wisdom scribes redacted much of the 
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tionship between that text and the wisdom tradition.3 for both terrien 
and Wolff, amos’s words and thoughts were in some sense thought to 
belong to, or borrow from, the social-historical context of those early clan 
leaders whose originally oral, wise notions and rhetoric would come to be 
enshrined in books like Proverbs, Job, and ecclesiastes.

Mclaughlin’s article systematically reviews the main arguments put 
forward by terrien and Wolff regarding the geographical links between 
amos and wisdom traditions, the presence of wisdom forms in amos, 
the wisdom terminology that the prophet employs, and the wisdom ideas 
in amos that might suggest sapiential influence on the prophet. If other 
scholars after terrien and Wolff sought to reign in and/or modify the 
thesis of wisdom’s influence on amos, Mclaughlin seeks to put the claim 
fully to rest. he strives to demonstrate that all of the principal arguments 
put forward by terrien and Wolff are unconvincing. 

I will not here explicitly defend either terrien and Wolff, on the one 
hand, or Mclaughlin, on the other, regarding the possible influence of 
wisdom circles on amos. rather, I offer an effort to reframe the question 
of the relations between wisdom books and the text of amos more fully 
in terms of theories of intertextuality, while also limiting my consider-
ation to the relations between amos and that paradigmatic wisdom text, 
Proverbs. 

More specifically, the analysis that follows builds on a set of ideas 
and critical terms developed by Mikhail M. bakhtin and his interpreters 
having to do with, among other matters, authors, discourse, and intertex-
tuality. as is well known, the modernist, critical terminology of influence 
has become problematic in light of contemporary discussions of textual-
ity and intertextuality. however, I hope to show—via a bakhtinian critical 
orientation—that the distinct utterances or discourses of amos and Prov-
erbs are related to each other, especially in regard to their articulation of 
closely aligned moral-theological visions in which justice rhetoric plays a 
key role. The moral visions of each book, I suggest, drew on a broad, shared 

hebrew bible. See Sheppard, Wisdom as a Hermeneutical Construct: A Study in the 
Sapientializing of the Old Testament, bZaW 151 (berlin: de Gruyter, 1980). 

3. a number of scholars have recently fundamentally questioned the coherency 
of the concept of a “wisdom tradition,” focusing instead on questions of literacy, text 
production, and education in the ancient world. See Mark r. Sneed, ed., Was There 
a Wisdom Tradition? New Prospects in Israelite Wisdom Studies, aIl 23 (atlanta: Sbl 
Press, 2015).
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moral discourse, and each text accentuated and inflected aspects of that 
discourse in its own ways, toward its own particular rhetorical ends, and 
in its own distinct social and historical context. It is conceivable that amos 
was, after all, influenced by a wisdom work like Proverbs; or, perhaps, the 
opposite—that Proverbs was influenced by amos. In either case, however, 
the way that one understands influence will have shifted significantly from 
the way terrien, Wolff, and Mclaughlin have deployed the term.

the Influence of terrien, Wolff, and Mclaughlin

The arguments presented by terrien and Wolff regarding amos’s related-
ness to wisdom or the wise are often complex and are largely offered as 
responses to the critical orthodoxy of the mid-twentieth century regarding 
the provenance of amos. amos’s thought and language—or as Wolff put 
it, his “Geistige heimat”—was believed to be found in early covenant and 
cultic-legal traditions and social circles.4 terrien thus could note that some 
scholars had long suggested that the preexilic prophet amos had influ-
enced wisdom texts like Proverbs, a work that had been firmly assigned a 
postexilic date.5 he believed, however, that “proper emphasis on the early 
date of an oral tradition among the wise may reopen the question of the 
influences which the prophets received.”6 Instead of amos influencing 
Proverbs, early wisdom may have influenced the prophet.

Wolff ’s arguments regarding the influence of wisdom circles on amos 
were significantly more thoroughgoing and polemical than terrien’s 
efforts. Wolff, for instance, was more concerned to upend the thesis that 
amos belonged to covenant-oriented, cultic-legal circles than was terrien. 
like terrien, Wolff assumed a late date for the book of Proverbs and sug-
gested that amos belonged to, or was influenced by, the early oral wisdom 
traditions of the clan, which was apparently discernable in and through 
later wisdom texts like Proverbs. neither terrien nor Wolff, however, says 
much about how, methodologically, one might discern older clan wisdom 
in the literary expression of texts like Proverbs, which, in the form that we 

4. terrien, “amos and Wisdom,” 113; Wolff, Amos the Prophet, 1–5.
5. terrien, “amos and Wisdom,” 108; terrien is citing, apparently, a 1910 edition 

of the work of William r. harper, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on Amos and 
Hosea, Icc (new york: Scribner’s Sons, 1905), 137. 

6. terrien, “amos and Wisdom,” 109.
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have them, surely were produced and transmitted by learned urban scribes 
likely associated with central institutions of court and temple.7

few commentators have wholly accepted terrien’s and Wolff ’s claims, 
though aspects of their arguments have occasionally been affirmed.8 
others, like Mclaughlin, have viewed the connections between amos and 
wisdom works identified by terrien and Wolff as tenuous, superficial, and 
often too general—belonging too broadly to amos’s social-historical con-
text—to warrant the claim that the prophet belonged to circles of the wise 
or that early clan wisdom directly influenced his words.

The precise nature, or terms, upon which scholars like terrien, Wolff, 
and their critics carried out their debates regarding relations between 
amos and the wise is important to recognize. although their approaches 
are never explicitly articulated in theoretical terms, terrien and Wolff 
were essentially looking to identify, if possible, something like the liter-
ary sources of amos’s ideas and language in wisdom texts. however, as 
this search for the clear literary dependence of amos on wisdom works 
could not be sustained, the quest took the form of identifying more gener-
ally different sites and sorts of influence on amos—genres, terms, ideas, 
and so forth—that could be said to have been derived or taken over from 
wisdom works and thought. on the first two pages of Mclaughlin’s article 
critiquing terrien’s and Wolff ’s position, for example, the term influence 
appears twelve times (including the abstract)—a textual tick that gestures 
toward the modernist theoretical terms upon which all these scholars have 
explored the question of the literary and ideological relations between 
amos and wisdom.9 on this understanding of textual relations, authors 
intentionally cite, or otherwise clearly allude to, the works of other authors 
and so can be said to be substantively impacted—or influenced—by them. 

Influence and Intertextuality

The term intertextuality is now widely deployed in a range of academic 
disciplines, including biblical studies. It is, however, regularly used in 

7. a version of the methodological problem continues in Proverbs studies in the 
debate over whether the origin of the sentence sayings of Prov 10–29 “was the scribal 
school or village life.” Michael v. fox, Proverbs 1–9: A New Translation with Introduc-
tion and Commentary, ab 18a (new york: doubleday, 2000), 7.

8. See crenshaw, “Influence of the Wise,” 51.
9. Mclaughlin, “Is amos (Still) among the Wise?,” 281–82.
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multiple ways. It can, for instance, serve as a gloss to describe the essen-
tially modernist quest to discover the influence of one text or author upon 
another—the sort of work that terrien, Wolff, Mclaughlin, and others 
have long pursued in biblical studies. as was intimated, intertextuality in 
this sense means that a precise literary source for one author’s text can 
be identified in the work of another author; or, in less explicit fashion, it 
describes the way one text alludes to or echoes another.10 Such a view is 
quintessentially modern in that it presupposes self-contained subjects as 
authors of texts that easily refer to things and embed intended meanings. 
Such texts and authors can thus sometimes be thought purposely and sub-
stantively to impact each other.

The chief debates in this way of understanding relations between 
authors or texts are thus methodological. as Jay clayton and eric roth-
stein explain, scholars investigating the influence of one text on another 
regularly worry “how to discriminate genuine influences from common-
place images, techniques, or ideas that could be found in almost any writer 
of a given period.”11 unless there is explicit acknowledgment in one text 
(by one author) of influence by another text (author), or a critic finds 
something close to a verbatim citation of one text in a second text, disputes 
over influence are inevitable and inevitably interminable. Where one critic 
of a work claims influence and hears allusion to, or echo of, a second text, 
another critic will insist that any similarity between works is due not to the 
influence of one author or text on another but, for example, to a common 
context or shared world of ideas, or something else. 

This is precisely how the debate regarding wisdom’s influence on 
amos takes shape. as J. alberto Soggin says in his own contribution to 
the “amos and wisdom debate,” “the problem … seems to me to be one of 
method: if a wisdom text and a non-wisdom text use the same idiom, does 
it automatically follow that the latter has been influenced by wisdom?”12 
Indeed, Wolff did not see in the author/text called amos sufficient evi-
dence to warrant concluding that the prophet was directly or substantively 
impacted by cultic-legal thinking and rhetoric. Instead, Wolff discerned 

10. See Jay clayton and eric rothstein, “figures in the corpus: Theories of Influ-
ence and Intertextuality,” in Influence and Intertextuality in Literary History, ed. Jay 
clayton and eric rothstein (Madison: university of Wisconsin Press, 1991), 3–36; and 
Gregory Machacek, “allusion,” PMLA 122 (2007): 522–36. 

11. clayton and rothstein, “figures in the corpus,” 5.
12. Soggin, “amos and Wisdom,” 122.
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the substantive and clear impact of wisdom ideas and rhetoric on amos. 
This argument, however, was subsequently rejected by others, including 
most recently, Mclaughlin, who set out to contest, robustly, the claim that 
amos was influenced by wisdom circles, notions, and texts. The relations 
between amos and wisdom that Wolff attributed to the impact of early 
clan wisdom on the prophet can be, for Mclaughlin, (better) explained 
otherwise. at most, Mclaughlin admits—as one would expect in dis-
agreements of this sort—that amos and wisdom works might have shared 
a common cultural background. although Wolff and terrien often do not 
seem to be claiming a whole lot more than this, Mclaughlin’s evaluation 
of their arguments for wisdom influence on amos nonetheless reveals the 
modernist theoretical presuppositions—implicit as they might be—of the 
entire debate regarding how relations between texts can be understood.

on the typical modernist understandings of influence upon which 
terrien and Wolff implicitly carried out their projects and upon which 
Mclaughlin somewhat more explicitly engages their work, there turns 
out to be—as will become clear below—remarkably little to quibble with 
in Mclaughlin’s essay. Mclaughlin is right; or, at least, it is hard to say 
that Wolff and terrien unambiguously demonstrated the correctness of 
the thesis that amos belonged among the wise. yet one might nonethe-
less wonder why terrien and Wolff discerned a relationship between 
amos and wisdom works in the first place, especially since the terms upon 
which they sought to demonstrate this relationship seem to have failed, 
and rather spectacularly so according to Mclaughlin. I suspect it was 
simply terrien’s and Wolff ’s deep familiarity with the language, forms, and 
ideologies of a wide range of biblical books that triggered their exegeti-
cal instincts regarding an intertextual relation of influence between amos 
and the wise. yet, if the theoretical mode of understanding the relations 
between wisdom works and amos that was available to them was inad-
equate to demonstrate convincingly the relationship they sensed, it may 
be that other theoretical tools can be deployed, in part, to rehabilitate their 
theses. other notions of intertextuality, which move beyond questions of 
influence, can help reframe questions and arguments regarding the rela-
tions between books like amos and Proverbs.

textuality and Intertextuality

rather than focusing on quests for sources and influence, contemporary 
discussions of intertextuality often involve thoroughgoing claims about 
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textuality in general and thereby shift considerably the terms of the dis-
cussion of intertextuality itself. robust postmodern articulations of (inter)
textuality that insist upon inevitable relations between texts are usually 
associated with such theoretical heavyweights as Julia Kristeva, Jacques 
derrida, roland barthes, and others.13 deriving from Kristeva’s encoun-
ter with the work of bakhtin and poststructuralist critiques of Saussurean 
linguistics, the conception of (inter)textuality that emerges from these 
thinkers recognizes that, as signifier slides under signified, authors vanish 
into sites of discourse, multiplicity of meaning bursts the bonds of simple 
claims about reference and truth, and all texts are revealed to be intertex-
tually related to all other texts. as Simon dentith has put it: 

This version of intertextuality seeks to do away with our common sense 
ideas of authors and texts and replace them with a sense of the underly-
ing productiveness of writing itself; from the perspective of “textuality” 
any actual text is merely a particular density among a myriad [of] codes 
or discourses, whose origins cannot be traced and which stretch to the 
horizon in all directions.14 

despite these claims about intertextuality from the world of criti-
cal theory, modernist, diachronically oriented biblical (or other) critics 
may, of course, continue to see the influence of one author or text on 
another—amos intentionally alluding to or echoing wisdom teaching, 
for instance. as dentith explains, “There is nothing wrong with this kind 
of criticism except that it does not go nearly far enough” in explaining 
relations between texts.15 by contrast, synchronically minded, postmod-
ern intertextual critics might simply insist theoretically on the inevitable 

13. Key texts include, but are hardly limited to: Julia Kristeva, “Word, dia-
logue, and novel,” in Desire in Language: A Semiotic Approach to Literature and Art, 
ed. leon S. roudiez, trans. Thomas Gora, alice Jardine, and leon S. roudiez (new 
york: columbia university Press, 1980), 64–91; Jacques derrida, Of Grammatology, 
trans. Gayatri chakravorty Spivak (baltimore: Johns hopkins university Press, 1976); 
roland barthes, Writing Degree Zero, trans. annette lavers and colin Smith (new 
york: hill & Wang, 1977); barthes, “The death of the author,” in Image, Music, Text, 
trans. Stephen heath (new york: hill & Wang, 1977), 142–48; and barthes, S/Z, trans. 
richard Miller (new york: hill and Wang, 1974).

14. Simon dentith, Bakhtinian Thought: An Introductory Reader, crtP (london: 
routledge, 1995), 95.

15. dentith, Bakhtinian Thought, 95.
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intertextual relationship between amos’s language and the rhetoric of 
wisdom works and point to some of the available intertexts. regardless of 
any demonstrable direct, historical relationship between wise clan elders 
(or the book of Proverbs) and amos, on this model, all that is really neces-
sary to identify and warrant claims of intertextual relations between amos 
and wisdom traditions is a reader who gestures to them.

however, for many critics, the so-called high theory notions of inter-
textuality articulated by Kristeva, barthes, and others turn out to be not all 
that helpful for practical analysis of literary works. as clayton and roth-
stein have put it in relation to barthes’s views in particular, such theories 
“do not provide the critic with a particularly effective tool for analyzing 
literary texts.”16 With the wielding of this sort of critical instrument alone, 
one does not learn much about specific texts and the relation between 
works except for the fact that they are (inevitably) intertextually related 
and can be said not to mean what one might have, in an earlier epoch, 
thought their authors to have intended them to mean. historically minded 
biblical scholars might reach the conclusion (warranted or not) that this 
sort of intertextual work evidences a lack of rigor in a critic’s textual analy-
sis, or they might suspect a renunciation of any concerns with history and 
the history of texts—whether or not good arguments for skepticism about 
different historical projects and diachronic relations between literary 
products are articulated.17 Put otherwise, for some, this version of inter-
textuality grants too little theoretical space for recognizing real, material, 
and social actors, whose subjectivity and texts may not be as unified and 
coherent as once thought but whose utterances are nonetheless articulated 
in specific social and historical contexts that matter.

It will not do, however, simply to refuse the postmodern and return 
cheerfully to modernist views and practices of interpretation and its inter-
textual search for sources and influences. one cannot unring the bell of 
poststructuralism or the announcement of inevitable textual relations. 
how, then, to proceed with a notion of intertextuality that is both useful 
for understanding specific works and relations between texts and which 
has learned, or at least has been critically informed by, the lessons of der-
rida, Kristeva, and barthes regarding textuality? 

16. clayton and rothstein, “figures in the corpus,” 22–23.
17. See benjamin d. Sommer, “exegesis, allusion and Intertextuality in the 

hebrew bible: a response to lyle eslinger,” VT 46 (1996): 479–89.
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one way forward is to (re)turn to bakhtin.18 In articulating a foun-
dational notion of intertextuality, Kristeva drew on, and famously altered, 
aspects of bakhtin’s musings by wedding these to french poststructur-
alism.19 as dentith, among others, has noted, Kristeva’s work is focused 
differently than bakhtin’s. The criticism of the modernist or “the ‘clas-
sic realist’ text” associated with Kristeva and french poststructuralism 
is largely epistemological; it is concerned “to show the impossibility of 
the ‘truth-speaking’ authorial voice escaping the same deconstructive 
considerations which afflict all language.”20 by contrast, for bakhtin, the 
“deconstruction of the apparent unities of authorship, or the apparent 
obviousness of reference is always towards the heterogeneity of the his-
torical process, and never towards the paradoxes that can be generated by 
considering epistemology in the abstract.”21

for a bakhtinian perspective on intertextual relationships, heteroglos-
sia—the different varieties of any single language (e.g., regional dialects, 
class inflections, and so forth)—and polyphony—the multiple points of 
view and perspectives of others that are already present in any(one’s) utter-
ance—are key concepts. as bakhtin explains:

at any given moment, languages of various epochs and periods of socio-
ideological life cohabit with one another … at any given moment of its 
historical existence, language is heteroglot from top to bottom: it rep-
resents the co-existence of socio-ideological contradictions between 
the present and the past, between differing epochs of the past, between 
different socio-ideological groups in the present, between tendencies, 
schools, circles and so forth, all given a bodily form…. Therefore, lan-
guages do not exclude each other, but rather intersect with each other in 
many different ways.22 

18. Jonathan d. culler has suggested another way forward: limiting intertextual 
relations to those emerging from logical and pragmatic presuppositions in a text. Jon-
athan d. culler, “Presupposition and Intertextuality,” in The Pursuit of Signs (Ithaca, 
ny: cornell university Press, 1981), 100–18. See also clayton and rothstein, “figures 
in the corpus,” 24–25.

19. See dentith, Bakhtinian Thought, 95–98; clayton and rothstein, “figures in 
the corpus,” 17–21.

20. dentith, Bakhtinian Thought, 94.
21. dentith, Bakhtinian Thought, 95.
22. Mikhail M. bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination, ed. Michael holquist, trans. 

caryl emerson and Michael holquist (austin: university of texas Press, 1992), 291.
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In a bakhtinian mode of reflection, real authors are not superfluous, not 
mere useful fiction or intersection of various discourses. however, an 
“author’s intentions” are in fact “always refracted through one or more 
historically specific languages” that a writer, in a sense, activates by engag-
ing other discourses that are likewise historically and socially situated.23 
Superficially, a bakhtinian approach to understanding relations between 
texts might thus sound as if it has not moved too far from notions of shared 
cultural background or context, or even influence, that critics both of an 
earlier generation like Wolff and terrien, and others still today, deploy in 
their efforts to describe relations between texts. yet the differences between 
bakhtinian notions and traditional understanding of textual influence are 
significant.

on the one hand, a bakhtinian perspective regarding relations between 
texts “radically transforms the question of sources, making them a matter 
not of individual influences or borrowing but of the socially located 
languages that each and every text manages in its own particular way.”24 
different authors or texts (sometimes struggling against other voices) 
seek to accent, or inflect, already at hand, socially marked languages in 
ways appropriate to each one’s particular rhetorical ends. Dialogue (or dia-
logism or the dialogic), not influence, thus best describes the nature of 
relations between texts. bakhtin writes:

each word tastes of the context and contexts in which it has lived its 
socially charged life…. The word in language is half someone else’s. It 
becomes one’s “own” only when the speaker populates it with his own 
intentions, his own accent, when he appropriates the word, adapting it 
to his own semantic and expressive intention. Prior to this moment of 
appropriation, the word does not exist in a neutral and impersonal lan-
guage … but rather it exists in other people’s mouths, in other people’s 
contexts, serving other people’s intentions; it is from there that one must 
take the word, and make it one’s own.25

on the other hand, bakhtin’s insistence upon the particularity of 
such social-historical language also “undoes the unstoppable indetermi-
nacy of ‘textuality’ ” (at least provisionally) and warrants efforts to speak 

23. dentith, Bakhtinian Thought, 91–92.
24. dentith, Bakhtinian Thought, 95.
25. bakhtin, Dialogic Imagination, 293–94.
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of the historical and social conditions, contexts, and institutions associ-
ated with particular discourses.26 bakhtin points not to “the unstoppable 
indeterminacy of ‘textuality,’ ” but to an irrepressible dialogism, moments 
in the history of which criticism can gesture toward: 

There is neither a first nor a last word and there are no limits to the dia-
logic context (it extends into the boundless past and boundless future). 
even past meanings, that is those born in the dialogue of past centuries, 
can never be stable (finalized, ended once and for all)—they will always 
change (be renewed) in the process of subsequent, future development 
of the dialogue. at any moment in the development of the dialogue there 
are immense, boundless masses of forgotten contextual meanings, but 
at certain moments of the dialogue’s subsequent development along the 
way they are recalled and invigorated in renewed form (in a new context) 
[emphasis original].27 

the discourse of Justice in Proverbs and amos

as noted above, Wolff was concerned to demonstrate the influence of 
early clan wisdom on amos in a variety of ways. his argument regarding 
geographical connections is the most speculative and thus the least com-
pelling. In light of bakhtinian notions of texts and their relations, however, 
the connection between amos and wisdom in regard to literary forms, 
terminology, and especially motifs merits further consideration. 

Wolff dedicated nearly eight pages of his little book on amos and 
wisdom to exploring the specific motif and language of justice and righ-
teousness (including fair marketplace practices); he adds nearly another 
five pages of analysis of other themes that can also be said to belong to 
the biblical rhetoric of justice—concern for the “poor and needy” and 
the censuring of “an extravagant life.”28 all this suggests that the best 
chance of a productive reconsideration of the relations between amos 
and Proverbs may be precisely through a review of each text’s moral 
rhetoric of justice. 

26. dentith, Bakhtinian Thought, 95.
27. Mikhail M. bakhtin, Speech Genres and Other Late Essays, ed. caryl emerson 

and Michael holquist, trans. vern W. McGee, utPSS 9 (austin: university of texas 
Press, 1986), 170.

28. Wolff, Amos the Prophet, 70–75.
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to demonstrate that amos was influenced by the wise, Wolff pointed 
especially to the pairing of the important words “justice” and “righteous-
ness” in amos (three times) and the appearance of “justice” by itself on 
one further occasion:

ah, you that turn justice [משפט] to wormwood, 
and bring righteousness [צדקה] to the ground! (amos 5:7)29

but let justice [משפט] roll down like waters, 
and righteousness [צדקה] like an ever-flowing stream. (amos 5:24)

but you have turned justice [משפט] into poison 
and the fruit of righteousness [צדקה] into wormwood. (amos 
6:12bc)

hate evil and love good,
and establish justice [משפט] in the gate. (amos 5:15a)

Wolff believed that the “justice and righteousness” rhetoric of amos 
5:15 appears in a “wisdom type of exhortation speech,” while in 6:12 it 
is expressed within a “wisdom didactic question.”30 however, he is most 
concerned to point out that amos’s terminology of justice and righteous-
ness not only appears in wisdom forms; it appears frequently throughout 
wisdom books.31 

Wolff likewise thought amos’s concern for honest weights, measures, 
and balances was influenced by repeated, similar concerns in Proverbs. If 
amos 8:5b has oppressors claim, “We will make the ephah small and the 
shekel great, and practice deceit with false balances,” verses such as Prov 
11:1 (cf. Prov 16:11; 20:23) insist, “a false balance is an abomination to 
the lord, but an accurate weight is his delight.”32 So too, for Wolff, wis-
dom’s prioritizing of justice over cultic activity likely shaped the prophet’s 
words.33 Just prior to calling down justice and righteousness in amos 5:24, 
for example, in verses 21–22 the prophet has the lord proclaim, 

29. unless otherwise noted, biblical translations are from the nrSv.
30. Wolff, Amos the Prophet, 60.
31. Wolff cites only Prov 16:8 (Wolff, Amos the Prophet, 62). however, the term 

 occurs twenty משפט in Proverbs while (nine times צדק) appears eighteen times צדקה
times. In Prov 1:3; 2:9; 8:20; 16:8; and 21:3, the terms appear together (משפט with 
either צדק or צדקה). See Prov 18:5; 21:15; and 31:9, where forms of the two roots also 
appear together. 

32. Wolff, Amos the Prophet, 62–63.
33. Wolff, Amos the Prophet, 63.
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I hate, I despise your festivals,
and I take no delight in your solemn assemblies. 

even though you offer me your burnt offerings and grain offerings,
I will not accept them;

and the offerings of well-being of your fatted animals
I will not look upon.

Similarly, Prov 21:3 (cf. Prov 15:8 and 21:27) states:

to do righteousness [צדקה] and justice [משפט] 
is more acceptable to the lord than sacrifice. 

Wolff also highlighted the concern with the poor and needy in both 
amos and wisdom contexts. In amos, the דל (amos 2:7; 4:1; 5:11; 8:6), 
the אביון (amos 2:6; 4:1; 5:12; 8:4, 6), and the עני/ענוים (amos 2:7; 8:4) are 
all mentioned, and sometimes in word pairs (amos 2:7; 4:1; 8:4, 6). Wolff 
was keen to point out that this same terminology is also regularly found 
in Proverbs, sometimes also in pairs (e.g., Prov 14:31; 22:22; 30:14; 31:8).34

finally, Wolff was concerned to point to the warning in both Proverbs 
and amos against extravagant living.35 In amos, for example, he high-
lights 2:8, 4:1, 5:11, and 6:6, the last of which rebukes those “who drink 
wine from bowls, and anoint themselves with the finest oils.” amos’s senti-
ments, Wolff believed, are shared by verses such as Prov 21:17, 23:29–35, 
and 31:4, which warn one against becoming an excessive lover of wine and 
other fine things.

Mclaughlin, as was intimated, interrogates Wolff ’s arguments and is 
persuaded that none of them necessarily indicate wisdom influence on 
the prophet. The features of amos’s justice rhetoric described by Wolff 
may be traced instead to other sources: to biblical legal works, to other 
prophetic texts, or perhaps to a broad literary and ethical ancient near 
eastern tradition. There is no unambiguous intertextual relation of influ-
ence between wisdom and amos. When it comes to amos’s view of justice, 
then, Mclaughlin has, on the modernist terms of the debate sketched 
above, successfully rebutted Wolff ’s arguments that amos fell under the 
influence of the wise. 

34. Wolff, Amos the Prophet, 70–73.
35. Wolff, Amos the Prophet, 74–75.
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however, on the terms of that distinct, postmodern discourse of 
intertextuality discussed above, another ironic conclusion is possible. one 
can also say that Mclaughlin’s rebuttal of Wolff ’s claims, which regularly 
suggests that features of amos can be found in a range of works besides 
wisdom books, has in fact pointed to a robust set of intertextual relation-
ships that amos has with any number of other texts. Mclaughlin’s work 
can be said to reveal that amos’s discourse of justice represents, as was 
said above, “a particular density among a myriad [of] codes or discourses, 
whose origins cannot be traced and which stretch to the horizons in all 
directions”—whether to wisdom works, the Pentateuch, other prophets, 
or cognate texts in the ancient near eastern world.36

amos and Proverbs in bakhtinian dialogue

yet besides arguing about influence, and beyond ironically gesturing 
toward signs of inevitable (inter)textuality, there is a third way to explore 
the (intertextual) relations between amos and Proverbs. It is, recall, the 
bakhtinian route that understands dialogic relations between texts to 
include not only points of agreement or similarity but also the ways social-
historical voices or discourses disagree or struggle with one another, how 
texts accent in unique ways a broader historically and socially grounded 
discourse that authors or speakers find at hand. on modernist terms, dia-
logic differences or disagreements between texts like amos and Proverbs 
might be regarded as support for the claim that amos did not substantively 
fall under the influence of wisdom. for a bakhtinian mode of intertextual 
analysis, however, they clarify the complex nature of the dialogic relations 
between the works. 

despite similarities between amos’s and Proverbs’ justice rhetoric 
that Wolff highlighted (and which Mclaughlin rejected as evidence for 
wisdom’s influence on the prophet), significant differences between the 
moral discourses of amos and Proverbs are evident. Most obvious is the 
near complete absence in amos of a central feature of Proverbs’ moral 
rhetoric—its discourse of “two ways,” each populated by particular moral 
types. one path in Proverbs is trod by the wise and righteous (and others 
aligned with such types); on the second path, one finds the foolish and 
wicked (and others aligned with those types). In amos, none of the three 

36. dentith, Bakhtinian Thought, 95.
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common wisdom terms for the way or path—נתיבה ,ארח, or דרך—occur. 
Wolff identified only a single term in amos, deployed only once, that might 
be said to belong to this aspect of Proverbs’ moral discourse. but he made 
much of it. although Wolff was correct that “a man can betray what his 
cultural home is with a single characteristic word,” it is not as clear that the 
single word he identifies in amos 3:10a—נכחה (“right,” “straight”)—is so 
revelatory.37 Wolff claimed that it “occurs frequently in wisdom,” but it is 
attested only twice in Proverbs (8:9; 24:26) and once in Sirach (11:21; MS 
a 11:19), though Wolff appears to believe the word’s appearances in Isaiah 
are also in wisdom contexts (at least Isa 30:10; cf. Isa 26:10; 57:2; 59:14).38 
although the term certainly belongs broadly to a wisdom rhetoric of the 
morally right way—and in amos 3:10, one can identify other terminology 
important to wisdom discourse—its isolated appearance in amos under-
scores less wisdom’s impact on the prophet and highlights more a relation 
of difference between the two discourses.

terminology derived from roots such as צדק ,כסל ,אול ,בין ,חכם, and 
-clearly mark Proverbs’ moral discourse.39 Indeed, Proverbs’ under רשע
standing of justice is linked closely to the way of life of certain virtuous and 
vicious characters described by this rhetoric—the wicked and the just, the 
foolish and wise. human subjects are reckoned as just (and wise) or wicked 
(and foolish) precisely insofar as they embody (or not) wisdom’s virtues, 
including the social virtues of justice and righteousness. together, different 
verses in Proverbs sketch profiles of virtue and vice corresponding to the 
characters of just and wicked persons. for example, the just are teachable 
(Prov 9:9) and possess a practical knowledge (10:32; 11:9) that includes the 
ability to speak rightly and honestly to particular moments (10:11, 20, 21, 
31; 13:5), and they care for even nonhuman members of the community 
(12:10). Their desires and thoughts are rightly ordered (11:23; 12:5; 15:28), 
and hence they correctly understand the value of wealth (11:28), are just 
toward the poor (29:7), and are rightly oriented to the divine (15:29), as 
well as toward justice (in which they rejoice, 21:15) and iniquity (which 
they abhor, 29:27). In short, they are people of integrity (20:7) in that they 
possess and exercise a full range of (social) virtues. Indeed, when one who 

37. Wolff, Amos the Prophet, 56.
38. Wolff, Amos the Prophet, 58–59.
39. terms derived from צדק appear ninety-four times; רשע eighty-seven times; 

-fifty כסל forty-two times; and אול ;forty-eight times בין ;one hundred-three times חכם
one times.
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is thought to be just fails to act well and boldly (28:1) and “give[s] way 
before the wicked,” the quality of that person’s character can be called into 
question, reckoned as “a muddied spring or a polluted fountain” (25:26). 
by contrast, the wicked, who often stand in parallel to the just in Proverbs, 
are typically characterized in opposite moral terms. They are iniquitous 
evil doers (5:22; 14:32; 19:28) who do not listen to rebuke (9:7). Their 
desires are wrongly structured (11:23; 12:12; 21:10) and their (practical) 
knowledge is lacking (10:20; 12:5), something evident in their morally 
problematic utterances (10:6, 11, 32; 11:11; 12:6, 26; 15:24). They are reli-
giously suspect (15:8–9, 29; 21:27) and full of vice, being characterized as 
cruel (12:10), unreliable (13:7), haughty and proud (21:4), violent (21:7), 
and merciless (21:10). They do not understand the rights of the poor (29:7) 
and, indeed, take bribes to pervert justice (17:23). 

despite Proverbs’ wide-ranging moral rhetoric, most of the book’s 
key moral terminology is conspicuously sparse in amos. The righteous 
(or just) person (צדיק) appears only twice, in amos 2:6 and 5:12 (צדקה is 
attested three times), while the figure of the wicked (רשע) is completely 
absent. Words derived from the other key roots in Proverbs noted above 
are likewise not attested in amos. What is more, the emphasis in the pro-
phetic book is not on the just person’s moral subjectivity or character but 
on other subjects who act in particular negative ways upon the just (and 
others). The צדיק in amos is inflected differently than in Proverbs. Such a 
person is less the morally rotund individual of the wisdom book and more 
simply an “innocent” person, associated with the “needy” (אביון), whom 
others unjustly afflict in the social-economic realm.40 as amos 2:6b (cf. 
5:12b) says, “they [Israel] sell the righteous [צדיק] for silver, and the needy 
for a pair of sandals.”

Proverbs’ moral-theological discourse is distinct from amos in other 
ways, too. The wisdom book’s teaching, though variously aligned with 
the divine (e.g., the fear of the lord; Prov 1:8 and fifteen further times) 
and grounded in the creation (Prov 3:19–20; 8:22–31), is cast primarily 
as human teaching—as instructional poems uttered by teachers or par-
ents to children or students, or as short sayings that evoke communal, 
folk wisdom, even if such sayings equally, or ultimately, are the product 
of urban scribes.41 by contrast, the book of amos is cast as the prophet’s 

40. of course, Proverbs can deploy צדיק in the sense of “innocent” as well (cf. 
Prov 17:26; 18:5). 

41. See note 7 above.
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report of divine visions and messages. The book’s superscription speaks 
of amos’s prophetic “seeing” (חזה), and in amos 7:12 he is called a “seer” 
 ,perhaps alluding to the visions recounted elsewhere in the book ,(חזה)
which however are described with forms derived from ראה (amos 7:1–9; 
8:1–3; 9:1–4). The prophet’s own utterances, moreover, are cast as divine 
words against the nations (יהוה יהוה/נאם   ,.including Israel (e.g ,(כה אמר 
amos 2:6–16). Such revelatory terms are not absent in Proverbs, but they 
are rare. only in Prov 29:18 do we find חזון in the sense of a prophetic vision 
(though the root with the usual meaning, “to see,” is more common), while 
 .appears a single time, introducing agur’s words (Prov 30:1) נאם

In addition, if there is a central or controlling moral term in amos’s 
discourse, it is not one that is central to Proverbs. rather it is arguably פשע, 
“transgression.” The root appears twelve times in amos and is largely used 
to connote broad and severe political and social-economic outrages. Most 
of the crimes against humanity in the initial oracles against the nations are 
described as transgressions, as is Israel’s social-economic failing (amos 
1:3, 6, 9, 11, 13; 2:1, 4, 6; 3:14; 5:12; cf. the two verb forms in 4:4). accord-
ing to Wolff, all of the nominal forms of פשע appear “in authentic oracles” 
of the prophet, except for 1:9, 11; and 2:4.42 The root is hardly unknown in 
Proverbs. The noun occurs twelve times and a verbal form appears twice. 
however, only in Prov 18:19; 28:2; and 29:16 are political connotations 
easily discernable, and only in 29:16 does the term gesture toward the sort 
of political or social-economic moral failing that amos associates with the 
word. all its other usages in Proverbs suggest a more individualized con-
ception of ethical failure. 

although other differences between Proverbs and amos might be 
discerned, enough has been said to illustrate that the broader moral-
theological rhetoric of the two books is distinct in significant ways. These 
differences, however, do not necessarily imply no intertextual relation 
between the moral-theological vision of the two works. It rather invites 
further description of the dialogic relations—similarities, agreements, as 
well as other points of difference—between the two books. 

one obvious way to conceptualize how amos and Proverbs inflect in 
distinct ways an already at hand, socially and historically specific moral 
discourse is to say that Proverbs, as an ancient instruction, and amos, 
as prophetic utterance, are directed toward distinct rhetorical situations. 

42. Wolff, Hosea and Amos, 152. 
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Though the precise moral language of the way of the just and the wicked, 
so prevalent in Proverbs, is absent in amos, the underlying vision of justice 
in the two books is not unrelated conceptually or in terms of each text’s 
broader moral rhetoric. Through its descriptions of the wicked and righ-
teous and their respective destinies and benefits, Proverbs is concerned to 
form and motivate individuals who embody a range of virtues—including 
social virtues like kindness and generosity toward the poor, fairness in eco-
nomic practices, and so forth—all of which can be gathered under the signs 
of righteousness and justice. amos, by contrast, announces divine judg-
ment on humans whose (wrongly formed) characters and whose lack of 
social virtue have resulted in their oppressing the poor and their treacher-
ous dealings in the marketplace. The wise of Proverbs exhort readers and 
hearers to cultivate (social) virtue, highlighting the value of this wisdom.43 
The prophet rails against the absence of justice and righteousness among 
those in his social world who ought to embody it, but do not.

What is more, although amos does not use the word רשע, his 
upbraiding of his audience paints them with hues very close to what one 
finds in the portrait of the wicked (and other travelers of the wrong path) 
that Proverbs presents. unlike the just in Proverbs, those whom amos 
addresses have, in their domination of the poor and through cheating in 
the market, failed to walk a path characterized by social virtue. as Wolff 
also somewhat discerned, like Proverbs’ wicked, those to whom amos 
preaches do not heed the exhortations and rebukes they are offered (amos 
5:4–6, 10, 14–15), are religiously suspect (amos 2:12; 4:4–5; 5:21–25; 8:5), 
and can easily be characterized as haughty, violent, and merciless (e.g., 
amos 1:3–2:3; 2:7; 3:9–10; 4:1; 5:11; 6:3; 8:4, 6).44

further Points of dialogic relations

a few further characteristics of amos and Proverbs can be added to the 
data set one considers when discerning how the moral rhetoric of Proverbs 
and amos might be understood as standing in dialogic relation with one 
other. a couple of these points of connection were already mentioned by 

43. The value and desirability of wisdom is expressed primarily via the rhetoric 
of desirable wealth, social status, and sexual attraction. See timothy J. Sandoval, The 
Discourse of Wealth and Poverty in the Book of Proverbs, bibInt 77 (leiden; boston: 
brill, 2006), 71–100.

44. Wolff, Amos the Prophet, 44–53.
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Wolff, however only briefly. They were not contested much by Mclaugh-
lin, though they surely could be dismissed on the same modernist terms 
upon which the debate about amos’s dependence on wisdom has usually 
been carried out.

Wolff, for example, noted that amos condemned certain of his hearers 
for their extravagant lifestyle. one aspect of this concern that Wolff does 
not emphasize, but which might also suggest that the prophetic text stands 
in a positive dialogic relation with Proverbs, is amos 6:1’s characterization 
of those who pursued such a lifestyle as feeling “at ease” (שאנן) and “secure” 
 Words formed from the second root, “to trust,” are fairly common .(בטח)
in Proverbs, appearing fourteen times, mostly in contexts that alert hear-
ers or readers to trustworthy and deceptive loci of trust. The lord (Prov 
3:5; 28:25; 29:25) and wisdom’s virtues (Prov 3:23; 10:9; 11:5; cf. 28:26) 
provide genuine security, while one’s own intellect (לב; Prov 28:26) and 
riches (Prov 11:28) are unreliable. Indeed, elsewhere in Proverbs the “rich” 
are described like those against whom amos preaches. They are not only 
said to be merciless, extravagant in their lifestyle, arrogant, and greedy 
(Prov 18:23; 21:17; 22:7; 28:11, 20, 22); they are also characterized as those 
whose trust is misplaced.45 on the one hand, in Proverbs the advantages 
that wealth secures the “rich” are acknowledged. The protection riches pro-
vide is compared to city fortifications like those that would have adorned 
places such as Samaria, one of the places where amos surely prophesied:

The wealth of the rich is their fortress. (Prov 10:15b)

The wealth of the rich is their strong city. (Prov 18:11a)

on the other hand, however, the rich person’s refuge of wealth is also 
described as illusory and contrasted with the genuine security yhWh 
provides:

In their imagination it [wealth] is like a high wall. (Prov 18:11b)46

45. as r. norman Whybray has said, “the rich man (ʿāšîr) is always regarded 
with hostility” in Proverbs. r. norman Whybray, Wealth and Poverty in the Book of 
Proverbs, JSotSup 99 (Sheffield: JSot Press, 1990), 63.

46. The expression במשכיתו נשגבה   is difficult. for a discussion and a וכחומה 
defense of the above sense of the line, see Michael v. fox, Proverbs 10–31: A New 
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The name of the lord is a strong tower; 
the righteous run into it and are safe. (Prov 18:10)

however, it is Prov 1:33 that hints more fully at a dialogic relation 
between amos and Proverbs, as it also deploys both of the key terms the 
prophet uses in amos 6:1. yet, for the Proverbs verse, it is not an apparent 
secure existence in Zion or on Samaria attained via “a reign of violence” 
(amos 6:3) that can ultimately put one at ease. Instead, it is an attainment 
of wisdom. as Woman Wisdom herself proclaims:

Those who listen to me will be secure [בטח] 
and will live at ease [שאנן], without dread of disaster. (Prov 1:33)

a further intertextual connection between amos and Proverbs that 
Wolff did not much emphasize can also be noted. In amos 3:8, the prophet 
connects the inevitability of his prophesying the divine word with the fear 
one necessarily feels upon hearing a lion’s roar. although Wolff recognized 
that “the fear of God” was an “ultimate characteristic of wisdom,” he did 
not believe the prophet was “aware of the theme” among the early wise.47 
Wolff ’s modernist understanding of the nature and extent of the evidence 
necessary to establish one text as the source of, or source of influence 
upon, another text surely cut short his analysis of this possible point of 
connection between the prophet and wisdom. The fact that the root ירא 
appears only once in amos (3:8), and only to characterize divine speech, 
was simply not sufficient evidence for Wolff to claim (or explore) wisdom’s 
influence on the prophet when it came to the motif of fear of the divine. 

yet on a bakhtinian approach to intertextuality, it may be worth con-
sidering a possible dialogic relationship around the rhetoric of fear and 
“fear of the divine.” Proverbs, for example, twice says a king’s anger is simi-
lar to the “growling of a lion” (19:12a; 20:2a), while Prov 24:21–22 likewise 
exhorts one to “fear the lord and the king … for disaster comes from both 
suddenly and who knows the ruin both can bring?” Such an assertion calls 
to mind both amos’s fearsome announcements of the lord’s “day” (amos 
5:18–20) and God’s severe punishment of Israel (e.g., amos 1:5, 7–8, 10, 
12, 14–15; 2:2–3, 5, 9, 13–16; 3:11, 14–15; 4:2, 6–12; 5:16–17; 6:7,  9–11, 14; 

Translation with Introduction and Commentary, ab 18b (new haven: yale university 
Press, 2000), 1018–19.

47. Wolff, Amos the Prophet, 76.
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7:17; 8:3, 8; 9:1–4) as well as Proverbs’ confidence that the wicked will face 
disastrous consequences for their immorality.

although “fear of yhWh” in Proverbs is often thought to entail essen-
tially a kind of pious respect or religiosity, it surely also includes a genuine 
physical-emotional trepidation of the divine as the powerful guarantor of 
the moral order the book proffers. as yoder notes, the concept includes 
“dread of God’s disapproval or punishment.”48 a fearful stance toward a 
potentially terrifying deity motivates adherences to the book’s instruction 
and offers protection from death and security from harm (Prov 19:23; cf. 
1:33). by contrast, the unhappy fate of wrongdoers—their elimination (or 
something close to this)—is implied in verses like Prov 1:18–19, where 
the robbing sinners lose their lives. What is more, over and over one reads 
of the inevitable demise of the wicked and sinners in Proverbs. They will 
be “cut off from the land” or “rooted out of it” (Prov 2:22; cf. 10:30); they 
will “not go unpunished” (11:21) and will be “repaid for their iniquities” 
(11:31), “condemned” by God (12:2), “overthrown” (12:7), “filled with 
trouble” (12:21), and so on (cf. 14:32; 15:6; 15:10; 16:4; 18:12; 21:7; 29:1). 

When Proverbs’ social-economic concerns for fairness in the market-
place and right treatment of the poor are combined with other aspects of 
the book’s moral-religious vision, such as its emphasis on “fear of the lord” 
and the inevitable punishments that await the wicked, it is not a big step 
from wisdom’s moral vision to amos’s proclamation of the coming divine 
judgment and destruction of Israel for its social-economic misdeeds. 
In bakhtinian terms, all the above similarities and differences between 
Proverbs’ and amos’s rhetoric illustrate each book’s particular inflection 
of an already at hand historically and socially anchored moral discourse; 
it reveals, too, that the keenest point of intersection between each book’s 
moral discourse is to be discerned in its rhetoric of social justice. again, 
none of this is to suggest one can prove Proverbs’ direct influence on 
amos, or vice versa, along the lines Wolff and Mclaughlin have carried on 
the debate. rather, it is to say the two works stand in a bakhtinian dialogic 
relation and thus can well be said to be intertextually related.

48. christine r. yoder, Proverbs, aotc (nashville: abingdon, 2009), 6. See fox, 
who makes similar observations about the “real fear” involved in Proverbs’ conception 
of fear of the lord (Proverbs 1–9, 69–71).





Genres, Intertextuality, bible Software, and Speech acts

Tim Finlay

The concept of genre, whether in biblical literature or elsewhere, is cer-
tainly a tricky one.1 In my desperation to find ways to make my bachelor 
of Science in mathematics relevant to my biblical interpretation class, I 
sometimes write upon the board an integral equation and ask the puzzled 
students what genre it is. Some say it is mathematics, which is more of a 
discipline than a genre. others might point out that it is an example of cal-
culus, and by the Socratic method, we arrive at the genre of mathematical 

1. Some of the major works dealing with genre outside the discipline of biblical 
studies include the following: Thomas o. beebee, The Ideology of Genre: A Compara-
tive Study of Generic Instability (toronto: university of toronto Press, 2004); Sey-
mour benjamin chatman, “on defining ‘form,’ ” NLH 2 (1971): 217–28; heather 
dubrow, Genre (london: Methuen, 1982); alastair fowler, “The life and death of 
literary forms,” NLH 2 (1971): 199–216; fowler, Kinds of Literature: An Introduc-
tion to the Theory of Genres and Modes (cambridge: harvard university Press, 1982); 
fowler, A History of English Literature: Forms and Kinds from the Middle Ages to the 
Present (oxford: blackwell, 1987); Mary Gerhart, “The dilemma of the text: how 
to ‘belong’ to a Genre,” Poet 18 (1989): 355–73; and Jean-Marie Schaeffer, “literary 
Genre and textual Genericity,” in The Future of Literary Theory, ed. ralph cohen 
(new york: routledge, 1989), 167–87. fowler’s contention that the concept of genre 
is fussy is similar to rolf P. Knierim’s argument discussed later in this paper. Gerhart 
aims to avoid prescriptivism in genre categorization. Schaeffer’s structural model is 
so opposed to essentialism and to maintaining that everything which exists is mate-
rial that he is willing to bite the bullet and say that meaning does not exist. a full 
discussion of genre has metaphysical implications. early form critics discussed con-
cepts of genre and form in a manner that often presupposed Platonic realism. at 
the other extreme are approaches that assume conceptualism or nominalism. My 
own approach assumes the moderate realism of the aristotelian-Thomistic tradition, 
which also recognizes the crucial difference between artifacts (and genres are defi-
nitely artifacts) and natural essences. 
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equation (integral equation in a very good year). at this point, I tell them 
that it could be read as a limerick and then chant out the following:

The integral of zee squared dee zee
from one to the cube root of three
times the cosine
of three pi over nine
equals the log of the cube root of e.2

This is an example of the same conceptual content being conveyed 
via two very different surface structures: that of integral equation and 
of limerick. We typically think of works being in the same genre only if 
they have the same surface structure, yet works with similar conceptual 
content but different structures obviously can be discussed intertextually. 
Moreover, some standard genre terms, such as genealogy, are content cat-
egories. Most genealogies in the hebrew bible are conveyed in lists, but 
Gen 29:31–30:24 is a genealogy conveyed through a narrative. today, most 
genealogies are conveyed through charts. 

rolf P. Knierim argues for expanding the concept of genre “to include 
a diversity of possible typicalities by which texts can be constituted.”3 In 
writing my forthcoming book on genres, I have observed that different 
texts relate to each other in a bewildering variety of useful ways. legal 
genres can be categorized according not only to surface structure consid-
erations (the traditional form-critical categories of apodictic law, case law, 
prescription, prohibition, and so forth) but by theological considerations 
(natural law, divine law, human law), whose behavior is being regulated 
(laws for women, priests, the king, and so forth) whether the law is part of 
civil law or criminal law, the severity of punishment allotted (death pen-
alty laws, temporary banishment laws, financial restoration laws, and so 
forth), and the actual content of the law (calendrical laws, poverty laws, 
sex laws, and so forth). 

2. The mathematics works out because the particular integral is equal to two 
thirds, the cosine of three pi over nine (i.e., one third of pi radions, which is equiva-
lent to sixty degrees) is equal to one half, and the natural log of the cube root of e (an 
important irrational number approximately equaling 2.718, which occurs in popula-
tion growth and radioactive decay) is equal to one third. I thank robert e. long for 
bringing my attention to this equation/limerick. 

3. rolf P. Knierim, “old testament form criticism reconsidered,” Int 27 (1973): 
456. 
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I have glossary entries in all of these categories of law. each mode of 
categorization of a passage leads to a different assortment of texts, both 
within the bible and outside it, that have intertextual connections to the 
passage in question. hence, there is a strong connection between genre 
and intertextuality. It has long been standard practice to look for paral-
lels in the literature of the ancient near east when examining texts in the 
hebrew bible, and these parallels are not limited to what we frequently 
think of as genre but also include similarity of topic or content.

In dealing with the genres in the book of Job, I have glossary entries 
on bildad speech, elihu speech, eliphaz speech, Job speech, and yhWh 
speech. So, this is a genre with a further characterizing principle: that of 
the speaker. In aristotelian terms, it is characterized by its efficient cause.4 
In theory, one could have glossary entries for the speeches of every char-
acter in the bible, but this would seldom be of use to pastors or biblical 
scholars. however, in the majestic drama that is Job, it does make sense 
to discuss each character’s speeches as a whole, as the scholarly literature 
verifies. 

Similarly, in my chapter on Psalms genres, I have glossary entries 
on psalms of asaph and psalms of the sons of Korah, and the bibliog-
raphies accompanying these glossary entries demonstrate the validity of 
that choice. related to this is the genre of prayer, which is categorized 
by addressee, namely God. Many other categories that we associate with 
the Psalms, such as hymn and adoration, typically involve God as the 
addressee. Many of Job’s speeches are initially addressed to whichever of 
eliphaz, bildad, or Zophar gave the previous speech, but at some point in 
the speech, Job switches addressee and directs his remarks to God. “Job’s 
addresses to God” is an entirely suitable topic for intertextuality. further, 
as mentioned previously, laws can be categorized as to whose behavior is 
being regulated—in other words, by indirect addressee.5

4. aristotle discussed four causes with reference to material objects: the mate-
rial, formal, efficient, and teleological causes. The material cause of a bronze statue of 
a wrestler back in ancient Greece would be the bronze from which it was made; the 
formal cause, the form of a wrestler in action; the efficient cause, the sculptor sculpting 
the statue; and the teleological cause perhaps to inspire young Greek boys to acquire 
the manliness of wrestlers. With modification, these causes can be applied to various 
pieces of human communication or “speech acts.” The efficient cause would typically 
be the speaker or writer. I shall discuss the other causes later.

5. logos bible Software has an interactive resource named “commandments of 
the law” that has various sorting possibilities of the 613 commandments, including 
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bible Software

This is a useful point at which to switch to the third item in the article title: 
bible software. azusa Pacific Seminary students are required to use logos 
bible Software—so the remarks I make concern that software—but many of 
them also apply to other bible software. The search capacities in bible soft-
ware are increasing all the time. one can now right-click within a verse of 
the nrSv, say, and a menu appears that contains numerous search options 
(including basic concordance searches on the english word, the hebrew 
lemma or root, or the morphological form such as feminine plural noun). 

Several recent additions to the right-click menu aid either genre work 
or intertextual work. If I right-click on a word within a speech by rebekah 
to Jacob, from the ensuing menu I can opt to search for all the speeches 
where rebekah is the speaker (or opt to search for all the speeches where 
Jacob is the addressee, for that matter). This ties in to the previous discus-
sion of genre and intertextuality as they can relate to speaker and addressee.

There are also at least three right-click options that help for genre 
comparison. one is the literary type option, which relies on how that 
verse has been tagged in the Lexham Glossary of Literary Types. This has 
the potential to be extremely helpful but is presently limited by assigning 
only one literary type to each verse. hence, if one searches for “account, 
vocation,”6 it picks up the accounts in Isa 6, Jer 1, and ezek 1–3, but not 
the accounts in exod 3–4 or Judg 6, which are categorized as legend and 
history, respectively.

a second option that is frequently helpful for investigating clause 
level genres (and for subclausal searching also) is searching by the terms 
contained in The Lexham Propositional Outlines Glossary. This includes 
very general terms such as “action,” “condition,” and “experience,” but also 
some more specific terms as “arrival” and “beatitude.” a third option is 
that of longacre genre, but I have not found it to be as useful. 

which group of people is being regulated. The Proverbs explorer resource likewise 
includes a sort feature on implied addressee along with type of parallelism and major 
themes. There are some other interactive resources related to genre and/or intertextu-
ality also, but many more could and hopefully will be developed not just in logos but 
by other software companies as well.

6. There are other ways one can perform any of the searches in the right-click 
menu. one does not have to know a particular example of a genre or a speech by 
Michal, for instance, in order to search for all the examples of that category.



 Genres, Intertextuality, bible Software, and Speech acts 157

Speech act theory

a fourth option, but presently only available for new testament texts, 
is that of searching by speech act—also the fourth and final item in the 
title of this article. The dataset behind this search option employs the 
categories of assertives, information questions (usually regarded by 
speech act theorists as a subcategory of directive), directives, commis-
sives, expressives, and declaratives. These are the main categories of what 
John l. austin, in his posthumously published How to Do Things with 
Words, calls “illocutionary speech act,” to be distinguished from locu-
tionary act and perlocutionary act. austin gives the following example 
of locutionary act: “he said to me ‘Shoot her!’ meaning by ‘shoot’ shoot 
and referring by ‘her’ to her.”7 The corresponding illocutionary act would 
be: “he urged me to shoot her.”8 The corresponding perlocutionary act 
would be: “he persuaded me to shoot her.”9 The perlocutionary act 
depends upon cooperation from the hearer. by contrast, the illocution-
ary act could be said to have been achieved if the hearer recognized the 
illocutionary force intended by the speaker, whether or not the hearer 
then acted on it.

even when the hearer does not cooperate with the speaker, one can talk 
of the perlocutionary intent of the speech act. The perlocutionary intent is, 
in aristotelian terms, the teleological cause of the speech act. Much of this 
is common sense. In our legal structures, we acknowledge the importance 
of intention—the same action may be sexual harassment or a necessary 
medical examination according to the intention of the actor, and that can 
only be determined by context. Good exegesis of the biblical text neces-
sarily involves an attempt to construct the author’s intentions, however 
difficult this may be. Meir Sternberg writes, “from the premise that we are 
not people of the past, it does not follow that we cannot approximate this 
state by imagination and training,” and “once the choice turns out to lie 
between reconstructing the author’s intention and licensing the reader’s 
invention, there is no doubt where most of us stand.”10

7. John l. austin, How to Do Things with Words (cambridge: harvard university 
Press, 1962), 101, emphasis original.

8. austin, How to Do Things, 102.
9. austin, How to Do Things, 102.
10. Meir Sternberg, The Poetics of Biblical Narrative: Ideological Literature and the 

Drama of Reading, ISbl (bloomington: Indiana university Press, 1985), 10. of course, 
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although this approach may disallow some of the more radical strands 
of the text-centered new criticism, or versions of reader-response theory 
that ignore the author’s intention, the words of the text are still important: 

In the performance of an illocutionary act in the literal utterance of a 
sentence, the speaker intends to produce a certain effect by means of 
getting the hearer to recognize his intention to produce that effect; and 
furthermore, if he is using words literally, he intends this recognition to 
be achieved in virtue of the fact that the rules for using the expressions 
he utters associate the expression with the production of that effect.11 

So meaning is not entirely intention-driven; the efficient cause of a speech-
act is partially constrained by the conventional use of language. Moreover, 
context is important in determining what a speaker meant by a sentential 
act in a particular situation. If a proposal to go to a movie is met with the 
response, “I have to study for an exam,” the context will likely determine 
that this response is a rejection of the proposal.12 John r. Searle calls this 
an indirect speech act. a similar role to context in speech act theory is 
played by “setting” in form-critical studies.13

William P. alston builds on austin’s work and uses a slightly different 
categorization using sentential act, illocutionary act, and perlocutionary 
act.14 for alston, a sentential act is simply the act of uttering a sentence 

one can always choose to counterread the bible, to read the text in a manner opposite 
to the bible’s norms, whether those norms are stated or presupposed. 

11. John r. Searle, Speech Acts: An Essay in the Philosophy of Language (cam-
bridge: university Press, 1969), 45.

12. John r. Searle, Expression and Meaning: Studies in the Theory of Speech Acts 
(cambridge: cambridge university Press, 1979), 30–32.

13. There has been a movement in form criticism away from hermann Gunkel’s 
primary consideration of setting as the Sitz im Leben of the original genre toward a 
consideration of the literary setting of the pericope to be exegeted and also the histori-
cal situation of the event described in the pericope, when applicable. See, for example, 
the setting sections in Marvin a. Sweeney, Isaiah 1–39 with an Introduction to Pro-
phetic Literature, fotl 16 (Grand rapids: eerdmans, 1996).

14. austin argued that to perform a locutionary act was certainly to perform a 
“phonetic act,” the action of uttering certain noises, and a “phatic act,” the act of utter-
ing certain vocables (words) as belonging to a particular vocabulary and arranged 
conforming to a particular grammar (austin, How to Do Things, 92). but austin also 
thought that there was a “rhetic act,” which consisted of using the pheme (austin’s 
term for the output of phatic act) with a more or less definite sense and reference 
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(or part of a sentence uttered elliptically for a sentence, or a gesture that 
counts as a sentence surrogate).15 one of the main purposes of my forth-
coming book on formulae and genres is to identify the various formulae 
used in the old testament. a formula is a short, fixed word association 
used frequently in a particular context. “and the land had rest for x years” 
is a phrase typically used in the book of Judges to conclude an account of 
a judge’s leadership and is thus a formula.16 It is the (largely) invariant sen-
tential act that defines a formula. and sentential acts are, in aristotelian 
terms, the material cause of a speech act.17

although formulae are sentential acts, most genres are subcategories 
of illocutionary acts—they are significantly determined by whether the 
speakers are asserting something about the way the world is, urging others 
to do something, committing to some future action themselves, expressing 
their emotions, or bringing about through their speeches a new social fact 
(e.g., “I pronounce you man and wife”). alston respectively calls these five 
main categories of illocutionary acts assertives, directives, commissives, 
expressives, and exercitives (otherwise known as declaratives).18 alston 

but which still stopped short of an illocutionary act. The difficulties in distinguishing 
between the rhetic act, as austin conceived it, and the illocutionary act have been 
pointed out by Searle, Speech Acts; and P. f. Strawson, “austin and ‘locutionary Mean-
ing,’ ” in Essays on J. L. Austin, ed. Isaiah berlin (oxford: clarendon, 1973), 47–49. 

15. William P. alston, Illocutionary Acts and Sentence Meaning (Ithaca, ny: cor-
nell university Press, 2000), 28.

16. I was able to construct a syntax search in logos for this formula by searching 
for all clauses consisting of a past tense of the hebrew verb שקט followed by any sub-
ject that was a geographical noun, followed by any immediate constituent clause that 
was a time point or time interval. This yielded five results: Judg 3:11, 30; 5:31; 8:28; and 
2 chr 13:23. Most formulae can be searched for in logos by using the syntax search, 
but it does require some practice. I have created several camtasia videos on how to use 
this tool for my hebrew classes at azusa Pacific Seminary.

17. This is actually a simplification of the topic. 
18. alston devotes several pages of analysis concerning each of these categories, 

and it is impossible to give precise definitions here without doing injustice to the topic. 
for his partly sympathetic critique of Searle’s category of commissives, see alston, Illo-
cutionary Acts, 51–80; for alston’s own preliminary analysis of commissives and exer-
citives, see alston, Illocutionary Acts, 85–89; for his further analysis of exercitives, see 
alston, Illocutionary Acts, 89–95; for his further analysis of commissives, see alston, 
Illocutionary Acts, 95–97; for his analysis of directives, see alston, Illocutionary Acts, 
97–103; for his analysis of expressives, see alston, Illocutionary Acts, 103–13; and for 
his analysis of assertives, see alston, Illocutionary Acts, 114–43. These categories are 
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gives a list of verbs associated with these categories, from which could be 
derived the following partial list: assertives include allegations, reports, 
claims, denials, admissions, predictions, and reminders; directives include 
requests, suggestions, proposals, commands, and prohibitions; commis-
sives include promises, bets, guarantees, and offers; expressives include 
apologies, compliments, commiserations, thanksgivings, and expressions 
of contempt, relief, agreement, opposition, or delight; and exercitives 
include adjournments, namings, appointments, nominations, sentencings, 
acquittals, and firings.19 Martin J. buss notes that there is considerable 
overlap between the classifications within different categories of speech 
acts and the various genres listed in the fotl series.20 In aristotelian 
terms, illocutionary acts correspond to the formal cause of a particular 
speech act.

aristotle’s four causes applied to Speech acts

The four aristotelian causes of a speech act, then, are as follows: the teleo-
logical cause of the speech act is the intended purpose of the writer or 
speaker in giving the speech act, thus the cause of all the other causes; the 
efficient cause is the speaker or writer; the material cause is the sentential 
act;21 and the formal cause is the illocutionary act. Just as aristotle’s analy-
sis of sensible objects had the material and formal causes in an inseparable 
composite—the doctrine of hylomorphism—so every speech act is a com-
posite of sentential act and illocutionary act.22 austin pointed out that “to 

almost identical to the five categories (assertives, directives, commissives, expressives, 
and declaratives) previously developed by Searle, Expression and Meaning, 1–29. Sear-
le’s contribution to speech act theory is immense, and alston largely adopts Searle’s 
insights not only into the various categories of speech acts, but also in his notions of 
drama and fiction being “parasitic” speech acts, his understanding of indirect speech 
acts, and his explanation of how metaphor and irony work in terms of speech acts. 
Where I think that alston’s work has the advantage over Searle’s is in its exposition 
of the relationship between sentential act, illocutionary act, and perlocutionary act.

19. alston, Illocutionary Acts, 34.
20. Martin J. buss, “Potential and actual Interactions between Speech act Theory 

and biblical Studies,” Semeia 41 (1987): 127. buss specifically refers to the categories 
of Searle, but the same is true of alston’s categories.

21. The sentential act is itself a hylomorphic composite, consisting of the phonetic 
act (material cause) and phatic act (formal cause). 

22. Perhaps the most rigorous contemporary exposition of the aristotelian-
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perform a locutionary act is in general, we may say, also and eo ipso to 
perform an illocutionary act” and that an illocutionary act cannot be per-
formed without performing a locutionary act.23 

I may or may not be the first biblical scholar to discuss speech act 
theory in terms of aristotelian causes, but speech act theory itself has long 
been used in the discipline of biblical studies. one volume of Semeia was 
devoted to applications of speech act theory and biblical studies.24 Several 
biblical scholars have also written full monographs making good use of 
speech act theory, including Jim W. adams, richard S. briggs, donald d. 
evans, timothy Polk, and Steven t. Mann.25

Going back to the bible software, what I have found helpful is combin-
ing searches of speech act categories with searches of basic sentence types 
(declarative, interrogative, and imperative), which are also only available 
for new testament in logos at the moment. When they become available 
for the hebrew Scriptures, one should be able to search the Psalms for 
expressives that are questions—most of which will be hymnic or adoration 
genres.26 however, what is really needed is not just tagging each clause 

Thomistic doctrine of hylomorphism is david S. oderberg, Real Essentialism, ScP 11 
(london: routledge, 2008).

23. austin, How to Do Things, 98; it might be objected that an illocutionary act 
can be performed without saying or writing anything but instead through a gesture. 
however, alston counts such gestures as sentential acts (alston, Illocutionary Acts, 
27–28).

24. See charles e. Jarrett, “Philosophy of language in the Service of religious 
Studies,” Semeia 41 (1988): 143–59, for a summary and critique of the other essays in 
that volume.

25. Jim W. adams, The Performative Nature and Function of Isaiah 40–55, 
lhbotS 448 (new york: t&t clark, 2006); richard S. briggs, Words in Action: 
Speech Act Theory and Biblical Interpretation (edinburgh: t&t clark, 2001); donald 
d. evans, The Logic of Self-Involvement: A Philosophical Study of Everyday Language 
with Special Reference to the Christian Use of Language about God as Creator, lPt 
(london: ScM Press, 1963); timothy Polk, The Prophetic Persona: Jeremiah and the 
Language of Self, JSotSup 32 (Sheffield: JSot Press, 1984); Steven t. Mann, Run David 
Run! An Investigation of the Theological Speech Acts of David’s Departure and Return 
(2 Samuel 14–20), Siphrut 10 (Winona lake, In: eisenbrauns, 2013). I am particularly 
indebted to the works of adams and Mann, two colleagues, for my understanding of 
how speech act theory can be utilized in prophecy and narrative, respectively.

26. My glossary of genres distinguishes hymnic language (third person praise for 
God) from adoration language (second person praise). It also distinguishes impreca-
tions proper from predictions of the demise of the wicked.
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and sentence with one of the five general illocutionary act categories but 
tagging with more specific genre terms, which are subcategories of them.

Intertextuality beyond the bible

So far, I have only discussed intertextuality within the bible.27 however, 
some features aid intertextual work with nonbiblical works. The ancient 
literature section in the passage guide of the logos software is particu-
larly helpful in this respect. This section looks for ways that other ancient 
literature parallels the biblical passage in question. The currently avail-
able corpora used for comparison are ancient near eastern material (e.g., 
ugaritic material, context of scripture, ancient near eastern texts, amarna 
letters), apostolic fathers, church fathers, dead Sea Scrolls (sectarian mate-
rial), Judaica (babylonian talmud, Jerusalem talmud, Mishnah, Mekhilta, 
and so forth), old testament pseudepigrapha, nag hammadi codices, new 
testament apocrypha, works of Josephus, and works of Philo. regarding 
modes of intertextuality, it has categories of quotation, allusion, echo, his-
torical, topical, phrase, and lexical.

In my “biblical Interpretation: exploring Genesis” class, I include a 
specific assignment where students compare Gen 37–50 with Josephus’s 
account of the Joseph story, another assignment where they compare Gen 
25–36 with the parallel in Jubilees in James charlesworth’s The Old Testa-
ment Pseudepigrapha, and another assignment where they compare Gen 
12–24 with the Genesis apocryphon in their edition of the dead Sea 
Scrolls.28 Then we explore James b. Pritchard’s Ancient Near Eastern Texts, 
and I have them look at works such as enuma elish, tale of adapa, and epic 
of Gilgamesh and compare and contrast them with Gen 1–11.29 It is usually 
only after they have become familiar with some of the primary resources 
that I explain how the ancient literature section of the passage guide works.

The second most important tool for intertextual work outside the bible 
is the cited by tool, which searches for all the places in which a particular 

27. We often overlook the fact that basic resources such as a harmony of the gos-
pels, a synopsis of the old testament, or a collection of old testament quotations and 
allusions in the new testament are doing intertextual work of a kind.

28. James h. charlesworth, ed., Old Testament Pseudepigrapha, 2 vols. (new 
york: doubleday, 1983–1985).

29. James b. Pritchard, ed., Ancient Near Eastern Texts Relating to the Old Testa-
ment, 3rd ed. (Princeton: Princeton university Press, 1969).
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verse, chapter, or book is cited in the various resources in one’s library. I 
have made collections such as a Wesley collection and a c. S. lewis col-
lection, and the cited by tool enables me to see where my favorite authors 
have cited a particular chapter or verse of the bible.30

building collections such as this also enables topical intertextuality, 
as one can search for words or phrases anywhere in the collection or limit 
the search to the section headings or large print within the book. I can 
search my biblical theology collection for sections that include “covenant” 
or “blessing” in the subheading. 

logos also has a concordance tool that was designed for bible ver-
sions but can also be used for any resource in one’s library. When used in 
a bible version, it has various settings. The lemma setting enables one to 
make lists such as hiphil verbs containing energic nun, broken down via 
lemma. other settings are sense (such as all the instances where “flesh” in 
the sense of “tissue” occurs), root (broken down by the lexemes associated 
with that root), or biblical entity (such as a shepherd’s staff or the remnant 
of Israel).31 Within other resources, it understandably only has the word 
setting, broken down by language. however, if sometime in the future the 
concordance tool can be applied to collections of resources, this would be 
another tool for intertextuality.

tagging

What makes many of these tools possible is tagging. at the basic level, each 
word segment of each hebrew32 word in the lexham hebrew bible (whose 
surface text is simply that of BHS) is tagged so that it can be searched 
according to manuscript form, lemma, root, or morphology (e.g., qal per-
fect third feminine singular). Searches on any of these can be done simply 

30. observe that these are collections categorized according to author. other col-
lections are by publisher. both of these types of collections are instances of categoriz-
ing by efficient cause. other standard collections, such as systematic theology or bible 
encyclopedia, would be clearly according to genre. 

31. This does mean relying on the tagging decisions made by the software com-
pany. The tagging on “sense” is important because it shows up not only in the concor-
dance tool but in the bible word study guide and in the bible sense lexicon. and deci-
sions on the sense of a word in a particular context are more subjective than tagging 
its morphology or grammatical role.

32. Similar tagging of Greek words is done for the lxx, na28, and ubS5, 
among others. 
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by right-clicking on a word and choosing the appropriate search option 
from a menu. This tagging also enables more sophisticated morphologi-
cal searches, such as searching for all the hiphil lamed-aleph verbs in the 
deuteronomistic history, to be accomplished fairly easily through the 
morph search feature. but logos has also tagged in the lexham hebrew 
bible each noun and pronoun according to its referent, grammatical role, 
and semantic role.33 This enables the clause search feature to search for all 
clauses where rachel is the agent or Jerusalem is the place. 

Some of the most sophisticated tagging is on the andersen-forbes 
analyzed text (afat) and accompanying andersen-forbes Phrase 
Marker analysis (afPMa) created by francis I. andersen and a. dean 
forbes.34 In afat, each noun is tagged according to one of twenty-eight 
categories of noun semantics (abstract concept, furniture, body part, 
building, color, human, and others), and each portion of text is categorized 
according to one of forty-nine basic genres. andersen and forbes have also 
tagged the Pentateuch according to otto eissfeldt’s source designations 
and Jeremiah according to Sigmund Mowinckel’s source designations. 
In afPMa, phrases are categorized into eight main types (verbal, sub-
stantival, conjunctive, prepositional, adjectival, adverbial, or other) and 
seventy subtypes (e.g., concessive, reason, or adverb of manner). at the 
larger level, each clause consists of several clause-individual constituents 
which are categorized into some seventy-three subtypes (e.g., discourse 
level sequential-waw, finite verb, subject, direct object, accompanier, 
beneficiary, movement origin, time interval, cost, instrument, vocative). 
There are also supraclausal categories that handle protasis-apodosis and 
other constructions.

This tagging makes possible very sophisticated syntax searches. for 
example, one can construct a syntax search to find all the examples of 
the call to attention formula: “hear, Personal name, Message,” or “hear 
Message, Personal name.” Syntax searches search for similar sentential 
acts. but the identical sentential act can be used on different occasions to 
perform different illocutionary acts. My colleague Mann discusses how 
“strike” can be used as an assertive, a commissive, a directive, an exerci-

33. other software companies, such as concordance and bibleworks, have simi-
lar tagging schemes. 

34. Their approach is expounded in great detail in francis I. andersen and a. 
dean forbes, Biblical Hebrew Grammar Visualized, lSaWS 6 (Winona lake, In: 
eisenbrauns, 2012).
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tive, and an expressive by different people at a baseball game.35 This is an 
example of different sentence tokens of the same sentence type having dif-
ferent meanings. alston argues—I think correctly—that the meaning of 
a sentence type is its illocutionary act potential.36 There is no mechanistic 
way of determining which illocution (formal cause) is actually performed 
in a particular sentential act token (material cause). It involves looking at 
the context or setting to determine the likely perlocutionary intent (teleo-
logical cause) of the speaker (efficient cause). 

Intertextual readings of ruth

I conclude this essay by exploring the book of ruth: first analyzing just a 
portion of ruth from the perspective of speech act theory and then dis-
cussing various intertextual approaches that have been taken with ruth. 
Throughout this exploration, I shall comment on presently available bible 
software capabilities and what I hope to see in the future.

In ruth 1, naomi’s directive for her daughters-in-law to return to 
Moab is followed by an expressive in which she wishes them well (ruth 
1:8–9). ruth and orpah respond negatively with a commissive (ruth 1:9); 
naomi repeats her directive and follows up with rhetorical questions that 
function as assertives giving a reason for the directive (ruth 1:11–13); and 
orpah is convinced. naomi starts her third speech with an assertive that 
orpah has returned, which gives rhetorical backing to her final directive 
for ruth to return to Moab (ruth 1:15). ruth begins her famous speech 
with a counter-directive, requesting naomi not to entreat her anymore. 
only then does she launch into her powerful compound commissive, 
affirming her identification with naomi’s people, God, and burial place 
(ruth 1:16–17). This speech is powerful in isolation but is more so as a 
response to three successive directives. I have not yet found a way to search 
easily for all commissives that are in response to a series of three or more 
directives and look forward to when bible software has advanced enough 
to support that sort of searching.

We are now ready to look at several different intertextual approaches 
to the book of ruth. When looking at the marriage scene in ruth 4, the 
invocation of the people at the gate, “through the children that the lord 

35. Steven t. Mann, “Performative Prayers of a Prophet: Investigating the Prayers 
of Jonah as Speech acts,” CBQ 79 (2017): 20–40.

36. alston, Illocutionary Acts, 147–309.
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will give you by this young woman, may your house be like the house of 
Perez, whom tamar bore to Judah” (ruth 4:12 nrSv), virtually begs the 
reader to do intertextual work between ruth and the tamar-Judah story 
in Gen 38. The stress on ruth’s Moabite origins in ruth 4:5, 10 further 
suggests that a comparison of ruth with the story of Moab’s origins (Gen 
19) may be in order.37 harold fisch takes up this challenge and argues 
for intertextuality between the stories of lot and his daughters, Judah 
and tamar, and boaz and ruth based on the following paradigm: (1) 
descent—lot to Sodom, Judah from his brothers, elimelech for Moab; 
(2) disaster—destruction of Sodom, deaths of Judah’s wife and two sons, 
deaths of elimelech and two sons; (3) abandonment—lot’s daughters 
unable to acquire men, tamar remaining widowed in father’s house, orpah 
and ruth left widowed; (4) redemption—lot, Judah, and boaz as go’el; (5) 
bed-trick—lot deceived into cohabiting with daughters, tamar disguised 
as prostitute, ruth coming secretly to threshing floor; (6) celebration—lot 
made drunk, Judah attending sheep-shearing festivity, boaz eating and 
drinking at barley-festival; (7) levirate union—lot’s daughters conceiving 
from their father, Judah recognizing justice of tamar’s claim, boaz acquir-
ing property of dead kinsman (including ruth); and (8) offspring—Moab 
(ancestor of ruth) and ben-ammi, Perez (ancestor of boaz) and Zarah, 
and finally obed (ancestor of david).38

There are some excellent observations here, but the paradigm needs 
modifying. The celebration comes before the bed-trick in all three cases. 
only boaz is called a go’el, only in the Judah story is the term “descend” 
used, and the levirate union is not really present in the lot story. 

even taking these factors into account, the fact that both ruth 4:17b 
and ruth 4:18–22 interpret the significance of the story of ruth as leading 
toward david suggests that fisch’s decision to analyze the stories of Gen 
19, Gen 38, and ruth in parallel as stories that are part of the same geneal-

37. both Gen 19 and 38 appear in the cross-references section of the passage guide 
to ruth in logos. My experience with the cross-references section is that it includes 
more than I want, but that may be difficult to avoid. It does reveal how numerous 
intertextual connections are for so many biblical passages.

38. harold fisch, “ruth and the Structure of covenant history,” VT 32 (1982): 
425–37. fisch bases his methodology on that of claude lévi-Strauss’s analysis of dif-
ferent generations in the oedipus corpus. claude lévi-Strauss, Structural Anthropol-
ogy (new york: basic books, 1963), 213–19. I would like to see bible software eventu-
ally pick up better on parallels between the hebrew Scriptures and texts of antiquity in 
both the classical world and the far east.
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ogy is well motivated.39 but we must not stop there but instead ask what 
insights into ruth itself do the parallels yield: how does ruth contrast with 
the other stories? With regard to the bed-trick, fisch does note the crudity 
and directness of lot’s daughters, tamar’s veiling herself and Judah’s con-
cern for public opinion, and ruth’s cleansing and anointing herself as well 
as referring to the rite of redemption. yet this aspect is still understated in 
fisch’s study. boaz’s concern for the welfare of ruth in ruth 2 could not 
be more different from lot’s utter lack of regard for his daughters in Gen 
19:1–30. and although boaz may have been merry in the night encoun-
ter with ruth, he is not dead drunk and acts with appropriate decorum 
and concern for proprieties throughout. finally, yhWh is entirely absent 
from the birth narratives of Gen 19 and 38, but in ruth it is yhWh that 
gives ruth conception (ruth 4:13).40 This provides a partial fulfillment of 
the expressive/directive of the townspeople, “and may your house be like 
the house of Perez, whom tamar bore to Judah, from the seed that yhWh 
will give to you from this woman” (ruth 4:12, my translation). The beth-
lehem community expresses well-founded faith in yhWh, whom they 
presumably see as having directed the Judah-tamar story, and yhWh 
explicitly grants their request by giving ruth conception, as narrated in the 
very next verse. The book of ruth becomes not just about the redemption 
of naomi, ruth, and the land but of unsavory events in the past.

This first approach to intertextuality involves one text citing or allud-
ing to another. a second approach concerns passages that are the same 
genre. ruth is an example of a marriage story, as are Gen 24:10–67 and 
Gen 29:1–30.41 The Genesis marriage stories share the following structure: 

39. The various patterns that lévi-Strauss had observed in different generations 
of oedipus’s line are as follows: overrating of blood relations (cadmos seeks his sister, 
europa; oedipus marries his mother, Jocasta), killing of blood relations (oedipus kills 
his father, laios; eteocles kills his brother, Polynices), slaying of monster (cadmos 
kills the dragon; oedipus kills the sphynx), and etiologies associated with difficul-
ties in walking (labdacos means “lame”; laios means “left-sided”; oedipus means 
“swollen-foot”).

40. I have created a passage list in logos of all the birth narratives, and this is the 
only example of yhWh being active in the conception element of a birth report. 

41. robert alter has an insightful discussion of what he calls “the betrothal type-
scene,” in which he primarily discusses Gen 24:10–61; 29:1–20; and exod 2:15–21. See 
The Art of Biblical Narrative (new york: basic books, 1981), 47–62. In the latter part 
of the chapter, he mentions ruth as a possible inversion of the scene, with the woman 
going to the foreign country and with the permission to drink from where the young 
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(1) The man goes to the foreign country, having previously been told to 
take a wife from there (Gen 24:10; 29:1); (2) the man arrives at a well (Gen 
24:11; 29:2); (3) a difficulty or test with regard to the watering of livestock 
occurs (Gen 24:12–14; 29:8); (4) a woman comes to the well, and her name 
and heritage are mentioned (Gen 24:15; 29:10); (5) the test is passed or 
obstacle overcome, and the livestock are watered (Gen 24:16–20; 29:10); 
(6) the man and woman interact, and family identity is revealed (Gen 
24:22–25; 29:11–12a); (7) the woman runs to tell her family the news (Gen 
24:28; 29:12b); (8) the woman’s guardian quickly welcomes the man (Gen 
24:29–31; 29:13–14); (9) the man dialogues with the woman’s guardian, 
who agrees to give her as a bride (Gen 24:34–51; 29:15–19); (10) some sort 
of bride-price or gift-giving takes place (Gen 24:53; 29:20); (11) there is a 
meal or feast (Gen 24:54; 29:22); (12) a complication arises which threat-
ens the marriage (Gen 24:55; 29:23–24); (13) after further dialogue, the 
complication is resolved (Gen 24:56–59; 29:25–27); and (14) the bride-
groom takes his wife (Gen 24:62–67; 29:28–30). 

With respect to ruth as an inverted marriage story with the woman as 
the protagonist, we see: the journey to the foreign country in ruth 1; the 
narrator emphasizes the man’s name and identity in ruth 2:1; the agricul-
tural obstacle is the danger that ruth would be reproached or hindered 
from gleaning (ruth 2:15–16), which is overcome by boaz’s directives to 
his men (ruth 2:9, 15–16); the well element is alluded to in ruth 2:9; the 
interaction and discussion of identity takes place in ruth 2:10–11; and 
ruth tells naomi the news in ruth 2:19. There is no initial agreement of 
marriage, but there is a feast/meal (ruth 3:7) followed by boaz explaining 
a complication which would threaten a possible marriage (ruth 3:10–12), 
a crucial dialogue which resolves the complication (ruth 4:1–12), and the 
bridegroom taking his wife (ruth 4:13).

What is gained by the intertextual comparison here? In Gen 24, the 
main characters are abraham’s servant, rebekah, and laban. In Gen 30, 
the main characters are Jacob, rachel, and laban. In ruth, the main char-
acters are ruth, boaz, and naomi. The prominence and characterization of 
ruth and naomi counter the supposed trend of declining female agency in 
marriage narratives.42 nor is this agency limited to its main characters. The 

men had drawn (ruth 2:9) substituting for the well element. by extending the analysis 
to the full pericopes (Gen 24:10–67 instead of just 24:10–61 and Gen 29:1–30 instead 
of just 29:1–20), we shall see further evidence that supports alter’s claim. 

42. esther fuchs argues that the decreasing role of the woman in the betrothal 
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unnamed townswomen greet naomi at the beginning of the story (ruth 
1:19), pronounce a blessing upon her toward the end (ruth 4:14–15), and 
are the subjects of the last action in the book of ruth proper—naming 
ruth’s child (ruth 4:17). read as a marriage narrative, ruth provides a 
model of positive female initiative which many women have found inspir-
ing for centuries.

a third approach is to read ruth in its various canonical settings. Most 
christian bibles situate ruth between Judges and Samuel, and this leads 
to interesting canonical readings also.43 ruth begins “in the time when 
judges judged” (ruth 1:1) thus situating it historically in the Judges period, 
and it concludes with a genealogy leading toward david, the major char-
acter in Samuel. timothy J. Stone notes two other verbal connections 
between ruth and the epilogue of Judges: the geographical marker “from 
bethlehem of Judah” (Judg 17:8, 9; 19:1, 2, 18; ruth 1:1, 2) and that Judg 
21:23 and ruth 1:4 use the contextually rare verb נשא rather than the stan-
dard לקח in the phrase “took a wife.”44 Marvin a. Sweeney has argued that 
Judges functions in part as an argument that if kingship comes, all tribes 
other than Judah fail to show the necessary qualities to be the ruling tribe.45 
The book of ruth complements this by portraying david’s ancestors and 
even the entirety of his hometown of bethlehem as highly torah-obser-
vant in contrast to the behavior in Judg 17–21, which is a virtual catalogue 
of the sins that yhWh had warned against. The perlocutionary intent of 
ruth becomes a proleptic apology for davidic kingship.

If the standard christian bible order provides a very good intertex-
tual reading of ruth, so too does the Jewish bible, which understands it as 
the second of five festival scrolls read at Passover, Weeks (Shavuot), tisha 

type-scene reflects patriarchal values. esther fuchs, “Structure, Ideology and Politics 
in the biblical betrothal type-Scene,” in A Feminist Companion to Genesis, ed. athalya 
brenner, fcb 2 (Sheffield: Sheffield academic, 1993), 273–81. fuchs’s analysis is valid 
if one only looks at Gen 24, Gen 29, and exod 2. 

43. logos has a neat canon comparison tool, which displays the canonical orders 
of the Jewish bible, anglican bible, lutheran bible, Protestant bible, roman catholic 
bible, eastern orthodox bible, leningradensis, ethiopian orthodox bible, and others.

44. timothy J. Stone, The Compilational History of the Megilloth, fat 2/59 (tübin-
gen: Mohr Siebeck, 2013), 120–24. I have performed some syntax searches for clauses 
throughout the hebrew bible containing the relevant verbs נשא and לקח, plus “wife” 
or “wives,” as the direct object and can affirm Stone’s conclusions.

45. Marvin a. Sweeney, “davidic Polemics in the book of Judges,” VT 47 (1997): 
517–29.
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b’av, tabernacles, and Purim, respectively. ruth takes place in the weeks 
between the beginning of the barley harvest (ruth 1:22) and the end of the 
wheat harvest (ruth 2:23), and boaz is probably celebrating Shavuot in 
ruth 3:7. Shavuot is also called the feast of harvest (exod 23:16), and ruth 
has more harvest activity than any other biblical narrative. further, Sha-
vuot celebrates the giving of the law on Mount Sinai, and ruth becomes a 
model of how a gentile becomes a part of the Jewish community by iden-
tifying with yhWh and yhWh’s people. The book of ruth is thus in 
dialogic tension with ezra–nehemiah, where Jews have to divorce their 
non-Jewish wives, and with num 25:1–9, where Moabite women lead Isra-
elite men to commit apostasy. along with Isa 56:1–8, ruth argues that 
the prohibition against Moabites becoming part of Israel in deut 23:4–7 
is not absolute but a norm that can be overcome by factors such as Sab-
bath observance (Isa 56:1–8) and absolute identification with yhWh 
and yhWh’s people (ruth 1:16–17).46 actions, not ethnicity, count. The 
perlocutionary intent of ruth in the Jewish bible is to interpret torah cor-
rectly, to exemplify torah observance, and, by example, to encourage it.

The canonical setting of ruth for most biblical scholars is determined 
by its order in BHS (i.e., leningradensis), where it appears immediately 
after Proverbs. Proverbs warns the young man against the lures of the 
 אשת but ends in the acrostic poem devoted to the (foreign woman) נכריה
-47 ruth demonstrates that this contrast is not abso.(woman of honor) חיל
lute. ruth wonders why boaz, whom the narrator describes as איש גבור חיל 
(a mighty man of honor) and portrays as respected in the city gates (ruth 
4:1–2; cf. Prov 31:23), shows favor to her, a foreign woman (ruth 2:10). 
boaz later states that ruth is “a woman of honor” (actually the only woman 
specifically designated a woman of honor in the bible) who has not gone 
after young men (ruth 3:10–11)—she has not acted in the fashion that 
Proverbs attributes to the foreign woman. In this reading, ruth also shows 

46. Given that some important christian old testament theologies, such as those 
by brevard childs and rolf rendtorff, also use the Jewish canonical order, an explo-
ration of what ruth contributes to an understanding of what happens at Shavuot/
Pentecost in acts 2 might be fruitful, and I hope to write on this topic at another time.

47. Stone discusses some other connections between Proverbs and ruth (Stone, 
Compilational History, 130–36). Stone also discusses a reading of ruth in the order 
prescribed by the talmudic tractate bava batra. I find this less useful, since no actual 
community reads the bible in this order.
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that action, not ethnicity, is what matters, but it is more a hermeneutic 
regarding wisdom and universal virtues than torah observance as such.

In my opinion, all the above intertextual readings of ruth legitimately 
highlight certain features of the text, as do numerous others not explored 
here. What is crucial is that we not absolutize any one reading at the 
expense of all others. Many biblical narratives (and laws, proverbs, and so 
forth) concern the realities of everyday life, and we should expect to see 
parallels to these passages in all sorts of places. Great preaching is largely 
about connecting the biblical narratives to present-day situations that have 
certain similarities with them; hence, the same passage becomes a legiti-
mate basis for very different sermons. but there are constraints; once we 
have generated possible parallels, we have to check how close those par-
allels are, we have to pay attention to the differences, and we must not 
limit our analysis to showing connections but discover what insights it 
yields into the passage (or the present situation, in the case of preaching). 
bible software is already of great help in finding parallels and in analyzing 
the locutionary level of different texts, but much still needs to be done, 
especially in the area of speech act theory and in tagging other works of 
antiquity. These are exciting times for scholars doing intertextual work.





Part 2 
Postbiblical Intertextuality





Mikhail M. bakhtin and dialogical approaches  
to biblical Interpretation

Patricia K. Tull

In biblical studies as elsewhere, the term intertextuality appears quite slip-
pery. People who use the word in homage to its creator, Julia Kristeva, tend 
toward viewing it as an overarching observation that no act of communi-
cation is independent, no text is an island. as Kristeva famously said, “any 
text is constructed as a mosaic of quotations; any text is the absorption 
and transformation of another.”1 for her, even an author is “no more than 
a text rereading itself as it rewrites itself.”2 

beginning from ambiguities inherent in her formulations, various 
literary critics and philosophers immediately took the concept and term 
intertextuality into quite distinct directions.3 These discussions quickly 
underscored the truth of Kristeva’s own theory about the endless inter-
relatedness of texts and, consequently, the loss of authorial control over 
the meaning of their own words, even for Kristeva herself, when others 
read them. Kristeva’s disciple leon S. roudiez, for instance, claimed that 
intertextuality had “nothing to do with matters of influence by one writer 

1. Julia Kristeva, Desire in Language: A Semiotic Approach to Literature and Art, 
ed. leon S. roudiez, trans. Thomas Gora, alice Jardine, and leon S. roudiez (new 
york: columbia university Press, 1980), 66.

2. Kristeva, Desire in Language, 86–87. for a fuller treatment of the origins of 
intertextuality and discussion of some earlier works in inner-biblical exegesis, see 
Patricia K. tull, “Intertextuality and the hebrew Scriptures,” CurBS 8 (2000): 88–119.

3. for early developments, see discussions concerning roland barthes, Michael 
riffaterre, Jonathan d. culler, Gérard Genette, and foucauldian critics in Jay clayton 
and eric rothstein, “figures in the corpus: Theories of Influence and Intertextuality,” 
in Influence and Intertextuality in Literary History, ed. Jay clayton and eric rothstein 
(Madison, WI: university of Wisconsin Press, 1991), 21–29. 
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on another, or with the sources of a literary work.”4 but many readers, 
including many biblical scholars, ignored this demurral even while adopt-
ing the term. although more purely Kristevan applications are available, 
intertextuality has frequently been used in biblical studies to refer to 
interpretations of scripture occurring within scripture, or inner-biblical 
exegesis. diversity in defining intertextuality seems to underscore the 
truth of its basic insight that no utterance survives unaffected by other 
utterances. but the fact that so many people mean so many different things 
by the word does create confusion. 

as most students of intertextuality are aware, Kristeva first coined the 
term in response to Mikhail M. bakhtin’s writings about dialogism and 
the polyphonic nature of novels, especially those of fyodor dostoevsky. 
but as Kristeva described bakhtin’s work, she modified his ideas by uti-
lizing french theorists, especially Jacques derrida and Jacques lacan, as 
“unacknowledged intertexts.”5 like bakhtin, Kristeva viewed dialogical 
relationships as inevitable and inseparable from the very warp and woof 
of every discourse. but in using the word intertextuality as a stand-in for 
bakhtin’s dialogism and polyphony, she introduced more than a synonym. 
both of bakhtin’s terms reflect hearing and sound. The dialogues that most 
often occupied bakhtin’s thinking were certainly to be found in written 
texts, but he never lost sight of these texts’ social dimensions. he retained 
interest in people as people and not merely as texts.6 Kristeva’s substitute 
term intertextuality, in contrast, self-evidently derives not from dialogue 
but from text, a word she slipped into her restatement of bakhtin’s ideas in 

4. leon S. roudiez, introduction to Desire in Language: A Semiotic Approach to 
Literature and Art, by Julia Kristeva, ed. leon S. roudiez, trans. Thomas Gora, alice 
Jardine, and leon S. roudiez (new york: columbia university Press, 1980), 15.

5. clayton and rothstein, “figures in the corpus,” 19.
6. according to barbara Green, “there is little in his thought that seems patient 

with texts talking to texts; bakhtin liked to think of particular readers, historically sit-
uated, as juxtaposing texts” (barbara Green, Mikhail Bakhtin and Biblical Scholarship: 
An Introduction, SemeiaSt 38 [atlanta: Society of biblical literature, 2000], 23–24). 
This gravitation toward the personal is especially evident in his religious formula-
tions, as Paul J. contino and Susan M. felch pointed out: “The movement in bakhtin 
is always away from the abstract toward the personal, interactive, committed, respon-
sible life—from faith, as an object that one possesses, to a feeling for faith, the engage-
ment with a personal subject” (Paul J. contino and Susan M. felch, “Introduction: a 
feeling for faith,” in Bakhtin and Religion: A Feeling for Faith, ed. Susan M. felch and 
Paul J. contino [evanston, Il: northwestern university Press, 2001], 20).
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repeated parentheses, saying: “each word (text) is an intersection of words 
(texts) where at least one other word (text) can be read.”7 This contrast in 
emphasis, and the fact that Kristeva insisted on retaining authorial control 
of a theory that inevitably describes loss of authorial control, guided me 
long ago to ground my own work in the writings of her predecessor and 
muse bakhtin, especially his essays “discourse in the novel” and “author 
and hero in aesthetic activity.”8 bakhtin’s insistence on the social dimen-
sions of language make his ideas amenable to studies of the bible, which 
has never existed as a text for its own sake but for the sake of the lives of 
real readers interacting with the poets, prophets, artists, and sages who 
inhabit its pages.

It is important to note that bakhtin himself wrote little about scrip-
ture—an irony, given biblical scholarship’s regard for him.9 yet according 

7. Kristeva, Desire in Language, 66. as clayton and rothstein noted, “Though 
the parentheses imply that Kristeva is only supplying a synonym, or at most, a neu-
tral expansion of bakhtin’s concept, this textualization of bakhtin changes his ideas—
changes them just enough to allow the new concept of intertextuality to emerge” 
(clayton and rothstein, “figures in the corpus,” 19). 

8. Mikhail M. bakhtin, “discourse in the novel,” in The Dialogic Imagination, ed. 
Michael holquist, trans. caryl emerson and Michael holquist (austin: university of 
texas Press, 1981), 259–422; bakhtin, “author and hero in aesthetic activity,” in Art 
and Answerability: Early Philosophical Essays by M. M. Bakhtin, ed. Michael holquist 
and vadim liapunov, trans. vadim liapunov (austin: The university of texas Press, 
1990), 4–256. david I. yoon recently decried the fact that biblical scholars use Kriste-
va’s word while ignoring her ideological agenda (david I. yoon, “The Ideological 
Inception of Intertextuality and Its dissonance in current biblical Studies,” CurBR 
12 [2012]: 58–76). Many biblical scholars reveling in intertextuality do indeed focus 
curiously and often woodenly on developing an intertextual method. but it is ironic 
to criticize departures from the “original intent” of a theorist whose work undermined 
the idea of original intent. The insight about the permeability of language that Kristeva 
passed on from bakhtin fueled different interests than bakhtin’s in her work and, in 
turn, funds interests in biblical studies that are in many ways closer to bakhtin’s. While 
I agree that intertextuality is not a methodology (yoon calls it an ideology; I would call 
it more simply an insight about language), I find it odd to claim that readers should 
not alter the usage of a term that “was created with a distinct purpose of deconstruct-
ing the authority of meaning from the author to the reader” (yoon, “Ideological Incep-
tion,” 72).

9. Green pointed out that bakhtin’s scattered remarks on the bible “suggest that 
his assumptions about holy Writ, as he called it, were far from those held today by 
those who work with the text professionally…. he considered it the authoritative (as 
distinct from innerly persuasive) text and did not approach it as he did ‘novelistic’ 
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to those who knew him, he was a deeply devout orthodox christian, 
and his early works, such as “author and hero,” which appeared in eng-
lish some time after his later books, especially reveal a theological bent 
permeating his understanding of language, communication, and human 
communion.10 his theology was thoroughly incarnational and relational, 
and his interest in dialogue has often been compared with that of Martin 
buber, whom he admired.11 

although scholarship continues to pour forth based on individual 
aspects of his ideas and on the idea of intertextuality in general, it has 
been almost twenty years since barbara Green summarized bakhtin’s 
contributions to biblical studies in Bakhtin and Biblical Scholarship. My 
contribution, which was first requested as a paper for the 2015 consulta-
tion on Intertextuality and the hebrew bible, is not intended to cover 
the entirety of bakhtin’s contributions to biblical studies but simply to 
reintroduce a few dimensions of his understanding of dialogism, particu-
larly in reference to interrelationships among biblical texts. after a brief 
discussion of his personal history, I will draw attention to the use of his 
theories in exploring individual inner-biblical relationships, on the one 
hand, and in constructing scriptural hermeneutics and biblical theology, 
on the other. 

bakhtin developed his thinking in the midst of experiences consonant 
with those of biblical writers—suffering, deferred hope, exile and return, 
and even, in a sense, death and resurrection. This may partially explain 
why the ideas he developed have resonated with christian thinkers.12 born 

discourse” (Green, Mikhail Bakhtin and Biblical Scholarship, 24, emphasis original). 
Given this assumption born of his piety, she says, it is perhaps fortunate that he did 
not say too much about it. timothy K. beal pointed out a similar assumption about the 
bible as a nondialogical text in Kristeva’s work (“The System and the Speaking Subject 
in the hebrew bible: reading for divine abjection,” BibInt 2 [1994]: 171–89).

10. for the theological dimensions of bakhtin’s writings, see especially alex-
ander Mihailovic, Corporeal Words: Mikhail Bakhtin’s Theology of Discourse, Srlt 
(evanston, Il: northwestern university Press, 1997); ruth coates, Christianity in 
Bakhtin: God and the Exiled Author, cSrl (cambridge: cambridge university Press, 
1998); Green, Mikhail Bakhtin and Biblical Scholarship; and felch and contino, 
Bakhtin and Religion.  

11. for an in-depth discussion of bakhtin’s relationship with Martin buber, see 
caryl emerson, The First Hundred Years of Mikhail Bakhtin (Princeton: Princeton 
university Press, 1997), 225–32.

12. for his full biography, see especially Katerina clark and Michael holquist, 
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in 1895 and reared in a russian family valuing education and the arts, he 
suffered poor health and chronic physical disabilities. as a young russian 
orthodox intellectual and teacher in pre-Stalinist russia, he flourished 
in circles engaged in theological and philosophical exploration. but sev-
eral years of increasingly severe government repression forced religious 
societies to disband or go underground. In the midst of intense Stalinist 
attacks on both intellectuals and practicing christians, he was arrested in 
1929 for membership in a christian intellectual society. held for several 
months, he was finally exiled with his wife elena in the town of Kustanai in 
Kazakhstan. barred from teaching, he made his living for many years as a 
bookkeeper and wrote during extended periods of unemployment. 

It is a wonder that the frail scholar survived these days at all, and even 
more remarkable that his writings did. his casual approach to his works 
was famously encapsulated in the story of his using one of his own manu-
scripts for cigarette paper. his doctoral dissertation, submitted in 1940, 
found in the writings of rabelais “a hilarious, irreverent celebration of all 
that was pompous, authoritarian, official, repressed, and silenced.”13 Such 
interests were so out of step with the Soviet state that he was fifty-six before 
he finally received his doctor of Philosophy degree and seventy by the 
time the work was published. 

but he outlived the purges, partly because he avoided the spotlight 
and partly because he sought to coexist even with ideological foes.14 he 
taught quietly in the faraway town of Saransk for years until, in the late 
1950s, university students discovered his early work on dostoevsky 
and then found to their surprise that he was still alive. he enjoyed brief 
renown before his death in 1975. The vast majority of english transla-
tions of his works have appeared posthumously. Poignant lines among 
the very last he wrote certainly describe the near loss and revival of his 
own writings: “nothing is absolutely dead: every meaning will have its 
homecoming festival.”15

Mikhail Bakhtin (cambridge: harvard university Press, 1984). for briefer presen-
tations, see Green, Mikhail Bakhtin and Biblical Scholarship, 11–23; and emerson, 
“bakhtin at 100: art, ethics, and the architectonic Self,” CR 39 (1995): 397–418.

13. Green, Mikhail Bakhtin and Biblical Scholarship, 21.
14. clark and holquist, Mikhail Bakhtin, 254.
15. Mikhail M. bakhtin, “toward a Methodology for the human Sciences,” in 

Speech Genres and Other Late Essays, ed. caryl emerson and Michael holquist, trans. 
vern W. McGee, utPSS 9 (austin: university of texas Press, 1986), 170.
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bakhtin’s writings reflect his kindly and even forgiving disposition. 
but they also reflect his mistrust of authoritarian speech and suspicion 
toward overly neat systems. covert critiques of totalitarian ideology suf-
fuse his analyses of language and speech. rightly so, for as Katerina clark 
and Michael holquist have observed: “The way discourse is ordered in a 
given society is the most sensitive and comprehensive register of how all 
its other ideological practices are ordered, including its religion, educa-
tion, state organization, and police. cultures can be classified as open or 
closed according to the way in which they handle reported speech.”16 

In all his writings, bakhtin kept front and center the reality that lan-
guage is not simply self-contained and given but is contextually shaped 
and intensely relational. What we say is said in answer to the words of 
others, is filled with speech heard from others, and anticipates responses 
from others. language reflects the quest for communion, and it is largely 
through language that relationships with others shape how we see both 
ourselves and the world around us. 

bakhtin’s literary studies enrich biblical interpretation in several 
diverse ways. he has been helpful in the study of polyphonic texts, com-
prising more than one point of view, or even more than one authorial 
voice.17 although strong differences in viewpoint are inherent to encoun-
ters between biblical figures from the garden of eden on, one contribution 
bakhtin makes via his appreciation of dostoevsky’s novels is the recog-
nition that an author can choose—or choose not—to invite readers to 
observe the situated truth inherent in the viewpoints of more than one 
person. The episodes surrounding abram, Sarai, and hagar, for instance, 
read with bakhtin in mind, offer enough support to the viewpoints of all 
three figures to encourage readers to see the story from all sides—even 

16. clark and holquist, Mikhail Bakhtin, 237.
17. on polyphonic texts, see in particular carol a. newsom, “The book of Job as 

Polyphonic text,” JSOT 97 (2002): 87–108; and newsom, The Book of Job: A Contest 
of Moral Imaginations (oxford: oxford university Press, 2003). See also raj nadella’s 
study of luke as a polyphonic book: raj nadella, Dialogue Not Dogma: Many Voices in 
the Book of Luke, lntS 431 (london: t&t clark, 2011); and charles William Miller’s 
study of the two voices in lam 1: charles William Miller, “reading voices: Personifi-
cation, dialogism, and the reader of lamentations 1,” BibInt 9 (2001): 393–408. Since 
the corpus of biblical studies responding to bakhtin has become vast, I will mention 
illustrative publications but will not attempt to list all or even most of the important 
works that merit attention. an earlier bibliography may be found in Green, “bakhtin 
and the bible: a Select bibliography,” PRSt 32 (2005): 339–45. 
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if our own social location prompts us to identify with only one.18 Simi-
larly, biblical writers sometimes played with such monologic speech on 
the part of characters within stories to undermine their messages with 
what bakhtin called “double-voicing”: one intent becomes evident from 
the speaker’s viewpoint while the author is busy promoting a very different 
message through the character’s own speech. The assyrian rabshakeh in 
2 Kgs 18–19 and Isa 36–37, sent to taunt and demoralize hezekiah and his 
supporters, for instance, sounds not terrifying but arrogantly hollow when 
his claims of assyria’s power over Judah’s God are read by an audience who 
is rooting for hezekiah and knows the story’s outcome.19 additionally, 
bakhtin’s discussions of the distinctions between dialogic and monologic 
texts help us recognize that while some biblical texts invite multiple and 
ambivalent sympathies, others do all they can to discourage our interest in 
rival truth claims.20

further, bakhtin’s sensitive considerations of the complex, compas-
sionate relationship between author and inscribed character, or hero, 
help us sort out ways in which the psalms, for instance, while speaking 
in the voice of an individual, invite an audience to read them not only as 
the words of someone else but also, simultaneously, as our own potential 
words, as believers instinctively do.21 his distinctions between authorita-
tive discourse and internally persuasive speech help interpreters make our 
way through some of the bible’s more imperious sections and offer insight 

18. In a somewhat different but related vein, see l. Juliana M. claassens, “laugh-
ter and tears: carnivalistic overtones in the Stories of Sarah and hagar,” PRSt 32 
(2005): 295–308.

19. Paul S. evans offered an insightful analysis of double-voicing and polyphony 
in this story in “The hezekiah-Sennacherib narrative as Polyphonic text,” JSOT 33 
(2009): 335–58. Similarly, Susanne Gillmayr-bucher attends to the double-voicing 
that occurs in the stories of the book of Judges in “framework and discourse in the 
book of Judges,” JBL 128 (2009): 687–702; see also benjamin J. M. Johnson, “david 
Then and now: double-voiced discourse in 1 Samuel 16.14–23,” JSOT 38 (2013): 
201–15.

20. christopher b. hays, for example, explored the monologism of ezra 7–10 in 
“The Silence of the Wives: bakhtin’s Monologism and ezra 7–10,” JSOT 33 (2008): 
59–80.

21. I explore this aspect of bakhtin’s work in relation to the Psalms in Patricia 
K. tull, “bakhtin’s confessional Self-accounting and Psalms of lament,” BibInt 13 
(2005): 41–55. See also in this regard elizabeth boase, “Grounded in the body: a 
bakhtinian reading of lamentations 2 from another Perspective,” BibInt 22 (2014): 
292–306.
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into internal struggles within texts.22 his ideas about chronotope and the 
carnivalesque have likewise lent sensitivity to the ways we consider certain 
biblical texts.23

but since this particular volume concerns intertextuality rather than 
other possibilities from bakhtin’s rich treasures, I want to touch on just two 
of the ways that thinking about the bible’s dialogical nature has enriched 
our interpretation of what goes on between biblical texts. The first is fairly 
diachronic in orientation while the second is more synchronic. first, 
bakhtin brings a sharper focus to considerations of inner-biblical exegesis. 
and second, his views help us in shaping theological and ethical claims. 

The first has served as a much-needed corrective to an overvaluation 
of original speech. Most of us were told in high school and college to 
read other people’s writing and then express it in our own words, docu-
menting everything that we derived from elsewhere, since failure to do 
so was plagiarism, subject to serious repercussions. especially for young 
thinkers for whom every thought is derivative, the challenge to digest and 
regurgitate the words of others in our own original speech often seems 
perplexing, making it difficult to distinguish what required a footnote 
from what did not. Though documentation is a crucial practice to learn 
and teach, I find myself sympathetic to students who have trouble decid-
ing whether they can write a sentence without offering multiple, often 
meaningless, citations. 

The privileging and protection of originality, however, is relatively 
recent, dating to the mid-eighteenth century in literary studies, when orig-
inality began to be viewed as “the only true sign of an author’s genius.”24 
This prejudice about originality found its way from literary criticism 
into biblical source criticism in the mid-1800s and continued to trouble 
readings of composite biblical books for a century. Scholars reading the 

22. See, for instance, Miriam J. bier, “ ‘We have Sinned and rebelled; you have 
not forgiven’: The dialogic Interaction between authoritative and Internally Persua-
sive discourse in lamentations 3,” BibInt 22 (2014): 146–67.

23. nehama aschkenasy, for instance, points out these particular features of the 
book of ruth while simultaneously reading its dialogical engagement with other bib-
lical stories. See “reading ruth through a bakhtinian lens: The carnivalesque in a 
biblical tale,” JBL 126 (2007): 437–53.

24. clayton and rothstein, “figures in the corpus,” 5, citing edward young 
(Conjectures on Original Composition, 1759, reproduced in hazard adams and leroy 
Searle, eds., Critical Theory Since Plato, 3rd ed. [belmont, ca: Wadsworth, 2004]) and 
William duff, a Scottish Presbyterian minister (An Essay on Original Genius, 1767).
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prophets, for instance, worked hard to isolate supposed original oral 
speeches of true prophets from so-called accretions of later scribes, consid-
ered detectable by the mere fact that they contained repetitions or echoed 
other texts.25 Privileging originality deterred study of narrative texts in a 
somewhat different way, as scholars found it difficult to say much more 
about chronicles, for instance, than that it was a tendentious rewriting of 
Samuel-Kings which, despite its own complex history of composition and 
frequent references to earlier documents, was viewed as original. 

but the ground shifted in biblical studies when scholars read bakhtin 
pointing out that originality has not actually belonged to anyone since 
adam first spoke. “In the everyday speech of any person living in society,” 
bakhtin opined with amusingly fabricated precision, “no less than half … 
of all the words uttered by him will be someone else’s words … transmit-
ted with varying degrees of precision and impartiality (or more precisely, 
partiality).”26 In fact, every word proceeds from, and responds to, words 
that came before. on this I would like to quote a well-known passage from 
“discourse in the novel” at some length to highlight the evocative nature 
of his language and especially its potential nuance for biblical studies:27

between the word and its object, between the word and the speaking 
subject, there exists an elastic environment of other, alien words about 
the same object, the same theme.… Indeed, any concrete discourse 
(utterance) finds the object at which it was directed already as it were 
overlain with qualifications, open to dispute, charged with value, already 
enveloped in an obscuring mist—or, on the contrary, by the “light” of 
alien words that have already been spoken about it…. The word, directed 
toward its object, enters a dialogically agitated and tension-filled envi-
ronment of alien words, value judgments and accents, weaves in and out 
of complex interrelationships, merges with some, recoils from others, 
intersects with yet a third group…. The living utterance, having taken 
meaning and shape at a particular historical moment in a socially spe-

25. on this peculiar wrinkle in early modern interpretation of Isaiah, see Patricia 
tull Willey, Remember the Former Things: The Recollection of Previous Texts in Second 
Isaiah, SbldS 161 (atlanta: Scholars Press, 1997), 11–22.

26. bakhtin, “discourse in the novel,” 339. 
27. Quoting passages from bakhtin such as this seems to be fairly typical for 

his followers, including myself, since his speech is difficult to summarize without 
reducing its impact and resonance. as Green has pointed out, “his complexity and 
‘non-systemness’ resists such efforts” (“Mikhail bakhtin and biblical Studies,” PRSt 32 
[2005]: 242).
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cific environment, cannot fail to brush up against thousands of living 
dialogic threads, woven by socio-ideological consciousness around the 
given object of an utterance; it cannot fail to become an active partici-
pant in social dialogue.28 

creators of new words cannot help but invoke antecedents. however, 
as bakhtin pointed out and as Kristeva both demonstrated in relation to 
bakhtin and was dismayed to discover among her followers, this does not 
mean that authors or speakers are constrained by their antecedents. even 
as they redeploy precursors’ words in various ways, new speakers and 
writers make their bid to rearrange what will be understood in the future. 
Such dialogical engagement is active, vigorous participation in a society’s 
meaning-making, in its very construction.

We know that the biblical corpus that was passed down through his-
tory to us, complex as it is, is only a sliver of ancient Israel’s writing corpus. 
and even the countless writings that were lost are only a slice of the com-
munication that shaped ancient Israel’s language and thought. We possess 
so little from which to understand so much. bakhtin’s descriptions of the 
thick contexts surrounding all utterances help us to remain humbly aware 
that the biblical writers were engaging in disputes that are largely lost and 
silent for us today, disputes that can only be reconstructed, if at all, from 
the fragments left to us. yet though we know that any intertextual fibers 
we find are only threads and not the whole cloth, the notion that one utter-
ance is a rejoinder to another beckons us to try to reconstruct elements of 
these conversations. Thus, the field of inner-biblical exegesis, often explic-
itly indebted to bakhtin, has flourished for the past generation.29 

This reality about the dialogues erupting among ancient texts is 
valuable not only for students writing dissertations. It also reorients the 
religious imagination in relation to sacred scripture. Many christians were 
raised on a bible that seemingly fell leather-bound from heaven sometime 
in the distant past, a unified divine message, “the word of God,” medi-
ated through human messengers speaking in unison, infallible wisdom 

28. bakhtin, “discourse in the novel,” 276–77.
29. My own doctoral dissertation involved Second Isaiah’s use of previous author-

itative texts to help construct an argument for reconciliation with Israel’s God and 
return to Jerusalem (Remember the Former Things). Many other studies of specific 
inner-biblical relations, more or less based in bakhtin’s writings, have followed, vary-
ing greatly in their sophistication and literary sensitivity.
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for all generations and each individual reader. Glimpsing the writers of 
what was to become scripture not simply as mouthpieces of messages from 
God but rather as readers and recipients of other religious texts that were 
becoming authoritative—readers often compelled to update or improve 
on what preceded them—makes the bible spring wide open, to resemble 
less a finished unity to which to submit and more a theological symposium 
that readers throughout the centuries have found themselves invited to 
overhear and even join. Many individual findings have delighted schol-
ars pursuing inner-biblical exegesis. but perhaps more significant for the 
ongoing history of biblical reception is the renewing of the imagination, 
funded by such specifics, to see prophets and poets as having themselves 
been immersed in a compelling tradition against which they nevertheless 
struggled. This larger vision renders the world of ancient Israel more rec-
ognizable in terms of our own world, with its vigorous and even violent 
rhetorical rough and tumble. 

as a student of Second Isaiah, I find hope for social impasses today by 
recognizing specific, rhetorically charged ways in which the poet invoked 
the past to advocate for bold and unprecedented, perhaps even Quixotic, 
acts of faith, such as the rebuilding of the ruined city of Jerusalem. When-
ever history seems at a dead end, a very new vision is needed—not the old 
story repeated again. but at such a crisis point, visions that ignore the old 
story are not likely to gain traction. So, grounding Second Isaiah’s vision 
in words from the past, molding those words into new forms, and using 
old cadences to sing new songs became one prophet’s way of claiming that 
what might sound entirely novel was actually implicit all along. The gospel 
writers performed similar acts of alchemy when they grounded Jesus’s new 
story in traditional genealogies, ancient miracle accounts, unlikely birth 
narratives, encounters at public wells, and so on. 

as with the search for gold or oil, as with many methodological 
inquiries, diminishing returns tend to set in over time with inner-biblical 
exegesis. If the “so what” questions can be satisfyingly addressed, study 
of intertextual allusion can be fruitful. but otherwise such studies can 
devolve into what Kristeva and her supporters disdainfully called “banal 
source hunting,” demonstrating nothing more, over and over again, than 
that no text is an island indeed. finding that one biblical writer engaged 
dialogically with another is nice; better is to ask what that writer was 
seeking to say, and more importantly, to do or make happen in that 
engagement, and what the effect of that engagement has been in the his-
tory of interpretation. 
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another value to bakhtin’s ideas in the area of inner-biblical study has to 
do with biblical theology, including its implications for religious ethics. carol 
a. newsom pointed this out in her 1996 article “bakhtin, the bible, and dia-
logic truth,” suggesting that bakhtin’s understanding of dialogic truth can 
honor the particularity of divergent biblical texts while also giving theolo-
gians “something to work with.”30 acknowledgement that biblical writers do 
not speak in unison, but rather sponsor competing claims, and recognition 
that scripture does not hand constructive theologians prooftexts to plug into 
their systems, but rather elucidates tensions in human self-understanding, 
may give readers pause before electing certain biblical perspectives as central 
while ignoring others that merit a hearing alongside them. 

a widespread example of such prooftexting—though rarely recognized 
as such—which has made its way over the centuries beyond theologians 
and deep into congregational and even secular culture, with alarming con-
sequences, involves Gen 1:26–28: “let us make humankind in our image, 
according to our likeness; and let them have dominion” (nrSv). even 
among environmentalists troubled by the notion, this passage is widely 
considered the bible’s first, last, and primary word about divine intent for 
humans in relation to nature. In the past generation or so, as environmen-
tal degradation has become increasingly worrisome, the idea of dominion 
has been softened from “domination” to “stewardship.” but what remains 
the same is the misperception that we humans not only understand cre-
ation but somehow uniquely rule it. from a biological standpoint, the 
notion is nonsense, of course. Though our knowledge about the biosphere 
continues to grow, human activity is also rapidly destroying species we 
have not even discovered, much less understood or protected. from an 
exegetical standpoint, unless we use some extrabiblical measuring rod to 
determine that Gen 1 was intended by those who assembled the canon 
to be central to biblical thought and theology in a way that other biblical 
passages describing creation such as Gen 2, Ps 104, Isa 40:12–31, and Job 
38–42 are not, we are compelled to acknowledge that scripture presents 
multiple distinct and defensible interpretations of the place and role of 
humans in creation, some of these more easily confirmed by our experi-
ence than others.31 

30. carol a. newsom, “bakhtin, the bible, and dialogic truth,” JR 76 (1996): 
290–306.

31. on bakhtin’s contribution to theological ethics, see Michael G. cartwright, 
“The uses of Scripture in christian ethics—after bakhtin,” ASCE (1992): 263–76. for 



 Mikhail M. bakhtin and dialogical approaches 187

although theology has traditionally valued monologic truth claims, 
the field of theology and the thinking of theologians can benefit from the 
rich dialogical fund the bible offers when examined through a bakhtinian 
lens. unlike monologic truth, a dialogic sense of truth, as bakhtin said, 
“requires a plurality of consciousness … [that] in principle cannot be fitted 
within the bounds of a single consciousness.”32 Peter Slater, meditating on 
bakhtin’s significance for a theology of the divine word, wrote: “far from 
expecting to be addressed directly by a single voice from on high, bakhtin 
reminds us, we most hear God’s voice when we mull over with others what 
is both true to our tradition and true in our present situation.”33 accord-
ing to newsom, dialogic truth “exists at the point of intersection of several 
unmerged voices.”34 It is an embodied truth—it does not belong to every-
one and therefore to no one in particular. It is more event than system, 
dynamic rather than unified, coming to life in its tensions and qualifica-
tions in relation to other ideas. Thus, it is always open, unfinished, and 
unfinalizable—just as the work of theology over the centuries has proven 
to be. 

I recently took part in a conversation among people from various 
faith traditions reflecting on a tour led by an environmental justice group 
through an area of newark, new Jersey, where homes are interspersed with 
heavily polluting industries. reflecting together on what had ostensibly 
been a shared experience, participants uncovered its multifaceted nature 
as they described what they saw and its impact on them. for some, the 
industrial wasteland inspired anger; for others, the vast, polluted shipping 
port provoked consumer guilt; for still others, the stories of neighbor-
hoods organizing to protect themselves inspired hope. Some observations 
were choked by emotion, others were profound and arresting. The shared 
experience was recognizable, but the rich personalities refracting it defied 
its containment in a single consciousness. This was an example of truth 
as event. fortunately for its richness, no one tried to monologize the con-
versation with a summary or consensus. Such freedom to explore the 

specific discussion of the dominion debate, see Patricia K. tull, “Jobs and benefits in 
Genesis 1 and 2,” in After Exegesis: Feminist Biblical Theology, ed. Patricia K. tull and 
Jacqueline e. lapsley (Waco, tx: baylor university Press, 2015), 15–29.

32. Mikhail M. bakhtin, Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, ed. and trans. caryl 
emerson (Minneapolis: university of Minnesota Press, 1984), 81. 

33. Peter Slater, “bakhtin on hearing God’s voice,” MTh 23 (2007): 14.
34. newsom, “bakhtin, the bible, and dialogic truth,” 294.
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vast dialogical realities surrounding human experience could well save 
theology from some of its more unrealistic truth claims, and indeed, the 
introduction of a broader range of conversation partners in both theology 
and biblical studies has begun to do so. 

newsom’s observations about dialogism’s value for biblical theology 
have been followed by those of others, most notably dennis t. olson, 
ben Quash, and l. Juliana M. claassens. Since bakhtin insisted on the 
unfinalizability of all truth quests, olson suggested that all our theology 
too can only be “provisional monologization” as a first step in ongoing 
dialogue.35 Quash offered the “tent of meeting” as a scriptural image of 
the virtual space created by the scriptures and their readers for doing the-
ology, saying: “This tent is not a permanent home.… It is a mobile and 
temporary space, always determined by the specifics of texts and readers 
at a given moment of encounter.”36 This space for “recognizing competing 
voices without making any single voice normative,” claassens pointed out, 
is particularly valued by feminist thinkers.37 

When Jacqueline e. lapsley and I began planning the volume pub-
lished in 2015 by baylor university Press called After Exegesis: Feminist 
Biblical Theology, we wanted our book, organized in newsom’s honor, to 
try inner-biblical dialogue and the symposium idea in the service of femi-
nist theological soundings. We gathered a group of female scholars, most 
of whom had been newsom students, to write provisional theologies on 
a variety of themes, some traditional and some not, by selecting diverse 
biblical texts that concern the theme they were exploring and observing 
what they might learn from these texts’ quarrels with one another. The 
participants met at successive Society of biblical literature meetings to 
discuss the project and to hear how one another’s discordant texts were 
being arbitrated. 

35. dennis t. olson, “biblical Theology as Provisional Monologization: a dia-
logue with childs, brueggemann, and bakhtin,” BibInt 6 (1998): 162–80.

36. ben Quash, “heavenly Semantics: Some literary-critical approaches to 
Scriptural reasoning,” MTh 22 (2006): 404. 

37. l. Juliana M. claassens, “biblical Theology as dialogue: continuing the con-
versation on Mikhail bakhtin and biblical Theology,” JBL 122 (2003): 127, citing dale 
M. bauer and S. Jaret McKinstry, “Introduction,” in Feminism, Bakhtin, and the Dia-
logic, ed. dale M. bauer and S. Jaret McKinstry (albany: State university of new york 
Press, 1991), 2, 6.
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Some of our authors were christians, some Jews, some secular. Some 
welcomed the invitation to do theology, while others resisted calling them-
selves theologians of any kind. We used a variety of exegetical methods, 
from source criticism to literary studies, and appealed to several authori-
ties, from the bible itself to current sociological studies to recent events. 
to give some examples, carleen Mandolfo pondered God’s judgment 
through examining Psalms over against parts of Job. Katie heffelfinger 
set Ps 62 and Isa 51–52 side by side to explore biblical salvation themes. 
cameron howard compared two foreign queens—Jezebel and esther—
who exercised authority through authorship. Julie Galambush juxtaposed 
pentateuchal texts displaying contrasting ethics toward outsiders. amy 
Merrill Willis engaged parts of both Isaiah and daniel to find a descrip-
tion of hope. The result was “a dialogical approach that does justice to the 
compositional and ideological complexity of biblical texts and that attends 
to intersections between them that generate new insights.”38

When guided by bakhtin’s dialogism, intertextuality is more an angle 
of vision on textual production and reception than an exegetical methodol-
ogy, more a set of insights than an ideology. There are certainly important 
roles to be played both by the more diachronic intertextual studies repre-
sented by inner-biblical exegesis and by a variety of synchronic studies, 
such as the theological explorations I described. In addition, open rec-
ognition of—and theoretical tools for unlocking—the dialogues inherent 
among the many ancient writers who contributed to scripture encourages 
those introduced to these insights to value the bible’s nature as a living, 
human document, brimming with religious debate, that invites its audi-
ence not simply to submit to monologic authority, but instead actively to 
join the collective task of interpreting the scriptures that Jewish and chris-
tian faith communities have inherited.

38. frances taylor Gench, review of After Exegesis: Feminist Biblical Theology, ed. 
by Patricia K. tull and Jacqueline e. lapsley, Int 70 (2016): 347–48.





between abandoned house and Museum:  
Intertextual reading of the hebrew bible  

as embracing “abjection”

Soo J. Kim

reading is an activity, always in process. diversified experiences mingle 
together. readers struggle but enjoy the process by accepting and denying 
authoritative manuals; they feel repressed but relieved, resisting some expe-
riences but preferring others and even creating their own. although readers 
are unaware, this process itself is intertextual recognition. further, modern 
readers of the hebrew bible are born too late to avoid any intertextual 
engagement. hence, despite the general, contentious mood of scholars over 
this matter,1 this paper maintains that the hebrew bible’s innately ambiva-
lent nature automatically drives readers toward the ongoing process of 

an earlier version of this study, “confinement and Ironic exclusion: Intertextual 
reading of Jeremiah, cassandra, and Margot as the act of reader’s release,” was pre-
sented to the “Intertextuality and the hebrew bible” section at the annual Meeting of 
the Society of biblical literature (boston, Ma, november 2017).

1. Gary a. Phillips, “Sign/text/difference: The contribution of Intertextual 
Theory to biblical criticism,” in Intertextuality, ed. heinrich f. Plett, rtt 15 (berlin: 
de Gruyter, 1991), 78–97; benjamin d. Sommer, A Prophet Reads Scripture: Allusion 
in Isaiah 40–66, contra (Stanford, ca: Stanford university Press, 1998); Patricia K. 
tull, “rhetorical criticism and Intertextuality,” in To Each Its Own Meaning: An Intro-
duction to Biblical Criticisms and Their Application, ed. Steven l. McKenzie and Ste-
phen r. haynes, rev. ed. (louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1999), 156–80; carol a. 
newsom, The Book of Job: A Contest of Moral Imaginations (oxford: oxford university 
Press, 2003); richard bautch, “Intertextuality in the Persian Period,” in Approaching 
Yehud: New Approaches to the Study of the Persian Period, ed. Jon l. berquist, SemeiaSt 
50 (atlanta: Society of biblical literature, 2007), 25–35; Geoffrey d. Miller, “Intertex-
tuality in old testament research,” CurBR 9 (2011): 283–309; Ziony Zevit, ed., Subtle 
Citation, Allusion, and Translation in the Hebrew Bible (Sheffield: equinox, 2017).
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intertextual moments. to explicate the argument, I discuss in detail aspects 
of the hebrew bible and some essentials of the reading process. especially 
in the case of the hebrew bible, the different levels of accessibility between 
scholars and laypeople have not been fully recognized; this study fills that 
lacuna and facilitates further discussions.2

The hierarchy established among the readers of the hebrew bible 
consists of two distinct groups: one of scholarly experts and the other of 
laypeople.3 how do these two groups relate to one another? Imagine, if 
you will, the hebrew bible as an abandoned house of treasures. Scholarly 
experts in the relevant fields explore the house inside and out and then 
(re)organize its contents to display the house as a museum for laypeople 
to tour.

Intertextuality in the hebrew bible is concerned with two diachronic 
issues. first, the multiple implied authors in a single text preserves the 
intertextual signals of the ancient, original writers. The process of edit-
ing or collecting the hebrew bible into its current form has a complicated 
history that encompasses the text’s compositional growth up to the 
present. consequently, the present text is full of the tensions and contra-
dictions between its many implied authors. Interestingly, this multiplicity 
of authorship is not an issue in modern literary works, which prompts 
us to take this unique aspect of the hebrew bible seriously. The second 
diachronic concern is with the relationship between intertextuality and 
source or redaction criticism: Should we or should we not include allu-
sion, influence, or subtle citation as intertextual categories?

Meanwhile, the typical layperson’s reading experience is similar to a 
tour-guided visit to the museum. I label this a directed reading because 
the implied reader and the layperson’s religious community exert a bit 
more influence than the scholarly tour guide. like other sacred books, 
the hebrew bible has been regularly read, memorized, interpreted, and 
used for dogmatic assertions in the community of faith. This more or 
less religious setting defines individual readings more forcefully than 
often recognized. The interpretive communities’ directions dominate 
the reading process strongly, systematically, and persistently.4 In my 

2. Laypeople in the broadest sense refers to nonordained or nonprofessional 
people but those who identify themselves as religiously oriented readers.

3. as a hebrew bible scholar and a leader of a religious community, I identify 
myself as a transporter of the treasures from the house to the museum.

4. consider r. W. l. Moberly, Old Testament Theology: Reading the Hebrew Bible 
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view, intertextual reading with a heuristic attitude can provide rereading 
opportunities that relativize and counterbalance this initial dominance. 
The significance of this reading strategy lies, first, in the fact that the 
ongoing, interactive, and dialogic reading process inculcates an ethical, 
communicative attitude in readers who practice it; second, it helps read-
ers to narrow the scope of intertextual reading to a manageable extent, 
which might otherwise become unlimited. 

1. Guests of the abandoned house of treasures

This section will discuss two unique aspects of the hebrew bible: mul-
tiple elusive implied authors and the issue of a diachronic approach. These 
topics are more appealing and accessible to experts than to laypeople. The 
experts of the field—biblical archeologists, linguists, exegetes, and com-
mentators—are the primary guests of the abandoned house of treasures.

1.1. Multiple elusive Implied authors and Intertextual reading 

as Thomas r. hatina notes, our discussion on intertextuality may start 
from “the relationship between written texts, primarily as the imbedding 
of fragments of earlier texts within later texts.”5 This definition is descrip-
tive enough and a convenient way to understand modern literature, whose 
chronological order of compositional dates is readily known. however, 
with ancient literature such as the bible, the matter is more complicated, 
which makes hatina’s definition an impossible place to start our discus-
sion of intertextuality.

first, the hebrew bible text often does not have a single or single-
minded author(s) but rather multiple elusive and complicated implied 
authors. The final editors preserved the complicated reading environment 
to set up different target readers. from the reader’s perspective, this means 
that different readers in different situations may evoke and recognize dif-
ferent implied authors.6

as Christian Scripture (Grand rapids: baker academic, 2013); especially see the chap-
ter “educating Jonah,” 181–210.

5. Thomas r. hatina, In Search of a Context: The Function of Scripture in Mark’s 
Narrative, JSntSup 232, SSeJc 8 (london: bloomsbury, 2002), 5.

6. Isabell Klaiber, “Multiple Implied authors: how Many can a Single text 
have?,” Sty 45 (2011): 138–52. 
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let me first clarify who or what the implied author means in our 
discussion. Paul r. house in his Zephaniah study defines the implied 
author as “the writer pictured by the reader,” which still assumes human 
agencies in the composition and reception process.7 Several scholars on 
narratology have already shown the impersonalizing tendency in defining 
the implied author. Wayne c. booth, the inventor of this term, illustrates 
the implied author as “an ideal, literary, created version of the real man,” 
while Seymour benjamin chatman describes it as “the source of the nar-
rative text’s whole structure of meaning.”8 These scholars characterize the 
implied author as the active initiator of meaning in the text, regardless of 
the personal or impersonal characteristic of the implied author. 

Shlomith rimmon-Kenan grants more passivity to the implied author; 
according to her, the implied author is a “depersonified” construct built 
by the reader’s inference and imagination.9 Mieke bal goes even further, 
saying that “the implied author is the result of the investigations of the 
meaning of a text.”10 I disagree with the notion that the reader alone con-
structs the image of the implied author because the reader is constrained 
by the undeniable and unmovable domain of the implied author in the 
text. The implied author does not appear on the surface level of the text, 
as characters do, nor does the implied author exist outside the text, as the 
author does. Waiting for the reader’s recognition, the implied author exists 
within the text and eventually nests in the mental space of the reader. In 
sum, in the broadest sense, we can use the term implied author as the one 
who sets the agenda behind the surface of the text.11 

7. Paul r. house, Zephaniah: A Prophetic Drama, blS 16 (Sheffield: Sheffield aca-
demic, 1989), 82.

8. Wayne c. booth, The Rhetoric of Fiction (chicago: university of chicago Press, 
1961), 70–71; Seymour benjamin chatman, Story and Discourse: Narrative Structure 
in Fiction and Film (Ithaca, ny: cornell university Press, 1978), 147.

9. Shlomith rimmon-Kenan, Narrative Fiction: Contemporary Poetics (london: 
Methuen, 2002), 87–89.

10. Mieke bal, “The laughing Mice; or, on focalization,” PT 2 (1981): 209. 
11. The Oxford Dictionary of Media and Communication defines implied author 

as “source of a work’s design and meaning which is inferred by readers from the text” 
(ODMC, s.v. “Implied author”); tom Kindt and hans-harald Müller, Implied Author: 
Concepts and Controversy, trans. alastair Matthews, nar 9 (berlin: de Gruyter, 2006), 
151–60. 
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1.1.1. abandoned house of treasures

as mentioned above, the hebrew bible can be compared to an abandoned 
house of treasures. despite the possibility of misleading by oversimplify-
ing, the analogy makes it easier to understand the unique relationship of 
the author-text-reader. The owner who had abandoned the house is the 
author; the abandoned house of treasures is the hebrew bible, with many 
attractions and valuables; and the guests of the house are the readers, espe-
cially those trained for in-depth study. 

When a guest opens the door of the house, complicated issues await. 
first of all, since the house has been abandoned for such a long time, the 
guest cannot be 100 percent sure who the owner is. Shall we limit the title 
owner to the original builder(s)? to the first residents? Given the fact that 
the house had many residents, to whom shall we attribute any repairs or 
remodeling? are modifying adjectives such as original or first legitimate? 
even if, like roland barthes, we define author as a scriptor or orchestrator, 
it is hard to delineate the concept of the author in a cumulative text.12 

In addition to the owner issue, there is an issue with the guests them-
selves. no guest has stayed in the abandoned house throughout its history, 
so intertextual and intercultural reading is fundamentally a guessing job 
only possible with various imported methodologies, involving territorial-
izing certain parts of the house by certain groups of guests.13 as a result, 
many remarks by earlier guests often make latecomers feel muddled. Still, 
the inherent uncertainty defying the right answer bestows authority to 
either side. Some guests claim to have the same authority as the authorized 
tenants, arguing that they get the authorization from the original owner. 
roman catholic traditions under the papacy or some christian traditions 
under a particular theory of inspiration have argued exaggerated authority 
of this kind in biblical interpretation. unfortunately, institutional author-
ity remains strong in directing the reading process of laypeople.

12. roland barthes, “The death of the author,” in Image, Music, Text, trans. Ste-
phen heath (new york: hill & Wang, 1977), 145; barthes, “Theory of the text,” in 
Untying the Text: A Post-Structuralist Reader, ed. robert young, trans. Ian Mcleod 
(london: routledge, 1981), 31–47. 

13. Julia Kristeva explains this interaction with a textual space of three-dimen-
sions: the writing subject, the addressee, and other exterior texts. Julia Kristeva, 
“Word, dialog and novel,” in The Kristeva Reader, ed. toril Moi (new york: columbia 
university Press, 1986), 37.
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In conclusion, the boundaries separating all these groups—whether 
owners/renovators/guests of the abandoned house or authors/redactors/
readers—is unavoidably blurry. I suggest that we use the term users to 
subsume all into one. This way we can avoid granting more power to one 
agent over another. The term users is expandable to include all the agents 
of the text, including flesh-and-blood authors, translators, editors, compil-
ers, transmitters, scribes, implied authors, narrators, characters, literary 
audiences, implied audiences, and even the later groups of the audiences 
and readers throughout the ages. as claudia d. bergmann asserts, the 
possibility of recognizing a larger scope from the text depends on modern 
readers’ awareness of all the previous users of the text.14 This is the picture 
of the hebrew bible’s intertextual reading environment.

1.1.2. Palimpsest

The Oxford English Dictionary defines palimpsest as “a manuscript in which 
later writing is written over an effaced earlier writing.”15 The inability to 
erase the former work in palimpsest is adopted by reading theorists as the 
ground to argue for intertextuality as quintessential in the reading pro-
cess. both Julia Kristeva’s (text as “the absorption and transformation of 
another”) and barthes’s (text as “a new tissue of past citations”) definitions 
well reflect the notion of coexisting texts—in other words, intertextuality.16

I specify the general analogy by using two prepositions: above and after. 
With above, we pay attention to the later author’s effort to erase earlier texts 
by putting newer texts above the earlier ones. With after, we see the later 
author’s effort to invite readers to join what the author traditionalized via 
intertextual writings. These processes produce multiple implied authors, 
although they are very elusive. The vague though visible traces of forerun-
ners on the surface level of the text are beyond recognition but informative 
enough to hint at their possible locations in history and society. Thus, bib-
lical interpreters should not unthinkingly follow the general principle of 
modern literature in which readers presume one unified implied author 
at one point in time and place. In his book Palimpsests, Gérard Genette 

14. claudia d. bergmann, Childbirth as a Metaphor for Crisis: Evidence from 
the Ancient Near East, the Hebrew Bible, and 1QH XI, 1–18, bZaW 382 (berlin: de 
Gruyter, 2008), 6–8.

15. Oxford English Dictionary, s.v. “palimpsest.”
16. Kristeva, “Word, dialog and novel,” 37; barthes, “Theory of the text,” 39.
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rightly positions the reader as the significant agent of intertextual traffic in 
reading or writing and brings diachronic concerns to transtextuality.17 as 
we shall discuss further in the next section, in diachronic reading(s), the 
full awareness of the reader’s role and the appreciation of each voice of the 
multiple implied authors according to their historically, geographically, 
and theologically different agendas are truly significant.

The cyrus edict quoted in ezra 1 and the cyrus cylinder in the british 
Museum well exemplify the above intention in the palimpsest analogy. The 
author of ezra 1 attempts to reduce the possibility of identifying the original 
cyrus edict by replacing Marduk with yhWh. The author of ezra 1 never 
erases all connections to the cyrus edict but contextualizes it to the extent 
of fabrication according to his own theological agenda customized for his 
own intended audience.18 In its final form, the later text of ezra 1 declares 
that its own presentation is identical with the actual edict. however, it is 
possible to see in the traces left and preserved the lines of the author’s inten-
tion. another example of this type of writing is the akitu festival in the 
book of ezekiel. The return of yhWh, the God of Israel, implicitly alludes 
to the return of Marduk, the deity of babylonia, to the throne that is erased.

The dynamic interrelationship of different implied authors in the book 
of Isaiah, which modern readers divide as the first, Second, and Third Isaiah, 
is a good example of after palimpsest-like textuality. no ancient manuscript 
explicitly includes paratextual information about these three different 
implied authors in the book of Isaiah. Isaiah is bound as one book under 
one implied author whose name is Isaiah. Still, when scholars read this one 
canonical book, they can easily surmise the high probability of at least three 
different implied authors. furthermore, the substantial presence of the three 
can hardly be reduced to the three different voices of one implied author. 
other after examples include: ezek 43:18–19 and 44:8–16 provide different 
treatments of levites and the levitical priests of the family of Zadok; and 
two contrastive presentations of King Zedekiah/Sedekias in Mt Jeremiah 
and lxx Jeremiah reflect the two or more implied authors who reconnect 
the texts according to their own different interests.19 Incidentally, this last 

17. Gérard Genette, Palimpsests: Literature in the Second Degree, trans. channa 
newman and claude doubinsky (lincoln: university of nebraska Press, 1982), 1–5.

18. I thank Jieun yun for her insightful conversation with me regarding the detra-
ditionalization and traditionalization of the authors of the later text.

19. for the study of comparative characterization and the history of research on 
the Mt and lxx texts, see Shelley l. birdsong, The Last King(s) of Judah: Zedekiah 
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example suggests that translation theories or reception criticism should be 
also considered in the discussion of intertextuality. 

What do we learn from this? The existence of multiple implied authors 
proves that the hebrew bible itself is a collection of intertextual writings. 
Intertextuality is not a secondary matter but is the quintessential starting 
point for discussions of writing and reading, since it refers to an inherent 
quality working both in writers’ and readers’ mental spaces. 

1.1.3. the reader’s Mental Space as the Space of (Inter)textual reading

by providing selectively constructed historical backgrounds to a text, 
some interpreters try to persuade their contemporaries to believe that 
they found the authors’ original ideas. however, these assertions miss out 
on two salient facts: the interpreter as reader is not free from his or her 
reading agenda, and all of the synthetic process of reading occurs in the 
reader’s mental space.

With this epistemological understanding, Wolfgang Iser further speci-
fies the reader’s mental space as a “virtual space,” the space between reader 
and text that generates the meaning of the text. he points out the impor-
tance of the reader’s role. When the text leaves many unexplained gaps as 
well as some clear signs, it is the reader, not the author, who engages in inter-
textuality.20 Keeping the aesthetic balance between the gaps and signs is the 
secret key of the literary work. however, the balance is often interpreted 
differently from what the author originally intended. Since the comprehen-
sion stage is created when the implied author and the implied reader meet 
in the virtual space, regardless of the seemingly perfect presentation of the 
author, the recognition/appreciation of the work depends in large part on 
the reader’s desires and abilities. barthes’s claim that the “birth of the reader 
must be at the cost of the death of the author” makes the same point.21

Still, this does not mean the complete denial of the existence of the 
author. I do not fully agree with the perspective of the european post-
structuralism of the 1960s, which is the social background for the rise of 

and Sedekias in the Hebrew and Old Greek Versions of Jeremiah 37(44):1–40(47):6, fat 
2/89 (tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2017).

20. Wolfgang Iser’s emphasis on the text’s indeterminacy also supports this idea. 
Wolfgang Iser, The Implied Reader: Patterns of Communication in Prose Fiction from 
Bunyan to Beckett (baltimore: Johns hopkins university Press, 1974), 280–89.

21. barthes, “death of the author,” 148.
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intertextuality.22 authors existed and still exist through the text, although 
they left a long time before we modern readers gained access to that text. 
This requires, interestingly, a learning stage from hebrew bible readers 
where the text’s syntactic and semantic dimensions are enlightened in the 
ancient settings. authors are not dead, but their survival depends on read-
ers. readers have the responsibility to revive the authors.

1.2. diachronic approaches to a bronze Mirror-like text 

Geoffrey d. Miller, in his “Intertextuality in old testament research,” illus-
trates the animosity between two sides of scholars in the intertextual reading 
of the hebrew bible: “Those who practice an author-oriented approach 
accuse reader-oriented scholars with eisegesis, whereas those interested in 
reader-oriented studies claim that the other side runs the risk of specu-
lation by focusing on something as elusive as authorial intent.”23 Marvin 
a. Sweeney argues that the intertextuality discussion of the hebrew bible 
in the twenty-first century has shifted from more diachronic approaches 
(author’s intertextual intentions) to more synchronic ones (reader’s per-
ception of the text).24 Gail r. o’day’s complaint about the exclusively 
diachronic tendency of the 1990s was dismissed for a long time, until the 
twenty-first century.25 Meanwhile, different definitions for various termi-
nologies cause significant confusion in this field. demonstrating many 
definitions and usages by lyle eslinger and benjamin d. Sommer, Magan 
fullerton Strollo details how the inconsistency negatively affects the field.26 
Strollo’s analysis over the confusion of terminologies also reflects questions 

22. Susan S. friedman, “Weavings: Intertextuality and the (re)birth of the 
author,” in Influence and Intertextuality in Literary History, ed. Jay clayton and eric 
rothstein (Madison, WI: university of Wisconsin Press, 1991), 152. 

23. Miller, “Intertextuality in old testament research,” 283–309.
24. Marvin a. Sweeney, “Isaiah 60–62 in Intertextual Perspective,” in Subtle Cita-

tion, Allusion, and Translation in the Hebrew Bible, ed. Ziony Zevit (Sheffield: equi-
nox, 2017), 131–42. 

25. Gail r. o’day, “Intertextuality,” DBI 1:547.
26. lyle eslinger, “Inner-biblical exegesis and Inner-biblical allusion: The Ques-

tion of category,” VT 42 (1992): 52; Sommer contends that allusion, as used by literary 
critics, does “posit an earlier and a later text,” so that the study of allusion is historically 
centered (Sommer, Prophet Reads Scripture, 25); Magan fullerton Strollo, “The value 
of the relationship: an Intertextual reading of Song of Songs and lamentations,” 
RevExp 114 (2017): 192. 
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about the fusion of many disciplines, in this case, whether or not historical 
criticism is included in the discussion of the intertextuality of the bible. 
Some scholars define intertextuality in a much narrower sense and argue 
that source criticism, redaction criticism, and the tracing of a text’s influ-
ence should not be part of the intertextuality discussion. I will deal with 
this topic in two separate subcategories: (1) the inclusion/exclusion of allu-
sion and influence; and (2) the goal of intertextuality.

1.2.1. allusion, Influence, and the Imagined Immaterial text

david M. carr criticizes any claim to offer a unified reading of a text as a 
subjective imposition or, at best, an illusion made by the readers and their 
interpretive communities.27 I agree with his analysis, but with his logic 
carr discourages any effort to discover authorial intertextuality. he argues 
that the fractures of the text do not have to be understood as the traces of 
the later text but that readers’ perceptions suffice to explain the diverse 
readings.28 as we shall see below, I do not necessarily reach the same con-
clusion. Gerrie Snyman also explicitly criticizes any attempt to include 
source criticism in intertextual reading by arguing that the earlier sources 
can be termed different “voices.”29 to Snyman, intertextuality seems to 
occur only between physically existing texts. In the discussion of allusions 
in Isa 40–66, Sommer opposes subsuming allusion and influence (how one 
text has influenced another) under the category of intertextual reading, and 
he identifies the two as “the study of inner-biblical allusion and exegesis.”30 
for Sommer, intertextuality relates more to the synchronic approach—the 
reader-oriented interpretation—while allusion and influence refer to the 
author’s activity through the text.31 The world of the literary critic in earlier 

27. david M. carr, Formation of the Hebrew Bible: A New Reconstruction (new 
york: oxford university Press, 2011).

28. david M. carr, Reading the Fractures of Genesis: Historical and Literary 
Approaches (louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 1996), 23.

29. Gerrie Snyman, “Who Is Speaking? Intertextuality and textual Influence,” 
Neot 30 (1996): 428. he quotes barthes’s critique of interpreters’ intentional confusion 
between the intertextual reading and source-hunting. but my point is that even if it 
is hunting for source, it is somebody’s intertextual reading in his or her mental space 
with the imagined text.

30. Sommer, Prophet Reads Scripture, 10.
31. Sommer, Prophet Reads Scripture, 6–8. also see pp. 28–30 for his definitions 

of allusion and influence.
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generations is not much different. Kristeva, for example, refuses to include 
the concept of influence within intertextual reading due to the invisibility 
(subjectivity) or textlessness of the source to influence.32 

however, points of comparison between texts are not always visible to 
intertextual readers. Most books in the hebrew bible, like other ancient 
texts, do not provide explicit paratext information to trace their prove-
niences. So when we think of source-critical issues of intertextuality, we 
need to ask whether source-critical study is reading or not. according to 
Ilana elkad lehman’s definition that “reading is an active organization of 
readers’ awareness of the various elements in the text,” the source-critical 
activity is a reading activity.33 as cognitive linguistic theorists recognize, 
blending of the information of the two texts occurs in the reader’s mental 
space and produce varying outcomes according to the reader’s ability and 
willingness.34 Klaus bruhn Jensen notes that the denotation of the text 
in recent days has expanded its definition up to all meaningful entities.35 
Thus, source-critical study is based on two texts: a visible text before the 
reader (hypertext); and an invisible imagined text (a supposed hypotext) 
made by the source-critical reader.36 Genette includes even a theory of the 
text that expands in seeking its origins and uses in the intertextuality.37 

32. Julia Kristeva, Desire in Language: A Semiotic Approach to Literature and Art, 
ed. leon S. roudiez, trans. Thomas Gora, alice Jardine, and leon S. roudiez (new 
york: columbia university Press, 1980), 29. George aichele and Gary a. Phillips point 
out that the initial motive of intertextuality has its root in the social transformative 
characteristic or resistant tendency against the existing norm of the society at that 
time. George aichele and Gary a. Phillips, “Introduction: exegesis, eisegesis, Interge-
sis,” Semeia 69/70 (1995): 9.

33. Ilana elkad lehman, “Spinning a tale: Intertextuality and Intertextual apti-
tude,” ESLL 5 (2005): 40.

34. George lakoff and Mark Johnson, Metaphors We Live By (chicago: chicago 
university Press, 1980); Gilles fauconnier and Mark turner, The Way We Think: Con-
ceptual Blending and the Mind’s Hidden Complexities (new york: basic books, 2002).

35. Klaus bruhn Jensen, “text and Intertextuality,” IEC 11 (2008): 5126–30. 
36. hans-Peter Mai, “bypassing Intertextuality: hermeneutics, textual Practice, 

hypertext” in Intertextuality, ed. heinrich f. Plett, rtt 15 (berlin: de Gruyter, 1991), 
30–59. for the similar cultural environment of textless intertextuality, see Jonathan S. 
burgess, “Intertextuality without text in early Greek epic,” in Relative Chronology in 
Early Greek Epic Poetry, ed. Øivind andersen and dag t. t. haug (cambridge: cam-
bridge university Press, 2011), 168–83.

37. Sayyed ali Mirenayat and elaheh Soofastaei, “Gérard Genette and the cat-
egorization of textual transcendence,” MJSS 6 (2015): 533.
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finally, we need to distinguish two different activities: the ancient 
author’s intertextual reading, which we modern interpreters assume 
occurred during composition/redaction, and the modern interpreter’s 
imagined intertextual reading in his or her own source-critical interpreta-
tion. both are intertextual readings. The former is the more recent author’s 
activity of intertextual entertainment that produced the present text in 
front of the modern interpreter. The latter, source-critical intertextual 
reading occurs when the interpreter selects the potential signals that she or 
he assumes the ancient author(s) intentionally/unintentionally left in the 
text and pursues the plausible source text(s). Still, the stark reality of our 
current situation remains: modern readers are never able to fully grasp the 
source texts. Who can dare say that J, e, d, P, h, and dtrh in the hebrew 
bible and Q in the new testament are tangible texts? 

1.2.2. the Goal of Intertextual reading of the hebrew bible

Source- or redaction-critical study should not be the goal of intertextual 
reading. The final goal should be inclusive enough to embrace diachronic 
approaches, all of which are only one phase of the whole intertextual read-
ing activity. although many biblical interpreters mesh the two notions, 
the final destination and stopping points along the way must not be con-
fused. Samuel d. Giere encourages making diachronic questions not a goal 
but “a window into the textual/language world of the ancient interpreter.”38 
Jonathan d. culler’s statement expresses my position well: “The study 
of intertextuality is not the investigation of sources and influences, as 
traditionally conceived: it casts its net wider to include the anonymous 
discursive practices, codes whose origins are lost, which are the conditions 
of possibility of later texts.”39 

The potential problem in prioritizing the diachronic approach is, if 
I use the ancient bronze mirror analogy, that the interpreter cognizant 
of source criticism may easily scratch the surface of the bronze mirror 
(the text) and think that she or he sees clearly, deep inside, and masters 
the world(s) behind the present text. It often leads the reader to make 
self-deluding excuses to consider all theoretical assumptions as the real 

38. Samuel d. Giere, A New Glimpse of Day One: Intertextuality, History of Inter-
pretation, and Genesis 1.1–5, bZnW 172 (berlin: de Gruyter, 2009), 9, 11.

39. Jonathan d. culler, The Pursuit of Signs: Semiotics, Literature, Deconstruction 
(Ithaca, ny: cornell university Press, 1981), 103.
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intentions of the real authors. This is another reason why we should avoid 
setting diachronic study as the goal of reading. as we shall see in the next 
section, a heuristic approach provides a good alternative to prevent or 
minimize potential scratches from becoming permanent scars on the text. 

2.visitors to the Museum

While for expert guests the bible is an abandoned house of treasures, for 
laypeople it is a well-organized museum.40 Imagine a group of museum 
visitors who put group-identity stickers on the top of their shirts and 
follow a tour guide. They can hardly decide their length of stay in a spe-
cific room or the program of the tour. They are prohibited from touching 
the displayed material, lest an alarm go off. experts and laypeople enjoy 
varying levels of access to the treasures and the ability to evaluate them. 
Though archeologists, linguists, exegetes, religious leaders, and laypeople 
are all in equal standing as contemporaries, the distribution of authority 
or power among them is not equal. laypeople seldom play a role as the 
curators of the museum, even though they are generally more interested 
than the experts in putting into practice the knowledge contained in the 
museum.41 Given this reality, laypeople should not be carelessly thought 
of as casual readers.

2.1. Intertextuality in the first reading

The first task of any reading is to understand the text. for hebrew bible 
intertextual reading, learning the hebrew language and its linguistic envi-
ronment makes it possible to understand the text. criticism occurs only 
after this primary comprehension process. hence, the readers’ first read-
ing experience is to learn the syntactic and semantic dimensions of the 
hebrew text. Samuel taylor coleridge’s “suspension of disbelieving” dom-
inates at this point, since the experts who know the language and culture 

40. for the nature of museum in the shaping of knowledge nowadays, see eilean 
hooper-Greenhill, Museums and the Shaping of Knowledge (new york: routledge, 1992).

41. bal points that the bible is both “totally religious” and “totally literary” in 
any occasion. Mieke bal, “Introduction,” in Anti-Covenant: Counter-Reading Women’s 
Lives in the Hebrew Bible, ed. Mieke bal, JSotSup 81, blS 22 (Sheffield: almond Press, 
1989), 11.
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are the guides with the readers’ trust.42 Similarly, Kristeva’s point about 
the readers’ strong objection to any encounter with abject and strong ten-
dency to abide by the rule of the text is applied here.43 Kristeva argues 
that one abandons or at least sets aside so-called inappropriate elements to 
situate oneself as the appropriate entity. 

how does one know which norm is appropriate? for bible reading 
in general, the community of faith to which readers belong exercises the 
most influence in teaching, directing, encouraging, and enforcing what is 
appropriate or inappropriate. especially when newcomers are socialized 
into a biblical community, the directed reading of religious leaders consti-
tutes almost all parts of the discerning process.

learning happens not only in the study session but also when par-
ticipating in the culture of the community. for example, laypeople in a 
worship service of a local Protestant church stay not only for the sermon 
hour but also for the pre- and postprayers. The preprayer invokes the holy 
Spirit to illuminate the true meaning of the bible as well as to help the 
participants subdue any self-consciousness and reason to interrupt their 
concentration on God’s voice through the sermon. during this prayer, 
participants learn two important lessons, eyes closed, hands folded, sol-
emnly: (1) the bible is the word of God, the house is not abandoned, and 
the original owner is still residing within it; and (2) the preacher, when 
filled with the holy Spirit, is the agent delivering God’s will in the sermon. 
once more, the postprayer invokes the holy Spirit to expel suspicious 
criticism and grant firm resolution to practice what was received, which 
works as the reinforcement of the notion of the house-bible-preacher-ser-
mon occupied rightly by God. 

The following case study illustrates the passive dynamics of the bible 
readers’ first reading experience in reality. a class of ten undergraduate 
students reads Jer 38; it is the spring of 2017 in a christian private univer-
sity.44 The course name is Introduction to old testament. all ten students 
identify as christians who regularly attend church at least once a week. 

42. Samuel taylor coleridge, Biographia Literaria, ed. nigel leask (london: 
dent, 1997).

43. Julia Kristeva, Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection, trans. leon S. roudiez 
(new york: columbia university Press, 1982).

44. a report from Sara Susswein shows a similar concern from the Jewish bible 
education. Sara Susswein, “teaching biblical Scholarship in a Modern orthodox high 
School,” TheTorah, n.d., https://tinyurl.com/Sbl03103a.
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eight students have read several books of the bible, but two have never fin-
ished reading even one book. accordingly, they fit the laypeople category 
with enough exposure to the directed readings from their church or other 
extended christian communities. The classroom setting is another influ-
ence on the students’ reading process. 

our first reading of Jer 38 identifies the central theme as Jeremiah’s 
failure to persuade the people.45 This reading comes after introductory les-
sons on the history of ancient Israel, prophetic literature, and the book 
of Jeremiah as a whole. When reading Jer 38 (JPS) together in the class-
room, the first task is to understand the semantic level of the text. King 
Zedekiah’s indecisive character, the temporary withdrawal of the babylo-
nian military, and the unknown destiny of Jeremiah all contribute to the 
liminal and indeterminate mode of the narrative until the narrator reveals 
the doom, the decisive sentence: the fall of Jerusalem. Immediately after, I 
have students listen to a dramatic reading of the text (nrSv) to help with 
their understanding of the characters’ emotional interactions.

although my teaching does not seem directional, it is. Students could 
read the assigned passage in many other ways. I choose one particular way, 
and other options are automatically excluded. Peter d. Miscall points out 
that the first produced mental image forms a network of various images 
between the reader and the text.46 In these student readers’ minds, vari-
ous conceptual metaphors emerge in the first reading of Jer 38, possible 
for many intertextual readings.47 however, I lead them to read twice Jer 

45. before introducing the text to my students, I, as a guest of the abandoned 
house of treasures, have explored the treasures and what the earlier guests have found 
so far in an attempt to figure out the best display for them. Those include its history 
of interpretation and issues from the scholarly discussions. for a short overview of 
this history of scholarship and some of the latest opinions on this topic, see else K. 
holt and carolyn J. Sharp, Jeremiah Invented: Constructions and Deconstructions of 
Jeremiah, lhbotS 595 (london: t&t clark, 2015). See especially the introduction. 
for diachronic concerns of the book of Jeremiah regarding the doublets and recurring 
phrases, see Geoffrey h. Park-taylor, The Formation of the Book of Jeremiah: Doublets 
and Recurring Phrases, SblMS 51 (atlanta: Society of biblical literature, 2000). for 
the intertextual nature of Jer 37–38, see Mary c. callaway, “black fire on White fire: 
historical context and literary Subtext in Jeremiah 37–38,” in Troubling Jeremiah, ed. 
a. r. Pete diamond, Kathleen M. o’connor, and louis Stulman, JSotSup 260 (Shef-
field: Sheffield academic, 1999), 171–78.

46. Peter d. Miscall, “Isaiah: The labyrinth of Images,” Semeia 54 (1991): 104. 
47. for the relationship between the conceptual metaphor and intertextuality, see 
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38:28, the decisive moment for the destination of Jerusalem. My intention 
is to discuss the matter of the poetics of tragic synchronicity with which I 
explain the verse. 

נלכדה  והיה כאשר  ס  ירושלם  ירמיהו בחצר המטרה עד־יום אשר־נלכדה  וישב 
ירושלם׃ פ

So Jeremiah abode in the court of the guard until the day that Jerusalem 
was taken. and it came to pass, when Jerusalem was taken. (JPS)

after reading the last verse in the JPS version, I show students several 
other english versions (eSv, lxx [45:28], nrSv, nlt, bSb, and ISv): they 
do not have the last clause. our first guess is that the omission probably 
reflects a desire to avoid redundancy. Then we read other english versions 
(JPS, KJG, KJv, nIv, and aSv) that have the last clause in verse 28. finally, 
I give students the handout that has the lxx and the naSb, both of which 
have different versifications. The lxx has JPS 38:28 as 45:28; the naSb 
moves the last clause of Mt 38:28 to 39:1. at this point students recognize 
more obvious intention to the versions that include the last clause. The last 
clause deliberately directs the reader to believe the simultaneous relation-
ship between prophet’s confinement and the fall of Jerusalem.

I provide another example of tragic synchronicity from 1 Kgs 14, the 
story of Jeroboam’s wife and her son abijah. When the mother consults 
the prophet ahijah regarding her ill son, she receives a curse instead: when 
she steps on the threshold, her son will die. I ask several questions: Who 
is responsible for the death of this innocent Prince abijah, son of King 
Jeroboam? Who is responsible for having this mother experience the cruel 
tragedy? The students’ blame list does not mention God or the prophet 
ahijah. by accepting the position of the implied reader, the students’ reac-
tion is directed by the implied author of 1 Kgs 14. I limit my comments on 
this point at that time.

a week passes after our first reading of Jer 38. This week is significant 
for our reading project, since it is the passion week following Palm Sunday 

Manfred Pfister, “how Postmodern Is Intertextuality?,” in Intertextuality, ed. heinrich 
f. Plett, rtt 15 (berlin: de Gruyter, 1991), 207–24; and elisabeth Piirainen, “Meta-
phors of an endangered low Saxon basis dialect: exemplified by Idioms of Stupidity 
and death,” in Engaged Metaphors, ed. elisabeth Piirainen and anna Idström (amster-
dam: benjamins, 2012), 343. for the logic of the common use of biblical metaphor in 
the later literary work, see Zoltán Kövecses, Where Metaphors Come From: Reconsider-
ing Context in Metaphor (new york: oxford university Press, 2015).
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in the christian calendar. This special occasion directs the students’ read-
ing in a certain way: five students identify themselves with the leaders of 
Judah and people who confine Jeremiah in prison; two compare them-
selves to King Zedekiah, who has power but does not use it properly and 
instead causes the people to suffer; one student identifies herself as the 
people who act as bystanders. 

Surprisingly, no one situates himself or herself in the position of 
Jeremiah! Guilty feelings of being the offenders preoccupies, never the 
suffering victims. one student mentions the sermon on Isa 53, the song 
of the suffering servant, a popularly read message during passion week; 
another, the confession of the centurion, “truly the man was the son of 
God” (ἀληθῶς οὗτος ὁ ἄνθρωπος υἱὸς θεοῦ ἦν) in Mark 15:39. The bridges 
to link these two texts to Jeremiah are from the guilt to kill the innocent 
person and the contrition coming late, respectively. The students/readers’ 
emotional identification with the guilty party gets stronger when the Mes-
siah takes the role of other victimized characters.

up to this point, the intertextual reading directed by the classroom 
teaching and the passion week work together in the same direction. The 
students’ first reading in the class is reinforced by the religious community. 
The special occasion in a christian tradition exerts great influences as a 
significant reading environment.

after spring break, during which the school observes easter, another 
shift happens. Most students do not remain in the guilt. The resurrection 
of christ changes their mood from the misery of the perpetrators to the 
joy of the forgiven. The fall of Jerusalem coinciding with the persecution of 
Jeremiah is not their fault but the Judeans’ fault in the ancient days. like-
wise, the readers’ reality determines the identification process or the extent 
of the distance to the characters in the text. The change of the terms from 
“people of Judah” to “Judeans” reflects on the Gospel of John’s description 
of the people involved with the crucifixion of Jesus, which relates to read-
ers’ import in reading. When the guilty mode during the passion week 
shifted to the victorious and appreciative mode at easter, the students’ 
identification tendency was quickly and radically shifted. 

another interesting phenomenon to observe is the way these ten stu-
dents themselves become a new reading community that shares a common 
experience. regardless of the possible limiting force of the power of com-
munity, the readers welcome the mutual influence on themselves by their 
choice. The flesh-and-blood readers cannot easily avoid others’ distrac-
tions or influences before, during, and after the reading. 
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at this point I introduce Kristeva’s abjection theory to encourage 
(direct) students to look back on what they abandoned, such as potential 
suspicions, hesitance, or any kind of second thoughts. I say: 

every direction is possible, but not everything is recommendable, espe-
cially when your reading takes the position of hurting the innocent 
people. ethical concerns like this should make any reading experience 
a more passive and careful one. In my case, as a teacher, my direction 
should be restricted only to help build the infrastructure of your mental 
space for your own intertextual reading. and, in your case, you should 
pause and reexamine all the data that led you to reach the conclusion. In 
a difficult terminology, this is called the heuristic attitude to embrace the 
past abjection with critical eyes. critical examinations of your own read-
ing process must continue on and on. now, what do you think of your 
anti-Semitic reading of Jer 38?

2.2. Intertextuality in the rereadings 

actual or real readers usually assume the role of the implied reader. 
When the actual reader is invited to become the implicated reader, she 
or he may be distressed. however, distraction is one of the essential abili-
ties for the readers to build upon. reading appears fruitful when readers 
identify and comply with the author’s intention, following the lead of the 
authorial design and order of the text. While this first reading necessitates 
some extent of reader’s voluntary self-confinement, intertextual reread-
ing provides the readers with the chance to break the prohibition of the 
suspension of belief. The implicated readers start distracting themselves to 
look for other options.

for our reading of Jer 38, two other stories construct a model for the 
students’ intertextual rereading experience. one is the cassandra story as 
presented in aeschylus’s tragedy Agamemnon; the other is the Margot story 
in ray bradbury’s All Summer in a Day. Jeremiah, cassandra, and Margot 
all have exceptional perceptions but with tragic destinies provoked by their 
contemporaries’ distrust. accordingly, their blissful spiritual abilities trig-
ger horrible physical confinements, leading to their ironic exclusion from 
the events of their prophecies. Just as in Kristeva’s ostracism of abjection, 
all three characters are ostracized as the objects of abjection: Jeremiah as 
a laughingstock, cassandra as a mad woman, and Margot as an outcast.48 

48. Kristeva, Powers of Horror, 1982.
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Key words for the bridging conceptual metaphors for all three characters 
include extraordinary knowledge for the future, rejection by one’s own 
people, confinement, and ironic exclusion. 

The goal of the students’ intertextual rereading is to guide them to 
reflect on and challenge the abjections that happened in the first directed 
reading. Students switch their status from the targeted reader to the criti-
cal reader.49 after reading the two stories together with Jer 38, one student 
asks: “If the people of Judah at that time had listened to the prophet Jer-
emiah’s advice, the fall of Jerusalem would not have happened? I start 
doubting this logic.” once the initial question breaks out, we start asking 
more. how efficient is it to keep the tension of the plot until the end, to see 
its ending as the fatal tragedy, the fall of Jerusalem? how would this por-
tion of Jer 38 contribute to the development of the plot? In other words, 
for what purpose does the text allot the narrative space for this confine-
ment story? could Jeremiah have prevented the fall of Jerusalem if he had 
not been confined? The answer is almost always no. The fall of Jerusalem/
Judah was unavoidable already when Jeremiah spoke the oracle, or when 
the author wrote it.

The failure of Jeremiah’s prophetic work is not the theme of the book. 
People’s persecution is what the confinement story focuses on—the stub-
born and sinful nature of the people calling out the wrath of yhWh until 
Jerusalem’s destruction. If that is one of the primary targets of the autho-
rial intention, the readers’ guilty feeling must have been directed by one of 
the implied authors of the text.

Kristeva describes the feeling of abjection with the baby’s experience of 
separating herself or himself from the mother. as the baby grows to accept 
detachment as the process to get to maturity, receivers must grow to separate 
themselves from senders. although it seems impossible to think of the text 
without the author, we readers, with the help of intertextual reading, learn to 
say goodbye to the author and to stand independently. The producers cannot 
but wait and attempt to influence from the outside of the text, though they 
would manipulate the readers to agree to their own rigid illusion of their 
own uniqueness, kept only by shutting down all access to others. 

one of the rhetorical and theological agendas in the confinement 
story of the prophet Jeremiah is, as my students’ first reading experienced, 

49. See brian richardson, “Singular text, Multiple Implied readers,” Sty 41 
(2007): 259–74. 
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to infuse an unfathomable guilty feeling in readers. for some readers, 
the release from the negative, intense tension comes from finding a more 
powerful character than Jeremiah to undo the damage, as shown in the 
Messiah example above. for others, not following the people’s mistake cre-
ates an exit from the guilty feeling. In one way or another, this tragic story 
becomes a lesson for readers to make a better story of their own. The reso-
lutions that they will practice are the only escape from the burdensome 
emotions of the tragic story. 

When other intertextual rereadings are involved, what happens? by 
recognizing that Jeremiah is not the only one who is confined and that con-
finement and fruitless prophecy stories are popular throughout times and 
places, readers pause, receiving exactly what the implied reader intends for 
the actual reader. In other words, the force of the emotions effused from 
the rhetorical or theological agenda will be loosened, blurred, and light-
ened when the focal point of the text moves to another direction. Indeed, 
intertextual reading means entering into the big, real world, which prom-
ises new experiences in many levels of human cognition.



Intertextuality in the dead Sea Scrolls

Lawrence H. Schiffman

any attempt to discuss the overall question of intertextuality in the 
dead Sea Scrolls will immediately run into the problem of the various 
definitions that can be given to this term. our study will actually take a 
maximalist approach, attempting to demonstrate that a wide variety of 
relationships between texts may be observed in the Qumran corpus. In 
order to bring order to this material, we propose to move from direct quo-
tation through exegesis, allusion, harmonization, and shared text. Some 
of these examples will illustrate the relationship between the scrolls and 
the hebrew bible, some the relationship among dead Sea Scrolls. We will 
omit discussion of the relationship of the scrolls to other Second temple 
texts that simply share ideas and of some relationships of texts that we, 
as readers trained in ancient Judaism and christianity, experience. (The 
latter are usually termed parallels.) hence, we will not deal with examples 
in which the intertextual relationship is perceived only by modern readers 
but could not have possibly been intended by the author, as in the example 
of Qumran legal texts and the talmudic corpus.

In our investigation, we will see over and over that material found in 
the corpus of the dead Sea Scrolls is based on, continues, or in some other 
way reflects the body of literature of ancient Israel that came to be called 
the bible. from our point of view, the reuse of this material in the Second 
temple period is itself an indication of a type of canonicity, even if it is 
not exactly the same as that of the later Jewish and christian traditions 
and even if the list of books in that protocanon is not exactly the same as 
the tanakh (the hebrew bible) and the Protestant old testament.1 Much 

1. lawrence h. Schiffman, Reclaiming the Dead Sea Scrolls: The History of Juda-
ism, the Background of Christianity, the Lost Library of Qumran (Philadelphia: Jewish 
Publication Society of america, 1994), 162–69.

-211 -



212 Schiffman

of the literature of the dead Sea Scrolls needs to be seen as an attempt to 
modulate the biblical tradition so as to apply it to the circumstances of 
the Greco-roman period. at the same time, we have to acknowledge that, 
to a great extent, the authors of some of the scrolls saw themselves as in 
some way continuing the biblical tradition or actually living in a sort of 
time-warped biblical Israel. Just a quick look at the contents of the collec-
tion that moderns have termed the dead Sea Scrolls should indicate the 
enormous potential for observing intertextuality in these texts and among 
these texts. 

The corpus of manuscripts found at Qumran consists of three 
approximately equal parts: (1) biblical texts, including parts or all books 
of the hebrew Scriptures except esther; (2) apocryphal compositions, 
namely, books like the bible, rewriting the bible, or continuing it; (3) 
sectarian works particular to the group that occupied Qumran and gath-
ered the library, considered to be the essenes by most scholars.2 We will 
see that even within the biblical manuscripts from Qumran, intertextual-
ity is operative, and that in the other two sub-corpora, apocryphal and 
sectarian, the role of intertextuality in the composition of these texts is 
great.3 This phenomenon should clearly be expected in view of the for-
mative role of the bible in the development of the varieties of Second 
temple Judaism and particularly among the Qumran sectarians, their 
self-understanding, and the subject of the literature they composed. 
Therefore, between this corpus and the hebrew bible—as well as inside 
the corpus—we should expect complex levels of intertextuality. Put 
simply, the bible was formative for Second temple literature and, hence, 
intertextuality was rampant.

2. Schiffman, Reclaiming the Dead Sea Scrolls, 31–35; devorah dimant, “The 
Qumran Manuscripts: contents and Significance,” in Time to Prepare the Way in the 
Wilderness: Papers on the Qumran Scrolls by Fellows of the Institute for Advanced Stud-
ies of the Hebrew University, Jerusalem, 1989–90, ed. devorah dimant and lawrence 
h. Schiffman, StdJ 16 (leiden: brill, 1995), 23–58; dimant, “apocalyptic texts at 
Qumran,” in The Community of the Renewed Covenant: The Notre Dame Symposium 
on the Dead Sea Scrolls, ed. eugene ulrich and James c. vanderKam, cJaS 10 (notre 
dame: university of notre dame Press, 1994), 175–91. a classic statement of the 
essene theory is found in frank Moore cross, The Ancient Library of Qumran, 3rd ed., 
bibSem 30 (Sheffield: Sheffield academic, 1995), 54–87.

3. eugene ulrich, The Dead Sea Scrolls and the Developmental Composition of the 
Bible, vtSup 169 (leiden: brill, 2015), 29–45.
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the bible as Intertext

We begin with two demonstrations of intertextuality in what are at least offi-
cially classified as biblical manuscripts. our first example is a manuscript of 
numbers, 4Qnumb.4 This manuscript contains some interpolations from 
the book of deuteronomy in order to provide further explanation of text 
in which deuteronomy, in Moses’s recapitulation speech, adds additional 
details not in numbers. for example, after num 20:13b, an interpolation 
from deut 3:24–28 and 2:2–6 was inserted, before apparently continuing 
with verse 14.5

a further example, in which a supposedly biblical manuscript strays 
further from the text of Scripture, is in the case of 4Qdeutn.6 In this text, 
actually a series of excerpts, deut 8 precedes deut 5. our focus, however, 
in this example, is on the Sabbath commandment in deut 5. Indeed, this 
text is often touted as the earliest example of the ten commandments. 
here, when we arrive at the Sabbath commandment, we find that the text 
initially follows deuteronomy in explaining the command of abstention 
from work on the Sabbath as resulting from the fact that the Israelites 
had been slaves in egypt (deut 5:15). This social and moral explana-
tion of the Sabbath, specifically as regards giving rest to one’s servants 
and animals, is then immediately continued with reference to the version 
of the ten commandments found in exod 20 that requires abstention 
from work to remember that God rested after creating the universe in six 
days (exod 20:11). What happened in this text is that two passages from 
the hebrew bible have been conflated to yield a new unity, in a perfect 
example of intertextuality.7 In many ways, this example—even though it 

4. eugene ulrich et al., eds., Qumran Cave 4.VII: Genesis to Numbers, dJd 12 
(oxford: clarendon, 1994), 205–67.

5. ulrich et al., Qumran Cave 4.VII, 225–26.
6. eugene ulrich et al., eds., Qumran Cave 4.IX: Deuteronomy, Joshua, Judges, 

Kings, dJd 14 (oxford: clarendon, 1995), 117–28. cf. Sidnie a. White crawford, 
“4Qdtn: biblical Manuscript or excerpted text?,” in Of Scribes and Scrolls: Studies on 
the Hebrew Bible, Intertestamental Judaism, and Christian Origins Presented to John 
Strugnell on the Occasion of His Sixtieth Birthday, ed. harold W. attridge, John J. col-
lins, and Thomas h. tobin (lanham, Md: university Press of america, 1990), 13–20; 
crawford, “The all Souls deuteronomy and the decalogue,” JBL 109 (1990): 193–206; 
esther eshel, “4Qdeutn: a text That has undergone harmonistic editing,” HUCA 62 
(1991): 117–54.

7. The very same identification of the two versions of the ten commandments 
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is in a supposedly biblical text—shows the overall tendency of the scrolls 
to create what scholars call “rewritten bible” by adapting the biblical text 
to other purposes.8

another type of intertextuality takes place when a text quotes directly 
from the hebrew bible, essentially with no modification. In such cases, 
we always have to remember the existence among the dead Sea Scrolls, 
apparently reflecting the situation in the land of Israel in general, of vary-
ing text forms of Scripture.9 Sometimes, therefore, a text at some variance 
from the Mt may be serving as the direct quotation. 

is found in traditional Jewish ritual in the friday night Kiddush prayer. In its earliest 
preserved version, it states that the Sabbath is “a remembrance of the act of creation, 
first of the holy convocations, a remembrance of the exodus from egypt.” amram 
Gaon, Seder Rav ‘Amram Ga’on, ed. daniel S. Goldschmidt (Jerusalem: Mosad harav 
Kook, 1971), 66. This idea is framed in the Mekhilta de-rabbi Ishmael, yitro 7, which 
states, “remember (zakhor [exod 20:7]) and observe (shamor [deut 5:11]) were said 
in one speech (utterance)” (h. S. horovitz and I. a. rabin, eds., Mekhilta’ de-Rabbi 
Yishma’el, 2nd ed. [Jerusalem: bamberger & Wahrman, 1960], 229 and parallels in n. 
5). The concept here is that the two versions of the Sabbath command are to be seen 
as one entity that is constituted of the totality of both versions, all revealed simultane-
ously by God. The latter motif was later enshrined in the friday night ritual of Wel-
coming the Sabbath in the hymn lekhah dodi, composed by Shlomo halevi alkabetz 
(ca. 1500–1576). on this hymn, that entered the liturgy in sixteenth century Safed, 
see Gershom G. Scholem, On the Kabbalah and Its Symbolism, trans. ralph Manheim 
(new york: Schocken, 1965), 141–42. 

8. Moshe J. bernstein, “rewritten bible: a Generic category Which has outlived 
Its usefulness?,” Text 22 (2005): 169–96. also in bernstein, Reading and Re-reading 
Scripture at Qumran, StdJ 107 (leiden: brill, 2013), 1:39–62; bernstein, “4Q452: 
from rewritten bible to bible commentary,” JJS 45 (1994): 1–27. also in bernstein, 
Reading and Re-reading Scripture, 1:92–125; George J. brooke, “Genre Theory, rewrit-
ten bible and Pesher,” DSD 17 (2010): 361–86; brooke, “The Genre of 4Q252: from 
Poetry to Pesher,” DSD 1 (1994): 160–79; emanuel tov, “rewritten bible composi-
tions and biblical Manuscripts, with Special attention to the Samaritan Pentateuch,” 
DSD 5 (1998): 334–54. for a survey of this genre, see Sidnie a. White crawford, 
Rewriting Scripture in Second Temple Times, SdSS 1 (Grand rapids: eerdmans, 2008).

9. emanuel tov, “Groups of biblical texts found at Qumran,” in Time to Prepare 
the Way in the Wilderness: Papers on the Qumran Scrolls by Fellows of the Institute for 
Advanced Studies of the Hebrew University, Jerusalem, 1989–1990, ed. devorah dimant 
and lawrence h. Schiffman, StdJ 16 (leiden: brill, 1995), 85–102; tov, “The biblical 
texts from the Judaean desert: an overview and analysis,” in The Bible as Book: The 
Hebrew Bible and the Judaean Desert Discoveries, ed. edward d. herbert and emanuel 
tov (london: oak Knoll Press, 2002), 139–66.
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The Sabbath code in the Zadokite fragments (damascus document) 
has as its first prescription (cd 10:14–17) to begin the abstention from 
work on the Sabbath somewhat before the actual setting of the sun on 
friday. In order to support this requirement, the text explicitly quotes deut 
5:12.10 In this case, as in many examples throughout the scrolls, an actual 
quotation formula is used, אמר הוא אשר   for this is what he said.”11“ ,כי 
We will not give many examples since, in these cases, intertextuality is a 
sort of overstatement—we are dealing with explicit quotation. however, 
there are other uses of biblical verses that need to be noticed. The temple 
Scroll constitutes in itself an exercise in biblical and postbiblical intertex-
tuality.12 This document represents a rewriting of much of the canonical 
torah, starting with the command to build the tabernacle, replaced by a 
command to build a gargantuan temple, and continuing through the legal 
and sacrificial sections of the Pentateuch up through the middle of deu-
teronomy. Throughout this document, the text combines commands in 
the various sections of the canonical torah, thus providing a uniform text 
and harmonized halakic rulings. for this reason, many of the texts quoted 
here are in some way modified from their biblical original, even after we 
take into consideration the textual variants found in hebrew bible texts in 
the Qumran corpus.13 one example of such a direct quotation with virtu-
ally no change is 11Qt 65:2–5, the law requiring sending forth the mother 
bird before taking the young from the nest, simply a representation of 
deut 22:6–7.14 This passage should be contrasted with, for example, the 

10. for an analysis of this passage, see lawrence h. Schiffman, The Halakhah at 
Qumran, SJla 16 (leiden: brill, 1975), 84–87.

11. See Moshe J. bernstein, “Introductory formulas for citation and re-citation 
of biblical verses in the Qumran Pesharim,” DSD 1 (1994): 30–70. 

12. yigael yadin, The Temple Scroll, 3 vols., rev. ed. (Jerusalem: Israel explora-
tion Society, 1983); elisha Qimron, The Temple Scroll: A Critical Edition with Exten-
sive Reconstructions, JdS (Jerusalem: Israel exploration Society, 1996); lawrence h. 
Schiffman, andrew d. Gross, and Michael c. rand, “temple Scroll,” in Temple Scroll 
and Related Documents, vol. 7 of The Dead Sea Scrolls: Hebrew, Aramaic, and Greek 
Texts with English Translations, ed. James h. charlesworth, PtSdSSP 7 (tübingen: 
Mohr Siebeck; louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2011), 1–173, 266–405. 

13. yadin, Temple Scroll, 1:71–81; cf. dwight d. Swanson, The Temple Scroll and 
the Bible: The Methodology of 11QT, StdJ 14 (leiden: brill, 1995), 9–14.

14. yadin, Temple Scroll, 2:293; see also lawrence h. Schiffman, The Courtyards 
of the House of the Lord: Studies on the Temple Scroll, ed. florentino García Martínez, 
StdJ 75 (leiden: brill, 2008), 451–52.
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use of deut 13:2–6, the idolatrous prophet, reflected in 11Qt 54:8–18, in 
which introduction of minor changes is intended to solve specific exegeti-
cal problems in the original text of the hebrew bible.15

another important place in the scrolls in which direct quotation 
occurs is in the genre known as pesher, best defined as contemporizing 
biblical interpretation.16 here we have a literary form close to what we have 
come to expect from a commentary—lemma and explanation (פשר הדבר, 
“the interpretation of the matter is,” or פשרו, “its interpretation is”). how-
ever, the interpretations are contemporizing explanations of the biblical 
passages (some of the Minor Prophets, parts of Isaiah, and a few psalms).17 
Sometimes the interpretations can take their cue from variant readings of 
the biblical text. This is the case in 1Qphab 1:16–2:5, where three interpre-
tations of hab 1:5 are all based on the textual reading בגדים, “treacherous 
ones,” where the Mt has בגוים, “among the nations.”18 It is possible to 
explain that one or another reading is a scribal error for the other. This 
illustrates the possibility that the biblical intertext may be at variance with 
Mt. In any case, we have here a form of intertextuality in which there are 
explicit quotations and commentaries, but that is only possible in a com-
munity that accepted at the same time differing biblical readings.

So far, we have been talking about texts that explicitly quote Scripture. 
We now move to texts that echo biblical terms and phrases. here we return 
to the Sabbath code of the Zadokite fragments. a quick look at a series of 
regulations at the beginning of the code (cd 10:17–19)—regarding such 
issues as proper conversation on the Sabbath, not talking about business 
on the Sabbath, not conducting financial disputes, and not making prepa-
rations for things to be done after the Sabbath—will show that these are 
clearly based on Isa 58:13. at no point is this text actually quoted. What we 
have is the use of various words found in this biblical passage to construct 
the verbiage of the laws of the dead Sea scroll document.19 This situation 

15. yadin, Temple Scroll, 2:243–45; cf. Schiffman, Courtyards of the House of the 
Lord, 476–78.

16. The texts are all collected in Maurya P. horgan, Pesharim: Qumran Interpreta-
tions of Biblical Books, cbQMS 8 (Washington, dc: catholic biblical association of 
america, 1979).

17. Schiffman, Reclaiming the Dead Sea Scrolls, 223–31.
18. See b. nitzan, Megillat Pesher Ḥabakkuk mi-Megillot Midbar Yehudah (1Qp 

Hab) (Jerusalem: bia lik Institute, 1986), 46–51.
19. Schiffman, Halakhah at Qumran, 87–90.
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is common throughout the various legal codes in the Zadokite fragments 
(damascus document) and in a variety of other halakic fragments found 
among the cave 4 manuscripts. The key point here is not simply that 
words for these verses have been used to form legal formulations in the 
Qumran texts. rather, the point is that close analysis of fragments of bibli-
cal verbiage indicates the actual exegetical derivation of the laws expressed 
in the Second temple period document. In other words, intertextuality is 
the key to understanding the legal process. In this context, we should note 
also that although the early rabbis avoided derivation of such laws from 
the Prophets, the dead Sea Scrolls sectarians had no such hesitation. Prob-
ably based on the later use of the Prophets in early christianity, the rabbis 
adopted a polemical stance not anticipated in any way by the earlier dead 
Sea Scrolls sectarians.

The nature of the legal exegesis that we have been discussing seems to 
have been clearly recognized by the ancient sectarians. The texts explicitly 
describe two types of law. The “revealed” is simply those laws that can be 
derived by reading the bible. The “hidden” law is what can only be derived 
as a result of inspired biblical exegesis that takes place at the study sessions 
of the sectarians.20 In the case of these laws, we can discern a much more 
sophisticated reading, often involving midrashic exegesis. We will look at 
a good example of such exegesis now, in which intertextuality occurs on 
a number of levels. first, biblical verses are linked one to another in an 
exegetical chain, part of which is a result of common language. further 
intertextuality takes place because the verses are quoted, and the legal lan-
guage of the Qumran text reflects the language of these biblical verses.

a fascinating and complex example of this phenomenon is cd 9:2–8.21 
The passage starts with quoting lev 19:18, which prohibits taking vengeance 
or bearing a grudge. It then states that bringing a charge against someone 
without reproof for a previous offense of the same nature constitutes taking 
vengeance and bearing a grudge. nahum 1:2 is then quoted (with inten-
tional omission of the divine name) to prove that only God is permitted to 
bear a grudge. finally, the text quotes lev 19:17 to prove that one who fails 
to give reproof for a previous offense until he is for some reason angered at 
the offender violates the torah’s commandment of reproof and brings upon 
himself the guilt that would otherwise have been visited on the offender. 

20. Schiffman, Halakhah at Qumran, 22–32.
21. lawrence h. Schiffman, Sectarian Law in the Dead Sea Scrolls: Courts, Testi-

mony and the Penal Code, bJS 33 (chico, ca: Scholars Press, 1983), 89–92.
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This legal midrash represents an exegesis of lev 19:17–18 in light of nah 
1:2. however, the intertextuality is supported by the presence of similar ver-
biage in these two passages. This is often a feature of legal exegesis in the 
scrolls, as it was in later rabbinic interpretation. further, this passage uses 
three different quotation formulae: “as to that which he said,” “is it not writ-
ten that,” and “God who said to him.” however, alongside these quotations, 
some biblical language appears in the author’s own composition. here we 
observe intertextuality between passages in the hebrew bible as well as 
between the words of the author and his biblical base texts. 

a completely different kind of intertextuality takes place in the Gen-
esis apocryphon.22 here there is a form of rewritten bible in which the 
biblical text lies at the base of a set of expanded narratives retelling and, in 
so doing, interpreting and expanding biblical stories.23 This text, however, 
is in aramaic translation. The intertextuality here lies in the relation of 
the aramaic translated and expanded text to the hebrew original. any 
reader who knows the book of Genesis will see its hebrew narratives as 
the intertextual background for this new and independent aramaic text. 
however, someone who did not know the biblical text would feel that he 
or she was experiencing an independent, continuous narrative. an exam-
ple of this phenomenon is Genesis apocryphon 19:14–20. The text relates 
the content of Gen 12:10–13, in which abram is commanded to go down 
to egypt because of famine and which reports that abram was concerned 
for his own safety because of the beauty of his wife Sarai. It then attempts 
to solve the problem of why abram would lie about his wife by insert-
ing an account of his having a dream, presumably sent by God, which 
instructed him to follow this eventually unsuccessful strategy.24 We should 
note, however, that some parts of this document contain narratives that 
seem to have no basis in the biblical text. 

Similar rewritten bible is evident in the book of Jubilees. This hebrew 
work from circa 180 bce also represents expansions of the stories of 

22. Joseph a. fitzmyer, The Genesis Apocryphon of Qumran Cave 1: A Commen-
tary, bibor 18a (rome: biblical Institute Press, 1971); daniel a. Machiela, The Dead 
Sea Genesis Apocryphon: A New Text and Translation with Introduction and Special 
Treatment of Columns 13–17, StdJ 79 (leiden: brill, 2009).

23. Moshe J. bernstein, “rearrangement, anticipation and harmonization as 
exegetical features in the Genesis apocryphon,” DSD 3 (1996): 37–57.

24. Machiela, Dead Sea Genesis Apocryphon, 70–72; fitzmyer, Genesis Apocry-
phon, 99, 185–89.
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Genesis and early chapters of exodus.25 Standing behind this text is 
certainly the text of Scripture. but here the intenseness of the intertex-
tual experience is much stronger, since the entire text is in an imitation 
biblical hebrew style.26 even though the work adds throughout the 
chronological framework of Jubilee years and the overall theme that the 
patriarchs observed the laws of the torah, the overall form of the bibli-
cal narratives is maintained.27 however, one sees behind this text two 
separate sets of biblical material. first, there is the underlying narrative 
of Genesis–exodus. to this underlying narrative, there are added ritual 
descriptions for various holidays, sacrifices, and commandments that in 
actuality are found later in the torah, from exod 12 through deuterono-
my.28 So here, intertextuality works on two simultaneous levels. There is 
the weaving together of other torah material into the Genesis narrative 
on what might be termed the lower level, and then there is the placing 
of this material into the framework of the Jubilees narration. So, we can 
speak here of two-dimensional intertextuality. 

another work that demonstrates a similar two-dimensional inter-
textuality in many of its passages is the temple Scroll. In the course of 
rewriting much of the Pentateuch, the author/redactor gathers up mate-
rial on the same subject while at the same time making modifications to 
indicate his own interpretations and legal rulings.29 So we have intertex-
tuality here operating between related scriptural material, as in the case of 

25. James c. vanderKam, ed., The Book of Jubilees, 2 vols., cSco 511, Saeth 
88 (leuven: Peeters, 1989). for recent commentaries, see James l. Kugel, A Walk 
through Jubilees: Studies in the Book of Jubilees and the World of Its Creation, JSJSup 156 
(leiden: brill, 2012), 1–205; c. Werman, Sefer ha-Yovelim: Mavo’, Targum u-Ferush, 
between bible and Mishnah (Jerusalem: yad Izhak ben-Zvi Press, 2015). 

26. See the hebrew fragments in harold attridge et al., Qumran Cave 4.VIII: 
Parabiblical Texts, Part I, ed. emmanuel tov, dJd 13 (oxford: clarendon, 1994), 
1–140.

27. See m. Qidd. 4:14 (end); cf. chanoch albeck, Shishah Sidre Mishnah, 6 vols. 
(Jerusalem: bialik Institute; tel aviv: dvir, 1952–59), nashim, Hashlamot ve-Tosafot, 
3:416; albeck, Das Buch der Jubiläen und die Halacha, bhWJ 47 (berlin: hochschule 
für die Wissenschaft des Judentums, 1930).

28. It has recently been suggested that the Jewish legal material was added to 
an earlier layer consisting of rewritten bible. See Michael Segal, The Book of Jubilees: 
Rewritten Bible, Redaction, Ideology and Theology, JSJSup 117 (atlanta: Society of bib-
lical literature, 2007), 21–46, 317–22; Kugel, Walk through Jubilees, 207–26. Werman 
rightly rejects this thesis (Sefer ha-Yovelim, 44–45).

29. yadin, Temple Scroll, 1:73–76.
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the harmonization in 11Qt 11–29 of the two festival calendars of lev 23 
and num 28–29.30 at the same time, we have an intertextual relationship 
between the biblical material used here and the overall composition that 
has its own agenda, calling for a reform of the temple, purity law, the sac-
rificial system, and the hasmonean government.31

another form of intertextuality present in the scrolls is much subtler. 
over and over, biblical terms and expressions are reused to create sec-
ondary texts. Some of these secondary texts might even be described as 
pastiches based on biblical expressions. I have argued that use of a book 
in this manner indicates the equivalent of what we usually term canonic-
ity, perhaps better described as authority.32 examples of this phenomenon 
are rampant, since biblical language was so prominent in the Qumran 
compositions. Most scholars assume that because of the intensive study of 
the texts that we term biblical among the Qumran sectarians, a phenom-
enon described explicitly by the texts, members of this group would have 
well recognized many, if not most, of the biblical references.33 It seems, 
however, that not all of such experiences should be deemed intertextual. 
recognition of a term, for example, used in the bible and appearing in 
the scrolls—that is, a lexical item that is common—should not be defined 
as intertextuality. It simply rises to too low a threshold. This is because it 
does not call up reference to a text, only to a vocabulary item or perhaps 
a grammatical form. What we intend to describe as intertextual is a group 
of words, sometimes only a two-word phrase but sometimes something 
more extensive, in which the reader or hearer would have immediately 
made such a connection.

an excellent example of this phenomenon is in the poem at the end 
of the rule of the community (1QS 10–11).34 one has only to look at 

30. on the festivals of the temple Scroll, see yadin, Temple Scroll, 1:89–136; and 
Schiffman, Courtyards of the House of the Lord, 99–122, which discusses the relation-
ship of the festivals in the temple Scroll to the Βook of Jubilees.

31. See Schiffman, Courtyards of the House of the Lord, xvii–xxxvi.
32. Schiffman, Reclaiming the Dead Sea Scrolls, 162–69.
33. Schiffman, Halakhah at Qumran, 32–49, 54–60.
34. elisha Qimron and James h. charlesworth, “rule of the community,” in Rule 

of the Community and Related Documents, vol. 1 of The Dead Sea Scrolls: Hebrew, Ara-
maic, and Greek Texts with English Translations, ed. James h. charlesworth, PtSdSSP 
1 (tübingen: Mohr Siebeck; louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1994), 1–52; Qimron, 
Megillot Midbar Yehudah: ha-Ḥibburim ha-‘Ivriyim, between bible and Mishnah 
(Jerusalem: yad ben-Zvi Press, 2010), 1:209–34.
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the verbiage and expressions to realize that one of the passages (10:9–17) 
here describes the reading of the Shema (“hear o Israel,” deut 6:4–9), 
apparently already an essential part of the Jewish liturgy for the Qumran 
sectarians.35 In this example, we see the phrase “to sit down and to rise up” 
(line 14) that points explicitly to the deuteronomic phrase, “when you sit 
in your house and when you go on your way; and when you lie down and 
when you get up.”36

It is well known that the only book in our hebrew bible for which no 
manuscript fragment has been found among the Qumran scrolls is esther. 
We note here, however, that there are certain passages in the scrolls that 
have an intertextual relationship with this book, raising the question of 
what its role may actually have been.37 We raise this issue here only from 
the point of view of intertextuality to note that even a book that may have 
not been part of the library of the sect could have had intertextual relations 
with later sectarian compositions.

Second temple Period texts as Intertexts

So far, we have been discussing intertextuality in terms of the relation-
ship of Second temple texts to earlier hebrew biblical texts. a completely 
different intertextuality is the relationship of post-hebrew biblical works 
one to another. on the surface, given the dependence of these authors 
on the biblical heritage, we would not have expected to find such a phe-
nomenon. Indeed, I only know of one example in which two dead Sea 
Scrolls texts seem to be quoting or directly alluding to a postbiblical text 
not in our possession.38 Indeed, some scholars believe that this particular 
example is actually an allusion of both texts independently to the same 
biblical Vorlage.39

35. Qimron and charlesworth, “rule of the community,” 44–45; Qimron, Megil-
lot Midbar Yehudah, 228.

36. Schiffman, Reclaiming the Dead Sea Scrolls, 293.
37. Shemaryahu talmon, “Was the book of esther Known at Qumran?,” DSD 

2 (1995): 249–67; Sidnie a. White crawford, “has Esther been found at Qumran? 
4QProto-Esther and the Esther corpus,” RevQ 17 (1996): 307–25. 

38. See 1QS 6:27 and cd 9:9–10, which appear to be quoting the same earlier 
nonbiblical source.

39. Jacob licht, Megillat ha-Serakhim mi-Megillot Midbar Yehudah (Jerusalem: 
bialik Institute, 1965), 159–60.
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More common, however, is the appearance of some of the same tex-
tual blocks of material in more than one composition. for the most part, 
in such examples, there will of course be differences. however, these dif-
ferences will look no greater than those normally encountered in multiple 
manuscripts of the same text. one excellent example is a code of Punish-
ments for sectarian offenses. This material was known only in fragmentary 
form from the medieval manuscripts of the Zadokite fragments (cd 
14:17–22), but now, after the full publication of the Qumran corpus, we 
can speak of having an extensive version of this material from cave 4.40 It 
is closely parallel to, but not exactly the same as, a very similar code found 
in the rule of the community (1QS 7:7–16). a third version of this text 
is found in the Miscellaneous rules text.41 These codes list many of the 
same offenses and have the same types of punishments, even if at times 
there are differences between them.42 What has happened here is that a 
literary unit—albeit in variant forms—has been placed in several distinct 
compositions. trying to untangle the exact relationship of these versions 
is impossible, but ancient sectarian readers, encountering almost the same 
material in several texts, must certainly have experienced what we would 
see as a type of intertextuality. 

one further phenomenon deserves to be mentioned, although some 
may argue that here I have overstepped even my maximalist definition of 
intertextuality. I refer here to varying recensions of the same work. This 
phenomenon was already observed in the two medieval manuscripts of 
the Zadokite fragments, and so we should not be at all surprised to find 
it in the rule of the community.43 examination of the manuscripts of this 
latter text, only possible with the full release of the scrolls, has indicated 

40. for a list of cave 4 manuscripts of the Penal code, see david hamidović, 
L’Ecrit de Damas: Le manifeste essénien, crÉJ 51 (leuven: Peeters, 2011), 170. he 
restores the text from cave 4 on pp. 170–79, although it is not necessary to agree that 
it extends so far but rather may be assumed to end at his line 24 on p. 174.

41. Joseph M. baumgarten, “4Q Miscellaneous rules,” in Qumran Cave 4.XXV: 
Halakhic Texts, ed. emmanuel tov, dJd 35 (oxford: clarendon, 1999), 57–78.

42. Schiffman, Sectarian Law in the Dead Sea Scrolls, 155–90; Sarianna Metso, 
The Textual Development of the Qumran Community Rule, StdJ 21 (leiden: brill, 
1997), 124–28; Metso, The Serekh Texts, lStS 62, cQS 9 (london: t&t clark, 2007), 
12; charlotte hempel, The Laws of the Damascus Document: Sources, Tradition and 
Redaction, StdJ 29 (leiden: brill, 1998), 163–70. 

43. Sidnie a. White crawford, “a comparison of the ‘a’ and ‘b’ Manuscripts of 
the Damascus Document,” RQ 12 (1987): 537–53. 
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clearly that this text circulated in different recensions and that, as suspected 
by some earlier scholars, it had a complex literary history.44 another excel-
lent example of this phenomenon is the existence of two recensions of the 
Scroll of the War of the Sons of light against the Sons of darkness.45 here 
we have two very clear recensions, without even mentioning the complex 
literary history of the text.46

What remains, however, is to explain this phenomenon as intertex-
tuality. I make the assumption that the varying recensions of the text 
continued to circulate in the community and that the older recensions 
were not retired. This means that members of the group encountered 
at different times different versions of the same texts.47 These texts were 
understood as relating to one another in some kind of dynamic manner, 
being at once the same and different. There is evidence from some mar-
ginal corrections in these manuscripts that efforts were even made to 
correct one text in light of the other.48

This summary has only scratched the surface regarding the phenom-
enon, or better phenomena, of intertextuality in the dead Sea Scrolls. We 
have not even touched on the complex issues pertaining to copying and 
editing biblical and postbiblical texts, marginal glosses, and the compari-
son of manuscripts that apparently lies behind them. Indeed, one could 
say that the entire effort of the ancient Qumran sectarians was an effort 
of intertextuality. In seeking to modulate the biblical tradition into a 
Second temple key, the authors of the various dead Sea Scrolls remained 
tied to the hebrew bible even more closely than they may have been tied 

44. only a partial list of variants had previously been released. See, J. t. Milik, 
“texte des variants des dix manuscrits de la règle del communauté trouvés dans la 
grotte 4,” RB 67 (1960): 411–16. on its complex literary history, see crawford, Rewrit-
ing Scripture, 69–155; Metso, Serekh Texts, 15–19.

45. esther eshel and hanan eshel, “recensions and editions of the War Scroll,” 
in The Dead Sea Scrolls: Fifty Years after Their Discovery; Proceedings of the Jerusalem 
Congress, July 20–25, 1997, ed. lawrence h. Schiffman, emanuel tov, and James c. 
vanderKam (Jerusalem: Israel exploration Society, 2000), 351–63.

46. Philip r. davies, 1QM, the War Scroll from Qumran: Its Structure and History, 
bibor 32 (rome: biblical Institute Press, 1977).

47. See eugene ulrich, The Dead Sea Scrolls and the Origins of the Bible, SdSS 
(Grand rapids: eerdmans; leiden: brill, 1999), 34–50, 99–120 for this phenomenon 
in the case of biblical books.

48. See emanuel tov, Scribal Practices and Approaches Reflected in the Texts Found 
in the Judean Desert, StdJ 54 (leiden: brill, 2004), 2–25.
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to postbiblical compositions. The many ways in which biblical texts are 
reflected in the scrolls as well as the ways in which scrolls’ compositions 
relate to one another can all be described as intertextual. Indeed, it is safe 
to say that Judaism as a whole could be chronicled as a history of texts 
and intertexts, extending from the earliest biblical materials down to the 
present. In such a chain of the tradition of intertextuality, the Qumran 
scrolls would constitute our earliest hebrew documentation outside of 
Scripture. Indeed, the self-aware manner in which Qumran sectarians 
and other Second temple period authors reworked and drew on biblical 
ideas and biblical phraseology raises one final question: Is it possible that 
intertextuality is simply a complex word for phenomena that were just 
second nature to ancient Jewish authors? Perhaps “there is nothing new 
under the sun” (eccl 1:9).



Intertextuality and canonical criticism:  
lamentations 3:25–33 in an Intertextual network

Marianne Grohmann

This paper addresses basic theoretical questions relating to the intersec-
tion between intertextuality and canonical criticism. as a case study for 
thinking about these general questions, a text from the book of lamenta-
tions, lam 3:25–33, will be read in intertextual relationship to other parts 
of the hebrew bible and its interpretation, including both the new testa-
ment and rabbinic literature.

Intertextuality and canonical criticism

about fifty years after Julia Kristeva and others initialized ongoing discus-
sions about intertextuality, it is still relevant to ask about the remaining 
potential and problems of this concept in research on the hebrew bible. 
The endless discussions about intertextuality have two poles: a broad con-
cept of intertextuality claiming that “all texts are a ‘mosaic’ of marked and 
unmarked citations from earlier texts” and a narrower understanding that 
describes citations, echoes, and allusions as more or less explicit references 
between texts.1

I am grateful to the participants in the consultation Intertextuality and the 
hebrew bible at the annual Meeting of the Society of biblical literature in atlanta 
2015, where a first version of this paper was presented and discussed. My thanks go 
to eve levavi feinstein, Jeanine lefèvre, and Karoline rumpler for support in the 
editing process.

1. for the former, see daniel boyarin, Intertextuality and the Reading of 
Midrash, ISbl (bloomington: Indiana university Press, 1994), 19; for the latter, see 
richard b. hays, Echoes of Scripture in the Letters of Paul (new haven: yale univer-
sity Press, 1993).
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Patricia K. tull defines intertextuality as follows: 

Intertextuality is more an angle of vision on textual production and 
reception than an exegetical methodology, more an insight than an ide-
ology. but by removing artificially imposed boundaries between texts 
and texts, between texts and readers, by attending to the dialogical 
nature of all speech, intertextual theory invites new ventures in cultural 
and literary perception that will certainly introduce shifts in the ways 
biblical scholarship is carried out for many years to come.2 

Intertextuality has become a useful concept for describing inner-
biblical interpretation. In contrast to redaction history, the concept of 
intertextuality hints at three characteristics of the relationship between 
texts:

1. Instead of asking about source and influence, the concept of 
intertextuality looks at the text as a process of production.

2 every text is part of a network of references to other texts 
(intertexts).

3. The reader plays a prominent role in the interpretation of 
texts.3

Marvin a. Sweeney refers to three major types of intertextual work, which 
are currently used in the field of biblical studies:

1. the citation of biblical texts,
2. the sequential reading of biblical texts within a single work, 

and
3. the dialogical reading of texts in relation to other texts.

he tries to combine the concept of intertextuality with a diachronic 
reading.4

2. Patricia K. tull, “Intertextuality and the hebrew Scriptures,” CurBS 8 (2000): 
83; see also her contribution in this volume.

3. Willem S. vorster, “Intertextuality and redaktionsgeschichte,” in Intertextual-
ity in Biblical Writings: Essays in Honour of Bas van Iersel, ed. Sipke draisma (leuven: 
Peeters, 1989), 21; Steve Moyise, “Intertextuality and biblical Studies: a review,” VEcc 
23 (2002): 418–31.

4. Marvin a. Sweeney, “Synchronic and diachronic concerns in reading the 
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In combination with the reconstruction of the historical and literary 
context of a text, intertextuality provides an additional angle of vision to 
the dialogical character of all texts. every text of the hebrew bible opens 
a window to other biblical texts and to postbiblical interpretations. Inter-
textuality as a perspective on the relationship between texts in the hebrew 
bible and their ongoing interpretation shares some characteristics with 
canonical criticism but also differs from it in significant ways.

on the one hand, the concept of intertextuality enables the inclusion of 
the different Jewish and christian contexts of reading and the perspectives 
of different canons. “all canonical texts have an intertextual disposition 
independent from their intratextually perceptible references to other texts. 
The canon itself establishes this hermeneutical possibility. The biblical 
canon sets the individual writings in new relationships, and it is precisely 
this intertextual connection that alters the meaning potential of the indi-
vidual writings.”5 In addition to the historic analysis of echoes, allusions, 
and citations, an intertextual perspective adds the mutuality of the reading 
process. different canons make different intertextual links possible. The 
concept of intertextuality includes the reader: In the interactive process of 
reading, readers link texts with each other and with their own world. 

The rabbinic readers and the authors of new testament writings com-
bine texts from the hebrew bible with their own world and context. canon 
is a result of dialogue: “a canon … presupposes the possibility of correla-
tions among its parts, such that new texts may imbed, reuse, or otherwise 
allude to precursor materials—both as a strategy for meaning-making, 
and for establishing the authority of a given innovation.”6

on the other hand, the concept of intertextuality, especially in its 
broader sense, stands in tension with the notion of a canon. by calling into 
question the borders between canonical texts and their interpretations, it 
undermines the idea of canonical boundaries and challenges the distinc-

book of the twelve Prophets,” in Perspectives on the Formation of the Book of the 
Twelve, ed. rainer albertz, James nogalski, and Jakob Wöhrle, bZaW 433 (berlin: de 
Gruyter, 2012), 21–33. according to Moyise, we can classify five types of intertextual-
ity: intertextual echo, narrative, and exegetical, dialogical, and postmodern intertex-
tuality (“Intertextuality and biblical Studies,” 419–28). 

5. Stefan alkier, “Intertextuality and the Semiotics of biblical texts,” in Reading 
the Bible Intertextually, ed. richard b. hays, Stefan alkier, and leroy a. huizenga 
(Waco, tx: baylor university Press, 2009), 11–12.

6. Michael fishbane, “types of biblical Intertextuality,” VT 80 (2000): 39.
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tion between text and commentary.7 In addition, canon is a postbiblical 
christian term.8 The special relationship between the old testament and 
the new testament has no exact parallel in the relationship between the 
hebrew bible and rabbinic literature. nevertheless, the concept of inter-
textuality allows seeing parallel processes on both sides. a combination of 
intertextuality and canonical criticism makes it possible to integrate the 
perspective of reading communities into exegesis. nevertheless, the search 
for historic interpretation of a text in its original context remains the pri-
mary goal of exegesis.

below, one text from the hebrew bible, lam 3:25–33, will serve as 
an example for an intertextual approach. It will first be read in its own 
context, then in an intertextual network with other texts from the hebrew 
bible. finally, it will be interpreted from a new testament perspective and 
in context of rabbinic intertextuality.

lamentations 3:25–33

The parenetic text lam 3:25–33 has its origin in the postexilic com-
munity. lamentations 3 is usually dated later than lam 1, 2, and 4. as 
a postexilic reaction to lam 2, it may be the latest of the five poems. 
arguments for this late dating are the elaboration of the acrostic style 
(three lines beginning with every letter of the hebrew alphabet) and the 
familiarity with many traditions of the hebrew bible, mainly from the 
Prophets and Psalms.9 The “double-voicing” of different, sometimes con-
tradictory approaches is a deliberate literary device to create a dialogic 

7. Marianne Grohmann, “Psalm 113 and the Song of hannah (1 Samuel 2:1–10): 
a Paradigm for Intertextual reading?,” in Reading the Bible Intertextually, ed. richard 
b. hays, Stefan alkier, and leroy a. huizenga (Waco, tx: baylor university Press, 
2009), 119.

8. Stefan alkier, “reading the canon Intertextually: The decentralization of 
Meaning,” in Between Text and Text: The Hermeneutics of Intertextuality in Ancient 
Cultures and Their Afterlife in Medieval and Modern Times, ed. Michaela bauks, 
Wayne horowitz, and armin lange, JaJSup 6 (Göttingen: vandenhoeck & ruprecht, 
2013), 288.

9. christian frevel, Die Klagelieder, nSKat 20.1 (Stuttgart: Katholisches bibel-
werk, 2017), 39, justifies this late dating with parallels in the style of argumentation 
in postexilic poetry such as Ps 77 and Isa 63:7–64:11; ulrich berges, Klagelieder, 
hThKat (freiburg im breisgau: herder, 2002), 43.



 Intertextuality and canonical criticism 229

polyphony, especially in wisdom-like units.10 The parenetic and didactic 
character of lam 3:25–33 parallels deuteronomistic concepts and ele-
ments of wisdom.11 In lam 3:25–33, we find an external voice talking 
about the “man” (גבר) who speaks in first-person in the first part of the 
poem (lam 3:1–24).12 The verses contain general statements about an 
anonymous גבר—representing the whole people of Israel, “the personi-
fied voice of the exile.”13 

The different voices in lam 3 express a discourse that can be paralleled 
with the dialogic interaction of externally authoritative and internally per-
suasive discourse described by Mikhail M. bakhtin.14 The language in lam 
3:25–33 is impersonal, presented in proverbial formulations: “reading as 
an internal dialogue, here the גבר recollects earlier aphorisms, relying on 
traditional explanations for the way things ‘work’ in the world.”15 lamen-
tations 3 combines descriptions of suffering with theological challenges 
to the suffering. The different voices are juxtaposed without being recon-
ciled.16 In this context, lam 3:25–33 recommends a behavior of patience, 
humility, and forbearance in situations of violence: 

25 טוב יהוה לקוו לנפש תדרשנו
26 טוב ויחיל ודומם לתשועת יהוה
27 טוב לגבר כי־ישא על בנעוריו:

10. elizabeth boase, The Fulfilment of Doom? The Dialogic Interaction between the 
Book of Lamentations and the Pre-exilic/Early Exilic Prophetic Literature, lhbotS 437 
(new york: t&t clark, 2006), 207.

11. claus Westermann, Die Klagelieder: Forschungsgeschichte und Auslegung 
(neukirchen-vluyn: neukirchener verlag, 1990), 187; boase, Fulfilment of Doom?, 43.

12. adele berlin, Lamentations: A Commentary, otl (louisville: Westminster 
John Knox, 2002), 84, ascribes the whole of lam 3 to the voice of “a lone male, speak-
ing in the first person, about what he has seen and felt and what sense he can make 
of it.”

13. for other theories concerning the identity of the גבר in lam 3—for example, 
the identification with a historical person, either the prophet Jeremiah, King Jehoia-
kim, or King Zedekiah—see Kim lan nguyen, Chorus in the Dark: The Voices of the 
Book of Lamentations, hbM 54 (Sheffield: Sheffield Phoenix, 2013), 125–53; and 
boase, Fulfilment of Doom?, 223–24; quotation from berlin, Lamentations, 84.

14. Miriam J. bier, “ ‘We have Sinned and rebelled; you have not forgiven’: The 
dialogic Interaction between authoritative and Internally Persuasive discourse in 
lamentations 3,” BibInt 22 (2014): 146–67.

15. bier, “We have Sinned and rebelled,” 158.
16. See berlin, Lamentations, 86.
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28 ישב בדד וידם כי נטל עליו:
29 יתן בעפר פיהו אולי יש תקוה:
30 יתן למכהו לחי ישבע בחרפה:

31 כי לא יזנח לעולם אדני:
32 כי אמ־הוגה ורחם כרב (חסדו) [חסדיו]:

33 כי לא ענה מלבו ויגה בני־איש:

25 The lord is good to those who wait for him, to the soul that seeks 
him.

26 It is good that one should wait quietly for the salvation of the lord.
27 It is good for one to bear the yoke in youth,
28 to sit alone in silence when the lord has imposed it,
29 to put one’s mouth to the dust (there may yet be hope), 
30 to give one’s cheek to the smiter, and be filled with insults.17 
31 for the lord will not reject forever.
32 although he causes grief, he will have compassion according to the 

abundance of his steadfast love; 
33 for he does not willingly afflict or grieve anyone. (nrSv)

These verses urge endurance of suffering in the hope of a change of fate. 
The behaviors and images recommended here are negative signs of defeat 
in other contexts: 

1. the yoke (lam 1:14; Prov 20:23): The yoke usually has nega-
tive connotations, as a symbol for hard work in agriculture 
(deut 21:3); the yoke of foreign rulers (Gen 27:40; Isa 9:3; 
10:27); and the yoke of exile (Isa 47:6; Jer 28:4);

2. sitting alone (lam 1:1);
3. putting one’s mouth in the dust (lam 3:16); and
4. the shame of having the cheek struck (Job 16:10). 

These symbols assume some positive connotations in lam 3:25–33, where 
they take on a meaning that is intensified in Jewish tradition, such as in the 
targum: “Jewish tradition views God’s commandments as ‘yoke,’ and the 
phrase is interpreted this way in the targum.”18

17. My translation is: “he will give the cheek to the one smiting him, he will 
become sated/satisfied with insult/shame/reproach.” The lxx translates this verse in 
the following way: δώσει τῷ παίοντι αὐτὸν σιαγόνα χορτασθήσεται ὀνειδισμῶν. 

18. berlin, Lamentations, 94.
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In lam 3:25–33, we find an admonition to accept the suffering that 
comes from yhWh. The text gives a perspective of hope for those who 
accept God’s judgement.19 lamentations 3:30 leaves open to interpre-
tation who the “smiter” is: humans (enemies) or God. While God is 
mentioned as the cause of the insults in the broader context—but not in 
verse 30—the targum introduces him to the verse itself: “let him offer 
his cheek to him that smites him. because of the fear of yhWh let him 
accept insult.”20

The word לחי does not only mean “cheek” but includes “chin” and 
“lower jaw” as well.21 “The paraphrase makes clear that the suffering con-
sists of God’s punishment; not acceptance of the persecutor’s blows, but 
acceptance of God’s punishment warrants the ‘turning of the cheek.’ This 
point was already made by the targum in the preceding verses, with great 
specificity in v. 29 where ‘his Master’ is mentioned.”22

The parallelism in lam 3:30—giving one’s cheek to the smiter and 
being filled/sated with insults/shame—stresses not the physical assault 
but the social and emotional consequence of it, the aspect of humiliation. 
a strike in the face is an expression of deep humiliation (Job 16:10) and 
public chastisement (Mic 4:14).23

Intertextual links to other texts in the hebrew bible

The book of lamentations has manifold intertextual links to other books 
of the hebrew bible, including Psalms, leviticus, and ezekiel. In the field 
of hebrew bible, intertextuality is similar to inner-biblical interpreta-
tion, an area of study that has been developed by Michael fishbane and 
others. While inner-biblical interpretation is a one-way concept, inter-
textuality considers the dialogue between texts as a communication in 
two directions.

lamentations 3 combines many elements from other texts of the 
hebrew bible. for example, in Isa 50:6, a verse in the third song of the 

19. hans Jochen boecker, Klagelieder, ZbK 21 (Zurich: tvZ, 1985), 67.
20. etan levine, The Aramaic Version of Lamentations (new york: hermon, 

1981), 70.
21. Klaus Koenen, Klagelieder (Threni), bKat 20.4 (neukirchen-vluyn: neu-

kirchener verlag, 2015), 254.
22. levine, Aramaic Version of Lamentations, 141.
23. frevel, Klagelieder, 232.
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servant in Second Isaiah (Isa 50:4–9), we find a parallel to the behavior of 
turning or giving one’s cheek to smiters, in different words:24

גוי נתתי למכים ולחיי למרטים פני לא הסתרתי מכלמות ורק:
I gave my back to those who struck me, and my cheeks to those who 
pulled out25 the beard; I did not hide my face from insult and spitting. 
(Isa 50:6 nrSv)
τὸν νῶτόν μου δέδωκα εἰς μάστιγας τὰς δὲ σιαγόνας μου εἰς ῥαπίσματα τὸ δὲ 
πρόσωπόν μου οὐκ ἀπέστρεψα ἀπὸ αἰσχύνης ἐμπτυσμάτων. (Isa 50:6 lxx) 

While lam 3:30 might include both human strikes and God as causes 
of suffering, in Isa 50:6 mainly human strikes (probably by enemies) are 
addressed—מכים meaning both smites and smiters.26 Isaiah 50:6 and lam 
3:30 are the only places in the hebrew bible where we find a combination 
of 27.נתן + ל + מכה

a Qumran text (1QIsaa) has an interesting different reading here: 
 The lxx 28.(טול or נטל from) ”those who bring to fall/let down“ ,מטלים
reads: μάστιγας (“whips/scourges/afflictions”). approaches to exegesis 
that are informed by theories of intertextuality can highlight the value of 
permitting different textual witnesses (e.g., the Mt, the lxx, and Qumran 
texts) to be read alongside one another and thereby set in dialogue.29 It is 
useful to understand textual criticism as an intertextual dialogue of differ-
ent versions more than a search for the earliest available form of the text, 
which is hard to reconstruct.

regarding the intention of lam 3:30 and the whole context, Prov 20:22 
is another close parallel:

24. hans-Jürgen hermisson, Deuterojesaja, bKat 11.13 (neukirchen-vluyn: 
neukirchener verlag, 2008), 113.

25. another possible translation of מרטים is “those who make bare.”
26. boecker, Klagelieder, 67.
27. Koenen, Klagelieder, 254.
28. edward yechezkel Kutscher, The Language and Linguistic Background of the 

Isaiah Scroll (1Q Isaa), StdJ 6 (leiden: brill, 1974), 255–56; Johannes hempel, “Zu Jes 
50,6,” ZAW 76 (1964): 327.

29. ulrike bail, “Psalm 110: eine intertextuelle lektüre aus alttestamentlicher 
Perspektive,” in Heiligkeit und Herrschaft, ed. dieter Sänger, btSt 55 (neukirchen-
vluyn: neukirchener verlag, 2003), 94–121.
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אל־תאמר אשלמה־רע קוה ליהוה וישע לך:
do not say, “I will repay evil”; wait for the lord, and he will help you. 
(Prov 20:22 nrSv)

lamentations 3:30 opens another intertextual relationship to Job 16:10:

פערו עלי בפיהם בחרפה הכו לחיי יחד עלי יתמלאון
They have gaped at me with their mouths; they have struck me inso-
lently on the cheek; they mass themselves together against me. (Job 16:10 
nrSv)30

These texts reflect the common view that striking the cheek is combined 
with shame and degradation (חרפה). The subject is צרי, “my enemy” (Job 
16:9). While Job 16:10 states that striking someone’s cheek comes with 
reproach (בחרפה), lam 3:30 recommends a behavior in which the shame 
is swallowed: one should become sated/satisfied by reproach/insult/shame. 
The texts highlight a human behavior of accepting injury and humiliation.

Intertextual links from lam 3:25–33 to the new testament

although Isa 50:6 and lam 3:30 describe nonresistance to an evildoer, this 
behavior is presented as an antithesis in the Sermon on the Mount in Matt 
5:38–39:

38 Ἠκούσατε ὅτι ἐρρέθη· ὀφθαλμὸν ἀντὶ ὀφθαλμοῦ καὶ ὀδόντα ἀντὶ ὀδόντος. 
39 ἐγὼ δὲ λέγω ὑμῖν μὴ ἀντιστῆναι τῷ πονηρῷ· ἀλλ᾿ ὅστις σε ῥαπίζει εἰς τὴν 
δεξιὰν σιαγόνα [σου], στρέψον αὐτῷ καὶ τὴν ἄλλην·
38 you have heard that it was said, “an eye for an eye and a tooth for a 
tooth.” 39 but I say to you, do not resist an evildoer. but if anyone strikes 
you on the right cheek, turn the other also. (Matt 5:38–39 nrSv)

verse 38 presents a citation from the lxx including an introduction for-
mula. verse 39a offers a general ethical principle—μὴ ἀντιστῆναι τῷ πονηρῷ 
(“do not resist an evildoer”)—as Jesus-tradition.31 verse 39b gives a first 

30. My translation is: “They opened their mouths widely against me, with 
reproach they struck my cheek, they mass themselves together against me.”

31. concerning the origin and background of this text, see, for example, Martin 
ebner, “feindesliebe—ein ratschlag zum Überleben? Sozial- und religionsgeschicht-
liche Überlegungen zu Mt 5,38–47 par lk 6,27–35,” in From Quest to Q: Festschrift 
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example for this maxim, which is followed by others in verses 40–42.32 
usually, this well-known text is not associated with lam 3:30 but with 
other texts from the hebrew bible. by creating an intertextual link to the 
torah of retaliation עין תחת עין (“eye for eye”; exod 21:24; lev 24:20; deut 
19:21), it puts a verse that is well-known from the biblical background 
in the context of an opposition. We find one version of the lex talionis in 
exod 21:22–27: 

22  וכי־ינצו אנשים ונגפו אשה הרה ויצאו ילדיה ולא יהיה אסון ענוש יענש כאשר 
ישית עליו בעל האשה ונתן בפללים:

23 ואם־אסון יהיה ונתתה נפש תחת נפש:
24 עין תחת עין שן תחת שן יד תחת יד רגל תחת רגל:

25 כויה תחת כויה פצע תחת פצע חבורה תחת חבורה:
26 וכי־יכה איש את־עין עבדו או־את־עין אמתו ושחתה לחפשי ישלחנו תחת עינו:

27 ואם־שן עבדו או־שן אמתו יפיל לחפשי ישלחנו תחת שנו:

22 When people who are fighting injure a pregnant woman so that there 
is a miscarriage,33 and yet no further harm follows, the one responsible 
shall be fined what the woman’s husband demands, paying as much as 
the judges determine. 23 If any harm follows, then you shall give life 
for life, 24 eye for eye, tooth for tooth, hand for hand, foot for foot, 25 

burn for burn, wound for wound, stripe for stripe. 26 When a slaveowner 
strikes the eye of a male or female slave, destroying it, the owner shall 
let the slave go, a free person, to compensate for the eye. 27 If the owner 
knocks out a tooth of a male or female slave, the slave shall be let go, a 
free person, to compensate for the tooth. (nrSv)

an intertextual approach to the bible highlights that the citation of a 
few keywords in Matt 5:38 opens a window to the whole context in exod 
21:22–27. The textual context clarifies that  עין תחת עין (“eye for eye”) is 
not a general principle of the old testament, as it is often seen to be, but 
a “law” in the sense of תורה (“torah/teaching”) in concrete cases of bodily 

James M. Robinson, ed. Jon M. asgeirsson, Kristin de troyer, and Marvin W. Meyer, 
betl 146 (leuven: Peeters, 2000), 119–42; John P. Meier, A Marginal Jew: Rethinking 
the Historical Jesus, vol. 4 (new haven: yale university Press, 2009), 613–16, 622.

32. ulrich luz, Das Evangelium nach Matthäus, eKKnt 1.1 (Zurich: benziger, 
2002), 390–91.

33. The hebrew word אסון can be interpreted as “miscarriage,” but it refers to 
“damage/mischief/evil/harm” in a more general way as well. It is not clear whether the 
“harm” affects the child or the mother.
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injury. This torah tries to find a solution for a forensic problem, namely 
special cases of bodily harm that lead to injury or death.34 The lex talionis 
has parallels in the code of hammurabi (e.g., §§209–214; eighteenth cen-
tury bce), which lists different cases of physical injury requiring different 
punishments, including physical damage and financial compensation. In 
this context, the intention of the biblical lex talionis is a limitation of exces-
sive violence.35 The text in the hebrew bible is thus already open to being 
interpreted either literally or as referring to pecuniary compensation with 
the value of an eye, tooth, foot, and so on; ונתתה (“you shall give”) in exod 
21:23 can be read as an allusion to pecuniary damage compensation. The 
preposition תחת (“for”) can be translated as “instead of,” thus highlighting 
the idea of substitution.36

The intention of exod 21:22–27 is to interrupt the cycle of revenge and 
replace it with the concept of balanced compensation and responsibility; 
the bodily injury of different persons shall be settled by compensation for 
their value, not by the same physical assault.37 The text aims at reduction 
of violence, compensation for damage, and reparation.38

richard b. hays’s distinction between quotation, echo, and allu-
sion has become standard in research on intertextuality.39 The criteria 
for intertextual relationships between the old testament and new tes-
tament—availability, volume, recurrence, thematic coherence, historical 
plausibility, history of interpretation, and satisfaction—are only useful for 
texts with close linguistic correspondences. In our example, they make 
sense for the citation at the beginning. The introduction in Matt 5:38, “you 
have heard that it was said,” marks the following clause, “an eye for an eye 
and a tooth for a tooth,” explicitly as a citation.

34. frank crüsemann, “ ‘auge um auge…’ (ex 21,24f): Zum sozialgeschichtli-
chen Sinn des talionsgesetzes im bundesbuch,” EvT 47 (1987): 411–26.

35. This line of interpretation has a long tradition: see, for example, tertullian, 
Marc. 4.16. 

36. benno Jacob, Das Buch Exodus (Stuttgart: calwer, 1997), 668; cf. the transla-
tion “augersatz für auge,” in Die fünf Bücher der Weisung, trans. Martin buber and 
franz rosenzweig, 10th ed. (Stuttgart: deutsche bibelgesellschaft, 1992), 209.

37. Manfred oeming, “vom eigenwert des alten testaments als Wort Gottes,” 
in Gottes Wort im Menschenwort: Die eine Bibel als Fundament der Theologie, ed. Karl 
lehmann and ralf rothenbusch, Qd 266 (freiburg im breisgau: herder, 2014), 333. 

38. eckart otto, Das Gesetz des Mose (darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche buchgesell-
schaft, 2007), 166–70.

39. hays, Echoes of Scripture, 29–32.
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The guidance that follows not to withstand evil and to turn one’s cheek 
to the smiter is presented as the word of Jesus, in antithesis to the citation 
of exod 21:24 (lev 24:20; deut 19:21). In hays’s classification, it could 
be an echo of texts from the hebrew bible: lam 3:30; Isa 50:6; and Prov 
20:22. The only word that is used both in Matt 5:39 and lam 3:30 lxx is 
σιαγών (“cheek”). The behavior is described in different words but reflects 
the same idea. While lam 3:30 speaks only of the לחי (“cheek”), Matt 5:39 
specifies the right cheek, which means a strike with the back of the hand, 
an even harder attack. considering this context, it is plausible to under-
stand δὲ at the beginning of Matt 5:39 more as an addition in the sense of 
“and” than as a marker of contrast (“but”). 

Matthew 5:38–39 presents Jesus as a teacher of the torah who refers 
to the legal principle of appropriate punishment, as formulated in the 
hebrew bible in exod 21:24; lev 24:20; and lev 24:20, and outside the 
bible in the code of hammurabi. already inside the bible, there are hints 
that this measure is thought of as a general principle and refers to mon-
etary compensation (exod 21:18–19; 22:30). The concept of intertextuality 
enables us to see the biblical background of Matt 5:38–39. The principle 
of not resisting an evildoer has precedent in the hebrew bible, as we have 
seen in lam 3:30 and Isa 50:6. While Isa 50:6 deals with human strikes and 
lam 3:30 suggests that God is the cause of human strikes, it is clear in Matt 
5:38–39 that human strikes are the focus.

rabbinic Intertextuality

The question of whether lex talionis is to be interpreted literally or as 
referring to pecuniary compensation figures in early Jewish and rabbinic 
writings. Josephus is aware of both possibilities: a literal understand-
ing and monetary compensation (A.J. 4.280). targum Pseudo-Jonathan 
explains exod 21:24 as follows: “the equivalent value [דמי] of an eye for 
an eye.”

It is helpful to read the so-called antithesis in Matt 5:38–39 intertex-
tually with rabbinic interpretations. The Mishnah gives clear regulations 
regarding remunerations: compensation for damage, compensation for 
pain and suffering, costs for curative treatment, and money for absentee-
ism and humiliation (m. b. Qam. 8:1). In the Gemara, the rabbis gather 
arguments in favor of monetary compensation and against the literal 
meaning of “an eye for an eye” (b. b. Qam. 83b–84a; cf. Midrash Sipra).
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yet the rabbinic literature also contains much detail about what sort of 
restitution, if any, one needed to make for having either injured and/
or humiliated another. The literature also speaks of the many ways in 
which one can injure and/or humiliate another, but the main examples 
are injuring the eye (which for the rabbis meant both damage as well 
as physical pain); slapping (which meant pained embarrassment); and 
garment-taking (which meant embarrassment).40 

a look at rabbinic texts clarifies that עין תחת עין never was understood in a 
literal sense but always as referring to monetary compensation.41

The behavior recommended in Matt 5:39 is to relinquish this right 
in some cases, not to go to court against an evildoer who caused one 
damage. The concrete example mentioned is getting involved in a fight. 
In accordance with biblical and rabbinic tradition, the ability to relin-
quish the right to compensation has its root in trust in God (Prov 20:22; 
b. Shabb. 88b; b. Git. 36b).42 The verse contains an ethical guideline, not a 
new legal ruling.43 “Matt 5:39b–41 describes metaphorically the extent of 
nonretaliation. one who has suffered insult and harm is called upon not 
just to tolerate what the evil assailant did to him. rather, by turning the 
other cheek … he should be willing to accept twice the amount of harm 
that was done to him.”44

In the babylonian talmud, a similar behavior is recommended by the 
rabbis: 

תנו רבנן הנעלבין ואינן עולבים שומעין חרפתן ואין משיבין עושין מאהבה ושמחין 
ביסורין עליהן הכתוב אומר )שופטים ה, לא( ואוהביו כצאת השמש בגבורתו

our rabbis taught: They who suffer insults but do not inflict them, who 
hear their disgrace and do not answer, who act from love and rejoice in 
chastisement, of such the Scripture says, “May your friends [lovers] be 
like the sun as it rises in its might” (Judg 5:31). (b. Git. 36b)

40. herbert W. basser, The Gospel of Matthew and Judaic Traditions: A Relevance-
Based Commentary, brla 46 (leiden: brill, 2015), 156.

41. luz, Evangelium nach Matthäus, 391.
42. Peter fiedler, Das Matthäusevangelium, thKnt 1 (Stuttgart: Kohlhammer, 

2006), 145–47.
43. luz, Evangelium nach Matthäus, 391.
44. reinhard neudecker, Moses Interpreted by the Pharisees and Jesus: Matthew’s 

Antitheses in the Light of Early Rabbinic Literature, Subbi 44 (rome: Gregorian & bibli-
cal, 2012), 105–6.
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This rabbinic interpretation creates an intertextual link to Judg 5:31, where 
the friends are contrasted with the enemies mentioned at the beginning of 
the verse: 

כן יאבדו כל־אויביך יהוה ואהביו כצאת השמש בגברתו ותשקט הארץ ארבעים 
שנה

 “So perish all your enemies, o lord! but may your friends be like the 
sun as it rises in its might.” and the land had rest forty years. (Judg 5:31 
nrSv)

The verse resembles חרפה in Job 16:10, cited above. reading lam 3:30 as 
an intertext for Matt 5:38–39 stresses the aspect of insult because it intro-
duces the moral aspect of striking the cheek as an expression of emotional 
and social insult: “The parallel of cheek/insults drives home the point that 
Matthew’s ‘striking the cheek’ is an expression of insult rather than physi-
cal damage.”45

Intertextuality characterizes rabbinic exegesis (and perhaps much of 
Jewish exegesis) in general: rabbinic exegesis has a special interest in and 
sensitivity to the interconnectedness of texts. It uses texts from the hebrew 
bible in different senses and contexts without reducing their meaning to 
one aspect.46 rabbinic intertextuality finds a balance in the tension between 
canonical criticism and intertextuality. having a special interest in and sen-
sitivity to the interconnectedness of texts, the rabbis use texts from different 
parts of the hebrew canon and bring them together in a new text. 

This network of texts relativizes the antithesis in Matt 5:38–39 and 
shows that this new testament text fits well in the framework of rabbinic 
exegesis. “It is sound to assume that at the time of the new testament the 
biblical lex talionis was not practiced according to its literal meaning and 
that physical harm to a person was settled by pecuniary penalties.”47 It is 
reasonable to understand the new testament discourse against the back-
ground of early Jewish and rabbinic interpretation of Scripture. Placing 
Matt 5:38–39 in a wider intertextual network than the cited text from the 
old testament shows that the “antithesis” is a rhetorical strategy. The rec-
ommended behavior is not as new as presented but has a firm basis in the 
hebrew bible (Isa 50:6; lam 3:25–33; Job 16:10) and in rabbinic literature.

45. basser, Gospel of Matthew and Judaic Traditions, 157.
46. alexander Samely, “art. Intertextualität Iv. Judaistisch,” LB, 303.
47. neudecker, Moses Interpreted by the Pharisees and Jesus, 100.
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Thus, the interpretation of lam 3:25–33 above opens windows to 
different intertexts within the hebrew bible, the new testament, and rab-
binic literature. reflecting different voices, the text is dialogic in itself. This 
dialogical character continues in later interpretations and is made visible 
via an intertextual approach.

Intertextuality and canonical criticism: conclusions

The concept of intertextuality sheds light on the network of texts in which 
every biblical text is situated. While it is often difficult to date texts exactly, 
against the background of intertextuality, the relationship between texts is 
seen as a mutual process. Intertextuality is a frame for describing inner-
biblical interpretation. Still, a remaining problem of intertextuality is the 
arbitrariness of relationships between texts: It is hard to define the borders 
of interpretation, and everything is possible. rabbinic intertextuality finds 
a balance of plurality without arbitrariness.

The concept of intertextuality, especially in its broad sense, has a tense 
relationship with the notion of a canon. Canon is a term with a christian 
background, developed in postbiblical times. combining intertextual-
ity with canonical criticism is a contradiction in itself. nevertheless, an 
intertextual approach increases awareness of the dialogue between voices 
within the bible, first within the hebrew bible/old testament and within 
the new testament separately. In a second step, the hebrew bible/old 
testament and the new testament can be read together in their related-
ness. The different voices relativize a contrasting relationship between the 
old and new testaments. Including the reader and reading communities, 
the concept of intertextuality makes visible the different possibilities for 
reading texts from the hebrew bible: “The canon serves as the frame for 
the production of meaning in the act of reading. It is a semiotic power 
that engages the reader in the manifold relations of the canon’s differ-
ent books.”48 canonical criticism can be useful in the broad sense of the 
word—not when it is restricted to the christian canon, but with regard to 
different canons. a combination of intertextuality and canonical criticism 
can serve as a background frame for the comparison between Jewish and 
christian approaches to the hebrew bible.

48. alkier, “reading the canon Intertextually,” 289.





Who Is Solomon? Intertextual readings of  
King Solomon in reception history

Susanne Gillmayr-Bucher

for centuries, biblical texts have inspired artists to create and shape their 
own works. biblical stories and characters have been retold, depicted, and 
staged countless times in christian, Jewish, and also Islamic traditions. 
This creative process modifies the biblical images, for example, by changing 
the features of the figures or adding new episodes to the narratives. hence, 
the tradition develops and broadens the motives and facets attached to 
biblical stories and characters. Such transformations are well-known from 
legends, but the arts also continue this process. That is why the under-
standing of biblical stories and in particular the characteristics of biblical 
figures change over the centuries. This special literary environment also 
affects the question of an intertextual relecture as it is not limited to two, 
nor even to any limited number of specified texts. The possible pretexts are 
countless and often not even identifiable. In the same way, dependencies 
become gradually blurred as it is no longer possible to ascertain the source 
of information for a specific reading. nonetheless, an intertextual reading 
of literary adaptations of biblical texts is still able to produce important 
insights and to point to mutual influences between reading biblical and 
literary texts.

In the following I present observations on how we may construct 
such an intertextual reading process and what impact it might have on 
the understanding and interpretation of the texts using the example of 
King Solomon. The reception history of Solomon shows a rich and diverse 

This essay is part of the research project “ruler, lover, Sage and Sceptic: recep-
tions of King Solomon” funded by the austrian Science fund. I would like to thank 
antonia Krainer from our project team for her suggestions and critical remarks on 
this paper.
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picture, making this biblical figure a suitable object of study. The diver-
sity of the images of King Solomon already starts in the biblical texts and 
grows rapidly in the tradition. as a consequence, it is barely possible to 
depict a distinctive portrait of Solomon. This figure is in constant danger 
to merge into the great imaginative space of images of kings and rulers. 
hence, Solomon might appear as just another legendary king, whose men-
tioning generates some interest but does not determine the character of 
the literary figure. In order to analyze and describe the intertextual read-
ing process and its impact on the interpretations of the various images of 
Solomon in biblical and literary texts, I will first focus on interfigurality as 
a special aspect of intertextual relations. Then I will turn to the history of 
the reception of biblical texts and outline this specific intertext. In a next 
step, I will suggest to (re)construct an intertextual reading with the aid of 
“blending theory” as developed by Gilles fauconnier and Mark turner. 
finally, an exemplary analysis of three poems on Solomon will show how 
such an intertextual reading may be applied.

Intertextuality and Interfigurality

Interrelations between figures are a special but quite important way to 
establish relations between different texts.1 There are numerous ways and 
a wide range of elements that may establish relations between literary 
figures, whereby proper names are among the most obvious ones. Quite 
similar to a quotation, a name uses and repeats a segment taken from a 
pretext within a subsequent text.2 once a name triggers the memory of 
another text, the readers start looking for similarities between the figures. 
The more unique the proper name is, the stronger the reference will be and 
the more intensely the readers will be searching for similarities. vice versa, 
a common name will only add a fleeting awareness of other literary fig-
ures bearing the same name. furthermore, if a figure reappears in another 
text, it is not necessarily certain that it really is the same figure, nor is it 
always possible to reidentify the same figure in a different text.3 Search-
ing for criteria to establish the identity of reoccurring literary figures, uri 

1. Wolfgang Müller, “Interfigurality: a Study on the Interdependence of literary 
figures,” in Intertextuality, ed. heinrich f. Plett, rtt 15 (berlin: de Gruyter, 1991), 101.

2. Müller, “Interfigurality,” 103.
3. See uri Margolin, “Introducing and Sustaining characters in literary narra-

tive: a Set of conditions,” Sty 21 (1987): 116.
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Margolin lists five minimal constitutive conditions under which literary 
characters can be introduced and sustained: (1) the figure has to exist in a 
work of literature; (2) it needs some unique traits to form a recognizable 
identity; (3) it must be unique in the text-world; (4) the figure has to form 
a paradigmatic unity—thus, its different traits must be coherent; and (5) it 
must be presented as a syntagmatic continuity. as such, its depiction needs 
continuity throughout diverse episodes, sequels, different books, and so 
forth.4 If (at least some of) these core features remain constant, a figure can 
be identified by the readers.

nevertheless, the figures and their characteristics may still vary sig-
nificantly if they appear in different works. Wolfgang Müller points out 
that if “an author takes over a figure from a work by another author into 
his own work, he absorbs it into the formal and ideological structure of 
his own product, putting it to his own uses, which may range from parody 
and satire to a fundamental revaluation or re-exploration of the figure 
concerned.”5 figures thus might take on a quite vivid “afterlife,” especially 
figures from well-known literature like the bible (the same holds true, 
for example, for figures from Greek mythology or classical literature). 
although they are recognizable throughout many transformations, these 
figures are not identical with their first appearances. 

If we apply these criteria to the biblical figure of King Solomon, the 
existence of the literary figure and its uniqueness is well established in 
1 Kings and the books of chronicles. his characterization is elaborate, 
although not unambiguous. In 1 Kings, Solomon is introduced as son of 
david, king of Israel, and builder of the temple. he is further portrayed 
as wisdom’s apprentice, a wise king and judge; he fears God but also is 
disloyal, building sanctuaries for foreign deities. as a king, he is portrayed 
as a benevolent ruler but also demands forced labor for his building proj-
ects. The appearance of this royal figure in other biblical books shows 
some variations. In the books of chronicles, the figure of King Solomon 
is easily recognizable. Its portrait is very similar to 1 Kings, although this 
Solomon is less complex, as he lacks all the negative traits. Three other 
biblical books mention Solomon only briefly. The Song of Songs intro-
duces Solomon as a figure of the text. The short references mention him 
as king; however, his role is reduced to a suitor in a love song. The book 
of ecclesiastes also points to Solomon and suggests that he is the lyrical 

4. Margolin, “Introducing and Sustaining characters in literary narrative,” 111–21.
5. Müller, “Interfigurality,” 107.
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speaker (eccl 1:12–2:26). however, the identification of Qoheleth with 
Solomon is not beyond doubt. The so-called royal fiction rather implies 
that Qoheleth identifies himself with Solomon as a thought experiment. 
The book of Proverbs refers to Solomon three times. he is mentioned in 
the headings of collections of proverbs (Prov 1:1; 10:1; 25:1), indicating 
that Solomon is the author (or editor) of these sayings. Thus, Solomon 
appears as an authority behind the narrating voice, the parent’s voice, or 
the voice of wisdom. however, the recognizability of Solomon as a literary 
figure is rather low, and it takes considerable efforts from the readers to 
find “Solomonic” traits or a Solomonic voice in these texts.6

The issue of the figure as a paradigmatic unity can be answered for 
1 Kings and the books of chronicles, while the other books provide only 
partial images of Solomon, adding or emphasizing some traits to the over-
all picture. The syntagmatic unity of the figure of King Solomon is also 
clearly recognizable in 1 Kings and the books of chronicles. despite some 
differences, Solomon’s most important achievements are presented in a 
similar way. While these books depict Solomon’s whole reign, the other 
references point to specific episodes (Song of Songs) or allude to Solo-
mon’s kingship (ecclesiastes) or his wisdom (Proverbs) in general.

to summarize, it can be noted that King Solomon is developed as 
a unique literary figure in 1 Kings and the books of chronicles. Most 
probably, the portrayal in chronicles already is an adaptation of 1 Kings, 
reshaping the image of the king according to its purpose. The other occur-
rences refer to these portraits as one, without differentiation.7 This points 
to a dynamic of a growing and expanding character. The figure of Solo-
mon is not recognized in a specific realization of one book. King Solomon, 
rather, is a character that changes continuously as new traits and aspects 
are added or modified. The different images are not passed on separately 
but rather combined. In this way, a complex figure with, in some instances, 
contradictive characteristics arises from the various portraits of Solomon. 
for the vast majority of artistic works, Solomon thus is a unique figure 
which includes an accumulation of character traits and skills. he is a great 
king and a wise judge (1 Kings, 1–2 chronicles), a wisdom teacher (Prov-

6. See Mathias Winkler, Das Salomonische des Sprichwörterbuchs: Intertextuelle 
Verbindungen zwischen 1Kön 1–11 und dem Sprichwörterbuch, hbS 87 (freiburg im 
breisgau: herder, 2017), 117–67.

7. The only exception is Sir 47:19–20 (lxx). Solomon’s devotion to his wives that 
brought him disgrace is only mentioned in 1 Kgs 11.
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erbs), a philosopher and skeptic (ecclesiastes), and allegedly wiser than all 
men but also a fool (Sirach). Solomon fears God but also builds sanctuaries 
for foreign deities; he is a benevolent king and an oppressor; furthermore, 
he is a lover (Song of Songs) and is drawn to women and also captivated by 
them (1 Kings, Sirach). In this way, Solomon’s biblical portrait as a whole 
becomes the pretext for later relectures, and not the different images of the 
single books.8

When the biblical texts are completed, the development of Solomon’s 
image does not stop. This becomes already obvious in the widespread leg-
ends in christian, Jewish, and Islamic tradition.9 These texts added many 
stories not known in the bible and thus enhanced the image of the great 
king. Subsequently, these stories and images became an integral part of 
Solomon’s image, just like the biblical stories. It is out of these traditions 
that artists attain the biblical knowledge they use, shape, and modify for 
their own works. The wide range of characteristics for the figure of Solo-
mon the artists may draw from results in widely divergent images of the 
biblical king. So, it happens that Solomon is a romantic lover in one novel 
and a womanizer or even a misogynist in others. he can be portrayed as 
the exemplary good king, a brutal dictator, or just another incompetent 
sovereign. In the same way, Solomon sometimes is extremely wise, some-
times unworldly and naive.

the reception of the texts

In the long history of interpretation and artistic adaptations, the biblical 
images of Solomon are constantly expanded and transformed.10 due to 
this ongoing change, defining a pretext in this process is a challenge. as 
all texts and all figures of Solomon leave their marks on the picture of 

8. later traditions explicitly try to combine the various aspects of Solomon into 
the image of one character by taking into account various changes in his life. So, for 
example, the differences in the books attributed to Solomon are explained by assign-
ing them to different stages of Solomon’s life. See august Wünsche, Der Midrasch Schir 
Ha-Schirim, bibrab 6 (leipzig: Schulze, 1880), 1, 9.

9. See Joseph verheyden, ed., The Figure of Solomon in Jewish, Christian and 
Islamic Tradition, tbn 16 (leiden: brill, 2013).

10. brennan W. breed further distinguishes between processes that expand and 
adapt the text in a creative way (he calls transmutations) and readings that express the 
capacities proper to the text. See his Nomadic Text: A Theory of Biblical Reception His-
tory, ISbl (bloomington: Indiana university Press, 2014), 133–34.
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Solomon within cultural memory, every new image and every reuse of the 
figure of Solomon draws on a wide variety of characteristics as it constructs 
its own version of this figure. The intertextual relations are not restricted 
to a text and specific pretext(s), but rather a given text relates to a cloud of 
pretexts. furthermore, musical adaptations or paintings may also contrib-
ute to Solomon’s image and thus function as a pretext. a new image of the 
figure of Solomon hence may be rooted in the biblical texts or a particular 
interpretation of these texts, but it may also emerge from a mere passing 
familiarity with the biblical figure and its manifold traditions.

nonetheless, as brennan W. breed points out, every new image of 
Solomon is based on this tradition and starts with an—at least—partial 
perception of it. In doing so, selections take place, as the process of reading 
and perceiving always narrows the potentials of texts and also other works 
of art. hence, every reading, seeing, or hearing reorganizes a text or an 
artwork and, as a consequence, each element of this pretext will embrace 
only a (very) limited range of its potentials.11 With regard to the totality 
of the interpretations and artworks dedicated to Solomon, the reception 
history appears as the story of the text’s capacities.12

although the receptions of King Solomon only form a very small sec-
tion of the intertext, as Julia Kristeva envisioned it, the large network of 
texts, artworks, and their relations mirror its complexity on a small scale.13 
focusing on such an overview, breed further points out that “by tracing 
readings from many diverse contexts, a reception historian can locate vari-
ous semantic nodes through which clusters of readings converge.”14 This 
suggestion offers a very helpful schema to organize the multitude of images 
and interpretations arising from biblical texts throughout the centuries.15

11. breed, Nomadic Text, 138.
12. breed, Nomadic Text, 140–41.
13. Julia Kristeva, Desire in Language: A Semiotic Approach to Language and Art, 

ed. leon S. roudiez, trans. Thomas Gora, alice Jardine, and leon S. roudiez (new 
york: columbia university Press, 1980), 64–91; Kristeva applied Mikhail M. bakhtin’s 
concept of dialogism to a discourse between all texts. She defines intertextuality as a 
characteristic feature of every text as every text is a mosaic of other texts. Intertex-
tuality, therefore, defines an open text; it is a through road and a semantic crossing 
of many texts. consequently, numerous combinations, relations, overlappings, and 
multiple meanings characterize every text.

14. breed, Nomadic Text, 140.
15. caroline vander Stichele suggests speaking of the impact of texts instead of 

their history, thus focusing on the “cultural impact of scriptures rather than on their 
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for Solomon, several such nodes can be established.16 The most 
obvious node is Solomon the king. at all times, people were interested 
in the image of a ruler, and they used Solomon as a role model in their 
reflections. depending on the perspective and interests of the inter-
preters, Solomon is portrayed as a benevolent and just ruler, a king of 
peace and thus a role model for other rulers, or as an inept sovereign 
and sometimes even a brutal dictator exploiting his people. a crucial 
part of Solomon’s kingship includes his building projects, especially the 
construction of the temple. In retelling this event, Solomon’s attitude 
toward his reign, his people, and, of course, God is reflected. frequently, 
Solomon’s religious conviction and performance are closely connected 
to the image of the king. Solomon might be depicted as a God-fearing, 
pious ruler but also as a skeptic; other stories tell of his apostasy and 
repentance. another very active node is Solomon’s wisdom. Starting 
with the summary in 1 Kgs 5:9–14, where Solomon’s wisdom surpasses 
that of all other people, this image is vastly expanded in the tradition. 
Subsequently, Solomon is not only able to talk about every possible 
topic, to rule justly in difficult court cases, and to solve any riddle, but 
he is also able to talk to everyone, humans and animals alike. further-
more, his knowledge might even exceed earthly wisdom and encompass 
magic, which in turn gives him power over the world of the demons. In 
addition, Solomon’s relationship to women is of wide interest and forms 
another such node. he is commonly depicted as a passionate lover, a 
womanizer, but also a misogynist.

It is evident that the well-established nodes for the reception of Solo-
mon comply with the most prominent activities of his biblical portrait: 
the image of the king who builds the temple, loves many women, and is 
wise beyond all measure forms the backbone of many artistic adaptations. 
Solomon’s character traits, however, are not clearly defined. In continua-
tion of the biblical diversity, later portraits freely modify his personality. 

history.” This proposal adds the aspect of interaction to breed’s nodes, as all (cultural) 
texts interact within the intertext. See caroline vander Stichele, “The head of John 
and Its reception, or how to conceptualize ‘reception history,’ ” in Reception History 
and Biblical Studies: Theory and Practice, ed. emma england and William J. lyons, 
lhbotS 615 (london: bloomsbury, 2015), 80.

16. for a more elaborate presentation, see elisabeth birnbaum, “Salomo in 
barock und Moderne: ein interdisziplinäres Kaleidoskop,” BArts 1 (2017): 1–25, espe-
cially 1–7.
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nonetheless, the constancy of some core elements guarantees the recog-
nizability of the biblical figure.

reading between the texts

When literary works recreate a biblical figure for the eyes of their contem-
porary readers, they offer them a new approach to traditional and biblical 
images. The intertextual reading that may be stimulated by such works 
bridges the chronological distance between their own time and earlier or 
biblical times, thus enabling the readers to see the biblical stories becoming 
transparent for their contemporary questions, and, vice versa, to interpret 
the artwork’s time in the light of a biblical figure and its (long) history. 
In this way, the worlds of the biblical stories and the literary or artistic 
work interact. They blend in the reading process as the readers construct 
meaning between different texts. new reading possibilities arise from the 
interplay of the texts, exceeding the given text and the pretexts alluded 
to. renate lachmann calls the crossing point of the texts an implicit text. 
This implicit text is a space where the given text and the absent texts inter-
sect; it is a place of interference of texts which have coded and conveyed 
cultural experiences as communicative experiences. This implicit text can 
only be defined approximately, as the space where a dynamic constitution 
of meaning occurs.17

If we want to take a closer look at how this dynamic space between 
the texts is constructed and how meaning is created, insights from cog-
nitive science are helpful. fauconnier and turner, for example, describe 
the process of how meaning is created in their well-received book, The 
Way We Think: Conceptual Blending and the Mind’s Hidden Complexities.18 
In biblical studies, their insights have been used for metaphorical studies 
in particular, but their approach is of course not restricted to figurative 
language. according to fauconnier and turner, “conceptual blending” 
is a “basic mental operation, highly imaginative but crucial to even the 
simplest kinds of thought.”19 explaining the concept of blending, fau-

17. renate lachmann, “ebenen des Intertextualitätsbegriffs,” in Das Gespräch, ed. 
Karlheinz Stierle and rainer Warnig, Ph 11 (München: Wilhelm fink verlag, 1984), 
133–38.

18. Gilles fauconnier and Mark turner, The Way We Think: Conceptual Blending 
and the Mind’s Hidden Complexities (new york: basic books, 2002).

19.  fauconnier and turner, Way We Think, 18.
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connier and turner show how it is possible to parse complex figures of 
thought into single, less complex concepts and to describe their different 
interactions in order to explain the new meaning such figures of thought 
offer. This approach works with a concept of different “spaces”: the start-
ing point is the so-called mental spaces, “small conceptual packets that 
are constructed as we think and talk.” These mental spaces, in turn, “are 
connected to long-term schematic knowledge called frames.”20 There are 
different kinds of mental spaces: the “generic space” contains the elements 
the input spaces have in common, and the “blended space” combines the 
input spaces and their frames and thus creates something new. blended 
spaces may, in turn, serve as input spaces in another blending process 
which results in a network of blends referred to as “megablend.”21 

If blending theory is applied to intertextual reading processes, it may 
provide new insights into how the implicit text in an intertextual reading 
emerges. I want to demonstrate this approach using the example of the 
description of Solomon’s wisdom in 1 Kgs 5:12–14 and Prov 1:1–5.

(1) The input space created in 1 Kgs 5:12–14 shows Solomon as a very 
wise man, a universal scholar, who is admired by all the kings of the earth. 
The corresponding frame is both the content and structure of knowl-
edge and its display and reception. The second input space displayed in 
Prov 1:1–5 presents King Solomon as a teacher of wisdom, who passes his 
knowledge on in his proverbs to all those who want to listen and learn. The 
corresponding frame is the content and structure of knowledge and the 
relation between teacher and pupil.

(2) When Prov 1 names King Solomon as writer of the proverbs, it 
takes up the image of the wise king in 1 Kgs 5 and expands it. nonetheless, 
both texts are quite similar as they share the concept of a wise man who 
has great knowledge, presents his knowledge, and is heard by others. These 
elements, common to both mental spaces, form the generic space.

There is yet another element the mental spaces of this example share, 
namely the figure of King Solomon. In this example from the biblical text, 
the figure of King Solomon is explicitly reintroduced in Prov 1:1 as Solo-
mon, son of david, king of Israel. Without this introduction, the points 
of reference would be too few to decide with certainty whether Solomon 
is the outlined author. like Margolin, fauconnier and turner reflect on 

20. fauconnier and turner, Way We Think, 40.
21. fauconnier and turner, Way We Think, 151.
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the recognizability of figures across different contexts and works. In prin-
ciple, they come to a quite similar conclusion: namely, that characters 
remain recognizable across different contexts and works because of some 
unchanging traits. according to the schema of blending theory, these ele-
ments are part of the generic space for that person, forming a personal 
character.22 Thus, “characters, like frames, are basic cognitive cultural 
instruments. We may dispute every aspect of their accuracy or legitimacy 
or invariance, or even their very existence, but cognitively we cannot do 
without them.”23

(3) combining the mental spaces does not reduce them to their 
common elements, but this process also creates something new, namely the 
blended space (the blend). The example of Prov 1:1–5 shows a compres-
sion of time, space, and identity as the writer of the proverbs is identified 
with King Solomon. furthermore, the different concepts of presenting 
and sharing wisdom are blended as the emphasis shifts from having and 
presenting wisdom to teaching and learning wisdom. also, the exclusive 
knowledge of 1 Kgs 5:13 makes way for proverbs and commonly shared 
wisdom. The blend thus modifies the image of Solomon: on the one hand, 
the authority of the wisdom teacher is strengthened by King Solomon’s 
fame. on the other hand, Solomon’s wisdom is also put into perspective; 
he is not only an instructor, but—as a typical wise man—he is also some-
one who is instructed.

Solomon the King throughout the centuries

Throughout the centuries, King Solomon has been used as a model for con-
temporary rulers. In doing so, Solomon’s exemplary reign, wisdom, and 
power are praised but also criticized. In the following, I will present three 
selected examples in order to show how Solomon’s intertextual portrait 
develops in reception history. The biblical texts portray Solomon as a suc-
cessful king who stabilizes the kingdom, inwardly and outwardly, so that 
peace is secured (1 Kgs 5:4, 18; 1 chr 22:9). an important element in the 
description of his reign is his descent from david. Solomon is the thriv-
ing successor. nonetheless, the depictions within 1 Kings and the books 
of chronicles show two different political interests. In 1 Kings, Solomon 

22. fauconnier and turner, Way We Think, 249–50.
23. fauconnier and turner, Way We Think, 250.
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has to prove himself as king, and although he achieves great things, he 
does not measure up to the image of his father. unlike this portrayal, the 
books of chronicles present a more static picture showing david and Solo-
mon together as the idealized beginning of the davidic dynasty.24 as far as 
domestic policy is concerned, the organization of the land (1 Kgs 4) and 
the building of the temple, palaces, and cities (1 Kgs 9:17–19) have to be 
mentioned. Solomon is presented as a powerful king who is able to enforce 
his will and to implement his ideas. regarding foreign policy, Solomon is 
portrayed as a well-known, respected, and admired king. In this way, the 
biblical portraits of 1 Kings and 2 chronicles correspond to the image of a 
great king. however, despite all his glory, Solomon’s image in 1 Kings also 
includes a darker side. not only does Solomon consolidate his power by 
destroying his (potential) enemies (1 Kgs 2), he also has to deal with politi-
cal adversaries (1 Kgs 11). his treaty with King hiram of tyre, the use of 
forced labor, and the construction of sanctuaries for foreign deities further 
add to an ambivalent portrayal. The self-critical references to Solomon in 
the book of ecclesiastes and the open criticism in the book of Sirach con-
tinue this critical trend, thus laying an ambiguous basis for later receptions.

Solomon the Model King

from the Middle ages to the renaissance, the so-called mirrors for princes 
instructed kings in the important virtues of a ruler.25 Therein, Solomon 
appears as a paragon for wisdom, the first of all royal virtues. frequently, 
Solomon is also mentioned in homages to a king, which compare a con-
temporary king with the biblical King Solomon and praise him as a new 
Solomon. In these examples, the character of Solomon remains mostly 
unchanged. The input spaces share the frame of kingship, thus creating a 
“mirror network,” a blend of spaces that have the same “organizing frame.”26 
time, space, and identity are compressed. The blend adds to the image of 
the contemporary king the aspects of excellence and distinctiveness. This, 

24. See Mark a. Throntveit, “The Idealization of Solomon as the Glorification of 
God in the chronicler’s royal Speeches and royal Prayers,” in The Age of Solomon: 
Scholarship at the Turn of the Millennium, ed. lowell K. handy, Shcane 11 (leiden: 
brill, 1997), 411–27.

25. Such texts were often composed at the accession of a new king, when a young 
and inexperienced ruler was about to come to power.

26. fauconnier and turner, Way We Think, 122–23.



252 Gillmayr-bucher

first of all, helps to justify the king’s reign. Implicitly, it also might raise 
the readers’ hopes or expectations that the king will prove to be a Solo-
monic king, providing peace and well-being for his people. for the king 
addressed in the text, it adds the request to satisfy this high requirement.

not all works portraying Solomon as an exemplary king are related 
to one specific ruler. Many rather refer to a common or ideal image of 
rulership of their time. a good example is the poem, “King Solomon and 
the ants,” by John Greenleaf Whittier (1807–1892).27 In this poem, he 
describes different ways to exercise a king’s power. he combines biblical 
and legendary elements to present Solomon as a role model for sovereigns. 
The poem starts with a description of the king riding out of Jerusalem with 
his entourage and the queen of Sheba. When their path approaches an 
anthill, Solomon overhears the ants’ worries, and he translates their words 
for the queen of Sheba (seventh stanza):

“here comes the king men greet 
as wise and good and just,
to crush us in the dust
under his heedless feet.”

The queen is quite surprised by these words, and this starts a dialogue with 
Solomon on the ideal behavior of a wise king (ninth to eleventh stanzas):

“o king!” she whispered sweet,
“too happy fate have they
Who perish in thy way
beneath thy gracious feet!

“Thou of the God-lent crown,
Shall these vile creatures dare
Murmur against thee where
The knees of kings kneel down!”

“nay,” Solomon replied,
“The wise and strong should seek
The welfare of the weak,”
and turned his horse aside.

27. John Greenleaf Whittier, The Vision of Echard and Other Poems (boston: 
houghton, osgood & co., 1878), 99.
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two totally different images of the relation between a king and his subjects 
are set side by side. While the queen of Sheba sets out an absolutist rule 
which is totally centered on the king, Solomon replies with the image of 
a king who cares for all creatures in his kingdom. Without further argu-
ment, the queen admits that Solomon’s attitude characterizes a truly wise 
king (thirteenth and fourteenth stanzas):

The jeweled head bent low;
“o king!” she said, “henceforth
The secret of thy worth
and wisdom well I know.”

“happy must be the State
Whose ruler heedeth more
The murmurs of the poor
Than flatteries for the great.”

This reaction of the queen of Sheba emphasizes Solomon’s portrait as a 
benevolent sovereign. She even declares this trait as the core of Solomon’s 
wisdom. The last stanza draws a general conclusion from the depicted 
events that once more highlights the central theme of a considerate ruler 
and, in this way, links a distant past and present times.

an intertextual reading of this poem has to consider two earlier pre-
texts. The most obvious reference is the biblical story of King Solomon as it 
is depicted in 1 Kings. The figures of King Solomon and the queen of Sheba 
and also the examination and approval of Solomon’s wisdom by the queen 
are common elements and form a generic space. The biblical portrait of 
Solomon is complemented by legendary images of Solomon, which add 
more mental spaces to the intertextual reading of this poem. These leg-
ends expanded the image of King Solomon’s wisdom. one widely known 
additional trait is his ability to understand the language of animals. This 
ability is a key feature of Solomon’s portrait in the poem; it is, however, not 
explained, indicating that this information is a widely known skill attrib-
uted to Solomon. another legend tells about Solomon’s encounter with an 
ant queen. In this episode, Solomon, who is shown as a ruthless king, wants 
to demonstrate his superiority, but the ant teaches him a lesson in humility.28

28. louis Ginzberg, Bible Times and Characters form Joshua to Esther, vol. 4 of The 
Legends of the Jews (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society of america, 1913), 163.
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In the blended space, the different portraits from these mental spaces 
come together and initiate a dynamic portrait of Solomon. The poem’s 
criticism of a ruthless king alludes to the critical voices on Solomon’s 
reign in 1 Kings, and the legend even strengthens the critical perspective. 
The legend uses the biblical frame of the king’s dispute with the queen of 
Sheba, blending the wise Solomon of 1 Kgs 10 with the traits of a despotic 
king. The image of the queen, Solomon’s dialogue partner, remains the 
same. like the queen of Sheba, the queen of ants is very wise. however, 
the schema of the dialogue—namely, the seemingly inferior queen of ants 
beating the arrogant king with her arguments—is a new development in 
the legend. 

Whittier’s poem, in turn, picks up the characters and the frames from 
the biblical story and the legend and presents Solomon in a very positive 
light. This twist could be read as a sequel or a response to the legend. The 
king of the poem is shown as a modest ruler, while the queen of Sheba, 
at first, is arrogant and heartless. She combines the image of the bibli-
cal queen and the legendary Solomon. What these two figures have in 
common is that they are powerful monarchs. The biblical queen of Sheba 
and the legendary Solomon are, however, input spaces governed by two 
different frames, one of which prevails in the blend.29 Thus, in the critical 
encounter between Solomon and the queen of Sheba, the roles shift, and 
Solomon now speaks against an arrogant and ruthless royal stance. The 
poem also modifies the dispute; instead of a heated argument, the dialogue 
unfolds very politely in the form of thesis, antithesis, and approval. While 
the legend only tells that King Solomon left abashed, the queen of Sheba 
is not humiliated but explicitly evaluates Solomon’s considerations for the 
weak and gives credit to his attitude. The relation between a benevolent 
and a ruthless ruler would be termed as “disanalogy” by fauconnier and 
turner, a relation which “is often compressed into change.”30 by changing 
her mind, the queen of Sheba proves to be a wise monarch who recognizes 
wisdom in others. In this way, her biblical portrait is confirmed, whereas 
Solomon’s image is restored. The focus on his considerate behavior alludes 
to the biblical image of security and welfare all people could enjoy during 
Solomon’s reign. hence, King Solomon is again approved as a paragon for 
all rulers.

29. The queen’s image in the poem is thus the type of blend referred to as a “sin-
gle-scope network” (fauconnier and turner, Way We Think, 126).

30. fauconnier and turner, Way We Think, 99.
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Solomon the despot

during the last two hundred years of Solomon’s literary reception, however, 
emphasizing only the positive aspects of his reign is the exception rather 
than the norm. Instead of a flawless sovereign, Solomon can be shown as 
a despot oppressing his people; as a failing king, a guilt-ridden ruler; or, 
especially in modern times, as a self-critical sovereign who knows about 
his strengths and weaknesses. from the tradition of Solomon the despot, 
I will briefly discuss two poems by heinrich heine (1797–1856) and Mat-
thias hermann (born 1958). both highlight the discrepancy between the 
king’s reputation and his rather cruel reign. These texts pick up the biblical 
image of Solomon as it is presented in 1 Kings and emphasize the cruel 
aspects of the king already implied there.

heine’s critical poem, “König david,” focuses on the royal succes-
sion.31 The first two stanzas introduce the theme of the poem, namely, the 
unchanging relationship between a ruler and his people:

lächelnd scheidet der despot,  Smiling still a despot dies,
denn er weiß, nach seinem tod for he knows, on his demise,
Wechselt Willkür nur die hände,  new hands wield the tyrant’s power—
und die Knechtschaft hat kein ende.  It is not yet freedom’s hour.32 

from the third stanza onwards, this common reflection is replaced by a 
biblical example, restaging the scene at the deathbed of King david. from 
the pieces of advice david gave his son Solomon, the one concerning Joab 
(1 Kgs 2:5–6) is chosen for this poem:

Sterbend spricht zu Salomo on his deathbed, david told
König david: apropos, his son Solomon: “behold,
daß ich Joab dir empfehle,  you must rid me, in all candor,
einen meiner Generäle.  of this Joab, my commander.

dieser tapfre General  captain Joab’s brave and tough
Ist seit Jahren mir fatal,  but he’s irked me long enough;

31. heinrich heine, Romanzero, vol. 3.1 of Historisch-kritische Gesamtausgabe der 
Werke, ed. Manfred Windfuhr (hamburg: hoffmann und campe, 1992), 40–41. The 
Romanzero was first published in 1851.

32. hal draper, The Complete Poems of Heinrich Heine: A Modern English Version 
(boston: Suhrkamp, 1982), 586.
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doch ich wagte den verhaßten  yet, however I detest him,
niemals ernstlich anzutasten.  I have never dared arrest him.

du, mein Sohn, bist fromm und klug,  you, my son, are wise, devout,
Gottesfürchtig, stark genug,  Pious—and your arm is stout;
und es wird dir leicht gelingen,  you should have no trouble sending
Jenen Joab umzubringen. Joab to a sticky ending.”33 

The biblical story presents david as a king who, at the end of his life, fears 
that some people might become a danger for the reign of his son. he thus 
explains to Solomon what causes his deep mistrust and asks him to watch 
these people closely, respectively, to eliminate them. david is characterized 
as a proactive and suspicious king, recognizing potential risks and remov-
ing them as a precautionary measure. he is further described as a ruler 
who tries to dictate his succession and to prevent struggles for the throne. 

heine’s poem presents King david as a king who, despite his power, 
feels quite uneasy about Joab and thus asks Solomon to eliminate him. at 
first sight, the texts show a broad consensus in their characterization of the 
figures of david and Solomon. The generic space includes david, a powerful 
monarch, who urges his son to follow his example. however, an intertextual 
reading of the two texts also reveals the differences. The poem uses a differ-
ent frame which prevails in the blend, thus creating a single-scope network. 
The biblical image of the king is modified in two ways: on the one hand, it 
enhances david’s image as a ruthless despot, and on the other hand, it high-
lights the aspect that david is afraid of Joab. While the biblical frame points 
out a political necessity for the king’s instruction, heine’s david does not 
recount Joab’s actions and thus justify his mistrust. rather, he only points 
out that he detests his captain but does not dare to confront him. In this 
way, the seemingly justified anxiety of david in the biblical text is exposed 
as a merciless struggle for power. Thus, heine’s criticism of rulers modifies 
the image of the biblical king by emphasizing hints already present in the 
biblical texts. In turn, presenting david with the attitude of a contemporary 
ruler suggests that such a behavior is nothing new but typical for monarchs, 
past and present. The blending of the biblical david with heine’s david thus 
reveals the true image of a despot. In this way, the generalization offers a 
disguise of heine’s criticism of contemporary rulers.

33. draper, The Complete Poems, 586–87.
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besides david, both texts also introduce Solomon as david’s succes-
sor on the throne. In 1 Kgs 2:1–9, david urges Solomon to prove himself 
a capable ruler by being strong and keeping God’s commandments (vv. 
2–3). regarding special cases, he also asks him to act according to his 
wisdom—to find a just solution to the problems (vv. 6, 9). While the abili-
ties david attributes to Solomon in the biblical text express david’s hope 
that Solomon will live up to this image and fulfill the tasks, the poem lists 
almost the same attributes and skills as a description. david calls Solomon 
pious, God-fearing, clever, and strong, and he reckons this combination 
as a good condition for one specific task. In this way, the poem modifies 
the task Solomon is given. The focus is not on being a strong and wise 
ruler who knows how to remain in power but on the elimination of Joab. 
This depiction blurs the boundaries between actions that may be justifi-
able from a political perspective and an assassination. again, heine’s poem 
exploits the critical hints of the biblical text from a contemporary per-
spective and presents a quite unfavorable image of Solomon. In the blend, 
Solomon, like King david, turns into the image of a typical despot.

another example in this tradition is the poem “Salomo” by hermann. 
like heine, hermann’s poem uses the biblical portrait of Solomon in 1 Kgs 
1–3 as a disguise for his critique on a contemporary political situation, in 
this case on the political system of the former German democratic repub-
lic. In his poem, hermann uses the stream of consciousness technique to 
present the readers an insight into Solomon’s thoughts:

um sattelfest zu  In order to sit firmly
Sitzen auf dem dawidberg,  on david’s mountain,
fällte ich 3 todesurteile.  I passed three death sentences.
die fabelhaften richtersprüche The fabulous judgements
Werden von meinem are being praised
Schmeichlervölkchen gepriesen, by my flattering people,
um mich einzulullen, in order to lull me,
auf daß ich nicht so that I will not
Weiter fälle render any more
Salomonische urteile.34  Solomonic verdicts.35

34. Matthias hermann, 72 Buchstaben: Gedichte (frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 1989).
35. translated by antonia Krainer.
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like heine, hermann uses the critical hints in Solomon’s biblical por-
trait as a starting point for his image. however, he does not focus on one 
death sentence but more generally on Solomon’s jurisdiction. The narra-
tion in 1 Kgs 2–3 presents quite different verdicts. nonetheless, they are 
all presented as examples of Solomon’s wisdom. he is the wise king who is 
able to maintain political and social stability by his just ruling. although 
there are some nuances, Solomon’s positive image dominates within the 
biblical context. The poem, however, presents Solomon’s thoughts from 
the perspective of the late-twentieth century and thus from a time which 
condemns the radical elimination of political opponents. furthermore, 
it combines the politically motivated death sentences (1 Kgs 2) with the 
people’s reaction to Solomon’s decision in the dispute between the two 
mothers over the living and the dead infant (1 Kgs 3:16–28). The death 
sentences are presented as “Solomonic verdicts,” which the people fearfully 
praise. by skipping the narration of the two women, the poem represses 
positive allusions and instead strengthens Solomon’s negative image. This 
tendency is further enhanced by the stream of consciousness technique. In 
this way, the poem creates the impression of a cynical and scheming ruler 
who has little regard for his people.

The generic space of these two texts includes a ruler who has absolute 
control of jurisdiction and who is praised and feared by his people. fur-
thermore, the outline of the royal behavior is similar, but there are great 
differences in the evaluation of these actions due to the different cultural 
contexts. Within the frame of the biblical text of 1 Kings, the absolute juris-
diction is not only an integral part of Solomon’s reign but a main cause for 
his praise. In contrast, the frame presented by the poem emphasizes that 
absolute jurisdiction only leads to an abuse of power.

In the blended space, the poem’s frame prevails. Its claim to reveal 
Solomon’s thoughts modifies the perception of the biblical text. Thus, 
Solomon’s positive biblical image is deconstructed, and, again, he appears 
as an example of a ruthless dictator. The compression of time gives the 
impression that the present is a mirror image of the past.

The tradition of such critical images of Solomon deprives this bibli-
cal figure of its positive exemplary function.36 Such images emphasize the 
contrast between the official image of a glamorous and peaceful king as 

36. The most well-known example of a biblically embellished critique on the 
political situation in the former German democratic republic is probably Stefan 
heym’s novel, The King David Report (london: Quartet book, 1977).
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presented in the biblical texts and the people’s experience of oppression 
and abuse of power, suggesting that a critical look reveals the dark side of 
a totalitarian rule. In contrast to earlier critical images of Solomon, these 
poems do not deliver a warning or urge the king to avoid such behav-
ior. They rather deconstruct any absolutistic power. In this way, Solomon’s 
reign appears as unavoidable evil, but the only way to revolt is to gain 
insight, to recognize the true nature of the political power, and therewith 
to deny the rule its justification.

Summary

The reception history of King Solomon includes a wide variety of royal 
images. focusing on the aspect of Solomon the king, the biblical figure 
usually is clearly recognizable by its proper name and its role as a mon-
arch. all other characteristics, however, may vary. This also applies to all 
other biblical figures related to Solomon. The literary texts develop these 
common elements freely and adapt the biblical figures and their actions 
to relevant political challenges of their own time. although the figures are 
recognizable, their storyline unfolds in different frames.

an intertextual reading reveals not only the differences between the 
biblical pretext and a later literary text but pays close attention to the new 
images, developing from the combination of both texts. as a model to 
describe such an intertextual reading, the model of blending with its dif-
ferent stages as developed by fauconnier and turner proves to be helpful 
since it allows (re)constructing the reading process. In addition, it also 
recognizes the mutual modification of the reading of the biblical and the 
literary texts in this process. furthermore, an intertextual reading consid-
ers not only the biblical pretext but also other texts in the reception history. 
It attaches great importance to these traditions and takes the memory of 
texts in their intertextual allusions seriously.





Writing fanfic: Intertextuality in Isaiah and  
christopher columbus’s Libro de las Profecías

Steed Vernyl Davidson

In the lead up to the quincentenary of christopher columbus’s voyages in 
1992, columbian scholars discovered two aspects of columbus’s biography 
that received little attention over the centuries: columbus as a writer and, 
secondly, a reader of biblical texts.1 These two roles came into sharp focus 
among a limited range of scholars. few biblical scholars explored colum-
bus’s reliance upon biblical texts or his extensive compilation of biblical 
material intended to serve as the basis for an epic poem that, prior to his 
death, never materialized. The limited works that explored the connec-
tion between columbus and the bible analyzed columbus as a reader and 
interpreter of biblical texts.2 In his writings, columbus exhibits moderate 
competence in the use of the available exegetical skills that leads John v. 
fleming to refer to him as an “ ‘amateur’ exegete, a kind of hermeneutical 
auto-didact.”3 despite the eccentric and millenarian aspects of columbus’s 
interpretations of the bible, and what to the world has been characterized 
as a daring scientific mind, alain Milhou views him as largely conservative 

1. for a comprehensive treatment on columbus’s writings that pays attention 
to the full range of his concerns, see Margarita Zamora, Reading Columbus, lalc 9 
(berkeley: university of california Press, 1993).

2. See hector avalos, “columbus as biblical exegete: a Study of the libro de las 
Profecías,” in Religion in the Age of Exploration: The Case of Spain and New Spain, ed. 
bryan f. le beau and Menahem Mor (omaha, ne: creighton university Press, 1996), 
59–80; John v. fleming, “christopher columbus as Scriptural exegete,” in Biblical 
Hermeneutics in Historical Perspective: Studies in Honor of Karlfried Froehlich on His 
Sixtieth Birthday, ed. Mark S. burrows and Paul rorem (Grand rapids: eerdmans, 
1991), 173–83; and Jean-Pierre ruiz, Readings from the Edges: The Bible and People on 
the Move (Maryknoll, ny: orbis books, 2011), 123–35.

3. fleming, “christopher columbus as Scriptural exegete,” 179.
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and mostly orthodox in his exegesis and actually not ranging that far afield 
from prevailing millenarian thought.4 Writings attributed to columbus 
indicate not so much the renaissance man of the popular Western imagi-
nation but rather a deeply medieval thinker.

Popular treatments of columbus’s biography make it easy to under-
estimate the role the bible and religion played in his pursuit of a marine 
route to asia. although his conservative brand of biblical exegesis is not 
pervasive in all of his writings, neither is it incidental to his formation as 
thinker, navigator, and resident of fifteenth-century Spain. at the same 
time, Milhou credits columbus with providing a new combination of old 
elements to ensure the funding and support he needed for his nautical 
project. from all indications, columbus’s project was not only a naviga-
tional or scientific endeavor but also a sectarian religious venture.5 his 
writings reveal how columbus relied upon the bible and interpretations 
of biblical texts as much as upon scientific insights to guide his navigation 
of sea routes. In this regard, columbus represents the medieval trend to 
read both books of God—the bible and nature. That he saw no contra-
dictions between these two sources but in fact used them seamlessly to 
articulate the purposes of his voyages and, arguably, his life makes colum-
bus a generative source not simply of biblical interpretation but biblical 
productivity. although seen as separate functions, in this essay—with the 
help of intertextual studies—I think of columbus as a writer and a reader 
of biblical texts as a single function to situate him in the generation of new 
meaning in biblical texts. 

The bible occupies an increasingly large space among the collection 
of columbian writings over time. The trove of columbian texts includes 
“letters, memoranda, annotations, and ship-board logs.”6 While his early 

4. alain Milhou, Colon Y Su Mentalidad Mesianica: En El Ambiente Franciscani-
sta Español (valladolid, Spain: Seminario americanista de la universidad de vallado-
lid, 1983), 8.

5. The journal of the first voyage largely contains several christian pieties. how-
ever, its framing as a document in its prologue written for the Spanish crown to assert 
the evangelical purposes of the voyages means that at several turns in the text the 
possibilities of converting “those lands of India … to our holy faith” appears. John 
cummins, The Voyage of Christopher Columbus: Columbus’ Own Journal of Discovery, 
Newly Restored and Translated (new york: St. Martin’s, 1992), 81. 

6. Millie Gimmel, “christopher columbus (1451–20 May 1506),” in Sixteenth–
Century Spanish Writers, ed. Gregory b. Kaplan, dlb 318 (detroit: Thomson Gale, 
2006), 35. delno c. West and august Kling detail the collection of writings to include: 
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writings prior to the voyages reveal at best a standard christian piety that 
quotes sections of the bible, his literary output beginning with the letter 
to the Spanish crown on the return from the first voyage in 1493 and 
reaching a high point after the third voyage reflects a strong millenarian, 
messianic, and missionary turn, particularly in the use of biblical texts.7 
his most notable literary output—notable for its size and scope rather 
than being an impactful original work—is his compilation of Las Libro 
de las Profecías. This work at best falls into the category of curation, yet 
careful and purposeful curation as an act of “meaning-making.”8 While 
columbus may have intended a different genre outcome for the com-
pilation of works in Libro—a rewrite of Seneca’s Tragedy of Medea—the 
resulting work has a different relationship with its sources than that of 
citations, copies, or even imitation.9 The extended collection of scriptural 
texts along with extracts from religious writings may resemble in its form 
an overly pious sacred text; however, Libro in its use of scriptural genres 
can also be described as fan fiction. The term fan fiction as used here is not 
overly preoccupied with the exact replication of genres—either ancient 
or modern, fictive or not. Though genre imitation and replication prove 
useful conceits for fan fiction to presume the readers’ familiarity, the gen-
eration of new meaning from existing texts serves as one of its core goals. 
as a form of intertextuality, fan fiction aptly captures the ardor associated 
with the meaning in the various works used and the reproduction of new 

“over eighty letters, memoranda, supply lists, and miscellaneous documents,” exten-
sive coverage of the third and fourth voyages, his will, marginal notes in his books 
along with Libro de las Profecías and the Book of Privileges. They also note several other 
pieces of nonextant works along with others of doubtful provenance. West and Kling, 
The Libro de las Profecías of Christopher Columbus, colQuin 2 (Gainesville: university 
of florida Press, 1991), 25.

7. Zamora notes the clear absence of any evangelical purpose in “capitulaciones 
de Santa fe,” dated april 17, 1492, a text from the Spanish crown to columbus that 
scholars describe as “an imperialistic text” (Zamora, Reading Columbus, 27). however, 
columbus in his response to that letter does include an evangelical purpose for his 
voyage (Zamora, Reading Columbus, 33). catherine Keller suggests that “relación” of 
the third voyage marks an identifiable shift where the millennial impulses surpass the 
economic motives (Keller, “columbus/colon,” EMMM, 99). 

8. davina lopez, “curational reflections: on rhetorics of tradition and Inno-
vation in biblical Scholarship,” in Present and Future of Biblical Studies: Celebrating 
Twenty-Five Years of Brill’s Biblical Interpretation, ed. tat-siong benny liew, bibInt 161 
(leiden: brill, 2018), 74. 

9. avalos, “columbus as biblical exegete,” 73.
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meaning from those works. In this essay, I use the term to illustrate how 
intertextuality represents the way readers actively engage literary works 
in order to construct meaning that results in new work. from my per-
spective, intertextuality is more than simply the use of another work but 
an engaged production of meaning. In this case, Libro sets out to commu-
nicate how the bible describes the eschatological future of the conversion 
of the world and Spain’s role in the recapture of Jerusalem.10 to achieve 
this goal requires appropriating textual sources in order to utilize, extend, 
and emphasize their embedded meanings and ideologies in new works in 
the way fan fiction does.11

fan fiction as a form of intertextuality offers possibilities to analyze 
the intertextual use of biblical material. In this regard, as an active engage-
ment with source material such as the bible, fan fiction as a contemporary 
genre illustrates the importance of authors as readers of texts and their 
interaction and productive work with the ideologies embedded in those 
texts. The study of fan fiction brings to intertextuality studies the removal 
of privilege from a source text as a “valued original.”12 fan fiction does 
not view works that engage with that source as derivative and therefore 
of lesser value, but instead pays attention to how authors interact with 
previous works in order to generate new products. although enjoying its 
own classification as a genre, my interest in fan fiction in this essay goes 
beyond matters of genre classification. Instead, I am more attuned to how 
fan fiction operates as curation and, therefore, how the “arrangements and 
emphases” of the new work provide more fruitful sites for exploration.13 
This exploration, though, requires as much attention to the producer as to 
the produced text. Investigating the dynamic work of collection, rearrange-
ment, and generation of new meaning from previous works into new ones 
presumes a living author, contrary to the poststructuralist notion of the 
death of the author. fan fiction studies recognizes how authorial agnosti-
cism advantages authors already wielding social benefits and access to the 
production of literature—benefits and access that accrue from their race, 

10. West and Kling, Libro de las Profecías, 81.
11. Kristina busse, Framing Fan Fiction: Literary and Social Practices in Fan Fic-

tion Communities (Iowa city: university of Iowa Press, 2017), 142.
12. Mireia aragay, “reflection to refraction: adaptation Studies Then and 

now,” in Books in Motion: Adaptation, Intertextuality, Authorship, ed. Mireia aragay 
(amsterdam: rodopi, 2005), 12. 

13. lopez, “curational reflections,” 76.
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gender, sexuality, and so on—while disadvantaging marginalized authors. 
as such, fan fiction advocates for attention to the authors of texts. Split-
ting the difference between the tyranny of the author over the meaning of 
a text and the death of the author, Mireia aragay and Gemma lópez offer 
the idea of the author “in rememoriam.”14 Similarly, Kristina busse uses the 
notion of the “return of the author” not as a means to solve questions of 
intentionality but instead to shine light on the ethos of the author.15 This 
modification of roland barthes’s influential theory leaves sufficient room 
to observe the impact of the author’s production of new texts without 
vesting that new text—and, in particular, its meaning—as exclusively that 
of the author. further, while an authorial focus does not set out to prove 
intention, this focus requires ethical attention to the intertextual relation-
ships between several works.

like several biblical texts, establishing clear authorship of colum-
bian texts can prove complex. despite my assertion of columbus as an 
author, the extant textual corpus of Libro represents layers of editing that 
can be attributed to a range of persons such as bartolomé de las casas, 
father Gaspar Gorrico, ferdinand columbus at thirteen years old, as 
well as various editors and translators.16 While columbus as a historical 
person is not too far from the concerns of this essay, my ultimate goal 
rests with examining the intertextuality with biblical and columbian 
texts for the generated new meanings and ideologies of those texts. Inter-
textuality between Isaiah and Libro forms the limits of this essay. I begin 
by situating intertextuality as a form of recycling of texts where mean-
ing and ideology are fluid in ways that make for the unfinalizability of 
texts. This assertion leads next to an examination of Libro as fan fiction, 
with the attention to columbus as an author. an outline of the intertexts 
between Isaiah and Libro follows next, focused on four major themes: 
global geography, the conversion of foreigners, the wealth of the nations, 
and the divine imperium. The essay ends by looking at how Libro pro-
duces new meaning for Isaiah as a christian text in relation to prophecy, 
christian imperialism, and acpocalypticism. 

14. Mireia aragay and Gemma lópez, “Inf(l)ecting Pride and Prejudice: dialo-
gism, Intertextuality and adaptation,” in Books in Motion: Adaptation, Intertextuality, 
Authorship, ed. Mireia aragay (amsterdam: rodopi, 2005), 202, emphasis original.

15. busse, Framing Fan Fiction, 27.
16. West and Kling, Libro de las Profecías, 81; Gimmel, “christopher colum-

bus,” 35.
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Intertextuality as recycling

recycling provides new use for old material. Intertextuality is a form of 
textual recycling not of discarded texts or texts deemed useless in one 
space that find new value in another. rather, intertextuality as a form of 
recycling represents the use of textual material that generates some form 
of meaning in one work being deployed for similar or different meaning 
in another. as a form of reuse of previous material, intertextuality at best 
demonstrates the impact of that material, whether as a valid insight or 
one worthy of contestation. aragay and lópez refer to intertextuality as a 
form of “cultural recycling” to indicate how meanings are sustained and 
transmitted across several works.17 In their thinking, intertextuality makes 
authors into mediators of meaning, where texts are not situated into dis-
crete moments of “before-after hierarchies.” In other words, new works 
neither displace old works nor supplant the meanings of older works. 
Instead, intertextual works exist together in similar cultural spaces that 
disrupt the debates regarding synchrony and diachrony. The intertexts 
between Isaiah and Libro mean that rather than Isaiah exerting a towering 
influence and determining the meaning of what columbus produced in 
Libro, columbus freely deploys Isaiah for unique purposes, and colum-
bus’s work in turn affects Isaiah. aragay and lópez speak of this dual and 
dynamic relationship between texts as “inf(l)ection” since what can be 
regarded as the source text, in this case Isaiah, “is neither hermetic, nor 
self-sufficient, not a closed system.”18

Thinking of intertextuality as recycling regards texts and their mean-
ings as fluid. Since meaning is not fixed into texts requiring a single 
interpretation, or the monologism that Mikhail M. bakhtin critiques, 
but instead texts participate in dialogism (bakhtin) or ambivalence (Julia 
Kristeva) or exist as sirens and echo chambers (harold bloom), not only 
is meaning unstable but also unfinalized. Intertextuality as recycling rec-
ognizes that the fluid nature of texts gives them generative capacities. as 
poststructuralists such as Kristeva would have it, meaning does not merely 
inhere in texts since texts simply house unfinished ideas that require read-
ers to generate meaning for these ideas and to, as Graham allen puts it, 
“step into the production of meaning.”19 readers equally as writers perform 

17. aragay and lópez, “Inf(l)ecting Pride and Prejudice,” 202.
18. aragay and lópez, “Inf(l)ecting Pride and Prejudice,” 203.
19. Graham allen, Intertextuality, ncI (london: routledge, 2000), 34.
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critical roles in the production and generation of texts. capturing the idea 
of the “joint production” that occurs in communication—mostly spoken, 
but the same holds for written texts—deborah tannen draws attention to 
the active nature of both parties and uses the terms “interlocutors” and 
“interactants” rather than “speaker” or “listener.”20 The competence of the 
reader to function as a writer should not distract from the point of reading 
as an engaged activity that at times results in the generation of new writ-
ing. fan fiction as intertextuality illustrates the interactive use of meaning 
among related works. 

fan fiction as a form of writing destabilizes the eighteenth-century, 
Western creation of the author. The creation of the author not only intro-
duces copyright and other legal considerations but also heightens “the 
myth of originality.”21 In this social context, works are easily classified into 
those deserving of attention (high art, original works, innovative) and 
those seen as mere knock-offs. Intertextuality studies have shown that “all 
texts are necessarily criss-crossed by other texts.”22 This realization helps 
shift the critical inquiry away from the work and its author as tightly cir-
cumscribed products with limited and controlled interaction with broader 
social and cultural sources to a more expansive understanding of genealo-
gies of texts. bloom’s sweeping view that a “text is a relational event” that 
allen summarizes as “all texts are inter-texts,” although not getting at the 
economics and politics of the modern publishing world, raises awareness 
of textual productions such as fan fiction that are overt about their rela-
tional nature.23 The temptation to dismiss fan fiction easily as just imitative 
misses how authors actively engage texts as readers to the point of produc-
ing new works. andré carrington’s analysis of how fan fiction serves as 
a developmental step for science fiction writers indicates the generative 

20. deborah tannen, Talking Voices: Repetition, Dialogue, and Imagery in Con-
versational Discourse, 2nd ed, SIS 26 (cambridge: cambridge university Press, 2007), 
9. Theorists such as barthes temper such generous views in the distinction they make 
between readers and critics, where readers engage stable meanings while critics seek 
out the unstable meanings. even further, barthes distinguishes between texts that are 
capable of production by readers and those that are not. for more on “readerly” and 
“writerly” texts, see allen, Intertextuality, 76–89.

21. busse, Framing Fan Fiction, 21.
22. Judith Still and Michael Worton, “Introduction,” in Intertextuality: Theories 

and Practices, ed. Judith Still and Michael Worton (Manchester: Manchester univer-
sity Press, 1990), 30.

23. allen, Intertextuality, 136.
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capacities of texts and readers of various sorts of texts like the bible: “every 
interpretive act is an act of authorship, and every act of authorship is an 
act of interpretation.”24

for the writers of fan fiction, the focus is not so much on the creation 
of new texts but participating in the construction of meaning. drawing 
out the ideologies in texts as well as engaging the ideological tools of 
popular works form key features of fan fiction.25 Therefore, fan fiction 
represents conscious acts of interpretation and meaning-making that, 
unlike forms of imitative literature, do not seek to displace their origi-
nal work. Judith Still and Michael Worton, in their articulation of the 
relationship between imitations and original works, point out how new 
works attempt to finish the original but also to substitute for the origi-
nal as “the pre-text of the ‘original.’ ”26 Their idea of how closely related 
works exist in complementary relationships is useful for understanding 
how fan fiction operates, even though I do not view fan fiction as merely 
imitative art. at the same time, they also construe a restrictive socio-
cultural space that does not allow the coexistence of multiple works, 
particularly work that critically engages and builds new meaning from 
a presumed original. The assumption of sociocultural spaces where a 
single, perhaps normative or even canonical, text serves as the defining 
authority encourages the consideration of works like fan fiction or even 
alternative knowledge texts as marginalized texts. as a cultural produc-
tion, fan fiction already exists outside normative social structures in part 
by the daring subversion of the role and privilege of the author. There-
fore, in terms of production, circulation, and consumption, fan fiction 
thrives in communities familiar with the original text but, importantly, 
open to ongoing conversations and construction of meaning across 
multiple texts. as an act of cultural recycling, fan fiction demonstrates 
how multiple works—the canonical text transformed to an open source 
text, the insurgent text granted authoritative status—coexist in a culture, 
similar to how carrington insists that the marginality and popularity of 
blackness “coincides as names for multiple facets of the same cultural 
phenomenon.”27

24. andré carrington, Speculative Blackness: The Future of Race in Science Fiction 
(Minneapolis: university of Minnesota Press, 2016), 9.

25. carrington, Speculative Blackness, 9; busse, Framing Fan Fiction, 7.
26. Still and Worton, “Introduction,” 7.
27. carrington, Speculative Blackness, 14.
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The recycling metaphor may conjure images of noncompetence and 
other socioeconomic presumptions associated with persons who thrive 
upon recycled material. however, thinking of recycling as a commonplace 
practice in an age of limited primary resources where almost anything 
needs to be built out of recycled material, then cultural recycling seems 
normative at all levels of cultural productions, given the type of constraints 
on originality that bloom observes. fan fiction provides a way for me to 
talk about columbus as a writer of scriptural texts. My claim here is that 
Libro does more than simply use or reference Isaiah but that it reproduces 
Isaiah and other prophetic texts to function as a contemporary instantia-
tion of prophetic literature. In this regard, Libro does more than imitate 
prophetic texts but stakes bold claims about columbus and the voyages 
in relation to a grand divine plan. In other words, I view columbus as a 
fan of prophetic texts, reproducing those texts in a way that today we can 
regard as fan fiction. yet, columbus hardly seems to be the stereotypical 
insurgent or marginalized voice that populates fan fiction spaces. despite 
the numerous privileges that accrue to columbus, both in his lifetime and 
afterwards, columbus as the nonexpert, untrained amateur in the field 
of biblical exegesis comes close to the portrait of the modern fan fiction 
author. calling attention to his limited skill with biblical exegesis does not 
reduce the ethical implications of the meaning and ideologies embedded 
in his works. The engagement with Isaiah and the resultant embedding of 
meanings and ideologies in Libro amounts to the overt intertextuality that 
characterizes fan fiction.

So far, I have argued for columbus as a writer of specific works. My 
comments now may amount to killing the author. The death of colum-
bus as author responds to two important considerations. The question of 
columbus as a writer is as fraught as the claim of Isaiah as a writer of 
the canonical book. The editorial work of las casas as well as others in 
the shaping and preservation of the trove of columbian texts appears too 
clear to ignore. In the case of Libro, columbus’s guidance can be seen, but 
other writers explicitly declare their hands. anxieties regarding a single 
identified author, current in much modern reading, take me to the second 
consideration: the ethos of the author. busse proposes that since concerns 
about author identity tend to betray interests in establishing authorial 
intentionality, the return of the author should take the form of authorial 
ethos. ethos broadens the scope of consideration beyond the author as a 
single individual and instead examines the world that produces the indi-
vidual “as a historical, political, national, social, gendered, and sexed being 
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who writes and is read within particular contexts and against specific his-
toricopolitical and socioeconomic events.”28 Therefore, acknowledging the 
corporate nature of columbian texts operating from the perspective of the 
author’s ethos enables me to view these texts as representative of the broad 
worldview that was not unique to columbus but also embraced by those 
who perpetuated his original ideas and expanded upon them with their 
own. In other words, while Libro may not be an entirely original work to 
columbus, as a curation it reflects a strain of thought to which columbus 
subscribed and helped to perpetuate in various forms. I use columbus, 
therefore, as shorthand for the multiple hands that produced Libro.

Libro as fan fiction

Making some of my argument work in this essay requires establishing 
columbus as a writer in relation to a particular community. While I return 
to the notion of columbus as writer in relation to the extant columbian 
texts, I deal first here with the way his textual output participates in the 
literary and religious cultures of his day. My approximation of Libro as fan 
fiction rests upon the importance of the community as the site through 
which the type of cultural recycling or intertextuality occurs. texts are 
communal in nature, whether in the actual face-to-face encounters they 
stimulate or the gatherings of flesh-and-blood readers who construct 
meaning out of their words or in the genealogies of conversations with 
past and future works. even though most of the columbian texts are 
directed to the small audience of two—the king and queen of Spain—the 
circulation of these works at the time of their writing and since then points 
to an even larger audience that requires attention.29 as an overt form of 
intertextuality, fan fiction highlights how the audience’s familiarity with 
ongoing conversations enables the generation of new material as well as 
the circulation of meaning. delineating the precise audience for colum-
bus’s writings poses challenges not only because these can be so defuse, 

28. busse, Framing Fan Fiction, 27.
29. Gimmel, “christopher columbus,” 36. The document put in circulation as 

columbus’s letter to the Spanish crown reporting his first voyage at the early part of 
1493 was first printed in Spanish in March, and by april it was translated into latin 
with several other productions in various formats later that year. elizabeth Moore 
Willingham, The Mythical Indies and Columbus’s Apocalyptic Letter: Imagining the 
Americas in the Late Middle Ages (brighton: Sussex academic, 2016), 240. 
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but trying to categorize cultures and subcultures of the period can lead 
to distortions. at the risk of oversimplification, I focus on columbus as a 
writer to an audience steeped in the thought forms of the medieval period 
attempting to conform new knowledge, particularly of the world outside 
of the western european experience, to these old ways of european think-
ing. columbian scholars regard him as an early medieval thinker despite 
the intentionally, publicly crafted image of a man of learning.30 rather 
than being on the cutting edge of new learning—particularly as it relates 
to geography, the size of the earth, navigation, and other scientific theo-
ries—columbus relied heavily upon cosmographies developed in the 
earlier medieval period using “the bible [to] underwrite” his ideas.31 his 
insistence on the small size of the earth against theories gaining traction, 
like those contained in the republished works of Ptolemy, along with his 
notable engagements with medieval literature and the bible indicate his 
adherence to an older worldview.32 That these ideas emerged from his 
participation in religious circles heavily influenced by franciscanism, 
Joachimism, and the cosmography of cardinal Pierre d’ailly33—various 
players in the production and maintenance of Spanish millenarianism—
may indicate a built-in readership competent with ideas in columbus’s 
writing. In other words, columbus’s fan fiction would find a home among 
Spanish millenarianists.

Millenarianism forms only one feature of columbus’s work. Libro fits 
well into fan fiction as intertextuality because it distills two broad move-
ments at the time: the cartographic field that represented the world based 
upon empirical evidence, with room for biblical and mythical thinking; 
and the theological field that used empirical evidence as confirmation 

30. avalos, “columbus as biblical exegete,” 67. See also Zamora’s discussion 
of las casas’s role in the rehabilitation of columbus’s reputation (Zamora, Reading 
Columbus, 43). 

31. valerie I. J. flint, The Imaginative Landscape of Christopher Columbus (Princ-
eton: Princeton university Press, 1992), xii. cummins describes the popular depiction 
that opposition to columbus consisted largely of flat earthers, while columbus stood 
as a lone voice willing to risk sailing beyond the horizon of a spherical globe, as largely 
“nonsense” (cummins, Voyage of Christopher Columbus, 7). 

32. Keller, “columbus/colon,” 98; Gimmel, “christopher columbus,” 36.
33. for franciscanism, see Milhou, Colon Y Su Mentalidad Mesianica, 8; for 

Joachimism, see fleming, “christopher columbus as Scriptural exegete,” 29; and West 
and Kling, Libro de las Profecías; for the cosmology, see Milhou, Colon Y Su Mentali-
dad Mesianica, 11.
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for biblical teleologies. The fields of thought marked by theology and 
empirical evidence were not vastly distinct nor opposing fields since the 
church served as a facilitator of these ideas. delno c. West and august 
Kling describe columbus as engaging in “a geoeschatology to describe 
the relationship between geography and theology of the last times.”34 as 
a term, geoeschatology captures the millenarian disposition of columbus 
as a reader of biblical texts as well as those in his circle of support. The 
uniqueness of columbus’s contributions, which may lead us to think of 
him creating a new mode of writing, comes from the firsthand experi-
ence of geographical encounter that he explains through biblical and 
theological sources. encounters with peoples, lands, and new geographi-
cal features merely confirm columbus’s cosmology rather than expand his 
knowledge of the world. Therefore, as an eyewitness to experiences, he 
brings a powerful testimony to what he regards as the validity of biblical 
claims. he demonstrates what ashley J. barner in relation to fan fiction 
regards as “absorbed reading,” the deep immersion into a text that results 
in strong associations with characters and settings. barner indicates that 
absorbed readers “find themselves inside the world of the text, transported 
to foreign lands.”35 although columbus does not rewrite biblical texts and 
there may be legitimate concerns about the intentional choices of textual 
versions, his collation of biblical material indicates on one level the type 
of absorbed reading associated with reading the bible as a book of faith.36 
however, columbus goes further by insinuating himself, his work, and his 
age in his reconstructed biblical narrative as the recipient of the contem-
porary divine vocation.

an audience existed for columbus’s writings. The multilingual dis-
tribution and consumption of his letter to the Spanish crown, known as 
Carta a Luis Santángel, about his first voyage indicates this.37 Whether that 
audience resonated entirely with his brand of geoeschatology and whether 

34. West and Kling, Libro de las Profecías, 67. ruiz describes his eschatology as 
constructed along the axis of time following millenarian thought and the axis of space 
in response to “biblical cosmology” (ruiz, Readings from the Edges, 133).

35. ashley J. barner, The Case for Fanfiction: Exploring the Pleasures and Practices 
of a Maligned Craft (Jefferson, nc: Mcfarland, 2017), 7. other scholars may refer to 
this as “insertion fantasy.”

36. avalos indicates that the compilation reflects limited knowledge of the underly-
ing hebrew text or use of the so-called Hebraicum (“columbus as biblical exegete,” 62). 

37. Gimmel, “christopher columbus,” 38.
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he and his supporters were able to sustain it over the tumultuous course of 
his career remains immaterial to my concerns. That a readership existed, 
predisposed to interpreting Isaiah in messianic and millenarian terms, 
creates the ground within which columbus can introduce his embedded 
work. yet, what columbus offers in his writings goes beyond simple inter-
pretation of the bible to support a supposedly sincere christian evangelism 
but rather reflects a decidedly european christian imperialist ideology, as 
seen in his insistence on the first voyage that no other religion be allowed 
to “do business or gain a foothold … but only catholic christians” in what 
he believed to be the islands situated off the asian continent.38 Imperi-
alistic elements already existed in Western europe’s entanglements in 
the crusades and took on a greater fervor with the recent conquest of 
Granada in Spain. The novelty here comes from columbus’s geoeschatol-
ogy. columbus’s geoeschatology enters into the discussions regarding the 
western sea route to asia and consequently offers a real-time unfolding 
of various forms of writing—travelogues, christian and other adventure 
tales, explorer journals—notably, for our purposes here, biblical writings 
that confirm self-important and national imperialist impulses. how Isaiah 
serves as one of his intertexts in the production of columbus’s writing 
forms my focus in the next section.

Isaiah in Libro de las Profecías

In this section, I show the intertextual links between Isaiah and Libro, spe-
cifically how columbus recasts Isaiah in Libro through his use of four/five 
major themes in Isaiah. Jean-Pierre ruiz describes Isaiah as “the core of 
[columbus’s] innermost canon” that makes it a foundational biblical text 
in each of the four major sections of Libro—the preliminary material along 
with three sections of detailed prophetic argumentation.39 Isaiah appears in 
the preliminary material, setting out the major theme of the collection via 
various citations from augustine, rabbi Samuel, nicolas of lyra, and d’ailly. 
Libro’s general threefold structure conforms to a temporal organization of 

38. The comments go on to deal with the fear that religious competition could 
doom the benefits of his voyages for the church and the crown: “That is the beginning 
and end of the whole enterprise; it should be for the growth and glory of the christian 
faith and you should allow no one but good christians to come here” (cummins, 
Voyage of Christopher Columbus, 128).

39. ruiz, Readings from the Edges, 129.
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the past, present, and future. The second section, though, combines both 
present and future even though the third section looks at the future.

Libro uses a variety of biblical texts but relies upon prophetic texts 
not only for content but for meaning and the structure of the argument. 
Therefore, the compilation, at best, styles columbus as a contemporary 
prophet without using this precise language. The strong appropriation of 
Isaiah betrays this characterization together with columbus’s claims to 
several religious titles for himself—explicitly and implicitly.40 The sum-
mary statement of the bible as: “simply the fulfillment of what Isaiah had 
prophesied” further indicates this deference for Isaiah.41 In fact, Libro 
conforms other biblical texts to the prophetic standard of Isaiah. The des-
ignation of the psalmist in the citation of Ps 21:17 as “the prophet” and 
framing Isaiah as the source for christian global supremacy cited from 
Matthew and revelation underscore this trend.42 to a certain extent, 
columbus follows the typical christian supercessionism around Isaiah 
available to him at the time. Sources such as augustine and the con-
verso rabbi Samuel are enlisted in their use of Isaiah texts such as 60:1–3 
and 62:12–15 as the evidence of Israel’s exclusion. consequently, he is 
disposed to see prophetic texts as predictors of the future, but he goes fur-
ther to argue that the apostles were directed to write for the future—the 
future as experienced in his present. Therefore, readers of Libro should see 
themselves as participants in the fulfillment of these predictions of which 
columbus has become the messenger through his first-hand account. The 
work sets out not so much to justify the validity of biblical prophecies 
but to prove “a particular prophecy, because it applies particularly to my 
experience.”43 not surprisingly, despite columbus’s original title for the 
work, “notebook of authorities, statements, opinions and prophecies on 
the subject of the recovery of God’s holy city and mountain of Zion, and 
on the discovery and evangelization of the islands of the Indies and of all 
other peoples and nations,” later library catalogers titled the work, Libro 
de las Profecías.44

40. from 1501, columbus adopts the signet Χρō ferens in his writings, which las 
casas views as an indication of his claim of the title “christ bearer” (West and Kling, 
Libro de las Profecías, 2).

41. West and Kling, Libro de las Profecías, 111.
42. West and Kling, Libro de las Profecías, 103.
43. West and Kling, Libro de las Profecías, 110.
44. West and Kling, Libro de las Profecías, 2.
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both the original and adopted title of the work betray its direct 
engagement with prophetic literature. That catalogers saw resemblances 
to prophetic books is not only evident in the profound use of prophetic 
texts. The appropriation of prophetic literature also appears in the fram-
ing of the collection. The first major portion of Libro consists of a letter 
to Isabella and ferdinand, where columbus sets out the evangelical pur-
poses of his voyages. In doing so, he presents himself as a divinely chosen 
servant echoing the motif of self-effacement common in prophetic narra-
tives: “the lord opened my mind to the fact that it would be possible to 
sail from here to the Indies,” and “I am unlearned in literature, a layman, 
a mariner, a common worldly man, etc.”45 These attempts at humility are 
underscored by the citation of Matt 11:25 to claim the title of one of Jesus’s 
infants blessed to receive the knowledge hidden from the wise. The con-
trived battle with knowledge leads to appropriating Paul’s stance of the 
receipt of an entirely divine vocation without human approval (see Gal 
1:1). In this case, columbus asserts an overreliance upon the bible at the 
expense of scientific knowledge: “and I lay aside all the sciences and books 
that I indicated above. I hold only to the sacred holy Scriptures, and to the 
interpretations of prophecy by certain devout persons who have spoken 
on this subject by divine illumination.”46 The seemingly generalist features 
of these appropriations notwithstanding, Isaiah serves as an authoritative 
voice for the supercessionist argument directed at the financing of the 
recapture of Jerusalem to effect a christian global imperialism. columbus 
approvingly cites augustine’s affinity for Isaiah “because [Isaiah] predicts 
more clearly than the others concerning the gospel and the calling of the 
Gentiles.”47 even more, he credits Isaiah with what he sees as the success of 

45. West and Kling, Libro de las Profecías, 105. columbus also invokes the inten-
sity and sense of inevitability of the divine vocation as seen in Jer 20:9 in these words: 
“This was the fire that burned within me.… Who can doubt that this fire / was not 
merely mine, but also of the holy Spirit”; West and Kling, Libro de las Profecías, 107. 
columbus also makes use of the trope of the misunderstood prophet who suffers 
social ostracism and humiliation: “all who found out about my project denounced it 
with laughter and ridiculed me,” as seen in Jer 20:4, 8. 

46. West and Kling, Libro de las Profecías, 107.
47. West and Kling, Libro de las Profecías, 143. columbus also includes other 

theological sources in support of the primacy of Isaiah: “Isaiah is the one [i.e., prophet] 
that is appreciated and esteemed / more than all the others by Jerome, augustine and 
the other theologians” (West and Kling, Libro de las Profecías, 109). Isaiah’s place as a 
revered book of the bible continued into the medieval period. It was viewed as pro-
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his voyages and link between the voyages and the reconquest of Jerusalem: 
“the journey to the Indies … was simply the fulfillment of what Isaiah had 
prophesied, and this is what I desire to write in this book.”48 

While a seemingly random collection of biblical texts, Libro pulls 
together a number of citations that effectively channel the prophetic per-
sona of the one announcing judgment upon Israel onto columbus. unlike 
the prophetic texts that resolve with the restoration of Israel, in keeping 
with other supercessionist ideas, Libro envisions the restoration of Jeru-
salem as an entirely christian benefit. Libro aims at a novel purpose to 
position maritime travel and discovery as integral elements in effecting 
this divine plan. Isaiah, in particular, assists this purpose because his 
geographical and theological outlook could be forced into columbus’s 
geoeschatology. I now outline how four/five features of this Isaianic geog-
raphy and theology produce Libro as fan fiction.

Geography forms the first major intertextual connection between 
Libro and Isaiah. In the first section, entitled “concerning What has 
already taken Place,” Libro adopts Isaiah’s cosmogony. Isaiah’s worldview 
that includes islands and other references to the sea provides a formative 
ground for columbus’s geoeschatology. biblical texts like 2 esd 6:42, read 
as indicating the size of the earth as well as the relation of land masses 
to oceans, and Gen 10, leading to conclusions of three continents—one 
for each of noah’s sons—informed contemporary geographic knowledge. 
however, Isaiah’s geography of islands offshore of a continent is read as 
continental coasts. That their conversion becomes a platform for the divine 
glory convinces columbus of the rightness of his voyages. his own notion 
of a series of islands that lie off the asian continent, perhaps drawn in part 
from Martin behaim’s 1492 globe, are confirmed for him when he lands 
in the caribbean on the first voyage and later on the third voyage when 
he presumes to have found the gateway to eden when he sails around the 
mouth of the orinoco river.49 The belief that his geographical experience 
exactly mirrors Isaiah’s geography raises his cause to a higher and nobler 

viding a range of knowledge from the revelation of christ to, in Jerome’s estimation, 
“whatever the human tongue can express and the mind of mortals understand, is con-
tained in that book” (John f. a. Sawyer, The Fifth Gospel: Isaiah in the History of Chris-
tianity [new york: cambridge university Press, 1996], 2).

48. West and Kling, Libro de las Profecías, 111.
49. cummins, Voyage of Christopher Columbus, 8.
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purpose as articulated in Isaiah—the conversion of the islands as the pre-
lude to the restoration of Jerusalem.50

Isaiah exhibits a unique geographical knowledge among prophetic 
texts. deportations and the return to Judah prompt the representation of 
an expansive geographical scope in prophetic texts. even though other 
prophetic texts reflect this expansion in the range of landed spaces, Isaiah 
offers a more heightened marine spatiality. Isaiah deploys the term ’î sev-
enteen times as compared with four in Jeremiah, nine in ezekiel, and once 
in Zephaniah. establishing Isaiah’s precise geographic references for the 
term ’î can prove difficult—whether coastlines or islands are in view.51 
nonetheless, the vulgate consistently translates ’îîm as insule (“islands”), 
so that Libro picks up ten of the mentions from Isaiah. In addition, Isaiah 
contains twenty-four references to marine and maritime spaces with the 
word yām and a further eight mentions of mayim as a nautical entity. Libro 
uses seven and four of these occurrences, respectively. closer analysis of 
the Isaiah texts in Libro reveals more than simply a random or even con-
sistent attraction to particular words. Instead, the spatial knowledge of 
marine spaces dotted with islands that travel across seas or waters, along 
with a developed sense of the existence of distant geographic spaces, paints 
a compelling worldview that Libro imbibes. Therefore, verses such as Isa 
24:14–16; 41:1–5; 42:4, 10, 12, 15 that offer a geography of divine control 
over vast spaces that include islands and distant lands as well as the vision 
of these spaces becoming part of the praise, justice, and purview of God 
are characteristic of the statement that Libro constructs in its use of Isaiah.

This geography of distance being brought near as a result of God’s 
intervention complements a geography of foreignness reduced by conver-
sion. drawing upon texts that include invocations of islands and other 
distant places to praise God (Isa 24:14–16; 41:1) as well as the first poem 
featuring the commission of the divine servant to the nations and the 

50. although columbus’s son ferdinand compiles the material in the second 
major section of Libro relating to geography, biblical citations from columbus’s jour-
nal reflect similar ideas.

51. The standard view that ’î refers to islands or coastlands, in particular “the 
coasts of asia Minor and Syria” as well as “the Mediterranean islands and coastlands,” 
means that Isaiah’s geography is largely unremarkable for most modern commenta-
tors. Klaus baltzer, Deutero-Isaiah, trans. Margaret Kohl, hermeneia (Minneapolis: 
fortress, 2001), 139, 305. at times, the term is read as a specific island, such as tyre 
in Isa 23:2, 6. J. J. M. roberts, First Isaiah, hermeneia (Minneapolis: fortress, 2015), 
301.
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islands’ expectation of justice from this servant (Isa 42:1–4) reflects the 
second major intertextual connection—conversion of foreigners. These 
selected texts appear to establish a history of successful conversion of 
foreigners for the benefit of Jerusalem. Libro accomplishes this by gather-
ing up portions of Isaiah’s geography that include known and unknown 
places. This already known geography, as given in the vulgate, consists 
of places in parts of africa (egypt, ethiopia, Saba as cited in Isa 43:1–7; 
60:1–22, africa as a whole and libya as cited in 66:18–24), europe (Italy 
and Greece as cited in 66:18–24), and asia (Midian, lebanon as cited in 
60:1–22, bosrah as cited in 63:1). These citations make for a compelling 
case of a lived reality of the successful conversion of foreigners. Particular 
Isaiah texts are useful to make this point. The cyrus oracle complements 
the servant poem with a named historical figure described as having con-
quered other peoples as a called servant of God (Isa 45:1–6). The citation 
following cyrus, in the vulgate text used, refers to a righteous man from 
the east (iustum et de terra longinqua [Isa 46:11]) called by God from a 
distant country to carry out the divine will. The vocation of the unnamed 
individual fits the purposes of Libro since the nature of the vocation 
involves the challenge to the stubborn that are distant (perhaps to be 
read spatially) to recognize the nearness of God’s justice and salvation 
(Isa 46:12–13). Interestingly, when Libro turns to another of the servant 
poems, it intentionally zooms in on the glorification of the servant rather 
than the humiliation (so Isa 52:15, not 52:14) along with the successful 
cowering of nations and their rulers.

using Isa 66:18–24 to close out the Isaiah portion of the first section, 
Libro builds the picture of conversion to christianity. however folk as dis-
tinct from Judeans represented in the term gôy being brought to the glory of 
God in Isaiah is interpreted—perhaps as religious conversion or acknowl-
edgment of God’s supremacy—the vulgate’s translation of gentes conjures 
the non-christian, given the broad evangelical purposes announced at 
the start of the compilation.52 a fuller development of the use of Isaiah to 
fill out Libro’s evangelical vision occurs in the second section that focuses 
on the present and the future. This section begins with Isa 2:2–3, which 
sets the stage for the anticipated inflow of the people from distant lands 
into Jerusalem. The Isaiah texts used here involve a combination of those 

52. for a discussion on religious conversion in Isaiah, see Joel Kaminsky and 
anne Stewart, “God of all the World: universalism and developing Monotheism in 
Isaiah 40–66,” HTR 99 (2006): 139–63.
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that envision the movement of people toward the global center of Jeru-
salem (Isa 5:26; 6:11–13; 8:9), international recognition of and praise for 
God’s deeds (Isa 12:4–6; 26:1–3; 33:13–14a, 17, 20), as well as commands 
to declare these deeds and praise in distant places (Isa 12:4b–6; 18:1–7). 
as such, they help frame the broader evangelical purposes assigned to 
columbus’s voyages as well as the incorporation of new geographic spaces 
into a european sphere of influence.

The third major intertextual connection, the hidden wealth of foreign 
lands, appears largely in the first section. The Isaianic vision of the wealth 
of nations as a source for the reconstruction of Jerusalem features promi-
nently in this section of the compilation. The inclusion of the vocation of 
cyrus that mentions the acquisition of hidden treasures from unknown 
places (Isa 45:3) stands out for its modeling of an ancient role that colum-
bus assumes. While the exploitation of this wealth is presented as historical 
fact, the passages used here reflect the Zionism of Isaiah that undergirds 
much of columbus’s conflation of the voyages with the reconquest of Jeru-
salem. The extensive use of a hymn to Jerusalem (Isa 60:1–22) helps to 
emphasize this point. In this promise to the lethargic Jerusalem, the ingath-
ering of the world not only ushers in the return of Jerusalem’s deported 
children (60:4) but also the conversion of those nations (60:3) and the 
appropriation of their wealth (60:6–7). at first glance, the inflow of wealth 
appears voluntary, but on closer reading, it stands as enforced handover of 
wealth (see 60:12).53 The legal or moral nuances of the acquisition of the 
wealth notwithstanding, Libro makes the point that treasures exist in the 
world for the expressed purpose of the rebuilding of Jerusalem. even more 
to the point, that these treasures exist overseas and require marine voyages 
to access them (60:9) falls in line with Libro’s central argument. The weight 
of the central argument in Libro requires more than generic references to 
treasures and instead relies upon the mention of specific minerals: hence 
the inclusion of verses that detail in tangible ways these sources of wealth. 
The concretizing of the appeal is first made with the inclusion of references 
to historic images of richness—flocks of Kedar, rams of nebaioth (60:7), 
and lebanon’s lumber resources (60:13). The inclusion of specific forms of 
mineral wealth, in this case minerals of superior value (60:17), provides 
the enticement needed to support the voyages. here, these seemingly crass 

53. charles e. cruise, “The ‘Wealth of the nations’: a Study in the Intertextuality 
of Isaiah 60:5, 11,” JETS 58 (2015): 287.
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motives are tempered with the noble purpose of the possibility of a new 
dispensation. The Isaiah portion of this section is closed out with the two 
verses from Isaiah that deal with new heaven and new earth (65:17 and 
66:22). Isaiah’s vision of improved quality of life following the re-creation 
of Jerusalem (65:19–25) along with religious orthodoxy (66:23–24) deep-
ens the economic motivations for the voyages even as it exposes some of 
the contradictory impulses. 

In the third and final section of Libro, titled “Prophecies of the future: 
The last days,” the imperialist designs are laid bare. In this section, the 
fourth intertextual connection, the divine imperium, appears in the form 
of expanding that imperium to include islands. In Isaiah, Zion’s central-
ity forms the basis for the divine imperium with the rest of the world 
in various ways coming to acknowledge the divine supremacy. This sec-
tion of Libro curiously omits references to Zion and instead leans upon 
verses from Isaiah that reference the incorporation of islands in the praise 
and justice of God. The emphasis upon the islands indicates that up to 
this point, for columbus and others around him, exploration consisted 
largely of finding new islands rather than continents. Their positions also 
confirm the durability of the three-continent view of the earth. There-
fore, these new islands are the new territories to be subsumed into the 
divine imperium. further, these islands, presumably located on the edge 
of asia, prove to be propitious for establishing the necessary contact with 
the Grand Khan as a partner in the conversion of the world as well as 
the exploitation of the riches needed for the reconquest of Jerusalem.54 
In other places in Libro, Zion’s centrality builds a philosophical case for 
christian imperialism; in this section, its absence enables the use of Isa-
iah’s geography to construct a new cartography of empire. Islands rather 
than already-known continents—namely, africa and asia—form the new 
frontier of christian domination.

The use of Isaiah’s geography in this section takes a curious path. 
rather than starting with Isaiah as the other two sections, section three 

54. The notion of the Grand Khan as open to the receipt and possible expan-
sion of christianity in china dates back to the thirteenth century reports of Marco 
Polo and a history of general cordial relationships between christian missionaries and 
chinese leaders. This history may have exerted a strong influence upon columbus. 
although the situation drastically changed in the sixteenth century, limited commu-
nication allowed medieval perceptions to persist (cummins, Voyage of Christopher 
Columbus, 8–16).
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begins with the somewhat generic citation of Jer 25:1a to keep with the 
prophetic theme but also to characterize the quotation from Joachim as a 
prophetic prediction of a Spanish monarch leading the reconquest of Jeru-
salem as cited in the letter of the Genoese deputies to the Spanish crown 
in 1492. The ten pages following this declaration are missing, so it is not 
clear how the work develops from this assertion and if any biblical texts 
are used. nonetheless the artifice of leading with Isaiah as in the other 
two sections gives way here to Gen 10:1, 3 (cf. 1 chr 1:7) to introduce the 
discussion on tarshish. In a marginal note, columbus in his own hand 
concludes that tarshish has three different referents: that of the name of 
a man, the city of Paul’s origins, and the name of an island. various bibli-
cal references to tarshish (nine in total), such as 2 chr 20:35–37; 1 Kgs 
10:21–22; and Jer 10:9 are squeezed into an island that columbus regards 
as ophir. Solomon’s naval exploits as recorded in 1 Kgs 9:26–28 along 
with a comment from nicholas of lyra on the verse helps equate tarsh-
ish with ophir. This equation proves important since, biblically, orphir 
appears as a source for gold, a source available to Solomon in his construc-
tion of the temple as seen in several verses that Libro cites, such as 1 Kgs 
9:25; 10:11; 22:49. These verses lay the foundation for discussing tarshish 
and ophir as islands. here, Isaiah takes the lead in confirming the exis-
tence of the island that it refers to as cethim (Isa 23:1–2, 12). from there, 
Libro proceeds to highlight the value of islands for the reconstitution of 
Zion. as before, Isaiah’s island geography proves useful. Previous verses 
are deployed again, this time with the full background of the necessity of 
islands in general but the biblically crucial island of tarshish as a neces-
sity to the reconquest of Jerusalem. In this regard, verses such as Isa 49:1; 
51:5; 60:9; 66:19 assume strong evangelical as well as imperialist valences. 
The islands wait in expectation of a divine power ready to take possession 
of them in order that they may serve the purpose of establishing divine 
supremacy over the earth.

Libro’s construction of new Meaning

The extensive use of biblical texts in Libro means that the intertextual con-
nections there are broader and more complex than indicated in this work. 
This narrow look at Isaiah—one of the biblical books used in Libro—has 
the potential to distort this complexity and even to oversimplify intertex-
tual connections with Isaiah as well as Isaiah’s intertextuality with other 
biblical texts, particularly new testament texts. despite these limitations, 
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the curation of noticeable amounts of material from Isaiah indicates the 
decided recycling of Isaiah—in concert with other biblical texts—to create 
a new meaning for Isaiah. The aims of Libro to connect the reconquest of 
Jerusalem with columbus’s voyages mean that whatever interpretation of 
Isaiah existed previously, Libro deploys Isaiah for a unique purpose. This 
meaning may not be novel in the broadest sense of the term new, yet Libro 
brings emphases to Isaiah that heightens easily overlooked aspects of the 
book in its historical settings.

The threefold structure of Libro establishes a temporal frame for 
reading biblical texts, where prophetic predictions are read as historical 
record. titling the first section as “What has already taken Place” forces 
these selected texts within past history. The concern as to whether or not 
these texts point to actual historical events gives way to the more press-
ing concern to prove that God previously established Zion’s supremacy 
and the various elements involved in that former event. While arguments 
for the crusades and other christian Zionist positions may have drawn 
upon Isaiah texts for their motivation, Libro builds its case on the basis 
of a historical nautical enterprise that establishes Zion’s supremacy. That 
the past as read through Isaiah has several clear connections with the 
present is a convenient artifice that Libro both constructs and exploits. 
engineering Isaiah as a historical text adds another element to the predic-
tion-fulfillment role of prophetic texts. here Libro offers two interesting 
developments: first, to call readers to see Isaiah as more than a pointer to 
an unknown future but as a recorder of a dependable past upon which to 
build contemporary action; second, Libro situates readers as direct recipi-
ents of Isaiah’s prophetic vision. The orthodox christological outcomes of 
Isaiah give way here to realizable possibilities for the contemporary reader. 
Libro reshapes Isaiah’s temporality into a different past, present, and future 
than already given within the book. taken together with the application of 
Isaiah’s geography to fit into existing cartographic frames, this temporal-
ity makes Isaiah, as text, at once a witness to and participant in christian 
imperialism. The components of ideology and geography necessary for this 
religious imperialism may already lie within Isaiah in the form of Zionism 
and the aspirations of a dislocated group to repopulate their city. however, 
as Libro coopts these elements, the Zionism of Isaiah underwrites the his-
torical trends of european displacement of indigenous peoples from their 
lands. allowing for the contention as to whether removing Muslims from 
Jerusalem counts as displacement of indigenous people, the animus pres-
ent within Libro, reflective of long-held christian antipathy toward Jews, 
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indicates that Isaiah serves once again as the convenient polemic against 
Jews and subsequent gateway for antagonisms against other groups.55

reading Isaiah within the frame of christian supercessionism is not 
unique to Libro, particularly in this time period. Libro, however, replaces 
Jews as the special targets of christian displacement with Muslims along 
with other religions and nonreligious peoples. In this regard, Libro makes 
a special claim for using Isaiah to justify the necessity of nautical christian 
missions to assert territorial control over Jerusalem. Isaiah then becomes 
not simply a supercessionist text vis-à-vis Jews or even Muslims, to the 
extent that they are seen as original participants in the divine covenant, 
but an authenticator of all forms of religious intolerance. Situating the 
Isaiah texts within columbus’s evangelical ideology as seen not only in 
Libro but also in his various correspondences with the Spanish crown 
reveals the christian imperialism that propelled his vision. In the Carta 
a Luis Santángel, columbus marvels at the naïve inhabitants—“so guile-
less and so free”—of the islands whom he regards as devoid of “any cult 
or idolatry.”56 In the concluding statements of the letter, connections are 
drawn that indicate the potential for exploitation of the people and land 
for christianity: “christians ought to take joy … for the great glory that 
they will have in converting so many nations … for material riches, for 
which not only Spain but all christian lands, henceforward will have con-
solation and profit.”57 These sentiments recur in other places, notably in 
the title of Libro, where the recapture of Jerusalem and the evangelization 
of “the islands of the Indies” are joined goals.

When compared with earlier use of Isaiah in the new testament, 
Libro’s production of imperialist and missionary meaning in Isaiah seems 
new. In fact, Libro appears to press the ancient christian claim of Isaiah as 
“more evangelist than prophet” into service.58 of the several times new 
testament works use Isaiah, no one uses the passages that reference geog-
raphy, wealth of nations, or the centrality of Zion with the intensity of 

55. among early church fathers, Isaiah’s critique of Israelites provides the justi-
fication for the denunciation of Jews and those considered heretical, such as Gnos-
tics, arians, or Pelagians. See robert louis Wilken, angela russell christman, and 
Michael J. hollerich, eds., Isaiah: Interpreted by Early Christian and Medieval Com-
mentators, cb (Grand rapids: eerdmans, 2007), xxv.

56. Willingham, Mythical Indies, 192; Willingham, Mythical Indies, 193.
57. Willingham, Mythical Indies, 195.
58. Sawyer, Fifth Gospel, 1.
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Libro.59 admittedly, the new testament produces themes such as the stub-
bornness of outsiders that require light to be shed upon their darkness (for 
example, Matt 12:15–21; cf. Isa 42:1–4; Matt 13:14; luke 8:8–9; cf. Isa 6:9; 
acts 13:46–47; cf. Isa 49:6) without the level of geographic specificity that 
Libro implies. of course, there is no straight line that connects an inter-
pretative genealogy from Isaiah to Libro. yet, the intertextual lines reveal 
new emphases in the imperialist and missionary use of Isaiah. Modern 
Isaiah scholarship is yet to explore fully the imperialist contours of the 
book and therefore to situate the production of Isaiah within an imperial-
ist context, not simply as victims of empire or offering a “counter rhetoric” 
to empire but as implicated within and replicating imperial structures.60 
The generation and sustaining of imperialist meaning in Isaiah in Libro 
and at the hand of columbus—directly or indirectly does not matter—
whose voyages opened the door to modern european imperialism and 
imperialist missions may not settle a chicken-and-egg debate, but these 
features certainly illustrate the imperialist potential within Isaiah that 
Libro effectively exploits.61 With Isaiah as the basis for his argumentation, 
columbus indicates to the Spanish crown how Isaiah and the prophecies 
relate to Jerusalem, which he refers to in affectionate terms: “so that you 
may rejoice in the other things that I am going to tell you about our Jeru-
salem upon the basis of the same authority.”62

The temporal recast of Isaiah in Libro also has the effect of heighten-
ing Isaiah’s apocalyptic content. columbus outlines a historical schema 
he credits to augustine that indicates the end of the world in “the seventh 
millennium.”63 by tracing this idea through biblical and theological writ-
ings, he estimates a further one hundred fifty years before the end of the 
world. although the biblical sources require both prophetic and gospel 
texts as the basis for apocalyptic ideas, these are all subsumed into Isaiah 
in his characterization of Isaiah as a shape-shifting book: “They say that 
Isaiah is not merely a prophet, but is a gospel writer as well. he is the one 
who concentrated every effort upon describing future events and upon 

59. See the tables in Sawyer, Fifth Gospel, 26–28. 
60. Walter brueggemann, “Patriotism for citizen of the Penultimate Superpower,” 

Di 42 (2003): 342.
61. See the influence of Isaiah upon Methodist and baptist missionary move-

ments (Sawyer, Fifth Gospel, 149, 153). 
62. West and Kling, Libro de las Profecías, 111, emphasis added.
63. West and Kling, Libro de las Profecías, 109.
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calling all peoples to the holy catholic faith.”64 In this case, Isaiah per-
forms the apocalyptic role not simply in a generic sense but in service of 
his “particular prophecy.” to work in this way, Isaiah must be apocalyptic 
regarding a future that outlines the end of the world after the accomplish-
ment of global evangelism, with global evangelism serving as the heart 
of his project. consequently, broader sections of Isaiah are placed in the 
service of describing the future in the categories of christian ascendency 
over new territories as the mark of the end of the age. even the book 
of revelation in its use of Isaiah to construct apocalyptic material does 
not resort to the texts used in Libro or to the argument reliant upon the 
sequence of historical events that tie evangelical conversions to christian-
ity to eschatology.65

The prefatory section of Libro conforms the collection to an outline of 
history that draws its dating from the Book of Harmony of True Astronomy 
and Record of History constructed out of a mixture of biblical material, 
astronomy, and maps. This work presumably sponsored by King alfonso 
x divides history into seven periods with eight critical events. These events 
invariably involve some form of desecration of Jerusalem (apostasy) and 
its control by undesirable forces (Ishmaelites, Saracens). That “the king of 
the romans” reoccupying Jerusalem “for a week and a half of time, that 
is ten / years and one half ” marks the eighth event opens the space for a 
series of Isaiah texts to confirm this schema.66 The Isaiah verses consist of 
texts that deal with the return of deported Judeans to Jerusalem (Isa 11:26; 
27:13; 30:18–19; 35:1–2, 9–10), the global recognition of Jerusalem’s cen-
trality (Isa 25: 6–7, 9–10; 27:13; 40:17) as well as a savior figure who would 
deliver Jerusalem (Isa 22:20–25; 55:3–5). The effect here and in the other 
places that Libro uses Isaiah is that the book—rather than single portions 
of the book—is seen apocalyptically. Whatever cataclysmic events Isaiah 
envisages are expanded beyond the historical frame of the book into the 
fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. This interpretative stretching of Isaiah is 
not that different from the christological interpretation that dates to earli-
est christian interpretation of Isaiah. The point here is that Isaiah serves 
not simply as biblical authentication for the ideas of christian imperialism 

64. West and Kling, Libro de las Profecías, 109.
65. Sawyer locates revelation’s use of Isaiah around themes of “visionary expe-

rience and language … christological titles and descriptions,… and eschatology” 
(Sawyer, Fifth Gospel, 29). 

66. West and Kling, Libro de las Profecías, 165.
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but that the current age needs to be seen in apocalyptic terms to situate the 
columbus project as consonant with european imperialism. That is to say, 
Libro asserts a dramatic historical shift. 

In making this claim, Libro both calls for action by the Spanish crown 
and consents to that action to initiate the recovery of Jerusalem and usher 
history to its fulfillment. The letter portion of Libro conveniently ends by 
citing Joachim’s prophecy that “the restorer of the house of Mt. Zion would 
come out of Spain,”67 presumably encouraging ferdinand to see himself 
as the “new david.”68 although framed within apocalyptic terms, where 
the final paragraph of the letter presents the urgency of the apocalyptic 
moment in Islamaphobic categories, the new david title participates in 
nationalist-imperialist ideas to position Spain ahead of its competitors. 
The use of apocalyptic in support of nationalist aspirations or to motivate 
political or military action is unsurprising at a time when texts like tim 
lahaye’s Left Behind series proved crucial in manufacturing consent for 
uS military action in Iraq at the start of the twenty-first century.69 yet, 
this use too may be commonplace for a medieval mindset. Interestingly, 
both Libro and Left Behind occupy the fan fiction space where biblical texts 
are recycled and where new meaning is inserted into those texts as they 
are presented in different forms. Libro’s lean to the apocalyptic and Isaiah 
becomes important to ensure that columbus’s work would be stalled by 
neither the controversies that followed his enchained return to Spain nor 
hesitance on the part of the Spanish crown to seize the moment. new 
meaning therefore occurs in the immediacy of Isaiah to the period, per-
sonalities, and program of the readers of Libro.

conclusion

readers familiar with fan fiction will find Libro a far cry from its modern 
counterparts. eccentric interpretations, special pleading, and absorbed 
readings along with other features common to fan fiction appear in Libro 
despite its medieval literary character. repurposing Isaiah to ensure 
the continuation and success of evangelical imperialism that columbus 

67. West and Kling, Libro de las Profecías, 111.
68. West and Kling, Libro de las Profecías, 170; Milhou, Colon Y Su Mentalidad 

Mesianica.
69. charles Marsh, “Wayward christian Soldiers,” New York Times, January 20, 

2006. 



 Writing fanfic 287

articulates in Libro and other places results in a work that appeals to the 
millenarian mindset. The recycling of Isaiah in this regard may seem ama-
teurish and therefore easily dismissed. for this reason, fan fiction offers 
to broaden the scope of intertextual use of biblical texts. Precisely the 
readers of the bible willing to challenge, subvert, and even distort estab-
lished meanings of biblical texts provide indications of engaged readings 
of these texts. These intertextual examples offer more than simple imi-
tations and the pious reproductions of static confessional meanings. of 
course, absorbed readers like columbus illustrate how deep pieties can 
uncritically press authoritative biblical texts into service. This expanded 
field of inquiry connecting biblical intertextuality into arenas such as fan 
fiction illustrates that the bible—either texts or purported authors—does 
not control its meaning. That the production of meaning occurs in various 
venues is no new revelation. however, the multiplicity of sites broadens 
the scope and nature of the history of interpretation, largely restricted to 
certain traditional locations. Such multiplicity enables not only greater 
diversity but also a more dynamic engagement with the production of 
biblical meaning. Libro indicates the existence of a thicker and deeper 
genealogy of interpretation of Isaiah, an interpretation that occurs at a 
crucial moment in history. While that history is not easily overlooked, the 
role that Isaiah and other biblical texts played not simply in that historical 
moment but in reaffirming that biblical texts can be selected, applied, and, 
in their authoritative role, be authenticated with the level of historical cer-
tainty that columbus attempts to assert in Libro raises important ethical 
concerns regarding the generativity of biblical texts at various levels of the 
production and sustaining of meaning of these texts.





dietrich bonhoeffer, dongju yun, and the  
legacies of Jeremiah and the Suffering Servant

Hyun Chul Paul Kim

reading the bible in english provides clear nuances, but I also feel a 
degree of cultural and linguistic distance. reading in hebrew, the original 
language, yields new and deeper meanings, though I still feel like I am 
reading through several filters. Thus, when I read in Korean, my mother 
tongue (albeit another translation from the original language), I discover 
significantly different yet profound insights as intimate as a childhood 
memory and as illuminating as solving a riddle. It is like tasting my 
favorite comfort food from home or like the eureka moment from the 
animated film Ratatouille; it is an extraordinary feeling that seems almost 
impossible to describe. So, in the intertextual (and interlingual and inter-
cultural) interactions, such unavoidable filters can function not only as 
obstacles to overcome or penetrate but also as lenses for a more lucid and 
authentic understanding.1

It is through the intertextual dialogues with my Korean heritage (such as 
culture, history, and literature) that I would like to (re)read and (re)interpret 
the select prophetic texts of Isaiah and Jeremiah. to do so, I will expound 
two great biblical figures—Jeremiah and the (suffering) servant—in inter-
textual comparisons with two modern heroic figures—dietrich bonhoeffer 

1. “[The text] is a permutation of texts, an intertextuality: in the space of a given 
text, several utterances, taken from other texts, intersect and neutralize one another” 
(Julia Kristeva, Desire in Language: A Semiotic Approach to Literature and Art, ed. 
leon S. roudiez, trans. Thomas Gora, alice Jardine, and leon S. roudiez [new york: 
columbia university Press, 1980], 36). consider also Michael fishbane, Biblical Inter-
pretation in Ancient Israel (oxford: clarendon, 1985), 7: “Inner-biblical exegesis starts 
with the received Scripture and moves forward to the interpretations based on it.”
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and dongju yun.2 admittedly, there is an enormous gap between the ancient 
texts/contexts and modern texts/contexts. at the same time, ironically, every 
reading is done by writing, and every interpretation is only possible by the 
interpreter’s filtered reproduction.3 This reproduction is further filtered by 
language, be it english or Korean.4 There is no other way but to understand 
or interpret through language. despite evident differences, I contend that 
interpretations and intertextual comparisons of Jeremiah and the servant 
can be enriched through dialogue with the lives, legacies, and literature of 
bonhoeffer and yun. first, we will briefly review the interrelated situations 
and impact of Jeremiah and the servant through literary links. Then we will 
analyze the common histories of bonhoeffer and yun by examining two 
select poems. observations and delineations of both the commonalities and 
unique features of these modern figures offer the possibility of shedding new 
light on our understanding of the ancient texts, contexts, and theologies.

Intertextuality between the Prophet Jeremiah and  
deutero-Isaiah’s Suffering Servant

Intertextuality on the literary connections between Isaiah and Jeremiah 
has been studied by numerous scholars. among many, Shalom Paul’s 

2. for a study comparing Jeremiah and bonhoeffer, see Ian Stockton, “bonhoef-
fer’s Wrestling with Jeremiah,” ModB 40 (1999): 50: “for all their distance from each 
other and from us, dietrich bonhoeffer, the German lutheran theologian and Jer-
emiah, the ancient Israelite prophet, are in my thinking inextricably linked … because 
of certain parallels of circumstances, vocation and suffering.” note also the compari-
son chart on 53–54.

3. “one of the questions that arise when we are working with intertextuality is 
who decides which intertexts are relevant for the interpretation.… Is it the writer or 
the reader who decides? My immediate response is that it is the writer who through 
the use of markers indicates which intertexts the reader should include.… but what 
reader-response criticism reminds us is that texts can say both more and less than the 
writer’s intention.… Poetical texts such as hymns can therefore say more than their 
writer originally intended” (Kirsten nielsen, “The holy Spirit as dove and as tongues 
of fire: reworking biblical Metaphors in a Modern danish hymn,” in Enigmas and 
Images: Studies in Honor of Tryggve N. D. Mettinger, ed. Göran eidevall and blaženka 
Scheuer [Winona lake, In: eisenbrauns, 2011], 252–53, emphasis original).

4. “each translation is, of course, a re-authoring.… every reading is always a 
rewriting.… readers, in any case, construct authors” (daniel chandler, “Intertextu-
ality,” in Semiotics for Beginners [london: routledge, 2004], http://visual-memory.
co.uk/daniel/documents/S4b/sem09.html).
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work is one of the most groundbreaking and meticulous.5 concerning 
Jeremiah, robert P. carroll elucidated manifold features of intertextu-
ality within Jeremiah, while William l. holladay cogently constructed 
intertextual correlations of the two books in his commentaries.6 ute 
Wendel, focusing primarily on the prophetic judgment of social and 
cultic corruption, presented cases of how Jeremiah adopted and reused 
many words, motives, and passages from Isaiah.7 reinhard G. Kratz 
proposed a redactional reconstruction in which the Grundschrift of Isa 
40:1–52:10, read closely from the literary horizon of Jer 25–51, quite pos-
sibly once existed as a follow-up, a next section, of the book of Jeremiah.8 
In recent decades, benjamin d. Sommer presented systematic analyses 
on deutero-Isaiah’s inner-biblical allusions on Proto-Isaiah and Jeremiah 
in light of various cases and patterns, just as Patricia tull Willey provided 
an extensive study of deutero-Isaiah’s echoes of Jeremiah, Psalms, lam-
entations, and more.9 

In line with these pioneering works, we will examine select complaints 
of Jeremiah with the so-called servant passages in Isaiah with regard to the 
literary links alongside prophetic personas and legacies. The complaints 

5. Shalom Paul, “literary and Ideological echoes of Jeremiah in deutero-Isaiah,” 
in vol. 1 of Proceedings of the Fifth World Congress of Jewish Studies, ed. Pinchas Peli 
(Jerusalem: World union of Jewish Studies, 1969), 109–21. See also umberto cassuto, 
“on the formal and Stylistic relationships between deutero-Isaiah and other bibli-
cal Writers,” in vol. 1 of Oriental and Other Studies, ed. umberto cassuto (Jerusalem: 
Magnes, 1973), 143–60.

6. robert P. carroll, “Intertextuality and the book of Jeremiah: animadversions 
on text and Theory,” in The New Literary Criticism and the Hebrew Bible, ed. J. cheryl 
exum and david J. a. clines, JSotSup 143 (Sheffield: JSot Press, 1993), 55–78; Wil-
liam l. holladay, Jeremiah 2, hermeneia (Minneapolis: fortress, 1989).

7. ute Wendel, Jesaja und Jeremia: Worte, Motive und Einsichten Jesajas in der 
Verkündigung Jeremias, btSt 25 (neukirchener-vluyn: neukirchener verlag, 1995). 
See also uwe becker, “Jesaja, Jeremia und die anfänge der unheilsprophetie in Juda,” 
HBAI 6 (2017): 79–100.

8. reinhard G. Kratz, “der anfang des Zweiten Jesaja in Jes 40,1 f. und das Jer-
emiabuch,” ZAW 106 (1994): 243–61.

9. benjamin d. Sommer, A Prophet Reads Scripture: Allusion in Isaiah 40–66, 
contra (Stanford, ca: Stanford university Press, 1998), 61–66; Patricia tull Willey, 
Remember the Former Things: The Recollection of Previous Texts in Second Isaiah, 
SbldS 161 (atlanta: Scholars Press, 1997). See also baruch halpern, “The new 
names of Isaiah 62:4: Jeremiah’s reception in the restoration and the Politics of ‘Third 
Isaiah,’ ” JBL 117 (1998): 623–43.
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(also known as “confessions”) of Jeremiah, like the lament psalms, share 
key phrases that recur in the depictions of the servant in Isaiah:

Jer 10:19, “truly this is the sickness which I must carry”10

= Isa 53:4, “truly it was our sickness that he carried”;

Jer 10:21, “for the shepherds are stupid … all their flock is scat-
tered”

= Isa 53:6, “all of us like cattle have wandered away”;

Jer 11:19a, “for I was like a docile lamb led to the slaughter”
= Isa 53:7, “he … like a sheep being led to the slaughter”;

Jer 11:19b, “against me, ‘let us cut him off from the land of the 
living’ ”

= Isa 53:8, “he was cut off from the land of the living”11

These literary links reveal strong inner-biblical exegeses and allusions. 
reading these two books together, there are certain features we discover 
intertextually—in other words, if we read each book separately, we may 
not find the following observations. for example, we find consistent shifts 
from the first-person soliloquy of Jeremiah (“I” being Jeremiah) to the 
third-person reminiscence of the suffering servant in Isaiah (“he” being the 
servant). Jeremiah’s personal agony is reflected in the servant’s suffering, 
witnessed and recollected by others. likewise, third-person plural enemies 
and shepherds who plot against Jeremiah (“they” being the shepherds) are 
now transferred to those who collectively acknowledge their waywardness 
and ignorance (“we” being the sheep). The sicknesses Jeremiah lamented 
to carry have been metamorphosed into the people’s transgressions and 
iniquities, which the servant took upon himself. Therefore, whoever the 

10. unless otherwise noted, all biblical translations are my own.
11. Paul, “literary and Ideological echoes,” 115–16. In addition to these cita-

tions, consider further possible indirect allusions: for example, Jer 10:20 // Isa 53:10, 
Jer 5:3–4 // Isa 50:5–6, Jer 11:20; 20:12 // Isa 50:8, and Jer 24:9; 25:9; 29:17–18; 42:18 
// Isa 52:14–15. In many cases, intertextual connections are not necessarily one-
directional: for example, Jer 10:25 = Ps 79:6–7 verbatim, Jer 20:15–18 // Job 3:3–11. 
Intertextual echoes and adaptations are thus a result of complicated and multidimen-
sional processes.
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servant may have been, in the intertextual connection, this servant’s iden-
tity in the book of Isaiah embraces Jeremiah as one of its components.

furthermore, these literary links—reading the correlated words, 
phrases, and motifs intertextually—can offer more than mere exegetical 
musings. The established intertextuality invites readers also to consider 
the persona of the main characters and their inevitable struggles within 
their respective contexts. That is to say, we are led beyond a discovery that 
the two texts are connected (and, most likely, that the servant text alludes 
to the Jeremiah text) to an implication to ask why these texts are inter-
connected.12 to retrieve what may have caused these echoes, we need to 
compare the persona, struggles, and legacy of the prophet Jeremiah as well 
as those of the servant. The intertextual connections trigger the stories 
behind each character.

Who was the prophet Jeremiah? What events affected his prophetic 
ministry? how did he react to those life experiences? Jeremiah was, first 
and foremost, a prophet who lived during the turbulent times of war and 
exile. Jeremiah is “an artifact of terror” whose message “subverts long-held 
beliefs, dismantles trusted social structures, and exposes illusions and 
trivialities.”13 a resistant voice against the dominant political policy, this 
terrorized prophet was mocked and imprisoned; even so, he did not suc-
cumb to the constant threats but reacted with defiance. yet, Jeremiah also 
struggled to find meaning both within his personal and the national crises, 
most profoundly captured in his outcry in Jer 20. Kathleen M. o’connor 
elucidates that in the confessions, “Jeremiah’s first-person speech concerns 
more than himself. his faltering faith in God brings to the foreground 
Judah’s crisis of faith created by the babylonian disaster.”14

12. Katharine J. dell posits that “indeed Jeremiah may have been the historical 
figure most likely to have been in mind, mainly because of his close historical prox-
imity to the exile and as the one who tried very hard to warn the people of their fate, 
suffering as he did so.” Katharine J. dell, “The Suffering Servant of deutero-Isaiah: 
Jeremiah revisited,” in Genesis, Isaiah and Psalms: A Festschrift to Honour Professor 
John Emerton for His Eightieth Birthday, ed. Katharine J. dell, Graham davies, and yee 
von Koh, vtSup 135 (leiden: brill, 2010), 133–34.

13. louis Stulman and hyun chul Paul Kim, You Are My People: An Introduction 
to Prophetic Literature (nashville: abingdon, 2010), 110.

14. Kathleen M. o’connor, Jeremiah: Pain and Promise (Minneapolis: fortress, 
2011), 87. “The prophet also emerges as a suffering servant who endures the pain of 
Judah’s rejection and bears the brunt of the nation’s scorn” (louis Stulman, Jeremiah, 
aotc [nashville: abingdon, 2005], 113).



294 Kim

The servant shares many common features of Jeremiah’s prophetic life 
and legacy. The servant was conferred with divine commissioning:

before I formed you from the belly, 
before coming out of the womb I consecrated you;
I have given you as a prophet to the nations; (Jer 1:5)
yhWh called me from the belly,
from my mother’s insides he named me. (Isa 49:1; cf. 49:5)
I will give you as a light to the nations. (Isa 49:6)

Interestingly, Jeremiah’s divine call in the second-person form is picked 
up in the servant’s recollection in the first-person speech. These royal and 
prophetic tasks place the servant on a pedestal. like the nazirites, both 
are called and set apart prior to birth to be a prophet or a light to the 
nations. yet, at the same time, just like Jeremiah, this servant’s actual life 
is replete with incessant opposition, taunt, and humiliation. likewise, the 
war-torn cities and refugee camps of Jeremiah’s environs reverberate in 
the exilic massacres and forced relocations of the servant. Jeremiah the 
“terror-encircled” (Jer 20:10) encounters the servant “disfigured [tortured] 
beyond recognition” (Isa 52:14). both of these two heroic yet controver-
sial prophets end up martyrs, despised and disregarded, “like a debilitated 
lamb led to the slaughter” (Jer 11:19; Isa 53:7).

Moreover, both figures share their laments from within excruciating 
agony. one of the most famous of Jeremiah’s confessions starts with the 
unadulterated accusation against God: “yhWh, you have deceived me” 
(Jer 20:7), which o’connor translates as “you have raped me.”15 The ser-
vant recalls a similar complaint: “I have toiled for nothing; I have exhausted 
my strength for fleeting chaos” (Isa 49:4; cf. 49:14; lam 5:20, 22). In their 
social contexts of persecution and incapacity and their personal experi-
ences of mockery and humiliation, these two figures are dishonored and 
made low. Paradoxically, the intertextual reading endows both figures with 
high esteem rather than shame, and they are depicted as larger-than-life 
heroes and servants of God (Jer 1:18–19; Isa 52:13).

additionally, we should keep in mind the fact that the two books are 
placed right next to each other in the final canonical arrangement. Many 
literary features (such as key catchwords, phrases, motifs, episodes, depic-
tions, and so forth) nicely conjoin the two books. yet, at the same time, 

15. o’connor, Jeremiah, 87.
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these two books are quite distinct, and often their themes and theologies 
seem to be in opposition (for example, davidic tradition versus Mosaic 
tradition, pro-Zion ideology versus anti-Zion ideology, and the like). fas-
cinatingly, the two prophetic traditions that seem miles apart are placed 
right next to each other. It is as though we are invited to the hermeneutical 
dialogues or debates between the P source (Gen 1) and J source (Gen 2), 
between Jonah (lxx) and nahum (lxx), between the deuteronomist’s 
history and the chronicler’s history, between Proverbs and Job/Qoheleth, 
and so on.16 It is both the common features and motifs as well as the differ-
ent and contrasting aspects of these two figures that invite us to engage in 
significant intertextual work. Jeremiah and the servant, therefore, come to 
us as complementary companions, both as uniquely contrary figures and 
as coherent figures.

last but not least, it is noteworthy that, whereas the prophet’s iden-
tity is evident in Jeremiah texts, the servant’s identity is anonymous, 
ambiguous, and multivalent.17 In this encounter between Jeremiah and 
the servant, readers are provided with more than linear or two-dimen-
sional comparisons—comparing a with b and b with a—through the 
potentials of multidimensional comparisons—comparing a with b, c, 
and d and b with a, c, and d.18 hence, just as informed readers can 
compare Jeremiah with Moses as well as the servant, so we can also 
compare the servant not only with Jeremiah but also with many other 
suggested figures, such as a previous davidic heir (for example, Jehoi-
achin or Zedekiah), a later davidic descendant (for example, Zerubbabel 
or Jesus in the new testament), cyrus, an unknown prophet (a disciple 
of Isaiah), the community of Jacob-Israel as a collectivized entity, and 
so on. The open potential of such a hermeneutic allows us to take an 
interpretive leap to consider Jeremiah and the servant in light of compa-
rable figures of the modern era. before exploring these multidimensional 
hermeneutical encounters, a brief recap of the two modern figures—
bonhoeffer and yun—is in order.

16. hyun chul Paul Kim, “Jonah read Intertextually,” JBL 126 (2007): 497–518.
17. Kim, Ambiguity, Tension, and Multiplicity in Deutero-Isaiah, Stbiblit 52 (new 

york: lang, 2003).
18. Key phrases or depictions of Jeremiah make him comparable to Moses and 

even some aspects of Job. likewise, the servant has been compared to Jeremiah and 
Job in reception history.
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Intertextuality between dietrich bonhoeffer and dongju yun

enter the two modern thinkers and poets, prophets and martyrs 
themselves, not unlike the two ancient prophets considered above. bon-
hoeffer’s life and legacy are well-known. because numerous studies are 
published about bonhoeffer in Western scholarship, only a brief recap of 
key episodes would suffice here. bonhoeffer was born in breslau, Ger-
many, on february 4, 1906. bonhoeffer had a sense of call to become 
a theologian at the age of fourteen. having completed his doctoral dis-
sertation, Sanctorum Communio, at the university of berlin at the age of 
twenty-one, he completed his habilitationsschrift, Act and Being, at the 
same institution at the age of twenty-four. an extraordinary theologi-
cal thinker, bonhoeffer additionally developed his values of christian 
life together in a “this-worldliness” vocation, particularly through his 
pastorate and educational experiences abroad in places such as rome 
and north africa (1924), barcelona (1924–1927), new york (1930–1931 
and 1939), london (1933), and anglican monasteries in britain (1934–
1935). While bonhoeffer’s theological undercurrents against social evil 
would trace back to his earlier years, it was in 1938 that he made formal 
contacts with the resistance leaders against hitler.19 he was arrested in 
april 1943 and killed by the Gestapo on april 9, 1945. during the years 
of his imprisonment, bonhoeffer was engaged to his fiancée Maria von 
Wedemeyer and continued writing important works, primarily through 
correspondence with eberhard bethge (the husband of bonhoeffer’s 
niece, renate).

yun was born in Myongdong village of the Jiandao area (also called 
Pukkando, today’s yanbian) in the Manchurian province of china (north-
ern area outside the border of north Korea) on december 30, 1917. yun’s 
grandfather moved to this area in 1900 due to economic deterioration 
and political turmoil toward the end of the Joseon dynasty (1392–1910) 
and became a christian in 1910.20 during middle school, yun developed 
his poetic passion, winning first prize in the school’s speech contest. 
on christmas eve of 1934, six days prior to his seventeenth birthday, 

19. Geffrey b. Kelly, ed., Life Together; Prayerbook of the Bible, dbW 5 (Minne-
apolis: fortress, 1996), 184.

20. david e. Shaffer, trans., The Heavens, the Wind, the Stars and Poetry: The 
Works of Yun Tong-ju, Korean Patriot and Poet (Seoul: hakmun, 1999), 181.
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yun completed his first three poems, inaugurating his career as a poet.21 
having written poems prolifically during his high school years, yun 
entered yonhee college (now yonsei university) in 1938. upon gradu-
ation on december 27, 1941, mere days after the Japanese attack on 
Pearl harbor, yun moved to Japan to further his study and writing amid 
cultural assimilation policies in Korea that enforced the sole use of the 
Japanese language and names and banned any publications in Korean. 
as a poet, yun unleashed his literary force to preserve Korean heritage 
and inspire a spirit of resistance through the influence and inspiration 
of many teachers, sages, and friends, such as the poets chiyong Jung, 
Sang yi, rainer Maria rilke, the artist vincent van Gogh, the existential-
ist philosopher Søren Kierkegaard, and yagyeon Kim (his maternal uncle 
who, as a chinese confucian scholar, an independence activist, and later 
an ordained minister, had a significant influence upon yun). on July 14, 
1943, yun was arrested, and then on March 31, 1944, he was sentenced to 
two years imprisonment in fukuoka prison. yun received a daily injec-
tion—presumably for Japan’s biological warfare experimentation—and 
was pronounced dead on february 16, 1945.

despite the differences (nationality, geography, no mutual interac-
tion, etc.) between these two figures, we can consider some similarities 
(contemporary, World War II, resistance, incarceration, hardship, poets, 
thinkers, leaders, persecution, legacy, inspiration, impacts, etc.). although 
they had no awareness of each other, readers can form a kind of intertextu-
ality between them through their comparable contexts, lives, and legacies. 
to undertake such an intertextual dialogue, we will focus on two select 
poems, amid a plethora of other important works. It is my hope that these 
texts (miles apart in many ways) can build intertexts, triggering us to get 
some glimpses of their shared struggles and aspirations.

dietrich bonhoeffer’s “Who am I?” 

Who am I? They often say to me
relaxed and cheerful and determined,
like a lord from his castle.

Who am I? They often say to me
I talk with my guards,

21. Shaffer, Heavens, 183.
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freely and friendly and clearly,
as though I were in charge.

Who am I? They also say to me
I bear the days of misfortune
placidly smiling and proud,
like one who is used to winning.

am I really what others say about me?
or am I only what I know about myself?
anxious, yearning, ill, like a bird in a cage,
struggling for the breath of life, as though someone were strangling my 
throat,
hungering for colors, for flowers, for birdsong, 
thirsting for gracious words, for human closeness,
shivering with anger toward capriciousness and pettiest offense,
worried from waiting for great things,
powerlessly trembling for friends in endless distance,
exhausted and empty for praying, thinking, working,
faint and ready to bid farewell to all?

Who am I? The one or the other?
am I this today and tomorrow another?
am I both simultaneously?
In front of people a hypocrite and before myself a scornfully whining 
wimp?
or does what is still in me resemble the defeated army that chaotically 
retreats from victory already won?

Who am I? lonesome questioning taunts me.
Whoever I am, you know me: I am yours, o God! [June 1944]22 

of numerous important works from prison, this poem powerfully por-
trays bonhoeffer’s agony over self-identity amid the tension between his 
noble vocation in the past and painful uncertainty in the future. his noble 

22. My translation from the original German poem, “Wer bin ich?” (dietrich 
bonhoeffer, Widerstand und Ergebung, ed. christian Gremmels, eberhard bethge, and 
renate bethge, dbW 8 [Gütersloh, Germany: Gütersloher, 1998], 513–14). Special 
thanks to Prof. Kang na for sharing feedback on this translation. My selection of this 
poem by bonhoeffer, in connection to Jeremiah, is inspired by Jack r. lundbom, Jer-
emiah 1–20, ab 21a (new york: doubleday, 1999), 863–64.
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heritage, religious piety, and educational background shaped his vocation 
and were instrumental in earning him respect, even in prison (“relaxed 
and cheerful and determined … as though I were in charge … like one 
who is used to winning”): “It was not just the result of christian discipline, 
but also the heritage of family tradition and upbringing. The bonhoeffer 
family as a whole required certain conduct from its members and main-
tained it in severe suffering and voluntary sacrifice.”23

however, despite his model background and reputation, bonhoeffer 
struggles with his vocational identity during incarceration: “I often wonder 
who I really am: the one always cringing in disgust, going to pieces at these 
hideous experiences here, or the one who whips himself into shape, who 
on the outside (and even to himself) appears calm, cheerful, serene, supe-
rior, and lets himself be applauded for this charade—or is it real?”24 In the 
midst of this extraordinary effort to preserve calmness and strength, bon-
hoeffer is aware of his fragility as a human being. his restlessness bespeaks 
his vulnerability (“thirsting for gracious words, for human closeness”), 
which bonhoeffer achingly laments in the unavoidable departures when 
each visitor would have to leave him alone in the prison: “for me, this 
confrontation with the past, this attempt to hold on to it and to get it back, 
and above all the fear of losing it, is almost the daily background music of 
my life here, which at times—especially after brief visits, which are always 
followed by long partings—becomes a theme with variations.”25

notably, this dispirited soul (“whining wimp”) not only acknowledges 
the indescribable pain and overwhelming hardship but also trenchantly 
diagnoses the current hurting world with which bonhoeffer fearfully yet 
uncompromisingly shares his solidarity. In this theology of here and now, 
bonhoeffer discovers the meaning of faith—godliness within this-worldli-
ness—even in the seeming defeat by tyrannical evil (“the defeated army”): 
“In the last few years I have come to know and understand more and more 
the profound this-worldliness of christianity.”26 bonhoeffer recalls his 

23. dietrich bonhoeffer, Prayers from Prison, interp. Johann christoph hempe 
(Minneapolis: fortress, 1978), 59.

24. Gruchy, Letters, 221 [december 15, 1943]. “few prisoners in the building are 
as well known as he is. but he is a contradiction to himself ” (bonhoeffer, Prayers from 
Prison, 57).

25. Gruchy, Letters, 416.
26. Gruchy, Letters, 485 [July 21, 1944]. for bonhoeffer’s theology tied to Jer-

emiah’s message (cf. Jer 32:15), see Gruchy, Letters, 55.
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conversation about the goal of life with a young french pastor during his 
stay in the united States: “and he said, I want to become a saint (—and I 
think it’s possible that he did become one.)… nevertheless, I disagreed 
with him,… later on I discovered, and am still discovering to this day, that 
one only learns to have faith by living in the full this-worldliness of life…. 
(cf. Jer. 45!).”27 bonhoeffer’s vocation is rooted in his uncompromising 
solidarity with fellow human beings, especially those who suffer in this 
world: “We are not christ, but if we want to be christians it means that we 
are to take part in christ’s greatness of heart … and in the true sympathy 
that springs forth not from fear but from christ’s freeing and redeeming 
love for all who suffer.”28

bonhoeffer, the defenseless victim (“like a bird in a cage”), ends up 
martyred. nevertheless, he leaves a lasting legacy, grounded in the visions 
and promises of God’s truth and power: “These texts do not reveal a super-
hero, a happy warrior blithely going to the grave…. contrariwise, the 
letters and sermons, lectures, and essays reveal a human being who sought 
to live before God and with human beings with a mature sense of his own 
creatureliness as a reality of both limitation and promise.”29 bonhoeffer’s 
faithfulness and courage continue in the people who are inspired by his 
relentless struggle in pursuit of the vicarious cost of discipleship. 

dongju yun’s “confessions” 

In the rusty green copper-mirror
still left over is my face,
which like a treasure of the old dynasty 
brings utter shame.

I’ll compress my confession into a single line 

27. Gruchy, Letters, 486. on Jer 32:15, from tegel, august 12, 1943: “That requires 
faith, and may God grant us it daily. I don’t mean the faith that flees the world, but 
the faith that endures in the world and loves and remains true to the world in spite of 
all the hardships it brings us” (Ian Stockton, “bonhoeffer’s Wrestling with Jeremiah,” 
Modern Believing 40 [1999]: 50).

28. Gruchy, Letters, 49. 
29. Mark W. hamilton and Samjung Kang-hamilton, “dietrich bonhoeffer: a 

review essay,” ResQ 58 (2016): 245. “Who would we be if we really knew ourselves? 
The christian has firm ground under his feet because God knows him” (bonhoeffer, 
Prayers from Prison, 58).
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—for twenty-four years plus one month,
for what joy have I lived?

tomorrow, the day after, or on some joyous day,
I will have to write another single-line confession 
—back then, at such a young age,
why did I make such a shameful acquiescence?

night after night, let me wipe my own mirror 
with the palms of my hands and the soles of my feet.

Then, walking alone under a shooting star,
the back of a sorrowful person
returns inside the mirror.  [January 24, 1942]30

yun was not of noble lineage but was brought up in a well-educated and 
well-respected middle-class family. his uncle, yag-yeon Kim, founded the 
Myongdong School in the early 1900s, and yun’s father was a teacher there. 
as the Myongdong village in the Manchurian province of china was also 
active in the independence movement, yun grew up with an elite educa-
tion and social awareness in diaspora. as will be discussed below, both 
confucian values and christian faith have made significant impacts on 
yun’s poems and personhood.

however, like bonhoeffer, yun agonizes over his identity in “confes-
sions” as someone imperfect, privileged, and powerless all at the same time. 
both poets characterize such internal and external identity struggles, and 
both do so with a strong first-person focus. as a third-generation immi-
grant who was born in china outside Korea under Japanese colonization, 
yun wrestles with the liminal and hybrid boundaries of his personal-
religiohistorical locus and sociocultural-political circumstances.31 Thus, 
the poem is embedded with three time frames—from the rusty green 
copper-mirror (“the old dynasty”) in the first stanza, to the confession of 
the present (“twenty-four years plus one month”) in the second stanza, 

30. My translation from the original Korean. Special thanks to Prof. Paul cho and 
Prof. donald Kim for sharing feedback on the translations of the two Korean poems. 

31. “Most of his poems are about himself.… but this does not mean that yoon 
dong-Ju was a narcissist or self-indulgent man. We should rather take this as evidence 
of his existential search” (Sung-il lee, The Wind and the Waves: Four Modern Korean 
Poets [berkeley: asian humanities Press, 1989], 9).
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and then to the question for the future (“tomorrow, the day after, or on 
some joyous day”) in the third stanza—depicting “the three stages of the 
Kierkegaardian search for self-fulfillment—the aesthetic, the ethical, and 
the religious stages.”32

Such an identity struggle operates both internally (within himself) and 
externally (with the social contexts), through the motif of shame. Shame 
here, and in many other poems by him, unveils both christian/religious 
essences and confucian/philosophical traditions (especially Mencius, 
whose philosophy yun attained from his uncle). on the one hand, via 
christian/religious ethos, yun identifies himself as a sinful, imperfect 
weakling, susceptible to succumb to the daunting colonial threat. This 
sense of guilt discloses the context when Imperial Japan forced Koreans 
to use Japanese names and language only.33 In order to survive and for 
yun to study in Japan, his family had to adopt this policy after sustained 
civil disobedience. having adopted another name tochu hiranuma (on 
January 29, 1942), yun wrote this poem of confessions—the last poem he 
composed in his motherland (“back then, at such a young age, / why did 
I make such a shameful acquiescence?”). at the same time, however, this 
guilt does not merely allude to the acquiescence of the colonized but also 
the very greed of the powerful and the injustice of the colonizers. alas, 
the righteous are few and persecuted; shame on the wicked, including 
the old dynasty (“brings utter shame”). Shame associates with what is lost 
(“left over … a treasure”)—the glory, honor, and joy that seems difficult 
to regain.

on the other hand, via confucian/philosophical traditions, yun’s 
shame paradoxically connotes that which is lofty and honorable:

Mencius said: “The noble-minded have three great joys, and ruling all 
beneath heaven is not one of them. to have parents alive and brothers 
[and sisters] well—that is the first joy. to face heaven above and people 
below without any shame—that is the second joy. to attract the finest 
students in all beneath heaven, and to teach and nurture them—that is 
the third joy.”34

32. Shaffer, Heavens, 245.
33. historians further inform that Imperial Japan changed not only the names of 

the Koreans but also the names of many cities and landmarks.
34. david hinton, trans., Mencius (berkeley: counterpoint, 2015), 171; see also 

eun-young Jin and Kyung-hee Kim, “a Study on Shame in yun, dong-Ju’s Poetry 
from a confucian Perspective,” KPS 52 (2017): 304–5.
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The well-being of family members (first joy) and the gathering of best 
students (third joy) are not within one’s own control. on the contrary, to 
live out one’s life with integrity (second joy) is something one can actively 
aspire to and achieve. one of the most beloved poems by yun, titled “Pro-
logue,” opens with lines that echo Mencius’s second joy: “May I look up 
to the heavens until the day I die / Without a bit of shame.”35 accord-
ingly, shame in the confucian value is not passive but voluntary and active 
shame.36 It is a willful shame, so to speak. It is assertive and courageous 
to acknowledge shame and disingenuous and cowardly to deny it. Put 
another way, it is honorable to feel shame, whereas one who is shameless 
is truly dishonorable: “Mencius said: It is impossible to be shameless. The 
shame of being shameless—that is shameless indeed.”37

consequently, shame in yun’s poem is a compassionate shame. to feel 
shame is to have compassion, aching with the current social problems and 
pains while also sharing solidarity with those who pursue good against 
staggering evil. In his compassionate shame, yun is neither embarrassed 
nor shameful but a resolute prophet displaying indomitable resistance 
against cowardice and wrongdoing. Therefore, yun’s shame is also a righ-
teous shame. toward the end of 1930s, most poets in Korea resorted to 
write praises of the Japanization movement, quickly selling their souls. 
Their literary works were neither authentic nor creative but numb imi-
tations of the puppeteers. yun’s shame connotes righteous indignation 
against so many fellow poets who succumbed to colonial pressure, while 
also feeling sorrow (“the back of a sorrowful person”) at his powerlessness 
against it.38

In his shameful sorrows of having lost his name, “his life-long Korean 
identity,”39 as well as his own country, yun depicts his world as dark nights 

35. Shaffer, Heavens, 12. 
36. Jin and Kim, “Study on Shame,” 306.
37. hinton, trans., The Four Chinese Classics: Tao Te Ching, Chuang Tzu, Analects, 

Mencius (berkeley: counterpoint, 2013), 542. consider also timothy K. h. chong, 
Strategies in Church Discipline from 1 Corinthians: A Chinese Perspective (blooming-
ton, In: Westbow, 2016), 156: “[In chinese/asian culture] to call someone ‘shame-
less’ (mei-yu lien) is to invoke ‘the most severe condemnation that can be made to 
a person.’ It is to imply that people have ‘laid aside all pretensions of being decent 
human beings’; an animal according to Mencius.”

38. Mi-yeon Kim, “a Study on the Poetry of yoon dong-Joo,” KTC 89 (2017): 
136, 146.

39. Shaffer, Heavens, 248.
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(“night after night”), visible only via a dim mirror (“rusty green copper-
mirror”). This portrays his shame in genuine solidarity with the colonized 
people in sorrow and oppression. amid the endless dark nights of col-
onization, exile, and diasporic homelessness, yun also yearns for home 
and hope. We should note that yun’s musical passion was influenced by 
the african american spirituals, especially the song “carry Me back to 
old virginny,” the tune of which he would frequently whistle.40 Thus, this 
search for hope swings between night/darkness and star/light, between 
sorrow and joy, between exile/colonization and homecoming/liberation.

This spirit of resistance and hope for liberation and homecoming 
often shines through the motif of stars (“walking alone under a shoot-
ing star”). Stars evoke lonely, nostalgic memories with the imagination 
of people across different, faraway continents observing the same and 
wishfully connecting loved ones together. out in the sky, difficult to reach 
and touch, each star would remind yun of the memories of each person 
and moment that have blessed his innocent yet troubled childhood.41 In 
another poem titled “a Starry night,” yun indulges in counting each of 
those countless stars:

… 
one star as memory,
another star as love,
another star as dejection,
another star as aspiration,
another star as poetry,
another star as mother, mother,

Mother, I try to name each star with each beautiful word.
Thus I count the names of those kids with whom we shared the table 
at my elementary school; Pei, Kyeong, oak—such exotic names of for-
eign girls; names of the gals who already became moms; names of those 
neighbors in poverty; pigeon, puppy, bunny, donkey, deer; 
frances Jammes, rainer Maria rilke—these poets’ names.

40. Ji-eun yun, “a Study on yun dong-ju as a Marginal Man and a Place Where 
the homeland Would be in his Poetry,” JKML 18 (2017): 171–72, 175–81.

41. In the following poem, the word names occurs repeatedly, reminiscing both 
the fond memories of loved ones in the distant past and the remorseful situations 
of Korean names lost and soon to be forgotten. See eung-gyo Kim, “forced names: 
Somura Mukei and hiranuma tochu,” ChT (november 2014): 197. 
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They are all so far away from me.
Just as stars are so faintly far away,

Mother, 
and you are far away in Manchuria….42

Paradoxically, those distant, unreachable stars also signify the utopian 
hope that shines perennially.43 Such a starry utopia, in yun’s poetic world, 
does not denote abstract escape from reality but rather concrete, contex-
tual “this-worldliness.” yun’s stars do not remain as mere imagination but 
rather symbolize peace and harmony in “this world” where each star, and 
each human being, does their best in the sacred tasks of restoring jus-
tice and righteousness. While yearning for a utopian dream or heaven, 
therefore, yun’s stars also equate with persistent resistance against the 
present reality of colonial policies and threats.44 Stars shine more vividly 
and brightly in the night. each glowing star would ignite a spark of dig-
nity and honor within, nothing short of the miraculous hope for joy amid 
sorrow (“for what joy have I lived? … on some joyous day”). ultimately, 
yun’s shame-filled, passionate confession was “a revolutionary attempt to 
overthrow the era’s oppressors and resist their reality, who was conscious 
of the boundary between the imperial Japan, the colonial Joseon, and 
[Manchuria].”45

42. My translation from the original Korean. consider the last letter (written 
on december 19, 1944) bonhoeffer’s fiancée Maria received: “you, the parents, all of 
you, the friends and students of mine at the front, all are constantly present to me. 
your prayers and good thoughts, words from the bible, discussions long past, pieces 
of music, and books—[all these] gain life and reality as never before” (andré dumas, 
Dietrich Bonhoeffer: Theologian of Reality, trans. r. M. brown [new york: Macmillan, 
1971], 171).

43. “Just as stars are distant yet assuredly existent, in yun’s poetic vision, salvation 
in the remotest future will certainly come” (Sung-hee hong, “ ‘too Many nights’ and 
Poetry: repetition in yoon dong Ju’s Poetry,” JKML 63 [2017]: 106).

44. yun, “Study on yun dong-ju,” 194–98.
45. yun, “Study on yun dong-ju,” 203. “from one perspective, the ‘sorrowful 

man’ is shamed by his wavering in his christian faith, but foresees a ‘joyful day’ when 
the hope of salvation may be obtained. from another perspective, that same ‘sorrow-
ful man’ is shamed by Japanese domination of his fatherland, Korea, and by having to 
change his Korean name to a Japanese one. The ‘joyful day’ that is hoped for is the day 
when Korea will again be free from Japanese control” (Shaffer, Heavens, 249).
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the ancient Prophets/Martyrs Meet the Modern Prophets/Martyrs

What can be gained from these multifarious intertextual (and intercontex-
tual and intercultural) comparisons of biblical themes and hermeneutical 
reading strategies? first, in light of the above analyses of the commonal-
ity between two ancient figures and two modern figures, we observe that 
they represent the minority voices of defiance against tyranny and oppres-
sion. due to their fervent criticism against the dominant societal forces, 
they encountered threats, persecution, and an ultimately tragic demise, 
like “a docile lamb led to the slaughter” and “cut off from the land of the 
living” (Jer 11:19; Isa 53:7–8). They each, in turn, experienced a crisis of 
self-identity amidst social and political turmoil and ultimately persevered 
in their vocational convictions. Their weakness and vulnerability made 
them ostracized victims of the social evil: Jeremiah as “terror-encircled” 
(Jer 20:10), the servant as one “disfigured beyond recognition” (Isa 52:14), 
bonhoeffer as “a scornfully whining wimp,” and yun as “a sorrowful 
person.” and yet their scathing criticism against evil made them like “a 
fortified city, an iron pillar, and a bronze wall” (Jer 1:18) and the “exalted, 
honored … righteous one” (Isa 52:13; 53:11).46

furthermore, another prominent theme is the profoundly authentic 
“this-worldliness” of the prophetic traditions. Indeed, this down-to-earth 
hermeneutical orientation is an important contribution by the hebrew 
bible to biblical theology.47 both Jeremiah and the servant mutually echo 
many of the lament psalms that underscore the very tears, pains, and 
cries of the dejected and marginalized. They explicitly or subtly allude to 
the rhetoric and issues of lamentations. Similarly, both bonhoeffer and 
yun were influenced and transformed by the moving tunes and messages 
of the african american spirituals. bonhoeffer personally encountered 
these while visiting and preaching at african american churches in 
harlem, while yun was introduced to the spirituals by american mission-

46. “[bonhoeffer at finkenwalde seminary] and the incessant struggle against 
the church bureaucracy’s dance between resistance to, and acceptance of, the national 
Socialist attempts to conform the church to its vision of German society all consumed 
the attention of the entire seminary and the congregations supporting it” (hamilton 
and Kang-hamilton, “dietrich bonhoeffer,” 244).

47. “The source and force of Israel’s spirituality is the presence and work of 
[yhWh] in its life and midst” (rolf P. Knierim, The Task of Old Testament Theology: 
Substance, Method, and Cases [Grand rapids: eerdmans, 1995], 295).
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aries.48 The writings and concepts of both poets display the radical impact 
of human suffering and irresistible hope extant in the spirituals. Similar 
to bonhoeffer’s quintessential this-worldliness theology, yun’s poems are 
grounded in his courageous, compassionate shame, which displays not 
only human fragility but also righteous outrage against corrupt, recalci-
trant shamelessness in the troubled world. all these prophets and martyrs 
share their sorrows and hopes firmly rooted in this world, and their 
utopian visions target their fellow sisters and brothers, especially those 
suffering in this world.49

Moreover, these martyrs, even in their tragic ends, left lasting lega-
cies which transformed them into larger-than-life figures. notably, it 
is the perception of readers and interpreters that place them on pedes-
tals worthy of their extraordinary vocational calls. Jeremiah, shunned 
by many as a false prophet, was reckoned a true prophet (Jer 25:11–12; 
29:10; cf. ezra 1:1; dan 9:2). The servant, falsely accused and despised (Isa 
53:3–4, 9), was rightfully recognized as the one who took on the transgres-
sions and iniquities of many others (Isa 53:5, 12) and who will ultimately 
“make many righteous” (Isa 53:11). We do not have any archaeological 
information of the whereabouts of these two prophets. but, their perso-
nas and legacies through millennia have earned them the monumental 
titles respectively as “a prophet to the nations” (Jer 1:5) and “a light to 
the nations” (Isa 49:6; cf. 42:6).50 likewise, bonhoeffer, who never got to 

48. reggie l. Williams expounds that bonhoeffer’s academic readings of harlem 
renaissance intellectuals, such as W. e. b. du bois; his experiences as a lay leader at 
abyssinian baptist church; and his witnesses of the color line and racial fragmen-
tation in american christendom must have made a genuine impact on his theol-
ogy: “It is the christ ‘hidden in suffering’ that bonhoeffer came to see within the 
hidden perspective of harlem, by exposure to the latent critique of the problem of 
race during the harlem renaissance” (reggie l. Williams, “dietrich bonhoeffer, the 
harlem renaissance, and the black christ,” in Interpreting Bonhoeffer: Historical Per-
spectives, Emerging Issues, ed. clifford J. Green and Guy c. carter [Minneapolis: for-
tress, 2013], 161).

49. “[dongju yun] generated his own meaning of life and death before ‘salvation’ 
which was ever–delayed but still believed to come, in order to greet the desperate life 
as it stands with hospitality” (hong, “ ‘too Many nights’ and Poetry,” 125).

50. “like the God of Israel, Jeremiah has endured the pain of rejection and borne 
the sorrow of scorn and reproach…. This portrait of the prophet is a painful reminder 
of the cost of discipleship (dietrich bonhoeffer). It is also a sure testimony that words 
and witness outlive the nightmare of abuse” (Stulman, Jeremiah, 344–45).
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see the end of evil but instead was unjustly executed just a few months 
before the end of World War II, is considered one of the most profound 
and influential theologians of the twentieth century. yun, who also never 
got to see his poetry ever formally published but was brutally killed just 
six months before liberation, has himself become a beacon of light to later 
generations who continue to be inspired by so many of his achingly sad 
yet beautiful poems.51

finally, while cultivating the very ancient contexts is essential to 
understanding the ancient texts, hermeneutical implications provide 
for equally enriching comprehension in comparisons with the pertinent 
contexts of today.52 as explored in this study, considering the writings 
and legacies of bonhoeffer and yun can offer insightful perspectives in 
interpreting the texts and contexts of Jeremiah and Isaiah’s servant. The 
world of the hebrew bible is remote and thus difficult to reconstruct or 
re-present. Through comparison with comparable modern texts and con-
texts, what seems disconnected in these ancient texts can become more 
real and intimate. our detached reading of the ancient books can cause 
us to adopt clichéd viewpoints or even romanticize the pain, suffering, 
agony, injustice, sorrow, rage, prayer, yearning, and hope of each person 
in the real world. rather than reading from a distance, the intertextual 
engagement with today’s issues vis-à-vis the interpreter’s milieu creates a 
more up-close and personal understanding. Jeremiah’s incarceration and 
the servant’s suffering were not mere emotionless episodes suitable for 
forensic lab research. bonhoeffer’s spirited words and yun’s shame-laden 
agony can take us into the likely situations and vivid pictures of the ancient 
prophets’ personas and pathos. Modern stories and histories unearth the 
calamitous events and aftermath of colonization as well as the incessant 
threats and palpable abuses upon the colonized.

The intertextual dialogues between Jeremiah and Isaiah’s servant pro-
vide insights far more complex than a simple arithmetic formula of “one 
plus one equals two.” Instead, the compound result is bountiful: for exam-
ple, Jeremiah alone, the servant alone, Jeremianic servant, servant-like 
Jeremiah, both Jeremiah and the servant merged together, and so on. When 
we then add bonhoeffer and yun, our hermeneutical horizons expand to 
multidimensional, almost infinitesimal encounters.53 In such multifarious 

51. eun-ae lee, “from ‘Self-Portrait’ to “confessions,” JKP 16 (2005): 135. 
52. Knierim, Task of Old Testament Theology, 69–71.
53. “a text is not a line of words releasing a single ‘theological’ meaning (the ‘mes-
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intertextual encounters, we have discovered many similar texts, contexts, 
stories, histories, messages, and so on.54 for our understanding of Jere-
miah and the servant, for example, we can enlist many other ancient and 
modern figures for such intertextual encounters (Gwan-sun yu—a Korean 
“Jeanne d’arc,”55 Martin luther King Jr., nelson Mandela, fannie lou 
hamer, angela davis, elie Wiesel, and the like).56 bonhoeffer and yun, 
through their poems, poetic personas, and poetic worlds, help us more 
forcefully read and interpret Jeremiah and the servant, as all four of them 
come to us as troubled yet faithful and larger-than-life servants of God.

sage’ of the author-God) but a multi-dimensional space in which a variety of writings, 
none of them original, blend and clash” (roland barthes, Image, Music, Text, trans. 
Stephen heath [new york: hill and Wang, 1977], 146).

54. equally legitimately, we should also search for intertextual cases that project 
contending perspectives. In such contrasts as well as similarities—as in the hermeneu-
tical yin-yang dynamics, our interpretive insights may be further deepened. See hyun 
chul Paul Kim, “Interpretative Modes of yin-yang dynamics as an asian hermeneu-
tics,” BibInt 9 (2001): 287–308.

55. on Gwan-sun yu, see niraj chokshi, “South Koreans in new york celebrate 
a 100-year-old Independence Movement,” New York Times, 1 March 2019, https://
tinyurl.com/SblPress03103a.

56. Willis Jenkins and Jennifer M. Mcbride, eds., Bonhoeffer and King: Their Lega-
cies and Import for Christian Social Thought (Minneapolis: fortress, 2010).





Interpreting the bible in the age of #blacklivesMatter: 
the Gideon Story and Scholarly commitments

Valerie Bridgeman

for some years now, I have been reflecting on Judg 6:11–24 as a central 
theme for the hebrew texts as we find them canonically. located in the 
cycle of violent stories where the people are blamed repeatedly for their 
conditions, Gideon asks the question that might be the central one for 
all of the hebrew bible. In this story, Gideon resorts to hiding wheat 
in wine presses. While working subversively to feed his community, an 
“angel of the lord” appears to him and declares that God is with him. The 
angel calls Gideon a strong warrior, a גבור החיל, and Gideon responds, 
not with the singular “if God is with me,” but rather with a communal 
 ,Judg 6:13) ”?[מצאתנו] If God is with us, what is this finding us“ :עמנו
my translation). This phrase often is translated “why then has all this 
happened to us,” perhaps because translators find it difficult to imagine 
trouble finding a people. but in the early parts of the twenty-first century, 
black people in the united States of america, on the african continent, 
and in other parts of the african diaspora understand the concept of 
trouble and struggle finding a people, stalked by a death-dealing culture 
of white supremacist domination. 

In the book of Judges, Gideon recounts the histories of deliverance 
as he has learned them, noting the necessity, strength, and problem with 
history in their current struggles for freedom. Gideon tells the story the 
ancestors told him (6:13) and acknowledges it, but he asks: where are all 
the wonderful deeds now? The book of Judges is, no doubt, redacted as 

a version of this paper was presented in the Minoritized criticism and bibli-
cal Interpretation Section at the annual Meeting of the Society of biblical literature 
under the title, “Writing Phone numbers on My arm: activism and Scholarship in the 
age of #blacklivesMatter” (boston, Ma, november 18, 2017).
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a propagandized call for a king, or as law-and-order propaganda. but 
Gideon, in the inception of this story, seems more concerned for his com-
munity, even as the story has been framed as the exploits of a singular 
man. he doubts his ability to make a difference: “how can I deliver Israel?” 
and as any soon-to-be hero does, he maintains that he is from the least 
family of the weakest clan in the smallest tribe (6:15 nrSv).

Gideon’s story became, for me, a starting point for a way to answer 
the question of how minoritized biblical scholars could forge a dialogue 
with sociopolitical activists.1 as both a biblical scholar and an activist, 
pondering the ways the bible speaks into violent and volatile events in 
our times is important work, professionally and personally for me. This 
kind of intertextuality—where the lives before the text are its primary 
conversation partners and reflectors—is key to the texts continuing to be 
relevant in times of crisis. or, as Gideon notes, to keep asking the ques-
tion of how and where God is when violent realities irrupt. In recent years, 
some black activist-scholars in the united States have sought to bring the 
weight of their academic training to liberationist projects for black lives. I 
come to this work as a womanist biblical scholar and homiletician, as an 
ordained religious professional, and as an activist in the streets. We have 
role models for developing lenses that attend to reading texts not simply 
as historical documents but as texts that inform and ignite conversation in 
their reading contexts. feminist and postcolonial approaches bridge inter-
ested readings and historical-critical methods (which also are interested). 
“These hermeneutical strategies have consistently led the way in raising 
the question of the ethics or politics of interpretation, an issue very near 
to the heart of postmodern hermeneutics.”2 two notable examples—the 
liberating, biblical works of cheryl b. anderson and Musa W. dube, both 
of whom work on hIv/aIdS issues in their activist work—have shown 
us a roadmap for how womanists and black feminists who read biblical 
texts from liberationist and postcolonial viewpoints can do this work.3 

1. note to me from an email I received from Gregory l. cuéllar, January 23, 2017, 
when he invited me to present in the Minoritized criticism and biblical Interpretation 
Section of the annual Meeting of the Society of biblical literature in 2017.

2. George aichele, Peter d. Miscall, and richard Walsh, “an elephant in the 
room: historical-critical and Postmodern Interpretations of the bible,” JBL 128 
(2009): 386.

3. See cheryl b. anderson, “biblical Interpretation as violence: Genesis 19 and 
Judges 19 in the context of hIv and aIdS,” in La Violencia and the Hebrew Bible: The 
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Miguel a. de la torre’s work, among others, also helps to form how to 
read texts while reading communities and in community.4 This type of 
intertextuality—reading texts and reading lives as texts—is paramount if 
our scholarship will be useful to the world. This essay, then, is not about 
Gideon or his story but about how his question sharpens mine: “If God is 
with us, why is trouble finding black people?” In such biblical scholarship, 
the audience is not the academy but the people gravely affected by social 
dystopia. academy members, though curating and sometimes condemn-
ing such readings, are overhearing a conversation for freedom among and 
for people in particular communities.

There are also other activist-scholars from other disciplines to help 
with framing one’s mindset for how to read texts. for this biblical work, I 
also turn to a historian and an ethicist to consider ways biblical scholars 
may lend their expertise and voice to freedom. I engage the late african 
american historian and activist vincent harding’s essay, “The vocation 
of the black Scholar and the Struggles of the black community,” and 
vanderbilt university divinity School dean and e. rhodes and leona b. 
carpenter Professor of Womanist ethics and Society emilie M. townes’s 
american academy of religion 2008 Presidential address, “Walking on 
the rim bones of nothingness; Scholarship and activism.”5 each provides 
insights, in conversation with scholars, activists, and artists before them, 
for the role of the (black) scholar in a protesting and activist life.

Politics and Histories of Biblical Hermeneutics on the American Continent, ed. Susanne 
Scholz and Pablo r. andiñach, SemeiaSt 82 (atlanta: Sbl Press, 2016), 121–36; and 
Musa W. dube, The HIV and AIDS Bible: Selected Essays (Scranton, Pa: university 
of Scranton Press, 2008). both scholars have grounded their research in current-day 
crises as hermeneutical lenses. for a reflection on dube’s work, see emmanuel Katon-
gole, “embodied and embodying hermeneutics of life in the academy: Musa W. 
dube’s hIv/aIdS Work,” in Postcolonial Perspectives in African Biblical Interpreta-
tions, ed. Musa W. dube, andrew M. Mbuvi, and dora r. Mbuwayesango, GPbS 13 
(atlanta: Society of biblical literature, 2012), 407–16.

4. Miguel a. de la torre, Reading the Bible from the Margins (Maryknoll, ny: 
orbis books), 2002.

5. vincent harding, “The vocation of the black Scholar and the Struggles of the 
black community,” in Education and Black Struggle: Notes from the Colonized World, 
ed. Institute of the black World (cambridge: harvard educational review, 1974), 
3–30; emilie M. townes, “2008 Presidential address: Walking on the rim bones of 
nothingness; Scholarship and activism,” JAAR 77 (2009): 1–15. 



314 bridgeman

on august 8–9, 2015, a team of self-described activist-scholars 
arrived in ferguson, Missouri, to reflect on how Michael brown Jr.’s 
death one year earlier had affected us and to determine how we now 
wanted his memory to impact our scholarship.6 I served as one of nine 
people on the coordinating committee that designed and implemented 
the conference.7 each of us, as a part of our commitment, had elicited 
funds from our institutions to support the gathering and our travel. 
besides presenting scholarly reflection, we also participated in local 
activist-led actions. We did not gather to critique the current movement; 
there has been more than enough of that without the distance of time. 
We did not gather to study the movement, though the Movement for 
black lives/black lives Matter Movement needs its chroniclers, histo-
rians, and theologians to be present, while it is happening, to study and 
learn from it. Since, as cynthia edenburg argues, intertextuality requires 
literary competence, a consciousness of the signifier and the signified, it 
was imperative that we not assume we knew the contours of the bodily 
texts on which violence had been poured in ferguson. edenburg argues 
that intertextuality requires literary, oral, and aural competency.8 We 
arrived to learn from the stories that emerged in ferguson and to look 
for the places where our memories were provoked. We did not show up 
to instruct activists or to give scholarly papers, though there were three 
plenaries to provoke our encounter.9

6. unarmed black teenager Michael brown Jr. was shot and killed by darren 
Wilson, a white police officer in ferguson, Missouri, a suburb of Saint louis. his death 
set off a series of protests that lasted more than a year and, by some accounts, continue 
to this moment in 2017. See this article for an account of what happened: “What hap-
pened in ferguson?,” New York Times, august 15, 2015, https://www.nytimes.com/
interactive/2014/08/13/us/ferguson-missouri-town-under-siege-after-police-shoot-
ing.html?_r=0.

7. The other members of the committee were: candice benbow (Princeton Theo-
logical Seminary, doctoral student); traci blackmon (Pastor, christ the King ucc, 
florissant, Mo); leah Gunning francis (eden Theological Seminary); f. Willis John-
son (Pastor, Wellspring church, ferguson, Mo); Pamela r. lightsey (boston univer-
sity School of Theology); eboni Marshall turman (duke university divinity School); 
herbert r. Marbury (vanderbilt university divinity School); and Stephen ray (Gar-
rett-evangelical Theological Seminary).

8. cynthia edenburg, “Intertextuality, literary competence, and the Question of 
readership: Some Preliminary observations,” JSOT 35 (2010): 135.

9. The plenary speakers were brittney cooper, J. Kameron carter, and blackmon. 
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We gathered, instead, to learn from the movement and its leaders 
and to critique our own complicity in attempts to destroy the movement 
in its infancy—by our silence, by our safe academic distance, or by our 
uninformed writings about it. We were not looking for some objective or 
uninterested truth but rather for a useful dialogical relationship with black 
experiences and how to foreground those experiences (including our own) 
as an interrogative process in our work. Pamela r. lightsey, then associate 
dean for community life and lifelong learning and clinical assistant 
Professor of contextual Theology and Practice at boston university’s 
School of Theology, and brittney cooper, assistant Professor of Wom-
en’s and Gender Studies and africana Studies at rutgers university, were 
among us as exemplars. both women had put their scholarship on hold in 
2014 in order to be present in and to document the movement at ground 
zero, as ferguson became known. We arrived a year later at the flashpoint 
to think together about how to be in service to the movement. Many of 
us had been on the front lines both in ferguson and in places throughout 
the country where black lives have been systematically destroyed. Some 
of us had been tear gassed, sound bombed, or shot at with rubber bullets. 
Those of us who met that criteria spoke, but only to bear witness. each 
session was designed to help us reflect and to provoke those of us who 
are scholars to show up. If intertextuality includes “genre, motif, formulae, 
type-scenes and parallel accounts, allusion, quotation and hypertextual 
commentary,”10 then our time in ferguson quickly commended itself as an 
exercise in intertextuality. The stories were familiar; the police-encounter-
ends-with-dead-black-man was too common; parallelisms abounded. We 
could identify our text.

We had decided before we arrived that we would have a panel dis-
cussion that biblical scholar herbert r. Marbury would moderate, titled 
“organic, degree, experience: The necessity of a Multifaceted black 
Scholarship for Such a time as This.” none of us claimed many or any 
answers. We did want to know what does (or ought) our work mean for 
black communities, as black scholars writing, researching, and teaching in 
the era of #blacklivesMatter. In many ways, we simply reformulated har-
ding’s 1970s Watergate-era questions: “What are the stakes for which we 
now struggle? What are the goals toward which we now move? What do 
liberation, independence, authentic black humanity, self-determination, 

10. edenburg, “Intertextuality,” 137.
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victory mean in the world of the 1970s and 1980s? What is the nature of 
the society we seek?”11 forty years later, these questions haunted us. We 
were and are in search of our living role in the current Movement for black 
lives.12

We sought to find our places in the symphony of voices and actions 
like those at the Movement for black lives website, a collective of orga-
nizations and persons dedicated to the freedom and soul force of black 
people in the united States, in africa, and in the african diaspora.13 like 
them, we understood ourselves to be in the stream of the struggle for black 
freedom that was as old as any invasion into black space, from King leo-
pold II to the slave ship Jesus to the Jim crow South to the current slow 
genocide of black people in the united States. We wanted to reclaim our 
center in black communities and our work as belonging to those commu-
nities. We are still in a “black and broken background,” the soundtrack of 
which is bullets, police batons on black bodies, sound booms and bleeding 
ears, and the screams and moans of parents and friends in grief.14 We have 
parallel accounts on which to draw, those stories that “share a common 
plotline and present similar (or parallel) accounts of events, even though 
they may differ in details such as characters, place and time” (emphasis 
original).15 It includes the landscape of burning eyes from tear gas in a 
media world that comes for violence but not the truth of the movement.

as black lives Matter Movement members, we found ourselves trying 
to create a healing space for black scholars and black religious leaders 
to think outside of the confines of the (white) academy.16 While several 
of us were women, we did not actively lift up the role of black women 
and queer people—women, men, gender-nonconforming, trans—in the 
movement. as I think back to the moment, this oversight seems odd since 
most everyone gathered identified as a feminist, womanist, and/or inter-
sectional scholar in some particular way. We missed the moment to reflect 
during those days, but we acknowledged these gifts in the statement we 
later wrote and to which I will return in this essay. We know how colo-

11. harding, “vocation of the black Scholar,” 13.
12. harding, “vocation of the black Scholar,” 27.
13. “Platform,” Movement for Black Lives, https://tinyurl.com/Sbl03103b. See 

also the work of black lives Matter at https://blacklivesmatter.com/.
14. harding, “vocation of the black Scholar,” 6.
15. edenburg, “Intertextuality,” 142.
16. “healing Justice,” Black Lives Matter, https://tinyurl.com/Sbl03103c.
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nized we have been by the academy, and this pilgrimage to ferguson was 
in homage to brown and all the other black people who suffered death-by-
state-sanctioned-violence. 

but, of course, the academy was with us. being among other activists 
reminded us that as scholars with appointments at seminaries and univer-
sities, all tenured or on tenure track, we have the privilege of the wall of 
respectability. I reflected on our time in ferguson, first on facebook, then 
in reflections published on Patheos.17 I was aware that people who did not 
have our privileges were much more vulnerable than we were and that we 
were seen as outsiders using their pain, not only by police who resented us 
but also by the mostly young black people who protested nightly and defi-
antly, chanting, “we’re young, we’re strong, we’re marching all night long.” 

yet these traumatic times affect scholars as well. Whatever the optics, 
we are not safe; we could not choose nonaction. like dube, we were being 
called to interruption.18 We arrived knowing nothing would be easy. We 
knew that healing trauma would be a part of the project we had to embrace 
and that it had to be done.19 harding had warned us that, as black scholars:

We are constantly tempted by a strange and poignant set of yearnings 
to let white america’s style become our own, repeatedly forgetful that 
the best hopes and interests of the masses of black people have always 
been out of style in america (save for a few visionary and deceptively 
halcyon years in the 1860s and 1960s when our cause preoccupied, even 
obsessed, a nation). It is a warning because we are tempted even now, 
in the midst of the stench of national corruption, to accept american 
definitions of wisdom, probity, and truth—or, worse, to accept america’s 
claims that such things are not worth discussing.20

as a biblical scholar, the temptation to let white america’s style become 
our own is overwhelming. as de la torre has noted, “the challenge faced 
by those who read the bible from the margins is that the dominant culture 
has the power to shape and legitimize the religious discourse.”21 Schooled 

17. valerie bridgeman, “#ferguson reflections: Privilege, Protest, and Place,” 
Patheos, august 14, 2015, https://tinyurl.com/Sbl03103d.

18. Katongole, “embodied and embodying hermeneutics of life in the acad-
emy,” 409.

19. “healing Justice.”
20. harding, “vocation of the black Scholar,” 5.
21. de la torre, Reading the Bible, 27.
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in the historical-critical methods, biblical scholarship that situates itself in 
the midst of a modern-day movement seemed hardly like scholarship. It is 
the kind of hermeneutical work that often is sidelined as specialty or inter-
ested research. It often is not taken seriously in the guild. but harding’s 
words drove me to ferguson as much as they drove theologians, ethicists, 
and cultural critics there. as a biblical scholar, I became aware of the need 
to think more clearly about how my work belongs to the public square, 
much like richard d. nelson argues that the book of Judges provides us a 
way to consider the bible “as a theater of values directed toward the public 
square.”22 What that would mean in the day-to-day interrogating of texts 
remained to be seen, but it at least must have meant self-reflective aware-
ness of how neither the movement to which I wanted to speak, the biblical 
text, nor I was without complexity. There would always be drama with 
“conflicting ideals or principles about shared public life.”23 There would be 
times when the call of the academy pulled us away from the activist-schol-
arship we believed we must live. although it might be true that “an activist 
theology or advocacy [or biblical interpretation—my addition] can never 
be ambitious enough,” we could not afford the alternative of retreating into 
the academy and classroom.24

Thus we arrived in ferguson in hopes of reclaiming ourselves, in hopes 
of re-member-ing, and mostly, in hopes of not forgetting. as a result, after 
we returned to our various institutions, the coordinating committee col-
lected and collated our learnings and wrote a manifesto. titled “learning 
from black lives conversation: a Statement of Solidarity and Theological 
testament,” we called our time in ferguson “a holy encounter.” We delib-
erately chose the phrase holy encounter. It is our assertion that the lives 
of black people are holy texts that deserve our study as much as the bibli-
cal texts or theological concepts or cultural anthropological issues. each 
of our disciplines provides an entrée into deeper understanding of black 
lives, which in turn provides insight into our disciplines. We would have 
what any intertextual reading provides: a surplus of meaning, a way to see 
worlds from many sides. These are our ideological commitments.25

22. richard d. nelson, “Judges: a Public canon for Public Theology,” WW 29 
(2009): 399.

23. nelson, “Judges,” 400.
24. Katongole, “embodied and embodying hermeneutics of life in the acad-

emy,” 411.
25. See timothy K. beal’s work on how challenging it is to stabilize meanings, or, 
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We sought to acknowledge the diverse gifts of the Movement for black 
lives. In effect, this commitment was intertextual in that it averred that 
there is no univocality in texts or contexts, but rather they are many-
voiced.26 We did not want to make what we saw as the mistake of another 
era, in which cisgender women, lesbians, gay men, bisexual people, and 
transgender, queer-identified, asexual, and other sexual minorities were 
ignored. We reflected this concern in the statement by declaring:

We particularly celebrate the voices that started the movement and 
those who continue the resistance. We are grateful for the resilience and 
trailblazing work of those who have been silenced before—lesbian, gay, 
bisexual, trans* and queer. Personhood, then, is theologically connected 
to constitution. all black life is, as a gift of its creation, made in the image 
of God. In lifting up black life, we will lift up all others who are left out 
and behind.27

We also were taking seriously a call townes made in her american 
academy of religion address, in which she asserted that “our scholarship 
should also help map out strategies for creating a more just and free soci-
ety and world.”28 If we were going to be useful scholars, then the questions 
we asked and the commitments we made had to matter. Whether read-
ing Genesis or listening to Gideon, biblical scholars, too, had to ask every 
research question with the saving and thriving of black lives in mind. The 
statement the group conceived was our stab at articulating our way for-
ward. We wrote:

We came to affirm our commitment to types of scholarship and activ-
ism that prizes justice and works for transformation. We came prepared 
to lend our hands, heads, and hearts to catalyze a movement—to do 

more directly, who gets to control meanings. timothy K. beal, “Ideology and Inter-
textuality: Surplus of Meaning and controlling the Means of Production,” in Reading 
between Texts: Intertextuality and the Hebrew Bible, ed. danna nolan fewell (louis-
ville: Westminster John Knox, 1992), 31.

26. beal, “Ideology and Intertextuality,” 30.
27. “learning from black lives conversation: a Statement of Solidarity and Theo-

logical testament,” KineticsLive, September 22, 2015, https://tinyurl.com/Sbl03103f.
28. townes, “2008 Presidential address,” 2, emphasis original.
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the work of transforming the death of Michael brown, Jr. and so many 
others into new life. We knew that it had been done before.29

It was not just a statement of commitment, however. We also knew we 
needed to confess our failings and shortcomings and to call ourselves and 
others to action. to that end, we wrote that “we call ourselves and other 
people of goodwill to confess that we have been seduced by the false secu-
rity of the politics of respectability, frequently leaving an entire generation 
of black people to fend for themselves.”30 The call, then, was not only to 
black scholars but to scholars and people of goodwill to take up the mantle 
to research, write, and present with the liberation of black people in mind. 

This territory, though new to us, was not new. here, as edenburg sug-
gested, our memory was at play and the intertextual nature of encounter 
was pronounced. Though, unlike edenburg, our competency was not 
based in memorization but memory alone—cultural, historical, and per-
sonal memory.31 as we had written, we were aware that it had been done 
before. We were following in the footstep of scholars like those who inau-
gurated the Society for the Study of black religion in 1969, “the oldest 
scholarly society dedicated to the study and production of knowledge 
about the broad diaspora of black religion.”32 as a new generation of 
scholars, we had to be about the work more urgently. as townes noted, we 
also were aware that the academy “did not prepare [us] for the calls in the 
wide variety of communities that ask [us] to help them think through the 
issues they face and to translate [our] public lectures into the everydayness 
of their lives to develop survival strategies and to encourage them to trust 
the integrity of their own insights.”33

The knowledge that we were not prepared for our new commitments 
did not stop us. Several black scholars created courses directly using the 
phrase, “#blacklivesMatter.” an example is Wil Gafney’s course, “The 
bible in the Public Square: Interpreting the bible in the age of #black-
livesMatter,” which she taught at brite divinity School during the 2017 

29. “learning from black lives conversation.”
30. “learning from black lives conversation.”
31. edenburg, “Intertextuality,” 133.
32. Society for the Study of black religion collection (archives research center, 

atlanta university center robert W. Woodruff library). 
33. townes, “2008 Presidential address,” 3.
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spring semester.34 changed by the movement as an activist-scholar, Gaf-
ney’s commitment also appeared in her 2016 presentation in the biblical 
literature and the hermeneutics of trauma; exile (forced Migrations) 
in biblical literature section at the annual Meeting of the Society of 
biblical literature. There, Gafney presented a paper using the #Sayher-
name hashtag in honor of Sandra bland to reinterpret royal women in 
the torah.35 her title, “Princess Propaganda: forced Migration and royal 
Women hostages,” was described with this abstract:

one of the rallying cries of the #blacklivesMatter movement is #Sayher-
name; saying her name refers to preserving the names and memories 
of black and brown trans- and cis-gendered women whose lives have 
been disposed of often along with their names and memory in public 
consciousness. This paper will explore the phenomenon of royal women 
offered, secured and held as hostages to facilitate forced migration in the 
Judean context, focusing primarily on the royal women of Jehoiachin 
(Jer 38:22), Zedekiah (Jer 38:23) and unidentified princesses (Jer 41:16; 
43:6). The disposition of their bodies will be read through a womanist 
#Sayhername #blacklivesMatter hermeneutic.36

My own first and halting steps after the ferguson gathering were to 
reframe an essay due for a festschrift for my doctoral mentor, William h. 
bellinger Jr. at baylor university. In this essay, I practiced what we talked 

34. Wil Gafney, “The bible in the Public Square: Interpreting the bible in the age 
of #blacklivesMatter,” https://brite.edu/programs/black-church-studies/black-lives-
matter/. See also adelle M. banks, “Seminaries across the country now offering black 
lives Matter courses,” Sojourners, december 7, 2016. https://tinyurl.com/Sbl03103g. 
for another example, see Mitzi Smith, Womanist Sass and Talk Back: Social (In)Justice, 
Intersectionality, and Biblical Interpretation (eugene, or: cascade, 2018).

35. Sandra bland died while in the Waller county, tx jail, after she had been 
jailed on July 10, 2015 and after the trooper accused her of assaulting him during a 
routine traffic stop. her death was officially ruled a suicide. family and friends never 
believed the official report, and protests persisted for some time. of note was the fact 
that Waller county has a sad history of discrimination and lynching. See david a. 
Graham, “Sandra bland and the long history of racism in Waller county, texas,” 
Atlantic, July 21, 2015, https://tinyurl.com/Sbl03103e.

36. Wil Gafney, “Princess Propaganda: forced Migration and royal Women hos-
tages” (paper presented at the annual Meeting of the Society of biblical literature, 
San antonio, tx, november 20, 2016), https://www.sblcentral.org/conferencePaper-
details/40301.
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about in august 2015. I first presented the essay, titled “ ‘a long Ways from 
home’: displacement, lament, and Singing Protest in Psalm 137,” at the 
International organization for the Study of the old testament in Stellen-
bosch, South africa, in September 2016.37 In that presentation, later an 
essay, I argued that the psalm was not a lament but a protest song. More 
specifically, I argued that:

While other scholars have assumed that sitting by the river in babylon 
was/is an act of despair, reading through 2016 eyes and taking seri-
ously the whole of the text, it can be reasonably argued that sitting by 
the river and hanging their harps on willow trees was as much protest 
to the nation-state of babylon as the 2014 and 2015 “die-ins” of the 
ferguson protests are/were against the police-state of the united States. 
because most scholars have labeled Ps 137 only as “communal lament,” 
they have read the beginning of the psalm always as despondency. Sit-
ting down, however, may be protest against the request. for example, 
in the 1960s, lunch counter sit-ins protested Jim crow laws. during the 
height of the protests sparked by Michael brown Jr.’s death, protestors 
conducted sit-downs, die-ins, and tied up traffic in protest. In 2016, a 
national football league player protested police brutality and violence 
against african americans by sitting down on the national anthem and 
later by taking a knee. Similarly, hanging one’s harps reflect the same 
defiant refusal to perform in a way that makes those who terrorize, 
oppress, or enslave others feel entertained. remembering Zion is an act 
of cultural reintegration.38

emboldened as I had been by the Movement for black lives/black 
lives Matter Movement, reading Ps 137 as protest seemed obvious now. 
The movement has changed me and radicalized me as a scholar. I was 
concerned about seeing something that was not there or imposing a pos-
sibility onto the text that was implausible. but I pressed into the challenge, 

37. first presented on September 28 in the Psalms section at the International 
organization for the Study of old testament (IoSot) in Stellenbosch, South africa; 
valerie bridgeman, “ ‘a long Ways from home’: displacement, lament, and Singing 
Protest in Psalm 137,” PRSt 44 (2017): 213–23.

38. bridgeman, “long Ways from home,” 217. rodney S. Sadler Jr. argued a 
similar protest and subversion without directly referencing #blacklivesMatter. See 
rodney S. Sadler Jr., “Singing a Subversive Song: Psalm 137 and ‘colored Pompey,’ ” in 
The Oxford Handbook of the Psalms, ed. William P. brown (oxford: oxford university 
Press, 2015), 447–58.
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knowing that the essay would be peer reviewed and edited by nonblack 
scholars. I continued to think about the lament portion of Ps 137, noting:

The lament in verse 14 is filled with pathos, to be sure. Pain gives power 
to the protest. When alicia Garza created the hashtag blacklivesMatter 
with Patrisse cullors and opal tometi after George Zimmerman was 
acquitted on July 13, 2013 of murdering trayvon Martin in a gated com-
munity, no one could have known that her painful declaration, “our lives 
matter y’all,” would become a movement and not just a tweet forwarded 
and liked many times over. What began as an ember with the Zimmer-
man verdict, however, burst into a fiery flame after Michael brown Jr. was 
gunned down on august 9, 2014 by a sworn peace officer in the apart-
ment complex where his grandmother lived. over and over in facebook 
postings, blogs, think pieces, twitter feeds and more, the pain spilled 
over into protest. “by the rivers of babylon, we sat down and we wept” 
could have been the rallying cry. The hebrew might be aptly rendered, 
“we kept weeping” as we remembered.39 

The call to reframe and refocus our hermeneutical lenses meant that 
we could not work in a silo or a vacuum. While we are trying out our 
new way of approaching our scholarship, each of us keeps showing up for 
protests and vigils in our respective cities. We write phone numbers on 
our arms in the event we are arrested. We alert our deans and presidents 
that we might end up in jail. We call and text one another to encourage 
each other. We are trying to live into harding’s call to live an embodied 
scholarship enthralled with activism. as harding had asserted, “when we 
ask what it means as a black scholar to live the truth of black struggle and 
black hope, it is self-evident that words are not sufficient. examples are far 
more to the point and many are available, some illuminating one aspect of 
the living, some another, a significant number illustrating an impressive 
integrity and wholeness.”40 We are deliberately out-of-bounds of the acad-
emy. We are convinced our words only matter if we live them.

We continue to imagine ways of doing this scholarly, communal 
work in a way that harnesses our gifts and those of the communities we 
made commitments to in august 2015. We wrote in the statement of 
solidarity that:

39. bridgeman, “long Ways from home,” 218.
40. harding, “vocation of the black Scholar,” 21. 
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We acknowledge our deep need for the gifts and abilities that God has 
placed in the streets, in prisons, in churches, in the academy, in places 
yet unrevealed, and in places that we in our privilege have ignored. 
We acknowledge and appreciate the broadness of this work. It is an 
intergenerational movement with people from diverse contexts “doing 
the work.”41

The goal, then, is to avoid trending scholarship that does not endure 
and to engage in scholarship that is pertinent to our times. harding and 
townes warned us against merely engaging the next it methodologies. We 
seek to be “those black scholars who recognize their profound relationship 
to the ongoing life and struggles of the larger black community, all work 
is a pathway to the next stages of the struggle.”42 We are called, to use the 
language of vocation, to expand the way we do our work and to commit 
to not coloring inside the lines of our respective disciplines. none of us is 
deluded into believing that scholars bound to the dispassionate notion of 
objectivity—of which we roundly denounce—will take seriously our work. 
but we still must do it until there is an overwhelming volume of it, and it 
cannot be ignored.

I end where I began. Gideon’s question: “If God is with us, what is 
this finding us?” is at the heart of a black lives Matter biblical activist 
hermeneutic. Such a hermeneutic is located in the story I have told you of 
ferguson, an intertextuality that requires seeing and understanding par-
allelisms, allusions, memory, and remembering. It also is located in the 
reflections of harding and townes and in the harnessed gifts from people 
in the streets, prisons, churches, and beyond. It means hearing the poetry 
and songs of everyday people and taking their questions to our various 
disciplines. In biblical studies, it means centering those questions and sto-
ries. It means seeing the connection and hearing the allusions, where our 
black stories sound like and look like something we have seen in the bible 
and, as their own holy selves, speak back to the text. The text must meet 
us at the intersection of its history and our questions. Such a hermeneutic 
means entering the work with the struggle for freedom in mind. It is an 
interested, ideologically invested work. People are at stake.

So, an intertextual activist hermeneutic is vocational, located in the 
scholar’s study and in the streets’ struggles. It is the quintessential reflec-

41. “learning from black lives conversation.”
42. harding, “vocation of the black Scholar,” 17.
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tion-praxis-reflection model of being useful to the people. It is consciously 
subversive. as activist-scholars, we keep Gideon’s question in front of us, 
even if we must hide in a proverbial winepress to thresh the wheat of our 
insights. This is the work that has found us. our conversion to activism 
hermeneutics means we must never be content with simple questions or 
easy answers. It means we must always be intersectional and intertextual. 
and we must also find a way to be present to the movement while we 
work, if indeed we have been found in trouble and in the struggle.
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Müllner, Ilse. “tödliche differenzen: Sexuelle Gewalt als Gewalt gegen 
andere in ri 19.” Pages 81–100 in Von der Wurzel getragen: Christlich-
feministische Exegese in Auseinandersetzung mit Antijudaismus. edited 
by luise Schottroff and Marie-Theres Wacker. bibInt 17. leiden: brill, 
1996.

nadella, raj. Dialogue Not Dogma: Many Voices in the Book of Luke. lntS 
431. london: t&t clark, 2011.

nelson, richard d. “Judges: a Public canon for Public Theology.” WW 29 
(2009): 397–406.

neudecker, reinhard. Moses Interpreted by the Pharisees and Jesus: Mat-
thew’s Antitheses in the Light of Early Rabbinic Literature. Subbi 44. 
rome: Gregorian & biblical, 2012.

neusner, Jacob. What Is Midrash? Philadelphia: fortress, 1987.
newsom, carol a. “bakhtin, the bible, and dialogic truth.” JR 76 (1996): 

290–306.
———. The Book of Job: A Contest of Moral Imaginations. oxford: oxford 

university Press, 2003.
———. “The book of Job as Polyphonic text.” JSOT 97 (2002): 87–108.
nguyen, Kim lan. Chorus in the Dark: The Voices of the Book of Lamenta-

tions. hbM 54. Sheffield: Sheffield Phoenix, 2013.
niditch, Susan. “Genesis.” Pages 27–45 in Women’s Bible Commentary. 

edited by carol newsom, Sharon h. ringe, and Jacqueline e. lapsley, 
3rd ed. louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2012.

———. “The ‘Sodomite’ Theme in Judges 19–20: family, community, and 
Social disintegration.” CBQ 44 (1982): 365–78.

nielsen, Kirsten. “The holy Spirit as dove and as tongues of fire: rework-
ing biblical Metaphors in a Modern danish hymn.” Pages 239–56 in 
Enigmas and Images: Studies in Honor of Tryggve N. D. Mettinger. 
edited by Göran eidevall and blaženka Scheuer. Winona lake, In: 
eisenbrauns, 2011.



352 bibliography

nihan, christophe. From Priestly Torah to Pentateuch. fat 2/25. tübin-
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