THE SHAPE AND SHAPING
OF THE BOOK OF PSALMS



SBY

Society of Biblical Literature

=

Ancient Israel and Its Literature

Thomas C. Romer, General Editor

Editorial Board:
Suzanne Boorer
Mark G. Brett
Marc Brettler
Cynthia Edenburg
Victor H. Matthews
Gale A. Yee

Number 20



THE SHAPE AND SHAPING
OF THE BOOK OF PSALMS

THE CURRENT STATE OF SCHOLARSHIP

Edited by
Nancy L. deClaissé-Walford

SBL Press
Atlanta



Copyright © 2014 by SBL Press

All rights reserved. No part of this work may be reproduced or transmitted in any form
or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying and recording, or by
means of any information storage or retrieval system, except as may be expressly permit-
ted by the 1976 Copyright Act or in writing from the publisher. Requests for permission
should be addressed in writing to the Rights and Permissions Office, SBL Press, 825 Hous-
ton Mill Road, Atlanta, GA 30329 USA.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

The shape and shaping of the book of Psalms : the current state of scholarship / edited by
Nancy L. deClaissé-Walford.
p. cm. — (Society of Biblical Literature ancient Israel and its literature ; number
20)
Includes bibliographical references and index.
Summary: “This volume explores questions of communities of faith, of collections of
psalms, of theological viewpoints, of sovereignty, and, most of all, of the shape and
shaping of, arguably, the most beloved book of the Old Testament”— Provided by
publisher.
ISBN 978-1-62837-001-0 (paper binding : alk. paper) — ISBN 978-1-62837-002-7
(electronic format) — ISBN 978-1-62837-003-4 (hardcover binding : alk. paper)
1. Bible. Psalms—Criticism, interpretation, etc. I. deClaissé-Walford, Nancy L.,
1954-.
BS1430.2.5477 2014
223'206—dc23 2014013643

Printed on acid-free, recycled paper conforming to
ANSI/NISO Z39.48-1992 (R1997) and ISO 9706:1994
standards for paper permanence.



This volume is dedicated to the memory of Gerald H. Wilson and his seminal work
on the Psalter, The Editing of the Hebrew Psalter. In addition, it is dedicated to those
gifted scholars who have studied, and will continue the work of studying, the Psalter’s
shape and shaping.
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PREFACE

Nancy L. deClaissé-Walford

The publication of The Editing of the Hebrew Psalter in 1985 inaugu-
rated a new era in the study of the book of Psalms.! A biblical book, the
study of which had been driven by form and cult-functional criticism for
many years, was about to be subject to a very different kind of scrutiny—
an examination of its shape and shaping. Within a few years, a Book of
Psalms Consultation was formed in the Society of Biblical Literature, and
Ph.D. students in many institutions were writing dissertations on both the
macro- and micro-structuring of the Psalter.

In 2010, the twenty-fifth anniversary of the publication of The Editing
of the Hebrew Psalter, the Book of Psalms Section determined that it would
be appropriate to dedicate two of its 2011 Society of Biblical Literature ses-
sions to the topic of the shape and shaping of the Psalter. Many of the essays
in this volume were presentations in those sessions, including Nancy L.
deClaissé-Walford’s “The Canonical Approach to Scripture and The Edit-
ing of the Hebrew Psalter, Harry P. Nasuti’s “The Editing of the Psalter and
the Ongoing Use of the Psalms,” ]. Clinton McCann’s “Changing Our Way
of Being Wrong,” Derek Wittman’s “Let Us Cast Off Their Ropes from Us,”
Christine Brown Joness “The Message of the Asaphite Collection and Its
Role in the Psalter;” Catherine Petrany’s “Instruction, Performance, and
Prayer: The Didactic Function of Psalmic Wisdom,” Karl N. Jacobson’s
“Perhaps YHWH (Baal) is Sleeping: ‘Awake’ and ‘Contend’ in the Book
of Psalms,” W. Dennis Tucker’s “The Role of the Foe in Book 5,” Robert E.
Wallace’s “Gerald Wilson and the Characterization of David in Book 5,
and Rolf A. Jacobson’s “Imagining the Future of Psalm Studies.”

1. Gerald H. Wilson, The Editing of the Hebrew Psalter (SBLDS 76: Chico, Calif.: Schol-
ars Press, 1985).

-ix-
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The authors listed above represent a fairly diverse group of American
scholars—in terms of denomination, gender, and points in their careers.
The study of the shape and shaping of the Psalter, however, is not confined
to American scholars. Therefore the editor of this volume invited schol-
ars from other parts of the world—Germany, South Africa, Canada, and
England—to contribute essays in order to provide a broader perspective
on the subject. Their responses were gracious and enthusiastic and their
contributions add a rich depth to the volume: Erhard Gerstenberger’s
“The Dynamics of Praise in the Ancient Near East, or Poetry and Poli-
tics,” Jaco Gericke’s “Philosophical Perspectives on Religious Diversity as
Emergent Property in the Redaction/Composition of the Psalter;” Phil J.
Botha’s “Wealth and Riches Are in His House: Acrostic Wisdom Psalms
the Development of Antimaterialism,” Sampson S. Ndoga’s “Revisiting
the Theocratic Agenda of Book 4 of the Psalter for Interpretive Premise,’
Jonathan Magonet’s, “On Reading Psalms as Liturgy—Psalms 96-99,
and Peter W. Flint’s “The Contribution of Gerald Wilson toward Under-
standing the ‘Book of Psalms’ in Light of the Dead Sea Scrolls”

The reader will find the name of Gerald Wilson, the author of The
Editing of the Hebrew Psalter, invoked many times in the essays in this
volume. Gerald Wilson, who was Professor of Biblical Studies at Azusa
Pacific University in California, died unexpectedly in November 2005.
This volume is not intended to be a Festschrift for Gerald Wilson, but its
“shape and shaping” aptly reflects the tremendous impact that a single
work can have on a discipline. Gerald Wilson embraced the canonical
approaches to biblical criticism being advocated in the 1980s by scholars
such as Brevard Childs and James Sanders and applied them to his study
of the Hebrew Psalter.?

The canonical study of the book of Psalms is an interesting discipline.
It calls itself “canonical criticism,” but it actually employs a number of his-
torically traditional and nontraditional approaches to reading the text.
Hermann Gunkel’s form-critical categorization of the psalms is a mainstay
of psalm scholarship, although the designation of and assignment to vari-
ous categories remains an open question. The historical-critical under-

2. Brevard S. Childs, “Reflections on the Modern Study of the Psalms,” in Magnalia
Dei: The Mighty Acts of God (ed. Frank M. Cross, Werner E. Lemke, and Patrick D. Miller
Jr., Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1976), 377-88; Childs, Introduction to the Old Testament
as Scripture (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1979); James A. Sanders, From Sacred Story to Sacred
Text (Philadephia: Fortress, 1987).
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standing of individual psalms as well as of the whole Psalter is a major area
of examination for canonical critics. They are concerned with questions
about the origins and uses of individual as well as collections of psalms.
And, finally, redaction questions interest canonical critics. How were col-
lections of psalms and various individual psalms incorporated into the
Psalter? When? By whom? For what reason?

For all of its likeness to traditional critical approaches to the study of
the Psalter, the canonical approach is a new and innovative way to approach
the Psalter (and other books of the Bible). In 1976, Brevard Childs wrote
that, because of the vagaries of culture and time, the authors and the edi-
tors of the biblical text simply cannot be known, and therefore the main
focus of research should not be to pursue what he calls the editors’ “moti-
vations and biases.” The canonical critic, rather, can only study the “final
form” of the text—the form provided to us in the Hebrew Psalter. James
Sanders, as he outlines in “Canonical Context and Canonical Criticism,”
agrees with Childs, but he maintains that the scholarly community has
been looking in the wrong place for the “motivations and biases” behind
the shape and shaping of texts such as the Psalter. The final shape of bibli-
cal texts should not be attributed to individual redactions, but to com-
munities of faith—those who found value in various texts and preserved
and transmitted them over the millennia. Sanders writes, “There has been
a relationship between tradition, written and oral, and community, a con-
stant, ongoing dialogue, a historical memory passed on from generation
to generation, in which the special relationship between canon and com-
munity resided.”*

This volume explores questions of communities of faith, of collec-
tions of psalms, of theological viewpoints, of sovereignty, and, most of
all, of the shape and shaping of what is arguably the most beloved book
of the Old Testament.

Many thanks are due. To the authors of the essays, no words are ade-
quate. This volume would not have been possible without your generous
contributions. To the Society of Biblical Literature Press, many thanks
for working with the editor to craft a volume that would be reader-wor-
thy. To my dean, Alan Culpepper, my heartfelt gratitude for believing
wholeheartedly in the contributions that his faculty members make to

3. Childs, Introduction to the Old Testament as Scripture, 79.
4. Sanders, From Sacred Story to Sacred Text, 166.
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their own distinct disciplines in this somewhat crazy world we call theo-
logical education.

McAfee School of Theology
Atlanta, Georgia
December 2013
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THE CANONICAL APPROACH TO SCRIPTURE AND THE
EDITING OF THE HEBREW PSALTER*

Nancy L. deClaissé- Walford

INTRODUCTION

Early in my Ph.D. studies, I came across an article by Robert Polzin in the
journal Semeia entitled ““The Ancestress of Israel in Danger’ in Danger.!
The article examines the three stories in the book of Genesis about Abra-
ham and Isaac passing their wives off as their sisters. Polzin addresses the
work of source and form critics who were attempting to, according to
Polzin, “resurrect the original story behind the three versions,” with little
“concern for how stories fit into their present literary context”

One sentence in the article seized my attention and has stuck with me
over the years. Polzin writes, “Traditional biblical scholarship has spent
most of its efforts in disassembling the works of a complicated watch
before our amazed eyes without apparently realizing that similar efforts
by and large have not succeeded in putting the parts back together again
in a significant or meaningful way.”® Polzin invites us to picture a magnifi-
cent timepiece made up of cogs and wheels, springs and tiny mechanisms,
delicate hands and precious stones, each with its own place in the dance
of the whole. We dissect it, lay it out before us, piece by piece, study it, and
marvel at the beauty, the intricacy, and the craftsmanship.

* This paper was originally presented as part of a session of the Psalms Section of
the Society of Biblical Literature on November 20, 2011 in San Francisco.

1. Robert E. Polzin, ““The Ancestress of Israel in Danger’ in Danger,” Semeia 3
(1975): 81-98.

2. Ibid., 82.

3. Ibid.
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Then a passerby stops to watch our work and finally asks, “What is
it?” “A watch,” we reply. “Oh! Well, what does it do?” the observer asks. “It
keeps time,” we respond. “Really? Wonderful! Show me how it works,” says
the passerby. And we try, we try our best, but we are unable to reassemble
the watch, to restore it to the form in which we found it so that once again
it can perform the task for which it was created—to keep time. The dis-
assembled watch—the biblical text. A wonderful metaphor. Much of the
work of biblical scholars in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries
was focused on “dissecting” the text, searching for “strands of tradition,”
“original oral settings,” and “redactional connections.”

A NEw APPROACH

Gerald Henry Wilson’s work entitled The Editing of the Hebrew Psalter was
published in 1985 in the SBL Dissertation Series. Wilson gives particular
attention to the closing psalms of each of Psalter’s five books, maintaining
that the psalms at the “seams” of the Psalter hold significant clues to its
overall shaping.* Wilson argues that the Psalter’s five books evince pur-
poseful editing and that they tell a “story” to the ancient Israelites—a story
about their past history, their present situation, and their hope for the
future. That story, he maintains, narrates the rise of ancient Israel under
the leadership of Kings David and Solomon in books 1 and 2; the demise
of the northern kingdom of Israel, the destruction of Jerusalem by the
Babylonians in book 3; the exile in Babylon in book 4; and the return
from exile, the rebuilding of the temple, and the restoration of worship
in book 5.

In a 1987 review of Wilson’s book, James A. Sanders writes, “The result
is well worth careful study, for it advances the field of Psalter study pre-
cisely to that extent. The methods applied in the dissertation are carefully
described and followed, and represent a good amalgam of those worked
out by both Childs and myself. In fact, Wilson’s work is not only illuminat-

4. See Gerald H. Wilson, The Editing of the Hebrew Psalter (SBLDS 76; Chico,
Calif.: Scholars Press, 1985), 139-97; Wilson, “The Use of Royal Psalms at the ‘Seams’
of the Hebrew Psalter,” JSOT 35 (1986): 85-94; and Wilson, “Shaping the Psalter: A
Consideration of Editorial Linkage in the Book of Psalms,” in The Shape and Shaping
of the Psalter (ed. J. Clinton McCann Jr.; JSOTSup 159; Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1993),
72-82.
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ing but also very gratifying in many ways.”> “Sanders states that Wilson’s
work is “an amalgam” of Childs’s and Sanders’s works”; let us briefly exam-
ine that statement.

BRrREVARD CHILDS

In the mid-twentieth century, Brevard Childs championed an approach
to the biblical text called “canonical criticism.” His 1976 essay entitled
“Reflections on the Modern Study of the Psalms” and his 1979 book, Intro-
duction to the Old Testament as Scripture, encouraged scholars to move
away from dissecting the biblical text into its most minute components
and to move toward examining the text in the form in which it was pre-
served for communities of faith, as a whole.® Childs maintained, in fact,
that it was useless to attempt to understand the underlying layers of tradi-
tions that make up the biblical text because the editors who compiled and
transmitted the texts deliberately obscured those layers in a process Childs
calls “actualization.” What he meant is that the editors of the biblical texts
did not just update and transmit the texts, but they did so in such a way as
to prevent their “being moored in the past”” In addition, Childs states that
the scribes and editors usually obscured their own identities, so who they
were and how their particular histories influenced them, while perhaps
interesting, simply cannot be known. Therefore, the main focus of critical
research should not be to pursue the editors’ “motivations and biases.”® It
is not the process that is to function as the norm for interpretation, but the
product of the process.’

In the case of the Psalter, Childs maintains that the canonical form of
the text looses the psalms from their cultic settings and makes them testify
to the common troubles and joys of ordinary human life in which all per-

5. James A. Sanders, “Review of The Editing of the Hebrew Psalter, JBL 106
(1987): 321.

6. Brevard S. Childs, “Reflections on the Modern Study of the Psalms,” in Magna-
lia Dei: The Mighty Acts of God (ed. Frank M. Cross, Werner E. Lemke, and Patrick D.
Miller Jr., Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1976), 377-88; and Childs, Introduction to the
Old Testament as Scripture (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1979).

7. Childs, Introduction to the Old Testament as Scripture, 79.

8. Brevard S. Childs, “Response to Reviews of Introduction to the Old Testament
as Scripture;” JSOT 16 (1980): 54.

9. Childs, Introduction to the Old Testament as Scripture, 75-76.
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sons participate.!® Regardless of the intent of the editors of the Psalter, the
end product has a universalized shape.

JAMES A. SANDERS

James A. Sanders shared Brevard Childs’s interest in studying the final
form of the biblical text. In 1977, he voiced his own call for a reevaluation
of the way scholars approach biblical texts. He wrote, “The biblical story
has become eclipsed by the work of the very professionals in seminaries
and departments of religion who seem to know most about the Bible....
The ‘experts’ have lost perspective on the very object of their expertise
[and have] reduced the Bible to grist for the historian’s mill, the province
of the professor’s study”!! But Sanders disagreed with Childs’s assertion
that it was useless to try to understand the underlying layers of tradition
that constitute a text. According to Sanders, biblical texts are grounded
in historical settings. Those settings can be discovered, and they are
important for understanding the shapes of texts. He believed, however,
that scholars had been looking in the wrong places for those historical
settings. The underpinnings of the biblical texts are located in communi-
ties of faith, not in individual scribal settings. Sanders states, “There has
been a relationship between tradition, written and oral, and community, a
constant, ongoing dialogue, a historical memory passed on from genera-
tion to generation, in which the special relationship between canon and
community resided.”!?

Community is thus the foundation of canon. Discovering the herme-
neutics of the communities that shaped the traditions into canon is the
foundation of canonical criticism. Sanders maintains that those herme-
neutics cannot be discovered without as much knowledge as possible of
the ancient historical contexts.!3

10. Ibid., 521.

11. James A. Sanders, From Sacred Story to Sacred Text (Philadelphia: Fortress,
1987), 78-79.

12. Ibid., 166.

13. Ibid., 83.
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OTHER VOICES

I would be remiss if I did not point out that Childs and Sanders were not
the first or the only ones to call for a holistic reading of the book of Psalms.
David M. Howard, in a 1989 article in the journal Word and World entitled
“Editorial Activity in the Psalter: A State-of-the-Field Survey,” provides
information that is sometimes forgotten about those whose examination
of the Psalter included an interest in its inner connectedness, in addi-
tion to the traditional form-critical and cult-functional approaches.!* In
1846, Franz Delitzsch of Leipzig University wrote Symbolae ad Psalmos
illustrado isogogica, in which he paid attention to connections between
consecutive psalms, and concluded that the arrangement of the Davidic
psalms—reflective of the Davidic covenant—provided the key, the unify-
ing motif, of the book.!® Delitzsch incorporated these ideas into his 1881
commentary on the Psalms, reprinted by Eerdmans in 1975.1¢

Joseph A. Alexander of Princeton University devoted a major section
of his 1865 introduction to the Psalms to a treatment of the coherence
of the psalms within the book.!” Like Delitzsch, he determined that the
Davidic covenant was a unifying theme of the book, and he attributed
the juxtaposition of various psalms, one with another, to “resemblance or
identity of subject or historical occasion, or in some remarkable coinci-
dence of general form or of particular expressions.”!8

In more recent scholarship, just subsequent to the clarion cries of
Childs and Sanders, but preceding the work of Wilson, Gerald Sheppard
observed in a 1980 work entitled Wisdom as a Hermeneutical Construct: A
Study in the Sapientializing of the Old Testament, first, that Pss 1 and 2 act as
prefaces to the Psalter; second, that close lexical ties exist between the two
psalms; and third, that David’s identification with Ps 2 demonstrates his
full embrace of the ideals of Ps 1. Sheppard writes, “The Psalter has gained,

14. David M. Howard, “Editorial Activity in the Psalter: A State-of-the-Field
Survey, WW 9 (1989): 274-85.

15. Franz Delitzsch, Symbolae ad Psalmos illustrados isogogicae (Leipzig, 1846).

16. Franz Delitzsch, Biblical Commentary on the Psalms (3 vols.; Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 1881; repr. 1975), 15-23.

17. Joseph A. Alexander, The Psalms (6th ed.; 3 vols.; New York: Scribner, 1865),
L:vii-xiv.

18. Ibid., 1:ix.
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amonyg its other functions, the use as a source for wisdom reflection and a
model of prayers based on such pious interpretation of the Torah”1

Claus Westermann, in his 1981 work Praise and Lament in the Psalms,
observes a movement in the Psalter from lament (at its beginning) to
praise (at its end), and identifies royal psalms as an important aspect of
the Psalter’s framework.29 And Michael Goulder, in his 1982 Psalms and
the Sons of Korah, writes, “It is entirely proper to begin the study of the
Psalter with the expectation that it will be an ordered and not an assorted
collection; or, at the very least, that it will contain elements that were ratio-
nally ordered.”?! These voices, along with Childs and Sanders, called for a
different approach to the book of Psalms; they are voices we should heed
and appropriate.

CHILDS AND SANDERS ON THE EDITING OF THE HEBREW PSALTER

Returning to the discussion of the divergence between Childs and Sanders,
recall that Childs states that the text is all we have and we need not con-
cern ourselves with trying to understand the underlying layers of tradi-
tion behind it because such is a futile undertaking. Sanders maintains, on
the other hand, that understanding the underlying layers of tradition—the
hermeneutical dialogue—is crucial to a full understanding of the meaning
of the text. According to Sanders’s review of Wilson’s 1985 work, Wilson
applied methods that represented an amalgam of Childs—text without
an understanding of the layers of tradition—and Sanders—text with an
understanding of the hermeneutical dialogue.

In the introductory chapter of The Editing of the Hebrew Psalter, Wilson
contends two things: first, that “there is evidence within the Hebrew
Psalter itself of an editorial movement to bind the whole together”; and
second, “that the unity achieved by this process is not merely a convenient
combination of disparate items into an ‘accidental’ formal arrangement,

19. Gerald T. Sheppard, Wisdom as a Hermeneutical Construct: A Study in the
Sapientializing of the Old Testament (New York: de Gruyter, 1980), 142.

20. Claus Westermann, Praise and Lament in the Psalms (Atlanta: John Knox,
1981), 250-58; trans. of “Zur Sammlung des Psalters,” Theologia Viatorum 8 (1962):
278-84.

21. Michael Goulder, The Psalms of the Sons of Korah (JSOTSup 20; Sheflield:
JSOT Press, 1982), 8.
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but represents the end result of purposeful, editorial organization”?? He
therefore contends that the Psalter is a unified whole (a la Childs), and is
the end result of purposeful activity (a la Sanders).

Wilson organizes his study into two large undertaking: first, to isolate
and describe what evidence exists of editorial activity within the Psalter
and to evaluate the extent of its unifying influence (what we now call the
“shape” of the Psalter); and second, to determine the editorial purpose
that governs the organizational process (what we now call the “shaping”
of the Psalter).?? He concludes that the psalms and psalm collections of
the Hebrew Psalter were arranged to tell the story of the rise and fall of the
Davidic kingship in Israel (books 1, 2, and 3) and the story of new hope
for existence with YHWH as king in the exilic and postexilic eras (books
4 and 5). The closing words of Wilson’s book are, “YHWH is eternal king,
only he is ultimately worthy of trust. Human ‘princes’ will wither and fade
like the grass, but the steadfast love of YHWH endures for ever.’?*

THE PAST TWENTY-FIVE YEARS

How, then, has the study of the book of Psalms fared in the past twenty-
five years? David Howard concludes his 1989 article with, “The current
focus on unitary, literary, or ‘canonical’ reading of all portions of the
Bible is bringing much new information to light about the messages and
intents of the ancient authors. Studies in the Psalter are no exception”?®
Brevard Childs claims, in a 2005 article in Pro Ecclesia, that the period
from the late 1960s to the end of the twentieth century was one in which
large sections of the biblical discipline focused on issues related either
directly or indirectly to the subject of canon.?¢ Let me begin with some
general observations.

In 1985 Gerald Wilson wrote the following about what he called the
“energy expended on the question of the arrangement of the Psalter and its
significance” in a survey of commentaries:

22. Wilson, Editing of the Hebrew Psalter, 4.

23. Ibid., 5.

24, Ibid., 228.

25. Howard, “Editorial Activity in the Psalter;” 285.

26. Brevard S. Childs, “The Canon in Recent Biblical Studies: Reflections on an
Era,” Pro Ecclesia 14 (2005): 26.
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H. J. Kraus [Die Psalmen, 1960] includes a section of about five pages
while Mitchell Dahood [Psalm I, 1965/1966] disposes of all aspects of
the subject in approximately two and a half. Most authors are content
to allude to the earlier collections underlying the canonical Psalter as
evidence of the complexity of the issue and then move quickly on to the
consideration of individual psalms a la Gunkel and Mowinckel.?”

In 1989, a full session of the Book of Psalms section of SBL was devoted
to questions of the book’s shape and shaping. Out of that session came a
JSOT publication edited by J. Clinton McCann. Its contributors included
James Mays, Roland Murphy, Walter Brueggemann, Gerald Wilson, David
Howell, Patrick Miller, and J. Clinton McCann. In 1992, the entire April
issue of the journal Interpretation was devoted to the shape and shaping
of the Psalter. In addition, numerous books and articles have been pub-
lished in the last twenty-five years, and many doctoral dissertations have
been written, that address issues of the shape and shaping of the Psalter,
both the overall story (the metanarrative), and the connectedness between
psalms (the micro or local narrative). Publications include, but are not
limited to, Klaus Seybold and Erich Zenger’s edited volume Neue Wege
der Psalmenforschung; M. Millard’s Die Komposition des Psalters; Norman
Whybray’s Reading the Psalms as a Book; Dirk J. Human and Cas J. A.
Vos’s edited volume Psalms and Liturgy; Peter W. Flint and Patrick D. Mill-
er’s edited volume The Book of Psalms: Composition and Reception; Erich
Zenger's edited volume The Composition of the Book of Psalms.?

The attention commentaries give to canonical questions has changed
significantly. McCann’s 1996 New Interpreters commentary certainly
takes into account the canonical shape of the book of Psalms; James
Crenshaw’s 2001 The Psalms: An Introduction provides an extensive treat-
ment of the shape of the Psalter, as do Hossfeld’s and Zenger’s Hermenaia
commentaries (Psalms 51-100, 2005; Psalms 101-150, 2011). Finally,
forthcoming commentaries, including Rolf Jacobson, Beth Tanner, and

27. Wilson, Editing, 3.

28. Klaus Seybold and Erich Zenger, eds., Neue Wege der Psalmenforschung
(Freiburg: Herder, 1994); M. Millard, Die Komposition des Psalters (FAT 9; Ttibingen:
Mohr, 1994); Norman Whybray, Reading the Psalms as a Book (JSOTSup 222; Shef-
field: Sheffield Academic, 1996); Dirk J. Human and Cas J. A. Vos, eds., Psalms and
Liturgy (London: T&T Clark, 2004); Peter W. Flint and Patrick D. Miller Jr., eds., The
Book of Psalms: Composition and Reception (Leiden: Brill, 2005); and Erich Zenger,
ed., The Composition of the Book of Psalms (BETL 238; Leuven: Peeters, 2010).
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Nancy L. deClaissé-Walford’s in Eerdman’s New International Commen-
tary on the Old Testament series, will pay close attention to questions of
shape and shaping.

But not all Psalms scholars wholeheartedly agree with the findings of
the study of the shape and shaping of the Psalter. Erhard Gerstenberger,
for example, offers a different view. In his 2001 work Psalms, Part 2, and
Lamentations, in The Forms of the Old Testament Literature series, he
is skeptical about canonical interpreters’ understanding of the role of Ps
107 as a response to the closing words of Ps 106, and, in the words of
Erich Zenger, “a running commentary to the preceding four books of
psalms, which want to be understood as a unit” Gerstenberger writes,
“Modern ‘holistic’ readers of the Psalter pay much (in my opinion, too
much) attention to this very late redactional division of the canonical col-
lection of Psalms. Redactional activities, by and large, were not able to
thoroughly mold transmitted texts to interconnect them and give them
new meanings.’?® Erich Zenger, in an article entitled “Psalmenexegesis
und Psalterexegese: Eine Forschungsskizze,” relates a conversation with
Gerstenberger, in which Gerstenberger claimed that “die Psalterexegese
wiirde die Individualitit der Psalmen missachten und sie ... mache aus
den wunderschonen Einzelfriichten der Psalmen ein ‘Friichtemus’ 730

So how have those of us who study the book of Psalms fared? Well,
with a few asides and room for scholarly idiosyncrasies, the big “story”—
the metanarrative—of the Psalter seems agreed upon and students of the
shape of the book are now spending more time focusing on the smaller
units of shape, the so-called “local narratives” And we are moving on to
other questions about the book. Some are old questions, some are new, but
all are now informed by the results of the study of the Psalter’s shape and
shaping as much as they are informed by Gunkel’s form-critical and Mow-
inckel’s cult-functional work on the text. The test of time will determine
whether we have provided new insight into the book of Psalms or whether
we have made, in the words of Erhard Gerstenberger, “marmalade out of
wonderful pieces of fruit.”

29. Erhard Gerstenberger, Psalms, Part 2, and Lamentations (FOTL 15; Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 2001), 252.

30. Erich Zenger, “Psalmenexegese und Psalterexegese: Eine Forschungsskizze,”
in The Composition of the Book of Psalms (ed. Erich Zenger; Leuven: Peeters, 2010),
24-25.
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THE EDITING OF THE PSALTER AND THE
ONGOING USE OF THE PSALMS:
GERALD WILSON AND THE QUESTION OF CANON

Harry P. Nasuti

THE EDITING OF THE HEBREW PSALTER:
CANONICAL SHAPE AND EDITORIAL PURPOSE

It is useful to begin this reflection on The Editing of the Hebrew Psalter
with a reminder of its opening chapters on comparative material from
the ancient Near East and Qumran. I suspect that contemporary scholars
who are now used to research on the Psalter as a whole often bypass these
chapters in favor of the two final chapters (and Wilson’s later works) on
the Psalms and the shape of the Psalter.! One should, however, note the
importance of these earlier chapters both for the development of Wilson’s
thesis and for this later shift in Psalms scholarship. Especially significant in
this respect is the way that Wilson’s comparative research and his detailed
work on the Psalms’” superscriptions and doxologies lead directly to his
insights on the structural reliability and theological importance of the five-
book division and the seams of the Psalter.

The reason Wilson begins his study with such comparative work is
precisely to “impart a measure of objective control to the study of the
Psalter, and to avoid the pitfall of ‘imposing’ non-existent structure on the
text.”?> As may be seen from this works title, Wilson is primarily interested

1. See the comment of David Howard on these earlier chapters: “Unfortunately,
this aspect of Wilson’s work has not received the attention it deserves” (“Recent Trends
in Psalms Study;” in The Face of Old Testament Studies: A Survey of Contemporary
Approaches [ed. D. W. Baker and B. T. Arnold; Grand Rapids: Baker, 1999], 332) .

2. Gerald H. Wilson, The Editing of the Hebrew Psalter (SBLDS 76; Chico, Calif.:
Scholars Press, 1985), 5.
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in the “editing” of the Psalter. His “major concern” is to “observe editorial
technique in action.” In keeping with this goal, Wilson speaks throughout
of determining the “purpose” and “intentions” of this text’s editors.

Such an attempt to isolate the intentions of the text’s final editors is
fundamentally an exercise in redaction criticism and, as such, a historical-
critical endeavor.* Indicative of this historical orientation is the fact that
Wilson later attempts to date these editors’ work and to explain their theo-
logical intentions in terms of a specific situation in the first century C.E.
While such a concern is obviously legitimate and important, it should be
noted that it does not entirely cohere with the canonical approach of Bre-
vard Childs to which Wilson sees himself indebted.

Childs is not uninterested in what scholars have seen as the final
redaction of biblical books. It is also clear, however, that he does not want
the analysis of biblical books to be narrowly tied to scholarly theories
about editorial intent. His focus is rather more on such texts’ final literary
shapes and their subsequent reception and interpretation.® Wilson obvi-
ously shares Childs’s concern for the final form of the Psalter. Neverthe-
less, the two scholars differ in that Wilson looks back from that final form
to the intentions of the (hypothetical) editors responsible for it, while
Childs reads the text with an eye on how it has later been understood
and used by the Jewish and Christian communities for whom it has func-
tioned as canon.”

3. 1bid,, 10.

4. See Harry P. Nasuti, Defining the Sacred Songs: Genre, Tradition, and the Post-
Critical Interpretation of the Psalms (JSOTSup 218; Sheflield: Sheffield Academic,
1999), 173.

5. Gerald H. Wilson, “The Shape of the Book of Psalms,” Int 46 (1992): 137-38;
see also his “A First Century C.E. Date for the Closing of the Psalter?” in Haim M. I.
Gevaryahu Memorial Volume (Jerusalem: World Jewish Bible Center, 1990), 136-43.

6. See, for example Childs’s statement that “attention to the subsequent history of
interpretation of the Bible is absolutely essential for its understanding”” For Childs, the
exegetical task is “constructive as well as descriptive;” in that “the interpreter is forced
to confront the authoritative text of scripture in a continuing theological reflection. By
placing the canonical text within the context of the community of faith and practice a
variety of different exegetical models are freed to engage the text, such as the liturgi-
cal or the dramatic” (Brevard S. Childs, Introduction to the Old Testament as Scripture
[Philadelphia: Fortress, 1979], 82-83).

7. Along these lines, it is perhaps significant that James Sanders’s review of Edit-
ing in the Journal of Biblical Literature spoke of Wilson’s methods as “a good amalgam
of those worked out by both Childs and myself” (“Review of The Editing of the Hebrew
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Occasionally, the tension between Wilson’s historical concerns and
the influence of Childs surfaces in Editing itself. So, for example, one of
Wilson’s most fundamental and far-reaching arguments is that “in its ‘final
form’ the Psalter is a book to be read rather than to be performed; to be
meditated over rather than to be recited from® Yet in his analysis of the
Davidic psalms, Wilson’s appreciation of Childs’s work on the “historical”
superscriptions leads him to argue that David is a model whose prayer is
to be imitated by those who encounter it in the book of Psalms.” Indeed,
Wilson sees the Psalter as ending with a call for continuing praise of God,
a call that he repeats in the final words of his own book.!? All of this would
seem to imply a view of the Psalms at odds with (or at least in addition to)
the above statement on the priority of meditation over performance.!!

THE CANONICAL PSALTER AND THE ONGOING USE OF THE PSALMS

Through over two thousand years of Jewish and Christian history, the
psalms have been recited and performed in a variety of ways and settings.
If, as Wilson claims, the Psalter’s final editors meant to rule out such recita-
tion and performance in favor of reading and meditation, those who came
after them seem to have been almost flagrant in their disregard for these
editors” intentions. Rather, as Childs already noted in the Psalms chapter
of his Introduction,

The most characteristic feature of the canonical shaping of the Psalter is
the variety of different hermeneutical moves which were incorporated
within the final form of the collection. Although the psalms were often

Psalter,” JBL 106 [1987]: 321). Wilson’s more historical orientation may well reflect
the Sanders part of that amalgam. It is perhaps worth noting that Childs considered
at least part of Sanders’s approach to be a “highly speculative enterprise” (Introduc-
tion, 57).

8. Wilson, The Editing of the Hebrew Psalter, 207 (emphasis original).

9. For Wilson (ibid., 173), the final effect of these historical superscriptions “has
been to provide a hermeneutical approach to the use of the psalms by the individual.
As David, so every man!” (emphasis original).

10. Ibid., 225-28.

11. More recently, William P. Brown has argued in a related, though slightly dif-
ferent, vein that one should not set the ritual and “meditative” usage of the psalms in
opposition to each other, since both involve “performing” the psalms in an active and
transformative way. See his Psalms (IBT; Nashville: Abingdon, 2010), x, 82-83.
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greatly refashioned for use by the later generations, no one doctrinaire
position received a normative role. The material was far too rich and its
established use far too diverse ever to allow a single function to subor-
dinate all others. The psalms were collected to be used for liturgy and
for study, both by a corporate body and by individuals, to remind of
the great redemptive acts of the past as well as to anticipate the hopes
of the future.!?

Such a view seems much more in keeping with the Psalms’ subsequent his-
tory of interpretation and use than Wilson’s attempt to define the Psalter’s
meaning on the basis of the redactional activity and intentions of its final
editors.

Other scholars have followed Wilson’s lead and sought to isolate the
Psalter’s last redactional level in order to discern the intentions of its final
editors. It is, however, noteworthy that such scholars do not necessarily
agree with Wilson, first of all as to these editors’ identity and historical cir-
cumstances and, secondly, as to the nature of their redactional activity and
editorial intent.!> While such conjectures are legitimate and informative,
their diversity once again highlights the difference between these efforts
and Childs’s approach to the text’s canonical shape, which ultimately does
not depend on the resolution of such historical questions.

In contrast to that of Wilson (and these other scholars), my own work
has tended to approach the psalms from the perspective of their later
interpretation and use in Jewish and Christian traditions. In doing so, I
have been influenced by Childs’s interest in the history of interpretation
and his insistence that canon implies an ongoing relationship between
these communities and their normative text. This has led me to appre-
ciate both traditional authors and modern scholars whose approach to
the canonical shape of the Psalter is less historical and more literary and
theological.!* It has also led me to recognize and appreciate the way that

12. Childs, Introduction to the Old Testament as Scripture, 522.

13. So, for example Frank-Lothar Hossfeld and Erich Zenger have argued for a
second-century B.C.E. date for the Psalter’s final redaction (Die Psalmen I [Wiirzburg:
Echter, 1993], 14-16), while Susan Gillingham has argued for an even earlier date
(“The Zion Tradition and the Editing of the Hebrew Psalter,” in Temple and Worship in
Biblical Israel [ed. J. Day; London: T&T Clark, 2005], 308-41).

14. For an example of a modern approach along these lines, see James Luther
Mays, The Lord Reigns: A Theological Handbook to the Psalms (Louisville: Westminster
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the Psalms’ present canonical order has affected their appropriation in the
spiritual and liturgical usage of both Judaism and Christianity.

At the same time, however, this interest in the history of the Psalms’
interpretation and use has made me aware that this book has been appro-
priated not only as an ordered literary whole with a particular theological
orientation but also as a collection of individual texts that have been used
in a variety of settings.!> Wilson may or may not be historically correct
to deny the book of Psalms its once common title, “the Hymn Book of
the Second Temple.”1® Nevertheless, it would certainly be incorrect to say
that the Psalter has never functioned as a “hymn book” (or other type of
collection) from which individual texts have been excerpted for a variety
of purposes.

In my view, the history of the interpretation and use of the Psalms
works against narrowly restricting the meaning of either this book or its
component texts to that which they may have had in any one histori-
cal situation of the past. Both the Psalter as a whole and the individual
psalms have informed and inspired Jews and Christians throughout his-
tory, just they continue to inform and inspire modern scholarship. Given
this book’s dual status as both a coherent whole and a collection of indi-
vidual texts, perhaps the question that needs further examination is how
the ongoing usage of the individual psalms in the lives of believing com-
munities has interacted (and continues to interact) with the way that such
communities have viewed the Psalter’s overall literary shape and theolog-
ical purpose. Such a question is explicitly canonical in that it is grounded
in the ongoing relationship between these communities and the present
form of the book of Psalms.

John Knox, 1994), 119-27. See especially his statement that “a literary reading requires
one to hold historical questions and perspectives in abeyance,” 127.

15. On the interplay between these two approaches, see Nasuti, “The Interpretive
Significance of Sequence and Selection in the Book of Psalms,” in The Book of Psalms:
Composition and Reception (ed. Peter W. Flint and Patrick D. Miller Jr.; Leiden: Brill,
2005), 311-39.

16. Wilson, The Editing of the Hebrew Psalter, 206-7; cf. also his “Shaping the
Psalter: A Consideration of Editorial Linkage in the Book of Psalms,” in The Shape and
Shaping of the Psalter (ed. J. Clinton McCann Jr. ; JSOTSup 159; Sheffield: Sheftield
Academic, 1993), 72, 81-82.
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CONCLUSIONS

Wilson’s focus on the literary shape and theological purpose of the Psalter
as a whole was an important corrective to a field that had almost ignored
the final form of the text in favor of the life settings of the individual
psalms in ancient Israel. Similarly, there is no denying that Wilson and
those who, like him, have attempted to determine the intentions of this
book’s final redactors have produced a wealth of close readings and per-
ceptive insights into this larger work. Many of these continue to influence
my own understanding of the book of Psalms, even though I am inclined
to reserve judgment about their more specific historical claims.
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CHANGING OUR WAY OF BEING WRONG:
THE IMPACT OF GERALD WILSON’S
THE EDITING OF THE HEBREW PSALTER

J. Clinton McCann Jr.

I am going to keep it simple and use two words to describe my percep-
tion of the impact of Gerald Wilson’s The Editing of the Hebrew Psalter—
shock and awe. If this response seems a bit over the top, let me explain.
Everything is contextual, of course, and my context is this: I am a teacher
in a small, church-related school in a staid Midwestern suburb. Things
are pretty routine—some might say “boring”—so it does not take much
to create an atmosphere of excitement. In fact, one of the most exciting
things I do every year is to attend the annual meeting of the Society of
Biblical Literature, an event my family persists in calling “The Geek Con-
vention.” So, if I am shocked and awed by the impact of Wilson’s work, do
not begrudge me!

I am being a bit facetious, of course, but not completely, so let me say a
bit less hyperbolically that I am very pleasantly and gratifyingly surprised
by the direction of the field of Psalms studies since Wilson’s work was
published in 1985. I completed my dissertation in the spring of 1985. It
focused on Ps 73, but included a forty-page section on the shape and shap-
ing of the Psalter as a context for interpreting individual psalms, including
Ps 73. Wilson’s volume came out just as I was finishing my work, so I was
not able to take it into account except in a footnote, where I said that The
Editing of the Hebrew Psalter is “another attempt [that is, in addition to
my own] to provide a new way of thinking about the Psalter by examin-
ing its canonical shape....”! No one has ever read my dissertation except

1. J. Clinton McCann Jr., “Psalm 73: An Interpretation Emphasizing Rhetorical
and Canonical Criticism” (Ph.D. diss., Duke University, 1985), 144.
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Roland Murphy, my supervisor, along with a few members of my com-
mittee, and no one really needs to. Wilson’s work is far more detailed and
comprehensive. My point is not that Gerald Wilson and I were thinking
along the same lines, although we were, and I found that very encourag-
ing at the time. Rather, my point here is that in 1985 I could find very few
scholarly conversation partners when it came to thinking about the shape
and shaping of the Psalter. There were a few—in English, Brevard Childs,
with whom Wilson studied; and in German, Harmut Gese and Joachim
Becker, particularly his volumes Israel deutet seine Psalmen: Urform und
Neuinterpretation in den Psalmen and Wege der Psalmenexegese.?

When we compare the situation in 1985 with Psalms studies today, we
find a major and marked contrast. Introducing the 2005 volume The Book
of Psalms: Composition and Reception, which was planned in the late 1990s
“with the objective of producing a new collection of studies on the Psalter
in the early years of a century’s turning,” editors Pat Miller and Peter Flint
say this: “Of special note is the lively interest in the Psalter as a collection
or as a book comprised of various collections.”? The more recent volume,
The Composition of the Book of Psalms, edited by the late Erich Zenger,
contains forty-four essays, over half of which have to do in some way with
the shape and shaping of the Psalter.* To be sure, one might expect this,
given Zenger’s scholarly interests and influence; but the important point is
that Professor Zenger could assemble a group of essays on the shape and
shaping of the Psalter from twenty-five Psalm scholars representing twelve
different countries.

When I collaborated with several Psalm colleagues in the late 1980s
to help form a new program unit within the Society of Biblical Literature
called The Book of Psalms Consultation, we identified the shape and shap-
ing of the Psalter as an emphasis partly because several of us were inter-

2. See Brevard Childs, Introduction to the Old Testament as Scripture (Philadel-
phia: Fortress, 1979); Hartmut Gese, “Die Entstehung der Biichereinteilung des Psal-
ters,” in Vom Sinai zum Zion: Alttestamentliche Beitrige zur biblischen Theologie (BEVT
64; Munich: Chr. Kaiser, 1974), 159-67; Joachim Becker, Israel deutet seine Psalmen:
Urform und Neuinterpretation in den Psalmen (SBS 18; Stuttgart: Katholisches Bibel-
werk, 1966); Becker, Wege der Psalmenexegese (SBS 78; Stuttgart: Katholisches Bibel-
werk, 1975).

3. Peter Flint and Patrick Miller Jr., eds., The Book of Psalms: Composition and
Reception (VTSup 99; Leiden: Brill, 2005), 1.

4. Erich Zenger, ed., The Composition of the Book of Psalms (BETL 238; Leuven:
Peeters, 2010).
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ested in this approach, and partly to distinguish the new unit from the
Biblical Hebrew Poetry Section. I thought that the Psalms Consultation
might be renewed once beyond its initial two-year period of authorization.
In fact, it has been renewed and reauthorized several times. And now, a
generation later, what is now the Book of Psalms Section is going strong,
bespeaking a “lively interest” and a seemingly still growing interest in the
shape and shaping of the Psalter. I am pleasantly surprised—even some-
what shocked and awed, if you will.

The major and marked contrast in Psalms studies between 1985 and
today is certainly due in part, perhaps in large part, to Gerald Wilson’s The
Editing of the Hebrew Psalter. Almost certainly, of course, the field eventu-
ally would have gone in the shape-and-shaping direction anyway. As men-
tioned above, Gerald had predecessors. Already in the mid-1970s, Joachim
Becker was suggesting the importance of approaching the Psalms with
what he called the “buchredaktionelle Geschichtspunkte,”> which included
not only the consideration of redactional links between psalms, but also
consideration of the importance of collections and the possible reasons
for the five-book division of the Psalter. The European work on shape and
shaping is probably rooted more directly in Becker’s work than in Wilsonss,
although Wilson’s work had an impact in Europe as well. As Erich Zenger
says in an essay on Pss 90-106 (book 4), “The contrastive tension between
Psalms Books 1-3 and 4-5 [that is, the ‘theocratic’ emphasis of 4-5 versus
the ‘messianic’ emphasis of 1-3] was first seen with this degree of clarity,
as far as I know, by Gerald H. Wilson, The Editing of the Hebrew Psalter”¢

Numerous Psalms scholars in recent years have affirmed what they
frequently call the “groundbreaking” character of Wilson’s work, usually
stating in addition that his work served as the foundation and point of
departure for their own. In short, while the field of Psalms studies would
have gone in the direction of shape and shaping without Wilson’s volume,
The Editing of the Hebrew Psalter certainly provided a major impetus in
this direction and expedited the movement considerably.

It should be noted in conclusion that a great deal of good scholarly
work on the Psalms is being done without any consideration of the shape
and shaping of the Psalter. For example, Erhard Gerstenberger continues

5. Becker, Wege der Psalmexegese, 112; see 112-20.

6. Erich Zenger, “The God of Israel’s Reign over the World (Psalms 90-106),” in
The God of Israel and the Nations: Studies in Isaiah and the Psalms (ed. N. Lohfink and
E. Zenger, trans. E. R. Kalin; Collegeville, Minn.: Liturgical Press, 2000), 161.
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to offer fruitful and helpful insights from his thoroughgoing sociological
perspective.” John Goldingay recently completed a very valuable three-
volume commentary on the Psalms without mentioning shape and shap-
ing, except to say that he was not going to pay any attention to it.® Norman
Whybray, as far as I know, has been the most directly critical of the whole
shape-and-shaping enterprise, suggesting that it is fundamentally mis-
guided and too “purely speculative” to yield useful results.”

Whybray’s criticism raises a very basic question: Aside from the obvi-
ous impact of The Editing of the Hebrew Psalter, was Gerald Wilson right,
or has he led Psalms scholars astray? For my part, I think Wilson was
essentially right. In his 1985 volume and in subsequent essays, his basic
directions and conclusions are convincing. But in the larger scheme of
things, I do not really claim to know whether he was right or not, and
in a fundamental way I do not really care. If that sounds unscholarly, let
me explain with one of my favorite quotations in all of Psalms literature.
Joachim Becker wrote, “Von den Psalmen gilt, was T. S. Eliot iber Shake-
speare gesagt hat: About anyone so great, it is probable that we can never
be right; and if we are never right, it is better from time to time that we
change our way of being wrong”!% At the very least, Wilson’s The Edit-
ing of the Hebrew Psalter has had a profound impact on my way of being
wrong about the Psalms; and I know that many other Psalms scholars can
say the same.
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THE DYNAMICS OF PRAISE IN THE ANCIENT NEAR EAST,
OR POETRY AND PoLiTICS*

Erhard S. Gerstenberger

LANGUAGE AND POETRY, LINGUISTICS AND POETICS

Just as general anthropologists have a hard time intelligently defining
the nature of human beings, various specialists in human speech have
been challenged by an intrinsic exigency to understand and describe the
essence of human vocal or verbal articulation and communication. Should
we regard language as the unique divine gift that elevates humans above
all other creatures? Can it be seen as the prime vehicle of interpersonal
or intergroup communication? Is it perhaps only one type of countless
systems of participation, be it in the physical, chemical, or organic world,
a functional array of sounds, melodies, signifiers transporting informa-
tion from sender to recipient, whatever they may be? The answers greatly
depend on basic assumptions such as whether or not we consider human
beings a supreme species sui generis, separated from the rest of being by
power and glory. But are they really the “crown” or climax of creation?
Does language per se belong to the metaphysical realm rather than to real
and earthly existence?!

Poetic language certainly occupies a rank of its own among modes
of verbal expression. Form, style, structure, and contents of cultivated

* This is a slightly revised version of a paper delivered at the Society of Biblical
Literature annual meeting in Atlanta on November 21, 2010.

1. “What or who are human beings?” is a central question that has been agitating
thinking minds from the very beginning of reasoning, probably some hundreds of
thousands years ago. This innate quest for meaning also produced whole libraries in
the past centuries; see only Herbert Wendt and Norbert Loacker, eds., Kindlers Enzyk-
lopdidie: Der Mensch (10 vols; Zirich: Kindler, 1981-1985).
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verbal articulation do indicate “higher” levels of organization and mean-
ing. Solemnity and emotion permeate pieces of poetry. Is the distinction of
“low” day-to-day speech and “high” poetic articulation sufficient? Ought
we to consider the contexts and functions of communication as well?
Where are the dividing lines between those ways of expression, and how
do we adequately define each of them??

ARcHAIC UTTERANCES OF PRAISE

Just to remind ourselves of our prehistoric roots: Primitive exclamations
in archaic guise, shouts of jubilation, outbreaks of joy and awe may be
surmised to head the continuous tradition in all cultures of human praise
expressions.> Short formulas, probably a heritage of preliterate epochs,
abound even in much later literature; they appear like ancient rocks in
the stream of eulogies directed to divine forces: Sumerian? za-mi 4NN,
“praise [noun!] to the God NN’ za-mi-zu dug-ga, “your praise is splendid”
are the earliest extant examples. Hebrew® haleélilyah, “extol [imperative!]
YHWH,” méhullal yhwh, “to be praised is YHWH,” bartik yhwh, “blessed
be YHWH,” follow at the end of the line. In between we may find simi-
lar formulas in Akkadian, Egyptian, Hittite, Ugaritic, and other ancient
Near Eastern literature. Arabic “Allah is the greatest” (allahu akbar) and
other shouts are still used today in Islamic rituals. All these exclamations
really are hymns in a nutshell, often condensed expressions of power. They
already may tell us about the complex texture of praise in terms of its psy-

2. Poetic Hebrew language has always been a choice object of Old Testament
scholars. See Adele Berlin, “Poetry, Hebrew Bible,” in Dictionary of Biblical Interpreta-
tion (ed. John H. Hayes; 2 vols.; Nashville: Abingdon, 1999), 2:290-96. The express ref-
erence point of the SBL working-group session in which this paper was presented was
Patrick D. Miller Jr’s probe into “The Theological Significance of Poetry,” in Language,
Theology, and the Bible (ed. Samuel B. Balentine and John Barton; Oxford: Clarendon,
1994), 225-30.

3. See Hermann Gunkel and Joachim Begrich, Einleitung in die Psalmen (Got-
tingen: Vandenhoeck, 1933), 37-38; Maurice C. Bowra, Primitive Song (Cleveland:
World, 1962), 57-64 (“emotive sounds” precede poetic songs).

4. Sumerian is the oldest written language known thus far. The largest collection
of Sumerian literary texts is ETCSL (Electronic Text Corpus of Sumerian Literature),
encompassing about four hundred individual texts. They are freely available in trans-
literation and English translation at http://etcsl.orinst.ox.ac.uk.

5. See Helmer Ringgren, “hll T und II,” ThWAT 2:433-41.
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chology, ritual fiber, and social setting. Furthermore, archaic shouts of
praise, awe, glorification, enhancement, etc., still virulent in various con-
texts, may definitely alert us to the fact that praise is not only an aesthetic
or stylistic speech form, with possible theological implications, but a real
primordial force not to be tamed by modern interpretations.®

In historic times praise to the gods was couched in intricate oral and
literary poetry (lyrical rhetoric). These artful compositions could appear
and be handed down only after the invention of adequate writing systems
(ca. 2600 B.C.E.). Cuneiform tablets found in Mesopotamia and other
neighboring regions covering a period of more than two millennia consti-
tute the first human written literature and demonstrate the level of literary
achievement.” A special rhetoric of praise is already in full swing including
a wide range of characteristics: terminology, metaphors, style, structure,
and so on. We can probe only into very limited sections of this spectrum.
And we have to keep in mind that verbal articulations are only vehicles of
that internal or concomitant dynamic of theological rhetoric we are really
looking for. The main questions are, why religious communication uses
such special or “high” forms of linguistic expressions, and what makes
poetic language suitable for dialogue with gods.

MOTIVATIONS, AFFECTS, LINGUISTIC FORM

Hymnic speech-forms in the Hebrew Scriptures first were investigated by
Robert Lowth (1753) and Johann Gottfried Herder (1782), among others.
Later, Hermann Gunkel and Sigmund Mowinckel took up their heritage.?
Disciples of these scholars have enlarged and modified their research over
the decades. Other literary and ritual experts have joined in and there have
been harvested during the past century good amounts of insights.

6. See Bowra, Primitive Song; Dale E. Elliot, “Toward a Grammar of Exclama-
tions,” Foundations of Language 11 (1974): 231-46; Inger Rosengren, “Zur Grammatik
und Pragmatik der Exklamation,” in Satz und Illokution (ed. Inger Rosengren; Lin-
guistische Arbeiten 278; Tiibingen: Niemeyer, 1992), 1:263-306.

7. See Jeremy Black, Reading Sumerian Poetry (London: Athlone, 1998); Mari-
anna E. Vogelzang and Herman L. J. Vanstiphout, eds., Mesopotamian Poetic Lan-
guage: Sumerian and Akkadian: Proceedings of the Groningen Group for the Study of
Mesopotamian Literature, vol. 2 (CM 6, Groningen: STYX, 1996).

8. Gunkel and Begrich, Einleitung; Sigmund Mowinckel, Psalmenstudien (Kris-
tiania: SNVAO, 1921, 1922; repr. 1961); Mowinckel, The Psalms in Israel’s Worship (2
vols.; Nashville: Abingdon, 1962).
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There is a considerable range of verbal and nominal expressions con-
noting “praise” in all the ancient oriental languages. Starting with Sume-
rian, that millenary liturgical language, and moving to Akkadian and
Hebrew (a glance at Hittite, Egyptian, and others, would be useful but is
left aside at this point), we may marvel at the rich heritage of meaning. We
list some main verbs and nouns: Hebrew—Ahll [piel]; ydh; brk [qal; piell;
gdl [piell; rivm [pill; $bh [piell; yd* [hiphil]; ngd [hiphill; Syr; zmr [piel]; slm
[piell;’dr [hiphil]; p r [hiphil]; rnn; psh; shl; Sumerian—zd-mi (“praise”),
ar (“to praise”), metes (“eulogy”), sir (“to sing; song”); Akkadian—dalalu
(“venerate”); nddu and elii D (“extol”); karabu (“greet reverently”); alalu
(“sing joyfully”); zakaru (“mention with praise”); surbii (“enlarge”
Surruhu (“praise”). Ugaritic, Syriac, and Arabic, to name only a few more
Semitic languages, all show a similar vocabulary of praise. The examples
adduced above betray a wide variety of connotations and emotive involve-
ments. Noteworthy are ties to music, singing, instruments, to the tensions
and grades of power between adorer and adored, and to the intention to
lift up, enhance, and magnity the deities.

Attributions of power, majesty, and sovereignty to higher beings are so
natural in praise language that we need not actually specify them.” But it is
noteworthy that metaphors, similes, and comparisons abound in this rhet-
oric. The addressed ones are likened to, identified with, or brought into
close contact with the animal kingdom (lions, bulls, dragons), weather
phenomena (storms, floods, thunder), celestial potencies (light, radiance,
beauty), war and battle insignias (weapons, prowess, revenge), univer-
sal order (justice, equity, castigation), and life-generative forces (fertility,
wholesomeness, prosperity). Throughout the history of tradition there
have occurred modulations of the praise attributes. What counts more,
however, is the basic continuity of this “spiritual iconography,” so that we

9. See Gunkel and Begrich, Einleitung, 42-71. Some basic forms of direct praise
may have been: “God is great (majestic; powerful),” with the response “you are great”
(e.g., Pss 24:8; 48:2; 62:12; 77:14; 104:1; 138:5-6), and “God has performed marvelous
deeds” or, with direct address, “You have...”: (Pss 40:6; 74:13-15; 77:15; 92:6; 126:2-3).
As Gunkel and Begrich (Einleitung) prove, there is a rich variety of formulations in the
Psalter. See also, e.g., Claus Westermann, Praise and Lament in the Psalms (Atlanta:
John Knox, 1981); Patrick D. Miller Jr., They Cried to the Lord: The Form and Theology
of Biblical Prayer (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1994), 178-232; and Walter Brueggemann,
Israel’s Praise: Doxology against Idolatry and Ideology (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1988).
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may give examples from the Old Testament which is, in a sense, the last
receiving link in the age-old Near Eastern chain of eulogy.

YHWH in particular is eulogized by images of glory, majesty, and
power, which are “perhaps the essence of poetry;” but also in very anthro-
pomorphic ways.!® Human occupations symbolically serve to describe
God: He is “King,” “Sovereign,” “Warrior,” “Craftsman,” “Judge,” “Avenger,’
“Shepherd,” and “Farmer,’!! and possibly “Midwife,” “Spouse,” “Mother,”
and “Wailing Woman.” Animal metaphors for YHWH in the Bible include
“Eagle,” “Lion,” “Bird,” “Bear;” and “Moth”!? Gunkel paints a euphoric
picture of Old Israel’s praise in the Psalms.!* He dares to affirm “that the
hymns let transpire the objective side of religion, namely Yahweh him-
self, his qualities and actions”!* Here we actually meet a deep theological
appreciation of Old Testament praise rhetoric.

Structural and stylistic means constituting ancient poetic languages,
especially praise rhetoric, are manifold and by no means translucent as
yet.!> The technical details of poetic language will not lead us much further
individually, but in aggregate they reveal the possibilities of human mind
and art to approach borderlines of existence in terms of space and time.
Praise language in particular stretches out into the past, wrestles with real-
ity by acknowledging accomplishments, grasping actuality and probing
into the future, and in all these regards also tries to mold reality according
to desired well-being, peace, and justice.

The specific problems, for example, of the oldest poetic literature in
Mesopotamia, the “verbal art of these long lost civilizations™!¢ are only

10. Luis Alonso Schokel, A Manual of Hebrew Poetics (SubBi 11; Rome: Pontificio
Istituto Biblico, 1988), 95, 128-29: Human qualities are also named, such as faithful-
ness, justice, etc.

11. Ibid., 137-38.

12. Ibid., 138.

13. See Gunkel and Begrich, Einleitung, 71-83.

14. Ibid., 71.

15. Poetological studies in the different literatures of the Ancient Near East
are not numerous. See Brigitte R. M. Groneberg, Syntax, Morphologie, und Stil der
jungbabylonischen “hymnischen” Literatur, 2 vol. (FAOS 14; Stuttgart: Steiner, 1987);
Schaokel, A Manual of Hebrew Poetics.

16. Piotr Michalowski, “Ancient Poetics,” in Mesopotamian Poetic Language (ed.
Marianna E. Vogelzang and H. L. ]. Vanstiphout; Groningen: STYX, 1996), 141. This
is a clear warning not to overestimate the texts that were written down for “vocal
expression.” “The voice was an integral part of the text” (144). See also Jeremy Black,
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beginning to be discussed by experts.!” Some facts, however, are obvious:
Poetic language, used in various settings, in its written form is linebound
(i.e., is normally fixed in cuneiform lines). It possesses a wide range of
vocabulary and structural forms, is highly figurative, and sometimes cre-
ates its own grammatical rules or even a complete (artificial?) language,
like Emesal (“light/high [women’s] language”) in Sumerian.!® Still, accord-
ing to some Sumerologists and biblical exegetes, the borderline between
prose and poetry is in constant flux. There is an “alternating movement
of descent and ascent” in discourse, and “purism is a symptom of deca-
dence” according to Luis Alonso Schokel.!” Furthermore, many scholars
stress the intimate yet little researched liaison of poetic literary speech
forms with oral performance of the texts. “The rhythm and patterns of the
poetry went hand in glove with musical expression,” states Michalowski.?
Language, as it were, is embedded in action, behavior, ritual, music. It is
neither self-sustainable nor self-sustaining.

THE POWER OF PRAISE

A close reading of any ancient Near Eastern hymnic text, including Old
Testament praise poetry, will invariably reveal that our present day con-
ceptions of “eulogy,’ “praise,” “hymn,” “laudation,” and so on, do not
completely coincide with the related ancient notions, a fact that should
be considered normal in every crosscultural comparison. What is more
significant is a possible basic divergence in theological ideas ancient and
modern. Such a chasm would place the Bible into the realm of antique
views in contrast to our present so-called “modern” perspectives. The

other way around might indicate that “archaic” notions of power transfer

“Poesie/Poetry,” Reallexicon der Assyriologie 10 (2003-2005): 196. According to him,
all poetry “was performed aloud,” some with musical accompaniment, some in cer-
emonial contexts.

17. See Black, Reading Sumerian Poetry; Black, “Poesie/Poetry”; Michalowski,
“Ancient Poetics”; Groneberg, Syntax, Morphologie; Vogelzang and Vanstiphout, eds.,
Mesopotamian Poetic Language; Claus Wilcke, “Formale Gesichtspunkte in der sum-
erischen Literature,” in Sumerological Studies in Honour of Thorkild Jacobsen on the
Occasion of His Seventieth Birthday (ed. Stephen J. Lieberman; AS 20; Chicago: Uni-
versity of Chicago Press, 1974).

18. See Black, “Poesie/Poetry”; Michalowski, “Ancient Poetics”

19. Schokel, A Manual of Hebrew Poetics, 19.

20. Michalowski, “Ancient Poetics,” 144.
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are still clandestinely present even today, against our dogmatic convic-
tions, in real performances of collective praise.

Looking at Old Testament hymns, we sometimes are struck by a
solidly “materialistic” and “dynamistic” understanding of praise. Psalm
29:1-2 summons the “divine beings” to “give, deliver”?! “glory and power”
to YHWH (just as “clans of the nations” are supposed to do in Ps 96:7),
a phrase reminiscent also of Ps 19:2, where “the heavens tell the glory of
God and the firmament announces his handiwork.” The result of a labor-
some attribution of “glory and power” is, among other aspects, the con-
struction of a firm throne that YHWH needs for his universal government
(Ps 22:4).22 Enigmatic Ps 8:3, asserting something like the establishment
of “power” by the “mouth of babes,” may belong in this context.? Signifi-
cantly, in a universal perspective, the supreme heavenly deity does insist
on eulogies from the whole of creation (cf. Ps 148). Especially the pri-
meval forces, overcome by the creator, have to extol the victorious God
by clapping their hands (cf. Ps 93:3-4; 98:8; the empowering function of
“applause” in contemporary societies comes to mind); thus they possibly
lend their strength to him. Human praise in some texts apparently acquires
an automatic dynamic when, for instance, the levitical singers defeat the
enemies by their hymns alone (2 Chr 20:22) or faithful YHWH-believers
are saved by their sacred songs (Dan 3 with Lxx additions). The spectrum
of verbs, already mentioned, which instill praising affirmations with the
sense of “enhancing, enlarging, empowering” the name or majesty of God
supports this notion, notably gdl, rum, and so on. Various other positive or
negative expressions shed light on the dynamics of praise:

I looked, but there was no helper;

I stared, but there was no one to sustain me;

so my own arm brought me victory,

and my wrath sustained me. (Isa 63:5; cf. 59:16)

21. The word habii, imperative of an unattested verb yhb, “to give” is neglected by
two important theological dictionaries (THAT and ThWAT).

22. The grammatical construction ydseéb téhillot, “the sitter of praise-songs”
is not quite clear; however, see Gunkel and Begrich, Einleitung, 95 (emendation of
text); Frank-Lothar Hossfeld and Erich Zenger, Die Psalmen 1-50 (DNEB; Wiirzburg:
Echter, 1993), 149 (a spiritual transformation of “sitting on cherubs,” Pss 80:2; 99:1).

23. The interpretation of Ps 8 is difficult, especially as far as v. 3 is concerned (cf.
Joel 2:16).
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The absence of support for YHWH is contrasted by numerous implicit
assertions to keep up with his praise and thus contribute to God’s will and
ability to help:

I will bless YHWH at all times;

his praise shall continually be in my mouth....
O magnify YHWH with me,

and let us exalt his name together. (Ps 34:2, 4)

It seems that the worshippers of YHWH, be they human or of other nature,
by praising YHWH not only motivate him to take action but also contrib-
ute to him essential power for his activity. Just as the human monarch
gains strength by acknowledgement and veneration bestowed on him by
his subjects, ancient gods thrive on the laudatory songs of their worship-
pers (cf. “Sing to YHWH a new song,” Pss 33:3; 96:1; 98:1; 144:9; 149:1;
Isa 42:10; “blessed/praised”* be YHWH,” Pss 28:6; 31:22; 41:14; 66:20;
68:20.36; 72:18.19; 89:53, etc.). Praise of God is not only a grateful and
overwhelming acknowledgement of majesty and graciousness but, even
more, a creative act of generating those beneficial forces and transferring
them to the deity, or offering them as due tribute.

This impression is strengthened by looking at Mesopotamian hymns
and the functioning of their praise capacity. Most of all, Sumerian praise
songs, dominating cultic ceremonies for more than a full millennium even
after the language had given way in daily and worldly affairs to Akkadian
idioms (around 2000 B.C.E.), give us vivid pictures of gods receiving eulo-
gies and they themselves spending good words, destinies, and blessings
on each other and on terrestrial entities, human as well as natural, reli-
gious, or cultural phenomena. Along this vein we meet, for instance, in
one of the most ancient hymns, Enlil speaking “in praise” (za-mi) of Kes,
thus attributing divine powers to the temple.?> The high priestess of Inana,
in a famous poem (ETCSL 4.07.2, lines 60-65) recites a holy praise song
which is tantamount to enumerating and fortifying the divine powers of

24. There is a fundamental discussion about an alleged “magic” force of the
bariik-formula. See J. Scharbert, “772,” ThWAT 1:817; James K. Aitken, The Seman-
tics of Blessing and Cursing in Ancient Hebrew (ANESSupS 23; Leuven: Peeters, 2007);
Martin Leuenberger, Segen und Segenstheologien im alten Israel (AThANT 90; Ziirich:
Theologischer Verlag, 2008).

25. ETCSL 4.80.2 line 9.
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the goddess (= ME). Sulgi, second king of the Ur I1I-dynasty, places great
emphasis on hymn singing on his own behalf; he craftily indulges in the
specific genre of “self-praise” One of his texts (Sulgi E, ETCSL 2.4.2.05)
urges posterity not to forget those strengthening cultic performances in
order to keep up the king’s name and existence. In short, there is a very
broad testimony in the corpus of Sumerian praise songs, as well as in later
ancient Near Eastern specimens of praise texts, of the vital part they played
in the upkeep of the good world order, natural as well as just societal pro-
cesses, or let us say, life and history on earth. Hymn singing sustains all
beings, conferring strength to everything and everybody in need of it.
Small wonder that hymns in the Sumerian tradition are very much aligned
with or directed to those divine powers (ME) that permeate the whole
universe and which, strangely for us to acknowledge, are not identical with
personalized divinities. The ME can work on their own, although they are
also considered “properties” of deities, temples, and possibly kings. They
may be conferred from one to other entities, and they even can be given
away or stolen from their holders, as the mythical story of Inana and Enki
(ETCSL 1.3.1) shows. But if we look closely at the Bible, we may discover
traces of similar impersonal forces such as “Justice;,” “Truth,” “Wisdom,”
and so on (Pss 36:6-7; 43:3; 85:11-12; 89:15; 117:2) in our Scriptures.
Recognition of competing powers everywhere in the existing world,
which may be influenced by strong and determined expressions of power-
ful praise after and beside the Sumerian example, can be followed through
the history of Mesopotamian psalm singing.?¢ Old Testament hymns take
part in the Mesopotamian, Levantine, and Egyptian traditions, as past
research has proven many times.?” It may be affirmed also for the hymnic
genres, therefore, what Aitken proposes for blessing and curse: “Words are
power-laden,” not per se, but because of the semantic conventions in which
they are embedded.?® The decisive difference which we may discover in the
ancient Near Eastern texts may be exactly the one hinted at before: hymnic

26. Groneberg, for example, has collected young-Babylonian materials (cf.
Groneberg, Syntax). She distinguishes between “incantations,” “sacral lyrics” (being of
private, edifying nature), “cult hymns,” and “narrative literature” Sacral lyrics are her
field of investigation.

27. In a model kind of elaboration Patrick D. Miller Jr. (They Cried to the Lord),
has demonstrated the close relationship of Israel’s prayers to ancient Near Eastern sup-
plication and praise. He cites many relevant studies pointing in exactly this direction.

28. Aitken, Semantics, 21.
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language of old may not (as in our Western protestant theological percep-
tion) open up a binary rift between divine and human being—in fostering
poetic, conceptual, theological, or intellectual juxtapositions—but rather
may emphasize the unity of all existence and a common responsibility for
order and justice by recognizing participation of all agents in the univer-
sal power play. Synergism, so much abhorred in Christian doctrine, was
natural to old Mesopotamians and probably also to most Old Testament
witnesses. YHWH’s words, deeds, bodily parts, and properties, after all,
are in many texts of the Hebrew Bible agents in their own rights (see his
“arms,” “hands,” “utterances,” “love,” “justice,” “glory;,” “presence,” “face,”

“wings,” “angel (messenger),” “wrath,” “dwelling,” “authority;,” “strength,”
<« » . » « » « » « »
plan,” “foresight,” “commandment,” “aura,” “house,” etc.).

CONCLUSIONS

Poetic language in the ancient Mesopotamian world, as a refined means of
articulation, is not content with descriptive and ordering speech; it always
approaches borderlines of world interpretation penetrating into the mech-
anisms of all human and transhuman affairs. Praise rhetoric, in particular,
visualizes the world in flux. It recognizes leading global players, known
and unknown, personal or impersonal, which must be identified in their
responsibilities. By enhancing the positive powers of the acting agents,
the laudations presented to them in high moods of festive joy and awe,
supported by music (and sacrifices?), praise oratory becomes a meaning-
ful part of promoting world order and well-being of people and environ-
ments. It seems less the innate capacity of verbal expressions that makes
poetic praise language a suitable receptacle for powerful action, but the
creative, ceremonial enactment of laudation resounding in human reli-
gious history that forms and transforms the world.

In this fashion, cultic laudation is more than an aesthetic performance
or an expression of theological exuberance, more also than a thanksgiv-
ing response to God’s actions. Gerhard von Rad had a wonderful notion
that Israel’s hymnic praise was considered continually necessary for the
upkeep of wholesome and blessed life.? What we may add and perhaps

29. See von Rad, Theologie, 1:353-54: “Unceasingly Israel gave praise to Yahweh.
That late period which finally nominated the Psalter in Hebrew “tehillim,” even com-
prehended the whole supplicatory discourse of Israel including numerous complaints
and laments and those didactically meditating psalms as one single, multi-voiced
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modify in this concept of “hymnic necessity” is on the one hand the fact
that Israel was fully embedded in and taken along by the broad stream of
ancient Near Eastern traditions of singing praises to the agents of power.
The other insight may be that, together with other hymnologies, Old Tes-
tament praise rhetoric is based on what is, from our perspective, quite an
unorthodox concept of God and humanity. Even the most high deity is
deeply entangled with all the active forces in this world, including nature
and human beings, rivers, earth, and beasts. They, too, it seems to be
expected, should step in to articulate, implement, and promote the genera-
tive dominion of the benign forces for all beings. The adequacy of poetic
communication with the Divine is neither questioned, nor analyzed, nor
reflected upon. It is taken for granted and practiced in jubilant songs.

Letting go of idealistic bifurcations of being, we may say that poetry,
especially of the hymnic types, propels history to the better. As Natan
Sznaider, a sociologist in Tel Aviv, Israel, states it, referring to a German
expressionist writer: “Paul Celan called a poem once a ‘bottled message,
to be posted in perils of drowning, hopefully to be carried to the heart-
soul-land. ‘Poems, continues Celan, ‘are also on their way in this fashion:
They are aiming at something. What are they aiming at? At something
receptive, something to be occupied, maybe at an open minded You, or a
sensitive reality’ 730
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PHILOSOPHICAL PERSPECTIVES ON RELIGIOUS
DIVERSITY AS EMERGENT PROPERTY IN THE
REDACTION/COMPOSITION OF THE PSALTER*

Jaco Gericke

INTRODUCTION

There is a humorous Zen story that alludes, among other things, to the
philosophical problem of religious diversity in relation to the question
of truth:

In a monastery, two monks argued about one point regarding their mas-
ter’s teaching. One said yes and the other said no. Finally, they came in
front of their master telling their understanding of the teaching. After the
first monk explained why he said yes, the master nodded his head and
said that he was correct. The first monk was then very happy and went
away. The other monk, of course, was not happy. He also explained to the
master why he said no. Thinking for a while, the master also nodded his
head and said that he was also correct. The monk was then satisfied and
went away. A little monk who was sitting beside the master was very puz-
zled. He said to his master, “Master, I do not understand. They cannot be
both right. The master replied with a smile, “You are correct too!”!

On many religious-philosophical issues, different views exist among differ-
ent subjects, despite the fact that they might be equally knowledgeable and
sincere. Those who have access to the same information and are equally

* This paper was originally presented as part of the ProPsalm 2012 proceedings at
the University of Pretoria, South Africa.

1. This anecdote, which exists in many versions, was retrieved from “You Are
Correct Too,” Zen Story. Online: http://www.buddhistdoor.com/OldWeb/bdoor/
archive/zen_story/zen7.htm.
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interested in the truth often hold contradictory perspectives on many
topics related to religious thought. This phenomenon is called religious
diversity or pluralism? and can fruitfully be explored in many ways—for
instance, from psychological, anthropological, or historical perspectives.?
In the context of the composition and redaction of the Psalter, instances
of religious diversity have likewise been noted in discussions of the plu-
rality of theologies in that corpus.* A plurality of theologies emerges as a
result of particular compositional and redaction processes in the Psalter’s
history. Conspicuously absent from research on this latter topic, however,
is the involvement of analytic philosophy of religion.® In that current we
find an emphasis on the problem of diversity, not only between different
religions but also within and between traditions in the same religion:

While it is still somewhat popular in philosophical circles today to focus
on diversity among basic theistic systems, there is a growing awareness
that the same basic questions (and responses) that apply to inter-system
diversity ... apply just as clearly, and in exactly the same sense, to intra-
system diversity.®

Given this, we are in a position to pose the questions that constitute the
research problem of the discussion to follow. Supposing we see the psalms
as characterized by intrasystem diversity, what examples of theological
pluralism do we encounter there? What kind of property does such plural-
ism instantiate in relation to the composition and redaction of the Psalter?
What perspectives are available when theological pluralism in the psalms

2. The reference to pluralism here and elsewhere in this chapter is, unless other-
wise specified, understood to be synonymous with the concept of religious diversity,
i.e., the fact that in a given society there exist multiple religious perspectives. I do not
use the term pluralism in any of its other popular senses, i.e., pluralism as referring to
religious inclusivism, religious tolerance, or religious ecumenism.

3. See David Basinger, “Religious Diversity (Pluralism),” The Stanford Encyclo-
pedia of Philosophy (Spring 2012 Edition). Online: http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/
spr2012/entries/religious-pluralism/.

4. See Erhard Gerstenberger, “Theologies in the Book of Psalms,” in The Book of
Psalms: Composition and Reception (ed. Peter Flint and Patrick D. Miller Jr.; Leiden:
Brill, 2005), 603-26.

5. For an introduction, see the discussion in Phillip Quinn, “Religious Diversity:
Familiar Problems, Novel Opportunities,” in The Oxford Handbook of Philosophy of
Religion (ed. William Wainwright; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), 392-417.

6. Basinger, “Religious Diversity (Pluralism)”
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is considered in relation to the question of truth or attitudes towards reli-
gious diversity? These are the questions that this chapter seeks to attend
to. Clarification of the composition or redaction of particular psalms or
of a part of the Psalter will be left to the other contributors to this volume.

With regard to objective, the aim of the presentation is to offer a
descriptive philosophical perspective on intrareligious theological diver-
sity as an emergent property of the Psalter in its format of being a redacted
compositional whole. As for methodology, a historical and comparative
philosophy of religion will be working in tandem with the history of reli-
gion to enable us to obtain an idiosyncratic elucidation of aspects of the
conceptual contradictions between some of the theological propositions
in a number of psalms. The hypothesis of this contribution is that the con-
tradictions themselves are a direct result of the juxtaposing of divergent
material through the redaction and composition of the Psalter as a quasi-
unified whole. But before the discussion proper can follow, it is necessary
to give some elementary, albeit relevant, background regarding the redac-
tional/compositional turn in psalm studies.

THE REDACTIONAL/COMPOSITIONAL TURN IN THE
STUDY OF THE PSALTER

It is by now common knowledge that during the heyday of historical
criticism, the Psalter “was treated almost universally only as a disjointed
assortment of diverse compositions that happened to be collected loosely
together into what eventually became a canonical ‘book’ with no coherent
structure and message.”” During the last few decades, however, the prevail-
ing interest in research on the psalms has shifted to questions concern-
ing “the composition, editorial unity, and overall message of the Psalter as
a book, i.e., as a literary and canonical entity that coheres with respect to
structure and message, and with how individual psalms and collections fit
together”® As David Howard notes:

These studies diverge widely among themselves, but they can generally
be categorized in two major groups: (1) those dealing with the macro-

7. David M. Howard, “Recent Trends in Psalms Studies,” in The Faces of Old Tes-
tament Studies: A Survey of Contemporary Approaches (ed. Bill T. Arnold and David
Baker; Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2005), 329, emphasis original.

8. Ibid., 330.
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structure of the Psalter, i.e., overarching patterns and themes, and (2)
those dealing with its microstructure, i.e., connections among smaller
groupings of psalms, especially adjacent psalms. What they have in
common is a renewed conviction that there are purposeful literary rela-
tionships between psalms and that the Psalter itself is a purposefully
edited collection.’

Granting all of this, it must be remembered that the newly appreciated
unity derived from the redaction and composition of the Psalter does not
do away with the contradictions in the details of different psalms regard-
ing a variety of theological subjects, as pointed out by historical criticism.
What I mean by contradictions is not, as is popularly noted in discussions
of theological pluralism, a plurality of social or historical contexts.!® Nor
is it identical to the crude lists of verbal discrepancies thrown up in popu-
lar atheist and fundamentalist apologetic discussions of “contradictions in
the Bible” It is simply religious diversity that cannot be harmonized via
an appeal to the fluidity and instabilities of metaphor and myth, since it
involves mutually exclusive conceptual content.

Examples of such intra-Psalmic theological pluralism include the fol-
lowing cases:!! whether or not YHWH sleeps (e.g., Pss 44:24 vs. 121:4), the
role of the Leviathan/Rahab (e.g., Pss 74:13-14; 89:10 vs. 104:26), YHWH’s
relation to the dead (e.g., Pss 6:5; 88:10-12 vs. 139:8-10), contradictory
images of the divine body, disagreements as to the existence of other gods
(e.g., Pss 29:1; 58:1; 82:1; 97:7 vs. 96:5; 115:4-7), allusions to alternative
accounts of creation (e.g., Pss 8:1-8; 33:6; 74:13-14; 104:24-26), differ-
ent conceptions of the divine location (e.g., Pss 14:2; 115:3 vs. 139:8-10),
discrepant beliefs concerning the relation between YHWH and moral
evil (e.g., Pss 5:4 vs. 105:25), different accounts of historical chronological
details (e.g., Pss 78:44-51 vs. 105:28-36), diverging views of the axiologi-
cal status of royalty (e.g., Pss 45:7 vs. 146:3), conflicting beliefs about the
nations (e.g., Pss 147:20 vs. 87:4-6), and a variety of anthropologies (e.g.,
Pss 8:5, vs. 103:14-16).

If the psalms featuring the motifs mentioned above stood by them-
selves, no contradictions would arise, despite the fact that contradictions

9. Ibid.

10. Gerstenberger, Theologies in the Book of Psalms, 603-26.

11. Of course, many more examples of contradictions could be given without
making the point any clearer.
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can occur within a single psalm as a result of redactional activity (e.g., Ps
89). This means that it is in fact the same processes of redaction and com-
position which was intended to unify the Psalter that led to the juxtapos-
ing of radically divergent theological motifs between individual Psalms.
Given the gaps in our knowledge of the world behind the text, the theo-
logical pluralism is of such a nature as cannot be neatly formalized via the
logic of belief revision. What can be said, from a philosophical perspec-
tive, however, is that the discrepancies between theological propositions
on the synchronic level instantiate themselves as religious diversity as
emergent property on the diachronic level following centuries of ongoing
redactional and compositional activities in the construction of the canoni-
cal Psalter.

RELIGIOUS DIVERSITY AS AN EMERGENT PROPERTY IN THE PSALTER’S
REDACTION/COMPOSITION

Emergence, according to one philosophical outline of the phenomenon, is
a notorious philosophical term of art. The concept has been in use since at
least the time of Aristotle. In art, emergence is used to explore the origins
of novelty, creativity, and authorship. Emergence is central to the theories
of integrative levels and of complex systems.!? In philosophy, “emergence
is often understood in relation to the aetiology of a system’s properties.”!?
An emergent property of a system, like the religious diversity in the Psal-
ter, is one that is “not a property of any component of that system, but a
feature of the system as a whole”!* Put differently,

An emergent behaviour or emergent property can appear when a
number of simple entities (agents) operate in an environment, form-
ing more complex behaviors as a collective. If emergence happens over
disparate size scales, then the reason is usually a causal relation across dif-
ferent scales. In other words there is often a form of top-down feedback
in systems with emergent properties....!>

12. Timothy O’Connor and Hong Yu Wong, “Emergent Properties,” The Stanford
Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Spring 2012 Edition). Online: http://plato.stanford.edu/
archives/spr2012/entries/properties-emergent/.

13. Ibid.

14. Ibid.

15. Ibid.
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In the context of the discussion, I use the term emergence to refer to the
way complex contradictions and religious diversity arise in the Psal-
ter out of a multiplicity of relatively simple interactions between vari-
ous psalms as a result of their redactional juxtaposing. This usage of the
notion “emergence” with reference to the psalms and their redaction/com-
position can be classified according to the traditional category of “weak
emergence.”’!® Weak emergence is present in the religious diversity of the
Psalter in the ways in which contradictions arise as a result of the inter-
actions between individual psalms. Yet if it could also be demonstrated
that the Psalter as a book has qualities not directly traceable to individ-
ual compositions, but rather to how those compositions interact due to
meso-level (e.g., the Songs of Ascent) and macro-level (e.g., books 1-5)
supervenience on its components (individual psalms), we can even speak
of strong emergence.!”

The general implication of redaction and composition criticism is that
the theological pluralism in the psalms appeared when a number of simple
elements in the redaction/ composition began to operate in a context in
which more complex behaviors were formed that manifested themselves
within the collective. In this regard, it is useful to borrow and reapply terms
from Connor and Wong’s discussion of emergent properties and to distin-
guish the following three forms of emergent structures in the psalms.!8

1. A first-order emergent structure occurred as a result of syn-
chronic conceptual interactions between individual psalms.

2. A second-order emergent structure involved diachronic con-
ceptual interactions played out sequentially over time.

3. A third-order emergent structure was a consequence of syn-
chronic, diachronic, and editorial (redactional/composi-
tional) interactions.

The processes from which religious diversity as emergent property may
have occurred in the psalms can be identified by their patterns of accu-
mulating change or growth. Pluralism as emergent behavior occurred as
a result of intricate causal relations across different compositional and
redactional scales, that is, interconnectivity. Religious diversity as an

16. Ibid.
17. Ibid.
18. Ibid.
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emergent property in the psalms is therefore a systemic feature of the Psal-
ter as a complex system that could not be predicted from the standpoint
of a preemergent stage, despite the composers’ and redactors’ thorough
knowledge of the features and their creation of structures governing the
relations between various parts.

One reason why religious diversity as emergent property in the Psal-
ter is hard to quantify is the indefinite number of interactions between
compositional components of the Psalter, which also increased with the
number of redactional components, thus potentially allowing for many
new and subtle types of behavior to emerge. On the other hand, merely
having a large number of interactions is not enough by itself to guarantee
the presence of theological pluralism in the Psalms as emergent behavior.
Many of the interactions may be negligible, or may cancel each other out,
or a large number of interactions may even work against the emergence
of religious diversity as a result of redactional harmonization.!® A neces-
sary condition for theological pluralism as emergent property, therefore,
was the temporary repression or ignorance of its reality. Connections were
allowed to coexist in contradictory states to encourage the emergence of
theological pluralism; it was never just about the sheer number of connec-
tions between components.

Given this state of affairs, two pitfalls still claim victims in redaction
and composition criticism whenever they attempt to read the Psalter as a
unified whole: a fallacy of division occurs when one reasons logically that
because something is true of the psalms as a whole it must also be true of
all or some of its parts; and conversely, a fallacy of composition arises when
one infers that something is true of the psalms as a whole from the fact
that it is true of some part of the whole (or even of every proper part).

The implication of this is that there is no single theological perspective
in the psalms regarding the details of most issues of interest to Old Tes-
tament theologians. Thus while redaction and composition criticism has
stressed a return to the unity of the Psalter as a book, theological criticism
is needed to remind us that this does nothing to refute the insights of the
historical critics regarding the problem of religious diversity as emergent
property in the synchronic and diachronic configurations of discourse in
the psalms.

19. Ibid.
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INTRA-PsALMIC RELIGIOUS DIVERSITY AND THE QUESTION OF TRUTH

It is only natural in the context of analytic philosophy of religion to ask
about what theological pluralism implies for the question of truth (or
meaningfulness) with regard to the propositions about YHWH in the
God-talk of the Psalter. Our context is biblical scholarship and not phi-
losophy proper. However, the question is not how individual composers
of the Psalms or the redactors would have viewed the problem of plural-
ism in relation to truth. It would be presumptuous to assume that they
were aware of all the contradictions of the final corpus. To be sure, we
see attempted harmonies and bridges between individual psalms and
between the five books, which presuppose an awareness of tensions. Yet
these redactional activities appear to have been attempts to create topical
coherence and narrative flow rather than ways with which to reconcile
theological inconsistencies.

Again, because the context of our inquiry is biblical scholarship and
not philosophy proper, neither is the objective here to be normative and
prescriptive, that is, to assert what exactly the plurality of theologies in
the Psalter are and what they are supposed to imply with regard to the
truth (or untruth) of the psalms for readers today. Rather, in this section
I shall seek simply to note various philosophical options available for how
religious diversity in the Psalter could be conceptualized in relation to the
question of truth. Basinger writes:

One obvious response to religious diversity is to maintain that since there
exists no divine reality—since the referent in all religious truth claims
related to the divine is nonexistent—all such claims are false. Another
possible response, put forth by religious relativists, is that there is no one
truth when considering mutually incompatible religious claims about
reality; more than one of the conflicting sets of specific truth-claims can
be correct.... However, most current discussions of religious diversity
presuppose a realist theory of truth—that there is a truth to the matter.?

If one assumes that there must be some truth to the Psalter’s contradic-
tory claims about YHWH then Raimundo Panikkar’s construction of four
major attitudes that can be adopted in inter- and intrareligious dialogue
may be helpful for imagining a response to the religious diversity under

20. Basinger, “Religious Diversity (Pluralism),” n.p.
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consideration: exclusivism, inclusivism, parallelism, and interpenetra-
tion.?! The scheme is not without its shortcomings,?? yet it might be con-
sidered functional for the purpose of clarifying possible states of affairs
obtaining within the theological pluralism of the Psalter vis-a-vis truth-
conditional classifications.??

Exclusivism can be construed as the simple, naive belief that one par-
ticular beloved psalm’s theology is true. If that is the case then anything
contradictory in other psalms must be false. Simple as this may seem, this
view generates many problems, not least of which is the absence of an
absolute standard internal to the Psalter. Moreover, it assumes a myopic
view of truth—one dependent on classical logic, on top of epistemological
naivete. If truth is multisided, then even if individual psalms offer a strictly
exclusive language, it comes down to interpretation.?*

Inclusivism involves the conditional claim that the truth of a given
psalm is complete, while those of other psalms are partially true. An inclu-
sivist attitude would therefore seek to reinterpret “apparent” discrepancies
to make them more compatible. A bold contradiction will be papered over
with explanations of different levels of truth. Thus, the inclusivist might
appeal to formal or existential truths, rather than to an essential one. This
seems magnanimous and grand—every psalmist follows his own path.
Being inclusive may mean being at peace with pluralism. Its difficulty is a
paradoxical concept of truth. It is paradoxical once the inclusive attitude
becomes theory and practice. If the Psalter’s truth is all-inclusive, then
the truth of any given psalm’s theology becomes relative and lacks truly
independent intellectual content. Truth itself becomes one thing for one
psalmist and something else for another. Yet the inclusivist assumes she is
beyond the limitations of relative truth, and slots every psalm’s theology in
a place within the inclusivist’s supersystem. She claims to a superior point
of view, even if she insists that her view is one among many. At bottom

21. See Raimundo Panikkar, The Intrareligious Dialogue (New York: Paulist, 1999).

22. See Gwen Griffith-Dickson, The Philosophy of Religion (London: SCM,
2005), 8.

23. The following is indebted to and represents a reapplication of the generic sum-
mary in “Religious Attitudes,” The Galilean Magazine and Library. Online: http://www
.galilean-library.org/site/index.php/topic/3762-religious-attitudes/.

24. Tbid.
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the inclusivist claims to a greater truth while all the others are limited to
relative truths.?®

Parallelism is the view that different theologies in the psalm run par-
allel towards the ultimate (knowledge of YHWH), despite deviations or
tangential detours. Thus the Psalter consists of the parallel paths, and the
redactors’ respected alternative views as enriching their own tradition
in order to finally meet at the finish line. This attitude is tolerant, both
respectful and nonjudgmental, and there is no syncretism or eclecticism
to blur the distinct parallel lines. All psalms are basically different paths
that lead to the same summit. All are right, while using different means
to gain the same goal. Of course, the difficulties with this view include the
fact that parallelism clearly contradicts the historical experience of indi-
vidual psalmists and ideological communities. It assumes that all tradi-
tions are part of a growth process, that every tradition is self-sufficient,
and that there is no possible mutual learning, and it denies the possibility
of walking a new path outside of them. It seems flattering to presume that
the psalms have everything needed for religious maturity. Yet parallelism
fragments the Psalter into fixed compartments and allows only for growth
rather than mutation.26

Interpenetration maintains that all psalmists seek understanding, and
that this search is a matter of interpenetration. It is the understanding
that the existence of every psalmist’s theology also implies another’s, and
thus everyone is related in many ways. More precisely, the beliefs of other
psalms may challenge as well as enrich and lead to better understanding
of what may be seen as complementary and sometimes supplementary.
Many psalmists accept the ideas of others. Basically one psalm may not
be understandable without a background understanding of the Psalter in
general. Perhaps no religious consciousness in the Psalter could be dis-
tinguished without the existence of other religious consciousness in the
same corpus. No psalm is utterly foreign. The problem with this view is
of course its wishful thinking. Can contradictory psalms and concepts of
YHWH truly “interpenetrate” one another? Or do they exclude? How can
we interpret them? How is this not merely a small adjustment of the tradi-
tions themselves? Is this interpenetration of psalmic theologies a cherry-
picking from the main traditions while skirting others? Is the psalmic

25. Ibid.
26. Ibid.
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theological cosmos large enough to contain logically incommensurable
ideas??”

It is not clear which, if any, of these views (or the objections to them)
it is appropriate to adopt in the context of a purely descriptive philosophy
of religion. Contrary to a popular liberal view, however, one cannot simply
be anachronistically ecumenical and insist that the redacted Psalter oper-
ates with some fuzzy nonclassical logic in which both A and not-A can be
affirmed because the composers and redactors were not themselves his-
torical critics and might not even have been aware of or cared in the same
sense we do for the full extent of the religious diversity in the psalms from
which they constructed the Psalter as a book. From an evaluative perspec-
tive, however, things are certainly different and openended, and readers
can and probably will decide for themselves how best to view the religious
diversity in the psalms and whether it has anything to do with the ques-
tion of truth in the logical sense. A look at the way in which the concept of
truth is used in the psalms itself shows that its philosophical connotation
is not the only available option.?8

CONCLUSION

The aim of this essay is to clarify religious pluralism as emergent property
in the redaction/composition of the Psalter. Though working philosophi-
cally, this paper simply sought to describe what is there and how it may be
viewed. In doing so it offered no critical evaluative judgments to harmo-
nize contradictory theologies for apologetic purposes in the quest for final
answers or absolute truth. In this I sought to follow the tradition of the
later Wittgenstein, who considered it the task of philosophy as clarification
only, that is, to leave everything as it is.

27.Ibid.

28. See Jaco Gericke, “But Is It True? Philosophical Theories of Truth and the
Interpretation of Psalms in the Book of Hebrews,” in Psalms and Hebrews: Studies in
Reception (ed. Dirk Human and G. Steyn; New York: T&T Clark, 2010), 27-51; see
also Don Cupitt, Philosophy’s Own Religion (London: SCM, 2001), 42, who made the
same point with reference to the use of the concept of truth in the Gospel of John.
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LET Us CasT OFF THEIR ROPES FROM Us:
THE EDITORIAL SIGNIFICANCE OF THE PORTRAYAL
OF FOREIGN NATIONS IN PSALMS 2 AND 149%

Derek E. Wittman

INTRODUCTION

The Hebrew Psalter’s second and penultimate psalms (Pss 2 and 149) con-
tain the collection’s first and last words portraying God as a royal figure
and its initial and final references to foreign nations. The juxtaposition of
these topics in the introduction and conclusion of the Psalter is striking,
particularly when one considers that both Pss 2 and 149 contain unflatter-
ing portrayals of foreign nations that specifically feature the humiliation of
their kings. To the extent that one considers emphasis on God’s kingship
to be a key feature of the canonical Psalter’s final shape, the vivid por-
trayal of the nations and their kings in these two psalms strongly suggests
that a complete description of God’s reign in the collection must take into
account its implications for foreign nations. My purposes in this essay are
to explore the rhetorical effect of the negative portrayal of foreign nations
in Pss 2 and 149 and to describe how it relates to the emphasis on God’s
kingship in the Psalter. I contend that the rhetoric of these two psalms
predisposes readers of the Psalter toward a negative evaluation of foreign
nations and connects with the dominant motif of God’s kingship in such a
way that it causes the Psalter’s affirmation of God’s kingship to function as
a statement of resistance against foreign occupiers.

* This paper was originally presented as part of a session of the Book of Psalms
Section of the Society of Biblical Literature annual meeting on 20 November 2011 in
San Francisco.

-53-
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PREVIOUS SCHOLARSHIP ON FOREIGN NATIONS IN THE PSALMS

Discussion of the topic of foreign nations in the Psalter has tended to focus
on the degree to which the enemies referenced in it are non-Israelites.!
Harris Birkeland identifies a typical pattern according to which psalmists
characterize enemies, regardless of whether they specifically mention that
the enemies are foreign.? On that basis, he surmises that all enemies men-
tioned in the individual laments are foreign.? Taking into account psalms
of other genres, he concludes that the religious perspective of the Psalter is
that of “the extreme, frequently fanatical, nationalistic line”* For him, Isra-
elite religion as portrayed in the psalms consistently ascribes righteous-
ness and piety to Israel while viewing foreign nations as the only evildoers
mentioned in the Psalter.

Hans-Joachim Kraus and Steven Croft maintain that foreign nations
are generally portrayed as enemies when they appear in the Psalter, but
that there are also enemies represented in it who are not foreign. Kraus
observes that foreign nations constitute one of several categories of ene-
mies in the collection. With regard to the royal psalms, he notes that the
king’s enemies are simultaneously the enemies of Israel, and they are
considered to be military threats to the nation.® These psalms set up an
opposition between God and foreign nations, and the king defeats them
on God’s behalf.” The king does not play such a prominent role in com-
munal psalms, but the vocabulary used to describe foreign nations is

1. See my summary of this body of literature in Derek E. Wittman, “The Kingship
of Yahweh and the Politics of Poverty and Oppression in the Hebrew Psalter” (Ph.D.
diss., Baylor University, 2010), 85-92.

2. Harris Birkeland, The Evildoers in the Book of Psalms (Oslo: Dybwad, 1955), 17.

3. 1Ibid., 31.

4. Tbid., 57. See also the similar comments of Erhard Gerstenberger, who
observes commonalities in the portrayals of enemies in individual and communal
laments and notes that victory and royal psalms (including Pss 2, 45, 68, 72, and 110)
share features in common with the communal laments as well, Erhard Gerstenberger,
“Enemies and Evildoers in the Psalms: A Challenge to Christian Preaching,” HBT 4
(1983): 64-66.

5. Birkeland, The Evildoers in the Book of Psalms, 60.

6. Hans-Joachim Kraus, Theology of the Psalms (trans. Keith Crim; Minneapolis:
Augsburg, 1986), 126.

7.1bid., 126-27.
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unchanged. God opposes the ambitions of the nations and repels their
attempts at invasion.®

Kraus conceives of the individual psalmist’s enemies as people who
come between God and those who are poor and weak,’ but he does not
specify that they are foreign. He also identifies mythical powers associated
with the primeval forces of chaos as enemies.!? For Kraus, then, foreign
nations are hostile figures in the Psalter, but the psalmists also refer to
other types of enemies.

Steven Croft also critiques the sweeping breadth of Birkeland’s thesis.
He notes psalms that function as counterexamples to it and observes that
the nationalistic religion that Birkeland identifies in the Psalter is incon-
sistent with the broader theology of the Hebrew Bible, claiming that Birke-
land’s view of language is excessively rigid.!! Croft acknowledges that many
psalms overtly portray foreign nations as enemies. For example, he refers to
the wicked (D'YWA) in Pss 140, 125, and 129 as “foreign military enemies.”!2
He also identifies twenty-four additional psalms as “war psalms” in which
the enemies (0'2'R) are foreign nations.!* He understands the enemies in
Ps 106 to be foreign as well.!* For Croft, then, the Psalter’s portrayal of for-
eign nations is more complex than Birkeland claims, but the enemies are
foreign in two of every three psalms that mention them.!®

In The God of Israel and the Nations, Norbert Lohfink and Erich
Zenger argue that several psalms reflect a positive and welcoming stance

8.1bid., 127.

9.1bid., 132-33.

10. Ibid., 134.

11. Steven J. L. Croft, The Identity of the Individual in the Psalms (JSOTSup 44;
Shefheld: Sheflield Academic, 1987), 17-18.

12. Ibid., 32.

13. Croft’s category of “war psalms” includes Pss 8, 18, 21, 27, 42-43, 44, 45, 56,
59, 61, 66, 69, 72, 74, 78, 80, 81, 83, 89, 102, 110, 132, 138, 143 (ibid., 34-40).

14. Ibid., 43.

15. Ibid., 48. The diversity of the category of enemies in the Psalter is further
evident in light of Gerald Sheppard’s demonstration that, in some psalms, “prayers are
assumed to be overheard or, later, heard about by friends and enemies alike; and, fur-
thermore, ‘enemies’ mentioned in these prayers belong to the very same social setting
in which one prays.” Gerald T. Sheppard, “Enemies’ and the Politics of Prayer in the
Book of Psalms,” in The Bible and the Politics of Exegesis: Essays in Honor of Norman K.
Gottwald on His Sixty-Fifth Birthday (ed. David Jobling, Peggy L. Day, and Gerald T.
Sheppard; Cleveland: Pilgrim, 1991), 72.
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toward foreign nations. They undertake to enrich Jewish-Christian dia-
logue through theological analysis of the motifs of Torah, covenant, and
the pilgrimage of the nations to Zion in Isaiah and the Psalter.!¢ Lohfink’s
reading of Ps 25, for example, treats it as the prayer of a non-Israelite who
prays for the well-being of Israel in verse 22.17 In his reading of Ps 33,
Lohfink argues that God’s frustration of the plans of the peoples in verse
10 does not preclude the notion that God may have plans for a positive
future for them,!® and he notes the surprising lack of explicit reference to
Israel in the covenantal language in verse 12.1° He concludes that it is pos-
sible that the nations are included among God’s chosen people in Ps 33.20

Zenger maintains that Ps 87 references a “world family” governed by
God from Zion,?! an image that differs markedly from God’s judgment
against the nations in Ps 83.22 Further, Zenger views book 4 of the Psalter
as an invitation to the nations to engage in a voluntary pilgrimage to Zion,
the seat of God’s reign, where they will experience peaceful coexistence
with Israel 23

Lohfink’s and Zenger’s observations are helpful, but it seems to me that
they have identified a handful of possible exceptions that prove a broader
rule, particularly in light of the Psalter’s ubiquitous explicit references to
foreign nations as enemies to which both Birkeland and Croft call atten-
tion. Birkeland rightly identifies a consistent nationalistic tone in the Psal-
ter, and he and Croft highlight a critical mass of explicit references to for-
eign nations as enemies in it. I also find persuasive the arguments of Croft
and Kraus that not all of the enemies in the Psalter are foreign, but rather
that they include mythic forces of chaos and even some enemies within
Israel. The explicit polemic against foreign nations in the Psalter, however,
is sufficiently frequent and consistent to warrant viewing it as being a sig-
nificant concern in the editorial shaping of the collection. Significantly, Pss

16. Norbert Lohfink and Erich Zenger, The God of Israel and the Nations: Studies
in Isaiah and the Psalms (Collegeville, Minn.: Liturgical, 2000), 34-36.

17. Ibid., 80.

18. Ibid., 116.

19. Ibid., 109.

20. Ibid., 116.

21. Ibid., 160.

22.1Ibid., 148.

23. Ibid., 190.
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2 and 149 link that polemic with the theme of God’s kingship, so it is to the
analysis of these psalms that I now turn.

PSALMS 2 AND 149: LITERARY RELATIONSHIP, PRIMACY, AND RECENCY

Various interpreters of the Psalter have observed a literary relationship
between Pss 2 and 149. James Limburg notes that both share language that
references Zion and kingship.?* Nancy deClaissé-Walford suggests read-
ing the fate of the nations in Ps 149 as the consequence of their failure
to heed the command to fear and serve God that is issued to them at the
end of Ps 2.2° Robert Cole cites the psalms’ shared references to nations,
peoples, foreign kings, materials made of iron, and the act of binding.?6
Clinton McCann notes that the two psalms reference nations, peoples,
kings, and especially divine sovereignty. He calls attention to the presence
of a Davidic figure in Ps 2 that is absent from Ps 149, arguing that “Psalm
149 completes the movement of transferring the Davidic theology to the
whole people, since after asserting God’s sovereignty (vv. 1-3), it assigns to
the ‘“faithful’ the task of concretely implementing God’s sovereignty in the
world, a task Psalm 2 assigns to the monarchy’?” This “democratization”
of kingship is also noted in commentaries by James Mays, William Brown,
and John Goldingay. 28 There thus appears to be ample justification for
reading these psalms in relation to one another.

The canonical placement of Pss 2 and 149 in the Psalter’s introduction
(Pss 1-2) and conclusion (Pss 146-150) is significant. Dennis Tucker dis-
cusses these groupings as “strategic locations” that provide what he calls a
“hermeneutical horizon” for the interpretation of the Psalter,?” and such a

24. James Limburg, Psalms (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2000), 503.

25. Nancy deClaissé-Walford, Reading from the Beginning: The Shaping of the
Hebrew Psalter (Macon, Ga.: Mercer University Press, 1997), 102.

26. Robert Cole, “An Integrated Reading of Psalms 1 and 2,” JSOT 98 (2002): 80.

27. 7. Clinton McCann Jr., “The Book of Psalms,” in The New Interpreter’s Bible:
A Commentary in Twelve Volumes (ed. Leander E. Keck; Nashville: Abingdon, 1994),
4:1274.

28. James L. Mays, Psalms (IBC; Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1994), 448;
William P. Brown, Psalms (IBT; Nashville: Abingdon, 2010), 140; John Goldingay,
Psalms 90-150 (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2008), 745.

29. W. Dennis Tucker Jr., “The Reign of God and the Theology of the Poor in the
Final Shape of the Psalter” (Ph.D. diss., Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, 1997),
211-14. Zenger calls particular attention to these introductory and concluding groups
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conclusion is warranted in light of the phenomena known as the primacy
and recency effects.’® Shlomith Rimmon-Kenan describes the primacy
effect as a phenomenon in which material appearing at the beginning of
a text creates in the reader a tendency to interpret the text in light of that
material for as long as such an interpretation can be maintained.’! In an
essay entitled “Reading from the Beginning (Again),” W. H. Bellinger Jr.
addresses the primacy effect in his discussion of the Psalter’s introduc-
tion.3?

Rimmon-Kenan also discusses the recency effect, whereby readers of
a text tend to revise their readings on the basis of material presented last.??
She conceives of the process of reading to be one of forming, testing, and
revising hypotheses about the text,’ leading to a retrospective reading
that can give rise to a refinement or rejection of material presented in
the past.*® Menakhem Perry writes, “The literary text, then, exploits the
‘powers’ of the primacy effect, but it ordinarily sets up a mechanism to
oppose them, giving rise, rather, to a recency effect. Its terminal point,
the point at which all the words which have hitherto remained ‘open’ are
sealed, is the decisive one”3¢ Thus, the Psalter’s introduction suggests to
the reader a point of view from which to read the psalms that follow while
its conclusion provides a framework for a retrospective assessment of the
collection’s message.

of psalms in support of his case that the Psalter functions as an anti-imperial docu-
ment (“Der judische Psalter—ein anti-imperiales Buch?” in Religion und Gesellschaft:
Studien zu ihrer Wechselbeziehung in den Kulturen des Antiken Vorderen Orients [ed.
Rainer Albertz and Susanne Otto; Miinster: Ugarit, 1997], 99-105).

30. For a similar articulation of the importance of Pss 2 and 149 for understand-
ing the Psalter’s portrayal of foreign nations in light of the primacy and recency effects,
see my discussion in Wittman, “ Kingship of Yahweh,” 93-97.

31. Shlomith Rimmon-Kenan, Narrative Fiction: Contemporary Poetics (2nd ed.;
London: Routledge, 2002), 121.

32. W. H. Bellinger Jr., “Reading from the Beginning (Again): The Shape of Book I
of the Psalter,” in Diachronic and Synchronic: Reading the Psalms in Real Time: Proceed-
ings of the Baylor Symposium on the Book of Psalms (ed. Joel S. Burnett et al.; LHBOTS
488; New York: T&T Clark, 2007), 114-15.

33. Rimmon-Kenan, Narrative Fiction, 121.

34. Ibid., 122.

35. Ibid., 122-23.

36. Menakhem Perry, “Literary Dynamics: How the Order of a Text Creates Its
Meanings,” Poetics Today 1 (1979): 57.
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FOREIGN NATIONS AND THE KINGSHIP OF GOD IN PSALMS 2 AND 149

The primacy effect, applied to an analysis of Ps 2, predisposes readers
toward a negative evaluation of foreign nations. In verse 1, the psalmist
asks why the nations are in a tumult and why the peoples utter vanity. In
verse 2, the inquiry is extended to the kings of the earth who take their
stand and the rulers who sit together in conclave, all of which is under-
taken in opposition to God and God’s anointed one. Cole argues that the
use of the root 2% to denote the nations’ taking of their stand has military
connotations, as it does in Josh 1:5.37

God’s response to their rebellion comes in verses 4-5, in which God
laughs, mocks, speaks angrily and terrifies them.?® Further, in verses 8-9
God offers to give the nations to the Davidic king as a hereditary pos-
session that he may break with an iron rod and smash like pottery.?® The
psalm concludes in verses 10-12 with an admonition to the nations and
the rulers of the earth to act prudently, to listen to reason, and to serve
God with fear and trembling, or else God will become angry and they will
perish in the way. The image of the nations and their kings in Ps 2 is that
of people who are subjugated and humiliated because of their conspiracy
against and opposition to God and the Davidic king.

The portrayal of the nations in Ps 2 is reinforced by the literary rela-
tionship between this psalm and Ps 1. Cole notes that the repetition of the
MWK formula in 1:2 and 2:12 acts as an inclusio around the two psalms,
that the verbal root 1137 is used in 1:2 and 2:1, that the root TaR is paired
with the noun 7737 in 1:6 and 2:12, and that both psalms lack a super-
scription.?” He maintains, in addition, that the wicked of Ps 1 and the
insubordinate kings of Ps 2 are one and the same.*! Brown, McCann, and
Patrick Miller all draw the same inference.*? Specifically, for McCann, Ps

37. Cole, “An Integrated Reading,” 78.

38. This contrast between God and the nations is noted in Artur Weiser, The
Psalms (OTL; Philadelphia: Westminster, 1962), 112.

39. See Peter Craigie’s observation of the contrast between strength of the king’s
iron rod and weakness implied in figurative portrayal of the nations as pottery in Peter
C. Craigie, Psalms 1-50 (ed. James D. W. Watts; WBC 19; Waco, Tex.: Word Books,
1983), 67.

40. Cole, “An Integrated Reading,” 77.

41. Ibid., 79.

42. Brown, Psalms, 115; J. Clinton McCann Jr., A Theological Introduction to the
Book of Psalms: The Psalms as Torah (Nashville: Abingdon, 1993), 42; Patrick D. Miller



60 THE SHAPE AND SHAPING OF THE BOOK OF PSALMS

2 expresses corporately what Ps 1 expresses individually.#? The Psalter’s
introduction portrays the nations and their kings as concrete members
of the general category of the “wicked” discussed in Ps 1. This portrayal
attaches a presumption of wickedness to the nations that the reader carries
along in the journey through the remainder of the collection.

The reader also first encounters the use of royal imagery with refer-
ence to God in Ps 2. In verse 4, the psalmist identifies the one laughing
as DW2 2WY (the one enthroned in heaven). The root AW (dwell) fre-
quently has royal overtones, especially when it is used describe divine
activity. According to Walter Kaiser, “In places where the Lord is said
to dwell in heaven or in Zion, the thought is that he is enthroned”** He
adds that, even when it describes human action, the term is often used to
refer to judges sitting in judgment or kings sitting on thrones.*> McCann
argues that the psalm is, in fact, more concerned with God’s kingship
than with the Davidic monarchy, and that it functions to introduce the
concept of God’s reign into the Psalter.#¢ DeClaissé-Walford asserts that
the introduction of this concept into the collection is “precisely the role
of Psalm 2 in the Psalter”*” Gerald Wilson identifies the theme of God’s
kingship as the concept around which the Psalter in its final, edited form
is organized.*® Mays and McCann both identify it as the Psalter’s theolog-
ical core.®? Its introduction in Ps 2, at the very moment when the nations
make such a disastrous debut onto the Psalter’s stage, heightens the read-

Jr., “The Beginning of the Psalter;” in The Shape and Shaping of the Hebrew Psalter (ed.
J. Clinton McCann Jr.; JSOTSup 159; Sheftield: Sheftield Academic, 1993), 87.

43. McCann, Theological Introduction, 42.

44. Walter C. Kaiser, “2w*,” TWOT 1:411-13. For another affirmation of the royal
connotations of this root, see Gerald Wilson’s remarks on its function of describing
God’s “sitting enthroned” or dwelling in heaven. He notes Pss 2:4, 29:10, and 113:5 as
instances of this usage of the term. He also mentions the use of it to describe God as
being enthroned “between the cherubim” (Gerald Wilson, “2w*,” NIDOTTE 2:550-
52). See also Wittman, “Kingship of Yahweh,” 108-9, for a similar discussion.

45. Kaiser, “aw°,” 1:412.

46. McCann, Theological Introduction, 44.

47. See deClaissé-Walford, Reading from the Beginning, 47.

48. Gerald Wilson, “Shaping the Psalter: A Consideration of Editorial Linkage in
the Book of Psalms,” in The Shape and Shaping of the Psalter (ed. J. Clinton McCann
Jr.; JSOTSup 159; Shefhield: Sheftield Academic, 1993), 81.

49. McCann, “The Book of Psalms,” 1274; James L. Mays, “The Centre of the
Psalms,” in Language, Theology, and the Bible: Essays in Honour of James Barr (ed.
Samuel E. Balentine and John Barton; Oxford: Clarendon, 1994), 232.
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er’s sensitivity to the nations” opposition to God’s reign when reading the
psalms that follow.

In Ps 149, the reader encounters the last portrayal of God as a royal
figure in the Psalter. In verse 2 the psalmist calls upon Israel, the children
of Zion, to rejoice in God, their maker and king.>® The Psalter’s last word
on God’s kingship associates it particularly with God’s favor for Israel, and
the psalmist states in verse 4 that God’s delight is in God’s own people,
specifically identifying them as the lowly ones who are the recipients of
God’s salvation. The particularism expressed in Ps 149 resonates with the
end of Ps 147, where the psalmist states in verses 19-20 that God’s com-
mands, statutes and judgments were given to Israel exclusively—not to any
other nation.’!

The second half of Ps 149 contains the Psalter’s final word on foreign
nations. In verses 6-9 the psalmist calls on the faithful ones (0*7°0n) to
take up two-edged swords to carry out vengeance against the nations and
punishment upon the peoples, and to bind their kings with chains and
their honored ones with iron fetters, thus carrying out a written judgment
against them. The psalmist thus portrays God as Israel’s king who sides
with them against the nations and their kings. These are to suffer ven-
geance, punishment, and imprisonment. This image is the Psalter’s final,
definitive expression of God’s kingship in relationship to foreign nations.
As in Ps 2, God’s delegated royal power is exercised on behalf of Israel and
in opposition to foreign nations, who are subject to punitive action. The
impression of the nations that the reader forms at the beginning of the
Psalter is reinforced and confirmed at its end, and this negative portrayal
is as inextricably linked with God’s kingship in the Psalter’s conclusion as
it is in the beginning.

IMPLICATIONS FOR THE CANONICAL PSALTER’S RHETORICAL FUNCTION
It remains to reflect on what might be the function of a Psalter that it is

bracketed at its beginning and its end by affirmations of God’s kingship
over and against foreign nations and their kings. It is instructive first to

50. Mays notes that in Ps 149 “The LORD is identified without exception in rela-
tion to Israel” (Mays, Psalms, 446).

51. Zenger argues that Pss 147 and 149 correspond to one another in the concen-
tric structure that he identifies in Pss 146-150 in that they pertain to Israel’s situation
in a world filled with injustice and violence (Zenger, “Der jiidische Psalter;” 103).
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consider the sociopolitical situation out of which such rhetoric arises. In
his comments on the violent imagery in Ps 149, McCann argues that it
does not really reflect triumphalism, but rather locates vengeance within
the context of justice.>? It is thus appropriate that Israel is equated with
the poor (0"M1Y) in 149:4. DeClaissé-Walford asserts that Ps 2 functions
to call on the postexilic community to rely solely on God for deliverance
from their oppressors, observing that they lived “as vassals of foreign
nations, dependent for their future upon the policies of distant kings”>3
Tucker adds that “the Psalter wrestles with a world abounding in hostility,
a world in which empires and enemies remain a perpetual threat to those
who pray the psalms.”>* Notably, Zenger argues that the Psalter rejects the
destructiveness of imperial power structures and embraces the notion that
God will bring them to an end and establish a new order.>> The strategic
canonical placement of the rhetoric surrounding God’s kingship in Pss 2
and 149 emerged out of a setting characterized by the threat of foreign
domination.*® The simultaneous affirmation of God’s kingship and denun-
ciation of foreign kings frames the Psalter’s rhetoric of kingship as, above

52. McCann, “The Book of Psalms,” 1276.

53. DeClaissé-Walford, Reading from the Beginning, 43-44.

54. W. Dennis Tucker, “Empires and Enemies in Book V of the Psalter;” in The
Composition of the Book of Psalms (ed. Erich Zenger; BETL 238; Leuven: Peeters,
2010), 723.

55. Zenger, “Der jiidische Psalter;” 97.

56. The date at which the canonical Psalter reached its final form is the subject
of some discussion. James Limburg notes that the final form must be dated after 587
B.C.E., because of the obvious reference to exile in Babylon in Ps 137 (“Psalms, Book
of ABD 5:526). Zenger prefers a date around 200 B.C.E. on the basis of references
to the collection, and in particular to the introductory and concluding psalms of the
Hebrew Psalter, in Sirach and contemporary Qumran texts (Zenger, “Der jiidische
Psalter;” 95-96, n. 2). David Mitchell argues for a date no later than 200 B.C.E. on the
basis of the Lxx evidence of the acceptance of “an MT-type Psalter” by that date (David
C. Mitchell, The Message of the Psalter: An Eschatological Programme in the Book of
Psalms [JSOTSup 252; Shefhield: Shefhield Academic, 1997], 81). Wilson, on the other
hand, notes that the psalm scrolls at Qumran exhibit a state of flux in the arrangement
of books 4-5 until after the mid-first century C.E. (Gerald Wilson, “A First Century
C.E. Date for the Closing of the Book of Psalms?” JBQ 28 [2000]: 102-3). A setting
characterized by the threat of foreign domination fits any date within this range of
possibility—even the Hasmonean period, which emerged through rebellion against
oppressive Hellenistic rule, the memory of which must have remained fresh through-
out such a brief time of political independence.
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all, a rejection of foreign rule, thus serving the anti-imperial purpose that
Zenger identifies.

Other Jewish texts from the Second Temple period employ a similar
rhetoric of kingship in the service of anti-imperial ends. Anathea Port-
ier-Young’s Apocalypse against Empire explores the similar anti-imperial
function of Jewish apocalyptic literature. Some of her observations are of
immense value in understanding the implications of the rhetoric of Pss 2
and 149. In her analysis of the eighth week of the Apocalypse of Weeks (1
En. 91:12-13), she notes that the righteous receive a sword with which to
execute vengeance against the wicked, and then proceed to build a new
temple for God, who is portrayed as a king.>” She observes that, while the
temple is of great importance in that text, no Davidic messiah is men-
tioned; rather, the emphasis is on divine sovereignty.®® She writes, “By
naming this order ‘the kingdom of the Great One, the apocalypse under-
cuts all other claims to power and rule and identifies God as the definitive
measure of value. This vision of the future provided orientation for resis-
tance to Antiochus’s edict and persecution.”* It seems that much the same
could be said of the canonical Psalter in light of the rhetoric in Pss 2 and
149. Zion and the kingship of God figure prominently in both psalms, and
the righteous in Ps 149 are given a sword with which to exact vengeance
upon their enemies, while the Davidic figure in Ps 2 is given an iron rod
with which to strike his enemies. These parallels strongly suggest read-
ing the affirmation of God’s kingship in the canonical Psalter as politically
subversive rhetoric that functions in a manner similar to what Portier-
Young describes as the function of early Jewish apocalypses.

We may also find an analogy to this rhetoric in Jewish wisdom litera-
ture. In his essay on Ben Sira’s view of kingship, Benjamin Wright notes
that the text’s most basic claim is that “God reigns as sovereign over the
cosmos.”% Wright observes in particular that Ben Sira’s view of God’s king-
ship reflects the affirmation of divine rule in the Psalter.®! Concerning Sir

57. Anathea E. Portier-Young, Apocalypse against Empire: Theologies of Resistance
in Early Judaism (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2011), 337-41.

58. Ibid., 344.

59. Ibid., 345.

60. Benjamin Wright, “Ben Sira on Kings and Kingship,” in Jewish Perspectives
on Hellenistic Rulers (ed. Tessa Rajak et al.; Berkeley: University of California Press,
2007), 78.

61. Ibid., 79.
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10:1-5, which states that God holds the earth’s governments in God’s hand
and appoints all of its rulers, Wright comments, “One could read these
verses both as critical of foreign kings and as subversive of foreign rule
because their message functions to cut any foreign ruler down to size”?
He goes on to note the vivid imagery in Sir 10:14-17 in which God is said
to uproot and destroy the nations, overturning their rulers’ thrones and
installing the poor and lowly in their place, calling this language a “critique
through historical reminder” that recalls moments in Israel’s history when
God humbled haughty foreign rulers.%> Additionally, he calls attention to
the prayer for deliverance in Sir 36:1-22, noting that the prayer identifies
the nations as ancient Israel’s enemies and invites divine wrath upon their
arrogant rulers. He states that Ben Sira “hopes for a revitalization of Israel,
free from foreign domination and with God as its sovereign.”%* One finds
in Sirach, then, rhetoric similar to that of Pss 2 and 149 in that it dovetails
affirmations of God’s kingship with negative portrayals of foreign nations
that feature violent imagery and depict the humiliation of foreign kings.
Wright’s acknowledgement that this rhetoric undermines the legitimacy
of foreign rulers mirrors Portier-Young’s similar assessment of the Apoca-
lypse of Weeks.

In light of the political subversion inherent in such rhetoric, it is
appropriate to raise the question of the identity of the speaker in Ps 2:3.
The text reads, “Let us tear apart their fetters and let us cast off their ropes
from us” The traditional form-critical approach is to read the verse as the
utterance of subjugated foreign rulers who are seeking to rebel against the
Davidic king.%> Thus the psalmist is quoting what the nations and their
kings are saying to one another about Israel.

In light of the social and historical setting of the final form of the
canonical Psalter, however, I maintain that it is best to read the verse as the
psalmist’s exhortation to an Israelite audience about the nations, function-
ing as a call to resist the power of foreign occupiers and their kings on the

62. Ibid., 82.

63. Ibid., 84.

64. Ibid., 85. See also Tucker’s reference to this prayer as an example of a text that
shares themes in common with the Psalter, participating in a common “anti-imperial
ethos” (Tucker, “Empires and Enemies,” 730-31).

65. See, for example, Weiser, Psalms, 109; Keith R. Crim, The Royal Psalms
(Richmond: John Knox, 1962), 72; and J. H. Eaton, Kingship and the Psalms (SBT 32;
London: SCM, 1976), 111.
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basis of the complete superiority of Israel’s divine king. Israel throws oft
the nations’ ropes in Ps 2:3 and then proceeds to bind the kings of those
nations with vastly stronger chains of iron in Ps 149:8.

Finally, the portrayal of kingship in Pss 2 and 149 has implications for
how one conceives of the Psalter’s editors’ rhetorical opponents. Specifi-
cally, it constructs a primary and overriding opposition between divine
rule and foreign rule. Accordingly, Mays writes, “In the rhetoric and theol-
ogy of the Psalms, nations and their rulers are typically the opposition to
the reign of God”® Similarly, McCann observes, “Psalm 2 and the whole
Psalter recognize that the reign of God exists amid continuing opposi-
tion—from the nations and peoples (2:1), the kings and rulers of the earth
(2:2), the wicked (Psalm 1).¢7

Wilson’s view, however, is that the Psalter was edited in such a way that
it encourages reliance upon God’s kingship as an alternative to Davidic
rule in light of the failure of the Davidic covenant.®® McCann lends sup-
port for this view by arguing that not only books 4-5 but also books 1-3
of the Psalter have been shaped in such a way that they demonstrate the
failure of the Davidic covenant.®

Against Wilson’s view, Mitchell notes that the theology of the Davidic
covenant is manifestly present in book 5, specifically in Pss 110, 132, and
144.7° He argues that the presence of royal psalms in a Psalter compiled
after the fall of the Davidic monarchy suggests an editorial preference for
their messianic interpretation.”! For Jamie Grant, the affirmation of God’s
kingship in the Psalter should be viewed through the lens of the escha-
tological hope that God’s reign will be made manifest through the mes-
sianic rule of “a restored Davidic leader””? Both Mitchell and Grant see
in the Psalter’s canonical shape a clear anticipation of the restoration of

66. Mays, Psalms, 447.

67. McCann, Theological Introduction, 44.

68. Gerald Wilson, “The Use of Royal Psalms at the ‘Seams’ of the Hebrew Psal-
ter,; JSOT 35 (1986): 92.

69. J. Clinton McCann Jr., “Books I-III and the Editorial Purpose of the Psalter,”
in The Shape and Shaping of the Psalter (ed. J. Clinton McCann Jr.; JSOTSup 159; Shef-
field: Shefhield Academic, 1993), 104.

70. Mitchell, The Message of the Psalter, 79.

71. Ibid., 86.

72. Jamie A. Grant, The King as Exemplar: The Function of Deuteronomy’s King-
ship Law in the Shaping of the Book of Psalms (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature,
2004), 36.
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Davidic rule, although Grant allows that the role of the Davidic king has
been democratized to the extent that the king’s obedience to Torah “is held
up as an example for the people to follow.””3

The emphasis that Wilson, Mitchell, and Grant place on Davidic king-
ship as part of the Psalter’s editorial agenda seems overstated in light of
the prominent role of foreign nations in Pss 2 and 149. The relative ambi-
guity about Davidic covenantal ideology in books 4-5 contrasts sharply
with the clarity of the Psalter’s celebration of God’s kingship and its cri-
tique of foreign nations and their kings. It is instructive to compare the
fortunes of the Davidic king with those of foreign kings in Pss 2 and 149.
The Davidic king appears in Ps 2, and his power derives exclusively from
God, whom the psalmist also portrays as king. By contrast, the Davidic
king fades from view in Ps 149, and I find arguments that his role has
been democratized and transferred to the people to be persuasive. Nei-
ther psalm exhibits dismay at the fall of the house of David nor expresses
explicit opposition to its restoration, and in both, foreign kings receive
a withering critique. God’s kingship alone is affirmed in Ps 149, thus dif-
fering from all human kingship. Such rhetoric is likely directed primar-
ily against Israel’s foreign occupiers and their supporters. It is clear that
affirming God’s kingship is of central concern in the rhetoric of Pss 2 and
149, and undermining the legitimacy of the kings of the nations appears
to be a much higher priority than affirming or opposing messianic hope
for the restoration of Davidic kingship.

CONCLUSION

The affirmation of God’s kingship that lies at the theological and edito-
rial heart of the Psalter is more than a theological metaphor and more
than a sapiential alternative to Davidic ideology. Above all, it is an inher-
ently political utterance that strikes at the heart of the legitimacy of foreign
occupiers to rule over Israel, and it constitutes a rallying cry for resistance
to their dominion. To be sure, the enemies in the Psalms are a diverse
group, and not all of them reside outside Israel’s borders, yet psalmists
display an overwhelming tendency to portray foreign nations in a nega-
tive light when they refer to them explicitly. Psalms 2 and 149 are stra-
tegically placed in the Psalter’s introduction and conclusion. The literary

73. Ibid., 286.
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relationship between them is strong, and they contain the Psalter’s first
and last references to God’s kingship and to foreign nations. They create
in the mind of the reader a lasting negative impression of foreign nations
and their kings as enemies of Israel and opponents to God’s reign. In a
social and historical setting in which the Davidic monarchy existed only in
the past, the Psalter’s editors utilized the rhetoric of these psalms to point
their readers toward God’s kingship as a concept around which to organize
resistance to oppressive foreign domination.
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THE MESSAGE OF THE ASAPHITE COLLECTION
AND ITS ROLE IN THE PSALTER*

Christine Brown Jones

INTRODUCTION

The Asaph Psalms are located in a pivotal place in the Psalter. Not only are
they the first psalms of book 3, the middle book of the five-book Psalter,
but they are also located in the numeric middle of the Psalter. They also
seem to react to a very critical point in Israel’s history, the exile.!

Is there, though, any insight to be gained by understanding how
these psalms of assorted genre are arranged? Following the examples of
Wilson, who suggests there is purposeful arrangement in the final Psalter,?
and McCann, who has begun to look at arrangement within the books
themselves,? its seems a worthwhile endeavor to look for arrangement
within smaller collections, especially a collection that exhibits such unity.
The following discussion will suggest an answer to McCann’s question, “Is
it possible that Psalms 73-83 in particular were not collected randomly
but were selected and arranged to address a crisis in the national life?”*

* This paper was originally presented as part of a session of the Psalms Section of
the Society of Biblical Literature annual meeting on 19 November 2011 in San Fran-
cisco.

1. J. Clinton McCann Jr. suggests that all of book 3 responds to the exile (“Books
I-1IT and the Editorial Purpose of the Psalter,” in The Shape and Shaping of the Psalter
[ed. ]. Clinton McCann Jr.; JSOTSup 159; Shefhield: Sheffield Academic, 1993], 96).

2. Gerald H. Wilson, The Editing of the Hebrew Psalter (SBLDS 76; Chico, Calif.:
Scholars Press, 1985).

3. McCann, “Books I-III,” 93.

4. Ibid.
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METHODOLOGY

My study of the Asaphite collection employs various methods. This proj-
ect, though, is primarily canonical in its approach. Ultimately, all of the
methodological tools are utilized in order to read the psalms of the collec-
tion together and within the larger context of the Psalter. I begin with the
assumption that the Asaph Psalms are held together by more than their
common title. The unique use of divine names, the concern for history,
and the judicial nature of the collection bind them together in a unique
way and strengthen the connection first established by the common title.
I am not suggesting, however, that the psalms were composed at the same
time or that they were composed by the same person. Rather, when col-
lected, the psalms were grouped in a way that displays unity.

In my 2009 dissertation I studied the Asaphite collection with atten-
tion to linguistic similarities as well as thematic links in an effort to under-
stand the purpose of the collection.”> Linguistic and thematic similarities
abound in the collection and provide a sense of unity to the collection. Pre-
vious scholars have sifted through much of this information in an effort to
understand the author(s) of the collection, the setting of the writing/reci-
tation, and the history of the collecting of various psalms into the Asaphite
collection.® These scholars have focused, however, only on the linguistic
and thematic aspects that are unique to this collection. Thus, if a theme or
linguistic link occurred elsewhere in the Psalter, it was not useful to them
in the study of this collection. My research did not discount such occur-
rences, but studied the unique aspects as well as those more common in an
effort to understand this collection’s place within the Psalter.

One important aspect of my research was to understand the impact
of linguistic and thematic links and arrangement upon the reader. By
reader, I assume a knowledgeable, careful reader of the text who lived

5. Christine Brown Jones, “The Psalms of Asaph: A Study of the Function of a
Psalm Collection” (Ph.D. diss., Baylor University, 2009).

6. See Franz Delitzsch, Biblical Commentary on the Psalms (3 vols.; Edinburgh:
T&T Clark, 1908), 1:10-11; Martin Buss, “The Psalms of Asaph and Korah,” JBL 82
(1963): 382-92; Ivan Engnell, “The Book of Psalms,” in A Rigid Scrutiny (trans. and
ed. John T. Willis; Nashville: Vanderbilt University Press, 1969), 68-122; Karl-Johan
llman, Thema und Tradition in den Asaf-Psalmen (Abo: Abo Akademi, 1976); Harry
Nasuti, “Tradition History and the Psalms of Asaph” (Ph.D. diss., University of Michi-
gan, 1985); Michael Goulder, The Psalms of Asaph and the Pentateuch: Studies in the
Psalter, I1I (JSOTSup 233; Shefhield: Shefhield Academic, 1996).
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during or shortly after the exile and was deeply influenced by and con-
cerned about the fate of Judah. Communication occurs in the interaction
between text and reader, and thus a major question for me is, “What
message is being communicated?”

GoOD IN THE ASAPH PSALMS

In order to more fully understand the message of collection, it is important
to look closely at the portrayal of God and the faithful in the collection. We
begin with linguistic and thematic links concerning God. Psalm 50, the
first psalm in the collection, presents the concept of God as judge, which
recurs in several psalms that follow, especially Pss 75, 76, and 82.7 God’s
judgments come in God’s time (Ps 75) and are longed for, as they will bring
salvation to the oppressed (Ps 76:10), and yet they are feared (Ps 76). Psalm
82 establishes God as the only judge capable of judging justly. One of God’s
prominent roles in the Psalms of Asaph is to act as judge. The reader of the
Asaphite collection understands that God alone is the righteous judge of
all, a message communicated not only through the words of the psalms,
that is, Ps 50:6, “The heavens declare God’s righteousness, for God is the
one who judges,” but also through the overall message of the psalms.
Another prevalent theme of the Asaphite collection is God’s dissatis-
faction with the behavior of the people, which has resulted in anger with
them. The people associate God’s lack of action during the destruction of
the temple (Ps 74), God’s lack of compassion during their time of trouble,
and God’s ongoing lack of intervention (Ps 79) with God’s anger. In Pss
76 and 79, they ask God to turn that anger toward their enemies. Psalm
78, on the other hand, seems to deal with God’s anger toward previous
generations and more specifically the Ephraimites/Israelites. God’s anger
is not a problem for the people when it is turned upon those who seem
deserving. At other times God is provoked to anger, God is furious, and
God fumes.? The collection also communicates God’s anger in tacit ways,
especially as God deals with the wicked in Ps 50. The final judgment upon

7. Many scholars have pointed out the judicial character and tone of the collec-
tion as a means of establishing unity within the collection. See especially Delitzsch,
Psalms, 2:142; and Goulder, Psalms of Asaph, 19-20.

8. In Ps 78:58 the people provoke God to anger (hiphil of DY) and in v. 62 God
becomes furious (hithpael of 72Y) with them. In Ps 80:5, God fumes over (JWY) the
prayers of the people.
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them is dire—the ones who forget God will be torn apart with no hope
of deliverance (v. 22). Though Ps 50:22 does not mention God’s wrath or
anger, the metaphorical use of tearing implies anger.’

Taking these two traits, God’s just judgment and God’s anger, into
consideration as one approaches the collection, it is interesting that judg-
ment and anger together are only referred to in the same psalm once, Ps
76.1° God and judgment are found in Pss 50, 75, 76, and 82,!! while God’s
anger is prominent in Pss 74, 76, 77, 78, 79, and 80. Though in other places
in the Psalter God’s anger is associated with righteous judgment (e.g.,
Ps 7), this collection seems to distinguish between judgment and anger.
The psalms referring to God’s anger are surrounded by those referring
to God as judge. What impact, then, does this have upon the reader of
these psalms? First, it distinguishes between God’s ability to judge and the
actions of God (or lack thereof) that the people perceived to be connected
with God’s anger. Second, it communicates the tension that the exilic and
postexilic people must have felt between their understanding of God as
just judge and the reality of their situation of continued national turmoil.
God may have been just in some judgments, but is God just in allowing the
punishment to continue into subsequent generations? Third, God’s anger
toward the people is not the last image provided for the reader. The collec-
tion closes with the establishment of God as the one and only judge of the
earth (Ps 82), and the call for God to take vengeance upon the nations who
conspire against God’s people (Ps 83). God’s anger against the people is not
permanent; it will be turned upon the enemy in due time.

God’s judgment and anger are not the only aspects of God described
in this collection. God as savior, redeemer, and deliverer is referenced
more often than either judgment or anger. As with judgment and anger,
the theme of God’s salvific action on behalf of the people is not limited to
the Asaphite collection, but when read as a collection, the prominence of
this theme is powerful. God’s salvation (Y¥°) is promised to the faithful
(Ps 50:23) and withheld from those who do not trust in God’s salvation

9. See Job 16:9 and Amos 1:11.

10. Not including the tacit expression of anger in Ps 50, which focuses on God
as judge.

11. Ps 73:14 contains 127, a word linked with judgment, as noted above. But it has
been left off this list because God is not clearly noted as the one doing the reproving. Ps
83, though not containing any words of judgment, seems to be an explanation of what
the people expect of God after calling on God to judge the earth in Ps 82:8.
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(Ps 78:22). When the psalmist cries for God to act in Ps 79:9, it is with the
understanding that God is a God of salvation.

In Ps 76:10 God’s justice upon the earth is paralleled with the salvation
of the oppressed of the earth. God’s concern for just judgment motivates
God’s salvific activity, and the remembrance of these actions motivates the
people to call upon God to act again. After affirming God’s sovereignty in
Ps 80:2, the people call upon God in v. 3 to awaken (71, poel) and come to
their salvation. They do not call, however, for salvation for their own sakes;
rather they tie salvation to a long-standing relationship (vv. 15-19) with
God and to God’s reputation.

Deliverance (9%1) is another salvific term of the collection. While Ps
50:22 attributes God’s lack of deliverance as part of God’s judgment, Pss 79
and 82 state that deliverance belongs to those who remember God and to
the weak and needy, a reassuring thought to the faithful after the exile. A
final term used to describe God’s salvific activity is 983, redeemer. In the
Asaphite collection, this activity is specifically tied to bringing the people
out of Egypt (Pss 74 and 77).

Words related to God’s salvific activity are found in all but three of
the Asaph Psalms.!? These words refer to God’s past deeds, especially in
the remembrance of the exodus. They are applied to the present situation
both in cries of the people for deliverance and in God’s call for the people
to seek only God for such deliverance. They are applied to the hope that
God will act again and restore the people for God’s name’s sake. The hope
of salvation is offered to the people and to the earth, but is withdrawn from
the wicked and the enemies. In a collection where judgment is the first and
last word (Pss 50, 82-83) and anger is prominent in the middle (Pss 74,
77-80), the remembrance of and hope for salvation assures the reader that
God is capable and willing to deliver once again.

The last theme in the Asaphite collection is the creation and the cre-
ated elements. God creates (Ps 74:12-17), establishes, and later steadies

12. Pss 73, 75, 83. In Ps 73 God’s salvific activity is not referred to directly, but
God’s role as guide (v. 24) and refuge (v. 28) are often tied with salvific activity, espe-
cially in relation to the exodus (William P. Brown, Seeing the Psalms: A Theology of
Metaphor [Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2002], 48). Ps 75 is a psalm of judg-
ment upon the wicked and no salvation is offered. Likewise, Ps 83 is a call for God’s
vengeance upon God’s enemies and the people wish no salvation for them as the
destruction of the enemy will likely result in the deliverance of the people.
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the tottering earth (Ps 75:4).!* God is sovereign over the created order (Ps
50), summons the entire earth (Ps 50:1), and calls to the heavens and the
earth, commanding that they gather the faithful so that God may judge
them (Ps 50:5).

Theophanies are also present in the Asaphite collection. In Ps 50:3
God’s appearance is preceded by fire and surrounded by the tempest.!* A
more extensive description is found in Ps 77:17-21, an account of God’s
presence before Israel as they crossed the Reed Sea. Here a thunderstorm
announces the power and presence of God, imagery used again in Ps
83:16, this time in the form of a request by God’s people for God to pursue
the enemy with God’s tempest and hurricane.

God’s power over the created world is evident in special ways in stories
of the exodus and wilderness wandering. Psalm 78, with its unique recita-
tion of Israel’s past,!> highlights the marvelous deeds of God. God made
the waters stand like a heap (73)!¢ so that the people might pass through
(v. 13), split rocks and made streams of water flow from them (vv. 15-16),
and miraculously provided bread and meat until the people were filled (vv.
23-29).

The way in which God’s sovereignty over creation is recounted in the
Psalms of Asaph communicates several things to the reader: (1) it helps
to establish that God is the sovereign God over all creation, not only the
sovereign of God’s chosen people; (2) it highlights God’s great power; (3)
God is able to command created elements in a way that suits God’s pur-
poses; and (4) the earth and all that is in it belongs to God (Ps 50:12).
The exilic and postexilic communities surely would have questioned the
sovereignty of God. By highlighting God’s role in the creation not only of
Israel, God’s chosen people, but of the entire cosmos, the Asaphite collec-

13. Ps 75:4 falls within Illman’s “bringing forth of the cosmos” category (Thema
und Tradition, 18-19).

14. Gerald Wilson, Psalms, Volume 1 (NIV Application Commentary; Grand
Rapids: Zondervan, 2002), 761.

15. Unique in the sense that the accounts are not in chronological order, some
plagues are omitted, and the psalm includes the otherwise untold account of battle at
the fields of Zoan (Hans-Joachim Kraus, Psalms 60-150 [CC; trans. Hilton C. Oswald;
Minneapolis: Fortress, 1989], 127, 129).

16. 71 in connection with water is used twice of the Sea (Exod 15:8; Ps 78:13) and
three times of the Jordan River (Josh 3:13, 16; Ps 33:7), according to BDB, 622.
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tion reminds the reader that God is sovereign over all'” and God remains
powerful despite the defeat of the nation.

What then does the collection in its entirety communicate about God?
God is the only just judge of the entire world, judging the wicked and the
righteous at the appointed time. Despite the fact that God’s anger seems
to have resulted in excessive punishment, God is still recognized as the
source of salvation and redemption in the present situation. Underlying
these assessments of God is the fact that God is sovereign over the world
and as such has the power to carry out just judgment and miraculous sal-
vific actions. Though the nation has faltered, the people can still trust in
their God.

THE FAITHFUL IN THE ASAPH PSALMS

The faithful in the Asaphite collection are portrayed in two distinct roles:
they recount God’s great deeds of the past and they question God’s present
actions. As a response to the nearness of God, the psalmist and the other
faithful recount (18D) God’s works (M12R5n, Ps 73:28) and wonderful acts
(MrHD1, Ps 75:2). They also commit to telling (720) the coming genera-
tions about those wonderful acts of God (N5D, Ps 78:4). The psalmist not
only speaks of these deeds (5'737?3 in Ps 78:12, 899 in vv. 12, 15, and P2 in
v. 13), but meditates on them, presumably for reassurance in trying times
(Ps 77:12-16). The recounting of God’s deeds serves several functions: (1)
to praise the God who did such things; (2) to prompt listeners to obey; and
(3) to establish hope for the future.

Though accounts of God’s miraculous deeds are often expressed by the
faithful, one question resounds from the lips of the faithful: “How long?”
("N TV in Pss 74:10; 80:5; and 17 TV in Ps 79:5). How long will the enemy
scoff (Ps 74:10)? How long will God’s jealous wrath burn (Ps 79:5)? How
long will God be angry with the people’s prayers (Ps 80:5)? The question
appears in expanded form in Ps 77:8-10 when the psalmist wonders if
God will ever be favorable again or if God’s promises have ended.

The deeds of God are recounted before and after the psalms that bear
this difficult question. Psalms 73:28 and 75:2 surround Ps 74, assuring the
psalmist of God’s nearness. Psalm 79 is preceded by several stories of God’s
miraculous provision, which are retold in Ps 78. And though the tension

17. Elmer Smick, “Mythopoetic Language in the Psalms,” WTJ 44 (1982): 88-98.
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created by Ps 79 is not relieved in Ps 80, in Ps 81 God recounts previous
instances when the people cried out and God answered, and God states
that if the people will listen, God will again respond. The doubts of Ps
77:2-11 regarding God’s promises are resolved within the psalm itself as
the psalmist recalls God’s redemption of the people. The question “How
long?” is a fundamental question, and the collection does not downplay it
or simply brush it aside, but the response given by the collection is not so
much an answer to the question as it is instruction for enduring the wait.
In the meantime, trust in your God who so ably and mercifully provided
in the past.

THE ARRANGEMENT OF THE COLLECTION

A study of the arrangement of the Asaphite collection suggests that Ps 50
functions as a bridge between the Korahite collection of Pss 42-49 and
the second Davidic collection of Pss 51-72, because of the thematic and
linguistic links that occur between what comes before it and what follows. !
Psalm 50 also introduces an important theme of the collection, God as
judge. This theme is echoed in the intervening Davidic collection and
reaches its crescendo in the Asaphite collection. Psalm 50 also establishes
an idea that is uncertain at the beginning of the rest of the Asaphite col-
lection—the wicked will be punished and the righteous will be rewarded.

Psalm 73 presents the underlying problem of the larger Asaphite col-
lection: life is not as it should be. The reader is quickly ushered into the
upside down world of the psalmist who sees the wicked thriving while the
righteous languish. Despite the oracle of God in Ps 50 and the confidence
of the Davidic collection, the reader now encounters a struggle with the
fact that reality does not line up with what the tradition has taught.

The locus of change for the psalmist in Ps 73 is the sanctuary of God,
but what the exilic reader knows is confirmed in Ps 74—the sanctuary
has been destroyed. Psalm 74 elaborates on the confusion presented at
the beginning of Ps 73 by communicating the distress of the people in
the face of the destruction of the sanctuary. The temple, the place where
one had gone to be in the presence of God, has been destroyed; thus the
psalmist must turn to another source to find comfort. Psalm 74:13-18
states that that source is God’s created order. God’s rule was not destroyed

18. Jones, “Psalms of Asaph,” 136-41.
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when the temple was destroyed because God’s rule is far older than the
temple and God’s rule stretches far beyond Jerusalem. Once the psalmist
has (re)-established God’s sovereignty, then the psalmist calls upon God to
act according to God’s promises.

Psalm 74, while ending with some confidence that God is capable of
action, does not end with any assurance that God will act soon. Read by
itself, there is no assurance that God will act, but when read with Ps 75,
there is assurance. The transition from Ps 74 to 75 is abrupt; the reader
encounters the final pleas of Ps 74 and then moves immediately to the
jubilant thanksgiving of Ps 75. This shift is similar to the shift in many
lament psalms where the psalmist quickly moves from lament to praise.!®
The assurance found in Ps 75 is based once again on the fact that God is a
just judge who will put down the proud and will lift up the lowly.

The attitude of thanksgiving is further expanded with the praises of Ps
76. While Ps 76 does extend the more assured tone of Ps 75, the motive for
its praise seems out of place to the reader of the collection, as it lauds God’s
definitive actions in establishing Zion as God’s own dwelling. It seems out
of place because of the utter destruction of the sanctuary recounted in Ps
74. Psalm 76, with its reminiscence of God’s initial actions to secure Zion,
functions to reassure the people once again. God chose Zion in the past
and fought on her behalf; perhaps God will do so again.

The next three psalms, Pss 77-79, are the heart of the Asaphite col-
lection, and as such present the resounding question of the people, “How
long will God’s anger keep God from acting?” These psalms also present
the people with a way to maintain faith in the meantime by remembering
the past. Psalm 77 begins this series of psalms with words that ponder
the current situation and question God’s faithfulness to God’s promises.
The initial conclusion is devastating: God must have changed. The psalm-
ist is surely expressing the thoughts of many in this profound statement.
The reader, however, is not allowed to linger in this assessment for long.
The psalm sharply turns to recollecting God’s mighty deeds in the past,
highlighting one definitive act, the parting of the sea. The vivid image por-
trays God exhibiting complete control over the natural elements of water,
clouds, lightning, thunder, and the earth.

19. Hermann Gunkel, An Introduction to the Psalms: The Genres of the Religious
Lyric of Israel (completed by Joachim Begrich; trans. James D. Nogalski; Macon, Ga.:
Mercer University Press, 1998), 93, 180-81.
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Psalm 78 continues recalling the past in such a way that those in the
present may learn from past mistakes, apply their learning to their current
situations, and pass it down to the next generation. The purpose of recall-
ing the past is twofold: (1) to help the people place their hope in God; and
(2) to learn from the mistakes of their ancestors. A pattern is established
in Ps 78: God acts graciously, the people forget and reject God, and God
punishes the people. Though the psalm repeatedly mentions God’s anger,
it repeatedly speaks of God’s compassion, graciousness, and willingness to
give the people another opportunity. The pattern can provide considerable
encouragement to the reader. It is time for God to act graciously again. The
pattern also places major responsibility upon the reader to remember the
past and not repeat it. The cycle can be broken.

Psalm 78 ends at the point when new opportunities are at hand with
the appointment of David and the election of Zion. But the story does
not end there. Psalm 79 carries the story further and lets the reader know
that the people must have once again forgotten, because they are again in
a devastating situation. The reader’s suspicions are confirmed later in the
psalm (vv. 6, 9); once again God is angry, and the people are pleading for
God to show compassion. The psalmist pleads for compassion; the reader
knows compassion is possible; and, according to the pattern of Ps 78, com-
passion should be forthcoming. Psalm 79 continues and the people cry out
for God to forget their ancestors’ iniquities and to act on their behalf. The
psalm ends with a promise from the people to God. If God exacts revenge,
then the people will give thanks and praise God forever.

Psalms 80 and 81 stand side by side as the people’s plea for God to
turn and as God’s response and plea for the people to turn. Psalm 80 asks
for God’s swift action (v. 3), and ponders the longevity of God’s anger (v.
5). The heart of the psalm returns the reader to the confusing reality of the
people (vv. 9-14). God is the one who transplanted the people to a place
where they could prosper. Why then has God allowed such destruction?
The psalm itself does not reveal an answer to the question. But based on
the previous psalms of the collection, the reader assumes one—disobedi-
ence. Whether because of disobedience or some other reason, God has
turned against the people and the people can only plead for God to turn
around and look down from heaven at their situation. The return of God’s
shining face is enough to rebuke the nations and save the people. In return
for God’s turning, the people promise never to turn their back to God.

Psalm 81 is God’s response, not only to Ps 80, but also to Pss 77-79.
In the midst of the sights and sounds of a festival day, God speaks and
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answers the questions of the people. God begins by recounting God’s own
role in their rescue from Egypt, an action initiated by the distressed cries
of the people. God then admonishes them because, unlike God who hears
their cries, the people are not listening. The only offense God mentions
specifically is their worship of other gods. In this divine oracle it is clear
that action against their enemies would be swift if the people would listen
and walk in the ways of God. God has again heard the cries of the people
and responds to the question “How long?” by placing the responsibility
back on the people. “How long?” depends on when the people will turn
back and follow God’s ways.

Following God’s response, Ps 82 returns again to the theme of God
as judge. The collection has already established that God is a just judge
who cares for the righteous. In this psalm, however, God is not judging
humanity, but other deities. Psalm 82 takes the offense of Ps 81, the wor-
ship of other gods, and illustrates why it is misguided. God enters the
divine council as judge to pronounce judgment on the other gods. Their
task has been to provide justice and deliverance for the weak, but they have
sided with the wicked instead, and for that they will perish. Because of the
actions of these unjust gods, the foundations of the earth are shaken, but
when the earth shakes, it is God who steadies it again (Ps 75:4). Reliance
on those gods is useless, but reliance on God, who is just and righteous, is
cause for confidence. It is with that confidence that the psalmist calls for
God to judge the whole earth.

Psalm 83 points out where the psalmist thinks God’s judgment of the
earth should begin; it should begin with those who plan to wipe out God’s
people. The list of enemies is not related to the exilic or postexilic strug-
gles, but does include numerous enemies of Israel’s past. Any group whose
goal is to wipe out Israel should be subject to God’s judgment, includ-
ing the present enemy who is not mentioned by name. Psalm 83 ends the
Asaph collection with a call for God to assert divine sovereignty defini-
tively. Throughout the collection God’s sovereignty is announced in vari-
ous ways — God is sovereign as just judge, as master of creation, and as
mighty deliverer of the people. The psalmist knows that God is sovereign,
the reader should know, and when God acts so will the entire earth.

The collection is an honest reflection of the confusion encountered
after the destruction of the temple and the exile. On the one hand, the
people embrace God’s role as judge of the wicked and righteous. On the
other hand, their present situation does not reflect a reality in which God
is acting as such. The primary message of the collection is that the people
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should remain faithful and obedient. The basis of such a message is two-
fold. First, God is the one just judge who will come to judge the wicked.
Second, based on God’s previous actions of salvation and deliverance, the
people can be assured of God’s faithfulness toward them. In Ps 81, God
makes it clear that obedience is necessary in order for God to act. God has
not abandoned the people and the people should not abandon God for the
ways of the wicked.

Attempts to understand the Psalter as a whole are challenged in the
Psalms of Asaph.?? In these psalms the role of the Davidic king is greatly
diminished when compared to the psalms before and after them.?! The
one place where David is mentioned (Ps 78:69-72) speaks of him as
servant and shepherd, not specifically as king, and is tempered by the
arrangement of Pss 78 and 79. God is only referred to as king once (Ps
74:12) and God’s kingship is tied to God’s creation of the earth rather
than God’s reign in Zion. God’s dominant role in the Psalms of Asaph is
judge, an aspect of divine kingship that is not often emphasized in the
Psalms. It is as if the confusion over the loss of their earthly king has
caused them to rethink that role altogether, at least for a time. Though
God’s role as judge is important in the Asaphite collection, especially in
moving the people beyond a focus on God’s anger, it does not continue
to be a dominant theme in book 3. Book 3 comes back to the concept of

20. Recently several have attempted to locate a single or dominant theology or
organizing principle of the Psalter. For God’s sovereignty, see James L. Mays, The Lord
Reigns: A Theological Handbook to the Psalms (Louisville: Westminster John Knox,
1994). For the destiny of the righteous, see Jerome F. D. Creach, The Destiny of the
Righteous in the Psalms (St. Louis: Chalice, 2008). For God’s justice and faithfulness,
see J. Clinton McCann Jr., “The Single Most Important Text in the Entire Bible: Toward
a Theology of the Psalms” in Soundings in the Theology of the Psalms: Perspectives and
Methods in Contemporary Scholarship (ed. Rolf A. Jacobson; Minneapolis: Fortress,
2011), 63-75. For YHWH as faithful, see Rolf A. Jacobson, ““The Faithfulness of the
Lord Endures Forever: The Theological Witness of the Psalter;” in Soundings in the
Theology of the Psalms: Perspectives and Methods in Contemporary Scholarship (ed.
Rolf A. Jacobson; Minneapolis, Fortress, 2011), 111-37.

21. Admittedly, the concept of king does include ideas about the king as war-
rior, judge, and shepherd. By king, I am referring primarily to the office of king,
which is highlighted both by the Davidic superscriptions of the psalms before the
Asaphite collection and the content of the psalms following the collection in book 3
(Korahite collection).
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king and laments greatly over the loss of the earthly king in the Korahite
collection.

The present reality also threatens the people’s perception of God’s sov-
ereignty, an issue that is in some ways tied to the idea of kingship, but
encompasses more than the idea of the office of king. God, whose nearness
had been felt most fully in the temple, is now without a physical dwelling
place, since both the temple and Zion are destroyed. Perhaps it is for this
reason that the psalmist continually points to God’s cosmic sovereignty
as creator and God’s nearness as the shepherd of Israel. The people must
expand their understanding of God’s sovereignty in order to maintain
their belief that God is capable of making things right.

Also tempered in the Asaphite collection is the faith of the righteous.
At least twice in the collection (Pss 73:13 and 77:11), the psalmist comes
to the verge of abandoning faith in light of the conflict between present
reality and the promises of God. God’s hesed is even questioned in Ps 77:9.
The situation that the righteous are encountering is threatening every pre-
viously held assumption about God. Hope is offered to the readers, espe-
cially in the form of God’s past actions, but the collection does not provide
any indication that the people have actually taken up the hope. It is still
in question.

The fact that the Asaphite collection seems to challenge attempts to
define an overall concern or theology of the Psalter does not necessarily
mean that those attempts are incorrect. In fact, it further illustrates the
confusion that the people were feeling as a result of the destruction of the
temple and the exile. Beliefs about God, the earthly king, and Zion have
been severely undermined. The Asaphite collection represents one group’s
initial attempts to move forward, even though they do not seem altogether
sure that God was moving with them. A failure to grapple with the confu-
sion and to seek a way forward would have meant the end of their faithful-
ness and, as the psalms of the collection reflect, that was not an option they
were willing to take.

Their attempts to move forward pave the way for the people to
evaluate previous assumptions and create new ways of understanding
God and God’s purposes. Though the struggle of the exile is still present
in the remainder of book 3, especially the struggle over the loss of the
Davidic monarchy, the testimony of books 4 and 5 make it clear that the
people did maintain their faith and they did find hope in God’s universal
sovereignty.
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INSTRUCTION, PERFORMANCE, AND PRAYER:
THE Dipactic FUNCTION OF PsaLMic WisDoM

Catherine Petrany

In Ps 34:12, the pedagogical implications of the psalmist’s declaration
are explicit.

Come, children, listen to me;
I will teach you the fear of YHWH.!

This is an exhortation that passes between a human teacher and human
students, with the teacher calling upon the students to receive the wisdom
spoken to them through the act of hearing. It echoes a specific kind of
address found in biblical wisdom literature, most prominently in the book
of Proverbs.? This verse represents but one example of wisdom elements
scattered throughout the book of Psalms, elements that invite the faithful
to reflect and learn rather than to participate in the language of prayer and
praise. Scholars have struggled with the question of this kind of psalmic
wisdom precisely because it seems to stand outside the ritual or liturgical
context that the psalms primarily evoke, and eludes characterization with
regard to its setting.®> Rather than a temple, psalmic wisdom suggests a

* T would like to thank Dr. Harry Nasuti for his suggestions and guidance in the
writing of this essay.

1. All translations, unless otherwise stated, are my own and follow the versifica-
tion of the MT.

2. This familial address, in concert with various imperatives, is found predomi-
nantly in the singular (“son/child”). See Prov 1:8, 10, 15; 2:1; 3:1, 11, 21; 4:10; Sir 2:1;
3:12; 4:1; etc. It is found also in the plural as in this psalm (“sons/children”). See Prov
4:1; Sir 3:1; 23: 7; 41:14.

3. Roland Murphy, “A Consideration of the Classification, ‘Wisdom Psalms,”
Congress Volume: Bonn, 1962 (ed. G. W. Anderson; VTSup 9; Leiden: Brill, 1963), 161.
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school. Rather than a ritual, it suggests a proverbial pedagogy. Rather than
a dialogue, it suggests a monologue.*

Wisdom elements in the Psalter can come in the form of entire psalms,
but they can also emerge on a smaller scale as brief, potentially didac-
tic reflections in the midst of other, more easily established genres.> The
question of the degree of influence such wisdom components exert within
the literary and theological confines of an individual psalm can provide a
foundation for understanding the role of psalmic wisdom in the Psalter as
a whole. Are wisdom elements in psalms of different genres didactic? If
so, how do they teach? What do they teach? How does the interaction of
wisdom elements with other kinds of psalmic speech determine the func-
tion of both?

What follows is an examination of three such psalms, each generally
categorized according to a different genre, namely trust (Ps 62), thanksgiv-
ing (Ps 92), and lament (Ps 94).° From a form-critical point of view, how-
ever, all three psalms admit some uncertainty with regard to genre and

4. On the dialogic character of the lament psalms, see Carleen Mandolfo, God in
the Dock: Dialogic Tension in the Psalms of Lament (JSOTSup 357; London: Shefhield
Academic, 2002).

5. Roland Murphy (“Consideration of the Classification,” 165), who provides a
sober and influential voice in the debate about wisdom psalms, conservatively (though
not exhaustively) identifies the following passages as wisdom elements in psalms
of other genres: 25:8-10, 12-14 (individual lament); 31:24-25 (individual lament);
39:5-7 (individual lament); 40A:5-6 (thanksgiving); 62:9-11 (trust); 92:7-9 (thanks-
giving); 94:8-15 (lament). It is possible to extend this list in a number of ways, depend-
ing on how one identifies a wisdom element in a nonwisdom psalm, and whether one
distinguishes wisdom elements from didactic elements. Indeed, David G. Firth makes
the point that “didactic intent” can manifest itself across form-critical boundaries, and
is not simply found in wisdom psalms (“The Teaching of the Psalms,” in Interpreting
the Psalms: Issues and Approaches [ed. David Firth and Philip S. Johnston; Downers
Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 2005], 164). Likewise, Mandolfo’s examination of the
“didactic voice” in the lament psalms is focused on grammatical, rather than formal,
criteria (God in the Dock, 1, 5).

6. With regard to these three psalms, J. Kenneth Kuntz differs slightly from
Murphy, recognizing 92:7-8, 13-15 and 94:8-11, 12-15 as wisdom elements without
mentioning Ps 62. See J. Kenneth Kuntz, “Wisdom Psalms and the Shaping of the
Hebrew Psalter;” in For a Later Generation: The Transforming of Tradition in Israel,
Early Judaism, and Early Christianity (ed. Randal Argall, Beverly Bow, and Rodney
Werline; Harrisburg, Pa.: Trinity, 2003), 149.
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contain a sapiential “moment,” an element that by way of form, theme, or
sensibility echoes biblical wisdom and suggests a didactic quality.

PsaLM 62

Psalm 62 is a psalm of confidence or trust. Certain characteristics of the
psalm, though, particularly its resonances with biblical wisdom, lend it a
unique profile.” The psalm’s emphasis lies on the God who is a refuge, who
offers the psalmist a safe haven even in the midst of admitted and seem-
ingly immediate uncertainties and dangers. The introduction of a wisdom
moment in verses 9-12 does not stand out as a foreign element, but does
initially represent a shift in focus.

9 Trust in him at all times, O people,
pour out your hearts before him.
God is our refuge. Selah.

19 Human beings are only a breath,
The children of man are deception.
Upon the scales,

they are less than a breath all together.
Do not trust in extortion,

or become vain by robbery,

if wealth bears fruit pay it no mind.
12 One thing God has spoken;

two things I have heard:

that strength belongs to God.®

This passage resonates with biblical wisdom in several ways. Formally, it
contains an “admonition” in verse 9, a “proverbial saying” in verse 10, a

7. Hermann Gunkel and Joachim Begrich, Introduction to the Psalms: The Genres
of the Religious Lyric of Israel (trans. James D. Nogalski; Macon, Ga.: Mercer University
Press, 1998), 190-91.

8. Scholars disagree about where the “wisdom element” begins and ends. Gunkel,
Introduction to the Psalms, 297; Murphy, “Consideration of the Classification,” 165;
and Dahood, Psalms II: 51-100 (AB 16; Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1968), 90 all
cite vv. 9-11 as the wisdom section. In contrast, F. de Meyer, “La dimension sapien-
tiale du Psaume 62, Bijdragen 42 (1982): 357; and Frank-Lothar Hossfeld and Erich
Zenger, Psalms 2 (ed. Klaus Baltzer; trans. Linda M. Maloney; Minneapolis: Fortress,
2005), 112 cite vv. 9-13 as the wisdom section. Here, I have not explicitly included v.
13 as part of the wisdom element for reasons that will become obvious below.
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“negative warning” in verse 11, and a “numerical saying” in verse 12, all
with ties to biblical wisdom.® With regard to content, verse 10 contains an
anthropologically focused reflection on the futility and weightlessness of
human life, underlined by the twofold use of the noun form of the root
5an (which we find again in verbal form in v. 11). This abstract reflection,
conceptually akin to the thought-world of Qoheleth, cedes to an empiri-
cal focal point, namely the speaker’s exhortation not to place one’s trust in
extortion, robbery, and wealth. So, while the passage does not explicitly
identify a pupil, it does direct itself to a human audience and treat certain
concrete realities of human life.!? This is not a prayer speech addressed
to God, but rather one that asks its plural human audience to reflect on a
particular reality and adopt certain empirical behaviors.

But do these wisdom nuances and interhuman addresses concerning
human life lend this passage a didactic function? If so, how does its inter-
action with other modes of speech in the psalm condition that function?
This so-called wisdom passage says nothing about teaching or instruction.
Moreover, it does not operate in isolation but rather in concert with the
multifaceted and constantly transitioning modes of speech in the psalm
as a whole. The characters involved and addressed throughout the psalm
include the speaker, the speaker’s adversaries (v. 4), the speaker’s own soul
(v. 6), the speaker’s community (vv. 9, 11) and finally, the deity (v. 13).!!
Moreover, the psalm shifts in verse 9 with the first person plural affirma-
tion “God is our refuge,” which implies that the audience has joined the
speaker in the act of trust. It is impossible to posit any kind of sustained
monologue or cooptation of the psalm’s communicative environment by
the figure of a human teacher in these verses. Psalm 62 offers nothing like a
lesson one might find in the instructions of Proverbs, in which the father/

9. Gunkel, Introduction to the Psalms, 300-301.

10. In her study of didactic “interjections” in lament psalms, Mandolfo (God
in the Dock, 13) defines this didactic function according to a “horizontal dynamic,’
that is, “the human-to-human flow of information.” Proverbial discourse exemplifies
the dynamic she describes, and its presence in the psalms often coincides with other
wisdom characteristics, though not always.

11. Derek Suderman, in an as yet unpublished dissertation, deals extensively
with the grammatical identification and rhetorical significance of multiple addressees
in the lament psalms. See his “Prayers Heard and Overheard: Shifting Address and
Methodological Matrices in Psalms Scholarship” (Ph.D diss.,Toronto School of Theol-
ogy, 2007).
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mother/teacher figure is the lone speaker, and the child/student the per-
petually silent addressee.!?

The psalm’s series of shifting speakers and addressees reaches a cul-
mination in the final verse that exerts a definitive influence over what pre-
cedes it. Here, the speaker prays,

Yours, Lord, is faithfulness,
for you reward everyone according to their deeds. (Ps 62:13)

This direct address to God, the first and only of the psalm, absorbs the
potentially pedagogical bent of the psalm’s anthropologically focused
wisdom moment. This verse explicitly ties together the thing learned in
verses 9-12 with the divine addressee, who is the true focus of the psalm.
The final prayer completes the substance of the “lesson”: the lives of human
beings are ephemeral and futile, and only God’s actions confer meaning to
life in the world. Thus, the interaction of the didactic and prayer moments
has less to do with the acquisition of knowledge or the inculcation of a
particular type of behavior, and rather more to do with faith.!3

Indeed, the final shift in addressee in verse 13 lends definition to
this conclusion. This prayerful finale reshapes the wisdom moment of the
psalm, placing its contents within the context of the speaker’s act of trust.
The speaker understands and vocalizes the matters outlined in the psalm’s
wisdom moment not as a sage, that is, not due to his or her observation or
experience of the world. Rather, the speaker arrives at these conclusions
because of “One thing God has spoken; two things I have heard” (v. 12).
Regardless of the formal implications of this statement, it explicitly places
the insight of the wisdom moment within the context of the speaker’s

12. On the “missing voice” of the proverbial student, see James L. Crenshaw, Edu-
cation in Ancient Israel: Across the Deadening Silence (New York: Doubleday, 1998),
187-203. See also Carol Newsom, “Woman and the Discourse of Patriarchal Wisdom:
A Study of Proverbs 1-9,” in Gender and Difference in Ancient Israel (ed. Peggy L. Day;
Minneapolis: Fortress, 1989), 142-60.

13. In his commentary on this psalm as a “nachkultische” composition, Fritz
Stolz contrasts the experience of the everyday world expressed by the psalm’s wisdom
forms with the experience of faith that ultimately follows in the final verse. He argues
that, unlike the experiential platform of wisdom discourse, which takes its cues from
the observable world, the experience of faith is only verifiable through an act of trust.
See Fritz Stolz, Psalmen im nachkultischen Raum (ThSt 129; Zurich: Theologischen,
1983), 53.
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verbal interchange with God. The speaker has heard something from God,
and now calls upon God in turn in verse 13. The didactic implications of
the wisdom moment thereby take on a new dimension, conditioned by
the speaker’s own activity and shift towards God in speech. The human
teacher’s lesson to the human student on the vaporous character of life in
the world in verses 10-11 is transformed by the turn to God in speech,
an act which itself lends weight and meaning to the observable world. To
finish the “lesson,” to understand this conclusion, the student must not
only listen, but also take up the speech, participate in the prayer.

PsaLM 92

Psalm 92 does not contain the dramatic back and forth between shift-
ing dialogue partners that one finds in Ps 62. The speaker’s address to the
divine “you,” while not entirely consistent, dominates the psalm and lends
its liturgical character a personal veneer that frequently characterizes
psalms of thanksgiving.!* Like Ps 62, Ps 92 includes a wisdom sensibility
that radiates from particular moments of the psalm and stands in contrast
with the psalm’s strong emphasis on performance.

Indeed, Ps 92 begins with a description of a liturgical performance
embedded in a direct address to God. The superscription, “song for
the Sabbath day;” initiates this emphasis, and in verses 2-3, the speaker
describes the singing of hymns taking place in the morning and at night.!®
In verse 4, the speaker states that praise involves not only voices, but also
instrumentation, including harp and lyre. Within this performance-ori-
ented context, the psalm includes two moments that share an affinity with
biblical wisdom and strike a more reflective note. Following the liturgi-
cal description of verses 2-4, the speaker directly addresses God in verses
5-6, vociferously praising the work of the divine. The psalm’s first wisdom
element then manifests in verses 7-8:

14. Sigmund Mowinckel, The Psalms in Israel’s Worship (2 vols.; trans. D. R. Ap-
Thomas; Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1962), 2:32.

15. Despite the lack of an imperative in the psalm’s opening, Peter L. Trudinger
convincingly argues that v. 2 (“It is good to praise YHWH, to sing to your name, Most
High”) functions essentially as a command to take up the performance subsequently
described. See Peter L. Trudinger, The Psalms of the Tamid Service: A Liturgical Text
from the Second Temple, (VTSup; Leiden: Brill 2004), 152-53.
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7 A brutish person does not know,
nor does a fool understand this:
8 the wicked sprout like grass,
and all troublemakers blossom,
in order to be destroyed forever. 10

Following the continuance of the prayer and the relation of the speaker’s
personal experience in verses 10-12, the psalm concludes with a second
wisdom element, which is dominated by ambiguous third person language
rather than the first person account and direct address to God that pre-
vailed in verses 5-6 and 9-12.

13 The righteous one sprouts like a palm tree,
like the cedar in Lebanon, he grows great.

14 Planted in the house of YHWH

they sprout in the courts of our God.

15 They still bear fruit in old age,

they are full of sap and freshness (Ps 92:13-15)

The emphasis on the righteous in contrast with the picture of the fool-
ish painted in the psalm’s first wisdom moment in verses 7-8 sets up a
dichotomy common in the wisdom corpus. Terminologically, the paral-
lel references to the “fool” (5°03) and “brutish person” (APYA"W'R) bear
a wisdom stamp and occur in other psalms with wisdom echoes.!” The
explicit references to the capacity to “know” and to “understand” in verse 7
recall the opening of the book of Proverbs, and suggest intellectual (rather
than liturgical) activity, or lack thereof, on the part of the fool. Themati-
cally, both passages taken together exhibit a “preoccupation” with moral

16. As noted above, Kuntz sees Ps 92 as an individual thanksgiving but, following
Murphy, contends that vv. 7-9 are an “impersonal sapiential assertion” which contains
“most” of the nine wisdom words he identifies in the psalm. See ]. Kenneth Kuntz,
“The Canonical Wisdom Psalms of Ancient Israel: Their Rhetorical, Thematic, and
Formal Dimensions,” in Rhetorical Criticism: Essays in Honor of James Muilenberg (ed.
Jared Jackson and Martin Kessler; PTMS 1; Pittsburgh: Pickwick, 1974), 207. In con-
trast to Murphy, Kuntz also recognizes vv. 13-15 as sapiential. Moreover, in his later
article, Kuntz cites vv. 7-8 (rather than 7-9) and vv. 13-15 as the psalm’s wisdom
elements (“Wisdom Psalms and the Shaping of the Hebrew Psalter,” 149). Likewise,
I have not included v. 9 as part of the wisdom element because it includes a direct
address to God and no explicit wisdom features.

17. Gunkel, Psalms, 298. See also Pss 49:11; 94:8.
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retribution, and the second includes the image of the righteous as a tree,
which recalls Ps 1, and indicates a sapiential quality.!® Moreover, both of
the psalm’s wisdom moments are anthropologically focused, third person
reflections in which the speaker does not identify a particular audience.
This suggests that the speaker has stepped out of his or her prayer with
God, and into another kind of discourse, whether directed internally or
directed toward another human. Indeed, what the speaker imparts is a
deposit of knowledge that fools are incapable of recognizing. The one who
hears this reflection is thus called to understand something about the
respective fates of the wicked and the righteous. Taken together, these two
wisdom moments represent an instructive meditation on the benefits of
living a righteous life.

How does the interaction between these two wisdom elements and the
psalm’s other elements, namely the initial focus on liturgical performance
and the prevailing divine address, shape the function of each? Despite the
sapiential timbre of verses 7-8 and 13-15, each section also includes char-
acteristics that distinguish it from biblical wisdom and a purely reflective
aim, particularly when taken within the context of the psalm as a whole.
The first section on the wicked in verses 7-8 is bracketed on either side by
direct address to God in verses 6 and 9. This bracketing phenomenon sug-
gests that the intervening wisdom moment is, to some degree, subsumed
into the surrounding address to the divine “thou,” which places the speak-
er’s reflection within the context of prayer with the divine. If the psalm
effects a shift in audience in these verses (toward a human addressee), it
is not an explicit move. The confluence of explicit prayer address wrapped
around an ambiguously directed third person reflection suggests a blur-
ring of the lines between human-divine and interhuman address, which
adds an additional nuance to verses 7-8, one that would not be present in
proverbial discourse.?’

18. Murphy, “Consideration of the Classification,” 165-66.

19. The only prayer in the book of Proverbs occurs in 30:7-9. The addressee is
never explicitly stated and the prayer concludes with a third person reference to God.
See James L. Crenshaw, “The Restraint of Reason, the Humility of Prayer,” in The
Echoes of Many Texts: Reflections on Jewish and Christian Traditions (ed. William G.
Dever and J. Edward Wright; BJS 313; Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1997), 81-97. Crenshaw
demonstrates that a sustained attention to prayer only develops in the book of Sirach,
which includes multiple references to prayer and two explicit examples of prayer in
22:27-23:6 and 36:1-22.
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The second wisdom passage in verses 13-15 on the righteous is not
part of this encounter between the speaker and God. Rather, it concludes
the psalm and contains third person language about God rather than sec-
ond-person address to God, technically excluding it from the “prayer” that
prevails in the rest of the psalm.?® Moreover, verse 13 includes a plural
identification of “our God” as the God who blesses the righteous with
prosperity. In other words, the speaker’s singular “I,” whose presence is
explicit at various points throughout the psalm, transforms into the plural
“we” who are called upon to respond and declare that “our God” blesses
the fruitful righteous.

If we can call this a lesson learned, it is one that must ultimately be
taken up in speech rather than silence. The proverbial “silent child,” if
present here, is called upon to lay claim to the discourse of the speaker by
vocally taking it up rather than silently taking it in. Thus, neither so-called
wisdom element promotes a purely reflective response: the first is gram-
matically encased by the prayer, and the second includes a first person
plural which suggests the presence of an active congregation, invited to a
vocal and perhaps liturgical reification of the speaker’s main point about
the way God works. Thus, what initially seems to be a clearly delineated
juxtaposition of performance-oriented content and content of a more
reflective nature in the psalm is not ultimately sustained because of the
way it is shaped by the shifting character of speaker and audience. The
emphasis on performance in the beginning of the psalm leads to the ritu-
alization of reflection in its conclusion.

PsaLM 94

Like Pss 62 and 92, Ps 94 does not strictly adhere to one particular form,
but rather includes elements of different genres, including communal and
individual lament as well as, of course, a wisdom section. In verses 1-7, the
speaker issues an urgent, imperative complaint speech addressed to God,
seeking divine retribution for the exultant wicked who litter the earth and
oppress the voiceless widow, stranger and orphan. The psalm shifts in

20. Gunkel (Psalms, 298) writes that, “In general, even if not in every particular
case, wisdom components (mostly sayings) stand out in the particular psalms by the
fact that they speak about YHWH in the third person, and thus do not exhibit the
form of a prayer”
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verses 8—12, when the speaker turns his address from God to the “fools”
who lack understanding. These verses state:

8 Understand, you brutes among the people,

you fools, when will you have wisdom?

° He who plants the ear, shall he not hear?

He who forms the eye, shall he not see?

19 He who disciplines nations, shall he not rebuke,
he who teaches humankind knowledge?

11'YHWH knows human thoughts, that they are breath.
12 Happy is the man whom you discipline, YHWH,
the one whom you teach by your instruction,

B to give him quietness from evil days,

until a pit is dug for the wicked.

14 For YHWH will not leave his people,

and he will not forsake his inheritance.

15 For justice will return to judgment,

And all the upright will follow it. (Ps 94:8-15)

The wisdom resonances of this passage, as well as its explicitly didactic
flavor, are immediately discernible.?! Formally, the “admonition” in verse
8 and the asré clause of verse 12 are wisdom formulas. As in Ps 92, the
psalm includes a dual reference to evildoers as “brutes” (0"p31) and
“fools” (0"9"03), which occurs in other psalms associated with wisdom.??
The references to teaching and instruction cohere with the main func-
tion of the wisdom literature as didactic material.?> While the empha-
sis of the passage seems to be wholly theological, verses 8-11 represent
another explicitly inter-human exchange, and furthermore include third
person language about, rather than to, God. Thematically, the rhetorical
questions in verse 9 echo the sensory appeals that often guide a prover-

21. Though Kuntz (“Canonical Wisdom Psalms,” 202) formally designates Ps 94
as a lament, he follows Murphy in identifying vv. 8-15 as a wisdom element. He iso-
lates fifteen “wisdom words” (taken from R. B. Y. Scott) in the psalm as a whole, twelve
of which appear in vv. 8-15.

22. Pss 49:11; 92:7; cf. Ps 73:22.

23. The difficulty (if not impossibility) with establishing a viable inventory of
wisdom terminology is well documented. See Roland E. Murphy, “Assumptions and
Problems in OT Wisdom Research,” CBQ 29 (1967): 410; James Crenshaw, “Wisdom
Psalms?” CurBS 8 (2000): 12.
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bial epistemology, the virtues of hearing and seeing in the cultivation of
understanding.?*

Despite these resonances with biblical wisdom and the potentially
instructive nature of the inter-human discourse, however, it is impossible
to simply characterize this passage as didactic. The speaker does not intend
to instruct the “fools” to whom he or she speaks in verses 8-11, nor would
a hearer of this speech likely identify himself or herself as one of these
fools.?® Rather, these fools seem to parallel the evildoers denounced in the
first seven verses, regardless of whether that group represents an internal
faction of Israel or an external group.2® Moreover, this initial admonition
of the “fools” is immediately connected with an ensuing question regard-
ing the punishment of nations, with the image of God as both judge and
instructor (v. 10). The speech in verses 8-11 is not a lesson for the wise,
the righteous, or those seeking wisdom.?” It is a proclamation of divine ret-
ribution against those who have imposed their wicked will on the widow,
the orphan, and the stranger. The wisdom teaching is not a wisdom teach-
ing at all, but a foreboding message of divine justice for those who seem
to have escaped divine sight. It is a passionate performance of the speaker,
who does not offer an intellectual reflection about life in the world. Rather,
the speaker seeks to summon and bring about the “lesson” of divine wrath
upon those who deny the divine teacher.?

24. Hossfeld and Zenger (Psalms 2, 454) cite Prov 20:12 in the background here,
and see parallels between vs. 10 with Prov 8:10, 15, and between vss. 10b-11a with
Prov 16:1-9, and v. 11b with the book of Qoheleth, concluding that “verse 7 is refuted
by means of wisdom.” For a less optimistic perspective on the value of seeing and hear-
ing, see Qoh 1:8.

25. Trudinger, Psalms of the Tamid Service, 117.

26. Erhard S. Gerstenberger, for example, sees the evildoers/fools as a subgroup
of the community. See Psalms, Part 2, and Lamentations, with an Introduction to Cultic
Poetry (FOTL 15; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2001), 178. Hossfeld and Zenger (Psalms
2, 454) admit that it remains unclear whether this group is internal or external to the
community, but argue that the fools/brutes of v. 8 must be identified with the wicked
of vv. 3-7.

27. Hans-Joachim Kraus argues the opposite. See his Psalms 60-150 (Minneapo-
lis: Augsburg Fortress, 1989), 243.

28. In a slightly different vein, Trudinger likewise argues that vv. 8-15 do not
represent a “sapiential teaching” but, in contrast, sees these verses rather as a “conso-
lation” for the righteous. (Psalms of Tamid Service, 118). For him, the primary audi-
ence of vss. 8-11 is not the explicitly identified audience (the fools), but rather the
“faithful community”
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Indeed, verse 12 substantiates this notion when the speaker shifts again
and directly calls upon God. This effectively ends the inter-human dia-
logue between the speaker and the fools addressed in verses 8-11. Rather
than taking up again the lament language of address to God that domi-
nates verses 1-7, however, the speaker continues with the use of wisdom
language but unites it with a direct address to God. This verse is still part
of the wisdom element with regard to both form and vocabulary, but a
distinct shift occurs. The subject matter remains essentially the same as
in the previous two verses; God is the one who instructs, and disciplines.
The address to the fools of the previous verses, however, now becomes a
direct address to YHWH. It is no longer an indictment but rather a prayer
speech which shifts the orientation of discourse while sustaining the use of
wisdom forms and didactic terminology.

It is here, in the prayer and the following reflection in verses 13-15,
that the lesson for those who would hear actually manifests. In verses
12-15, the object of God’s so-called instruction has shifted from the fools
to the one who ultimately benefits from God’s hearing and sight, the righ-
teous one who can rest in times of struggle knowing that God will devas-
tate the wicked. This is a telling convergence of the functions of prayer and
instruction because it reimagines God as the ultimate sage in the midst of
a vertically inclined address which gently shifts into a third person reflec-
tion about God and the upright. It is a pedagogy of a different order, no
longer simply imaged in the horizontal discourse spoken by a wise parent
and received by a silent child. Rather, Ps 94 presents the divine teacher as
one addressed by the human student in verse 12. Here we have a dramatic
example of didacticism translated into a psalmic dialect, in which God is
both the subject and ultimately the object of the speaker’s words, and the
act of divine instruction is both an indictment and a comfort to the wicked
and righteous in their turn.

CONCLUSION

How can these individual and compact examples of psalmic wisdom con-
tribute to the ongoing question of the shape of the Psalter as a whole?
Studies on the shape of the Psalter as a whole often engage the question
of the book’s comprehensive function as either a hymnbook or a book for
instruction.?? A conceptual framework has developed that focuses on the

29. On different scholarly approaches to this question, see Susan E. Gillingham,
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wisdom elements in the Psalter as signaling a shift from cultic origin to
noncultic redaction.’® Subsequently, questions on the shape of the Psalter
have often focused on the role that wisdom circles played in the suppos-
edly purposeful arrangement of the book.

A primary example of this move is represented in the influential work
of Gerald Wilson. He argued for a set of competing frames that mani-
fest at key points in the Psalter, namely a “royal-covenantal frame” and a
“wisdom frame.” The former, concentrated in the first three books of the
Psalter, traces the initiation of the Davidic monarchy (Ps 2), the trans-
mission of the monarchy to David’s successors (Ps 72), and the failure of
the Davidic hopes in the exile (Ps 89).3! In contrast, the “wisdom frame”
shapes books 4 and 5, beginning with Pss 90 and 91 and concluding with
Ps 145. According to Wilson, both frames extend into the other, with the
royal Ps 144 found in book 5 and the “wisdom frame” extending into the
first three books at Ps 73 and Ps 1. For Wilson, the “wisdom frame” ulti-
mately proves to be the dominant impulse within the Psalter’s final form,
and the key in the Psalter’s transformation into a book of instruction.’? He
connects this developmental schema with particular historical processes

The Poems and Psalms of the Hebrew Bible (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994),
232-55; Harry P. Nasuti, “Redaction-Critical and Canonical Approaches to the Psalms
and Psalter,” in Cambridge Methods in Biblical Interpretation: The Book of Psalms (ed.
Esther M. Menn; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, forthcoming). For stud-
ies that emphasize the reflective or meditative function of the Psalter as a whole, see
Georg P. Braulik, “Psalms and Liturgy: Their Reception and Contextualization,” VE
24 (2003): 318-22; Norbert Lohfink, “Psalmen im Neuen Testament: Die Lieder in
der Kindheitsgeschichte bei Lukas,” in Neue Wege der Psalmenforschung (ed. K. Sey-
bold and Erich Zenger; HBS 1; Freiburg: Herder, 1994), 106-7; Erich Zenger, “Psalm-
enforschung nach Hermann Gunkel und Sigmund Mowinckel,” in Congress Volume:
Oslo, 1998 (ed. A. Lemaire and M. Saebo; Leiden: Brill, 1981), 430.

30. See, for example, Joseph Reindl, “Weisheitliche Bearbeitung von Psalmen: Ein
Beitrag zum Verstdndnis der Sammlung des Psalters,” in Congress Volume: Vienna,
1980 (ed. John A. Emerton; Leiden: Brill, 1981) , 333-56. For scholars who take issue
with this historical viewpoint, see Susan Gillingham, “The Zion Tradition and the
Editing of the Hebrew Psalter,” in Temple and Worship in Biblical Israel (ed. ]. Day;
London: T&T Clark, 2005), 310; and Katharine Dell, “I Will Solve My Riddle to the
Music of the Lyre’ (Psalm XLIX 4 [5]): A Cultic Setting for Wisdom Psalms?” VT 54
(2004): 445.

31. Gerald Wilson, The Editing of the Hebrew Psalter (SBLDS 76; Chico, Calif.:
Scholars Press, 1985).

32. Gerald Wilson, “The Shape of the Book of Psalms,” Int 46 (1992): 134.
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which culminated with the establishing of the final form of the Psalter in
the first century c.E.%?

Regardless of whether one accepts Wilson’s argument, this brief exam-
ple shows one way in which the isolation and functional significance of
wisdom elements can be central for the question of the Psalter as a whole.
But how does the question of the comprehensive role that psalmic wisdom
plays in the Psalter relate to the role of psalmic wisdom on a small scale, in
individual psalms?3* Of course, in addition to isolated wisdom moments
in psalms dominated by other kinds of language, the Psalter contains entire
psalms that resonate with the wisdom literature and seemingly function
in a didactic capacity. Psalm 1 represents the most obvious example of
a psalm that does not contain any address to God or suggestion of per-
formance, and remains entirely focused on evoking a reflective response
from its recipient.’> With regard to the book as a whole, the analysis of the
interaction of wisdom elements with other kinds of speech in individual
psalms might provide a kind of mirror, a small-scale reflection of the way
that psalmic wisdom functions in the larger Psalter.

From this perspective, the role of psalmic wisdom would be down-
played as a streamlined marker of didactic import and the dominant influ-
ence in shaping the Psalter’s comprehensive function from a theological
standpoint. In each of the psalms examined here, two things became clear.
First, resonances with wisdom in the psalms do not unilaterally imply a
continuity of function among the diverse examples manifest in the Psalter.
Not all identified wisdom elements in the psalms are simply didactic, nor
do these elements inevitably call for a reflective or meditative response
from the proverbial “silent child” While each psalm examined here has ele-
ments identified by scholars as bearing a wisdom signature, these elements
function in distinct ways. The wisdom element of Ps 62 in no way parallels

33. Gerald Wilson, “A First Century C.E. Date for the Closing of the Hebrew
Psalter?” JBQ 28:2 (2000): 102-10.

34. Firth (“The Teaching of the Psalms,” 162-63) explicitly examines the instruc-
tional import of the psalms at both levels, namely individual compositions and the
Psalter as a whole. As noted above, however, he emphasizes the development of pat-
terns for prayer and behavior that emerge across form-critical boundaries rather than
focusing on wisdom elements.

35. See also Pss 37, 112, and 128. Other psalms typically designated as wisdom
psalms often include elements such as direct address to God (Ps 32) or references to
performance (Pss 34, 49). I restrict this comment to psalms that Murphy (Consider-
ation of the Classification, 161) identifies as wisdom psalms.
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the rhetorical or theological effect of the wisdom element in Ps 94. Second,
and relatedly, ritual and instructional language in the psalms and Psalter
exist in a fundamental tension, each impulse constantly conditioning the
other in the formation of a dynamic psalmic dialect. A linear understand-
ing of the shape of the Psalter as a whole from a ritual to reflective function
fails to capture the opposite tendency—the ritualization of reflection, the
transformation of sapiential discourse into prayer and praise.

Each psalm examined shows the disparate manner in which wisdom
moments appear and function in the Psalms. Each involves a unique mix
of content in relation to shifting modes of address. Yet all three psalms also
show the privileging of the spoken or performed dialogue between human
beings and God as the unique “pedagogical” apparatus of the psalms.
The human teacher and student appear and ruminate, but ultimately find
themselves taken up into the language of worship, their reflections ritual-
ized and placed within the “I-Thou” encounter that theologically prevails
in the book of Psalms.
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“WEALTH AND RICHES ARE IN His HOUSE” (Ps 112:3):
Acrostic WISDOM PSALMS AND THE
DEVELOPMENT OF ANTIMATERIALISM

Phil ]. Botha

INTRODUCTION

“Materialism” is understood in this paper as the notion that wealth is
more important than spiritual values; “antimaterialism” would then
be a rejection of a money-oriented and greedy approach to life. At first
glance it would not seem to make sense, therefore, to insert the above
quote from Ps 112:3 in the title. The promise that “wealth and riches” are
in the house of the righteous does indeed seem to represent a positive
appraisal of material things. Yet I would like to argue in this paper that Ps
112, together with the other acrostic wisdom psalms, constitute a unified,
authoritative voice against secularism, greed, and religious apostasy in the
late Persian period. Since the alphabetic acrostic psalms were composed
and inserted into the Psalter by its ultimate (or a penultimate) set of wis-
dom-inspired editors, this view probably also represents the perspective
that those “final” editors wanted readers to find in the book of Psalms
as a whole. The theme is therefore important for the study of the Psalter
and its editing as well. In this introduction I will subsequently explain the
claim about the importance of the acrostic wisdom psalms made above. I
will then give a short résumé on the battle against poverty and material-
ism in the postexilic Jewish society, and finally, introduce Ps 112 itself in
order to argue that it should be read as a wisdom intertext, a text meant to
be understood in terms of other wisdom texts. From a comparison with
Proverbs and other acrostic wisdom psalms, the view of the editors of the
Psalter on poverty, wealth, and riches and the threat of secularism should
become clearer.
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I have stated above that the alphabetic acrostic psalms in the Psalter
were intended to give direction to the understanding of the book of Psalms
as a whole. The dimensions of the alphabetic acrostic psalms already claim
an important role for them—the undisputed members of this group com-
prise about 12 percent of the Psalms.! But their placement is even more
important than their extent. Their composers, who probably were also the
same people who decisively edited the Psalter from a wisdom perspective,
selected special positions for them.? So, for instance, were Pss 25 and 343
used as “bookends” to encapsulate a mirror-like symmetrical collection of
psalms. It seems logical that they were specifically composed for this pur-
pose, since they are interrelated through the theme of poor piety (25:9, 16,
18,and 21; 34:3, 7, and 19); have the same peculiar alphabetic form; and fit
together as a kind of supplication-cum-thanksgiving pair. Through their
placement they thus stamp the cocooned collection with a wisdom per-
spective of poor piety.* Psalms 111-112 and 119 in turn are Torah wisdom
psalms that together encapsulate the collection of Egyptian Hallel psalms,
Pss 113-118,° and therefore stamp them with a peculiar form of Torah
piety that echoes (inter alia) the perspective on being poor and pious or

1. 302 out of 2,527 verses.

2. A similar function was given, possibly earlier in the process of editing the Psal-
ter, to the royal psalms. See in this regard Markus Saur, “Die theologische Funktion
der Konigspsalmen innerhalb der Komposition des Psalters,” in The Composition of
the Book of Psalms (ed. Erich Zenger; BETL 238; Leuven: Peeters, 2010), 689-700.

3. Similar alphabetic acrostics that lack vav and have an additional pe-line consti-
tute a prayer for deliverance; as a supplication and a thanksgiving for the answer to the
prayer, they correspond to one another. See Frank-Lothar Hossfeld and Erich Zenger,
Die Psalmen I: Psalm 1-50 (DNEB 29; Wiirzburg: Echter, 1993), 13.

4. Ulrich Berges (“Die Knechte im Psalter: Ein Beitrag zu seiner Kompositionsge-
schichte,” Bib 81 [2000]: 153-78) thinks that a servants redaction was responsible for
the second-to-last phase of editing of the Psalter and that they made use of the com-
positions of the poor-piety group: “Gehoren die Knechte im Buch Jesaja zu den letzten
Gestaltern der tragenden Gesamtkomposition, so im Psalter zu den vorletzten” He
understands Torah-piety to be the last. The prevalence of verses dealing with depriva-
tion in the alphabetic acrostics (which are all Torah psalms) and the self-designation
of the author of Ps 119 as “your servant” in fourteen verses make one wonder, how-
ever, whether such a clear distinction is necessary.

5. Yair Zakovitch (“The Interpretative Significance of the Sequence of Psalms 111-
112.113-118.119,” in The Composition of the Book of Psalms [ed. Erich Zenger; BETL
238; Leuven: Peeters, 2010], 220), thinks that Pss 113-118 were inserted between Pss
111-112 and 119 which were, at that stage, juxtaposed. This is improbable in view of
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rich and arrogant found in Pss 25, 34, and 37.° Psalm 145 is another alpha-
betic acrostic psalm in a prominent position, since it concludes the book
of Psalms just before the epilogue found in the final Hallel consisting of
Pss 146-150.

Not only the variegated alphabetic acrostics themselves,” but also
other alphabetizing psalms belong to the group of wisdom-inspired
psalms, as well as some nonalphabetic acrostics.® According to Zenger, a
special form of alphabetic acrostic is found in Ps 1, where the first word
of the psalm begins with & and the last word begins with N. According
to him, this was meant to suggest that the psalm contains instructions
for living one’s life from A-Z, but it also subtly points to the great Torah
psalm 119, which contains a complete instruction for living one’s life, and
seems to suggest that Ps 1 is meant as a résumé of Ps 119.° Little needs to

other wisdom compositions serving as “bookstands,” for instance, 1 Sam 2 and 2 Sam
22 having been inserted as a hermeneutic horizon for the books of Samuel.

6. The rescue of the poor/oppressed (with motifs echoed in 1 Sam 2:1-10 and 2
Sam 22) and the constituting of a community of righteousness serve in this collection
as a revelation of the unique divinity of YHWH in contrast to the powerless idols.
See Erich Zenger, “Exkurs: Die Komposition des Agyptischen Hallel bzw. Pessach-
Hallel Ps 113-118,” in Psalmen 101-150 (ed. Frank-Lothar Hossfeld and Erich Zenger;
HTKAT; Freiburg: Herder, 2008), 246.

7. The alphabet (with a number of smaller deviations) is distributed over twenty-
two verse lines (Pss 25 and 34); forty verse lines (Ps 37); ten verse lines (Pss 111 and
112); 176 verse lines (Ps 119) or twenty-one verse lines (Ps 145). Zenger would like
to include Pss 9-10 as a strophic alphabetic acrostic, arguing that the first stich of a
strophe of four stichs was in each case dedicated to a letter of the alphabet (the first
strophe is an exception in that each of the four stichs begins with &). The incomplete
present state of the acrostic he adduces to the textual transmission. See Erich Zenger,
“Exkurs: Akrostichie im Psalter;” in Hossfeld and Zenger, eds., Psalmen 101-150, 217.

8. Psalms in which the alphabet of 22 letters is represented through the number
of bicola or parallelisms, e.g., Pss 33, 38, 94, and 103. K. Seybold has also pointed out
the existence of nonalphabetic acrostics, in which different patterns than the sequence
of the letters of the alphabet were used to segment parts of the poem. In Ps 121, for
instance, the first and third verse lines begin with the letter &, the fifth to eighth verse
lines begin with the letter *. This demarcates four strophes in two main parts, accord-
ing to Seybold (Klaus Seybold, Poetik der Psalmen [Stuttgart: Kohlhammer, 2003], 78).

9. Zenger, “Exkurs: Akrostichie im Psalter,” 216-18. My own position is that the
author of Ps 119 consulted Ps 1 or else that both were composed at more or less the same
time by the same person or group of persons. For the connections among Pss 1, 19, 37,
and 119, see Phil ]. Botha, “Interpreting “Torah’ in Ps 1 in the light of Ps 119,” HTS 68
(2012). Online: http://www.hts.org.za/index.php/HTS/article/view/1274/2588.
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be said about the influential position of Ps 1. It serves as an introduction
to the whole book of Psalms!? and thus also forms part of a (large) frame,
together with Ps 145, the last alphabetic acrostic in the Psalter. Regard-
ing the function of the alphabetic acrostic form, the important principle
seems to have been the prominence given to order.!! The alphabet not
only represents completeness from A-Z, as it were, but reflects the order
in the universe in general and thus highlights the absence of all chaos in
the presence of YHWH. The perfect, mirror-like symmetry with which
many of these and related psalms were composed, as well as the sym-
metry of some collections encapsulated by them, seem to be factors that
strengthen this notion.!2

This paper will thus proceed from the assumption that the alphabetic
acrostic psalms were composed and inserted by the wisdom-inspired edi-
tors of the Psalter to influence the way we have to understand the Psalms.
They were probably composed in a relatively short span of time by the
same person or persons.'? This state of affairs is suggested by the similari-

10. Many researchers consider it to have been composed specifically for this posi-
tion. See Christoph Levin, “Das Gebetbuch der Gerechten: Literaturgeschichtliche
Beobachtungen am Psalter,” ZTK 90 (1993): 355-81 (359). About the role of Ps 1 in
the Psalms, see Beat Weber, “Psalm 1 and its Function as a Directive into the Psalter
and towards a Biblical Theology;,” OTE 19 (2006): 237-60.

11. The alphabetic structure first of all was meant to suggest completeness from
A-7Z, coherence, and order. See Zenger, “Exkurs: Akrostichie im Psalter,” 217.

12. Examples of such symmetry are provided inter alia by Pss 1, 26, and 33. For
the structure of Ps 33, see Phil J. Botha and J. Henk Potgieter, “The Word of Yahweh
is Right’: Psalm 33 as a Torah-Psalm,” VE 31 (2010): 1-8. Pss 26-33 form a symmetric
collection, while Pss 113-118 constitute two triptychs which each has a symmetric
form, while the two collections also form a compositional parallel. For the details of
this, see Zenger, “Exkurs: Die Komposition des Agyptischen Hallel,” 246. The same
editors were probably also responsible for inserting the wisdom poem in 1 Sam 2:1-10
(the “Song of Hannah”) and a copy of Ps 18 in 2 Sam 22:1-51 as a “frame” for the
books of Samuel. In both compositions, humility is praised and arrogance denounced.

13. Contrary to this notion, Zenger (“Psalm 112,” 234) does not even accept that
Pss 111 and 112 have been composed by the same person (“wegen stilistischer Differ-
enzen”). The same group of ancient intellectuals probably also composed and inserted
other psalms as a whole (e.g., Pss 12, 26, 49, 52, 73), while they most probably edited
a great number of already existing compositions to enhance the definition of the righ-
teous and the wicked. See in this regard Levin, “Das Gebetbuch der Gerechten.” For
the wisdom connections of Ps 12, see Phil J. Botha, “Pride and the Suffering of the
Poor in the Persian Period: Psalm 12 in its Post-exilic Context,” OTE 25 (2012): 40-56.
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ties they share, all having been influenced by the attempt to promulgate
the book of Proverbs as the Torah or “teaching” of YHWH and to expli-
cate this teaching for those who have a yearning to live an upright life of
humility, dedication to the Torah (the Books of Moses), trust in YHWH,
and willingness to wait for him to intervene on their behalf. Psalm 112
will be chosen as an example and the theme of wealth and poverty in the
alphabetic acrostic psalms will be investigated to demonstrate how they
relate to one another and collectively throw light on one another and on
the circumstances under which they were produced.

In his important article on Pss 15, 49 and 112, Erich Zenger summa-
rizes the role of money in creating societal antagonisms in Israelite and
Jewish society.!* The Hebrew Bible in toto suggests that there was a mas-
sive economical antagonism between rich and poor (also manifesting as
the opposition between powerful and powerless people).!® This reality was
linked in many instances to the common Ancient Near Eastern system
of money lending, disproportionate high interest rates asked, the taking
of pledges, and debt slavery. This state of affairs is for example expressed
in Prov 22:7: “The rich rules over the poor, the borrower is a slave of the
lender”!¢ Because of this system, many people lost their freedom or were
forced to trade their children for their debt, and many more lost their
inherited land and economic independence.!” This happened already
during the time of the monarchy (see Amos 2:6; 8:6), but the problem
intensified in the Persian period when money was introduced for the first
time and taxes had to be paid to the government in monetary form.!3

The injustices and discrepancies caused by the insensitive and immoral
abuse of the system brought about various responses and attempts to rec-
tify imbalances. The theological response was that systematic impover-
ishment of a part of the people of YHWH could not be tolerated in view
of the confession that YHWH gave freedom and land out of free grace.!’
The response in the Bundesbuch, Deuteronomic Law and Holiness Code
can be viewed as progressively more emphatic and theologically stronger

14. Erich Zenger, “Geld als Lebensmittel? Uber die Wertung des Reichtums im
Psalter (Psalmen 15.49.112),” JBTh 21 (2006): 73-96.

15. Ibid., 73.

16. Ibid.

17. Ibid., 74.

18. Zenger, “Geld als Lebensmittel?” 75.

19. Ibid., 76.
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motivated.?’ In Exod 21:2-6, temporal limits of six years are proscribed to
debt slavery. Deuteronomy 15:12-18 makes an addition: Believers should
give the impoverished neighbor some capital to begin anew and links this
impetus to the theological program of YHWH as the God who liberates
from slavery, Israel as a community of siblings, and wealth as a blessing
from YHWH that must be shared. Leviticus 25:39-43 goes even further
and practically abolishes debt slavery. In its place comes wage labor, which
would not only provide a regular income and sustenance to the poor, but
also the possibility of buying back land lost through debt and, eventually,
of regaining independence.?!

Zenger points out that those ideals unfortunately did not reflect real-
ity. The Bundesbuch in Exod 22:24-26 rejects the system of interest and
taking of sureties, but Deut 23:20-21 does not only plead for borrowing
without interest, it also rejects any form of profit. Not only extortionate
interest is proscribed, not only from the poor, but any form of interest.??
Borrowing money is not something that one can be charged for, since it
is linked to the divine blessing. The taking of securities is also practically
abolished in Deut 24:6, 10-13, and 17-18.23 Lev 25:35-38 defines the
interest-free lending of money as “life sustenance” or “life nourishment.”
In these verses the generous handling of wealth and money becomes a
medium through which YHWH can realize his being God in Israel.>* The
correct attitude towards money is the praxis of reverence for God and a
continuation of the redemption history of Israel, begun by YHWH, the
God of the Exodus.?

This development has then led to the view that wealth and money
should be perceived as a blessing from YHWH; money should conse-
quently not become an instrument of impoverishment, but be used as
nourishment—not only for individual poor persons, but for Israel as the
united people of YHWH as a whole.?®

20. Ibid., 77.
21. Ibid.
22.1Ibid., 78.
23. Ibid.
24.1Ibid., 79.
25. Ibid.
26. Ibid.



BOTHA: “WEALTH AND RICHES ARE IN HIS HOUSE” (PS 112:3) 111

In the diptych formed by Pss 111-112, the handling of money is
described as an imitatio dei.?” Psalm 111 is a song of praise for the creative
power of YHWH and his righteous care for Israel during a long history
of redemption. Psalm 112 is a wisdom teaching psalm in which wealth is
described as the blessing of the person who lives his or her life in rever-
ence of YHWH, imitating the righteousness of YHWH in Ps 111.2 Wealth
becomes a way to a happy life if it is shared with others by lending with-
out interest and by gracefully giving to the poor. This twin pair of psalms
together teaches that the gracious and charitable rich person becomes an
“imitator” of the righteous and caring God of Israel.

What remains to be done in this paper is to give a short description of
the form and message of Ps 112; determine its literary context; and inves-
tigate its relationship with other wisdom (more specific acrostic wisdom)
psalms addressing the same problem, in order for us to gain some insight
into the issues with which the editors of the Psalter had to grapple.

THE TEXT AND ORGANIZATION OF PSALM 112

Psalm 112 can be defined as a wisdom teaching song that aims to restore
faith in the Proverbs torah of retribution for the arrogant wicked and, in
contrast to this, YHWH’s graceful gift of material blessings, honor, a good
remembrance, and prosperity for those who show reverence for him and
who trust in him by obeying the Torah (of Moses) to aid the poor and
destitute, as well as an extended grace for their offspring. As such, the
psalm conveys the same message as other wisdom psalms. Variations in
the portrayal of this dogma should not be lightly interpreted as discrepan-
cies or theological developments. I would like to argue the case for this by
comparing Ps 112 with Proverbs and the other alphabetic acrostic psalms
as a group.

The text of Ps 112 has been preserved remarkably well (see the table on
pp. 112-13). It was found in exactly the same consonantal form at Qum-

27. Ibid., 80.

28. “Ps 111 beschreibt und feiert die gottliche Gerechtigkeit, Ps 112 beschreibt
und empfiehlt die menschliche Gerechtigkeit” (Zenger, “Geld als Lebensmittel?”
82-33).
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ran.?” Psalm 112 has an asymmetric mirror-like structure.®® The alpha-
bet is used as a structuring principle not only in the acrostic form where
each subsequent colon begins with the next letter of the alphabet, but the
first and last words also begin with X and N, respectively, and constitute
antithesis on top of that: "W (“blessed”) is the opposite of TARN (“will
perish”).3! Strophe A is therefore contrasted with strophe F and this is
worked out in the contents of the strophes also, since the man who fears
YHWH is said to be blessed and his offspring to become powerful in the
land (A), while the wicked will become weak and their craving or desire
will perish (F). Strophe A itself is bound together by the semantic inclu-
sion formed by “blessed” (*7WX) and “be blessed” (772") (the first and
last words). It is further composed with two pairs of parallelism (he fears
YHWH; he delights in his commandments; his offspring will be powerful,
his generation will be blessed). Strophe F is shorter, consisting of one tri-
colon, but is also bound together through a (chiastic) parallel: The wicked
will be distressed; he will become weak and the craving of the wicked will
perish. In contrasting strophe A and F, the author(s) also symbolize(s) the
importance of the subject matter by giving less space to the wicked than to
the one who fears YHWH. “Become powerful” in 2a also creates antithesis
with “will become weak” in 10b.

Strophe B, the second poetic unit, in turn is related to strophe E, the
second to last poetic unit. This time the two strophes form a parallel rather
than antithesis as with strophes A and E Cola 3b and 9b are almost exactly
the same, drawing attention to the connection between the two strophes.
The “riches” mentioned in 3a seem to form a contrast with the “poor”
mentioned in 9a, but the last mentioned describes the role that the “wealth
and riches” that are found in the house of the God-fearing person play in

29. 4QPs frgs. 1-2 contain the whole psalm; 4QPs? co. XXVT: frg. 25 iii contains
v. 4 and part of v. 5. See Eugene Ulrich, ed., The Biblical Qumran Scrolls: Transcriptions
and Textual Variants (VTSup 134; Leiden: Brill, 2010), 676.

30. Zenger (“Psalm 112, 239) proposes the following structure: I (1-3); II A
(4-6); I B (7-9); 111 (10). Yair Zakovitch (“The Sequence of Psalms 111-119,” 216) has
exactly the same segmentation as this for both Pss 111 and 112. The structure is not
without merit and reflects the symmetry which was probably intended by the author
to be noticed. Section II A in Zenger’s scheme is, however, called “Erster Hauptteil:
Die Gerechtichkeit des JHWH-Firchtigen,” but v. 3, which specifically mentions the
“righteousness” of the righteous person, falls outside this unit.

31. This contrasting of the righteous person and the wicked person is a “water-
mark” of the authors also found in Ps 1, and played upon in Ps 119 as well.
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his life—they are used to give lavishly to the poor (9a). The rhyme of {in
and 1128 (even though the plural form of 112N is used) thus draws atten-
tion to the connection between “riches” and poor people. It is because the
one who fears YHWH “shines as a light in the darkness for the upright”
(4a) that his horn will be “exalted in honor” (9c). Internally, strophe B
forms a parallel (ABAB pattern in the four cola). Strophe E contains an
extended grammatical parallel: Masculine verb + preposition ; suffix 3rd
masculine singular + feminine verb + preposition 7; suffix 3rd masculine
singular + feminine verb + preposition 2.

The two middle strophes, C and D, also have a special connection.
The presence of prosperity or success (210) in the life of the generous
person (5a) has a direct bearing on his not fearing “bad news” (7p7) (7a).
Although “good” and “bad” form an antithesis and thus draw attention to
the connection between the two strophes, the presence of 89 in 7a changes
them into synonymous pronouncements. These two strophes are also the
only two where negative particles are found, all of them used to describe
the positive aspects of the life of the god-fearing man: He will never be
moved (6a); he does not fear bad news (7a); he will not fear (8a). The rep-
etition of 87" &Y in 7a and 8a, and the wordplay with iR in 8b, bind 7
and 8 together as a strophe.

The psalm thus clearly displays the characteristics of a literary wisdom
composition. It was devised as a teaching song aimed at reinforcing the
dogma that the righteous (identified as a P>T¥ in the structural middle of
the poem, 6b) will be blessed and the wicked (identified as a P at the
end,10a) will lose power and “melt” (10b). The contribution that the psalm
makes to this theology is defining the righteous not only as one who fears
YHWH and delights in his Torah but who consequently uses his prosperity
to replicate the actions of YHWH in a merciful, compassionate, generous,
and honest style of living and therefore does not have to fear calamity or an
enemy. The decline of the wicked is also described as a consequence of the
prosperity of the righteous, which seems to be a novel idea.

PsaLM 112 IN THE CONTEXT OF WISDOM WRITINGS

As has been explained earlier, Ps 112 forms a diptych with its twin, Ps 111,
and should be read and understood within this context.>? Through this

32. For a summary of the relationship, see the overview of Erich Zenger, “Geld
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juxtaposition, which will not be explored further here, however, a special
relationship is established between Ps 112 and Prov 31:10-31.3% Psalm 112
also has a special relationship with Pss 1 and 119, and in addition to this
seems like a summary of Ps 37. Like the other psalms mentioned in the
same breath, it must have been cultivated in the fertile soil of Proverbs.3*

PsSALM 112 AND PROVERBS

Bernard Gosse®® finds the connection between Ps 112 and Proverbs first
and foremost in the enduring justice of the person who fears YHWH (see
the repetition of “his righteousness endures forever” in 3b and 9b). The
following is a list of his comments on the connections between Ps 112 and
Proverbs, with some notes of my own:

o Concerning Ps 112:1, “Blessed is the one who fears YHWH,
who greatly delights in his commandments,” Gosse remarks
that one here encounters the theme of the “fear of YHWH”
originating from the book of Proverbs; the beatitude of Ps 1:1;

als Lebensmittel?” 80-86, and the commentary of Zenger, “Psalm 112 242-45.
Zakovitch (“The Sequence of Psalms 111-119,” 216-18) also has a fine comparison.
These descriptions have taken into account inter alia Hans-Peter Mathys, Dichter und
Beter: Theologen aus spdtalttestamentlicher Zeit (OBO 132; Goéttingen: Vandenhoeck
& Ruprecht, 1994), 256-59; and Walter Zimmerli, “Zwillingspsalmen,” in Wort, Lied,
und Gottesspruch: Beitrdge zu Psalmen und Propheten (ed. Josef Schreiner; Wiirzburg:
Echter, 1972), 105-13.

33. The alphabetic acrostic poem in Prov 31:10-31 represents the ideal of a femi-
nine imitatio dei of the divine actions of Lady Wisdom in Prov 1-9; in the same way
Ps 112 represents the ideal of a masculine imitatio dei of the divine actions of YHWH
in Ps 111. In this regard, see Zenger, “Psalm 112,” 245.

34. It would be a mistake to deny that the same group of editors who inserted
wisdom psalms into the Psalter could not also have edited the book of Proverbs - sim-
ilarities between the acrostic psalms and Proverbs could in many cases be attributed
to their having been composed by the same people. This possibility is not investigated
in this paper, but see in this regard the work of Christoph Levin, “Das Gebetbuch der
Gerechten,” 372-74.

35. Bernard Gosse, Linfluence du livre des Proverbes sur les rédactions bibliques d
Iépoque perse (Paris: Gabalda, 2008), 88-89. The following summary of Gosse’s views
is extracted from this description.
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as well as the usage of M%7 which occurs in the Psalter based
on its occurrence in Prov 3:1.3¢

o With regard to Ps 112:2, “His oftspring (3971) will be powerful
in the land, (as) the generation of upright he will be blessed,”
Gosse remarks that this verse conforms to the doctrine of
Prov 20:7: “The righteous who walks in his integrity—blessed
are his children after him!” In my view, this verse represents a
doctrine of “extended retribution” which is also carefully for-
mulated in Prov 11:21, “You can be sure that the evil person
will not go unpunished, but the offspring (V1) of the righ-
teous will escape”

«  With regard to Ps 112:3, “Wealth and riches are in his house;
and his uprightness endures forever,” Gosse refers to the three
single occurrences of wealth (J37) in the Psalter (in Pss 44:13;
112:3; and 119:14), in contrast to its eighteen occurrences in
Proverbs. The word for riches (W) is also found only in Pss
49:7; 52:9; and 112:3 in the Psalms, but nine times in Prov-
erbs. By implication, this points to its context of origin being
Proverbs. In addition to this, it would seem that Ps 112:3 was
formulated in antithesis to and thus alluding to Prov 1:13,
where the sinners are said to attempt to seduce people with
the promise of finding precious goods (" 111-92) and spoil
with which they will fill their (our) houses (13'n2).

« According to Gosse, Ps 112:4, “He shines as a light in the
darkness for the upright, merciful and compassionate and
just, should be compared to Prov 13:9: “The light of the
upright (Q'PYTX MN) rejoices, but the lamp of the wicked will
be extinguished.” There is, in my view, a special connection of
this verse with Prov 4:18, which will be discussed below.

o Concerning Ps 112:6, “For he will never be moved (DVJ"N'?);
the righteous will be an everlasting remembrance (P*T% 77
091 9919)” Gosse notes that this calls to mind Prov 10:7:
“The memory of the righteous is a blessing (113725 P*Tx 727);
but the name of the wicked will rot” The first half of the verse
should, however, be read especially against the background

36. “My son, do not forget my Torah, but let your heart keep my command-
ments ("NIXNA)”
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of Prov 10:30 and 12:3. Both these verses teach the doctrine
often repeated in acrostic and other wisdom psalms that “the
righteous shall never be moved (01"-52), but the wicked
shall not dwell in the land”%”

o Finally, Ps 112:9, “He gives lavishly to the poor (01 918
D’J1’3N5); his righteousness endures forever, his horn will
be exalted in honor,” reminds one in the view of Gosse of
the same design of retribution which is found in Prov 22:9:
“Whoever has a bountiful eye shall be blessed; for he gives of
his bread to the poor (515 nnbn 1n37%2)” To this should be
added, however, that Ps 112 as a whole serves as an explica-
tion and confirmation of Prov 11:24, “One distributes freely
(7181 W), yet gains even more; another withholds unjustly,
but comes to poverty (1ONNY)” From this background it is
clear that the “wealth and riches” in the house of the righteous
are thought of as having accrued through his munificent atti-
tude towards material possessions.>8

PsAaLM 112 AND THE OTHER WISDOM ACROSTIC PSALMS

Psalm 112 seems to be especially closely related to Ps 1. As has been noted
earlier, a structural connection between Ps 112 and Ps 1 is found in the fact
that both psalms begin with "W and end with 7a8nN. In both psalms a
person who finds delight in the teaching of YHWH (in Ps 1:2 it is someone
who has Pan in YHWH’s 770; in Ps 112:1 it is a person who “delights”
[Pon] in his M¥N) is called “blessed.” Something is also said to “perish” at
the end of both psalms. In the case of Ps 1:6 it is the “way of the wicked”
that will perish; in the case of Ps 112:10 it is the “desire of the wicked”

37. Prov 10:30 is quoted. Prov 12:3 has, “No one can be established through wick-
edness, but the root of the righteous shall not be moved.” This verse has probably
contributed to the metaphor of the righteous being like a tree “planted” in Ps 1:3, while
it definitely played a role in the composition of Ps 52:7 and 10. See Pss 34:16; 37:9, 11,
22,29, 34; 52:7.

38. Almost all occurrences of {31 in Proverbs refer to compassion with regard to
the poor or oppressed, cf. Prov 14:21 and 31; 19:17; 21:10; and 28:8. The only excep-
tion seems to be Prov 26:25. According to R. Norman Whybray (Wealth and Poverty
in the Book of Proverbs [JSOTSup 99; Sheffield: JSOT, 1990], 13), more than 120 verses
out of a total of 513 in Proverbs refer to wealth, a comfortable existence, or positions
of power and influence, showing how important this theme is in the book as a whole.
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which will perish.?® This may seem to suggest that Ps 112:10 addresses the
problem of materialism while Ps 1 is more general, but this is not the case.
Both speak from one mouth: The “road” of the wicked in Ps 1:6 also refers
(indirectly) to the problem of greed, since it relates to the “road” of sin-
ners spoken of in Ps 1:1, and this “road” in turn is defined in Prov 1:10-15
(on which Ps 1:1 is based)* as the road of sinners who spill blood and
ambush people to accumulate precious goods out of greed (see the advice to
refrain from “going” with the “sinners” on their “road” in Prov 1:15 and the
description “greedy for unjust gain, Y¥2 P¥2” in Prov 1:19).

This corresponding antithesis between the being “blessed” of the
upright and the “self-destruction” of evildoers in the two psalms is no
coincidence, since the dogma was inspired by Proverbs and used by the
editors of the Psalter to establish a link also between Pss 1 and 112.4! It is
said, for instance, in Prov 1:32, “the apostasy of the simple will kill them,
and the complacency of fools destroy (D72RN) them,” while Prov 3:13
teaches, “blessed ("™WRK) is the man who finds wisdom.” Proverbs 10:28
also describes the contrast between the “wicked” and the “righteous” by
using the verb TaR: “The hope of the righteous is joy, but the expectation
(Mpn) of the wicked will perish (7a8N).” This is echoed not only in Pss 1
and 112, but also elsewhere. Psalm 9 (which incidentally also begins with
a word in R) links to this verse by formulating an in-verse aphorism in
its third last verse-line (9:19): “For the needy shall not always be forgot-
ten, and the hope (MpPN) of the poor shall not perish (7AXRN) forever” The
"MWN-formula at the beginning and a form of 72N in the last verse line is
also a feature of Pss 119 and 143, while the verb TaX seems to have been
used (or was inserted) also often in more or less the middle verse-line of a
number of psalms: it is found in the middle verse-line of Ps 5, the middle

39. In the words of Christoph Levin (“Das Gebetbuch der Gerechten,” 370), “Ps
112 liest sich wie eine alphabetische Fassung von Ps 17

40. It is therefore not surprising that Ps 1 defines the righteous at the beginning in
negative terms—what he does not do—since it replicates the introduction to Proverbs.
It is not necessary to deduce from this that appreciation of the Torah plays a secondary
role in the poem as, e.g., Christoph Levin (“Das Gebetbuch der Gerechten,” 360-61)
does.

41. It is also possible that the authors of the acrostic wisdom psalms were also the
authors of the introduction to Proverbs, which would also explain the connections.
What speaks against this being the case is the substitution of 17321 with the 770 in
the Psalter.
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verse-line of Ps 31 (72K *5232 '1"1),% and the middle verse-line of Ps 49.
Psalms 31, 119, and 143 are known wisdom compositions.*?

Psalm 112 is thus in line with Ps 1 in terms of the description of the
righteous person, using terminology borrowed from Proverbs, as some-
one who fears YHWH and delights in his teaching. A similar definition is
found in Ps 119:47, which speaks of “delight” in the “commandments” of
YHWH, but uses the hithpalpel of YPW instead of pan.

But is Ps 112 not unique among the wisdom acrostics in emphasiz-
ing the prosperity of the righteous? This is indeed not the case. Although
it is formulated more carefully and in relative terms, the other alpha-
betic acrostics also assert that the “being blessed” of the righteous person
includes material prosperity and possession of the land. Psalm 25:13, for
instance, says that the one who fears YHWH will “himself (1wW2a1) dwell in
what is good (thus enjoy prosperity), and his oftspring (3711) will inherit
the land” “Great prosperity” (Di%W 29) is also promised to the humble
(©M1Y) in Ps 37, a prosperity that will result from possession of the land
(Ps 37:11). The promise of occupation of the land by the righteous is often
repeated, using different verbs to express it.** Psalm 112:2 shows similarity
to Ps 25:13 in that this promise is extended to the descendants of the righ-
teous: “his offspring (W1) will be powerful®® in the land”

In the same vein, Ps 37 contrasts the “offspring (171)” of the righ-
teous, who has never been observed to beg for food (v. 25) and the “oft-
spring (¥71)” of the wicked, which will be exterminated (v. 28).46 In Ps 37,

42. Ps 31:13, “I have become like something lost.” Cf. the fine artistry of the author
of Ps 119:176, who replicates the sound of this with “I have gone astray like a lost sheep
(7aR nva nyn)?

43. Concerning the wisdom connections of Ps 31, see my article “Freedom to
Roam in a Wide Open Space: Ps 31 Read in Conjunction with the History of David
in the Books of Samuel and the Psalms,” in Seitenblicke: Literarische und historische
Studien zu Nebenfiguren im zweiten Samuelbuch (ed. Walter Dietrich; OBO 249; Got-
tingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2011), 424-42.

44. Pss 25:13 1"9; 37:3 and 29 [2W; 37:9, 11, 22, 29 and 34 WA,

45. In other words, influential. This is a blessing within a blessing, since it means
that the children of the righteous will still be faithful to YHWH.

46. This “extermination” is not mentioned in Ps 112, but if one knows Ps 37:34, it
is clear that this is what is hinted at in Ps 112:8. Ps 37:34b says, “when the wicked are
cut off, you will see it (MRIN 'YW N1212)” This is the background for Ps 112:8,
“His heart is sustained, he will not fear until he looks down on his enemies (“WR TV
XA AR
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the righteous are also promised possession of the land and everlasting resi-
dence in it (cf. Ps 37:29). It would seem that Pss 34 and 37 do not explicitly
promise wealth, but rather the absence of poverty. Psalm 34:10 gives the
assurance that those who fear YHWH “have no lack” and the next verse
that those who seek YHWH “shall not want any good thing” The same
psalm is willing to acknowledge that the righteous do not always enjoy
prosperity, since it says that “many are the afflictions of the righteous”
(34:20), but it nevertheless asserts that YHWH delivers the righteous from
them all and “keeps all his bones” (34:21). And yet, Ps 37:4 promises that
YHWH will give the “desires” of the heart to those who “delight” (hithpael
of 21Y) themselves in YHWH. This pronouncement is not far removed in
theory from the “wealth and riches” promised in Ps 112:3. The important
thing is that Ps 37:16 emphasises that the relationship with YHWH is more
important than material possessions: “What little the righteous possesses
is better than the abundance (13277) of many wicked people” Psalm 112, in
turn, focuses on the other side of the coin. Its message can be described
as, “No matter how much the righteous possesses, by sharing it with poor
people, he displays his attachment to YHWH.” In both Ps 37 and Ps 112,
the righteous is defined as someone who depends on YHWH: Ps 37:17
says, “For the arms of the wicked shall be broken, but YHWH supports
(7110) the righteous” This concurs with Ps 112:8, which says of the righ-
teous “His heart is sustained (7320); he will not fear” If the righteous is
sustained, it means that he trusts in YHWH, and this, in distinction from
those who trust in riches, is the characteristic of the righteous.*” Although
Ps 37 allows for the possibility that “evil times” may come over the righ-
teous, even in the time of famine they will be “satisfied” (192", Ps 37:19).

To sum up, then: Ps 112 is more explicit in its promise of “wealth and
riches” being included in the blessings of the YHWH fearer, but the other
acrostic psalms also promise (relative) prosperity and the absence of des-
titution. The author of Ps 112 is not as naive as some interpreters have
thought:*® True blessedness and happiness are described as consisting of
finding joy in the Torah (v. 1), serving as a light for fellow believers (v. 4),
imitating YHWH’s compassion and mercy by caring for others (vv. 5, 9),
experiencing confidence in YHWH’s continued protection (vv. 7-8), and

47. Cf. Prov 11:28, “He who trusts in his riches (19Wy21) will fall, but the righteous
will flourish like a green leaf” See also the discussion in Whybray, Wealth and Poverty,’
39-40.

48. So also Zenger, “Psalm 112,” 241.
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being honored by one’s in-group (vv. 2, 9). The open-handedness of the
righteous person serves as proof that the Torah of YHWH and a personal
relationship with him are more important than the accrual of riches.

At first sight, Ps 119 seems to offer a different view. “Wealth,” “gold
and silver;” and “great spoil” are mentioned in the psalm, but these are
consistently compared anti-materialistically to the greater wealth of the
Torah. Psalm 119:14 says, “I have rejoiced in the way of your testimonies
as (much as) in all riches (]h‘l"?:).’ > Verse 36 prays in line with this, “Incline
my heart to your testimonies and not to (greedy) gain (Y¥2),” taking a
cue from Prov 1:19. And yet, when Ps 119:72 praises the Torah as being
better than “thousands of pieces of gold and silver;” or when verse 127
says that the suppliant loves the commandments “more than gold, even
very fine gold,” or verse 162 compares the suppliant’s joy in the promise of
YHWH with that of someone who finds “great spoil” (taking a cue from
Prov 1:13 this time), there is no real difference with the promise of wealth
and riches for the righteous in Ps 112:3, since the corresponding verse in
the second half of Ps 112 (112:9) says “he gives lavishly to the poor.” The
inspiration for both Ps 112:3 and Ps 119:162 comes from Prov 1:13, and
the two verses thus present basically the same view. Psalm 112:3b and 9b
both assert that the righteousness of the righteous person “endures” for-
ever. The wealthy righteous person who lavishly gives to the poor there-
fore does not differ from the suppliant of Ps 119 who values the Torah
so much, since the Torah teaches precisely this, that one should lavishly
give to the poor. The righteous beneficiary of Ps 112 is, in fact, the same
person as the oppressed worshipper of Ps 119. He displays the very qual-
ity of YHWH himself and therefore also the quality of the Torah, since
Ps 119:42 says that the righteousness of YHWH endures forever (cf. the
similar pronouncement in Ps 111:3) and Ps 119:144 that the “testimonies”
of YHWH are “righteous forever” YHWH and his Torah thus have the
same quality as the righteous person of Ps 112. The last alphabetic acrostic
in the Psalter similarly states that YHWH is “merciful and compassionate”
(Ps 145:8), and these are also exactly the same qualities ascribed to the
righteous wealthy person in Ps 112:4.

For the author of Ps 119, possession of the land does not seem to be
an option any longer. He describes himself as a “sojourner” in the land.*

49. “T am a sojourner in the land” (Ps 119:19); “the house of my sojourning” (Ps
119:54).
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In addition to this, his “heritage” is a spiritual one, not an estate: “Your
testimonies are my heritage ('n5n3) forever” (Ps 119:111). If this is read
in conjunction with Prov 8:21, “so that I (Lady Wisdom) may cause those
who love me to inherit ("M379) property, and that I may fill their treasur-
ies,” the author seems to take a dim view of material possessions also. But
this is a way of describing his personal dedication to the Torah and not an
expression of his belief in retribution. The predominant style reflected in
Ps 119 is that of a lament about oppression caused by arrogant, insolent
people>® who mock the suppliant about his dedication to the Torah,>! leav-
ing no room for a confession of personal blessing or connection with the
Promised Land because of his dedication to the Torah.

When Ps 112:4a describes the effect of the righteous wealthy person
by stating that he “shines as a light in the darkness for the upright,” it is also
the righteousness of that person that is highlighted. There is another con-
nection with Ps 37 in this description, since Ps 37:6 promises that YHWH
will “bring out” (hiphil of 8¥) the righteousness (PTX) of the righteous
as the light (7982), and his justice (VAWN) as the noonday.” Compare in
this regard the description of the righteous rich person in Ps 112:5 as one
who “conducts his business honestly (02Wn1).” Gosse sees a connection
with Prov 13:9 in this verse of Ps 112, but Prov 4:18 probably served as
the inspiration of both Ps 37:6 and Ps 112:5, for it says that the road of
the righteous is (in contrast to that of the wicked which is associated with
wickedness and violence, and therefore darkness)>? “as the light of dawn
which shines brighter and brighter until full day” The righteous person
of Ps 112 is therefore the same person as the righteous person of Ps 37.
This can also be seen in the fact that Ps 37:26 also defines the righteous
in terms of his compassion and his willingness to lend money without
reserve: “The whole day he shows compassion and lends out (M5 11N),
and his offspring is a blessing.” This is exactly the same expression used in

50. The noun 71, “insolent person,” appears six times in Ps 119 and only seven
times elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible. Its occurrence in Mal 3:15 provides a good
description of the problems the authors of the alphabetic acrostics had to contend
with: “Now we consider the arrogant happy; indeed, those who practice wickedness
prosper; indeed, they put God to the test and get away with it”

51. The connection between arrogant people who mock others is also expressed
in Prov 21:24.

52. Cf. Prov 4:17 and 4:19.
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Ps 112:5, “It goes well with the man who shows compassion and lends out
(M5 1n)s3

I claimed earlier that Ps 112 presents a novel idea when it states that
the prosperity and honor of the righteous will be the cause of the disap-
pearance of the wicked (cf. Ps 112:10). It would seem that the opposite pos-
sibility is expressed in Ps 37:1, since the righteous are there reprimanded
not to fret because of evildoers nor to be envious of them. In Ps 37:8 the
warning is even more pertinent: “Refrain from anger and forsake wrath;
do not get excited—that only leads to evil” The two psalms, however, pres-
ent the two sides of the same coin from Proverbs, since the wicked are
merely depicted as being foolish and suffering from the consequences of
this state.>* The idea that evil, and hatred of the righteous, will kill the
wicked, is also expressed in Ps 34:22. There is a collection of admonitions
in Proverbs that warns against quick temper, for example Prov 14:17, 29;
16:32; 19:11; 22:24; and 24:19. This last mentioned text has served as the
direct inspiration for Ps 37:1, and the author of Ps 112 has inserted a hint
in his composition that he also authored or had an intimate knowledge of
Ps 37, since Ps 37:125% is alluded to in Ps 112:10.57

This investigation began with a comparison between Ps 112 and Ps 1.
The similarities between the two, namely the first word being W& and
the last word 7aXD; the righteous being described in both psalms as some-
one who “fears” YHWH and who finds delight (with Pam) in his “teach-
ing”; and the fact that Ps 1, being based on Proverbs 1, also addresses the
problem of materialism. To conclude this comparison between Ps 112 and
the acrostic wisdom psalms, one further remark may be needed. It would
seem that Ps 1 also applauds the generosity of the righteous person, and
that Ps 112 helps us to understand this. The YHWH-fearer is compared
in Ps 1 to a tree that “bears its fruit in season” (Ps 1:3). Fruit-bearing is a
wisdom motif of retribution, and Prov 1:31 very likely played a role in the

53.In Ps 37:21, the conduct of the wicked who “borrows and does not give back”
is contrasted to that of the righteous who “shows compassion and gives (jm11 13I1)”
Cf. the use of {NJ in a similar context in Ps 112:9.

54. Cf. Prov 1:32 which warns that the complacency of fools destroys them.

55. “Evil will kill the wicked, and those who hate the righteous will be condemned.”

56. “The wicked plots against the righteous and gnashes his teeth at him (p3m
™Y PHY)”

57. “He will gnash his teeth (pm 1W)”
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author of Ps 1 having chosen the tree metaphor—it concerns the “scofters™8
and “fools” having to eat the “fruit of their way” as a consequence of their
complacency. Failing to choose wisdom leads to one being forced to eat
the fruit of one’s actions. But Prov 11:30 most certainly also contributed
to the choice of the metaphor of a tree in Ps 1. It says, “The fruit of the
righteous is a tree of life, and the one who saves lives is wise.”>® Understood
against this background, Ps 1 thus also applauds the righteous person who
has been blessed by YHWH and who consequently becomes a tree of life,
giving “its fruit in its season,” particularly in the form of shared blessings
for fellow Israelites.

CONCLUSION: IsSUES wiTH WHICH THE AUTHORS OF THE
Acrostic WispoM PsaLMs WERE CONCERNED

In addition to their endeavour to create finely balanced compositions, it
seems safe to contend that the authors of the acrostic wisdom psalms con-
sciously attempted to produce wisdom intertexts.®® That is, they fashioned
their compositions as homilies on Proverbs and the Torah proper, alluding
to and reinterpreting the wisdom teaching of Proverbs as referring to the
teaching or Torah of YHWH (both that in the Pentateuch and Proverbs),
since the ABC of knowledge, wisdom, and instruction was in any case
considered to be the fear of YHWH (Prov 1:7). They furthermore seem
to have composed each wisdom acrostic psalm also in such a way that it
would contain allusions to various other members of the group, elucidat-
ing one another.®! When these psalms, which they located at important

58. The author of Psalm 1 has borrowed the concept of “scofters (2'¥Y)” from Prov
1:22. The idea of “canals” in Ps 1:3 could possibly relate to the “spirit” Lady Wisdom
is said to “let gush out (hiphil of ¥21)” in Prov 1:23, and the “wind” in Ps 1:4 relates to
the “storm” and “whirlwind” which is used as a metaphor for judgement in Prov 1:27.
“Perish (7aXN)” in Ps 1:6 is definitely derived from the idea of the complacency of
fools “destroying” (07a8N) them in Prov 1:32.

59. One of the few Bible translations that correctly understands this verse, espe-
cially the phrase D21 Mwa3 NP9, is the New International Version (2011).

60. They not only composed a large number of psalms themselves but also revised
others in what Alfons Deissler called “eine Art ‘Wiederlesung’ (in franzdsisch: relec-
ture) von einem neuen Verstehenshorizont her” See Alfons Deissler, Die Psalmen (2nd
ed; Diisseldorf: Patmos, 1964), 14.

61. Zenger (“Psalm 112, 242) similarly suggests that Ps 37 should be used “als
interpretatorischen Hintergrund” for Ps 112.
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junctions in the Psalter, were perceived to speak in unison (they probably
thought), the message would be so much more effective. In spite of seem-
ing differences, these psalms do present a unified front when the intertex-
tual connections with Proverbs are taken into account.

What was the message they wanted to convey? They wanted to draw a
clear distinction between the righteous and the wicked, so that the reader
or hearer would experience these psalms as exhortations to a certain style
of living.? The wicked were those arrogant, irreverent, rich Judeans who
did not hesitate to exploit the powerless and impoverished members of
their own community so as to rob them eventually of their land. It was
therefore first of all necessary to encourage the pious, poor Judeans who
led an upright life of devotion to the Torah (but were beginning to lose
faith in the doctrine of retribu