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VITH THE BIBLE: WHY SCRIPTUR
Only when difference has its home, when the need for belonging in all its murdercus
intensity has been assuaged, can our common identity begin to find its voice.
— MICHAELIGNATIEFF,

The Needs of Strangers

It is not our differences that divide us. It is our inability to recognize, accept, and

celebrate those differences.
— AUDRE LORDE

I first encountered the thought of Michael Ignatieff as I began to explore the character of difference
in the Bible and its relationship to contemporary church and society. For a long time I wanted to
title this book Making a Home for Difference, as it lifts up one of my long-term goals for all of us.
We surely don’t seem to be moving very quickly toward this goal. The Bible, itself filled with
difference, provides ammunition for almost all who wish to fight the “other,” the ones with whom
we disagree, the ones who are just plain wrong about the nature of ministry, the role of women, the
liturgy.... You name it!

The quotation from Audre Lorde jumped out at me from a bumper sticker in Philadelphia as I
was completing the first draft of this project. Lorde’s thoughts lift up the other, more positive side
of the Bible for me. If we want to locate a place where difference has found a home, where it is
celebrated and even made normative for community life, we need lock no further than the Bible.
Lorde longs for what many would call diversity, defined as the celebration of difference. The Bible
may celebrate difference, but the church doesn’t seem to be doing the same. Combining the
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thoughts of Ignatieff and Lorde creates an irony of sorts. The Bible is filled with difference. But
often those differences are used to justify exclusion and schism rather than to argue for a pluriform
unity. How can we study and learn from the character of biblical difference and the process that
brought it into being? Answering this question is the goal of the present study and a way of
addressing the irony of biblical difference.

After looking at the nature of biblical difference and some of the reasons for it (chapter 1), I will
explore several representative examples of difference and division in the Bible, pointing out
pertinent parallels with contemporary church and society whenever possible (chapter 2). We will
then examine some of the basic issues and strategies concerning community identity, formation,
and mission through the lens of particular—and very different!—texts (chapter 3). Chapter 4
focuses on the conversation between the biblical text and contemporary communities of faith,
which helps to explain how difference in the Bible came to be. Chapter 5 discusses the motivations
and needs of biblical communities to control and limit difference, especially when the final shape
and contents of the seriptures are determined. Though the shapers of the Bible were in one sense
trying to put an end to new developments and perspectives, instead they created a house filled with
difference. One critical result of this process was that dialogue is built into the structure of the
scriptures (chapter 6). How we today will embrace biblical difference and enter into constructive
dialogue with the Bible is explored in the concluding chapter (chapter 7).

In many ways the church stands at a crossroad today. Divided, conflicted, faced with a different
role in society, with disparate resources and the need for imaginative forms of ministry and a new
vision of its mission—in all of this the church is challenged to die to much of what it has been and to
live into something different. Of course this challenge is not the first time, nor the last, for the
pecple of God. The Bible helps us understand our divisions and puts them into perspective. It
provides us with powerful and diverse ways to live faithfully in a complex world. We want the Bible
to provide breadth and to celebrate difference (one very good way of defining diversity) rather than
to be used as a weapon that divides. In order to move beyond this we must first understand the
variations of the biblical communities and how their writings came to be transformed into the
Bible, from a house of difference into a home. We can then use the Bible as a way to move the many
different and often divided communities of the church forward toward reconciliation and
communion.

In a praver for the unity of the church found in the Episcopal Book of Common Prayer we ask to
be given the grace to move from “unhappy divisions” to a place where we are “of one heart and of
one soul, united in one holy bond of truth and peace.” In one sense this deseribes what has
happened to the independent communities of faith whose writings have been bound together in the
Bible. Through some faithful and brave dialogue with the scriptures and each other, I hope and
pray that we all may live into that praver’s place of grace and peace and unity.
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A House or a Home?

Do you remember any of those animated films where, when the humans are gone for the night and
the house is quiet, the toys, the clocks, and other inanimate objects come to life and start talking to
one another, start exploring the house, happy that with human beings out of the way they can be in
relationship with one another, with the whole house at their beck and call? The Bible is a bit like
this.

Imagine, if you will, a house containing all the communities that produced the biblical books.
Some of these communities were deeply involved in prayer (the writers of the Psalms and
Lamentations), in worship, and in meditation, both individually and with one another. Some of
these communities lifted up great stories with lots of interesting characters: David, Jesus, Jacob,
Moses, Joseph, Ruth, Esther, and so many others abound in the pages of the Bible, and in the
preserved memories of these communities. Then there are the communities that preserve and lift
up the savings of those who have had prophetic roles—Jeremiah, Isaiah, Jesus, Paul, to name but a
few. Sometimes we find these sayings in books of oracles, or in collections of letters or prayers, or in
the gospels. Wherever we find them, most of the biblical communities refer to and are shaped by
the foundational stories of our faith, remembering Abraham or Jesus or Moses or David or
Solomon or Peter, or others who speak of past revelation and present commitments.

Finally, after a long period of time, we have a complete book, a biblical house, filled with many
different testimonies to the power and pertinence of God for their lives. The house as we see it now
is nicely arranged and ordered, with some communities of witness given the larger rooms, some
medium-sized, and some very small. Those arrangements change, moreover, as generations of
caretakers come and go and the outside world changes around them. Some generations want and
need prophetic vision and guidance; they are drawn to Jeremiah, to Isaiah, and to some of the
sayings of Jesus. Others need the stability of communal values and visions found in legal materials
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and the stories of establishing the cult they find in Exodus, Ezekiel, Chronicles, Ezra, Nehemiah,
and many of the Pauline writings.

And now the house is quiet, and the biblical communities are alone. What will they say to each
other? Will they even recognize one another? What stories and values do they share? What
distinctive contributions do they bring to living in that biblical house together?

Now imagine again a similar house containing the communities of the church, with all of their
differences and all of their shared commitments, similarly ordered and arranged—with those
arrangements changing even more frequently, perhaps, than in the biblical house. Like the biblical
house, there are many differences of history, culture, concepts of God, geography, politics. Where
can and does it end? What do these folks share? How will they understand the particularity and
difference within their communities, which both unite and divide?

In one sense we live today in both of these houses, and we need to create the opportunity to
explore our own faith and our relationship with others within these premises. Dialogue will be
essential. Asking questions of why and how the biblical communities of the Psalms and Job and
Paul are related to our communities today, and how we will live together and have communion with
one another—all of these are the stuff of dialogue in those houses.

Imagine now that these two houses are, or could be, one. Imagine that the many communities of
the Bible have as much desire and need to speak to us as we do to them. If we choose to listen to
those communities, eventually, in our conversation, in our earnest agreements and disagreements,
in our puzzlement and pleasant surprises, we all just might begin to explore the question of who
and what brought us all together. And whether the house is dark and we have it all to ourselves, or
whether it is open to the whole world with all its hustle and bustle, we might just learn more from
one another about God. In so doing, the house we have shared with seeming strangers becomes a
home where real conversation can occur.

W
o

DIFFERENCE IN THE BIBLE: A SKETCH

Difference permeates the Bible. Not only do all the biblical communities and books of the Bible
differ, different points of view occur, even in the same book. Consider, for example, these three
proverbs:
Those who are greedy for unjust gain make trouble
for their households,
but those who hate bribes will live. (Proverbs 15:27)
A bribe is like a magic stone in the eyes
of those who give it;
wherever they turn they prosper. (Proverbs 17:8)
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The wicked accept a concealed bribe
to pervert the ways of justice. (Proverbs 17:23)

Here it seems clear that the communities that produced these proverbs had some very different
(and contradictory) opinions about bribes. We can find similar differences in legal collections, in
the prayers of the psalmists, in the stories about Moses, David, and Jesus, and in the prophetic
bocks. It seems that the biblical witness is anything but uniform, anything but homogenous.

There are many reasons for differences and contradictions in the Bible. Time and history are
certainly two of these because the writings that make up the Bible were composed in a period
stretching well over a thousand years, conservatively estimated from the end of the second
millennium =ce to the beginning of the first millennium ce. In this time pericd many different
cultures with both local and international power struggles play an important role in the world of
biblical communities. The biblical writings were composed both inside and outside Israel and at
times when Assyrians, Babylonians, Persians, Greeks, and Romans were in control. This formative
period also witnesses to the development and evolution of Hebrew, Aramaic, and Greek languages
with both Semitic and Indo-European roots.

On the other hand, many of the reasons for difference in the Bible stem from the particular
characteristies of the small but distinetive land of Israel and the peculiar experiences of the people
who live there. So, for example, the topography of Israel makes transportation difficult and forces
one to follow certain well-worn routes to get from top to bottom or side to side of a very small
territory. This encourages regionalization and smaller social structures, such as the ancient Israelite
tribes—each one of them with their own independent and different traditions. Even when the larger
social organizations of Israel and Judah develop, the different traditions of the original tribes often
live on in law, liturgy, and story. (Think of the many stories of patriarchs and tribes preserved in
Genesis and Judges.) Finally, the rough-hewn character of the land, surrounded by the sea on the
east, mountains in the north, and desert in the west and south, creates polarities between the
settled and the unsettled, between those who roam from one established area to another and those
who put down roots in one place. All of this contributes to the diversity we find in the Bible.

The Bible has many different ways to talk about Ged—and about human beings. Consider, for
example, the kind of relationship we hawve with God. Most would agree that this relationship
depends upon obligation and faithfulness. But whose obligation?

He brought him outside and said, “Look toward heaven and count the stars, if you are
able to count them.” Then he said to him, “So shall your descendants be.” (Genesis
15:5)
God said to Abraham, “As for you, you shall keep my eovenant, you and your offspring
after you throughout their generations.... Every male among you shall be circumeised.”
(Genesis 17:9-10)
In the first of these covenant texts, God is the one who promises much. All Abraham needs to do
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is to live faithfully into that promise, given freely by God with no strings. God is the covenant
partner who is bound by a promise. In the second covenant text, however, we find particular
stipulations. Abraham’s obligations are much more specific in this covenant. These biblical pictures
of God as a promise-giver with no strings and as one who exacts much in terms of specific
obligations are quite different. They both contribute to our contemporary understanding of who
God is and what a relationship with God entails.

Biblical attitudes toward fundamental social structures like the meonarchy also diverge
dramatically. In 1 Samuel, after hearing the elders of Israel’s demand for a king, God says to
Samuel, “They have not rejected you, but they have rejected me from being king over them” (1
Samuel 8:7). Here is a tradition that is anti-monarchical. This community is hostile to kingship
because it wants to reserve the role of king for God. Yet the second book of Samuel preserves a very
different tradition. God speaks to King David through the prophet Nathan:

When your days are fulfilled and vou lie down with your ancestors, I will raise up your
offspring after you, who shall come forth from your body; and I will establish his
kingdem. He shall build a house for my name, and I will establish the throne of his
kingdom forever. (2 Samuel 7:12-13)
Here is a very positive picture of the monarchy and its role, establishing a particular king and his
family over Israel in perpetuity. We may account for these differences in terms of particular
traditions and particular places, but that does not explain why they were finally kept together in
one authoritative book or what we are to do with them today. But far from creating confusion and a
lack of clarity for the people of ancient Israel, these theological and social biblical differences
ultimately contributed to a unity in diversity stronger than any one single perspeetive on God and
the people could ever have produced.

FROM DIFFERENCE TO COMMUNION

Thus by its very nature the Bible seems to command us to move from the comfort and safety of our
own particular perspectives to a place where, through dialogue with the other, we embrace
theological and social diversity. Such a move promises transformation, taking us to a place where
we can celebrate difference and achieve communion.

There are a few roadblocks in our way. Instead seeing the Bible as a repository of important
resources for addressing contemporary social and theological questions together, we often use the
different voices and perspectives of the Bible to fight with one another, to divide, to attack, to put
down. Will we, for example, use the statements of Paul about sexual behavior in Romans to exclude
homosexuals from full membership and participation in the church? Will we honor other
statements of Paul in Galatians by building communities free of the boundaries and distinetions
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our society and our church have often imposed? Whether in a pulpit, a legislative session, a
courtroom, a family home, or a classroom, we often use the Bible to justify and authorize very
different opinions about critical issues of our day. In discussing the pros and cons of slavery, social
justice, mission, reform, retrenchment, war, or peace—in all of these the Bible provides normative
visions and values. So the Bible has been and can be either an instrument of separation or of
communion.

Sometimes theological and social debates within the church are explained and justified by
appealing to our own cultural and regional differences: north and south, east and west, black and
white At the same time, as we have already seen, the Bible itself also contains an inecredible
number of differences about God, social organization, and appropriate behavior in community.
Somehow these dissimilar voices were bound into one body of scripture, put into one house to
enrich one another and to create a home for the whole family of God, indeed the whole world. In
living into the church’s often stated goal of moving from difference to communicn, we can learn
much from understanding how this actually happened in the Bible.

The question I want to raise is this: how can the Bible become for us both a model and a guide
for dealing with difference in our communities? In order to do this we will need to understand how
disagreement and difference became diversity in the Bible, and how it found a home. That is the
story of scripture and the process that created it, a process that is mandated for all in the church to
continue. It is dialogue between text and community, interchange between old words and new
experiences.

To engage in such a dialogue is in a very real sense to fight with the Bible! Rather than using the
Bible as a weapon, or as ammunition in a war with the other, this fight is a struggle with the biblical
tradition itself to understand and learn what God would have us do this day. Through it I hope we
will find both clearer direction for our churches and an increased ability to live with others who are
engaged in the same struggle but who come out at different places—just like the communities

represented in the Bible.

Biblical Precedents

The post-exilic period, which lasted from the late sixth century sce to the second century of the
common era, was a critical time in the history of the people of Israel, with many parallels to our
present day. After many centuries of independence, the kingdom of Israel was conquered by the
Assyrians, as had been announced by the eighth-century prophets. The people of Israel were
dispersed throughout the Assyrian empire. A little over one century later, in 586 zcz, the kingdom
of Judah fell to the Babylonians. Jerusalem was captured and destroved by Nebuchadnezzar, and
many of its inhabitants, especially artisans and others with special skills, were exiled to Babvlon. A
significant number remained in the land of Judah, however. The years that followed the defeat,
destruction, and exile of the kingdom of Judah were times of uncertainty and unrest, of questioning
and construeting identities, of conflict and powerlessness, of dreams of restoration and promise.
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Explanations for defeat and exile ranged from the sin of Israel and Judah in turning away from God
to simply being at the wrong place at the wrong time. A chasm deepened between the hopes of
those in exile and of those left in the land of Israel, with several groups proposing many different
identities and missions for the pecple, with little or no consensus. Thus post-exilic Israel was in
many ways a house divided.

The post-exilic period was also a time when the seriptures of the Hebrew Bible began to be
shaped. The two first sections of the Hebrew Bible, Torah and the Prophets, epitomized the
character of Judaism at that time. Torah (Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy)
contained foundational stories and laws for the community, wherever it was to be found. The
Prophets contained both the history of the people up to the conquest of Israel and Judah as well as
a collection of prophetic sayings and writings stretching from the time of the eighth-century
Israelite monarchy into the fifth century and perhaps later. Yes, the people of Israel lived in their
land, but it was not under their control. Yes, they had leaders, but they no longer had a king or a
state. Torah provided them with the stories that affirmed their status and role as the people of God
and proclaimed the terms of their covenant with God. All of this gave them an identity and a way to
live faithfully into an uncertain future. The Hebrew prophets, like Jeremiah and Ezekiel, called the
people back to the traditional promises and stipulations of Torah while at the same time promising
new revelations of God to the people:

A new heart I will give you, and a new spirit I will put within you; and I will remove
from vour body the heart of stone and give you a heart of flesh. I will put my spirit
within you, and make vou follow my statutes and be careful to observe my ordinances.
(Ezekiel 26:26—27)
Here the prophet Ezekiel announces that God must and will do something dramatically new. Only
action on God’s part will allow faithful obedience, finally, to the statutes and ordinances found in
Torah.

Thus the hopes of the people in the post-exilic period reflected a tension between the already
and the not-yet, between reliance upon normative traditions of the past (“statutes and ordinances™)
and the restoration and salvation and deliverance that God promises for the future. Such a
structure contains within it an abiding tension between all our carefully developed plans and hopes
and “the new” that Ged gracefully and unexpectedly gives us in the future—which often upsets
those same plans and hopes!

This post-exilic tension also characterizes the contemporary church. We are caught between the
seeming eclarity and certainty of our past (seripture and tradition) and the ever-changing and
uncertain challenges and opportunities given to us daily. It was the genius of post-exilic Israel to
keep in its scriptures this tension between the old and the new, between the already-experienced
and the yet-to-be-known. From that time forward every biblical community would live in this
tension; as we will see, often their biggest problems came from efforts to erase it.

The post-exilic period is important for another reason, however. It was also the time when
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biblical diversity became normative for the people. In answering the question of how to live in a
world filled with the tension between the old and the new, ancient Israel shaped scripture in a way
that permanently reflected this tension and contained many ways to try to resolve it. The Writings,
the third section of the Hebrew Bible, contain many different ways to deal with the old and the new.
It is an eclectic collection of stories (Ruth and Esther), prayers, songs, and poetrv (Psalms,
Lamentations, and the Song of Songs), history (Chronicles, Ezra, and Nehemiah), wisdom
(Proverbs, Job, and Ecclesiastes), and visionary material (Daniel). None of this material contained
all the truth; all of it represented ways to move toward truth in a world filled with uncertainty and
division. There was no one way to be God’s people, no one way to interpret scripture, no one
perspective on God, no one definitive storv—but many ways, many perspectives, and many stories.

W
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MAKING A HOME FOR DIFFERENCE TODAY

Onece we begin to explore the landscape of the Hebrew Bible and the situation its communities
faced in the time after the exile, we begin to see that it looks very much like the world we live in.
The Bible looks less like a home and much more like a house where all sorts of different-minded
folks live, often in conflict with one another. Even when some of the issues we deal with today are
not addressed specifically in the Bible—medical ethics, for example, or same-sex unions—we find
biblical texts that argue both sides of contemporary questions. Furthermore, many biblical texts
speak directly to perennial issues—war and peace, social justice, faithfulness and obedience,
success and failure, leadership and service—that are used to justify divisions between church people
today. While the division and lack of consensus in both contemporary church and society over
issues from sexmal politics to liturgical renewal are often described as the result of “diversity,” it is
perhaps more appropriate to speak of difference rooted in the particular traditions and practices of
distinet faith communities. We are in conflict with one another today at least in part because of
difference, because we are not all the same. The faith communities whose writings have been
collected into the Bible were at least as different from one another as we are—and arguing for and
against many of the same kinds of besetting issues.
Here are but a few ways in which the diversity of the Bible can function to help us address

significant issues that divide church and society today.

5% The Bible can be a mirror, showing us both the ways in which we are the same and

the ways in which we differ from ancient communities of faith.

5 The Bible can be a resource for and a means of learning many different ways to be

faithful in times of conflict and confusion when Geod’s direction is far from clear.

5% The Bible can be for us a normative guide, even though the questions of which text

has which message for which community still beg for answers.
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5% The Bible can be a resouree for determining the role and weight we should give to
the new in our decision-making.

58 The Bible can provide guidance for ereating a community that intentienally explores
the relationship between old and new through dialogue.

Over here we have one person totally committed to the ordination of all qualified people to the
priesthood regardless of their sexmal orientation and lifestyle. Over there we have another person
who is able to welcome homosesxual “sinners” into the community but is unable to accept them as
ordained priests. Both people are ready and able to cite chapter and verse of the Bible to justify
their point of view. Surely on the basis of our quick overview of the differences and contradictions
found in the Bible, we can imagine how easy it is to see how this ean happen. Moreover, it has
happened, over and over again, for a long time.

But is this what the collection of writings we call the Bible is meant to be and to do? Was the
Bible intended to be a warrant for difference, for division, for social and theological disagreement
and conflict? Or was there some other purpose or role or process that is witnessed to and
commended to us by the Bible? Is there something we can find in this house of difference that can
move us from difference to diversity, from division to communion? We have seen a great many
polarities in this overview of biblical difference, and our focus has been on only one period in
biblical history. To bring the whele Bible inte play is to multiply difference many times!

Tension between the universal and the particular, between the individual and the communal,
between the homeland and the dispersed communities, between communities shaped by concrete
regulations and those shaped by visionary hopes—all of this fills the biblical house of difference
with tension. How did this happen and how will we live with it? How can the Bible help us
overcome our lack of cohesion, our inability to talk to one another, our insistence that what divides
us is simply too great to be bridged? To continue the metaphor of a house filled with difference,
how can we move from that house to a home that provides a space where our differences are
respected, even welcomed? It is to these questions we now turn.
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Chapter 2

A House of Division

One of the most important and popular contemporary gauges for and goal of institutional health is

diversity. Consider, for example, the modern university. Through its admissions proc its

hiring practices, and its methods of choosing members of its governing bodies, the university seeks
to have a representative mix of students, faculty, staff, and trustees. And, while their procedural
practices are not always as well honed as the university, many churches lift up diversity as both a
value and a desired outcome for individual congregations and the larger ecclesiastical bodies
(dioceses, synods, conferences, and so on). Through worship and social advoecacy, with inclusivity
and ecumenism and interfaith dialogue, the church often acknowledges and affirms a world of
difference, in part sesking to embrace this world through becoming more diverse in its
membership, worship, models of ministerial leadership, and more.

Despite the popularity of diversity for contemporary church and society, there are serious
exceptions to the rule or eracks in the facade of cur efforts to be diverse. Diversity, like beauty, is in
the eye of the beholder. So are the indicators of diversity we consider most important: race, culture,
sexual orientation, gender, economies. After we determine our priorities for diversity, will we be
rigid in our application? Will diversity be equated with a sterile quota system, trying to assure the
right mix of students or parishioners or trustees? Will diversity become the ultimate gauge of
judging the health and vitality, even the mission, of our social institutions?

The fact is that most, if not all, of us are not ready or willing to be diverse in all things. Some of
us are upset by the process of determining what it means to be diverse, either because it didn’t
produce what we wanted, or because we felt disenfranchised, or both. Many of the conflicts in the
Middle East—for example, the civil strife in Israel and Iraq—trace their roots to such
dissatisfaction. Furthermore, the differences and disagreements among various sections of church
and society often reflect commitments to seemingly incompatible theoclogical and pelitical
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perspectives. How do abortion advoeates reconcile with pro-life folks? How do pro-war and pro-
peace advocates talk productively with one another? How does one church affirm the truth of any
particular theological perspective without excluding other options? And how do we live
productively and comfortably in a house filled with division and with enmity between winners and
losers?

Diversity, so it would seem, is not the panacea for resolution of conflict; nor does it erase
important issues that need eontinual attention. But, even if we still have division and eonflict, the
value of diversity is its critical importance for identifving the character of our communal problems
and for setting goals toward which we must walk. Living together in our theological and political
differences, to say nothing of our racial and eultural and gender differences, is still the goal toward
which our church and our society must move.

W
o

WAYS TO EMBRACE DIVERSITY

How do we get to this place? How, in the midst of deep division and serious attention to our own
social and theological particularity, do we decide to embrace diversity as gauge and goal? The
ingredients of diversity have been present from the founding of our country to the present day.
They include deep-seated ethnie, linguistic, philosophical, and theological differences rooted in the
wide array of cultures represented in the New World, as well as the vagaries of the human spirit and
the genius of particular individuals such as Franklin, Madison, Jefferson, Adams, and Hamilton.
Despite heated and often rancorous disagreements about what should be the character and shape
of the United States, these founders were committed to bringing to birth and then nurturing a
national entity. This new republic eould and would finally find a place for diversity of opinion and
respect for the individual, while at the same time be tied together and sustained with a sense of the
larger whole.

By the early twentieth century a common image for deseribing the mixture of races, religions,
and cultures in our country and our churches was a “melting pot.” The different ethnic
communities, religious communities, political factions, social organizations—all of these and more
were blended together like the onions, garlic, and carrots in a long-simmering stew. There are many
different ingredients in a good stew, but often a common stock as well: a base that allows the
vegetables and meat to mix and blend. Finally, when the stew is ready, entirely new flavors appear
because the created whole is greater than the sum of its parts. The stew is richer for the mix and,
hopefully, becomes a meal that nourishes many. On the other hand, the individuality and
distinctiveness of a sweet raw carrot or a crisp green bean are lost, sacrificed in order to produce
the stew.

When we move from the dinner table to human community, however, things change. In a stew
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the ingredients mingle; in a society this is more difficult. Social and political conflicts oceur when
strangers from different cultures, speaking different languages and holding different worldviews,
attempt to mix and become part of the stew of American society. Such an image does not take the
unique character of human community seriously enough, nor does it acknowledge the basic human
discomfort with what is strange and different. Whether we point to conflicts between ethnic
neighborhoods in large cities, or the diffieulty of integrating school systems, or the economic and
physical threats felt when someone very different moves onto our street, it is clear that the ideals of
the melting pot are very hard to implement.

Human beings are not potatoes or carrots. Calls for sacrifice of individual traits on behalf of a
larger identity are sometimes necessary in times of war and other potentially destabilizing dangers
to the soeial whole, whether it be a nation, family, or church. In the United States, an emphasis on
unity, commeon identity, and common purpose as a way of marshalling efforts toward healing,
prosperity, and peace were entirely appropriate and understandable following periods of turmoil
and upheaval in our history. Surely the American Revelution, the Civil War, World Wars I and 11,
and the Great Depression represent gsood examples of times when a renewed call to unity was
essential, even with the inherent costs to particular individuals and their communities of faith and
identity.

By the 1960s, however, disparities created by deep-seated racial, sexual, ethnic, and cultural
inequalities resulted in a series of events and movements that called the image of American society
as a melting pot into question. Through social unrest and protests—the conflict over the war in
Vietnam, battles about abortion, race riots—different groups called for increased legal and civil
rights and visibility as particular and distinet entities. From the melting pot we moved to the
concept of pluralism, which became popular in the 1970s. Defined as the cosxistence of many
different and separable perspectives all related through a larger common purpose, pluralism
became both a standard and a goal for a wide variety of American communal endeavors. So, for
example, we began to use terms that honored the distinetiveness of different groups, such as
African American, Asian American, Native American, and Hispanic. “Liberation” became a popular
way of describing movements intended to lift up particular groups who had been denied full
participation and visibility in American society—from business to education to law to the church.
Net surprisingly, scholars in the universities also began to lift up these same values, often finding
historical antecedents for pluralism that were sometimes genuine and sometimes simply a reading
of contemporary values and social agendas back into history. Thus, times of great division and
difference—whether in the exilic period of ancient Israel, or the times of Jesus, or the days of the
founders of the United States—became normative examples of pluralism for contemporary society.

Not surprisingly, the call to recognize and honor the particular character and needs of many
groups with conflicting agendas coming out of the 1960s and 1970s did not allow for the common
goals and purposes that are essential for pluralism to flourish. The idea of diversity arcse as a
means of highlighting and safeguarding what is particular and special. While pluralism continues to
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be an important coneept today, diversity has replaced it as the gauge and goal for describing the
character of American and western society. Once “melting pot” and “pluralism” failed to account for
the multifaceted character of church and society in America, “diversity” became a normative
conecept in Ameriean culture.

In this eyclical movement from the particular individual to the common group and back again,
we can see irony at work. Sometimes the proponents of diversity advocate the rights and inclusion
of all, but often diversity leads to the loss of rights for a particular group. The debates over
affirmative action as a means of determining admissions policy in higher education is but one of
many examples of this irony. In trying to grow and regulate the diversity of particular communities,
the differences that made diversity an attractive social gauge and goal are sometimes erased or
lessened. When diversity becomes the sole coneern for any community, it ean actually undermine
the call to honor difference and particularity that ereated it in the first place. The relationship
between the particular and the universal, between individual and communal must always find a
way to recognize the larger goals and values of the whole, whether we are talking about a strong-
willed child in a family, a financially secure parish in the midst of a larger judicatory body, or a state
in the midst of a nation. This involves a healthy tension, itself a mark of trying to stay in balance.

Sometimes we fail to maintain this tension and balance, and the result becomes a house divided.
As Michael Mandelbaum, the Christian A. Herter Professor and Director of the American Foreign
Policy program at the Johns Hopkins University, writes, “Because of our basic unity, we can afford
to be divided on specific issues. Democracy is about differences and contesting them in the public
sphere and it only works when there is basic agreement about the fundamentals.” In many parts of
our church and country it would appear we no longer agree about the fundamentals.

W
v

A CONTEMPORARY HOUSE DIVIDED

The tension between particular and universal, resting as it does on the great differences present in
our church and society, threatens to enlarge the crack in the facade of diversity and lead to
irreparable division. This tension is a visible and palpable presence. Consensus is impossible. We
find ourselves boxed into a corner, having little or no ability or desire to change our opinions, to
benefit from the perspectives of other groups. Qur country and our churches are polarized about
important issues. We can see this in the tightly contested political races of the last ten years, where
winning and losing are very hard to predict either because of divided constituencies or because
there is too much difference and complexity to be able to make clear choices and decisions.

The way we handle our differences, furthermore, is not one of the obvicus strengths of this
country or its churches. The political and theological conflicts in church and society make effective
leadership difficult, while at the same time politicians and theologians use the rhetoric of diversity,
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celebrating difference even as its results—divisiveness and outright conflict—reign supreme! And
the conflicts we engage in often do not respect the other; unfortunately, victory may bring with it a
desire to erase or forget or denigrate the “losing” perspective—effectively arguing for an end to
difference and diversity, perhaps pushing country and church toward being more monochromatic,
uniform, and orthodox. Recent conflicts over everything from sexual politics to the war in Iraq to
the place of the illegal alien in our country reveal deep-seated differences that will not go away,
regardless of particular political decisions made. In this divided house, the notion of an inclusive
and welcoming hospitality has been lost. This again creates insurmountable challenges for leaders
who want and need to bring people together, to move them toward communion.

The church has its own negative notions of diversity and difference, making for its own special
house of division. There are fights over the character and true message of the Bible, over the
character of the church as a welecoming community, over our ability to be a community that mirrors
the ethnic and racial mix of the surrounding society, and much more. We might hope for a diversity
within the church that is made manifest in rainbow congregations filled with innovative and
inclusive liturgies. Or we might hope, despite theological and racial and cultural differences, that as
a body we could address social issues within our society with a relatively united front.
Unfortunately, difference is highlighted in our small, often relatively monochromatic congregations
and in large splits between the growing evangelical churches and the dwindling—and graying—
mainline churches. Difference does not often contribute to the enrichment of the larger body, but
rather to divisiveness and fragmentation.

At the same time, there are many examples where diversity and difference have had positive
effects on the ministry and mission of the church. We can see occasions of collaboration and
networking in times of emergency and immediate human need, as in the churches’ response to the
Katrina disaster. Nevertheless, many of the crises of church and society are traceable to an inability
or unwillingness to deal construetively with the character and underlying tensions inherent in being
a community filled with difference and diversity.

An Issue of Difference: Immigration

The complex issue of immigration in cur country serves as a good example of the many ways in
which issues of difference affect all of us. There can be no doubt that the presence of immigrants
from every continent of the world continues to add diversity to a nation created, shaped, and
enriched by such a process from its beginnings.3 At the same time, immigration has always raised—
and will continue to raise—volatile and critical questions for church and society, at least in part
because of the varied and deep-seated responses to it. For example, our country is conflicted over
the rights of illegal aliens/immigrants, debating the extent to which we should use national, state,
and local resources to educate people who are not legal residents, to pay for their medical care, to
feed those who have no jobs. All of these coneerns point to larger underlying issues of justice,
inclusivity, identity, and stability.

DIVIDES US AND HOW IT CAN BRING US TOGETHER

In many ways immigration is but the tip of an iceberg hiding a number of critically important
issues and perspectives on difference. In faet, it has become one way to explain and justify the
character and shape of American society. Sometimes we do this from a historical perspective,
celebrating the particularity of our founding fathers and mothers. Sometimes we do it from a
contemporary perspective, highlighting the many struggles and issues raised by openness to,
toleration of, and even affirmation of widely differing groups. The debates about immigration
reveal serious politieal divisions, conflicts that can result in schism and even death for particular
communities as both livelihood and identity are called into question. The presence of immigrants,
who have many of the same needs as those of us who have been here for a long time, lifts up
fundamental liberal (openness to change, incorporation of the “new”) and conservative (holding
onto and honoring that whieh we have been given, being good stewards) tendencies in all of us,
tendencies that are not always in synch with one another. Issues of rights and of how much one can
or should contribute to the costs of wider societal services are raised by the presence of the
immigrant.

Immigration is but one of many instances of difference that cause us to feel we live in a “house
divided” in our society and in our churches. The issues raised are of utmost importance for our
common future. Where is our country going? Where are our religious institutions going? What is
the purpose and mission of our country, of our churches and other religious organizations? At the
heart of these questions is a larger question of national and religious identity. Who are we? What
we are called to be doing? How will we deal with the differences God has given us and has made a
fundamental part of what it means to be human? The ultimate purposes of our individual and
commeon life are raised by these questions.

No wender, then, that we want to see diversity as a positive characteristic of our country and
church. We need to fizure out the answers and meet the challenges. We need to reap the benefits of
the potential riches of difference, rather than its destructive divisiveness. At stake, finally, is our
ability to live well together—to live in communion—in the midst of our difference. This goal is
anchored in the biblical vision of community, in the promises of peace, of a land flowing with milk
and honey. This goal is also anchored in the visions of the founders of our country, folks with very
strong and differing viewpoints about almost everyvthing, but who wanted a community of
communities that could serve the common good for one and for all.

W
an

A BIBLICAL HOUSE DIVIDED
In immigration we have an illuminating parallel between our contemporary situation and that of

the post-exilic biblical communities we looked at in chapter one. Issues of unity, identity, stability,
and cohesion were critical for the small territories that comprised the anecient states of Israel and
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Judah. Israel was surrounded by big and powerful nations (Egypt to the south, Babvlon or Assyria
to the northeast), with pesky smaller countries on its borders (Moab, Ammen, Edom, and others).
Just as important was the topography of the land: it is not aceidental that the tribes of ancient
Israel had no unifying political system, for the difficulty of travel strengthened the particular
identities and traditions of each community, creating challenges for communication and for
unification of any sort. In such a setting, questions of who are the real owners of the land, who are
the foreigners and who are not, were critical and constant—just as they have remained to the
present day.#

In the post-exilic period the issues raised by immigration, especially the identity and role of the
foreigner, were magnified. Some Israelites were living in foreign countries. What was their role, if
any, in the homeland? What would be their role if they were to return? Just as significant, there
were now foreigners living in the land of Israel. As some of the leaders in Babylon and Israel
dreamed and planned of restoring the identity of the people, the issue of who was really an Israelite
and who was not was critically important. As many people hoped for an end to the exile so they
could return to their land, the questions of immigration and control took center stage. And all of
this was happening in a relative power vacuum, with the fate of Israel as a socially unified entity in
the hands of Babylon, then Persia, and then Greece.

The post-exilic period of Israel provides several illustrative and important parallels to the
contemporary situation in the United States. When we look at the history of Israel broadly,
comparing its times of stability and ecrisis with the past century of the United States, some
interesting similarities can be seen.

ISRAEL “SITUATION” DESCRIBED UNITED STATES
Kingdom of Judah  Homogeneity & Stability Melting Pot America
Exile Crisis and Pluralism 1960s to 1980s

Post-exilic Israel Diversity 1980s to the present

These classifications are rough and simple, but they do point to important themes and concerns.
The parallels are not particularly new, since we are always searching for links with the past, seeking
a toehold in the Bible so that it can speak with pertinence and relevance to our lives. There is
always, however, a danger inherent in this process. How much are we influenced by the present day
in interpreting the exile through the lens of pluralism? There were many books written about the
exile and pluralism in the 1970s and 1080s at exactly the same time we were hearing of the post-
Constantinian church and of pluralism in American culture. The many voices of difference in the
Judean exile, from the well-known Servant Songs of Isaiah to the carefully crafted communal
visions of Ezekiel to the lamentations of those in Jerusalem who were not sent into exile to the
plaintive questions of Job—all of these and more were seen to reflect pluralistic communities. The
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exile was portrayed as a time of questioning: How could this happen? Who are we now? Where are
we going? Everyone shared this disruption and sense of crisis, albeit in different places and with
very different visions and intentions. The fact that all of this activity was going on in relatively small
communities suggested a pluralistic model where crisis and visions of the future provided the glue
to hold them together.

Today, as we have seen, we have moved from the rhetoric of pluralism to diversity, with a focus
on difference and one of its results: division. We might argue this was true for post-exilic Israel as
well. What had seemed to be good options for rebuilding, restoring, and unifying Israel
disintegrated into factionalism and a lack of cohesion. While many significant voices continued to
argue for change and presented visions of unity, there was no social or theological glue to hold it all
together.

Despite many important social and political parallels between this period and the present, there
are at least two reasons why this critical biblical period, when the canon of seripture was being
formed, has not received the attention it so richly deserves. First, there is a long-standing Christian
bias against the post-exilic period. Some of the literature (primarily legal collections in the Torah)
produced at that time and the ways in which the community finally structured itself under Ezra’s
leadership reinforce a popular, if uninformed, interpretation of Judaism as narrow, sterile,
ritualistic, and legalistic. While not all Christians understand Judaism in this way, it would be
disingenuous to deny that some hold this view, and indeed apply it to all of the Hebrew scriptures.
Rather than argue this point abstractly, it seems best to evaluate the evidence once more and see
whether another perspective better illuminates and defines the character of both nascent Judaism
and the later writings of the Hebrew Bible, especially concerning issues of difference and diversity.

A second reason why we might be hesitant to see this period, or any biblical period, as reflective
of a house divided is that the Bible is supposed to unify us. It is meant to be a tool for helping us
understand unity, understand a truth that brings us together, understand and live with a God who
cares for all of the created order and all people. How can this happen if the Bible is reflecting a
house divided? We know and experience division and sometimes even chaos in our present-day
lives—but isn’t the Bible supposed to help us deal with that constructively, rather than simply
affirm that these issues have been problematic for all peoples at all times, as at least one of the
biblical writers (the author of Ecclesiastes) might well argue?

As we have seen, some of the disagreements we can find in the Bible are the result of many
distinet communities trying to understand God’s action in and God’s will for their lives over a very
long period of time. There is bound to be a lot of difference in such a picture—times change, people
change, even understandings of God change, according to the Bible. On the other hand, like it or
not, there are certain biblical times (and the early post-exilic period is one of them) when the
people were as divided as we Americans appear to be, when issues of identity, stability, race,
religion, and a host of other concerns were fought over, with little or no consensus emerging for a
long time.
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Here we must make an important distinetion: biblical people, whether those who wrote or those
who read the Bible, can never be equated with the text itself. The folks who wrote the Bible, with
grace and the inspiration of Ged, found themselves in the same kinds of situations you and I find
ourselves in. They were just as divided and unclear as we are. These may or may not be words of
comfort. In fact, one reason we don’t like to talk about our biblical forebears experiencing division
and strife is that we have a need for some community, preferably a part of our authoritative
seriptural tradition, to be a vision of what we could be, not what we are. The Bible as a whole, I
believe, does transcend difference and witnesses to another way of dealing with all of the issues that
tear us apart. But the Bible also witnesses to the fact that divisive issues were present and serious
for biblical communities. We need to acknowledge and learn from our biblical brothers and sisters
as we grapple with what the Bible can do to help us understand our differences and move us toward
fuller communion with God and with each other. In doing so, we will probably be depressed by
issues that do not seem to go away, but we will also be energized by others that help us understand
our own situations more clearly. In all cases, hopefully, the Bible will challenge us to move beyond
difference and division to diversity and communion.

Dealing with Change

After a long peried of institutional stability under the Davidic monarchy, the southern kingdom of
Judah fell to the Babylonians. The people experienced destruction of many parts of Jerusalem
(Temple, palace, city walls) and a loss of political autonomy. King and cult and many of the symbols
of God’s care and concern for Israel were destroyed. Many people were taken into exile in Babylon
or fled to Egypt. Others were left to mourn in the ruins or, with the help of prophets like Ezekiel
and Second Isaiah, to dream of restoration. But in such a time, after the loss of so much, what could
the future hold, what would the people of Israel look like? The answers to such fundamental
questions invariably contained a mixture of the old and the new. These answers held onto the
patriarchal promises and the covenant of Moses on the one hand, and dealt constructively with new
realities of destruction and foreign domination on the other.

The exile changed everything, making difference and division almost inevitable, creating
circumstances that would be formative for Judaism. The Diaspora (or dispersing) of Israelites to
Babylon and elsewhere signaled a shift from a community and state centered in one place to a
religion with many different centers. There were ongoing efforts to have an authoritative and
centralized way of understanding and defining the character and mission of the people of Israel, but
from the time of the exile on those efforts could never be completely successful. At this time, to
quote the Israeli secholar 8. Talmon, “multicentricity has replaced monocentricity,” and, with it, the
seeds for permanent multinational, worldwide diversity for Judaism were sown.

If the Diaspora witnesses to multiplicity and dispersion into other lands, the Temple in Judea
continues to provide an important reminder of past glory and of promises of human and divine
sovereignty still awaiting fulfillment. With such a multivalent presence and message, the role of the
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Temple was important for everyone, no matter where they lived and worshipped. The old and the
new, the particular and the universal, all were mixed together in the ruins of the Temple and the
dreams of its restoration. The hopes for a new king and new state were as much in the minds of the
exiles as they were for those remaining in the homeland. This was a time when, because of the
disparities between past and present realities, there were many different programs for the future.
Moreover, the earlier traditions of ancient Israel were open to multiple interpretations of change
and transformation as prophets, priests, scribes, sages, and many others experienced the exile and
its aftermath.

The following passage from Ezra witnesses to the conflicts among the peoples of the land,
between those already there and those returning, with the king of Persia right in the middle of it all:
To King Artaxerxes: Your servants, the people of the provinee Beyond the River, send
greeting. And now may it be known to the king that the Jews who came up from you to
us have gone to Jerusalem. They are rebuilding that rebellious and wicked city; they are
finishing the walls and repairing the foundations. Now may it be known to the king
that, if this eity is rebuilt and the walls finished, they will not pay tribute, custom, or

toll, and the royal revenue will be reduced. (Ezra 4:11-13)

This passage shows us dramatically that questions of identity, of stability, of how to understand and
recognize “Israel” both inside and outside the land were, and are, critically important for a
dispersed people. And what happens when the people return, living into the promises of restoration
and return proclaimed so loudly by Isaiah and Ezekiel? Most of those who return are second
generation or younger, experiencing a “new” land. And how welecome will these folks be to those
who have remained in the land, building their own communities? Will the promise of diversity be
enough to overcome political, social, and eultural differences?

All the while another major development in the post-exilic period was occurring: an increasing
emphasis on the written word. This was especially important for a people who had lost most of
their physical symbols of identity and many of whom were no longer living in Israel. In addition to
the consolidation and preservation of clder stories and collections, sometimes in new versions, this
was a time when many new writings appeared in Israel and in the Diaspora. The increasing focus
on a written text and tradition would eventually lead to what some have called the demise of
propheey, a time when a book replaced the solitary speaker in the streets. This was also a time, and
not coincidentally, when the figure of the scribe became increasingly important, as one charged
with the preservation and transmission of both new and old writings. Given the loss of many
central institutions in Israel, coupled with the dispersion of many leaders and skilled artisans to
foreign lands, it is to be expected that the literature produced would reflect the fragmented and
diverse character of the people. Moreover, at times the “new” texts would be used to structure
community, establishing pedigrees for those in leadership positions and providing warrant for
exclusion of the foreigner. The long lists of genealogies in 1 Chronicles 1 through g, though not on
any lectionary’s list of frequently read texts, served important structural functions for post-exilic
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communities, while the anti-Moabite biases in Torah’s stories and laws provided a rationale for
ethnic cleansing by Ezra. A principled protest of the latter practice can be found in the book of
Ruth, herself a Moabitess and the great-grandmother of David.

Simply put, the post-exilic period was a seedbed for difference and diversity. So much had
changed, so many had been disenfranchised, so many had hopes for change, so many had hopes for
a return to the way it was: all of this created many different opinions and many conflicts. The first
part of the postexilic period was anything but an orderly time! It was characterized by a lack of
consensus and an inability to provide a vision that could command respect and affirmation by all.
In short, it was difference at its worst, bordering on the chaotic. In the period immediately
following the exile, at a time when some returned to Judea and some did not, the disparate
communities that constituted “Israel” would generate many different hopes, plans, and dreams,
clustered around several topics and concerns:

8% Restoration was an issue that touched almost every part of the old kingdom or state.
The temple, the walls, the palace, the social and political infrastructure—all of this
created agendas by different groups with different visions. Will we try to rebuild it as in
former times, or do something totally different? The extensive vision of the restored
Temple and the land in Ezekiel 40—48 uses both older traditions detailing what the
Temple and grounds might look like and new values focusing on personal and cultic
holiness, which will be necessary to prevent the Temple from ever being destroyed
again.

B8 The corporate memory, or lack thereof, and its importance for understanding what
the future might hold was critical, as well as who would be the keeper of such a
memory. What was the Temple, or the cultic ritual, or the monarchy like in former
times? In this later period the stories of the kingdoms of Israel and Judah, beginning
with David and Saul and going through to the exile, are retold in the books of
Chronicles. The new priorities of the post-exilic period are surely reflected in some of
this material, as well as the faithful retelling of many older stories.

5% The question of leadership focused on many issues stemming from the exile and the
felt need to replace what “was,” either with its equivalent or with something totally
new. Who will be the new leaders? Where might these leaders be found and what
special skills and abilities will be required? The prophets Haggai and Zechariah had
special hopes for a messianic figure to come quickly and decisively, but this did not
happen. How will questions of stability and identity, so often associated with the state,
be answered? In addition to dealing with destruction, there were a host of issues
concerning the new politieal situation that econfronted the people. There was no longer
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a state, no longer a king, no longer autonomy or independence. How will the people
deal with powerlessness nationally? How will they deal with messianic promises, which
quickly and inevitably become future-oriented in light of the disparities and
incongruities in the present situation? How will they deal with leaders who may be seen
as a threat to their present rulers? Leadership finally came in the figures of Ezra and
Nehemiah, whose vision and political savvy provided the possibility of unification and
restoration. Their stories are told in the books that bear their names, which are
intended to be seen as extensions of the stories of Israel and Judah told in the books of
Samuel, Kings, and Chronicles.

B¥ Survival was the most important issue of all. How will “Israel” continue to exist as
an entity in light of the physieal and political realities of the exile and post-exilic
period? What is the glue that ties people together? There are a host of important
symbolic issues raised as well as practical issues. What rights, for example, does
someone returning to Israel from Babylonia have? This question has remained an
important one from the time of the exile to the present day. There were a host of social
problems and conflicts created by the “multicentricity” of this period, which ring the
same kinds of bells we hear in the debates about illegal immigrants in our own times.

Early post-exilic Israel struggled mightily with the question of how to relate the old, much of
which had been lost, to the new. The question itself contains significant tension, multiplied many
times over by the different people in different places who tried to answer it in light of the new
Diaspora realities. The people were without a sense of cohesiveness and centeredness, without a
monarch or a means to provide stability, identity, and a political arrangement with the reigning
powers. The people were without agreed upon instituticnal connections to the past and aspirations
for the future, without a clear and commeon mission. In such a situation, conflicts that stemmed
from and resulted in still more difference were not positive, but represented threats that could
destroy the people of Israel as an identifiable entity.

Parallels between the early post-exilic period of ancient Israel and contemporary United States
church and society are characterized by a tension between the particular and the universal,
sometimes put into the rhetoric of modern—postmodern debates, sometimes in scholarly
distinetions between theocracy and eschatology, between the already and the not-yet. And all of this
witnesses again to the challenge of dealing with old and new in community. How will we live with
this tension? For the early post-exilic people of Israel, issues of authority and a need for clarity
pushed toward the formation of a house of normative, but very different, writings.

We end this chapter where we began: with an image of a house divided, whether we are looking
at our own time or early post-exilic Israel. It is a house filled with many different voices. Some of
these voices and the communities that have listened to and sustained them have been around a
long time; others have just arrived. Some are used to having power, status, and authority; others
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are not. There are many issues, many differences; the stakes are high and resclution is still hard to
envision. The biblical alternatives and issues will be eritically important to us as we think on our
own differences and issues, and to these alternatives we now turn.

Chapter 3

A House of Difference

Some of the difficulties we have with biblical texts, their attitudes and “givens,” can best be
explained in light of their particular contexts, which contain historical, cultural, racial, or ethnic
perspectives embedded in the Bible over a long period of time that is far different and distant from
today. Even when we consider these diffieult texts in their historical or cultural eontexts, however,
some of the biblical teachings about God and the people remain offensive to us.

Consider, for example, a few biblical texts dealing with armed conflict:

Then they devoted to destruction by the edge of the sword all in the city, both men and

women, young and old, oxen, sheep, and donkeys. (Joshua 6:21)

Then Moses and the Israelites sang this song to the Lorp: “I will sing to the Loro, for he

has triumphed gloriously; horse and rider he has thrown into the sea.” (Exodus 15:1)

Put on the whole armor of God, so that you may be able to stand against the wiles of the

devil. (Ephesians 6:11)
Despite, or maybe because of, the fact that we live in a world filled with violence, many of us today
are offended by these passages describing a Holy War, portraying God as a warrior, and suggesting
that believers understand themselves as involved in a war against evil. In our desire to preach love
and peace, to include everyone at the table, and to be tolerant, we are conflicted when we hear and
read the bellicose parts of the Bible. We have devised a number of ways to avoid such texts: taking
them out of our lectionaries, seeing them as indicative of a bygone era, or just emphasizing other
dimensions of the Bible and our Christian tradition and ignoring the troublesome texts.

A problem arises, however, when we realize that the offense we take at these types of biblical
texts is not shared by everyone in the church.® Many Christians believe we are in fact involved in a
war against the world and its evil powers and values, and they use the same strategies to avoid
biblical texts pointing toward a more peaceful way of living out our faith. People from all parts of
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the church need to recognize that biblical calls for war and for peace are both central to the
fundamental issues of mission, identity, authority, and leadership. Moreover, these community
actions and opinions cannot be explained away by suggesting that they come from different
historical periods or that the biblical tradition developed into a more advanced and humane
understanding of how to live faithfully in this world.

The purpose of this chapter is to get a taste of the real differences that exist between and even
within these biblical communities—and therefore within the Bible. The texts used here reflect the
tension and multivalent experience of leaders and pecple in ancient Israel. Most of these texts will
be taken from the post-exilic period because of the parallels between that time and ours. We will
touch on some very important differences, clashing perspectives set before us by biblical
communities who all believed they were right, that God had given them the correct understanding
of where they were going and what they were to do. We will try not to make judgments about which
message is best or seems most apt for our times, but will simply observe and ponder. How did the
Bible ever come to contain all of this difference, and what we are to do with it?

The social and theological differences in the Bible desecribed in this chapter focus on questions
that are foundational for any community: mission, identity, purpose, membership, leadership, and
authority. I will illustrate each of these important topics and issues with specific texts from the
post-exilic period that show the different and often conflicting or incompatible agendas (Plan A or
Plan B) held by these different communities of the Bible, some living within Israel and some exiled
in foreign lands. Here is where difference lives!

I. MISSION, IDENTITY, AND PURPOSE

Plan A: A Pure and Holy People
Who are we? Why do we exist, and for what purpose? Where are we going? These are fundamental
questions for all communities and especially for the exilic and early post-exilic people of Israel. A
primary reason to ask such questions is the presence of change, which was affecting Israel
everywhere.
The Loro spoke to Moses, saying: Speak to all the congregation of the people of Israel
and say to them: You shall be holy, for I the Lorr your God am holy. (Leviticus 19:1—2)
Therefore say to the house of Israel, Thus says the Lord Goo: ... I will take you from the
nations, and gather vou from all the countries, and bring you into your own land. T will
sprinkle clean water upon vou, and you shall be clean from all your uncleannesses, and
from all your idols I will cleanse you. A new heart I will give you, and a new spirit I will
put within you; and I will remove from your body the heart of stone and give you a
heart of flesh. I will put my spirit within you, and make vou follow my statutes and be

r

S US AND HOW T O

careful to observe my ordinances. Then you shall live in the land that I gave to your

ancestors; and you shall be my people, and I will be your God. (Ezekiel 36:22, 24-28)
This passage from Leviticus is from the Holiness Code. The purpose of this legal collection
compiled in exilic or early postexilic times (sixth eentury scg) was to reaffirm the importance of
some basic communal values and principles (purity, social relationships, common worship,
stewardship of physical resources) with a special foeus on living a hely life in relationship to God.
The prophet Ezekiel is speaking here to the exiles in Babylon. He announces Ged’s promise to bring
the people home, to separate the people from a foreign context and to purify them. Both the
Holiness Code and Ezekiel had similar answers to questions of identity and mission. The people,
whether in exile or in the land of Israel, were to be a holy people, a people gathered and set apart by
God, the recipients of cleansing and forgiveness. They were to receive a new heart and a spirit that
would enable them, finally, to be obedient and faithful.

We often pray for God to change, sometimes radically, the way things are. In the context of the
exile, things were so bad that this was the only serious possibility for many: it would take a new
initiative from Ged for this new people to come into being. Ged would have to gather and cleanse,
to provide them with the ability to be faithful, to make them capable of renewed commitment and
obedience to the commandments of God. The prophet Ezekiel understood the need for
transformation and healing by God, and the ordinances he refers to were probably something very
much like the Holiness Code. The basic obligations to God have not changed, but their rationales,
grounded in the holiness of God, represent a great overlap of prophetic and cultic hopes in those
times.

Plan B: A People Sent to the World

Thus says God, the Lozr,

who created the heavens and stretched them out,

who spread out the earth and what comes from it,

who gives breath to the people upon it

and spirit to those who walk in it:

I am the Lozp, I have called you in righteousness,

I have taken you by the hand and kept you;

I have given vou as a covenant to the people,

a light to the nations,

to open the eyes that are blind,

to bring out the prisoners from the dungeon,

from the prisen those who sit in darkness.
(Isaiah 42:5-7)
When God saw what they did, how they turned from their evil ways, God changed his
mind about the calamity that he had said he would bring upon them; and he did not do
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it. But this was very displeasing to Jonah, and he became angry. He prayed to the Loro

and said, “O Lozp! Is not this what I said while I was still in my own country? That is

why I fled to Tarshish at the beginning; for I knew that you are a gracious God and

merciful, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love, and ready to relent from

punishing. And now, O Lorp, please take my life from me, for it is better for me to die

than to live.” And the Lorp said, “Is it right for you to be angry?” (Jonah 3:10-4:4)
At approximately the same time, still in the midst of exile in the sixth century zce, comes a very
different conception of identity and mission. Inspired by Abraham’s call to be a vehicle of blessing
to the nations (Genesis 12:3), the prophet we call Second Isaiah speaks to the exiles in Babylon and
proclaims that Israel is to be a witness of God’s salvation to all the world. Israel’s identity is
inextricably tied to the whole world, ineluding a commitment to be a light to those who are as Israel
once was: blind, in prison, in darkness. Israel is called by a creator who, like Ezekiel’s God, is
preparing new things, giving new life and breath to the people. Unlike Ezekiel however, Isaiah does
not speak of a people “set apart.” Instead, the mission of Israel is to be a vehicle of salvation and
new vision for the nations. Rather than stressing obedience and living faithfully in the land, Isaiah
tells them, “Get out into the fray, for vou are a carrier of light and salvation to the nations.”

To many Israelites this call would have been a mixed blessing: there were those who would
rather focus on the tasks at home, on establishing a cohesive and holy people with clear boundaries
between them and the world of foreign powers, wanting to believe God’s primary eare and concern
was for Israel. The prophet Jonah's reaction in the second biblical passage reflects this perspective,
showing us that Isaiah’s universal vision of God forgiving and caring for all nations was not easy for
everyone to accept. After all, powerful armies from Babylon and Nineveh and other nations had
conquered Israel, destroved large parts of the land and sent people into exile. To speak of
forgiveness, human or divine, concerning those conquering nations was very hard, if not
impossible, for many.

So for the people of the exile, God will surely come and bring new things—this can be agreed
upon by all. But few agreed on the nature of that coming. What would Israel’s new mission and
identity be? A holy people set apart, or a light to the nations? For generations God’s answer
remained very much up in the air, and these opposing points of view have found their way into the
Hebrew Bible.

W
a

I1. RELATIONSHIP AND RESPONSIBILITY:
COVENANT AND LAW

Once we decide who we are and where we're going, how will we sustain our identity and mission?
How will we articulate the reasons for our present circumstances and our expectations for the
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future?
Plan A: Obedience within Community

Moreover Josiah did away with the mediums, wizards, teraphim, idols, and all the
abominations that were seen in the land of Judah and in Jerusalem, so that he
established the words of the law.... Before him there was no king like him, who turned
to the Lorp with all his heart, with all his soul, and with all his might, according to all
the law of Moses; nor did any like him arise after him.

5till the Lorp did not turn from the fierceness of his great wrath, by which his anger
was kindled against Judah, because of all the provoecations with which Manasseh had
provoked him. The Lorp said, “I will remove Judah also out of my sight, as I have
removed Israel; and I will reject this eity that I have chosen, Jerusalem, and the house
of which I said, My name shall be there.” (2 Kings 23:24—27)

Our passage from the second book of the Kings represents a significant answer to these
fundamental questions. The history of the relationship between God and the people, viewed
primarily through the leadership of the monarchs, was dismal. After the fall of the northern
kingdom of Israel in the eighth century scz, two kings in the southern kingdom of Judah, Hezekiah
and Josiah, were purportedly more faithful than the rest. Unfortunately, the king who reigned
between Hezekiah and Josiah, Manasseh, was totally dominated by Assyria and was held
responsible for much idol-worship and for the nation’s falling away from faithful living. The
expectations had been clear. The ways to sustain a relationship through obedience to God’s laws
had alsc been clear, and were found in collections like those of Exodus and Deuteronomy.
Whatever visions people might have for the future, whatever kind of relationship and covenant they
will have in the future must take seriously what they have had in the past. This is surely one of the
major concerns of the early post-exilic period, and in many other settings where the faithfulness
and appropriateness of present action is evaluated in light of traditions still held to be valid and
normative.

To focus on our relationship with God as a means of sustaining our identity and our purpose in
life brings ancther important dimension of covenant and law to the fore. We can use the character,
structure, and presuppositions of this relationship as a way of understanding and explaining what
has and will happen to us. In the theology of 2 Kings, our relationship with God takes seriously the
entire history of our community of faith. While there can and will be changes for the better, as well
as new learnings and resolutions, the fundamental expectations of faithfulness and allegiance to
God do not change, nor will God forget our violations of those expectations. In this sense the
covenant gives us the ability to study and evaluate ourselves and God as the future unfolds. Though
this particular passage was not written in the time of Ezra and Nehemiah, it would provide
important guidelines for their communities concerning what they ought to do, and not do.
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Plan B: Obedience within the World

Then Abram fell on his face; and God said to him, “As for me, this is my covenant with

you: You shall be the ancestor of a multitude of nations.... I will make you exceedingly

fruitful; and I will make nations of you, and kings shall come from you. I will establish

my covenant between me and you, and your offspring after vou throughout their

generations, for an everlasting covenant, to be God to you and to your offspring after

you.... This is my covenant, which you shall keep, between me and you and your

offspring after you: Every male among you shall be circumeised.... So shall my covenant

be in vour flesh an everlasting covenant. Any uncircumcised male who is not

circumeised in the flesh of his foreskin shall be eut off from his people; he has broken

my covenant.” (Genesis 17:3—14, passim)
In this text coming from the same late exilic or early post-exilic period we find a very different way
of describing the relationship between God and the people. The passage from Genesis 17 offers a
new and much wider perspective on the covenant between God and the people. Building upon
God’s promises to Abraham of descendants and territory (Genesis 15), now they are to remember
that Abraham is the father of many nations; therefore relationship with God takes place on a large
world stage. And yet, as large a picture as the Abrahamic covenant presupposes, we still hear the
overtones of Levitieus, where the people are being set apart for a special purpose. The focus is not
explicitly on holiness, however, but on the inclusion of Israel among the nations of the world and
on the everlasting nature of the relationship between God and Israel. Obedience is required and the
consequences of disobedience are severe: the male shall be “cut off” from his people. Thus signs
such as circumeision demonstrate commitment to a renewed relationship with God and are very
important for this community.

Plan C: A Covenant Written on the Heart
The days are surely coming, says the Loro, when I will make a new covenant with the
house of Israel and the house of Judah. It will not be like the covenant that I made with
their ancestors when I took them by the hand to bring them out of the land of Egypt—a
covenant that they broke, though I was their husband, says the Lorp. But this is the
covenant that I will make with the house of Israel after those days, says the Lorp: T will
put my law within them, and I will write it on their hearts; and I will be their God, and
they shall be my people. No longer shall they teach one another, or say to each other,
“Know the Logp,” for they shall all know me, from the least of them to the greatest, says
the Logrp; for I will forgive their iniquity, and remember their sin no more. (Jeremiah
31:31-34)
This promise of a “new covenant” in Jeremiah’s propheey is surely one of the most famous and
important visions of Israel’s future after the fall of Judah. Though diffieult to date, most scholars
locate this oracle in the latter part of Jeremiah’s long ministry, perhaps even during the exile itself.
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Many commentators note it has yet to be fulfilled. Like the prophecy of Ezekiel, this text
presupposes that God must come and change things if the people are to sustain a relationship based
on obedience and faithfulness in the future. Ves, there will be laws and stipulations; all
communities have these and acknowledge their value. But unlike the communities of Ezekiel and
the Holiness Code, there is little focus here on particular laws or rituals of cleansing. Ezekiel speaks
of a new heart and a new spirit, but the law remains; Jeremiah’s community speaks of a different
covenant, one written on the heart. It testifies that God alone ean change and transform the human
heart, internalizing the law in new and finally effective ways, so that the covenant can be lived out
fully. And the result? The people will come to know God through forgiveness of sins, pushing the
fulfillment of this covenantal promise in the future, from the history of the New Testament church
into today.

W
o

III. MEMBERSHIP: WHO'S IN AND WHO’S OUT?

With a clear mission anchored in a renewed faithfulness to God, the community of faith is ready to
male some big decisions about membership in the people of God. Who can be “in”? Who must be
“out”™?

Plan A: Purify the Commumity

After all that has come upon us for our evil deeds and for our great guilt, seeing that

you, our God, have punished us less than our iniquities deserved and have given us

such a remnant as this, shall we break your commandments again and intermarry with

the peoples who practice these abominations? Would you not be angry with us until

you destroy us without remnant or survivor? (Ezra 9:13—14)
The author of this text, who is often called “the Chronicler” after the two books of Chronicles,
recounts the history of the early post-exilic period, a time when consensus as to polity and identity
is developing in Jerusalem through the reforms associated with Ezra. This period emphasized the
role of sin and penitence in both explaining and ameliorating the difficult situation of the people.
The exile has been over for a century or more and still there is no resolution of the perennial
questions of identity and mission. Ezra, we are told, has come to change all that.

The past, Ezra believed, provided Israel with some clear guidelines: God is calling and ereating a
pure people. Purity in this case means people who have not been contaminated by intermarriage
with the unclean people “of the lands,” such as the Moabites and the Canaanites. The
commandments to which Ezra is referring could be texts like Deuteronomy 7:3, which prohibits
intermarriage with citizens of foreign nations. As one might guess, this stricture created some
challenges. Indeed, many believe it had never been enforced before. In any case, it would have been
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easier to implement such a vision when Israel was an autonomous political reality and when the
vast majority of the people who worshipped the God of Israel actually lived in Jerusalem and its
surrounding area. But the Diaspora created special problems for the people of Israel because
membership became a more complicated and more fluid issue.

The question of who could or should be a member of the community in the homeland became
increasingly important as it struggled with identity, stability, and survival questions. Finally, in the
time of Ezra and Nehemiah, the boundaries of the community began to narrow, at least in
Jerusalem and its environs. Having experienced so much loss—of autonomy, of physical and
human resources, of stature and dignity—the community looked to the covenants and laws of the
past as blueprints for the future. Ironically, however, some of the guidelines for membership, such
as exclusion of those who had married foreigners, were in fact new. As we noted, the rationale
behind these restrictive and in many cases heart-wrenchingly destructive policies was, as is clearly
stated in our text from Ezra, motivated at least in part by a concern for purity. The new Israel, in
order to survive and prosper, needed to be set apart from the foreign and the strange, especially in
its own land. Mixing with the strange and foreign was a recipe for disaster, and therefore strong
and restrictive policies anchored in the Torah were established.

While this narrow approach to membership within the community represents adaptation of
some old and probably moribund laws and legends, it is easy to see the connections between these
policies and the community’s need for definition. Who can (or should) be a member, and who
cannot? The focus on the particular and the distinctive, using the authoritative structures and laws
of the past as guidelines, brought much needed clarity and definition to post-exilic Israel.
Nevertheless, forcing many families to leave their homes, their livelihood, and their friends was
very difficult for many to accept. (The division of Berlin after the Second World War may be an apt
parallel.) There can be no doubt that making a clear decision about the question of who's in and
who's out was absolutely necessary for ancient Israel in light of over a century of bickering and
indecision about these questions. This action was justified by and grounded in Torah, the ultimate
source for determining membership in the community of God’s people.

Plan B: Expand and Extend the Community
So Naomi said, “See, your sister-in-law has gone back to her people and to her gods;
return after your sister-in-law.” But Ruth said, “Do not press me to leave you or to turn
back from following you! Where you go, I will go; where you lodge, I will lodge; your
people shall be my people, and your Ged my God. Where you die, I will die—there will I
be buried. May the Lozo do thus and so to me, and more as well, if even death parts me
from you!” When Naomi saw that she was determined to go with her, she said no more
to her. (Ruth 1:15-18)
The author of the book of Ruth, probably also writing in the post-exilic period, offers a very
different perspective on the role of the foreigner in Israel. It is not based on historical precedent
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and on an appeal to Torah, as represented by the book of Ezra, but on a new and surprising
understanding of “belonging,” epitomized in the bold and tenacious faith of Ruth.

A narrow definition of belonging can be disruptive to the community of faith, especially to those
no longer a part of it or to those within who wish for breader and more inclusive ways of defining
membership and its benefits. Status, recognition, a particular place to live and work, worship
privileges—these benefits, among others, are at stake, especially if you live in Israel. But given the
reality that the book of Ruth points to—the long history of intermarriage among the peoples of the
land, to say nothing of the new situation created by the Diaspora—broader definitions of
community proved essential. We have already seen that the vision expressed in Jonah suggested
that God’s care and concern actually extended beyond Israel to the nations, even nations who were
traditional enemies like Assyria. This served as a reminder to Israel that from earliest times the
whole world was the stage upon which God’s activity and compassion played out. The Jews of the
Diaspora had to think more broadly, to ask serious questions about God’s election of Israel. What
does it mean to be a member of Israel, God’s chosen people, in Babylon? At the very least there
needed to be some aceommodation with the foreigner in order to live and work. There needed to be
another way of defining Israel and its relationship to the other, whether a Moabitess in the land of
Israel or a Jew in the Diaspora.

The book of Ruth, in which a foreign woman becomes the foremother of David, represents a
universal and expansive vision of membership and belonging. It is also at odds with the perspective
of Ezra and Nehemiah’s communities. Whether written by a disenfranchised portion of the
Jerusalem community or by an exile wishing for a more inclusive vision of membership within the
people of God, the book of Ruth sets forth a bold, even outrageous, statement. David, one of the
most important leaders of ancient Israel and the medel for kingship, is shown to have descended
from Ruth, a Moabitess (Ruth 4:17). Needless to say, with that pedigree, David would not have been
eligible for membership in the Jerusalem community of Ezra!

At the same time, no one wishes to throw away or dismiss the older, traditional criteria for
membership. God’s promises to make Abraham a blessing to all nations and to establish David’s
throne forever are good examples. The role of David in the post-exilic community is significant for
this message of inclusion. David becomes associated with a hope for the future, a hope generated in
part by the absence of a monarchy in Israel. Such hopes for the future, perhaps even at the end
time, were increasingly prevalent in the post-exilic period and following. The fact remains that
halfway through the long post-exilic period the people, or its leadership, held a very narrow vision
of the community and its membership. We can find evidence of this vision in the many genealogies
found in 1 Chronicles 1—g, which trace the families of Israel’s tribes who were returning from exile
all the way back to Adam. This effectively ignored a vast number of Diaspora Jews. But the Bible
contains “minority reports” in books like Ruth and Jonah and Isaiah, which reveal tension and even
friction between very differing opinions on this basic concern.
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III. LEADERSHIP: WHO?

The question of leadership in the post-exilic communities of Israel was urgent and vexed. The
Davidic monarchy, the easiest and perhaps most obvious model of leadership for Israel, was no
longer an option for stepping into the breach. The old kingdom of Judah was now a part of a
territory governed first by Babylonia, then Persia, Greece, and finally by Rome. Political
independence was out of the question. Moreover, the issues raised by the Diaspora were huge: the
existence of not one but many centers of Jewish faith and practice was a new reality. What did
leadership mean in this new context, especially at a time when connections among exilic
communities and those living in Israel were so tenuous? The questions of mission, identity,
stability, relationship, and membership in post-exilic Israel would and could not be effectively
addressed by foreign rulers, whether Babylonian, Persian, or Greek. The people needed leadership
from within their communities of faith.

Plan A: Find a King
One of your own community you may set as king over you; you are not permitted to put
a foreigner over you, who is not of your own community.... When he has taken the
throne of his kingdom, he shall have a copy of this law written for him in the presence
of the levitieal priests. It shall remain with him and he shall read in it all the days of his
life, so that he may learn to fear the Lorp his God, diligently observing all the words of
this law and these statutes. (Deuteronomy 17:15b, 18—1g)

Lord, where is your steadfast love of old,

which by your faithfulness you swore to David?
Remember, O Lord, how your servant is taunted;
how I bear in my bosom the insults of the peoples,
with which your enemies taunt, O Lozp,

with which they taunted

the footsteps of your anointed. (Psalm 89:49—51)

The text from Deuteronomy was fundamental to the seventh-century reform in Judah that is
usually associated with King Josiah. An expectation that the leader or king will faithfully observe
the law ties “church and state” together. Whether or not this expectation was met, the centrality of
the law in shaping community became very important after the exile, as we have seen. The second
text, from Psalm 89, written either during the exile or shortly thereafter, is steeped in the wonderful
promises made to King David and his progeny, hoping for restoration. Though the fruits of this
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restoration are not explicit, the hope for a return of God’s grace and favor as manifested in God’s
promise to David are.

While the memory of the monarchy would continue to be vivid, we can also see from Psalm 8g
the powerlessness of Israel: “Remember, O Lord, how your servant is taunted.” There was no
consensus among those in the land of Israel, to say nothing of the exilic communities, about what
leadership might look like. Moreover, there were serious questions (*How long, O Lozp?”) about
whether God really had the power to establish effective leaders like Moses and David (Psalm
80:46). The foreign powers that controlled Israel would permit nothing to fan the fires of
nationalism and rekindle the people’s desire for autonomy.

5till, the hope remained that a monarch might come to deliver Israel from its bondage to foreign
powers. The mysterious fisure of Zerubbabel is associated with the reestablishment of the
monarchy and the rebuilding of the Temple (see Haggai 2:20-23), but it seems clear that his
leadership was more hope than reality. From the time of the earliest kings, Saul and David, Israel
would repeatedly ask God to bring peace and prosperity either by looking faverably on the kings in
power, or by bringing new kings in the very near future. (Think of the famous Immanuel passage in
Isaiah 7.) But now more dramatic changes are going to be necessary. The monarchy might continue
to be a focus for the people’s hopes for leadership, but having a king was not possible in the
foreseeable future for most Israelites, wherever they were living. Hence the inereasing prevalence of
a messianic hope among the Jews, the wish that God would bring a special ancinted one to deliver
them and reestablish the kingdom. This messianic hope helped to shape the long-range goals and
mission of the people and brought consolation and solace, but did nothing to address the pressing
needs of the people. How the monarchy of old eould continue to be a model for the new leadership
needs of today was the question facing post-exilic Israel.

Plan B: Find a Priest
Then bring near to you yvour brother Aaron, and his sons with him, from among the
Israelites, to serve me as priests—Aaron and Aaron’s sons.... You shall make sacred
vestments for the glorious adornment of your brother Aaron.... When they make these
sacred vestments for your brother Aaron and his sons to serve me as priests, they shall
use gold, blue, purple, and erimson varns, and fine linen. (Exodus 28:1—5, passim)
This passage from Exodus, probably written in the post-exilic period, sets forth a major role of
leadership. Though the eult was severely damaged by the exile, in terms of both physical and
human resourees it never disappeared. Even without a Temple or an elaborate sacrificial and
pilerimage schedule, there were still occasions for prayers of lament and of thanksgiving.
Eventually, in part because the Persians saw the benefit, a strong cult was reestablished and it
provided a major social structure for the people. In the passage from Exodus above, the head of the
cult, the high priest, was dressed as a king and functioned like one as well. Eventually post-exilic
Israel would adopt the model of a theocracy, a cult-centered society with the high priest as the
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religious leader, who symbolized the true leader, Yahweh, much as the monarch had done in the
past. In this case, however, all the functions of the state dealing with the welfare of the people
outside of worship and other religious duties were controlled not by the high priest, nor by a king,
but by an administrative body of officials carefully chosen and controlled by the Persians.

The leadership of the cult was subject to careful restrictions concerning family and lineage, as
determined by authoritative writings of the past and the interpretation of those in power, often with
the help of the Persian administrators. These sources provided many different visions, roles, and
qualifications for leaders. Embedded in these differences was the tension between a messianic
vision of leadership in the future and a cultic, theocratic vision of leadership in the here-and-now.
At the same time, leadership of normal day-to-day affairs remained with the Persians or their
designated functionaries, such as Nehemiah. Thus leadership remained a bone of eontention, filled
with difference and tension between the cult and the state.

WL
ann

IV. AUTHORITY: WHERE ARE WISDOM
AND DIRECTION TO BE FOUND?

Where is real authority, and how are our most fundamental questions about life and death
answered? Perhaps things were more certain after the reforms and rebuilding programs of Ezra
and Nehemiah, but in the early post-exilic period it was not clear what sources, places, and social
roles contained the answers. In this period we can see three possible answers to the question of
where authority would be found: the Temple, the family, and the scriptures.

Plan A: Temple and Cult

We ponder your steadfast love, O God,
in the midst of your temple.

Your name, O God, like your praise,
reaches to the ends of the earth....
Walk about Zion, go all around it,
count its towers,

consider well its ramparts;

go through its citadels,

that you may tell the next generation
that this is God,

our God forever and ever.

He will be our guide forever. (Psalm 48:9—-10, 12—14)
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With the rebuilding of the Temple in the late sixth century sce and the establishment of the cult as
the primary arbiter of leadership and mission, the Temple becomes the primary place for worship
and other daily activities. The authoritative figures of priest and other eultic functionaries were
located at the Temple in Jerusalem, but the Temple also had great symbolic value, both inside and
outside Jerusalem and Israel, as reflected in Psalm 48. It doesn’t really matter whether this psalm
was written after the building of the first or second Temple; what is very clear is the power of this
edifice to reflect that God is ultimately in charge.

Closely related to the cult was another new source of authority: the role of the scribe in the
developing seriptural community, wherever it is found. Someone needed to be responsible for care
and transmission of texts, and ultimately for their interpretation as well. These two roles,
transmission and interpretation, were often rightly assigned to different people with different gifts
within the community, but one qualified person (such as Ezra) was sometimes given both roles. It
will be late in this period before another role, the rabbi, comes to the fore as primarily the
interpreter and not the transmitter.

Plan B: Family and Immediate Community

When vour children ask you in time to come, “What is the meaning of the decrees and

statutes and the ordinances that the Lorp our God has commanded you?” then you

shall say to your children, “We were Pharaoh’s slaves in Egypt, but the Loro brought us

out of Egypt with a mighty hand.” (Deuteronomy 6:20—21)
This text from Deuteronomy probably dates from the exile or even later. It points te an all-
important need: to pass on to new generations the rationale for legal traditions governing behavior
and setting forth fundamental communal values. Central to this need was the institution of the
family. From the time of the patriarchs, the family has always been an important place for raising
and answering deep questions of faith. With the loss of established institutions of monarchy and
cult in the Diaspora, the family became even more central. To whom will our children go for
direction, and for answers to questions like the one raised here? Earlier the prophets were one
potential source of answers, especially if the people wanted to know why the eult was not
functioning well or what the monarchy might lock like in the future. But gradually oral propheey
waned. The Temple and the cult were eventually functional again, but going to Jerusalem on a
regular basis was a luxury for most. Whether in the Diaspora or the remoter areas of the homeland,
the family would eontinue to be an important place for learning and worship. As in ancient days,
the extended family was an important matrix for integrating everyday life with the stories and
stipulations of faith, from Abraham to David to Ezra.

Plan C: Everyday Experience

Let the wise also hear and gain in learning,
and the discerning acquire skill,
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to understand a proverb and a figure,
the words of the wise and their riddles.
The fear of the Lorp is the beginning of knowledge;
fools despise wisdom and instruetion.
(Proverbs 1:5-7)

How many are my iniquities and my sins?
Make me know my transgression and my sin.
Why do you hide your face,

and count me as your enemy? (Job 13:23—24)

Proverbs and Job are part of the Hebrew Bible’s wisdom literature. Together with Eeclesiastes, they
represent a very different way to speak of autherity in everyday living. Much of the Bible’s wisdom
literature was finally composed, collected, and edited in the exilic and post-exilie periods. Closely
associated with the monarchy and the family in the past as well as the new role of scribe in the
future, the sage represented another source of authority and direction in the post-exilic period. The
sage interpreted everyday human experience with the goal of living suceessfully and well. Questions
raised by the post-exilic period, like the ones uttered by Job above, were pertinent to daily life—and
difficult to answer. The sage was sometimes asked, “Why do bad things happen to good people?”
He advised his hearers to pay careful attention to the world around them and to what they could
learn through the study of human behavior. The theological worldview of the sage was moralistic
and often relied on a system of retributive justice, though from time to time, the sage’s study of
contemporary experience led to a denial that the principles of a well-oiled system of reward and
punishment actually worked. The book of Job surely reflects such a judgment. Most of the time,
however, the sage’s answers to questions of authority and meaning were compatible with those of
priests and prophets, though without their direct appeal to scripture and the revelation of God.

As we come to the end of these foundational issues and the many different ways of approaching
them in ancient Israel, we can see layers of multivalent tension. Through these texts we find several
directions we can walk in, several leaders to help us get there, several places we can finally go.
Before we address the question of how to decide which paths to take and which to abandon or save
for later, we need to focus on what these options share, despite all of their differences. For what is
shared by them is also, finally, shared by all of us as well.

r

Chapter 4

A House of
Conversation

To ponder and debate the relationship between the old and new, between yesterday and today (or
today and tomorrow!) is a fundamental part of living. How do we decide whether to follow the road
we took yesterday or to take a new one? What happens if a storm wipes out the old road? Should we
rebuild it, just use another already existing route, or lock for a new way to get to where we want to
go? There are a host of factors to be considered in making decisions about the relationship between
old and new—and when we put God into the mix, making these questions theological in character,
we have some special challenges. Even assuming that God is involved and active at all times,
bringing us the old and giving us the new, the question of which road to walk is still not
immediately clear. Are we to be loyal and faithful to the past and its reliable promises of direction
based on the revelations of God? Can the past function as an authoritative roadmap to help us as we
experience the new challenges and coneerns of today? Or, are we to be open to new revelations, new
promises? How open should we be and what effeet will such openness have on the past? Are the
promises, values, and structures of the past capable of being dismissed or changed by God? How
would we know for sure?

W
o

A DIALOGUE BETWEEN THE OLD
AND THE NEW

The author of the book of Job was well aware of the need for such dialogue between present and
past. Beginning with the issue of undeserved suffering, Job raises the questions of justice and
special status (election) by probing the relationship of good or bad behavior to good or bad
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consequences. (Why do bad things happen to good people?) Arguing against the systems of justice
found in Deuteronomy and many of the wisdom traditions such as Proverbs, Job initiates a very
challenging conversation. Given the experiences of the exile in particular, the author asks, can we
really say there is a funectional system of retributive justice that rewards the good, faithful, and
obedient, and punishes the wicked, faithless, and disobedient?

See, I have set before you today life and prosperity, death and adversity. If you obey the

commandments of the Loz your Ged that I am commanding yvou today, ... then yvou

shall live and become numerous, and the Lozp your God will bless you in the land that

you are entering to possess. But if your heart turns away and you do not hear, but are

led astray to bow down to other gods and serve them, I declare to you today that you

shall perish. (Deutercnomy 30:15-18)
Job questions both the evidence and the theology of the past, encapsulated in this passage from
Deuteronomy. Based on my own human experience, he says, it just doesn’t work that way. You can
follow all the rules, and still bad things happen to you. If you doubt what I'm saying, just look at
what happens to the pecple all around you. Read the front page of the newspaper or turn on the
television news. Where is God in all of this suffering? The reality of suffering represents a major
challenge to the understanding of God found in many biblical traditions.

Where and how do such conversations between the old and the new oceur today? Think, for
example, of those today we might call prophets, or community builders, or social activists. All of
these are found within our religious communities, arguing that we must change direction, perhaps
even turn around and go back, as Jeremiah, Ezeldel, and Isaiah might have done. Or they are
advocating we repair our parish hall roof or build a new parking lot, as Nehemiah and Ezra might
have done. Or they are peinting to the poor and homeless in our local communities and demanding
the parish allocate human and financial resources to care for these fellow human beings. These
conversations take place in the midst of worshipping congregations in a sermon, in a prayver calling
us to remember and give thanks, in a business meeting where the needs of the parish and
community are addressed, or at the family dinner table over questions of time, talent, and treasure.
In the midst of these conversations a special voice is heard, the voice of scripture and tradition.
Sometimes the voice is filled with familiar and reassuring words, so we remember and give thanks
that we have been given direction and are on the right track. Sometimes the voice of the old clashes
with where we think we need to be going, lifting up a truth we no longer wish to hear and
incorporate into our plans for the church’s future. Like our biblical forebears, we also struggle, in
very new circumstances, with questions of identity, mission, and stability in the light of old, tried-
and-true traditions.

These kinds of questions were very much in the minds of ancient Israel’s faith communities in
the post-exilic period. There were, as we have seen, many traditions in the past, in both oral and
increasingly written forms, to which prophets, priests, sages, and other ecommunity members
appealed for direction. On the other hand, there were the many new and unbelievable
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circumstances of the exile and its aftermath. These called for new thinking and openness to very
different alternatives and roadways for faithful living.

For communities of faith like those found in post-exilic Israel and the contemporary American
church, an important way of addressing the challenges of relating the old and the new is to
participate in a dialogue with the authoritative texts and traditions of the past. In such a dialogue a
serious conversation must oceur in which both sides are open to hearing the other, and are capable
of being changed and shaped by the perspectives of the other. At the heart of what it meansto be a
community of the book, of authoritative writing, of scripture, is participation in a dialogue
between text and community. Central to this dialogue is the premise that God is found in past,
present, and future, and that one vital way of disecovering the will of God is to relate our
foundational writings of the past to new oeccasions promising salvation and revelation. In such
dialogues the text speaks to and shapes the community, providing values, stories, and laws that
result in stability, identity, and mission. But the community brings to the text new revelations, new
sitnations and challenges not necessarily envisioned by the writers of the text, and the text too is
shaped in new and different ways.

Here is another example of dialogue between community and seripture, this time from the
historical narratives contained in 1 and 2 Chronicles and composed during the postexilic period. It
comes from the final prayer of King David about his son, Solomon:

Grant to my son Solomon that with single mind he may keep your commandments,

your decrees, and your statutes, performing all of them, and that he may build the

temple for which I have made provision. (1 Chronicles 29:1g)
The Chronicler’s community is elearly advoeating adherence to the old: the commandments of God
found in Torah. These will continue to provide normative guidance for the people wherever they
may be. Earlier in this prayer David refers to the people as “aliens and transients,” surely a
designation appropriate for a people under the political control of another nation. But here too we
see something new. In the Chronicler’s account, unlike the earlier narrative history of 2 Samuel,
David has “made provision” for the Temple. This is a euphemistic way of referring to the fact that
David provided money and much of the infrastructure for the new Temple. Thus in this later
retelling of the story David, the king par excellence, becomes the master planner of the Temple, the
persen without whom its building would not be possible. This represents a dramatic rereading and
reinterpretation of David in the post-exilic period. For the Chronicler, David becomes a community
builder, the one responsible for a new and rebuilt Temple. Here the authoritative traditions of the
past are being affirmed and changed at one and the same time as the needs of the people also
change.

Today the church continues such dialogue with the scriptures. We cannot add to the text, as the
Chronicler did, but we can surely affirm and supplement the text—in sermons, in official
documents, in how we study the Bible. So, for example, we can stand in the place of the Chrenicler,
acknowledging ourselves to be subject to the authority of God’s commands on the one hand, and
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sing to the Lord a new song on the other. That song might lead to a more inclusive picture of
leadership, one that might even imagine a woman as head over all—surely a long way from the
Chronicler, but following the same path, engaged in the same dialogue, discerning what God is
doing in the life of the people, then and now.

Still, some might ask, how can a text hold its own and be a full dialogue partner? Isn't it subject
to whatever interpretation we may wish to impose upon it? How can the text speak to us? It is the
other who enables the text to speak, to be a dialogue pariner. In the context of discussion and
debate, even in conflict, it is the other who keeps us honest, who reflects the multivalence of the
text, the freedom of the Word to speak to all sorts and conditions. The primary prerequisite for the
Bible to be a full dialogue partner is our own willingness and openness to hear something new or
different, something that could turn us around, change and redirect us. In the end the text speaks
to me through you and others, and vice versa. When Martin Luther had a brilliant insight about the
relationship of faith and works in the Bible, it had to be tested and affirmed by others. When a
bishop or other ecclesiastical leader says that the Bible requires us to uphold the integrity of same-
sex unions, or heterosexual marriage, or both, this must also be tested and affirmed by others. The
community of faith, the people of God, provides the context and the means by which the text speaks
powerfully to all. Dialogue with the biblical text occurs when “two or three are gathered” and when
there is a willingness to listen to both old and new, recognizing that the text itself can be the vehicle
for both preservation and innovation.

The new is where all of us usually begin our conversation and dialogue, primarily because the
new comes to us—sometimes assaults or challenges or wakes us up—through a newspaper or radio
or television or phone call from a friend or conversation with a family member. People bring
difference and “the new” to the text and to other forms of tradition. And there are clearly many
ways to interpret and use the traditions of the past. So far we have focused on the end result of
dialogue with a special focus on thoughts prompted by the new and the present context. These
responses to the new, however, take the past and naseent seripture seriously. Yes, there were crises
and new issues for the post-exilic people to deal with, but we have already seen that they brought
many older traditions and stories to bear on these new challenges. Given the many parallels we can
find between this ancient biblical period and our own, we study the texts of the Bible not first out of
historical interest, but because the resources used then may still serve the church well today.

W
a

DIALOGUE IN THE POST-EXILIC PERIOD
In the early post-exilic period, there was no official consensus about what was or was not

authoritative writing or seripture, nor was there a final, official edition of any part of the Hebrew
seriptures. Nevertheless, it is widely agreed that much of the Torah (Genesis, Excdus, Leviticus,
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Numbers, and Deuteronomy), the Former Prophets (Joshua, Judges, Samuel, and Kings}, much of
what would become the Prophets (Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Ezekiel, as well as Amos, Hosea, Micah,
Habakkuk, Obadiah, Nahum, and Zephaniah), and some of the Writings (some psalms, some
proverbial collections, Job, parts of Chronicles, and Lamentations) were circulating within both
Judean and Diaspora communities. These texts had increasingly widespread authority. The stories,
laws, liturgies, histories, proverbs, and other forms contained traditions central to ancient Israel.
These were the dialogue partners for the biblical communities of faith as they struggled with
questions basie for their identity and their survival as a people.

The traditions in the Torah that contained both foundational stories and covenantal stipulations
were relied upon more than any other texts. The stories and history found in the Former Prophets
were also important, especially as they lifted up David as the paradigm for the past and future
monarchs. The prophetic writings became important reminders of what God had done in judgment,
as well as providing the basis for future expectations in many unfulfilled promises of restoration.
The Psalms contained prayers, old and new, and were continually open to new applications. These
traditions were resources for post-exilic Israel.

Moreover, in the context of radically new and challenging cireumstances in Israel, one thing was
certain. A dialogue between old and new was occurring regularly and with results that differed
dramatically. Given the great changes already made and the need for more, it was inevitable that
different conclusions would be reached about what God was asking the people to be and to do. Even
with the same holding sway—the same conception of God, the same worship patterns—there will be
difference, because of disparate contexts and needs. The dialogue between text and community
occurring at this time viewed the past in four different ways that continue to be important for us
today.

Affirming Tradition

Remember this and consider,

recall it to mind, you transgressors,

remember the former things of old;

for I am God, and there is no other;

I am God, and there is no one like me,

declaring the end from the beginning

and from ancient times things not yet done,
saying, “My purpose shall stand,

and I will fulfill my intention.” (Isaiah 46:8—10)

Many of the post-exilic communities used the biblical traditions in positive and affirming ways.
This is hardly surprising, for they needed to find an anchor. They often found a central focus for
their identity in stories about the patriarchs and kings where God had made important promises,
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still to be fulfilled. They found their identity in laws and stipulations where relationship with God
was remembered and direction given, still to be followed. Surely the exilic oracles of Isaiah and
Ezekiel acknowledge the appropriateness of God’s judgment and punishment for straying off the
path and are, as such, totally compatible with the teachings in Torah and the Former Prophets,
which warned of this.

Tradition provided not only warrant for past judgment, but also substantial hope for the future.
So, for example, the wonderful vision of Isaiah for Israel to be a light to the nations is grounded in
the creation traditions of Genesis (chapters 1 and 2) as well as the promises of blessing to all
nations through Abraham and his descendants (chapter 12). The promise of land to Abraham and
his progeny was also affirmed and hoped for, over and over, not only in Torah, but also in the
Former Prophets, the Psalms, and the Prophets. The notion of election—the speecial choosing by
God of Israel so central to the patriarchal narratives—was of fundamental importance, giving hope
and affirmation that God was still in control of and committed to a long-determined plan. The
oracles of Ezekiel relied heavily upon the cultic infrastructure found in Exodus and Leviticus. The
rebuilding and establishment of the priestly hierarchies needed to be guided by the past. In this
sense, tradition funectioned again as a blueprint for the future, providing familiar values and
directions that continued to reflect God’s will for the people. The vast majority of these textual
traditions are found first in Torah. We have seen that these traditions were important to
community builders like Ezra and they also helped to shape new prophetic and liturgical messages.
Yes, new and different things were happening to the people of Israel. But they would not be
prepared for change and newmness without being anchored in traditions containing promise,
accounts of deliveranee, and calls to responsible faithful living.

Narrowing Tradition

God said, “When the bow is in the clouds, I will see it and remember the everlasting

covenant between God and every living creature of all flesh that is on the earth.” God

said to Noah, “This is the sign of the covenant that I have established between me and

all flesh that is on the earth.” (Genesis g:16—17)

God said to Abraham, “This is my covenant, which you shall keep, between me and vou

and vour offspring after you: Every male among you shall be cireumcised. You shall

circumeise the flesh of your foreskins, and it shall be a sign of the covenant between me

and you.” (Genesis 17:10—11)

The Loro spoke to Moses, saying: Speak to all the congregation of the people of Israel

and say to them: You shall be holy, for I the Lorp your God am holy. (Leviticus 19:1—2)
Sometimes the community needs to repackage and reformulate textual traditions to serve narrower
and more focused goals. For example, the Bible begins by affirming a covenantal relationship
between God and the whole created order (Genesis g). Quickly, however, the focus shifts to the
covenant with Abraham and his particular descendants {Genesis 17). This narrowing of focus does

r

S US AND HOW

not dismiss or ignore the larger context, but it does witness to more pressing needs of some post-
exilic communities and to a lively dialogue between the universal and particular present in the
foundational stories of the community of faith.

Two examples of such use of tradition can be found in the Holiness Code and Deuteronomy. In
Leviticus, collections of laws originally serving many different functions in different contexts have
been brought together under the rubric of holiness. Most of the laws in the Holiness Code were not
new; rather, it was as if we took our traffic eodes and eriminal laws, our church customs and canon
laws, and our medical regulations and combined them all into one collection with a single theme
and purpose. The intentions of all these disparate laws were focused on calling Israel to be a holy
nation and to remember that this mandate was rooted in God’s holiness. Here a community was
narrowing its focus on the law’s purpose in order to provide special direction for the people. They
were set aside for purity, for rebuilding, and for liturgical remembrance. This narrowing of focus
was the result of a serious dialogue between the people with their contemporary needs and the
laws. As Ezra and many others would say, it was necessary for this community to be set apart, to be
pure and holy if they were again to thrive as the people of God.

When your children ask you in time to come, “What is the meaning of the decrees and

the statutes and the ordinances that the Lozp our God has commanded you?” then you

shall say to your children, “We were Pharach’s slaves in Egypt, but the Loso brought us

out of Egypt with a mighty hand.” (Deuteronomy 6:20—21)
In Deuteronomy we also see a community in dialogue with its stories of beginning (patriarchal
promises of land, election of the people) and deliverance (overcoming foreign oppression, freedom
from slavery). This is a big story encompassing the entire book of Genesis and more than half of
Exodus. In Deuteronomy 6, however, the focus is not on the ritual and hymnie texts that surround
the account of the exodus, nor on covenantal relationship, nor on genealogical structures that help
to shape the patriarchal narratives. Instead, this biblical community wants to teach the story to the
next generation. It went to the bottom line: election, promise, foreign oppression, deliverance, land.
No mention of Mount Sinai and the covenant of obligation, just the story. There will be time
enough to deal with the “so what?” of the story, but first folks needed to know it! This particular
formulation of Israel’s history reflects a dialogue with tradition intended to educate and form. Itis a
wonderful example of the community responding to the foundational biblieal stories in creative and
pertinent ways.

Expanding Tradition

The post-exilic period witnesses to the increasing importance of a written versus an oral tradition.
Earlier traditions were often expanded and amplified, creating new traditions,” and there is ample
evidence that their traditions were still very malleable during this period. One good example of the
expansion of tradition can be found in the concern of many different communities with covenant
and relationship. The exile and the scattering of the chosen people among communities in Israel,
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Babylon, and Egypt surely call into question what kind of a relationship the people are now to have
with God. So it was important to affirm that the people continued to be in a good and strong
relationship with God, or that such a relationship was still possible. But on what grounds eould
such an affirmation stand? A variety of monarchical and cultic traditions offered solutions. The
covenants with Noah and Abraham (Genesis), at Sinai (Exodus and Deuteronomy), and with David
(2 Samuel 7, Psalm 132) were primary traditions put into dialogue with post-exilic communities.
But these times ecalled for more than affirmation. Was the covenant still functional? Did the
disobedience and punishment of the people signal something new and different?
One important way the communities of faith expanded covenantal tradition is found in
Jeremiah and Ezekiel. These communities affirmed that the “new” component for relationship with
God would be the graceful gift of an ability to obey and be faithful —something manifestly absent in
the past. As we have seen, for other communities the sign or symbol of an everlasting covenant was
no longer just a promise and a rainbow on God’s part (Genesis g), but a pledge of obedience on
man’s part with circumeision as the sign of that pledge (Genesis 17). Both of these covenants
continue to be valid, but the focus was narrowed, emphasizing human obligation and obedience.
Relationship was important not only between the people and God, but also between the people
and those others who lived in neighboring territories and the larger nations and kingdoms in Egypt
and in Mesopotamia. There were many laws concerning how Israel was to live with the stranger in
the land (Exodus, Deuteronomy), and we have seen that the reforms of Ezra structured the new
community in accordance with these already existent laws, using genealogical material to facilitate
and justify that building process. At the time of Ezra, the community of Jerusalem desperately
needed rebuilding and cchesion; the dialogue with tradition therefore resulted in a different kind of
narrowing. Affirming the need for holiness expressed in Leviticus and elsewhere, Ezra called upon
the community to take the stories and laws dealing with relationships with foreigners and to use
them to create a new orthodoxy. Clearly, the community was more narrowly defined through this
reading of tradition. There is also an ironic twist to all of this, since defining community
membership represents an expansion or addition to the tradition (for example, new genealogies)—
though the tradition added actually narrowed the intention of earlier traditions.
Still another important theme reworked in the exile concerned King David. Two biblical
passages, one early and one later, show very different attitudes toward the figure of David. In the
first, he is confronted by the prophet Nathan:
Nathan said to David, “You are the man! Thus says the Lozp, the God of Israel: I
anointed you king over Israel, and I rescued you from the hand of Saul.... Why have vou
despised the word of the Lorp, to do what is evil in his sight? You have struck down
Uriah the Hittite with the sword, and have taken his wife to be your wife.” (2 Samuel
12:7, 9—10)

Yet, as we have already seen, David assumes a very different role in the Chronieler’s aceount:
David said further to his son Solomeon, “Be strong and of good courage, and act. Do not
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be afraid or dismayed; for the Lorp God, my God, is with you. He will not fail vou or
forsake you, until all the work for the service of the house of the Lozp is finished. Here
are the divisions of the priests and the Levites for all the service of the house of God.... ”
(1 Chreonicles 28:20-21)

Here is another example of an expansion of tradition. As we see in these two passages from 2
Samuel and 1 Chronicles, the history of Israel itself underwent rewriting and revision during the
exile to produce a far more positive view of David’s kingship. 1 and 2 Chronicles adopted new
theological emphases, beginning with nine chapters of genealogies to help establish who belonged
where in the community. Thus they give a very different story of Israel and Judah at the time of the
monarchy. In 2 Samuel, written earlier, we find one of the most diffieult and least attractive biblical
stories—David’s attraction to Bathsheba, his adultery, his ordering of her husband Uriah to be
killed, and the subsequent judgment of God upon him, announced by the prophet Nathan. David
will pay for his transgression with the death of Bathsheba’s firstborn son. The fact that Sclomon is
the second son of Bathsheba and David is the explanation most students of the story have for its
inclusion at all. Yet this story is ignored by the writer of Chronicles! Since we cannot assume the
“older” story had been forgotten and was no longer in circulation among the people, one probable
conclusion is that the Chronicler had a different purpose in mind.

What eould that purpose be? In both Kings and Chronicles there is a final speech of David to his
son, Solomen. In 1 Kings his focus is on remembering the covenant and acting faithfully, as well as
a few deathbed wishes concerning those whom David wanted Solomon to get rid of or reward. But
nowhere in this earlier text does David speak of finishing the work on the Temple and establishing
the vast human infrastructure necessary for its operation and maintenance. Indeed, in Chronicles
David is clearly the architect of all the work necessary for the “service of the house of Ged,”
described in detailed lists contained in Chronicles but absent from Samuel and Kings, where David
is a warrior king rather than a “community builder.”

So we have two very different pictures of David and two very different stories, one written
during the post-exilic period, the other much earlier and probably closer to David and Scolomon’s
time. This focus on the monarchy remains constant in the postexilic period, when the tradition of
David is expanded as he becomes the administrator of the cult and the architect of the Temple’s
personnel & Both pictures can and will be used for a number of important activities in the life of the
community of faith—and both are seriptural and authoritative.

Challenging Tradition

To this point it might appear that the dialogue between old and new cceurring in biblical
communities was essentially a tame, harmonious phenomenon. Yes, there will be new foci, new
definitions of purpose, new roles for seminal figures (Moses, David, the prophets), new acts of God.
But most of this was done within contexts where the past was celebrated and affirmed. The new was
building upon the old in logieal, if sometimes different and graceful ways. But there were also times
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when the conversation between old and new created confliet, when the vision of what God was
calling the people to be and do was at odds with the past, when it was hard to imagine advoeates for
both old and new being in the same room!

By making its heroine a “sojourner from the land of Moab,” the author of the book of Ruth
challenged the traditions of Genesis and Deuteronomy, which saw the region of Moab in a very
negative light. This negative view was affirmed under Ezra’s leadership through the intentional and
strict separation of Israel from this territory and its “foreign” people. The dialogue was between the
book of Ruth and not only the authoritative Torah traditions, but also the Ezra—Nehemiah
communities that used this tradition to do community planning. We can surely imagine this
conversation was anything but calm and cool! Ruth challenged tradition and created tension by
arguing for a universal and inclusive vision of the people of Israel.

The book of Jonah also challenged existing tradition by setting forth a broader and more
universal vision for the future. In this case it is a vision of “the nations,” those foreign powers like
Assyria and Babylonia that were so condemned by eighth-century prophets like Amos and later by
Jeremiah and Ezekiel, who announced God’s judgment against them and their rulers. What is
different about Jonah is the suggestion that if a foreign nation were to repent of its evil, its
repentance would be acceptable to God. Jonah himself is angry at God’s readiness to forgive
Nineveh; it must have been especially grating when similar acts of repentance on the part of Israel
did not result in a lifting of the judgment against them. Such a reinterpretation and dismissal of
long-standing traditions calling for judgment on foreign powers damped down the desire for
revenge and destruetion on the one hand, and called into question Israel’s special status as the
people of God on the other. Once again, we are left with much tension between different
communities’ reading of seripture.

Another challenge to the “received” interpretation of God’s action can be seen when we compare
the prophet Jeremiah’s words with those of the book of Daniel about what will happen after the
exile.

This whole land shall become a ruin and a waste, and these nations shall serve the king
of Babylon seventy years. Then after seventy years are completed, I will punish the king
of Babylon and that nation, the land of the Chaldeans, for their iniquity, says the Loro,
making the land an everlasting waste. I will bring upon that land all the words that I
have uttered against it, everything written in this book, which Jeremiah prophesied
against all the nations. (Jeremiah 25:11-13)
So consider the word and understand the vision: “Seventy weeks are decreed for your
people and your holy ¢ity: to finish the transgression, to put an end to sin, and to atone
for iniquity, to bring in everlasting righteousness, to seal both vision and prophet, and
to anoint a most holy place.” (Daniel g:23-24)
According to Jeremiah, who went into exile in Egypt, Israel has sinned, must go through a horrific
punishment, and then will be restored. The foreign nations like Babylon who were instruments of

God’s wrath will eventually be punished, but Israel will endure great suffering in the meantime.
Much later, however, toward the end of the post-exilic period in Israel in the second century scz,
Jeremiah's words are not so clear to those who are reading them. For example, he had spoken of
foreign rule for “seventy years,” but seventy years had come and gone several times! At the time,
Jeremiah’s community needed to find a way to quantify how long it would take for the exile and its
experiences to be finished and complete. Such a prediction on the part of Jeremiah turned the
prophet from a forth-teller, a preacher, to a fore-teller, someone who tells us what will happen in
the future. But Jeremiah’s prophecy needed amplification and interpretation in order to be applied
to a new oceasion, and thus the book of Daniel challenged the prediction for his own day and spoke
of “seventy weeks” instead of years. The immediacy of the prophetic word is transformed into a
word applicable at a later time.

There are other important differences, differences that represent both expansion of and a
challenge to the original Jeremiah passage. There is clearly a more pronounced, perhaps even
pessimistic statement about the nature of human sin in Daniel, a sin that is more invasive and
permanent. For Jeremiah the system of obedience and reward, discbedience and punishment was
straightforward and easily quantifiable; for Daniel, the whole situation is more complicated and
needs explanation and adjustment. Jeremiah, as a prophet, delivered oracles from God with clarity
and immediate import regardless of whether the people understood them or not. Daniel, as a seer,
receives mysterious and roundabout interpretations of previously clear prophetic words. Daniel is
privy—and through him so are we—to a special revelation concerning exaetly when and how
Jeremiah'’s promise will oceur. And he would not be the last! The community of faith is to be “in the
know” on all of this. How are we, over two millennia later, to read Jeremiah and Daniel and use
their insights for our own day?



