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"NOTHING NEW UNDER THE SUN" IS Bl'J) FOR BUSINESS: BIB
LICAL STUDIES TODAY 

The year 1932 is important in biblical studies for 

three things: the Canadian Society of Biblical Studies 

was begun, Berman Gunkel died, and I was born. 

Now, it is true that the Canadian Society of Bibli

cal Studies did not meet until 1933, but if the gestation 

period for learned societies is closer to that of humans 

that of elephants, we may assume it really began some-

where in 1932 . 

These three events are, I suppose, not of equal im-

portance. For international biblical studies, the death 

of Herman Gunkel in 1932 might be the best known, even 

though Brevard Ch~lds in his recent Introduction pro-

nounced him dead in 1921. Probably only Canadian bibli-

cal scholars will show much interest in the 50th anni-

versary of CSBS. Only my closest family and the McGill 

Pension plan care about the date of my birth. As far as 

Gunkel and myself are concerned, I must admit that I did 

for a time wonder if there might be something to the no

tion of metempyschosis. However, all speculation along 

these lines ceased when I was told that a woman who once 
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met Gunkel reported that he bad "ein Gesicht wie ein 

Topf voll Mauser"-- a face like a pot full of mice . 

As for CSBS, Gunkel, and me, these three things 

have a tenuous connection beyond the year 1932 . At the 

age of 50 , a scholar like myself may well look back and 

wonder whether what he or she has been doing over the 

past couple of decades makes any sense . I would like to 

do some of this . A learned society at 50 years, which 

in Canada is quite an age, might .well reflect on what is 

happening in the discipline it represents . I would like 

to do something of this as well . Gunkel fits in because 

one of his great interests was in the forms of language 

which had emerged in Ancient I srael . I would like to 

pick up this interest in the question of language, al-

though in a different way than Gunkel and his successors 

did . Therefore, this address will be a modest reflection 

on the field of biblical studies . It will be accomplished 

by examining what may be called a new direction in bibli

cal studies, one which has to do with seeing the Bible 

as a work of language . This will be done largely in 

terms of my own work in this area but an attempt will be 

made to set the new direction in the context of biblical 

studies as a whole. 

The title, "'Nothing New Under the Sun' Is Bad for 

Business," expresses the mixed feelings I have about new 
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directions . On the whole, I share the view expressed 

by the quote from Qoheleth. It is an illusion to get 

too excited over the new. The new is often the old. 

It's been done before. Furthermore, the new soon be

comes old as in each new generation, biblical scholars 

driven by dark Oedipal urges arise to kill their fathers. 

But this blood-thirsty rite gives weight to the other 

side of the question. Our business turns on the new, 

going beyond what has already been said, gaining new 

ways of looking at things. And of course, this is the 

fun and the challenge of it all. Thus, I have always 

enjoyed poking around on the fringes trying to sort out 

the brilliant new insights from what is just plain weird. 

But what is this direction that I have described as 

having to do with language? This needs to be identified 

more clearly . Broadly speaking, this approach expresses 

an interest and concern with the fact that the Bible is 

language. Now, this is not news. There have always 

been scholars interested in this. I have already mentioned 

Gunkel. Nevertheless, what has become noticeable in re

cent years is a more concerted and thorough-going effort 

to place this question of language in a central position 

and to follow out the implications of the fact that the 

Bible is language in a more systematic way than has been 

done before. 

5 

This approach can be called a new direction because 

it is not simply an extension of the main lines of criti

cism dominant for the past hundred years or so, usually 

called historical criticism. Historical criticism be-

gan with an analytic thrust. Through source criticism 

and then form criticism, the original oral and written 

units were sought and an attempt was made to link these 

units with there original historical setting. Some have 

also assumed or implied that what the text meant .in its 

original setting is in effect what the text means. Even 

form criticism which is by definition an approach to 

literature ended up by-and- large as a tool for histori

cal reconstruction of the history of Israel not only in 

its literary but also in its political, social, religious, 

and cultural dimensions . With the coming of tradition 

history and redaction criticism, a synthetic thrust 

emerged in historical criticism. The coming together of 

units into larger and larger collections gained the centre 

of attention. But the aim remained largely historical, 

namely, to trace the history of this growth . The prob

lem of meaning became more complex because units were 

now seen as having been read in a number of different 

historical settings beyond the original . Meaning can be 

sought in the shape of final stages of collection and 

the intention of redactors. 
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In the new direction that I am seeking to delineate, 

the historical question is edged out of the centre of 

attention to make room for questions of language. The 

nature of a work of language becomes a significant issue. 

What linguistic and literary structures govern the shape 

of biblical texts? This shift in approach from history 

to language i s s u fficientl y great that one may speak of 

a new perspective, or at least a different perspective. 

In what follows, I will make some general comments on 

the perspective of language, more to the study of narra

tive as a specific illustration (that means my own work 

on narrative), then illustrate further by means of a spe

cific text, Exodus chapter 13:17 to the end of chapter 

14, and finish with a brief evaluation. 

Let me begin, then, with some general observations 

which derive from the notion that two perspectives can 

be adopted toward the Bible, an historical and a language 

perspective. There are actually more perspectives than 

this and this is so because of the nature of the Bible . 

When I say the Bible I usually mean the Hebrew Scriptures 

or Old Testament, although much of what is said can be 

extended to the Chr istian Bible. 

Well, what is the Bible? For purposes of discussion, 

let me say that the Bible is a collection of ancient 
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sacred writings which has continued to be canonical 

scripture for two major religious traditions . This does 

not say everything but it may explain my point . There 

are a number of elements in this rough definition which 

can represent ways of looki ng at the Bible, or perspec

tives one may adopt toward the Bible . For example, to 

say that the Bible is ancient invites historical study . 

This may lead to attempts to the reconstruction of the 

text in its setti ng of Ancient Israel , or an exploration 

of the gap between ancient cultures and our own . Then 

too , the word collection suggests the process of growth 

from small units to ever larger entities which hi storical 

criticism has sought with great industry over so many 

decades to trace and chronicle . 

The fact that the Bible functioned as a collection 

of sacred writings for the religious community of Ancient 

Israel , has significant implications which Brevard Childs , 

for one, has been so anxious to pursue . To be sure, some 

of the material in the Hebrew Bible may have arisen in 

what was in effect a secular context . But probably most 

of it did not . In any case, from very early on most , and 

very soon all , of the writings were functioning as 

special writings for segments of the religious community 

so t hat religious and theological concerns played a role 

in t he proces s of collecting and editing . And so, what 
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Childs is trying to do in what he calls a canonical 

approach may indeed represent a distinct perspective. 

Two ideas are stressed. The development of canon in

volves the notion of sacred writings but also the notion 

that the process of collection in the case of the Hebrew 

Bible was neither haphazard nor random. The religious 

community exercised choice, made selections. New ma

terial was added to old, often with indirect or implied 

comment being made on the old. 

Nor is it irrelevant to biblical studies that the 

Hebrew Bible is still scripture for Judaism and, along 

with the New Testament, for Christianity. For scholars 

within these traditions, the pers pective of the Bible 

as scripture may likely be the most important perspec

tive, although this usually entails the problem of how 

to place a notion of scripture in an appropriate rela

tionship with and not in isolation from other important 

perspectives like historical criticism. One might note 

that the interest in Marxist interpretation of biblical 

texts comes largely, although not exclusively, from per

sons active within Christian communities. 

Finally, the Bible is a collection of writings, an 

artifact of language. This leads to the language per

spective that I spoke of earlier . I have used the term 
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language here rather than simply literary because I have 

in mind a wider range of approaches than the term literary 

usually covers . For example, I would want to include in 

a perspective of language that branch of linguistics 

called discourse analysis which aims at determing the 

factors which produce coherence in texts such as, with 

regard to narrative, the structure of paragraphs, episodes, 

and stories. This kind of study ends up looking at things 

like plot and viewpoint that have usually been features 

examined by literary critics . I would also include the 

kind of study of poetr~ and story done by folklorists . 

Structuralist analysis has grown in no small degree from 

the work of both linguists and folklorists. Structuralist 

analysis of biblical texts has largely been done on New 

Testament texts by scholars at CADIR in Lyon and by 

Daniel Patte but there are some experiments with this 

approach on Old Testament texts, the work of David Jobling, 

for example. 

Then, of course, there are an increasing number of 

studies using literary criticism, as the term is normally 

applied, say, in the study of English literature. David 

Robertson has discussed this in his little book, The Old 

Testament and the Literary Critic. More recently, Robert 

Polzin has drawn on an important strand of Russian lit

erary criticism to develop a compositional analysis 
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which he applied to the Deuteronomist. The work of Robert 

Alter, a scholar in comparative literature, may be men

tioned as well. Most of these linguistic and literary 

studies which I have included in a language approach have 

been done on narrative texts. But there are signs of 

this kind of approach in poetry as well, witness the re

cent books of O'Connor and Kugel. I have not even men

tioned the recent widely publicized book by Northrop Frye. 

While the approaches which I have just mentioned 

represent a wide variety involving different disciplines 

like linguistics, folklore, and literary studies one 

thing is held in common: a major interest in the bibli

cal text, its nature, its structure, its composition as 

a work of language. More often than not, these approaches 

do not simply focus on individual units in the text like 

poems or stories but show a similar interest in the many 

larger collections of texts which make up the Bible, or 

the whole Bible. But the interest is not so much in the 

process or stages of collection as it might be in his

torical criticism but in the ways in which the collection 

displays coherence, the way it sticks together because 

it is language and literature. 

So far, then, we have suggested that a language per

spective is one of a number of perspectives which can be 

adopted toward the Bible. We have seen that an interest 

11 

in text is central to this perspective . Now, we need to 

examine this notion more closely and we can do this I 

think by considering a fundamental decision that any 

scholar has to make at the very start of any study which 

seeks to produce a serious analysis of or systematic re

flection on a text. The whole Bible is too big to swallow 

at one gulp and so for examination and discussion the 

text must be broken up into smaller bits. But this break

ing up of the text is a subtle business. An analyst wants 

to break up the text along natural lines or seams so that 

the smaller e l ements which are obtained are not just 

fragments or chunks torn away at random but are genuine 

elements or constituents . One must also ask what is most 

important : the entities gained through analysis or the 

larger whole from which they are taken. Are these elements 

to be seen as constituent elements of a larger whole which 

is more important than the parts? This is another way of 

asking what kind of collection the Bible is . 

The tradition has presented us with obvious divi

sions: large groupings like law, prophets, and writings, 

then books, chapters and verses . Certainly, in religious 

tradition this collection of books was seen to have a 

very special unity , although in some exegetical traditions 

the unit of the verse seems to have gained remarkable im

portance, functioning almost independently from larger 
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contexts. 

It has been the great contribution of historical 

criticism to demonstrate that the Bible was a collection 

in a much more complex sense than the traditional divi

sions have indicated. We have noted how the basic units 

in historical analysis were things like a portion of 

text which could be attributed to a single author or 

literary units like stories and poems, which may have 

circulated independently in oral tradition. Larger col

lections like Noth ' s Deuteronomistic historical work 

were also identified . Marking historical stages has 

been an important principle in this kind of criticism. 

For many, it was deemed important and reveal ing to 

identify the various literary units and collections and 

set them out along a chronological line, that is, to see 

the Bible as the sum of its units and collections . There 

is a genuine payoff for this kind of analysis. This is 

well known, and little more need be said. 

On the other hand, the traditional shape of the 

Bible continued to have a great appeal. This is remark

able, given the historical complexity we now know it to 

have . This success of the traditional form suggests 

that the various parts of the Bible stick together rather 

well. The Bible gives the impression of being a major 
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literary work . In fact, persons who are trained in the 

study of literature see such a measure of coherence that 

they often argue that it is more useful to read the Bible 

as it stands than re- arranged in chronological order 

(Northrop Frye, for example). Now, the point is really 

not the size of the unit. There is no reason why one 

may not study from the perspective of language a single 

story, or a historical layer like the Priestly tradition. 

What needs to be seen is that, in terms of the structures 

of language, meaningful units can be put together from 

heterogeneous elements from different times and authors . 

For example, the narrative of the Pentateuch seems to 

flow fairly well, even though a careful reader can dis

tinguish a number of sources from different historical 

periods with different points of view. Narratives, at 

least of this traditional sort, can be stuck together to 

form larger and thicker stories . To follow these lines 

is, I think, to get close to the heart of the matter . 

It is to ask about the nature of language, about the 

structures of language, of texts, of literary works. 

These are large questions . Scholars who have 

adopted a language perspective, for some or all of 

their work, are trying in many and various way to come 

to grips with them at least as far as biblical texts 
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are concerned . There has been much experimenting with 

linguistic, folkl orist , structuralist, and literary 

approaches . As in other fields, many experiments do not 

work very well. 

The best I can do to illustrate what I take to be 

a perspective of language is to say something about my 

own experiments , my work on narrative . 

When I began working on narrative, it struc~ me 

that I would not go too far wrong if I focused on what 

appears to be a very basic characteristic of narrati ve, 

at least for the kinds of traditional narration found 

in the Bible, that is , narrative acti on, which is often 

described in terms of movement from complication to 

resolution. Stories begin and stories end . We usually 

know when a story begins and we usually know when it 

ends . We sense when a tens ion arises that needs a resolu

tion and we sense when it has been resolved. A narrator 

may well choose to focus attention on other features 

found in narrative, something about a character or some

thing unusual about an event, nevertheless all this will 

be done within this basic framework of narrative action, 

a movement from complication to resolution. 

My own work began with an examination of the shortest 

stories I could find in the Hebrew Bible in the hope that 
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these , being reduced to the barest essentials, would 

yield a clear and uncomplicated view of narrative action . 

The Russian folklorist Vladimi r Propp drew attention in 

his work on fairy tales to the fact that stories which 

were very different on the surface actually had very 

similar underlying patterns of narrative action. My 

analysi s of biblical texts at a modest level of abstrac

tion indicates that a small number of story ?atterns are 

being repeated over and over again in many different 

forms. one such pattern has to do with punishment : a 

wrong is done and a wrong is punished . 

Another pattern which is very common moves from a 

difficulty to a removal of the difficulty. This often 

accomplished by an intervention of the deity who rescues 

persons from various situations through his power . The 

healing of ~aaman has such a pattern . Less often there 

is no miracle because the hero rescues himself or others 

by his wits or his strength . 

I have called patterns like the punishment and 

rescue patterns "action sequences" and have suggested 

that these sequences are a basic building block of narra

tive . One action sequence like a punishment sequence can 

itself be a s tory but more sequences can be added, em

bedded, or intertwined to £orm longer and more complex 

stories . The f uller story of Naaman , Elisha, and Gehazi 
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joins a punishment story to a rescue story. In my view, 

the coherence of the larger narrative complexes of the Bible 

like the Pentateuch even though composed of different layers 

and sources can be traced by examining how action sequence 

are related to each other. There is another way in which 

action sequences induce coherence in the biblical text. 

Reading one punishment story can evoke all other punishment 

stories. To read one rescue story can evoke all other 

rescue stories. Since punishment and rescue are important 

features of the prophetic tradition and the psalms, then 

there are also powerful links between narrative and other 

traditions. 

This leads to one final matter which may be taken up 

before examining Exodus 13 and 14 . In speaking of the Bible 

as a collection and in considerinq how one breaks up a text 

for analysis, we have been dealing with conflicting signals. 

On the one hand, the familiar contribution of historical 

criticism was noted, according to which the Bible can be 

seen as a complex layering of traditions consisting of 

individual stories, poems, and other genres up through even 

larger collections. It is very easy to stress differences 

and be very sensitive to distinctions from this perspective. 

On the other hand, scholars looking at the problem 

of language and text, especially those using a literary 

approach, are more inclined to talk about coherence and what 
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holds texts together. I can refer again to the views of 

David Robertson. He suggests that a literary critic normally 

works with the assumption, once a specific text has been 

selected for study, that the selected portion is a meaningful 

whole . If one, then, chooses to study the book of Genesis, 

the important subdivisions would be the Abraham stories, 

the Isaac stories, the Jacob stories, and the Joseph 

story, · all of which a critic would seek to relate to each 

other . "The critic assumes," says Robertson, "that the 

tex t he is interpreting is a whole, and that, while not 

every part of the text is of equal importance, every part 

is i ntegr al to the whole and each part modifies the meaning 

of the whole" (6) . Robertson does not deny the existence 

of J , E, and P . In fact, he sees no reason why one could 

not select any one of these as the object of literary 

analysis . But for him, doing the whole of Genesis is more 

fun. 

Robert Polzin has made a similar statement in his 

recent book Moses and the Deuteronomist, a literary study 

of the Deuteronomic history. "I will assume from the start" 

he says, "that the Deuteronomic History is a unified literary 

work" (18) . Polzin does not any more than Robertson reject 

the existence of sources or editorial activity over a long 

period of time . Re claims that "we are still responsible 

for making sense of the present text by assuming that the 

present text, in more cases than previously realized, does 
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make sense" (17) which sounds a little less absolute than 

Robertson. Indeed, his position is not exactly that of 

Robertson's in that he has adapted his approach to the 

composition of biblical texts from the theories of Mikhail 

Bakhtin, a Russian literary critic. As far as I understand 

it, Bakhtin sees discourse in society as multiole and, 

in addition, holds that one kind of novel (Dostoevsky 

is taken as an example) reflects these multiple languages 

of society within the structure of the navel itself so that 

it can be described a polyphonic having a number of voices 

participating in an internal dialogue . However, this system 

of languages is organized in a literary way. One still 

thinks of an author but the intention of the author is 

refracted through the many social languages brought together 

in the novel. The idea of many voices is intriguing and 

it will be interesting to see where Polzin's adaptation of 

Bakhtin leads and how he finally relates the notion of a 

unified literary work with an implied author and the idea 

of many voices in the work. 

This point, the concept of an integral whole or 

unified literary work, has always troubled me when applied 

to biblical texts because so many of these are clearly 

composite . I am certainly not arguing against looking for 

coherence in such texts since my own work has led in this 

direction . I am simply asking if the assumption of a single 

integrating intention as a heuristic construct will encourage 
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a tilt toward seeing unity or coherence where ever 

possible in a similar way that the notion of sources 

has encouraged a tilt toward finding diversity wherever 

possible in historical criticism. Is there not something 

in between these two choices? Is the supposition of a 

composite text which shows real signs of being put together 

from different sources or traditions and yet at the same 

time displays a significant measure of coherence possible? 

This would not mean rejecting the idea of a literary whole 

but it might require us to consider a different way of 

talking about such a composite whole whether this be 

individual stories, larger collections in the Bible, or 

the whole Bible . Indeed, it intri9Ued me to see that 

Robert Alter, in his recent book, The Art of Biblical 

Narrative, does take up the idea of composite narrative 

to explore what this might mean in connection with some 

biblical examples. We will return to this issue later . 

The last major step to be taken is to examine briefly 

a biblical text in order to see some of the things which 

emerge when a language perspective is adopted . It is not 

possible to consider all the new and interesting approaches 

which are being tried currently. I will stick to my knitting 

and consider especially two issues mentioned already: action 

sequences as important constituents of narrative and the 

problem of how to deal critically with a composite text. 
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That section of Exodus which runs from v.l7 of chapter 

thirteen on to the end of chapter 14 is well-known to all. 

In the present form of the Bible, this text is part of a 

much larger narrative which includes the plagues and 

culminates in the slaughter of the first-born leading 

directly to the departure of the Israelites from Egypt. 

Nevertheless, the chosen selection is sufficiently self

contained to provide a useful basis for discussion. In 

a broad sense, the account of the events found in Exodus 

13:17 and 14 gives the impression of being a sinqle account 

of a single event. After leaving Egyot, the people 

find themselves in the wilderness. Pharaoh sets out after 

them . The remarkable happening at the sea leaves the 

Egyptian army dead and the Israelites free to go their way. 

Nevertheless, as everyone knows, this passage has long 

been viewed as a combination of different sources, mainly 

J and p with a little dash of E. From S.R. Driver to the 

recent commentaries of Martin Noth and Brevard Childs, few 

significant differences are evident in identification of 

sources. This division into sources is based on some serious 

tensions evident at key points in the narrative. From the 

point of view of the question of composite narrative, 

it will be important to measure the force of these tensions 

and so two focal points will be considered briefly. 

The first focal point is verse 21 of chapter 14. This 
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verse comes at the point in the story where the waters 

are moved. The text runs this way: "Moses stretched 

out his hand over the sea. Yahweh caused the waters to 

move all night by means of a strong east wind. He made 

the sea dry ground. The waters were split." Since 

Yahweh had instructed Moses earlier to stretch out his 

hand and split the waters, one assumes that here Moses is 

doing what he was told. But what has troubled scholars 

about this verse is that in between these two actions we 

are told that Yahweh caused a wind to blow all night so 

that the sea became dry ground. I find it difficult not 

to agree with those who say that we have two conflicting 

pictures here: one, where the waters are split dramatically 

forming, as the next verse indicates, two walls on either 

side and another where the waters are moved off by the action 

of a wind blowing all night. The remarkable think from 

our point of view is why anyone would want to intertwine 

these in the same verse implyinq that we were dealing with 

one event. This is the most striking tension in the story . 

The same conflicting view is continued in the verses 

which follows when we learn of the fate of the Egyptian army. 

The conflicts are less sharp. The apparent clogging of 

the chariot wheels in verse 25 may fit the picture of waters 

blown away by the wind. In verses 27 and 28, Moses again 

raises his hand and the waters, apparently collapsing from 
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the walls they had formed on either side, cover the Egyptians. 

But in between these two actions, it is said that the waters 

returned to their normal course in the morning, as though 

the waters blown away by the wind during the night 1•ere 

not allowed to return. Verse 24 adds another feature. 

Yahweh, looking down from the pillar of fire and cloud, 

panics the Egyptian camp. This could be a third picture of 

what happened. 

The second focal point is in the first few verses of 

chapter 14. The question here is : why did Pharaoh pursue 

the Israelites? The first four verses of chapter 14 seem 

to give a clear answer. In a speech to Moses, Yahweh tells 

him to have the people turn back and camo near the sea. 

Pharaoh will think they are confused. Yahweh will harden 

his heart to pursue so that Yahweh will be able to gain a 

glorious victory. But this speech is followed directly 

in v.S by a puzzling statement to the effect that the King 

of Egypt received a report that the people had fled. Then 

right after this in the same verse it is reported that 

Pharaoh and h1s officials have a change of heart and regret 

letting Israel leave their service. The statement telling 

of the pursuit is repeated two or three times . There seem 

to be two pictures about the pursuit . In one, Yahweh sets 

a trap. In the other, Pharaoh regrets his earlier action 

and sets out to do something about it. l'lhether the report 
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about a flight of the people is a fragment of yet another 

version is difficult to say. 

In mentioning these two focal points of tension in 

the narrative, I am saying nothinq new. It is all old 

stuff. I am simply affirming that I too see significant 

tension and think that any close reader of the text would 

as well. But there is another way in which tension can 

be seen in the story and this is related to the narrative 

action, that is, these movements in the story from complication 

to resolution which have been called above narrative sequences. 

Two parallel sequences can be identified. 

One of these can be called a rescue sequence in that 

there is a difficulty or danger which is removed. One 

picks this up with decision of Pharaoh to pursue the Israelites. 

When the Egyptian army arrives on the scene, the Israelites 

are terrified and cry out to Moses. It is only at this 

point that Moses tells the people not to fear for Yahweh 

will perform a rescue, a deliverance. This happens in the 

event at the sea, where v. 30 emphasizes that Yahweh delivered 

Israel . In this sequence, there appears to be a real danger 

and a dramatic rescue. 

Intertwined with this action sequence, there seems to 

be another kind of movement. Yahweh has decided well 

beforehand to humiliate Pharaoh in order to assert his own 

power . He plans to get Pharaoh out in the wilderness near 
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the sea and gain a glorious victory, and this happens. 

The movement of the action starts with an announcement 

in which Yahweh tells Moses what he plans to do. This 

sort of thing can be the beginning of an action sequence 

and provide the kind of tension which is needed to start 

a story. Once the announcement is made, we are waiting 

to hear how it works out. Once it happens, we are 

satisfied and the action sequence is at an end. Childs 

notices this element and calls it an announcement-fulfillment 

pattern, although I do not believe he is very successful 

in describing the narrative in this section because he 

has not developed appropriate ways of discussing narrative. 

Now in this sequence (announcement-happens), there is no 

danger to the people of Israel and therefore no rescue. 

Pharaoh is being set up. Yahweh will see to it that he comes 

out after Israel so that his army will be destroyed. 

In my view, these two action sequences, the rescue and 

the announcement, run side by side in the story and thus 

provide a more fundamental tension than the contradictory 

details mentioned earlier. The rescue in parts of the 

story usually attributed to it would seem to make real 

sense only if there was a real danger from Pharaoh's 

pursuit. The announcement in parts of the story usually 

attributed to it implies that Pharaoh was at no time really 

in control of events. 
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This, then, is what one might call a composite narrative. 

How does one read such a text? We have seen that source 

analysis has found definite signs of a J account, a P 

account, and traces of E. Certainly there are indications 

in the tensions both with regard to details and to action 

sequences that there are at least two different pictures 

of what happened as well as some puzzling details which may 

point to at least one other picture and possibly more. Why 

not do what is often done: separate the text into two or 

three sources and deal with each one independently as 

chronologically distinct stages giving different versions 

of the Exodus story? This is certainly possible but one 

must reconstruct what each version must have been since 

the process of joining the accounts involved the leaving 

out parts of at least some of the versions. In his 

commentary, Childs gives a tentative reconstruction of 

the sources. Even so, Childs, as you might expect, is not 

happy to leave it there. Some persons or persons merged 

these account and so must have thought it important to do 

so. He speaks of the final author or witness. He argues 

that the redactor has formed a story which was different 

from its parts. This final literary production is according 

to him a meaningful composition and has an integrity of its 

own. In other words, he seems to be taking a position similar 

to that of a literary critic like Robertson quoted above, 
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without, however, adopting a literary perspective or 

adopting any modes of analysis which would normally be 

associated with literary criticism. As far as I can tell, 

Childs simply gives an example of how one might read the 

story as a single story if one were determined to do so. 

And this seems to mean ignoring or playing down the 

tensions in the story which I have outlined above. I agree 

with Childs, and with literary critics, who believe that 

there is sufficient justification for reading this story 

as it is Cas well as in its sources). Someone tried hard 

to weave sources together as though this were one story 

about one event. Yet, the tensions are unresolvable and 

irreducible . Nevertheless, we are invited to see what we 

can make of this composition. It is certainly worth a try 

before we conclude that someone tried to put two versions 

together which do not match but did not succeed. 

Our problems may have something to do with perception. 

On the wall of the classroom in which I often teach is a 

copy of a painting which one critic has called the most 

significant of our century. It is Picasso's Guernica. 

It is his response to the destruction of a l ittle Spanish 

town by German bombers in the Civil War. In this picture, 

a cluster of images: a bull, a horse, a woman with a dead 

child, a lamp in a woman's arm, a lightbulb, an arm clutching 

27 

a broken sword, all fragments of external reality, each 

one distorted by shifts in perspective, merge into one 

another blurring and confusing the shapes. This is a 

deliberate and shocking composite. It is not directly 

comparable to composite biblical materials. One might 

think also of the Dutch artist M.C. Escher some of whose 

paintings appear at first glance to be quite natural 

but on closer examination contain fundamental contradictions, 

such as the Waterfall where the water from a waterfall 

flows into a channel which ends up feeding the same waterfall. 

At any rate, all that needs to be said on this point 

is that modern art is one of the things, and it is only 

one of many, which suggests that a meaningful whole in art 

or literature need not present a unified picture but may 

embrace tensions and contradictions. The stark example 

of modern art may at least encourage us to struggle with 

composite texts containing strong tensions and contradictions 

and to be open to exploring different kinds of perception, 

different way of perceiving. When Robert Alter discusses 

composite biblical texts, he proposes that biblical writers 

and redactors had "certain notions of unity rather different 

from our own" so that they were led "to violate what a 

later age and culture would be disposed to think of as 

canons of unity and logical coherence" (133). He mentions 

postcubist painting with its contradictory mixtures of profile 
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and frontal perspective as an example of a style involving 

a different notion of unity. 

If we may return to the Exodus text just briefly, 

many of the tensions in details and narrative action seem 

to cluster around the one issue, the description of the 

divine as present and active. This is where the blur is. 

As we have seen, some details indicate direct divine action 

and presence . Yahweh is there in a cloud. From the cloud 

he panics the Egyptian camp and shakes them into the sea. 

On the other hand, indirect action is seen where Moses acts 

as agent and intermediary, even though the miracle of splitting 

the waters is a very dramatic, direct intervention of 

supernatural powers. The movement of the water by the east 

wind, while still striking, is more indirectly brought about 

by natural agencies working more slowly. From the point 

of view of action sequences, the announcement sequence 

views Yahweh as supremely in control, stage-managing 

everything without any opposition. The rescue sequence 

sees Yahweh entering into a situation of genuine conflict 

with a real enemy threatening. 

In a way, it should not be suprising to discover 

blurring and tensions in connection with deity. Many 

religious traditions would reflect this in their attempts 

to discuss, tell stories about or depict in poems the 

supernatural or the transcendent. In the New Testament 
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traditions in the Gospels illustrate this, especially the 

resurrection accounts. I think that one can take composite 

texts like the Exodus seriously with all the tensions 

they present because they reflect in a smaller way some of 

the fundamental ambiguities of the larger tradition which 

is not limited to the relatively small n~er of composite 

narratives like the Exodus story . The whole Bible is a 

composite and, if one wishes to grasp as a whole the rich

ness and complexity of this whole, we will need to reflect 

further on things like the nature of perception, the signif

icance of ambiguity, and how one develops a critical 

approach capable of dealing adequately with such issues. 

Isaiah 40-55 was, most would say, all from one author. 

Yet , it still represents a strange and puzzling composite 

of oracles combining some remarkable tensions, such as the 

pictures of the presence and action of Yahweh seen in 

Chapter 40 compared with that in Chapter 53. Job is a 

composite and continues to puzzle, intrigue, and challenge 

interpreters. 

As Picasso struggled to grasp the complex and confusing 

nature of twentieth century humanity, perhaps in an analogous 

way Ancient Israel was struggling at the borders of language 

to state their compelling yet illusive vision of the Divine, 

which no single image captured for them satisfactorily, such 

that only in the clash of images shimmered the reality they 

believed so deeply encountered them. 
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The perspective I have discussed under the heading 

of a new perspective is just one among the many possible 

ones that make up biblical studies. The problem of the one 

and the many has been with us since the pre-Socratics at 

least. Can all the multiple perspectives be gathered into 

one great perspective or model? This is appealing but I 

see no encouraging signs of this at the moment. Must one 

be chosen over the other? Perhaps we simply do what we 

feel compelled to do, or want to do, or just plain enjoy 

doing . I would like to think that as a community of 

scholars we could maintain a sense of humility sufficiently 

to work for healthy cooperation and debate, of course 

setting high standards and making stern demands on ourselves, 

in the hope that in the clash of our proposals and views, 

our theories and hypotheses, some glimmers of the truth 

we seek may be afforded to us. 
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ANNUAL MEETING (1982) 

PAPERS 

Presidential Address 

R.C. Culley (MeGill) '"Nothing New Under the Sun' Is Bad for 
Business: Biblical Stud les Today" . 

Guest Lecturers 

C. Davis (Concordia ) "The Impact of Biblical Criticism on the 
Concept of Theology". 

J. Cold (Waterloo) "The Bible as a Literary Phenomenon". 

H. Orlinsky (New York) "Translating the Bible for Protestants, 
Catholics and Jews''· Professor Orlinsky also spoke at the CSBS 50th 
anniversary banquet . 

J.Z. Smith (Chicago) "Empty Thrones: Apocalyptic and Magic in 
Late Antiquity" (The Carleton University McMartin Memorial Lecture). 

Hebrew Bible 

D. Burke (Toronto ) "2 Kings 21:1-18: Will the real Manaueh pleaae 
stand up?" (CSBS student prize essay). 

E.W. Conrad (Brisbane) "'Fear Not' Oracles in Second Isaiah". 

C. Cox (Brandon) "Theodotian's Translation of Job". 

M. DeRoche (McMaster) "Covenant Lawsuit in the pre-Exilic Prophets". 

L. Eslinger (McMaster) "A Literary Analysis of I. Sam. 8-12". 

W.O. McCready (Calgary) "Law in IV Ezra" . 

S. McEvenue (Concordia) "The Elohist and the Ancestress". 

L. Toombs (Wilfrid Laurier) "The Northern Negeb under the Divided 
~.onarchy". 

C. Yee (Toronto) "Two Presuppoeitions in Hosean Scholarship: A 
Methodological Debate". 
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New Tesument 

S. Brown (Toronto) "The Jesus of History and Contemporary 
Historiography". 

J . H. Corbett (Toronto) "Reflections on Normative Self-Definition 
in Early Christianity". 

D. Fraikin (Queena) "Jesus the Persuader". 

A. Leske (Concordia) "Covenant Implications for Paul 'a Concept of 
Justification by Faith". 

S .N. Mason (Toronto) "Pontius Pilate in History: A Critique of P. 
Winter" (CSBS student prhe essay) . 

B. Meyer (McMaster) "Did Paul's View of Resurrection undergo 
Development?" 

A. Reinhart% (Toronto) "Doubting Thomas and the Johannine View of 
Signs-Faith". 

G.P. Richardson (Toronto) "Proto-Luke and the Paultne Mission" . 

Biblical Studies (general) 

S. B. Frost (McGill) "Science and Creation: A Nineteenth Century 
Comment'' .. 

J • Sandys-Wunsch (Memorial) '"Biblical Theology' in the Eighteenth 
Century" . 

S~nar: Anti - Judaism in Early Christianity 

L. Caston (Vancouver) "Retrospect". 

H. Remus (Wilfrid Laurier) "Justin •s Dialogue". 

H. Rollmann (Memorial) "Didache 6:2". 

A. Segal (Barnard) "Judaism and Gnosticism" . 

Seminar: The Book of Job 

P . Dion with Messra. S . Dempster, P. Gentry and W. Morrow (Toronto) 
"O'Connor's 'Hebrew Verae Structure• and the Book of Job". 

I.J. K.agedan (Winnipeg) "Akkadian- based contribution• to the Book 
of Job" . 
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Research Reports 

E.G. Clark (Toronto) "Targums"· 

P.C. Cralgie (Calgary) "Ugaritlc". 

B. Pry:tbylski (Edmonton) "The McMaster Project" and the CSBS 
seminar "Anti-Judaism in Early Christianity". 

CANADIAN SOCIETY OF BIBLICAL STUDIES 

SOCIETiCANADIENNE DES ETUDES BIBLIQUES 

PROCEEDINGS OF THE SOCIETY 

50th Annual Meeting 

Universite d'Ottawa, 1982 

The 50th Annual Business Meeting of the Society was held on Wednesday, 
June 2, 1982 at the Universlte d'Ottawa. 

The meeting was called to order by the President, Professor R. C. 
Culley . 

1 . Agenda . The agenda was adopted as distributed . 

2 . Memor ial Resolutions . Brief resolutions were moved by the Secr etary 
i n r emembr ance of William Stewart McCullough (ob . May 4, 1982) and 
Nathaniel Herrington Parker (ob . April 24, 1981}, both past 
Pr es i den ts of the Society . Fuller resolutions will be deposited in 
the Society ' s archives . 

3 . Minutes of the 49th Annual Meeting were adopted as printed in the 
~n, with the addition of Hr . Quammie'e name to the list of 
those attending (Richardson/Brunet). 

Business Arising - none. 

4 . Report of the Treasurer. The Treasurer's Report and financial 
stat ement was adopted as circulated (Fox/Brunet) (see pp . 38,39) . 
The Treasurer moved: "that the membership fee be $22 for regular 
members, $14 for students, and $12 for dual me.'Dbers . " Carried (Fox/ 
Runnalls) . 

5. (a) Election of New Members . The following were elected to member
ship in the Society (Fox/Williams): Warren Trenchard, Ian B. 
Maclennan, George Skillington, David Schroeder, Gerald Cerbrandt, 
Waldemar Jan:ten, John Kampen, Willi Joubert, leadore Gorski, Ray 
Shankman, Solomon Aina, M. ALma Losier, Harvey C. Henderson, Steven 
N. Mason, Sydney H.T. Page, Michael DeRoche, Daniel J. Block, 
Harton Finlayson, Barbara E. Organ, Shalla A. Welssenberger . 

(b) Election of Life Members . It was unanimously agreed to elect 
the following as life members (Fox/Dlon): S.B. Frost, G. Johnston, 
R. J . Wiliams . 
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Nominating Committee. the Vice-President put the following names in 
nomination for 1982-1983 (Klassen/Rurd). 

Vice-President (1982-1983) and President (1983-1984): Donna Runnalls 
Member-at-large (1982-1984 to fill out Professor Runnals' term): 

C. Foley (to continue as Publications Chairman) 
Member-at-large (1982-1985) W. McCready (to serve as Programme 

Chairman) 
CCSR Delegate (1982-1984 to complete P. Craigie's term): C. Foley 

Members were reminded that the following continue to serve: 

President (1982-1983) W. Klassen 
Treasurer (1980-1983) O.J. Fox 
Member-at-large (1980-1983) L. Gaston 
Secretary (1982-1985) S.G. Wilson 
C~l Delegate (1981-1984 ) C. P. Richardson 

No further nominations were made and the above were declared elected. 
A vote of thanks was extended to G.P. Richardson for his term as 
Secretary. 

7. Programme Committee. No report was necessary. Thanks were extended 
to Professors Wilson and Pummer. 

8. Publications Committee. Professor Foley reported that the SR issue 
was out, and thanked Professors Dion, Halpern, Klassen, CahiTl and 
Anderson for editorial help. He reported that no action was 
recommended on last year's suggestion to start a new journal. The 
state of the MSS before the CCSR was noted, as was the delay of 
Professor Moir's A Sense of Proportion from Scholar's Press . 

9. Canadian Corporation for Studies in Religion. Professor Craigie 
reported. 

10. Canadian Federation for the Humanities . Professor Richardson 
reported on the revivified Newsletter, C.F.H.'s lobbying activities, 
SSKRCC•s five- year plan, plans to alter the Constitution of C. F . R., 
and the Mediterranean Institute . 

11. Report of the Executive Secretary 

(a) The deliberations of this and other Executives was outlined on 
the matter of cooperation. It was hoped that (i) Presidential 
address slots would be kept clear; (ii) programmes would be 
circulated at the annual meetings; (iii) the joint session would 
continue, as decided by the three programme chairmen, with a speaker 
preferably from outside the societies, and with no responses; (iv) 
seminars might begin beyond the scope of a single society. 

(b) Seminars. It was expected to start a seminar in 1983 on "Torah 
and Nomos." the choice between "The Bible and English Literature" 
and "Literary theory and Biblical Narrative" was put to the meeting . 
"Literary Theory" won hands down. 
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There being no other business the meeting adjourned at 4 . 30 to hear 
Professor Culley 's Presidential Address. 
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Report of the Treasurer (Dr. D.J. Fox) 
to the 1982 Annual meeting of C. S.B. S. 

Accompanying this report is the financial sta,ement of the Socie'y from 
May lst, 1981, to April 30th, 1982, this being the financial year 
established by the membership at its last annual mee,ing. 

Through the generosi'Y of the Social Sciences and Humanities Research 
Council of Canada the executive received a travel grant of $2,200 for its 
meeting in Hay, 1981, and an additional $1,000 for i's meeting in Ottawa 
in January, 1982. The Canadian Federation for the Humanities provided the 
executive with a special grant of $1,000 to cover some of the extra 
expenses related to executive, secretarial and printing expenses. We are 
grateful to S. S. H. R.C . C. and C.F.H. for these grants which have enabled 
the members of the executive to meet and plan for this special anniversary 
meeting of C. S.B. S . 

We are also grateful to S.S .H. R.C.C. through C.F.H. for a travel grant of 
$3,016 which assisted twenty-one of our members (excluding the executive) 
to attend 'he 1981 meeting in Halifax. 

I wish to emphasize that one important factor in the calculation of our 
annual travel grant is the number of members who officially registered 
(i . e . , paid the registration fee) at the previous annual meeting. 

Apart from receiving the above travel grants, C. S.B.S. is self-supporting. 
In the past year we continued to pay $6.00 per member for Studies in 
Religion (excluding those who hold "dual" membership, i..e. those who are 
members of C. S. S.R. or C.T.S.), and $3 .00 per full -time faculty member as 
our Society's membership fee in the Canadian Federation for the 
Humanities. 

We now have one hundred and fifty-one members (excluding those to be 
received at this annual meeting). All our members have full voting 
privileges, but in terms of the present schedule of dues they are as 
follows (the figures for 1981 are in brackets): 

Life members 5 (5) 
Full members 112 (117) 
Dual members 18 (15) 
Student members 16 (21) 

151 (158) 

While our financial year ends on April 30th, our membership dues cover the 
calendar year and are collected ln the autumn of each preceding year. The 
first notice for the renewal of memberships for 1983 will be sent out in 
the latter part of September. I would appeal to all members to respond 
promptly to that notice . 
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CANADIAN SOCIEtY OP BIBLICAL STUDIES 

FINANCIAL STATEMENT 

May 1st, 1981 - April 30th , 1982 

CURRENT ACCOUNT 

Receipts 

Balance, May 1st, 1981 
Executive Travel Grant from SSRRCC (May/81) 
Annual Meetin~ Travel Grant from CFR (May/81) 
Executive Grant from SSRRCC (Jan. /82) 
Executive Grant from CFH (Jan . /82) 
Members dues 
u.s. exchange 

Expenditures 

Subscriptions to Studies in Religion 
Canadian Federation of the Hunanities 
Executive Travel (May/81) 
Annual Meeting Travel (May/81) 
Annual Meeting Expenses (May/81) 
Executive Travel (Jan./82) 
Executive Meeting Expenses (Jan . /82) 
Secretarial help for Bulletin 
Printing of Bulletin 
Printing and mailinll (from University of Toronto) 
Posta~e 

Telephone 
Bank charges 

Balance 

Uncashed cheque 

BANK BALANCE (as of April 30th, 1982) 

Sl,263. 36 
2,200. 00 
3,016. 00 
1,000. 00 
1,000. 00 
1,959 . 50 

7.19 

828.00 
333 . 00 

2,219 . 00 
3,016.00 

139 . 33 
1,519.35 

227 . 06 
47 .25 

275 .98 
141.87 
149.12 

45.76 
7 . 00 

SPECIAL SAVINGS ACCOUNT 

(for Tax Deductible Donations) 

Receipts 

Balance, May 1st, 1981 
Bank Interest 

BALANCE (as of April 30th, 1982) 

Expenditures - None 

$10,446.05 

8, 948. 72 

1,497 .33 

145. 00 

s 1,642.33 

Sl07.08 
62.92 

$170.00 

Note: The reason for this high amount is that during the year $2,000 from 
the current account was held in this savings account for several 
months . 

Subt:~ittetl by 

Dou~las J . Fox, 
Treasurer, C. S. B. S. 
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With D. E. Salter s . Proclamation 2: Aids for Interpreting the Lessons 
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~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
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Ed. From Sabbath to Lords Day: A Biblical, Historical and 
Theological Investigation. Grand Rapids: Zondervan Press, 1982 . 
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A Commentary on the Gospel of Mark. Good News Bible Commentary 
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and Row, 1983 . 

Luedemann, G. 
Paulus, der Heidenpapostel, Vol. II Antipaultnismus im fruhen 
Christentum. Gottingen, 1983 . 

Paulus und das Judentum. Munchen, 1983 . 

Olson, T. 
Millennialism, Utopianism and Progress . Toronto: University of 
Toronto Press, 1982 . 

Remus, H. 
Pagan-Christian Conflict Over Miracle in the Second Century. 
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Trenchard, W.C. 
Ben Sirs's View of Woemn: A Literarv Analysis. Brown Judaic 
Studies. Chico: Scholar's Press, 1§82. 

Trites, A.A. 
New Testament Witness in Today•s WOrld . Valley Forge, Pa . : Judson 
Press, 1983. 
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"Jesus and The Sabbath in the Four Gospels," in From Sabbath to 
Lord's Day: A Biblical, Historical and Theological Investigation. 
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Bulletin, 331 (1982), 59- 91 . 
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NOTICES 

Members are reminded of the following Newsletters which were 
initiated under the auspices of the Society . 

"NEWSLETTER FOR UGARITIC SnJDIES" 

For full information write: 

The Edltor 
Newsletter for Ugaritic Studies 
Dr. P.C. Craigie 
The University of Calgary 
Calgary, Alberta, T2N 1N4 

"NEWSLETTER FOR TARGUMIC AND COGNATE SnJDIES" 

For full information write: 

The Editor 
Newsletter for Targumic and Cognat e Studies 
Dr . E.G. Clark 
Dept. of Near Eastern Studies 
University of Toronto 
Toronto, Ontario 
M5S lAl 
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