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Reading the Christian Old Testament in the Contemporary World 
Daniel L. Smith-Christopher 

In nineteenth-century Charleston, South Carolina, the Old Testament seemed to assure Episcopal clergyman 
Frederick Dalcho that slavery was consistent with Christian faith. The same Old Testament, however, 
particularly Josh. 6:21, just as powerfully inspired fellow Charleston resident and former slave Denmark Vesey 
to plan a slave revolt. Those involved in the slave revolt felt assured that God would help them “utterly destroy 
all in the city, both men and women, young and old, with the edge of the sword” (Edgerton 1999, 101–25).  In 
2010, Steven Hayward, at that time F. K. Weyerhaeuser Fellow at the American Enterprise Institute, published 
an essay in which he read the story of Joseph in Egypt as a dire warning against government intervention, and 
suggested that his reading of these texts from Genesis served as a defense of a free-market, private-property 
economic system. Also in 2010, John Rogerson, professor of Scripture at Sheffield University, began his book 
on Old Testament theology, written because he, too, believed that the “Old Testament has something to say to 
today’s world(s),” by stating that he wrote as “an Anglican priest . . . a humanist and a socialist” (Rogerson, 11). 
Dr. James Edwards, of the Center for Immigration Studies, reads some of the Mosaic laws of the Old Testament 
as defending firm national borders, low tolerance for immigration rights, and concerns for cultural corruption by 
outsiders (Edwards 2009), while Dr. Lai Ling Elizabeth Ngan of Baylor University, an Asian American scholar, 
finds that the Old Testament story about God’s listening to the prayers of the ‘foreign woman’, namely Hagar,  
“redefines boundaries that others have inscribed for her”; the story suggests that modern Christians should 
uphold the dignity of all peoples and resist denigrating people because of physical or racial differences (Ngan 
2006, 83). 

These are six Christians, all reading their Old Testament in the contemporary world. The fact that not all 
of these voices are biblical scholars, however, only serves to highlight the fact that reading the Christian Old 
Testament in the contemporary world is a complex mixture of the scholarly as well as the popular, stereotyped 
traditional views as well as innovative new insights, and that reading the Old Testament  often strikingly divides 
readers into quite seriously opposing social and political views. Does this mean that reading the Christian Bible 
(Old or New Testament) in the modern world is a parade example of Cole Porter’s 1934 song “Anything Goes”? 
Is it a matter of some disappointment that we can still agree with Leo Perdue’s 1994 observation that “no 
commanding contemporary theology has yet appeared to form a consensus” (Perdue 1994, 8[])? 

I would argue that there is no cause for despair. Quite to the contrary! One of the most fascinating 
aspects of reading the Christian Old Testament in the contemporary world is not simply that there is 
unprecedented enthusiasm and diversity among scholars and viewpoints in the field but also that this diversity 
itself is part of an ongoing debate and discussion. At the outset, however, we should clarify that we are 
interested in thinking about serious readings of the Christian Old Testament, and not merely social or political 
propaganda that lightly seasons its rhetoric with a few Bible verses. 

Marketplaces vs. Museums 
Biblical scholarship is separated from religious propaganda not only by the fact that biblical scholarship 
presumes a basic orientation in the relevant historical contexts of the ancient world, familiarity with a diversity 
of texts both ancient and modern, and the ability to recognize a good argument supported by credible evidence 
or reasonable suggestions. These are all essential, of course. What really separates biblical scholarship from 
propaganda is the fact that biblical scholarship in the contemporary world is part of an ongoing discussion—a 
discussion that knows and listens to the challenges of others and seeks to contribute one’s own insights as part 
of the discussion. As in all fields of discovery and intellectual endeavor, the success of biblical scholarship is not 
to be measured by the achievement of some dominant unanimity, but rather is judged by the quality and results 
of the participation in the scholarly tasks at hand and the shared perception that progress is taking place. We are 
seeing and understanding biblical texts in ever more profound and provocative ways. However, one of the most 
striking aspects of the rise of simplistic or propagandist use of the Bible is precisely its refusal to engage in 
dialogue, self-correction, or even acknowledgment of rival views, beyond the occasional ad hominem dismissal 
of arguments based solely on their association with groups identified by politicized generalizations—for 
example, “those liberals.” 
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What we are suggesting is that there is an essential dialogue in modern, serious reading of the Bible. 
So, if this essay on reading the Christian Old Testament is not to be a rehearsal of some of the grand theories 
generally agreed on, now and forever (like a quiet museum tour of accomplishments), it is time for a new 
guiding image. I am intrigued by suggestions of the Cuban American New Testament scholar Fernando Segovia, 
who celebrates diversity in dialogue over the Scriptures. Segovia has famously suggested the “marketplace of 
ideas,” rather like Wole Soyinka’s discussion of the Silk Road market town Samarkand, as an image of modern 
sharing and exchanging of multicultural ideas and friendships (see Segovia and Tolbert; Segovia; Soyinka). An 
introduction to reading the Christian Old Testament in the contemporary world does not need to provide a 
historical survey of the “great ideas” that led to the present. Good surveys already exist, if European-dominated 
ideas are one’s particular interest (e.g., Ollenburger; Rogerson 1984; Hayes and Prussner). Marketplaces can be 
elusive, however. They exist within the totality of the lives of people from everywhere, people who set up stalls 
and shop. Like the night markets of Auckland, New Zealand, or Darwin, Australia, they appear at designated 
places, at the designated hours, but otherwise there is only quiet. In short, the image of the marketplace suggests 
that we need a guidebook. 

Laura Pulido, Laura Barraclough, and Wendy Cheng have recently published a marvelous, politically 
informed tour guide titled A People’s Guide to Los Angeles (2012). The introduction itself is worth the price of 
admission. In these preliminary observations, the authors reflect on guidebooks and Los Angeles itself. 

A People’s Guide to Los Angeles is a deliberate political disruption of the way Los Angeles is 
commonly known and experienced. . . . Guidebooks select sites, put them on a map, and interpret them 
in terms of their historical and contemporary significance. All such representations are political, because 
they highlight some perspectives while overlooking others. Struggles over who and what counts as 
“historic” and worthy of a visit involve decisions about who belongs and who doesn’t, who is worth 
remembering and who can be forgotten, who we have been and who we are becoming. 

They continue, 

Mainstream guidebooks typically describe and interpret their sites through the story of one person— 
almost always a man, and usually the capitalist who invested in a place, or its architect or designer. In 
doing so, they reinforce an individualized and masculinist way of thinking about history. Meanwhile, 
the collectives of people who actually created, built, or used the space remain nameless. 

It would be difficult to think of a better series of thoughts to begin an essay on reading the Christian Old 
Testament in the contemporary world, because biblical analysis is rarely, if ever, written without some 
contemporary concerns in mind. Modern biblical theologies, for example, now usually identify the perspective 
of the author in the contemporary world (e.g., Brueggemann 1997; Rogerson 2010). Thus I am quite certain that 
part of the reason I agree with this need for a new image is that I write as a Christian who was born into, and 
very self-consciously remain informed by, the Quaker tradition. I also learned a great deal of biblical history, 
language, and theology from my fellow Christian sectarians the Mennonites, and I was first inspired to think 
seriously about biblical theology in high school by reading Vernard Eller, a theologian from yet another of my 
sister sectarian movements, the Church of the Brethren (informally known as the Dunkers). This means that I 
write as a Christian raised on “counterhistories” of the Christian movement—George Fox on Pendle Hill, 
Margaret Fell at Swarthmore, Conrad Grebel in Zurich, and Alexander Mack in Philadelphia—in addition to the 
canonical events of Christian history, such as the councils, the division between Rome and the Eastern 
Orthodox, Calvin, Luther, Wesley, and so on. I am thus well aware that texts, like towns, are susceptible to 
decisions about which locations are worthy of a visit, and which locations ought to be “memorialized” as deeply 
important. We could visit the old, established halls memorializing conquest or power—or we can find the 
marketplaces where we can encounter new ideas, argue with the “stall keepers” (the authors), make offers and 
listen to the counteroffers. In short, Christian biblical scholarship is tolerant of a variety of particular views of 
biblical texts, grammar, history, or theological interpretation. It is quite properly intolerant of the refusal to 
participate in dialogue with others. One of the hallmarks of propagandist abuses of the Bible in the modern 
world is the virtual absence of dialogue with other serious students of the Bible—a refusal to appear in the 
marketplace where ideas are examined and challenged. 
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It might seem that all this “marketplace” talk runs the risk of privileging process rather than results, and 
thus avoiding the hard work of evaluating whether ideas are good or bad, and then promoting the good. It is a 
uniquely contemporary heresy, however, to privilege solitary ideas or accomplishments while overlooking the 
long processes that often lead to any achievements worthy of celebration. Furthermore, to celebrate dialogue in 
the development of Christian thought about the Bible has sometimes been thought to be a uniquely modern 
phenomenon. That is already a mistake. What constitutes the “Old Testament,” and even whether to have one, 
have both been matters of serious debate in Christian history. 

The Christian Old Testament as a Product of Dialogue 
Let us begin with a deceptively simple question: What constitutes the Old Testament? Christians do not even 
agree on this! Before the early Christian movement that historians now routinely refer to as “orthodox” arose 
victorious, the determination of what would be the authorized and foundational writings for Christian faith was a 
lively debate. The so-called Festal Letter 39 of Athanasius, which includes the earliest authoritative [ “list” of a 
canon of the Christian Bible, is dated to (a surprisingly late) 367 CE. Before then, debates about texts clearly 
ranged widely, and this does not even address the interesting continued use of noncanonical lore in popular, pre-
Reformation medieval theater in the streets and churches of Europe (see Muir). 

Furthermore, Athanasius’s fourth-century declaration did not really settle the matter. Protestant, 
Catholic, and Orthodox Christians have each determined to authorize slightly different Old Testaments. 
Catholics, staying with the collection of Jewish writings that appeared in some of the old Greek translations 
known as the Septuagint (LXX), have included a series of books in the Old Testament that Protestants do not 
recognize, which Catholics call “deuterocanonical,” and the Orthodox have chosen to include even a few more 
of these later Jewish (but still pre-Christian) writings. Protestants usually refer to these works as “the 
Apocrypha.” Having said this, however, the difference between Christian canons has fewer implications for 
biblical scholarship than one might suspect at first. This is primarily because academic biblical studies, 
including biblical theological work, now tends to overlook specific church doctrines regarding the categories of 
“canonical,” “deuterocanonical,” and “noncanonical” writings. In the biblical studies marketplace, no text, 
artifact, ancient translation, or geographical context is “off limits” to research, comment, and consideration. 
Canonical works obviously get the most attention—but it is hardly exclusive—and commentaries and critical 
analysis of noncanonical writing often makes significant contributions to the further understanding of the 
canonical work as well. But we aren’t finished with dialogue in relation to the existence of the Old Testament. 

In fact, Christianity was marked by diversity in dialogue from the very beginning, as any sober reading 
of the arguments discussed in book of Acts clearly reveals. One reason that dialogue is such an important 
context for thinking about the Old Testament is the fact that the very existence of a “Christian Old Testament” 
was not a matter of widespread agreement in the earliest history of Christianity. The early Christian convert 
Marcion (ca. 85–160) famously proposed that true Christianity ought to discard any connection whatsoever to 
Judaism and the Jewish tradition; he embraced only a limited number of writings to represent this clean break 
between Jesus and the Jewish tradition (he proposed only a version of Luke, and ten Pauline epistles). However, 
the reaction was furious and widespread. W. H. C. Frend argues that Marcion holds the distinction of being “one 
of the very few opponents of orthodoxy whom Greek and Latin theologians united in damning. For nearly a 
century after his death . . . he was the arch-heretic” (212). Clearly, not every idea in the marketplace survives. 
We can stop cynically humming Porter’s “Anything Goes” now. 

The first Christian centuries, therefore, bequeath a task to all subsequent generations of readers of the 
“Christian Old Testament,” namely, to take these writings into serious consideration when determining the 
nature of Christian faith. Furthermore, the vast majority of modern Christian communities (Protestant, Catholic, 
and Orthodox) have agreed with the church fathers and mothers of the first centuries that Christianity does 
indeed have a “canon,” and that the Hebrew writings are part of it. Is this a settled issue, then? Hardly. Before 
we can speak of ways the Christian Old Testament is being read in the contemporary world, it is important to 
acknowledge, however briefly, that there are still ways it is not being read, and that it is even effectively 
ignored, in Christian faith and practice. Marcion still haunts us. 
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Tourism vs. Engagement: Ignoring the Marketplace? 
As Aidan Nichols has recently acknowledged for the Catholic Church (2007), and as many others have 
suggested for other churches (Jenkins 2006, 42–47), a serious tendency remains among many Christian 
traditions in the modern world to overlook the larger part of their Bible before the Gospel of Matthew begins. 
Effectively ignoring the witness of the Old Testament for modern Christian faith and practice has sometimes 
been referred to as “Neo-Marcionism” (Nichols, 81[?]). Even though few modern Christians would explicitly 
admit to it, the lack of effective education or preaching in Old Testament/Hebrew Bible studies is an alarming 
prospect for Christian faith and practice. A Christian theology cannot be true to the historic legacy of the faith 
tradition if it perpetuates such a neo-Marcionite subordination of these texts. This can happen in a number of 
ways, but it is more typical of popular and/or propagandist readings of the Bible than in biblical scholarship. In 
fact, some ways of “reading the Christian Old Testament” are simply ways to avoid it! 

For example, there is a huge market for “Bible prophecy” books in the United States. One of the most 
significant criticisms of this popular literature is not only its total neglect of serious biblical scholarship on the 
prophetic books of the Old Testament but also its exclusive interest in how the books of the Bible may be 
“decoded” so that they can be understood to refer to contemporary events—as if the eighth-century-BCE book of 
Amos were actually speaking about twentieth-century Russia, or second-century-BCE portions of the book of 
Daniel were actually speaking about the twentieth-century ayatollahs of Iran. This “decoding” process usually 
neglects the historical content of the Old Testament book at hand in favor of what it is “understood” to be saying 
about modern times. In short, the actual content is merely a code. Its decoded meaning has nothing to do with 
what is actually written, when it was written, or who may have written it. One effective way of entirely ignoring 
a biblical book, then, is to completely reconstruct it without regard to its actual content as a historical work. This 
may not be Marcion’s original idea, but he would clearly approve. This radical transformation of the work has 
little to do with actual study of it, nor is this part of the serious dialogue taking place about how the books of the 
Old Testament ought to inform contemporary Christian faith and practice. 

This case of wildly popular literature on Bible prophecy in the modern world is particularly ironic. 
While some Christians frequently fault biblical scholars for not accepting the “plain sense” of the biblical text, it 
is astounding how carefully the various approaches to Bible prophecy omit any engagement with the most 
straightforward, or “plain,” messages of the prophets of ancient Israel, namely, God’s concern for the poor and 
the judgment threatened against the rich and powerful, those who, in the unforgettable images of Amos and 
Isaiah, 

trample the head of the poor into the dust of the earth, 
and push the afflicted out of the way (Amos 2:7) 

or who 

join house to house, 
who add field to field, 

until there is room for no one but you, 
and you are left to live alone 
in the midst of the land! (Isa. 5:8) 

No decoding seems necessary here. Radically altering the Old Testament texts beyond any credible historical or 
theological contexts in the process is clearly to do violence to those texts. 

Another even more problematic way to virtually ignore the Old Testament in the Christian tradition is 
the Christian idea that the Old Testament is “old” and therefore largely replaced by the New Testament. Jesus is 
thus understood  to have so reformed Jewish thought, very much as in Marcion’s original proposal, that very 
little of the Old Testament is left of any real importance for Christian theology (save, perhaps, for the Ten 
Commandments). The dangers of such a “de-Semiticized” Jesus are legion, beginning with the problem of 
failing to understand Jesus’ own faith tradition. For example, the event universally known as the “cleansing of 
the temple” is incomprehensible apart from recognizing that Jesus cites two Hebrew prophets in the act (Jer. 
7:11 and Isa. 56:7). The reactions to Jesus’ famous “reading” in his home synagogue in Luke 4 are equally 
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incomprehensible apart from carefully noting the Old Testament references therein. Such examples can be 
multiplied throughout the New Testament. 

Finally, the Hebrew tradition in both its historic and contemporary expressions is revered by a living 
people. Contemporary Christian scholarship is increasingly open to dialogue with Jewish biblical scholarship. 
Even though all Christians share most of the books of the Jewish canon with Judaism, there has been historically 
a significant difference in Jewish study of the Bible as opposed to Christian study (see summaries in Sommer 
2012]). One of the important characteristics of modern Christian readings of the Old Testament is that Jewish, 
Roman Catholic, Orthodox, and Protestant Scripture scholars are all in dialogue and discussion with each other 
in biblical studies on levels unprecedented before the twentieth century, and these dialogues continue in a 
variety of academic contexts in the twenty-first century. 

Exorcising the ghost of Marcion from contemporary Christian scholarship of the Old Testament 
properly insists that taking the Old Testament seriously for Christian faith and practice involves a consideration 
of what Old Testament writings can say to the Christian tradition, not vice versa; Christian tradition should not 
use the Old Testament to buttress predetermined doctrinal ideas derived from the New Testament. Dictating 
terms to the Old Testament will never allow it to speak to Christian faith and practice in new and challenging 
ways. That isn’t the way a marketplace works, after all, and trying to fix prices and control commodities only 
leads to other marketplaces. 

The Role of Historical Events in the Old Testament for Christian Faith and Practice 
We have already determined that the adjective Christian in our title means that we are interested in how the Old 
Testament speaks to Christian faith and practice, and therefore we are interested in discussing the role of 
“biblical theology.” Here we encounter one of the loudest sectors of our marketplace. There are contemporary 
scholars (see Barr) who maintain an older tradition that suggests Old Testament scholarship should never be 
primarily “religious” or “theological,” but rather historical, examining texts and other ancient evidence and then 
handing the results over to the theologians. Thus some scholars believe that biblical theology seeks to identify 
an exclusively historical expression of past belief (e.g., What did the ancient Israelites believe?). Indeed, the 
famous inaugural lecture of Johann Gabler in 1787, considered by some to be the “founding document” of this 
understanding of biblical theology (Gabler, 497), argued quite forcefully for maintaining a clear separation 
between biblical theology, defined as an exclusively historical enterprise, on the one hand, and systematic 
(“dogmatic”) theology on the other. 

It should be acknowledged that many modern biblical scholars would insist on this same separation 
between the historical and the theological approaches to Old Testament study and firmly place themselves in the 
“historical questions only” camp. Some scholars, again citing the late James Barr, have no objection to doing 
Christian theology based on biblical ideas, but believe that the formulation of these religious ideas ought to be a 
separate task from the exclusively historical task of Old Testament study. There are others who have doubts 
about religious belief in general or about the viability or validity of the specific religious traditions that make 
religious use of these writings. Some biblical scholars self-identify as atheists, for example, and there are even 
contemporary biblical scholars who openly condemn the very notion of a viable contemporary belief informed 
by the Bible (e.g., Avalos).  

Both versions of the “historical analysis only” argument would maintain that it is not only possible but 
also necessary for a scholar of biblical texts to refrain from allowing contemporary interests or commitments 
(religious or otherwise) to “bias” or “interfere” with the task of historical analysis. This proposed form of 
historical analysis is represented as an activity that seeks to emulate scientific methodology as much as possible. 
The goal of this approach is thus described as “objective knowledge,” or at least a close approximation of 
objective knowledge, even if these scholars were to acknowledge that certain influences or limitations of a time 
period certainly apply, such as the state of historical, archaeological, and textual studies at the time. In either 
case, the result is similar: a form of biblical studies that would be understood entirely as an aspect of historical 
investigation, no different in kind from determining what Shakespeare or Isaac Newton may have “believed,” on 
religious (or any other) questions. Thus, while some may think or hope that their work could contribute to 
Christian faith and practice, they would carefully leave that task to others. 
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Interest-Free Biblical Analysis? 
Recent debates, however, forcefully challenge many of the methodological assumptions that a bias-free analysis 
of historical texts is even a possible, much less laudable, goal. The term postmodernism is normally assigned to 
such challenges. Especially since the work of Thomas Kuhn (who gave us the concept of a “paradigm shift,” 
1996) and Paul Feyerabend (who calls for an “anarchist theory of knowledge,” 2010), even the notion of an 
“objective” scientific analysis (science being the purported, even if largely self-appointed, model of objective 
analysis for all fields of inquiry) has been largely abandoned as both claim and goal. Motivations or interests do 
not necessarily poison results, but in the postmodern age, we are always vigilant about their influence, and thus 
the tendency in postmodernism is to declare such “interests” in the work itself. Does this preclude the possibility 
of doing biblical theology for modern Christian faith and practice? I contend that the postmodern criticism of a 
“bias-free” analysis of the Bible not only allows an enterprise of biblical theology but also positively encourages 
it. 

The endless debates about the precise meaning of postmodernism need not distract us from a useful 
insight associated with this term: all knowledge is contingent. What we “know” usually depends on what we 
seek to know, and thus the questions we think to ask. Furthermore, what we investigate is influenced by own 
concerns, and we also sort out and determine which of our results are the most important. This is all part of the 
dialogue of diversity and, in twenty-first century study of the Christian Old Testament, is now a widely 
acknowledged working assumption. Few would deny the importance of not only the identification of one’s own 
working interests and assumptions in thinking about how the Christian Old Testament can speak to the modern 
age but also the retrospective work of placing older Old Testament theological writings in important social and 
historical contexts in ways that deepen our appreciation of their achievements and limitations (Rogerson 1984). 

Is there a “Collapse of History” in Christian Old Testament Study? 
There is an interesting debate going on in another sector of the marketplace. In his recent important monographs 
on the problems of Old Testament biblical theology, Leo Purdue refers to a “collapse of history” in recent 
biblical studies. One of the ways he formulates this point is to ask: Can these predominantly religious texts 
really help us reconstruct historical events in ancient Israel? If not, how can it be said that Israel’s experience is 
important for contemporary readers who are seeking to read these texts as a guide to events that inform 
contemporary faith and practice? Perdue alludes to an important ongoing debate that began in the late twentieth 
century, a debate about our ability to know much actual history from what is available to us both in the Old 
Testament texts and in the relevant archaeological work (both ancient texts and artifacts) that supplements the 
study of biblical texts. 

Especially after the publication of Thomas L. Thompson’s widely cited monograph The Historicity of 
the Patriarchal Narratives (1974), fiery debates ensued between scholars who were divided (often unfairly) into 
“camps” called “minimalists” and “maximalists.” These terms referred to those who despaired of the ability to 
be confident about historical events at all (thus “minimalists”) and those who thought there was actually a great 
deal more evidence for biblical history than was often acknowledged (so Dever 2001; 2003). An interesting 
summary view of some of the historical debates is provided by Grabbe. 

However, as some contemporary scholars have pointed out (see Brueggemann), these debates about 
historical events and biblical narratives mask the importance of answering a previous question, namely, whether 
establishing that an event happened––or precisely how it happened––automatically dictates a corresponding 
religious significance to that event. Clearly, it does not. Even if I can be convinced, for example, that the 
measurements of the temple provided in Ezekiel 4048 are precise, accurate dimensions of the Jerusalem temple 
during the first millennium BCE, this does not strike me as having monumental importance for Christian faith 
and practice. It may have quite fascinating historical interest, but theological significance? This can also apply 
to less obscure issues. For example, determining that the texts in the opening chapters of the book of Exodus 
give us a more or less “historically reliable” report of the actual events of Israelites departing from Egypt does 
not thereby answer the question: Of what significance is the departure from Egypt for contemporary Christian 
faith and practice? Simply agreeing on the historical reliability of a biblical passage leaves considerable ground 
to cover on questions of significance. Simply agreeing on the historical details of the exodus, for example, does 
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not thereby make one a liberation theologian. In fact, precious little of the powerful writings of liberation 
theology, beginning with the 1968 gathering of bishops in Medellín, Columbia (CELAM), actually debated the 
historical details of the book of Exodus. It is not that the historical story is insignificant; but rather its historical 
significance, if any, needs to be part of the theological argument, and not the entire task. 

What happens when different perspectives can no longer be united on a particular reading of biblical 
events, especially on the accompanying significance of those events? Dominant and influential Old Testament 
theologies of the past depended on accepting an assigned weight to particular passages or biblical events that 
were considered central or guiding concepts, and thus critically important for modern theology. For example, 
Walter Eichrodt proposed that the idea of God’s establishing agreements or “covenants” with God’s people 
represents the central notion of the entire Hebrew Bible (Eichrodt 1961; 1967; the original German volumes 
were published in 1933 and 1935). Gerhard von Rad’s equally influential Old Testament theology (Rad 1962; 
1965; German 1957 and 1960) argued for the central importance of certain narratives of faith that Israelites 
allegedly repeated (he used the term “creeds”) as indications of their faith, and thus suggested that Israelites 
were people who identified with such narratives. There is little doubt that such theological arguments, based on 
readings of the Old Testament, exerted a powerful influence on Christian theological education throughout the 
Western world in the twentieth century. 

However, what if differing perspectives on the part of modern readers of the Bible–– especially 
influenced by differing life situations (ethnicity, gender, etc.)––suggest to some modern readers that different 
biblical “events” in the Old Testament (whether unquestionably historical or not) are more important than 
others? Examples are not difficult to cite. On the one hand, after 1968, Latin American biblical scholars 
(especially Roman Catholic scholars) determined that the Moses and Exodus stories had a powerful message for 
them in their modern-day circumstances of economic poverty. On the other hand, Native American (Osage) 
professor of American studies Robert Allan Warrior famously challenged biblical theologians who celebrated 
the exodus and the entry to a “promised land” by noting that Native Americans frankly had more in common 
with the beleaguered Canaanites, reminding us that indigenous peoples continue to have an ambiguous 
relationship with the legacy of the book of Joshua (see Warrior). Nineteenth-century African American slaves 
also determined that the Jonah and Daniel stories had powerful messages for them in their circumstances of 
oppression and suppression (Levine; Cone 1992). Finally, recent suggestions view the conquest of Jerusalem in 
587 and the subsequent exile of thousands of Judeans (Albertz; Ahn) as a biblical event with serious theological 
implications (Brueggemann; Smith-Christopher 2002). Nineteenth-century Maori Christians in New Zealand 
determined that the prophets were powerful examples of a new form of pantribal leadership that had new 
potential to unite previously fragmented tribal peoples in opposition to growing European settlement, and some 
even looked to the Davidic monarchy as a model for a new and culturally unprecedented Maori king, and thus 
an answer to the power and authority of the British Crown (Elsmore 1985; 1989). Is all this also a “collapse of 
history”? Or is it really the collapse of dominant readings of history in the face of alternative decisions about 
central ideas, events, and themes? 

There is little doubt that some Christian biblical scholars and theologians lament the absence of the 
dominant Old Testament readings. Such a view arguably represents a kind of wistfulness for the “good old 
days” when a dominant perspective seemed to influence writing and doing (and teaching!) Old Testament 
theology in Christian institutions of higher learning. Not only does this “hoped-for dominant” perspective do 
violence to those who were never part of the “dominant perspective” (because they were either gender or 
cultural minorities, e.g., women, African American, Asian American, Latino/Latina, or theological minorities 
such as Anabaptists, Quakers, or Pentecostals), but it is also arguably built on a largely discredited model of 
intellectual progress that mimics seventeenth- to twentieth-century Western imperial politics and social values—
namely, the (intellectual) goal of domination and the vanquishing of opposition. 

Surely an alternative to dominance or conquest is concord, dialogue, and cooperation in common 
causes. If we are to read the Christian Old Testament, and consider it theologically significant, then that 
theological significance will have to extend to the entire world. The emerging Christian world is now based in 
the Southern Hemisphere (Jenkins 2002). Reading the Christian Old Testament is thus by necessity a global 
enterprise. The modern marketplace is diverse indeed, and there are a number of ways to recognize this 
diversity. 
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Contemporary Worlds in Dialogue 
We have seen that Segovia’s “marketplace of ideas” does not so much despair of speaking of the past at all, 
much less signal a “collapse of history.” The issue is not whether history can be written any longer. Rather, the 
issue is how different histories, and different texts, can be understood to matter in differing contexts. 
Marketplaces can resist organization. Nevertheless, there are perhaps two general ways of sorting the diversity 
in view. One way is to focus on the identities of the participants themselves, especially in those cases when they 
consciously and explicitly draw on these identities in their reading of the Bible. The other is to focus on 
challenges to the human enterprise in local or global contexts. Many of these challenges will require that we 
marshal our collective wisdom in order to survive as a species, and there are hardly more urgent reasons for 
biblical scholars to make their contribution to the ideological, spiritual, and political will of people to act in 
positive ways. 

Text and Experience: The Feminist Pioneering of New Questions 

New Testament scholar Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza points out that it was early feminist critical studies that 
largely opened up critical readings of both the New and Old Testaments from a perspective informed by 
particular “interests” (see Schüssler Fiorenza). One of first of these interests was reviewing the long-presumed 
subordination of women in the narratives of the Bible. It is interesting to see how this work progressed in a 
variety of different directions, all inspired by gender-related questions. For some feminist readers of the Bible, 
restating the often unacknowledged positive and powerful roles of women in the Bible is an important corrective 
to assumptions about the exclusive biblical focus on men (Gafney; Meyers 1988/2013). Phyllis Trible, on the 
other hand, pioneered the role of an unvarnished focus on destructive texts featuring violence against women, 
calling them “texts of terror” and thus highlighting dangerous tendencies within historical biblical cultures 
themselves (see Trible). Renita Weems, similarly, opened a line of investigation on the prophetic use of violent 
language associated with feminized subjects and objects that also betrayed violent attitudes (e.g., “Lady 
Jerusalem,” Weems 1995). Kathleen O’Connor, Elizabeth Boase, and Carleen Mandolfo have taken this 
conversation further, suggesting that there is evidence of an ongoing dialogue with “Lady Jerusalem” that began 
with the violent imagery noted by Weems in Hosea and Ezekiel, but then continued to Lamentations and 
Deutero-Isaiah, suggesting that there is acknowledgment of and even repentance for this violence (see 
O’Connor; Boase; Mandolfo). There are many other directions that studies can go, many of which explicitly 
identify as feminist, or gender-interested, analysis (see, e.g., Yee 2003). 

The feminist approach, far from being a limiting perspective, has moved methodologically from an 
interest in one formulation of a “minority” perspective––namely, the role of women––to a comparative interest 
in how this critical approach relates to other issues of “gendering” and “embodiment” in the Bible 
(homosexuality, prostitution, especially the vexed question of temple prostitution, foreign wives of mixed 
marriages, gender in relation to slavery, etc.). This approach can also move beyond questions of gender. These 
early feminist perspectives quite logically moved toward an interest in those who are considered “marginalized” 
in Hebrew texts—for example, Edomites, Egyptians, Moabites, those lumped together as “aliens” in the Mosaic 
laws, foreign workers—for other reasons. Interesting work indeed. But what does it have to do with Christian 
faith and practice? 

While not all feminist analysis of the Bible is done with the hope that it will contribute to a more 
equitable and egalitarian Christian movement in the contemporary world, a considerable amount is. 

Cultural Identities and Social Situations in the Marketplace 

Feminism is not the only “contemporary interest” that has driven new questions in Christian biblical analysis. 
Especially those who hope biblical analysis will affect Christian faith and practice have made significant 
contributions. Already in narratives of freed slaves in North America, African American readers of the Bible 
were reflecting on their own insights, especially as a countertheology to the European preachers who constantly 
preached obedience and subservience (see Raboteau; Hopkins and Cummings). In fact, it is possible to trace a 
twentieth-century flowering of these early readings, some of which began by reexamining the role of explicitly 
identified Africans in biblical history (see Felder) in a manner similar to those who reexamined the Old 
Testament stories explicitly about women. One clear goal was to highlight African presence in the Bible that had 
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been neglected in the face of racial prejudice in the modern world against those of African descent. However, in 
the wake of important calls for a more assertive black theology in the twentieth century (Cone 1970), this 
project then expanded in different directions in ways very similar to the expansion of gender-related questions 
(and often intersecting with gender questions, e.g., in “womanist” analysis; see Weems 1991). In the African 
American context, the appearance of the groundbreaking work Stony the Road We Trod (Felder) was a major 
contribution to the maturing of contemporary, consciously African American biblical scholarship. Included in 
this collection were essays that dealt not only with historical-critical analysis of the Bible from an African 
American perspective, but with the use of the Bible in the history of African American interpretation. Further 
work on African American history of interpretation (Callahan; Wimbush) continues to make important 
contributions to unique insights into both the later use of Scripture, but also arguments contributing to historical 
understanding of the texts themselves. Not only is the role of the Bible in African American history itself the 
subject of important analysis, but African American biblical analysis is also interested in examining texts that 
have been used historically to suppress both those of explicitly African descent (for example, to defend slavery) 
and many non-European peoples. A convergence in methods, and sometimes goals, began to emerge that sought 
to forge alliances across explicitly named cultural or ethnic categories. 

So, even though it has followed a different trajectory than African American scholarship, Latino/Latina 
literature now also holds an important place in the context of the United States. For example, Justo González, 
Jean-Paul Ruiz, and Miguel De La Torre (2002; 200) have published monographs and commentaries on Old 
Testament themes. Interestingly, however, De La Torre has taken a somewhat pessimistic attitude as to whether 
cross-cultural analysis of the text will influence the general discipline. De La Torre is clear—Euro-Americans 
are largely not to be trusted for biblical analysis, because “Euroamerican Christians, either from the 
fundamentalist right or the far liberal left, probably have more in common with each other and understand each 
other better than they do Christians on the other side of the racial and ethnic divide” (De La Torre 2007, 125). 
Nevertheless, serious contributions continue to challenge biblical scholars to take seriously the contributions of 
those who write Old Testament analysis from an openly acknowledged perspective. Gregory Lee Cuéllar, for 
example, compares passages of Isaiah to the Mexican and Mexican American folk music style known as the 
Corrido, not only to suggest ways that the biblical texts can be understood in contemporary Mexican American 
communities, but also to propose potential new readings for the book of Isaiah itself (Cuéllar 2008[). 

While there have been a number of important works from Asian American biblical scholars in the late 
twentieth century that consciously draw on Asian themes and identity, a significant milestone was the 
publication in 2006 of the collected volume Ways of Being, Ways of Reading. This volume was comparable in 
many ways to the impact of the 1991 work Stony the Road We Trod in the African American scholarly context. 
It includes retrospective and survey essays, even very personal reflections on academic work (e.g., Yee 2006), 
as well as examples of contemporary work of some of the most prominent American scholars using cross-
cultural approaches. 

Finally, in terms of the American context, it is notable that Randall Bailey, Tat-siong Benny Liew, and 
Fernando Segovia have initiated a dialogue between Latino/a American, Asian American, and African American 
scholarship, hoping to find common ground in “minority” analysis of the Bible (Bailey, Liew, and Segovia), 
suggesting the possibilities of a convergence and maturing of methods of analysis, even as they reject any sort of 
false consensus on similarity of cultural contexts. 

Although it is fair to say that readings explicitly related to specific cultural and ethnic identities and 
traditions continue in the century, attention has tended to turn toward social, political, and economic locations as 
another significant source of issues that influence the reading of Scripture. In the last quarter of the twentieth 
century, a number of Old Testament scholars consciously incorporated sociological and anthropological analysis 
in their ancient historiography of the Bible (Gottwald; Overholt 1992, 2003), and this dialogue with social 
sciences certainly continues (Chalcraft). Exegetical issues of the most recent writing in Old Testament studies 
soon converged on a series of questions closely associated with the influence of Edward Said’s classic work 
Orientalism, which further built on the early social theories and the observations of the postcolonial theorists 
Frantz Fanon and Albert Memmi. Once this dialogue with Said’s influence was articulated powerfully in the 
many works of R. S. Sugirtharajah, the rise of postcolonial approaches to Scripture became a significant 
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movement in the early twenty-first century. Sugirtharajah’s now classic compendium Voices from the Margin 
signaled a new energy in “interested perspectives” in the reading of the Bible. 

The Rise of Postcolonial Biblical Analysis 

We have already noted that Christianity––and its Bible––is seeing profound growth in the Southern Hemisphere 
in the twenty-first century. Twentieth-century Christians in developing societies, especially India, South 
America, and Africa, began to assert their own perspectives in the analysis of the Bible. After Said’s influential 
work, they began to identify ways in which previous European scholarship contained certain social and cultural 
assumptions about Western superiority. They then began readings of the Bible within their past experiences of 
European colonial presence. In the process of reasserting a cultural and/or national identity, however, they soon 
realized that a reconstruction of cultural identity in the new world could never go back to a purified 
“precolonial” state, but must always be in dialogue with the social, political, and philosophical realities of 
having been deeply affected by Western thought and practice. Although in the context of religion and the Bible, 
one might better speak of “post-Western-missionaryism,” the discussions in biblical studies borrowed a term 
from social and cultural theory to identify their new reviews of the Bible in their own contexts: postcolonialism. 
Postcolonial biblical exegesis provided special tools for Christians in formerly colonized states (or among 
indigenous peoples in Western European settled lands, North and South America, Australia, and New Zealand). 
The questions whether, and to what extent, largely imported biblical scholarship was (and is) tainted by imperial 
goals of control and economic expansion raised serious concerns about those readings of Scripture that seemed 
deeply involved in that imperial process (De le Torre 2002). A prime example of attempting to counter Western 
domination was the Latin American assertion that the exodus is the prime event of the Old Testament—and thus 
liberation is the prime theological theme. However, it is important to note that these questions were being raised 
largely by Christian Bible scholars. Not all criticism of colonial and missionary policies rejected Christianity 
and the Bible as an unwanted imposition (see Roberts); sometimes it rather engaged in the more creative task of 
rereading the texts. 

If “postcolonial” contexts include minorities living in multicultural nations, then Fernando Segovia’s 
“Diasporic” approach to reading Scripture becomes especially suggestive. In the American context, this 
obviously can include African American, Asian American, and Mexican American readings of particular texts 
that resonate with themes, motifs, or elements of minority existence such that they lead to expositions of Old 
Testament texts that are suggestive for all readers of the Bible—and not only to fellow members of particular 
ethnic or cultural groups. 

Ethnic and culturally informed readings challenge the notion that European scholarship has a privileged 
position in biblical scholarship generally, and in the construction of Christian theologies built from Old 
Testament texts particularly. What we have learned about diversity in dialogue is that the Christian reading of 
the Old Testament in the contemporary world will be richer, more learned, and more convincing in both textual 
and historical analysis only if our marketplace grows in its resemblance to the actual diversity of our worlds. 
What new insights into particular Old Testament texts await the future BA, MA, or PhD theses and papers 
written by young Tibetan, Chinese, Navajo, Roma, or Aboriginal Australian students and scholars? What will 
they see that the rest of us have too quickly dismissed or completely overlooked? In the twenty-first century, we 
are likely to benefit from an increase of book titles like that of Senegalese American biblical scholar Aliou 
Niang: Faith and Freedom in Galatia and Senegal: The Apostle Paul, Colonies, and Sending Gods. 

Let us reaffirm that diversity ought always to lead to dialogue. Agreements, shared insights, and 
common convictions that we are all learning from the dialogue ought to deliver even the most cynical from the 
simplistic hope that we Bible scholars would just please get to “the bottom line.” Marketplaces don’t have a 
bottom line! Dialogue and haggling over texts is simply the reality. The invitation, therefore, is to listen and 
learn. Incidentally, lest Christians think that all this is somehow radically new, those familiar with classic 
rabbinic dialogue and argumentation over religious texts are aware that dialogue with God and with each other 
is at the heart of theology. 
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Issues Driving Contemporary Biblical Analysis 
Questions from identities and cultural experiences are not, however, the only major and significant sources of 
urgency in reading and rereading the Christian Old Testament. A number of contemporary global crises have 
inspired a renewed examination of the ways in which the Bible can be reread. The modern interest in trauma as 
psychosocial reality of a world in crisis has recently gained ground in biblical analysis (see O’Connor; Janzen; 
Kelle). The millions of humans who flee wars and crises as international refugees has also influenced biblical 
analysis on ancient exile and deportation (see Ahn). The potential list of pressing issues is depressingly long, of 
course, but it is possible to examine a few examples to illustrate how this section of the marketplace can be 
organized. In fact, we can move from an example that is already very old but critically ongoing, war and peace 
in the Old Testament; to an issue that arguably has its roots in the twentieth century, environmentalism; and 
finally note the signs of a rising issue so new that it has barely begun to generate serious thought among biblical 
scholars: evolutionary philosophy, transhumanism, and the nature of the person. 

War, Peace, and Violence and the Old Testament 

Since the fourth century CE, the Christian church has been faced with direct responsibility for violence. The 
monarchical descendants of the Roman emperor Constantine made Christianity the official religion of the 
empire, leading into the Byzantine Empire. Biblical study was now intimately connected to the foreign policy of 
a powerful military machine, and would continue to have foreign policy implications from that time to the 
present. The continued relevance of the Bible to issues of war and peace is not difficult to discern in the writings 
of the Christian warriors and their Chaplains on the one hand, and the Christian peacemakers and their 
communities on the other, throughout Western history especially.   A clear majority in this debate has supported 
more violent interpretations, however regretfully they are sometimes offered.   

The Jesus who said, “Love your enemies” and pray for  those who persecute you” (Matt. 5:44), and the 
Paul who exhorted, “live  peaceably with all” (Rom. 12:18), were effectively trumped in Christian faith and 
practice very early on by an uncritical admiration for the genocidal Joshua and the conquering David (see 
Davies). There have been a variety of ways in which Christians have responded to the use of the Old Testament 
as a moral trump over the pacifist Jesus. Once again, the similarities to the methods of feminist biblical analysis 
are instructive. 

For example, especially since the churches in twentieth-century Europe began to mobilize an opposition 
to the Cold War threats in their own backyards, innumerable monographs have attempted to reexamine the 
actual practices of Old Testament violence and warfare, either with explicit admiration (so, famously, Yadin), or 
appropriate levels of horror (Craigie; Niditch; Collins). In modern Old Testament study, then, one is hopefully 
exposed to the potential dangers of a casual and unguarded use of biblical texts that are so clearly contrary to 
contemporary moral judgments and international standards of justice. 

Finally, similar to those who sought to lift up exemplary moments previously overlooked, there are 
those who seek to highlight strongly peaceful passages in the Bible that may even have been in critical dialogue 
with more violent episodes in the canon and thus reveal an internal dialogue or debate that reveals stronger 
peace voices among the canonical choir (Enz; Smith-Christopher 2007). This approach articulates how a certain 
form of Hebrew nonviolence would have been a logical expression of theological tendencies that had their roots 
in the Servant Songs of Second Isaiah and the universalism of the book of Jonah, where we find openness to the 
repentance of national enemies like the Assyrians, who are portrayed as repenting “…of the violence of their 
hands.” Further developments can affirm the wisdom ethic of peacefulness—an ethic that frequently contrasts 
self-control over against  brute force and earnestly recommends a sober, wise consideration of counsel and 
diplomacy (Prov. 16:7, 32; 17:27; 24:5-6). In fact, the Wisdom tradition may itself represent precisely a staging 
place for international discussion, given that wisdom values are as universal in the ancient Near East as any 
literary themes can be. Ancient Egyptian wisdom, Mesopotamian wisdom, and Greek wisdom all compare quite 
favorably to ancient Israelite forms. 

Texts that reflect an Israelite “exilic” lifestyle, lived in “active nonconformity to the world” (as the 
famous 1955 Mennonite Church statement puts it), would also build on biblical protests against narrow 
ethnocentrism (e.g., the book of Ruth, Jacob’s apology to Esau, Isaiah 56 and 66, and the striking affirmation in 
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Zechariah 9 of a mixed-race people of God). In fact, there is evidence of a rising protest against violence and 
narrow self-centeredness (e.g., Ezekiel 40–48) that can be seen to affirm the Deuteronomic critique of the 
monarchy, and especially the condemnation of the monarchy in the penitential prayers of Ezra 9, Nehemiah 9, 
and Daniel 9. Thus the fact that there are passages where God is alleged to have called for the massacre of 
foreign cities does not necessarily cancel out or trump the fact that there are more hopeful passages on this 
subject as well, texts that openly question whether the stance of the Hebrews toward foreign peoples should be 
hostile and that envision a different and more peaceful reality (Isaiah 2; 19; Micah 4). 

Regrettably, offering a more peaceful reading of the Old Testament will not likely bring about world 
peace. But if the late Colonel Harry Summers of the Army War College is correct that “it is the passions of the 
people that are the engines of war” (Summers, 75-76), then perhaps careful biblical analysis will remove at least 
one major ideological prop and provocation that has certainly been used in the past to excuse quite reprehensible 
behavior among those who honor the Scriptures (see Trimm). 

Environmentalism 

Biblical analysis that is driven by ecological concerns can be clearly dated to responses to the famous 1967 
article in Science by Lynn White, accusing Christianity for providing the “roots” of the ecological crisis in 
God’s injunction to the first couple in Gen. 1:28 to “subdue” and “have dominion” over nature. The late 
twentieth century then saw an increase of literature that highlighted ways that the Hebrew Bible/Old Testament 
affirmed a spirituality of care and responsibility for the earth as God’s creation. Much of this work owes a great 
deal to the early writings of Australian biblical scholar Norman Habel (see also Hallman; so now Craven and 
Kaska; Deane-Drummond). The often-cited “this-worldly” emphasis of much Old Testament ethical discussion, 
and even the imagery of deep fascination with and appreciation of the created world (Job 38–41; Psalm 147–
148), however, continues to inspire further development in pioneering biblical theologies. Genesis portrays God 
involving Adam in the naming of other creatures (Gen. 2:19) and further records God’s intention to “re-create” 
the world in the Hebrew version of the flood narrative, the basic outlines of which was clearly known to the 
Hebrews by the time of the Babylonian captivity, and most likely borrowed from Mesopotamian traditions. 

A related development is in the direction of animal rights. Concern for animal welfare is not absent from 
Hebrew law or narrative (Deut. 25:4; Numbers 22). The flood story, of course, involves the considerable 
responsibility of Noah to preserve animals. The Old Testament strikingly expresses certain visions of peace by 
referring to changes in the animal kingdom (Isa. 11:6: the wolf living with the lamb) and even hinting that in 
their first created state, humans were vegetarian (before Gen. 9:4, where eating meat is first explicitly 
mentioned). Psalm 148 portrays the created animals of the world praising God, and Job famously portrays God’s 
careful attention and knowledge of the details of the animal kingdom (Job 39; on animal rights work, see Linzey 
1995; 2009; Miller). 

Work in environmentalism more generally, and animal rights specifically, have been parts of a move to 
appreciate biblical themes that buttress a more responsible care for the earth (Toly and Block). There are, 
however, some serious economic and even political issues at stake here. On the issue of environmentalism 
particularly, there has been a serious backlash from those with business interests who see strong 
environmentalist movements as potential threats to their expansion of industry. Not unexpectedly, then, this 
reaction has motivated more conservative Christian scholars to reassert a strongly pragmatic and typically short-
term ethic of consumption unmitigated by strong concerns for conserving resources in the long term. Christians 
in this tradition, rarely biblical scholars themselves, are clearly not impressed with nuanced arguments about 
responsibility for species and their survival. Nor are they likely to be impressed by arguments based largely on 
Old Testament passages, especially if that concern is perceived as requiring economic sacrifices. An interesting 
example of this reaction is the work of Steven Hayward, from the conservative think tank the American 
Enterprise Institute. In a published essay titled “Mere Environmentalism” (the title itself is an homage to 
evangelical hero C. S. Lewis) and subtitled “A Biblical Perspective on Humans and the Natural World,” 
Hayward suggests that the Genesis narratives promote the hierarchy of creation with humanity at the top. He 
therefore construes a biblical mandate, not for preservation of the environment, but for a “stewardship” that 
promotes responsible use of resources and a free-market-driven effort to conquer the “untamed wilderness,” and 
furthermore as free of government intervention as possible. Indeed, Hayward further argues that the story of 
Joseph in Pharaoh’s household is a warning against centralized state control, because Joseph’s centralization of 



 

 

13 

resources for the Pharaoh leads directly to the enslavement of the Hebrews. Environmental degradation, 
therefore, may be  a matter calling for repentance, but definitely not for government regulation (33). Finally, 
Noah offers sacrifice of animals after the flood, Hayward notes, so this story provides no basis for simple 
preservation, and certainly suggests that animals were to be used for human benefit. 

The twenty-first century is likely to see more, rather than less, of this polemical exchange in biblical 
scholarship. Although more propagandistic approaches have tended to avoid participation in scholarly 
organizations like the Society of Biblical Literature, we are likely to see more direct engagement over the use, 
and abuse, of Scripture on various issues of social, and especially economic, importance. 

The Nature of the Person: The Rise of Evolutionary Social Science and Philosophy 

Finally, it is important in the context of this essay to speculate about issues that may well emerge more fully as 
the twenty-first century develops. In the wake of Daniel Dennett’s polemical 1996 assertion of atheist scientism, 
titled “Darwin’s Dangerous Idea,” there is a rise of perspectives represented by the following: “If you believe in 
a traditional concept of the soul, you should know that there is little doubt that a fuller appreciation of the 
implications of evolutionary theory . . . is going to destroy that concept”; and, “we must openly acknowledge . . . 
the collapse of a worldview that has sustained human energies for centuries” (Stanovich, 3). Will biblical studies 
also be challenged by evolutionary thought? If so, in what way? 

In Christian theology and biblical studies, the classic beginning point for discussion of the nature of the 
human person is the concept of the imago Dei, the creation of humanity in the image and likeness of God (Gen. 
1:26-27). J. Richard Middleton, for example, seeks to rethink the imago Dei debates in a modern context, noting 
that older Christian theological uses of Genesis 1 were rather strained, and usually presumed that the 
significance of “the image” and “likeness” of God was precisely human reason. Recent discussion has 
emphasized the royal context of these terms, suggesting that humans are portrayed as royally deputized 
representations of divine authority and responsibility in the world. Middleton even suggests that the imago Dei 
is, in fact, a politically sophisticated as well as theologically loaded term in Genesis, because here we find the 
textual staging ground for a narrative culture war against Mesopotamian hegemonic narratives of conquest and 
subservience. These Mesopotamian narratives were weapons in a philosophical/ideological war that 
accompanied the invading and conquering armies that conquered both the northern kingdom (722 BCE) and 
Jerusalem and Judah (597/587). 

While it is quite possible to celebrate the theological importance of all humanity from an explicitly 
evolutionary view of the emergence of homo sapiens, it is also clear that some interpretations of human 
evolution threaten to radically debase and reduce humanity to a mere “sack of genes,” with little inherent worth, 
whose values, art, and faith are mere “spandrels” (that is, accidental and irrelevant by-products) that accompany 
the real work of genetic reproduction. The value of life is thus no longer inherent in creation, but purely 
instrumental, as some humans serve as sexual slaves, soldiers, and workers for the shrinking and increasingly 
ruthless elite. The masses are already once again being pacified by the modern equivalent of bread and circus: 
ever smaller and more inexpensive sources of digital pornography, graphic violence, and (contra Kant’s 
imperative) the view of fellow humans as means rather than ends. 

In this context, religious faith (including, of course, the Bible) is strongly dismissed as “nothing but” the 
result of evolutionary mechanisms for survival. We perceive deities only because of our ancient and genetically 
honed “agency detection devices” (instincts that perceive potential threats in the environment). Others suggest 
that religion was merely a part of a sophisticated social “mate selection” mechanism whereby mates with 
trustworthy values could be quickly identified. In short, religion is a neural response pattern. 

The interesting question is no longer, ‘Can a biblical scholar believe in evolution and teach Genesis’? 
Of course they can, and do. What is new is the rising insistence of a form of evolutionary social thought that 
would dismiss all religious speculation as irrelevant. Such a radically reductionist anthropology seeks to replace 
the “Eden myth” with an equally implausible and comprehensive “African Savannah myth” that subsumes all 
humanity into categories of neural survival mechanisms driven by reproductive genes. Does the Old Testament 
have anything to say in this decidedly modern discussion? 
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The resources of Wisdom literature and its emphasis on sober assessments of God’s moral patterns in 
the created world provide a foundation beyond Genesis for seeking dialogue with naturalists and biologists. But 
the issues will continue to press, and will no longer be simply the leisure-time, science-fiction reading of those 
whose day jobs are in biblical studies. Seeking biblical guidance on the nature of the human person will become 
increasingly pressing in this century in the light of (1) increased emphasis in the human sciences on 
“transhumanism,” according to which humans can be enhanced by further evolutionary merging with 
technology; (2) manipulation of genetic information to favor certain human traits (already taking place passively 
by rejecting human eggs in artificial insemination processes that bear indications of undesired genetic traits); (3) 
progress in artificial intelligence such that ethical questions are becoming increasingly prominent (when does 
turning off a machine consist of killing a living being? etc.); (4) further work in cloning; and (5) the location and 
identification of personhood as directly (and some would say: only) a function of neural brain activity, thus 
raising the possibility of “downloading” human persons into hardware. 

Are these exclusively theological issues? Do they have any implications for biblical analysis? Will a 
biblical analysis arise, for example, driven in part by the prescience of the science fiction writer Philip K. Dick, 
who anticipated many ethical issues dealing with modern technology? It is possible that biblical scholars will 
simply suggest that radically new technologies are not the business of textual analysis. However, when those 
technologies raise serious questions about the nature and value of the human person, it is hard to resist the 
notion that biblical analysis has something to say to this issue. 

Return to the Beginning: Does the Marketplace Matter? Are There Any Real People There? 
Finally, we can pick up on a discussion that was left aside at the very beginning of this essay. What 

about the clashes among various readings of the Old Testament? Is biblical studies hopelessly mired in 
disagreements such that, in the end, an individual must simply hum along with Porter’s “Anything Goes”? 

Appearances, especially in the contemporary world, can be deceiving. The reality of extensive and 
exciting discussion and debate in biblical studies does not mean that the field is wandering aimlessly. 
Furthermore, the impressive level of publication and discussion does not mean that there is no consensus of 
methods or results among biblical scholars. Biblical scholars, like professionals in other fields such as medicine, 
engineering, or astronomy, certainly stay in touch with each other’s work, and through international 
organizations (the largest being the Society of Biblical Literature) continue to pursue common interests, 
projects, and even enjoy continued debates and disagreements. It is hardly the case, as philosopher Alvin 
Plantinga somewhat sourly suggests, that biblical scholars can never agree on anything, explaining (for 
Plantinga, presumably) why Christians usually do not take their work seriously. 

Plantinga may be surprised, however. The influence of biblical scholarship on wider Christian practices 
might be slow in manifesting itself, but it is absolutely clear. Plantinga should be impressed with the articulate, 
profound, and serious assessment of the importance of biblical analysis in the 1994 document of the Pontifical 
Biblical Commission titled “The Interpretation of the Bible in the Church.” Calling the historical-critical method 
of biblical analysis “indispensable for the scientific study of the meaning of ancient texts,” the document 
critically assesses, both positively and negatively, many current approaches to biblical analysis common in 
universities and biblical scholarship, and recommends much of modern biblical scholarship to the Catholic 
world more widely. Furthermore, the document famously refers to fundamentalist readings of Scripture as 
“intellectual suicide.” Unimpressed with official declarations by hierarchies? One need only examine the 
textbooks for Catholic high school students, including those explicitly recommended by the bishops, to see the 
profound impact of biblical scholarship on questions of multiple authorship, historicity, the dangers of 
literalism, and so on. 

Only the most conservative Christians today believe that the only way to treasure the significance of the 
narratives of Genesis is to take them literally, or believe that Moses wrote every word of the Pentateuch. Only 
the most fundamentalist Christians today would think that the book of Jonah is about surviving in the gullet of a 
marine animal, or that nearly one-fifth of the entire population of ancient Egypt left with Moses in the thirteenth 
century BCE. Furthermore, what many Christians in the church pews and Sunday schools do know is that a 
profound Christian faith can be enriched by learning that an unnamed second prophet we call “Second Isaiah” 
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likely reapplied some of the thought of the eighth-century Isaiah of Jerusalem, but also proclaimed radically new 
thoughts in the late sixth-century BCE when the Persian emperor Cyrus lived. Furthermore, Christians today 
know much more about the horrific tragedy of the destruction of Jerusalem in 587, and how Lamentations is a 
powerful poetic response to that tragedy, and how Psalms contains religious poetry from long after the time of 
David. None of these ideas are shocking to Christians in the churches any more, and none of them are 
destructive of anything but the most simplistic of readings of the Old Testament. 

Finally, what Christians in the churches surely know is that the Bible invites—indeed nearly demands—
the careful attention of many different cultures, genders, ages, and contexts who are brought into dialogue as 
they listen, read, discuss, and debate the meanings and importance of these texts of the Old Testament. There is 
important historical information we can know, but there is so much more to ask. For those who love only quiet 
museum tours of “certainties” enclosed in glass cases so that the masses can be enlightened, biblical studies in 
the contemporary world is not for them. The marketplace is teaming, ebullient, and alive. 
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