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When you enter the land that the LORD will give you as he promised, observe this ceremony.   And when your 

children ask you, 'What does this ceremony mean to you?' then tell them, 'It is the Passover sacrifice to the 

LORD, who passed over the houses of the Israelites. . .   (Exodus 12:26-27) 

 

The current state of affairs in the world of Old Testament studies might charitably 

be called disparate with “no consensus in view.”1  A less than charitable survey might 

legitimately conclude with the term chaotic.  Regardless of one’s level of charity toward 

the discipline, an honest assessment reveals that far too many in the academic guild of 

biblical studies have offered little to no resources by which the people of God2 may 

strengthen their faith, behavioral norms, sense of identity and connection with their 

forbears in the tradition.  In the late second century of the Common Era, Tertullian 

famously asked, “What does Jerusalem have to do with Athens?”  In the early decades 

of the twenty-first century it is not unreasonable to ask, what does academia have to do 

with church and synagogue?3 

 Revisiting the history of that relationship in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries 

is not a happy stroll down memory lane.  From Wellhausen to Bultmann to the Jesus 

Seminar, sincere, but failed attempts were made to rescue and preserve the Bible 

during the modern age which presupposed a closed system with a locked door to the 

supernatural.  Historical-critical methods promised not only to rescue the Bible from 

                                                           
1
 Tamara Cohn Eskenazi, “Torah as Narrative and Narrative as Torah,” Old Testament Interpretation, (Nashville, TN: 

Abingdon, 1995), 21. 
2
 Both Christians and Jews of genuine faith see themselves as such, and since both rely on the Old Testament as 

authoritative texts, I will use this term as well as “communities of faith” to refer to them. 
3
 See Norman Gottwald, The Hebrew Bible: A Socio-Literary Introdcution, (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1985), 9.  

Also note the comments of Daniel L. Hawk, “Literary/Narrative Criticism,” in Dictionary of the Old Testament 
Pentateuch, T. Desmond Alexander and David W. Baker, eds., (Downer’s Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2003), 537; and 
Eskenazi, 19-26.  Perhaps the strongest and most enduring arguments along this line of thought have come from 
Brevard S. Childs, see for example his, Introduction to the Old Testament as Scripture, (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 
1979), 39-45; and listen to his lecture, “The Present Confusion in the Church’s Use of the Bible,” recorded at 
Durham, NC, (Dallas, TX: Forum Tapes, 1976?). 
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modernity and an encroaching secularism, but also to deliver an objective 

understanding that would bring clarity to the reading of pastors, teachers, and the laity.4  

Far more devastating than these failures were the deleterious consequences on 

communities of faith.  Rather than returning the Bible to the people, the historical-critical 

methodology took it from them and placed it under lock and key in the hands of the 

“expert.”5  Additionally, rather than returning vitality to our faith communities, vital faith 

was undermined as the supports of that faith (i.e. the texts of the Biblical books) were 

atomized under the scrutiny of the scholarly critic.  Such results should not have 

surprised anyone, because “in both communities [church and synagogue], until the last 

two centuries, there was solid consensus about the religious role of the Bible.  It was 

believed to be the divinely revealed foundation document of their faith."6  For too many 

that “foundation” seemed to all but disappear.   

 Happily, this is not the end of the story.  In fact, this is where the story becomes 

quite interesting and the plot thickens.  In the 1970’s there were several key reactions 

against the hegemony of the historical-critical methodology.  Two of them will be dealt 

with in this paper, literary/narrative approaches and canonical approaches.  We come 

now to the main purpose, namely, to propose a way forward in the area of Old 

Testament studies (with obvious transference to New Testament studies) by using a 

literary perspective with a canonical mind, while employing the best tools found in the 

historical-critical toolbox.7  After laying out the general parameters of this proposal, we 

                                                           
4
 Childs, “The Present Confusion…”, audio 

5
 Ibid 

6
 Gottwald, 9 

7
 Such a way forward was merely a fuzzy notion in the recesses of my mind until I engaged seriously the thought 

and critique of Brevard S. Childs.  He is the true pioneer in this work and I can only hope to build some meager 
additions upon the hopeful structure that he has built. 
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will note what questions may arise as the proposed methodology is applied to a reading 

of Genesis 1 and 2.8   

 In Old Testament studies, the documentary hypothesis had its hay-day in the 

1930's but continued to be the dominate influence in the discipline until the 1970's9  

when the failure of the historical-critical method came to a boiling point.  The ensuing 

dissatisfaction became a catalyst to pursue alternate and potentially more satisfying 

methods.10  The growing concern was to deal more comprehensively with the meaning 

of large wholes (like the entire book of Genesis or even the whole of the Pentateuch) of 

the final form of the Old Testament.11  Literary approaches became the tool of choice for 

the task as it allowed the critic/scholar to take seriously the narrative as a whole rather 

than seeking theoretical components which had been haphazardly thrown together.  

The text in its current form could be examined as a work of art with the assumption that 

the artist (i.e. biblical authors/redactors) was quite intentional in the use of the materials 

at hand in weaving together all the various aspects and nuances of the story.12  

                                                           
8
 It has been suggested that Genesis 1 and 2 is the sandbox that scholars play in and test their theories (thanks for 

the image Dr. Arnold!), and I certainly don’t want to be left out of the fun! 
9
 Hawk, 537 

10 Ibid.  Hawk provides the following outline:  Structuralism applies what we know about language (sounds, words, 

sentences) to larger speech-acts such as are found in the narratives of the Pentateuch, (eg. R. Barthes, a French 
Critic, to Gen. 32.23-32; also, D. Jobling; S. Kunin).  Structuralism's usefulness in the Pentateuch has proven limited.   
Narrative Criticism and Poetics is "an interest in the ways that a story is shaped into a narrative.  Narrative criticism 
commonly distinguishes between 'story' and 'narrative,' story being an abstraction that becomes concrete when 
given utterance through the medium of narrative."  In this methodology, "…critics undertake a close reading of 
texts in order to discern the narrator's strategies and message.  Through analysis of the techniques and devices 
that configure a narrative, the critic attempts to discern the interests, perspectives and purposes of the narrator.", 
538.  Also noted by Hawk are the following key players in Literary Criticism:  Robert Alter, The Art of Biblical 
Narrative  (1981); also:  A. Berlin (1983); S. Bar-Efrat (1989); M. Sternberg (1985); D.M. Gunn & D.N. Fewell (1993); 
comprehensive studies on Genesis: Fokkelman; White  & House; Pentateuch as a whole:  D.J.A. Clines (1978), T. 
Mann; Evangelical efforts:  J. Sailhamer, I. Kikawada & A. Quinn (Gen. 1-11), and J. Rosenberg  (garden & Abraham 
cycle), 538-39. 
11

 Eskenazi, 16 
12

 Hawk, 536. 
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Studying the Bible as narrative also provided a way for scholars to once again speak 

meaningfully to communities of faith.  As Eskenazi states it: 

   Literary approaches also serve to reconnect in new ways the scholarly concerns with    
   the wider culture.  It helps nonspecialists reclaim the Bible as a communal,  
   comprehensible text.  Because the interpretation's starting point is the text's final form  
   the novice can begin interpreting and go much further.13  
 

In order to appreciate more fully the value of the literary approach to Scripture, it 

is necessary to step back and take a look with a wider lens—one wide enough to see 

human interaction with narrative as a universal phenomenon.  To hear the introductory 

words, "Once upon a time. . ." is to be invited into an activity that seems endemic to our 

human nature in an almost primordial way.   To attend to the telling of a story is to place 

everything else on hold and to hand oneself over to the careful guidance of the 

storyteller.  Usually before the tale's end, a verdict is given, a choice is given to accept, 

reject, or ponder more upon the narrative offered.  Much depends on the skill of the 

bard.  Did we embrace the story that was told as our own?  Did it make connections 

with the narrative of our own lives?  There are two main points to be noted here.  First, a 

well orbed understanding of the human act of storytelling has great potential to reveal 

often over-looked panels of the Biblical tapestry.  Second, taking careful note of the 

ways in which narratives are consistently used to shape cultural identity and behavioral 

norms can assist the scholar in offering good gifts to his or her faith community.14 

Simply put, stories, myths and histories are passed on from one generation to the next 

                                                           
13

 19 
14

 Wayne A. Meeks in his The First Urban Christians, (New Haven: Yale Univ. Press, 1983), (see especially his 
chapter on “Ritual”, 140-63) produced groundbreaking work on how ritual acts  provide a means of identity 
formation and identity boundary setting in the Pauline churches.  This of course has deep Jewish roots (I would 
argue that it has deep roots in what it means to be human).  I believe this is connected to “story” in that much 
study on liturgy (Robert Webber and Alexander Schmemann, to name two diverse representatives, one speaking 
to evangelicals, the other to Eastern Orthodox) proposes that ritualistic acts of worship recapitulates God’s acts of 
redemption and as well as the faith community’s participation in them.  This is storytelling through and through. 
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in order to establish cultural continuity through time.  What this implies is that those 

crafting the stories intend to evoke specific responses from those listening.  It should be 

noted that the desired response is not gained through direct moral teaching, but by a 

subtle yet discernable journey through a carefully crafted narrative.  What the storyteller 

reveals or conceals, makes large or makes small, says once or repeats, all give 

evidence a purpose greater than entertainment (even Greek theatre was doing much 

more than offering the audience a good time)15.  It may well be that the hearer will not 

respond as desired, but this is usually not due to a lack of effort on the part of the bard!  

In fact, the individual is only secondarily in view.  It is the community that hears, 

receives and responds collectively. 

As we turn to apply the above insight to ancient Israel, a couple of items are 

worth pointing out.  First, while we have the narrative in the form of a text, the vast 

majority of ancient Israelites heard the story rather than read the story (as seen, for 

example, in Nehemiah 8 & 9).16  Closely connected to this reality is the predominately 

liturgical use of such narratives, especially in the post-exilic situation in conjunction with 

the diaspora where synagogue worship gained central prominence in the life and 

practice of the Jewish people.  Second, oracular presentations or even the recitation of 

                                                           
15

 See especially part II, “The Bible as Classic,” in Biblical Exegesis and the Formation of Christian Culture, by 
Frances M. Young, (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson Pub., 1997), where she lays out the evidence that classical Greek 
scholarship did not stop with merely analyzing the meaning of their classic texts (Homer, etc.) but always pushed 
to cull ethical and moral application.  Her contention is that the early church followed suit with this wider cultural 
practice in its use of Biblical narrative to the end of a holistic formation of a communal and cultural Christian 
identity. 
16

 Niditch, Susan.  Oral Word and Written Word: Ancient Israelite Literature.  Westminster John Knox Press: 
Louisville, KY.  1-7.  Niditch points to the helpful work of the so-called Scandinavian school (H.S. Nyberg, Ivan 
Engnll, Eduard Nielsen) in emphasizing the importance of oral tradition for understanding the use of Biblical texts 
in ancient Israel. 
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sacred texts implies communal reception and action.17  Literary approaches, then, at 

their best can reunite what had been unbroken until recent centuries, that is, whole 

books of the Bible for the whole people of God.18   

Not all the news on the literary criticism front is good, however.  As literary 

approaches greatly increased through the 1980's and 1990's, so did interpretations and 

debates about the relationship between text and meaning.  Critics increasingly 

eschewed the idea that a given biblical text has only one correct reading or meaning.  

Thanks to the influence of post-modern thought, any belief that it is possible to get a 

grasp on an objective understanding through scientific means has been largely 

dismissed from the discussion.  This means that a clearly defined methodology never 

emerged.  "The new critical approaches do not establish clearly defined procedures so 

much as they reflect self-conscious reading postures."19 Recent decades have given the 

field of Old Testament studies a rapid-fire dose of “criticisms.”  “Reader-response” 

focuses largely on how the participation of the reader produces meaning, giving little 

attention to the narrator’s leading.  Feminist, ideological, and psycho-analytic readings 

are all fed by the post-modern view that every narrative is deeply imbedded in the 

cultural biases of its day and must therefore be set free from such oppressive cultural 

forces if it is to be of any use to modern day readers.  Additionally, studies of the 

intertextuality of Scripture contend that establishing the meaning of a given text may be 

a lot like trying to nail Jell-O to the wall because the meaning changes when the text is 

read beside other Biblical texts.  Lastly, strident efforts at “deconstruction” stress that 

                                                           
17

 This does not preclude individual reading and response, but to see such as the norm for ancient and even post-
exilic Israel is to anachronisically read our own cultural norms into theirs. 
18

 Tremper Longman III, “Literary Approaches to Old Testament Study,” The Face of Old Testament Studies, David 
W. Baker and Bill T. Arnold, eds., (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 1999), 101. 
19

 Hawk, 539 
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meaning is ultimately relational instead of objective or absolute and actively seek to 

dismantle coherence by pointing out all the contradictions of the text.20  The end result 

is that "critics often relocate authority, shifting it from the early community responsible 

for the Bible (and subject to the conventions of its time) to the contemporary community 

of interpreters."21  Presently, however, that community is producing little more than a 

bewildering myriad of disparate readings.   

Alas, (to give our story a sense of drama!) it seems literary criticism has set us free 

from living off the meager provisions offered by historical-criticism, only to ensnare us in 

a horrific “freedom” where anything goes and we are left with no compass to point the 

way out of the din of competing readings!  There are voices, however, calling us out and 

pushing the discipline to be more mindful of our faith communities.  Eskenazi, states, for 

example, that the Pentateuch as a whole narrative is 

. . .a living tradition that shapes communities and the individuals within them.  Selves 
and communities are consolidated by stories.  Biblical stories contributed to the means 
and mode of this consolidation in particular ways.  Biblical stories, especially the 
Torah, seek to compel moral and practical assent not merely convey information."22    

 
Indeed, Biblical narratives should be seen to "…encode values and shape a sense of 

identity” for God’s people.
23

  Gottwald notes, "Most advocates of new methods seem to 

recognize that the confessional religious and historical-critical methods of interpretation 

succeeded in indentifying and clarifying important aspects of the biblical text.”
24

  In 

addition to recognizing again the needs of faith communities, an increasing use is being 

made by literary critics of some of the good fruit of historical investigations and 

                                                           
20

 Basic information on the “criticisms” listed in this paragraph come from Hawk, 539. 
21

 Eseknazi, 21 
22

 Ibid, 26 
23

 Hawk, 540 
24

 21. 
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methodologies.
25

  More and more, literary approaches are incorporating issues of 

authorship and composition (source, form, tradition, etc.) while steadfastly continuing  to 

shift the focus away from how we have what we have in the text to establishing 

evidence of why the current narratival configuration speaks the way it does in its current 

placement in the larger structure.
26

   

Despite the clear positives of the literary approach to the Old Testament, if left 

alone, it fails to provide a complete map that would enable communities of faith to find a 

clear path forward.  While it does reclaim the whole of the biblical text for faith 

communities, it seems unable to provide normative readings of that text which can form 

the community in its identity in a way that will stand the test of time.  It is here that 

Brevard Childs and a canonical mindset can be put forth as a very helpful compass for 

those lost in the post-modern wilderness. 

Childs proposes that not only is it important to deal with the Scripture in the final 

form which has come down to us, it is also imperative that the canonical status of those 

texts be taken seriously and dealt with adequately.  This canonical approach must 

appreciate the dialectical nature of the relationship between ancient Israel and the 

Biblical text.  Childs states:  

   The usual historical critical Introduction [to the Old Testament] has failed to relate the  
   nature of the literature correctly to the community which treasured it as scripture.  It is  
   constitutive of Israel’s history that the literature formed the identity of the  
   religious community which in turn shaped the literature.”27 
 

                                                           
25

 Hawk states that there is a need for greater cooperation between literary and historical methods because the 
historical provides relevance, while the literary sends us back to a full encounter with the text as a whole entity,  
543. 
26

 Vernon J. Steiner, “Literary Structure of the Pentateuch,” in Dictionary of the Old Testament Pentateuch, T. 
Desdmond Alexander and David W. Baker, eds, (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2003), 544-45. 
27

 Introduction to the Old Testament as Scripture, 41 (emphasis mine). 
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An insight from Emanuel Tov’s work with the Dead Sea Scrolls needs to be brought to 

bear here.  He contends that the process which gave us the Pentateuch with its varying 

textual traditions (Masoretic, Septuagint, Samaritan, and the Dead Sea Scroll 

community) included a series of revisions with each subsequent version replacing the 

older ones as authoritative.   All the while the older versions continued to circulate in 

various communities of faith in varying geographical locations.28  Tov contends there 

came a point (perhaps between the Fourth and Second centuries BCE) when revisions 

stopped being produced and the effort become one of only copying what had become 

the authoritative and final text.29  The point for our present discussion is that this final, 

canonical form was shaped by a tradition, which did not balk at preserving what we now 

see as contradictions and gaps.  Childs posits that the creation of the final form of the 

canon was not “a passive assembly of texts and traditions, but a very critical and 

intentional process.”30  “Authority in the Bible did not lie in the data, but in the tradition of 

the text itself.”31  Additionally, the canon is not and was not a “static deposit of truth,” 

and therefore God’s people must “strive with God in order to understand.”32  Lastly, 

Childs argues, the Biblical text does not provide propositions and doctrine so much as it 

offers different witnesses who set “opposite boundaries beyond which the church ought 

not venture.”33  Childs helps us escape the free-for-all of certain aspects of literary 

criticism while allowing us to safely grapple with the difficulties and contradictions of the 

                                                           
28

 See especially chp. 3, “The History of the Biblical Text,” in Textual Criticism of the Hebrew Bible, (Minneapolis: 
Fortress Press, 1992), 155-97. 
29

 Ibid 
30

 “The Present Confusion…”, audio. 
31

 Ibid. 
32

 Ibid. 
33

 Ibid. 
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text within a fenced-in yard, so to speak, where faith is both the safeguard and the goal 

of our work.   

Returning to the issue of historical criticism (which cannot be simply swept aside 

as if it never existed) Childs asks a question that must be answered well:  “Is it possible 

to understand the Old Testament as canonical scripture and yet to make full and 

consistent use of the historical critical tools?”34  His scholarly and faith-affirming work 

provide the answer:  Yes!  We cannot and should not return to the days of historical 

ignorance, but neither can we continue to undermine the faith of the people of God. 

 My next paper will seek to apply the proposal made here that a very workable 

way forward is to examine the Old Testament with a wide-angle literary lens, using a 

canonical mind and employing all the best that historical research has produced.35  I 

end here with some key questions regarding Genesis 1 and 2 that arise in light of the 

proposal of this paper:  (1) Given that Genesis 1 and 2 represent two variants of a 

creation narrative, what is being communicated in the canon by intentionally placing 

these narratives side by side and presenting them as a whole piece?  (2) As Childs 

suggests, what “boundaries” are potentially being established by setting two somewhat 

contrary witnesses side by side?  (3) What is the overriding point (or points) of the 

Hebrew narrative presented in Genesis 1 and 2?  And related to that, how do the 

creation narratives relate to the whole of Genesis (and even the Pentateuch) and 

thereby illuminate its meaning, and vice versa?  (For example, what role, if any, does 

the motif of “covenant” play in the creation account?)  (4) How does recent comparative 

work with ancient near eastern mythologies increase our understanding and enliven the 

                                                           
34

 Introduction to the Old Testament. . ., 45. 
35

 I believe this is not only possible, but it is already being done by countless pastors, preachers and teachers who 
step into the pulpit week by week to present the Word of God to the people of God. 
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overall meaning of Genesis 1 and 2.  (5) How has this narrative shaped Jewish and 

Christian piety in the past and how might it do so in the present? 
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