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Concentration on the given text is a characteristic of the work of those who
are said to belong to the 'so-called Amsterdam School', in which with varying emphasis literary scholarly aspects (synchronic approach) and theological aspects (a new recognition of the Old Testament as fundamental for
theology) play a role, the latter aspect being perhaps even more important
than the former. Although scholarly involvement in the Old Testament has
expanded enormously in the eighteenth and especially the nineteenth centuries, the subject had but a modest place within theology as a whole and only
played a marginal role in theological discussions. For F. Schleiermacher, for
example, the Old Testament could not be more than an 'Anhang' for the
New Testament,1 while A. Harnack thought that the time had come to
admit that within Protestant theology the Old Testament can only have a
function 'wenn ihm die kanonische Autoritat, die ihm nicht gebuhrt,
entzogen ist' .2
More recently, however, a shift has taken place:

* This article is based on two earlier publications of K.A. Deurloo, 'De zogenaamde
"Amsterdamse School'", in: A.S. van der Woude (ed.), Inleiding tot de studie van het
Nieuwe Testament, Kampen 1982, 165-172, and 'Exegese naar Amsterdamse traditie', in:
A.S. van der Woude (ed.), Inleiding tot de studie van het Oude Testament, Kampen 1986,
188-198. The present article is translated from Dutch by J.W. Dyk.
1 F. Schleiermacher, Glaubenslehre, § 132.
2 A. Harnack, Marcion, Leipzig 1921, 255.
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... die hermeneutische Frage musste sich nicht nur in der protestantischen,
sondern auch in der romisch-katholischen Bibelwissenschaft dem theologischen Problem stellen. Seit dem Jahr 1919 drangt alles bin zu einer Klarung der
fiir die christliche Theologie entscheidende Klarung.3

The question is, however, whether such clarification can be achieved by doing away with the division between Old Testament and New Testament as
Kraus hoped.4 The traditional historical way, followed by G. von Rad at the
end of his Theologie des Alien Testaments, carries with it the danger that
that which is unique to the Old Testament and Old Testament studies in the
end still becomes encased in - perhaps even traditional - 'Christian'
theology. A symptom of this is the fact that, when venturing into broader
theological fields in their interpretation, commentators not infrequently
make use of New Testamental material.
In the Netherlands, the dogmatician K.H. Miskotte (1894-1976) chose
another path by attempting to create space for the unique voice and central
place of the Old Testament within the whole of theology. This 'modern dogmatician as dilettante and conductor', with his broad literary and cultural
historical vision, has inspired countless theologians to exegesis and to a new
way of doing exegesis. For him the core of the matter lies in the 'Sonderfall'
which, according to Old Testament testimony, the God of Israel has made of
himself. In a highly original manner, Miskotte introduced dialetical theology, in particular the work of Karl Earth, alongside modern Jewish thinkers, among whom Franz Rosenzweig and Martin Buber should be mentioned especially, and made these influences productive by grafting them into
the from time immemorial great exegetical interest of Calvinism in the
Netherlands, in particular interest in the Old Testament as well. From the
beginning, hermeneutic questions and the problem of translation have played a role for him. The former implied positive appreciation of any and all
Old Testament scholarly methods, but correction of a one-sided diachronic
approach by means of a synchronic approach. The latter implied new
interest in the language and style forms of biblical Hebrew.
The foundation upon which an exegesis such as Miskotte had in mind

could flourish was already prepared in various ways. He himself had
contributed to this already before World War II by the attention he gave to
Judaism. His book Edda en Thora (Nijkerk 1939) opened many an eye for
the fact that the church reads the Old Testament, the Tanach, along with the
synagogue. The exegete is expected to be aware that for his scholarly work
he, as it were, removes these collected books momentarily from the context
of these congregations in order, thereafter, not to do his work in forgetfulness. Since World War II, the awareness has dawned that the Scriptures
can not be read and studied as though Judaism did not exist. Thus the
Palestinian order of the Old Testament books in the Tanach could draw the
attention to structures large and small. Die Verdeutschung der Schrift by
Buber and Rosenzweig began to have its effect. Also their account of the
form of biblical literature as being the externalization of the content
challenged to a new manner of perception.5 Although not himself a professional exegete, Miskotte has had a directly inspiring effect in this field.6
Furthermore, developments within official biblical scholarship itself
created condition requiring response. Historical and literary criticism could
not help but raise biblical theological questions which could be designated
by Earth's distinction: 'Historie-Geschichte'. Could one be satisfied that
this differentiation in academic practice also demarcated a partition between
theological disciplines?
It is after all a public secret that theological scholarship, by which we are
schooled, trained and formed, due to its own particular nature is swept along all
the faster in the stream of a fatal dualism. At the root of this fatality lies the
public unreconcilability of exegesis and dogmatics', they are not only although this is correctly, understandably, and unavoidably so - distinguished
methodologically, they are and are progressively more dominating and absolutistic in pretentions; and in results contradictory, to such an extent, that a theologian must be made of the right stuff, honest and ... torn and no longer able to

M. Buber, F. Rosenzweig, Die Schrift and ihre Verdeutschung, Berlin 1936.
K.H. Miskotte, Bijbels ACB, Baarn 1966 [German: Biblisches ABC, Neukirchen
1976; Italian: ABC delta Biblia, Brescia 1981], and Als de Goden zwijgen. Over de zin van
het Oude Testament, Amsterdam 1956 [German: Wenn die Cotter schweigen: Vom Sinn des
Alien Testaments, Miinchen 19663; English: When the gods are Silent, New York and
Evanston 1967/London 1967].
6

3 HJ. Kraus, Geschichte der historisch-kritischen Erforschung des Alien Testaments,
Neukirchen 19692, 495f.
4 Kraus, Geschichte, 509.

;
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speak a word to the congregation laden with blessed and blessing authority. 7

created between what Buber and Rosenzweig had called, for example, the
'Leitwortstil' and 'Formgeheimnis' of the biblical stories and more recent
developments in literary science, in particular the 'working interpretation'
and structuralistic methods.13 For this reason, Beek's pupils have been categorized as adherents of the 'literary-esthetic approach'.14 Although not in
all cases incorrect, this description does not touch the essence of the matter.
Beek had already stated:

The theologian feels torn apart not only in his contact with the congregation,
but also within theology in its intended unity of disciplines; he experiences
it personally in no lesser degree when seeking to be a theologian in his exegetical work. This dualism is not a factor which was externally added to
biblical scholarship, but springs forth from the exegesis and the exegetical
method itself. Following Dahl, Von Rad had phrased it as follows: 'Die historische Forschung sucht ein kritisch gesichertes Minimum; das kerygmatische Bild tendiert nach einem theologischen Maximum.' 8 This insight can
liberate the exegete from a historical cramp and, besides all the requirements of textual transmission and form-historical approach, make the way
free for the 'Jetzt- und Letztgestalt' of the text.
It was the Amsterdam Old Testament scholar M.A. Beek (1909-1987)
who provided the so-called school with its epithet. As pupil of Eerdmans9
and continuer of the work of his predecessor Palache,10 this 'narrative
theologian' avant la lettre has smoothed the way for an exegesis which
takes the given text in its literary and theological form as the first and final
material to be treated. Although the study of the history of transmission is
not lost sight of, it is provided with the critical note that the authors of the
Old Testament were much more independent in relation to tradition than is
usually assumed. We have not found in later periods the piety and the conservative attitude, to which is appealed as excuse for the opposite, wrote
Palache." Following in this line, Beek argued for the importance of the
Midrash literature to the Old Testament exegete, as a genre close to and
comparable with the biblical writings.12 Thus productive links could be

7 K.H. Miskotte, 'De Doem van net Dualisme', Om het Levende Woord I, Amsterdam
1966, 4.
8 G. von Rad, Theologie des Alien Testaments, Miinchen 1966, 120.
9 Cf. in particular B.D. Eerdmans, Alttestamentliche Studien, Giessen 1908-1912,
which is a critical approach to the school of Graf-Kuenen-Wellhausen.
10 Cf. in particular J.L. Palache, 'Het Karakter van het Oud-Testamentische Verhaal',
Sinai en Paran, Leiden 1959, 15-36.
11 Palache, 'Karakter', 35.
12 Cf. G. Vermes, Scripture and Tradition in Judaism: Haggadic Studies (Studia PostBiblica IV), Leiden 19732. Cf. K.A. Deurloo, Kain en Abel: Onderzoek naar exegetische
Methods intake een 'kleine literaire eenheid' in de Tenakh, Amsterdam 1967, esp. ch. Ill:
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Ancient Israelite literature differs from a 'work of art' because it has not been
created for beauty but for proclamation. That is why the analysis can not stop
short at the structure but must pay attention to the content, which could certainly entertain - ironically or amusingly - but then still in order to 'make a difference' in the listener.15
The Old Testament has, after all, a core through which everything lying
within its circumference is coloured and determined by its totally unique
nature.16
Where Beek and Miskotte meet, F.H. Breukelman (1916-1993) attempted to find his point of departure for a matter-of-fact biblical theology, i.e., a
theology orientated to the words, concepts, and structures of the Old

'Het midrasj-genre en de Tenakh', 49-73.
1
From the abundance of literature, several titles frequently mentioned by the
'Amsterdam School' include: E. Auerbach, Mimesis: Dargestelle Wirklichkeh in der
Abendlandischen Literatur, Bern 1959, in particular because of Auerbach's analysis of
Gen. 22; E. Staiger, Die Kunst der Interpretation, Zurich 1955; R. Wellek and A. Warren,
Theory of Literature, London 1963. The article of M. Weiss had a great influence: 'Wege
der neuen Dichtungswissenschaft in ihrer Anwendung auf die Psalmenforschung: Methodologische Bemerkungen, dargelegt am Beispiel von Psalm XLVI', in: P.H.A. Neumann (ed.),
Zur neueren Psalmenforschung (Wege der Forschung, cxcil), Darmstadt 1976, 400-451
(=BMica 42 [1961], 255-302).
Cf. T.C. Vriezen and A.S. van der Woude, Literatuur van Oud-lsraet, Wassenaar
1973, 122f. (n. 40, p. 394).
Translated from Dutch, excerpted from: M.A. Beek, 'Verzadigingspunten en onvoltooide lijnen in het onderzoek van de oudtestamentische literatuur, in: M. Boertien, A.G.
van Daalen, e.a. (eds.), Verkenningen in een stroomgebied: Proeven van oudtestamentisch
onderzoek (FS M.A. Beek), Amsterdam 1974, 8-19 (p. 15) (=Vox Theologies 38 [1968], 214).
M.A. Beek, Aan Babylons stromen, Amsterdam 1955, 236.
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Testament.17 The Name (YHWH) and names play their role in history,
tfbharim, on the stage of heaven and earth, which takes place dialogically within the days. As covenant history, this is spacially characterized
by the pair of concepts righteousness and justice and temporally by the pair
of concepts mercy and faithfulness.1* According to Breukelman, biblical
theology which allows itself to be guided by general, usually dogmatically
tinted concepts runs the risk of losing its critical potential towards both
exegesis and dogmatics. In his viewpoint, biblical theology and exegesis
should be in a dialectical relationship to one another.
With the interpretation of biblical texts, a progressively more complete 'biblical
theology' will emerge of it's own accord from the exegesis of the texts and reciprocally the biblical theology coming to light from the exegesis will in turn
function as hermeneutic horizon within which the exegetical work must be performed.19
When Breukelman speaks of biblical texts, the New Testament is explicitly
to be included, because in his view the larger Old Testament structures
maintain their validity for these texts as well. This observation should not,
however, be applied generally, but should constantly sharpen the awareness
of the exegete for that which is unique and distinctive in each text, so that
he discovers that, with a great diversity of tendencies, theological reflection
lies at the basis of the structure of these texts. The texts themselves give
testimony to the fact that through the generations a struggle has been going
on about what should be said.
In the theological reflection in their labour of giving the texts their form, all
who have been at work here were aimed at making these texts contain a maximum on proclamation. Not unjustly, therefore, has Buber called the language
which we are allowed to hear here, 'Die Sprache der Botschaft'. 20

17 Cf. the manner in which M. Kadushin, The Rabbinic Mind, New York 1972, has attempted to indicate structures in rabbinic literature by the use of 'conceptual terms'.
1
See the posthumously published study, F.H. Breukelman, Biblische Theologie II:
DEBHARIM - Der biblische Wirklichkeitsbegriff des Seins in der Tat, Kampen 1998.
19 Translated from Dutch, excerpted from: F.H. Breukelman, Bijbelse Theologie (1,1):
Schrift-lezing, Kampen 1980, 9.
20 Translated from Dutch, excerpted from: Breukelman, Schriftlezing, 16.
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CHARACTERISTICS

The name 'Amsterdam School' designates a diverse company of exegetes,
who each, proportionate to the influence of the above-mentioned inspirers,
follows his own way, but nonetheless appears to be recognizable as related
to one another.21 A characterization of this 'school' can therefore be best
given by mentioning various noticeable aspects.
a. The Old Testament is an unusual case within ancient eastern literature in
that this volume is borrowed by the academy from the synagogue (and the
church). A living and reading community has preserved the Old Testament.
For the sake of that community's life and reading, the Old Testament has
received its final form. Even though the academy can and must read this
volume within the framework of Orientalistics as well, the other reality may
not be forgotten. For that reason the study of the Old Testament has a
central place among theological subjects, and exegesis, a main subject in
Old Testament studies within theology, must in first and last instance direct
itself to the Letztgestalt of the text. Exegesis is practiced in alternation with
other subjects of theology, including dogmatics, not in order to walk on the
leash of doctrinal dogmaticism in a seventeenth-century manner, but in
order in an exegetical and biblical-theological manner to place systematic
theology under criticism and on the other hand to accept the criticism of
dogmatics as hermeneutics. In this is assumed that neither exegesis nor
dogmatics is church bound. Though inclined to be involved with the church,
they are, nonetheless, exercized in a free academy. In relation to the
Scriptures, their critical service to the synagogue and the church will
involve making these readable. Hebraica veritas as traditional scholarly
motto implies in this approach to Old Testament studies that special attention be given to the Palestinian canon and the order of the books in Tanach:
Moses - Prophets - Writings. The faithfulness of the interpreter to the

For a collection of articles translated into English, see M. Kessler (ed.), Voices from
Amsterdam: A modern tradition of reading Biblical narrative, Atlanta, Georgia 1994; for a
good introduction and sketch of development and background, see U.F.W. Bauer, ^2
n^xn DHSin / All diese Wane: Impulse zitr Schriftauslegung aus Amsterdam. Explizien an
der Schilfmeererzdhlung in Exodus 13:17-14:31 (Europaische Hochschulschriften xxiii /
442), Frankfurt am Main / Bern / New York / Paris 1991.
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given text entails that all methods that appear to be useful for understanding
are welcomed. The exegete will, with a certain eclecticism towards methods, continually be critical towards himself and his own implicit or
explicit hermeneutic position.

d. Where the distinctive, given text is allowed to speak, eyes and ears must
be open for the unique manner of expression of the particular text, not
because Hebrew is holy as such, let alone that it would be the only possible
'language of revelation', but because the use of this language serves a particular message. In order to hear that, one is forced to listen to the form of
the speaking or writing. Gradually the exegete learns to be intent on striking
elements of style, for example, ' LeitwortstW, inclusions, variations in
schemas, parallelisms. Although he is aware that they are not unparalleled
in their occurrence in biblical language usage, he knows as well that to
neglect them leads one exegetically astray.
Related to this is the choice for a certain manner of translation designated as 'idiolect'. This is sometimes uncorrectly understood as a word-forword translation, a concordant translation - although concordancy does play
an important role - or a translation of the Hebrew idiom. The point is rathei
the idion, the distinctive characteristics of the text. For the stylistic form
which communicates the content, a translation will have to attempt to create
equivalent forms in the target language, which will rarely perfectly mater,
the Hebrew forms, but which possibly dynamically 'entspricht'.
Not only the stylistics of the given pericope are kept in view, but also the
connections often made by these stylistic elements to the context of the
story cycle or book, or which sometimes refer beyond the boundaries of the
larger literary units. Discovering these links gives rise to ready doubts abou
the alleged results of source splitting or transmission history.

10

We know only a progressive dialectic between Scripture and hermeneutics.
Every hermeneutics which considers this dialect to be unnecessary, undesirable, or impossible must be rejected, i.e., every hermeneutics which, with an
appeal to whatsoever presupposition, refuses to give account of itself and to
continue to give account of itself before the Scriptures.22

b. Latet periculum in generalibus21" This saying of Earth in dogmatics fits
the exegete as well who focusses himself on the singularity, each time
anew, of the pericope to be explained. All general facts, whether these
involve the literary context, genre, and stylistics, or the historical Umwelt,
find their test in the special text. To the extent to which the general horizon
is broader, the exegete will treat the facts from outside the text with more
caution. Although the exegete is indebted to the method of work-immanent
interpretation, that method is, though indispensable, not all salvatory to him.
In this line, however, the Sitz in der Literatur has primary attention above
the Sitz im Leben. Inquiry is made into the place of the pericope in the story
cycle, book, volume, Tanach, and extra-biblical literature, respectively.
c. Exegesis and Biblical Theology stand in a dialectical relationship to one
another. Each exegetical exercize contributes to the knowledge of biblical
theology, which itself forms the horizon of exegesis. By biblical theology is
meant the description of the larger structures of the Old Testament world of
words. Biblical theology is thus primarily Old Testament theology; the New
Testament authors are checked as to what extent they move within the Old
Testament main lines, as they profess.

Translated from Dutch, excerpted from: R. Zuurmond, 'Een kritische hermeneutiek',
in: K. Deurloo, R. Zuurmond (eds.), De bijbel maakt school: Een Amsterdamse weg in de
exegese, Baarn 1984, 22.
23
/OMI/2, biz. 51.
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e. In the Amsterdam tradition, since the 60's there is a tendency to date th(
texts later than is customary, a tendency which by the way is also presen
with some Anglo-Saksen Old Testament scholars. Here again this is not ;
presupposition, but a hypothesis derived from the texts and the Umwelt. th<
Babylonian exile is taken to be a starting point of a literarily creative perio<
in which older material was given a new form - once spoken of as 'dL
Schicht der grossen Uberarbeitung'- and new material was added. Not onl1
the redactional, priestly, or deuteronomistic framework, but also larg<
portions of the material which are usually traced back to older written o
even oral sources are candidates for the later dating.
More recently, surpassing even the significance of the exilic period, th
post-exilic period is taken into account. The period of the Second Tempi
appears to have been an important phase for compiling and composing th
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canon of the Old Testament. By this is not meant that the majority of the
books of the Old Testament fell out of heaven in the centuries after the
Babylonian exile, but that, on the one hand, a certain 'creativity' of (different and possibly rival schools of) writers during and after the exile is
reckoned with, and, on the other hand, great caution is exercized in drawing
transmission-historical and historical conclusions. International interest in
the period of the Second Temple has in the last time increased greatly. Since
about 1975, the German Old Testament scholar B.J. Diebner has indicated
the Hellenistic time as the period in which the Old Testament received its
form.24 In the work of the Danish Old Testament scholar N.P. Lemche,
among others, great attention is given to this.
Each time again, synchronic literary analysis should be a first step for
everyone involved in the historical and hitorical-literary disciplines of Old
Testament scholarship. These disciples should be exercized for their own
merits, but in relation to (synchronic) exegesis they are auxiliary sciences,
though as such they are indispensible for the interpretation of texts.

PRACTICAL EXPERIENCE: BEGINNING INDEPENDENTLY

12

f. An exegete is determined by his own era and social position. He who is
aware of this will not ignore, for example, contemporary feministic critique
and liberation theology. The history of exegesis, and not only that of the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries, is an indispensible corrective agency.
The oldest history of exegesis - the transmission history after the Old
Testament text had come into being, which begins already in portions of the
Old Testament itself and thereafter is given form, for example, in the
'rewritten bible' (G. Vermes) - requires special attention, not so much
because of the exegetical techniques employed as because of its familiarity
to a literary climate close to the time in which the definitive text came into
being.

Cf. his contributions in the Dielheimer Blatter zum Alten Testament und seiner Rezeption in der Alten Kirche (DBAT). As example, we mention here: 'The Old Testament;
Anti-Hellenistic Literature?', DBAT28 (1992 / 1993), 10-40.
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The exegetical experience of students and theological graduates, including
that of ministers in their preparations for the weekly sermon, consists all too
often of consulting several commentaries, from which is gathered that
which from the text appears to be reasonable. The commentators, perceived
as authorities, should, however, not stand in the way of making an independent start with the exegesis of the Hebrew text, however laborious such a
beginning might seem to be. After some practice, making one's own working translation and colometrically transcribed text proves to be a source of
joy; it is a manner of working which is continually fruitful.
Making a working translation
Within the hermeneutic circle, in which the parts explain the whole and the
whole explains the parts, and in which in the end the whole adds up to be
more than the sum of the parts, one attempts to get a certain grasp of the
whole. This can be done by making a working translation, which has the
immediate advantage of making one take the Hebrew grammar and syntax
into account.
A working translation can also be used for comparison with other translations, preferably from different languages and manners of translations, for
example, that of Buber and Rosenzweig, the New Standard Version, the recent translation of A. Chouraqui25 (French) and E. Fox26 (English), and
naturally the ancient translations, the Septuagint and the Vulgate. In places
where the translations diverge from one another, one is alerted to exegetical
problems.
The Hebrew text written out colometrically
Thereafter one would do well to write out the Hebrew text colometrically on
a large piece of paper in order to allow its materiality to get through to one
personally. Colometry means that a breathing unit, a colon, is written on one
line, thus making visible the nature of Scripture as miqra, as text recited
aloud, and thus doing the reciter a service as well. 'Vom Auge her sollte das

La Bible: Traduite et presentee par Andre Chouraqui, Paris 1985.
E. Fox, The Five Books of Moses: A new translation with introduction, commentary,
and notes (The Shocken Bible, I), New York 1995.
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band der Zunge gelost warden.'27 The exegete would do well, incidentally,
to deem reading aloud, also in one's personal study, not below one's station,
in order to experience the corporality of the language in units of breath. In
this writing out of the Hebrew, the German colometry of Buber and
Rosenzweig, the English of Fox, the French of Chouraqui, and the
Masoretic interpunctuation could be helpful.
In the thus acquired impression of the text, one can in the first place
indicate the sequences and attempt to designate these according to their
content and function, with attention for the narrated time and the time of
narration, the possible redundancy of a sequence (what happens to the story
if a certain sequence were to be lacking?) and the absence of a possible
sequence (what would happen if this were inserted?). In poetic texts one
would sooner speak of sections, which one does not determine without first
indicating parallelisms, which are of eminent importance to the exegesis,
and briefly characterising them globally as synonymous, synthetic, or
antithetical.

Buber, Die Schrift und ihre Verdeutschung, 80.

KEY WORDS IN THE HEBREW BIBLE*

K.A. Deurloo

The Jewish Old Testament scholar, Juda L. Palache (1886-1944),' was
known as a walking concordance. When a salient Hebrew word was mentioned, he could quote relevant references in which that word plays a role.
Verba valent usu, words acquire their significance from their usage. For an
Old Testament scholar a word's meaning is none other than that which is
disclosed by its use in particular Bible books or in larger portions of the
Hebrew Bible.
In the Netherlands and elsewhere, many have been made more aware of
this truth through the Verdeutschung der Schrift by Martin Buber and Franz
Rosenzweig and the accompanying essays which they wrote.2 An illustrative example is the way in which many Bible translations make use of the
words salvation, redemption and deliverance in an undifferentiated manner
for rendering various Hebrew words which in the original each have their
own distinct characteristics. Traditional confessional and dogmatic associations too quickly play a role in the word redeem / redemption, although this
is in itself a good translation for the root yttf 1 and its derivatives. On the
basis of its usage, Buber chooses liberate, liberation, liberty to translate this
word, thus offering a point of connection for liberation theology,3 while

Translated from Dutch by J.W. Dyk.
In 1924 Palache was appointed as professor of Old Testament at the University of
Amsterdam, removed in 1940 by the German authorities and deported to Theresienstadt
where he was murdered in 1944. Samples of his scholarship were published in Sinai en
Paran: Opera Minora, Leiden 1959.
Die Schrift und ihre Verdeutschung, Berlin 1936. Cf. the translation which follows in
their footsteps: E. Fox, The Five Books of Moses, New York 1997.
For example, S.A. Abrahams, Fort Hare, South America, says in relation to this word:
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reserving redemption for ms or hw,, and deliver for bzi (hif'il). For
example, David delivers a captured sheep out of the mouth of a lion (1 Sam.
17:35); a people caught in guilt receive the proclamation that YHWH offers
them redemption (Ps. 130:7,8); the judges liberate the people from repression and oppression (Jud. 2:16, etc.)- Awareness of the Scripture's own use
of words opens one's eyes to the particular contours and contrasts which the
authors bring into their work, and thus to the structures of thought and
speech which internally link the texts. For the exegete, in spite of the great
diversity between the books and sections of the Hebrew Bible, the horizon
of a biblical theology unfolds itself from one exegesis to the next.
How can the structure of this type of biblical theology be described? Attempts have been made to do this more or less systematically, for example,
by observing that the whole of the Bible is concerned with the covenant
between God and humankind. One then begins in the first chapter with what
the Bible says about God, and then continues with what is said about
humankind. One can then speak of the dealings between God and humans:
how does God allow himself to be known and how do people allow themselves to be involved in that relation through the cult? Finally, one can
conclude with the dealings between one person and another.
Such a description, however, begins to appear quite dogmatic: the teachings about God - theology in the narrower sense - then anthropology, ecclesiology, and ethics. A major objection to this is that the Bible itself does
not speak systematically concerning these topics. The description of the
Bible's own theology can also be done in another manner, for example,
canonically, thematically, or tradition-historically. The literarily sensitive
K.H. Miskotte argued in favour of tracing the important words in the
Scriptures. In his popular book Bijbels ABC* words like 'Teaching',
'Name', 'Divine Name', 'Deeds', 'Word', 'Way', 'Sanctification' and
'Hope' are treated. Following his example, F.H. Breukelman developed a
biblical theology in which the central conceptual notions, or key words, of
the Scripture are determinant.5 Concepts like 'God', 'humankind' or

'world' are not suitable because of being too general. 'God' has a specific
name in the Bible. 'Humankind' appears in its representative Israel. The
world, including the sense of 'cosmos', hardly occurs. How, then, do the
Bible authors speak, and over what? To begin with the last mentioned topic:
they use double denominatives.

16

divine justice means 'intervening in a situation of oppression with the ultimate aim of
liberating the oppressed and to secure their freedom', S.A. Abrahams, Do Justice or Suffer
Fury! A Theological-Exegetical Study on Divine Anger in the Prophetic Literature. A Black
Theological Perspective (dissertation), Amsterdam 1990, 24.
4 Baarn 1966.
5 F.H. Breukelman, Biblische Theologie II. DEBHARIM. Der biblische Wirklichkeitsbegriffdes Seins in der Tat, Kampen 1998.

HEAVEN AND EARTH

The Good News Bible begins with: 'In the beginning, when God created the
universe ...'. If that were true, then the Lord's Prayer could not be prayed:
God's will is done in heaven; let it also likewise be done upon earth, among
people. In this it becomes clear why the Bible seldom speaks of the cosmos,
but rather of the reality of the bipartite division of heaven and earth. The
outer space of the universe does not play an independent role, it is not a
theme in itself, but is called upon to be present and to be of service in the
history of Israel's God with people.
Just as God wants to be there for people, so also the heaven is to be there
for the earth: the hidden reality is there for the benefit of the revealed reality. The heavens are concealed to such an extent that it is not described at all
in the first chapter of Genesis. That which is concealed, heaven, appears
only as the diacritical boundary visible to humans - the arch of the heavens.
That which is concealed need cause no fear to mortals because the Lord
himself has chosen it as the place where he is completely sovereign and
where his will is done (Ps. 103:19ff.), in order to guarantee space for
people: The heavens, the heavens belong to YHWH, but the earth he has
given to the children of men' (Ps. 115:16). The heavens are, therefore,
completely safe; however, the earth becomes problematic insofar as humans
are operative there. This area of tension is expressed, for example, by
Deutero-Isaiah in the following manner: 'For thus says YHWH, who created
the heavens — He is God -' (we may, therefore, in fullest trust be silent on
this matter, but:) 'who has formed the earth and made her, he fastened her
securely' (how necessary that is!). 'He did not create it as chaos, he formed
it to be inhabited ...' (Isa. 48:18).
Heaven and earth are not world concepts but relational notions, to such an
extent that 'heaven' can stand for God and 'earth' for her inhabitants. In this
pair of words, the cosmic order is given a role of concealment and revelation to play in history. The determinant happenings take place, therefore,
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'from heaven' (e.g., Gen. 22:11; Acts 2:2). Heaven is full of promise for a
new future, upon earth! It is not without reason that heaven occurs in the
first request of the Lord's Prayer, a prayer which can only be understood
completely from the Scriptures, the Hebrew Bible.

DAYS
Time' is created first. On the second day in the creation story, the arch of
the heaven appears in order to make room in the midst of the water chaos,
so that on the third day the earth can show itself in the light of the first day.
That light received a name, the function of being 'day' for humankind.
Time in an abstract sense, as a cosmic measureable unit, is foreign to the
Bible stories. The day, the days, is the expression used for the granted,
concrete human time. Time' precedes 'space'. It is in the days that the
places and spaces appear in order to be taken into account. 'And it came to
pass in those days ...' - with this expression for time a story begins. Only
afterwards are geographic locative details mentioned. The order corresponds
to the fact that in the Bible one goes from hearing in time to seeing in space.
These words have an important function in the history of Abraham. He must
first listen to YHWH in order to see the land (Gen. 12:1; 13:14ff.). Because
he has harkened to God's voice (Gen. 22:18), he could give the name
'YHWH sees' to the place which he had seen from afar (Gen. 22:4,14).
Mortals live days and count years. 'Which of you desires life and covets
days to enjoy good?' (Ps. 34:12). There are days which have preceded your
days: an unfathomable hidden D^U 'olam 'eternity'. There will also be days
yet to come thereafter: 'from everlasting to everlasting', but between these
lie 'the days of our years' (Ps. 90:10). Rather than counting years, one must
learn to count days and thus become wise (Ps. 90:12). The one who wishes
many years for himself, like the rich man in the parable (Luk. 12:16-19),
could perhaps be unaware that the last day given to him to enjoy has just
passed.
With the emphasis upon the days as mankind's time of life, the importance of today is also accented. Paul quotes: 'on the day of salvation I have
helped you' (from Isa. 49:8) and continues: 'now is the day' (1 Cor. 6:2), as
can be heard in Psalm 94:7: 'O that today you would listen to his voice'.
The applicability of the blessing to today can be evoked by comparing
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The applicability of the blessing to today can be evoked by comparing
YHWH's face to the sun: '... the LORD make his face to shine upon you .. the
LORD lift up his countenance upon you ...' (Num. 6:25ff.), like the sun
which rises to its zenith and places everything in the full light of day.
We are accustomed to saying that time is the fourth dimension; one could
say that in the Scriptures things are exactly the opposite. The three dimensions of time - present, past and future, 'today', 'yesterday' and 'tomorrow'
- open the perspective on the spacial dimension. The order in Genesis 1 is
determinant in biblical language: the day, the heavens, the earth. In
Deuteronomy it can therefore be stated that YHWH will do well to his people
'so that your days and the days of your children may be multiplied ... as the
days of the heavens above the earth' (Deut. 11:21).

DEBARIM

'And it came to pass in those days that' there-and-there something took
place, for that is what days are for: history must happen in them. The Bible,
however, has no word for 'history', unless one takes the term 'debarim' to
be such. How should the introductory n'pxn D'lDin ~IP1X TH 'wa-yehi ahar
ha-debarim ha-'eleh' (e.g., Gen. 22:1) be translated? Perhaps simply as:
'After these things ...', but the biblical theologian is aware that in this expression the already related and, thus, eloquent happenings are intended, the
'words' which have previously taken place.
A ~QT debar, a 'word', is in the biblical narratives not merely an articulated sound with significance. A word is conceived in the heart, articulated
with the mouth, and verified by deeds. A speaker must stand behind what he
says and realize that he is involved through his words. The popular expression 'not words but deeds' is an odd statement in the biblical context. One is
expected to say what one does and to do what one says. If this does not take
place, then the word was not really 'word'. That is all too often true of
mankind, but 'God is not a human being, that he should lie', that is to say:
'has he spoken and shall he not do it?' (Num. 23:19). Verbum Dei manet in
aeternum, 'God's word endures forever', means that he keeps his word and
maintains it in spite of all opposition (Isa. 40:8). Deutero-Isaiah closes b>
comparing this word with rain and snow which make the earth fruitful
When that word is sounded, real history is put into motion, a history tha
bears fruit. 'So shall my word be that goes out from my mouth; it shall no
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55:11).
Thus it is that hearing a word is not merely an auditive matter: the word
should penetrate in a way that produces results and determines behaviour.
To the words of YHWH spoken by Moses, the people answer: 'All what the
LORD has spoken we will do and we will hear' (Ex. 24:7), for only he who
does those words has truly heard them and has become involved in the
history initiated by those words.
According to biblical perception, history is thus not a report of dumb facts
from some 'time' (chronos) gone by, recordable in the chronicles or annals
(annus 'year'). History comprises related happenings of words which were
spoken and done in order to involve the hearer in its progression. From this
perspective, it is understandable that Luke lets the shepherds says: 'Let us
go now to Bethlehem and see the thing (rhema, dabar 'word') that has taken
place, which the Lord has made known unto us' (Luk. 2:15). They go from
hearing to seeing. They become involved as partners in the happenings in
which God does what he says. Luke does not relate this in order to make his
readers believe in the historicity of the story, but to evoke their trust in the
recounted words which provide a future perspective.
In the Bible, when what we call 'history' is indicated by debarim, this is
not about cosmic, natural or historic processes, but about what takes place
in dialogic encounters. These summon up a story as history.

NAMES

He who speaks a true word confirms it with his name. A name in the Bible
is never merely a label but rather a signature that validates the words spoken. This description is not yet complete, as becomes clear when we notice
how a birth is recounted: a man, called by name, 'takes', marries, a woman,
called by name; he comes to her, she becomes pregnant and bares a son (cf.,
e.g., Gen. 38: Iff.). The most essential detail is still missing in this series and
that is: she (he, they) calls his name so-and-so. Someone's existence begins
not so much at his physical birth but at the calling of his name. It is not his
natural existence, but the role which he plays in history which is of significance in the biblical stories. Through his name someone becomes known.
The name summarises'how one functions in happenings and how that person can be remembered after death; thus, the name reflects the influence and
effect one can have in life and in death. One can seek to make a name for
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oneself (Gen. 11:5), but a name can also be 'erased' (Ex. 17:14). YHWH
promises to make Abraham's name great (Gen. 12:2).
When a name is proclaimed, not infrequently an explanation is given to
the name, for example, when Abram and Sarai were given new names,
Abraham and Sarah (Gen. 17:5,16). Matthew used this fact from Scripture
when he related that the one name of the son who had been born would be
called in two manners: Jesus 'who-shall-save-his-people' and Immanuel
'God-with-us' (Matt. 1:21-23). This son shall play his role in history in a
perfect unity of name (DB? sem) and word ("m dabar). His name will unite
words and deeds together.
In the UD2? Sema' resound the names which are determinant in biblical history: 'Hear, Israel: YHWH ...!' (Deut. 6:4). From these names, the D'lan
debarim receive their significance, first from the divine name, which may
not be pronounced, because Israel does not give him his name, but he happens to Israel in his name: 'I will be-there howsoever I will be-there' (rendition E. Fox). Israel's secret is not the concept of a class 'God', but the name
YHWH. Israel does not confess that God is YHWH, but that 'YHWH is our
God'. Somewhat exaggeratedly one can say that YHWH does not 'exist' ontologically, but 'happens' in the encounters with his people. Israel learns to
know YHWH by hearing and thus by doing and, according to the Torah
('instruction', Deut. 4:8), by following the way to the city where YHWH
'puts his name' (Deut. 12:5). It is this Name which must be hallowed, the
Name which holds together all of the D^ID"! debarim of the Hebrew Bible.
In the above we have travelled from the periphery to the centre, but the
structure which these key words give must be given a place in the series
n"IDB? semot (names) - D^DT debarim (words; deeds) - D'O1 yamim (days) the earth beneath the heavens. What can be said to be characteristic of what
the 'names' speak-and-do in the days upon the earth underneath the heavens? Two parrs of words reveal this in a spacial and temporal sense.

RIGHTEOUSNESS AND JUSTICE

With the words 'Justice, Peace and Integrity of Creation', the World Coun
cil of Churches has chosen a good biblical theological order of topics. Ir
this theme, a prejudiced 'justitia' is intended, not the blindfolded feminim
statue decorating the buildings of justice with a balance in her hand in orde
to give each his just deserts: reward to the good, punishment to the wicked
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In the statement of the World Council of Churches, justice can only be
understood in the biblical sense as justice for the poor.
Why does the Bible repeatedly speak by means of a pair of words? The
double denominatives reflect what one is or ought to be and what one does.
You only become what you are when you show it and stand behind it with
your name. There is no place for anonymity or for inner feelings not expressed in behaviour. A pHS saddiq, a righteous one, shows himself to be so
only when he does justice (nattfQ mispaf). He acts as a 'judge', and that is as
much as to say a liberator, for those who have come into distress (ms
sarah) and who are oppressed by adversaries. The room to live has been
taken away. A pHX saddiq liberates from those who distress and returns to
the oppressed the breadth of life, the freedom of being able to enjoy peace.
This pair of words sketches a spatial dimension of meaning: righteousness
(np~12J sedeqah) and justice (nS2?Q mispaf) have the effect that acts of
liberation happen in a situation of distress or oppression, the oppressors are
thrown aside and their victims - the widow, the orphan and the foreigner receive room to live and are able to blossom in Dlbc salom. This is how a
king is to act: 'O God, give the king your justice and your righteousness to
the king's son' (Ps. 72:1). In the rest of that Psalm, many of the words from
the above-mentioned semantic field occur. The Psalm is, naturally, a Psalm
'of Solomon', that is, 'Frederic', 'Peaceman'. Such a p'13 saddiq shows
himself to be a follower of YHWH who leads his people out of the distress of
'Egypt' into the freedom of the promised land. 'Out of my distress' (where I
was driven into a corner) T called upon the LORD; the LORD answered me
and set me in a broad place' (Ps. 118:5).
As antagonist to the righteous, the JJBh rasa' appears. This word is often
translated as 'godless', following the Septuagint, but he is not so much an
atheist as one who acts godlessly. More appropriate is the rendering
'wicked'. Such a person can externally be very religious. His speech does
not betray him, for he speaks with smooth lips and unnoticed schemes his
evil plans at night upon his bed. The perceptive person can see through him:
'He is set on a way that is no good', evil, he does not reject it' (Ps. 36:1-4).
Beware of him when he comes into action: 'Let not the foot of the arrogant
tread on me, or the hand of the wicked drive me away' (Ps. 36:11). Particularly in the book of Proverbs, the righteous and the wicked are set in parallel
opposition to each other. What happens in the days upon the earth under the
heavens (D'"m debarim), however, stands - for God's sake - under the

sign of the pair of words 'righteousness and justice'. Even one who has
come into a distressed position due to his own guilt can call out to YHWH:
'Liberate me through your righteousness!' That is why Matthew in his kingly gospel lets the first words of Jesus after his baptism be: 'Let it be so now,
for it is proper for us in this way to fulfill all righteousness' (Matt. 3:15).
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SOLIDARITY AND FAITHFULNESS

The spatially coloured pair of words 'righteousness and justice' is primarily
concerned with what one is and what one does. He who is thus, is called a
p'tU saddiq. In this pair of words referring primarily to taking action in
time, what one does - solidarity ("ion hesed) - is mentioned first, and afterwards what one is - faithfulness (HEX 'emef). The person who demonstrates
his faithfulness by doing 1DH hesed is called a TOPI hassid. The word ton
hesed is difficult to translate, even though it is possible to explain exactly
what is meant by it. In the encounters with another person, the Bible makes
it clear that one is expected to do good. That which is good means simply:
making human life possible, benefiting and stimulating it. Evil is just as
concrete: making human life impossible, hindering and destroying it. Standing in a certain relationship to another person means concentrating on that
which is good, namely, ~IOn hesed. Faithfulness must be apparent, perhaps
not constantly exhibited, but certainly exercised when the other one needs it.
The same would be expected of the other towards oneself, otherwise the relationship is affected, "ion hesed is a reciprocal concept; it is an act of
solidarity which you expect from one another within a covenant relationship
in which you are faithful to one another, particularly at crucial moments
when the one is dependent on the other. Even though one can be involved in
many relationships, at such moments there is but one person who is important: your 'neighbour'. That is why you must love your neighbour 'as yourself , for that person is just as you are. The world perishes if this attitude is
lacking:
There is no faithfulness (nnx 'emef), or loyalty (ion hesed) in the land ... .
Therefore the land mourns and all who live in it languish; together with the wild
animals and the birds of the air, even the fish of the sea are perishing.
(Hos. 4:1-3)
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A beautiful example of 'solidarity' and that which is 'good' being translated
into attitudes and deeds can be found in the answer of David to the men of
Jabesh in Gilead, who had just buried his rival Saul. By doing this, had they
not distanced themselves from David who had just been annointed king in
Judah? David approaches them with supreme tact: 'May you be blessed by
the LORD, because you showed your loyalty ("lOPl hesed) to Saul, your lord,
and buried him'. After all, they were in a relationship of faithfulness to King
Saul, not to David. What could he then do? He could not do what YHWH
may now do in Saul's stead: 'Now may the LORD show loyalty ("ion hesed)
and faithfulness (DQK 'emet) to you!' And what about David?
And I too will do for you the good thing, just as you did this. Be strong, be
valiant now Saul, your lord, is dead and the people of Judah have appointed me
to be king over them.
(2 Sam. 2:5-7)
Following the loyalty and faithfulness of YHWH, David wants to do that
which is good in relation to what they had done for Saul: 'I, too'. He introduces himself as a follower of Saul, 'me, too', because he would like to be
king over them in such a way that, as far as he is concerned, it could become
a relationship of loyalty ("ion hesed) as well.
It should be clear by now that with both pairs of words, the temporal aspect is predominant over the spatial one. If again and again through time
faithfulness (nnx 'emet) is shown in deeds of loyalty (~!DH hesed), then it is
possible that at some moment this takes on the form of righteousness (np~l2
sedeqah) which by doing justice (nstffQ mispaf) makes liberation a reality.
YHWH 'has remembered his loyalty and faithfulness to the house of Israel.
All the ends of the earth have seen the liberation of our God' (Ps. 98:3).
What happens, however, when loyalty (ion hesed), which is a reciprocal
concept, is lacking in Israel? 'Your ion hesed is like a morning cloud, like
dew that vanishes early' (Hos. 6:4). When this happens, the relationship is
over, the covenant is broken and the people will perish in exile. Why the
latter has not happened is because the ion hesed of YHWH has surprizingly
revealed itself to be one-sided mercy. The dramatic moment of this
revelation is expressed, for example, in the words of Jeremiah 31:20:
Is Ephraim my dear son? Is he the child I delight in? As often as I speak against
him, I still remember him. Therefore, I am deeply moved; I will surely have
mercy on him, says the LORD.
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It is thus possible that in Psalm 103, where so many biblical-theological
lines come together, a surprizing combination of two words appear: it is
YHWH 'who crowns you with "ion hesed and mercy' (cf. Hos. 2:18). The
deepest basis why history still goes on, despite the opposition of mankind,
lies in the fact that God is merciful. Again and again this word marks the
great turnabout in the return from exile (Isa. 55:7; Jer. 33:26; Ezk. 39:25,
etc., cf. Luk. 1:78). By remembering his mercy (Luk. 1:54) YHWH remembers his "ion hesed and faithfulness to the house of Israel' (Ps. 98:3).
Within the limitations of this contribution only a few Bible verses have been
mentioned in relation to the key words dealt with. With the help of a concordance, the reader can trace them further throughout the Hebrew Bible,
and from there on into the New Testament. In Biblische Theologie by F.H.
Breukelman one can find an expansive unfolding based on the assumption
that the Bible in essence is a Bible that lies open in the midst of the congregation and that it longs to be explained by the synagogue and the church as
being the holy Scriptures.6

' F.H. Breukelman, Biblische Theologie II, 329.

