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Reading Scripture 45 a Coherent Story

Richard Bauckham

re has usually presupposed its narrative unity,
le of the Bible — or the Bible read as a whole — tells a co-
pture contributes to of illuminates in some way
f God’s purpose for the world. If Scripture
ose for the world, then we should cer-
ty and coherence in it. But the idea of reading Scrip-
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"y e conceptual tools provided by the postmodern ap-
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tive material at all, but it is not diﬂ‘iculfzgw‘ hme EMks o it s
R P o see that I. € canon lmpl-lCI[])' gives
me ooks (e.g., Psalms, Lamentations) a narrative setting
within the story told by the narrative books. In a sense, this is true of the larg-
est category of nonnarrative works in each Testament: prophecy and apos-
tolic letters. (The Hebrew Bible explicitly signals the narrative context of
prophecy by calling the historical books from Joshua to 2 Kings the Former
Prophets and the prophetic books the Latter Prophets.) Prophecy and apos-
tolic letters are intrinsically related to the biblical story, to which they con-
stantly refer, even summarizing and retelling parts of it. The biblical narrative
of God, his people, and the world structures their theology and is presup-
posed in the way they address the present and the future, The apocalypses,
Daniel and Revelation, like parts of the Prophets, presuppose “the story so
far” in envisioning its eschatological conclusion. Thus, while not all Scripture
is generically narrative, it can reasonably be claimed that the story Scripture
teils, from creation to new creation, is the unifying element that holds litera-
ture of other genres together with narrative in an intelligible whole.
However, there are a few books of which this is more difficult to say:
Song of Songs, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes. Association with Solomon links them
extrinsically to the story of Israel, but they seem to lack intrinsic connection

s in the canon might suggest that Scrip-

with it.? The presence of these book
whom it

ture finds its unity not in the story it tells but in the God about
speaks (though the prablem of a book that does not speak of God at all —
Song of Songs — would still remain). But this is not a convincing distinction,
since Scripture in general knows who God is from the story it tells of God, his
people, and the world. The solution surely lies in recognizing that, although

articularity of God's activity in history, it also, espe-
nizes God's general relationship as

this story focuses on the p
it is im-

cially in its beginning (G
sovereign Creator to the w
portant to note, with the tren
theology movement, that the s

en 1-11), recog
hole creation and all people. In any case,
d of scholarship since the demise of the biblical

hape of the canon is distorted if biblical theol-

ogy focuses on salvation history at the expense of either the wisdom literature
of the Old Testament or the significance of creation throughout the canon.

There is also a second sense in which Scripture is not a unified narra-
tive. The Bible does not tell a single story in the way that either a novel or a

¢ imagery of the Song of Songs links it with

finds that th
Eeclesiastes, and the Song

2. But note the way Ellen Diavis : :
significant parts of the Old Testament story i Ellen F. Davis, Proverbs,

of Songs {Louisville: Westminster/John Knox, 2000},
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the kind of unity 2 polyphenic novel does. . ‘
While the Bible does not have the kind of unity and coherence a single
emarkable

human author might give 2 literary work, there is nevertheless a r
Jves recognize and assert, ina neces-

extent to which the biblical texts themse

sarily cumulative manner, the unity of the story they tell. The books erHI
Genesis to 2 Kings constitute a single edited history from creation to the exile,
though the editors, especially of the Pentateuch, were evidently content 10 let
stand a good deal of variety in the traditions they incorporated. In this they
serve as something of a model for the compilers of the canon itself. The books
of 1-2 Chronicles span the same period as Genesis—2 Kings, em ploying gene:
31_0’5’ in the first eight chapters as a sophisticated means of represent ing the
t”:;t:f:f f.rom :'\dam to David. Although Ezra-Nehemiah is not placed alter 1
;ETW;ZT;?&\Z:}I:: izb;’;'-: é;non.. the editorial replication of the {)pci-lillg
doseibsaofth ronicles does create a link, indicating the L(?ﬂ‘
p of the same story. As well as these two parallel ives, stretching
rom creation to, in one case, the ex Bad s Lo narratives, SR 2

¢ the exile, and in the other, the reconstitution a
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st Hae s plapetie BB sty BB i e e
within the two major narrative seg oy e fhnse e
) tw quences, but this is possible only because
each is explicitly linked to the larger story of Israel (Ruth 1:1:.1:1_7—1.1.; Esth 2:5-
6; Jonah 1:1 with 2 Kgs 14:25). F
The one biblical book that, in its way, matches the span of the whole
canon is the Gospel of John, which begins with a deliberate echo of the open-
ing words of Genesis and ends with a reference to the parousia {John 21:23,
“until | come,” Jesus’ last words and the last words of the Gospel before the
colophon), a reference that corresponds to the prayer with which Revelation
concludes (Rev 22:20, “Come, Lord Jesus!”). The Gospel of Matthew opens
with a genealogy that recapitulates the whole Old Testament history from
Abraham onward, at the same time evoking the promises to Abraham and
David, and closes with a reference to “the end of the age” (Matt 28:20). (It is
h noting that, whereas the biblical narratives in general leave a chrono-
een Old and New Testament stories — even if the

Maccabees are taken into account — the two ge-
ss the

d

wort
logical gap betw
deuterocanonical books of
nealogies of Matthew and Luke do create a kind of narrative link acro

gap.) Throughout the New Testament, of course, the story of Jesus is treate
as the continuation of the storv of Israel and as initiating the fulfillment of

the prophetic promises to Israel.

A sense of the unity of the biblical story is also given by a number of
summaries to be found in both Testaments, though there is no summary of
the whole story from creation to new creation. There are several summaries,
of varying scope, of the story of Israel:

Deut 6:20-24 (exodus to occupation of the land);

t to occupation of the land);

ion of the land);
turn from exile};

Deut 26:5-9 (settlement in Egyp
Josh 24:2-13 (Abraham to occupat
Neh g:6-37 (creation + Abraham to re

Ps 78 (exodus to David) _
Ps 105 {Abraham to occupation of the land) and 106 (exodus to exile),

¢l 1 Chr 16:8-36;
Ps 135:8-12 (exodus to occupation of the land);
Ps 136 (creation + exodus to occupation of the land);

Acts 7:2-50 (Abraham to Solomon).

Twelve prophets in all canonical orders, but it

of Jonah appears among the
nts of the Twelve.

4. The book
from the other compone

clearly differs generically
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In these and other ways, we can sce that it is not alien to the biblical
texts themselves, read as a cumulative whole, to seek a unitary stary that en-
compasses the whole. For warrant to do this, we do not need to rely solely on
the mere existence of the canon or the church’s tradition of reading it,” nor
need we make a simply arbitrary decision to read Scripture in this way, but we
;“_“PPE&I to significant features of the texts in themselves. At the same time:
h::;;;f;:zsﬂ‘::; ::5:::; that the unity of trhc story cannot be a ~I m}""_: ane

plate. The narratives are told from various jun<

tures within 1 i 7
ment, we hav: Z: tﬁr}i.ral g me a variety of perspectives. In the sy
mething like a master version of the main story up 10 e

5. Richard Bauckham The Cli

i , The Cl)
burgh: T. & 7. Clark, 1gy3). o

6.1am less ha

o happy than Loughl;

trines) for reading Scripture augh.]m to rely on the church’s “traditional reading rules’
Sk mch ol #ppropriate S:eumw ¥ Shaut dho seeking what there is about Scriptur® tht
Universiry Press, 1gg6), b, .;:5.5, Gerard Loughlin, Telling Gad's Story (Cambrid ge Cam bridge

of Prophecy: Studies on the Book of Revelation (Edin-

" (dot-

Reading Scripture as a Coherent Story  * 43

E_’“IE I‘GFnes.is—'z Kings), but we also have diverse rereadings of it and interac-
tions W’«_th it in the Prophets, a significantly different retelling of it in 1-
2 Chronicles, tangential narratives that seem to offer corrective angles on it
(Ruth, Esther, Jonah), and books that challenge essential features of its theol-
ogy (Job, Ecclesiastes). In the New Testament, we have fresh and diverse
rereadings of the Old Testament story (e.g., Paul and James on Abraham),
while the story of Jesus is told in no less than four different versions in the
Gospels, along with comment and interpretation in Paul, Hebrews, 1 Peter,
and Revelation. The fourfold Gospel is the most obvious and telling example
of diverse renderings of the biblical story, but the other instances we have
mentioned show that this feature is not unique to Jesus’ story but of a piece
with the general character of Scripture.

At this point it may be helpful to remember the distinction that the
narratologist Gérard Genette makes between story and narrative.” A literary
narrative may differ in many ways from the story it tells (regardless of
whether the story is construed as fictional or true). For example, the order in
which events are narrated may differ from the order in which they occur in
the story. A narrative need not tell all the events of the story, while it may re-
count some events a number of times — from different points of view
(whether of characters or narrators), from different temporal junctures
within the story, conveying different information, highlighting different as-
pects of significance. This important distinction between story and narrative
may help us see that the plurality of narratives in Scripture — many of which
recount the same events differently and none of which tells the whole story —
is not in principle an obstacle to seeking in the Bible a single coherent story,
which all the narratives together tell and each partially tells.

It is important also to recognize that the diversity of biblical renderings
of the biblical story is distinctly limited. This is evident through comparison
with, for example, other versions of the Old Testament story in texts among
the Dead Sea Scrolls or the versions of the gospel story 10 be found in the
gnostic gospels from Nag Hammadi. The Gospel of John tells recognizably

ics, whereas the gnostic gaspels do not. In part

the same story as the Synopti
because of specialization and the narrowing of horizons that it entails, much
iblical diversity.

recent scholarship has tended to exaggerate b

Nevertheless, the diversity is such that readers of Scripture have their
own work to do in discerning the unity of the story. Moreover, the diversity of
different versions of the story is not the only feature of Scripture that requires

7. Loughlin, Tefling God's Story, pp. 52-62, summarizing the account in Gérard Genette,

Marrative Discourse, trans. 1. E. Lewin (Oxford: Rlackwell, 1280}
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There are perhaps two ways of understanding what is going on in
retellings of the story, both within and beyond Scripture. One, located at 1h‘e
fashionable confluence of midrash and the postmodern, would understand it
in terms of intertextuality. Texts are constantly being reinterpreted. There is
obvious truth in this, but if it is the whole truth, if there is nothing outside the
texts, the story risks being subject to the interests and designs — or mere in-
teflectual playfulness — of its interpreters. Another approach (consistent
with Genette's distinction between story and narrative) is to recognize that,
while the telling of a story can be true, it can never be adequate to or exhaus-
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nificant features of the biblical story will be discussed in the third section of
the essay, where they will be required to distinguish the biblical story from
oppressive metanarratives of the kind that have suffered the critique of
postmodern thinkers — a critique to which we now turn our attention.

I1. The Postmodern Critique of Metanarratives

The French philosopher Jean-Frangois Lyotard® (d. 1998), in his La condi-
tion postmoderne (1979), famously and influentially defined the post-
modern as “incredulity towards grand narratives” (or metanarratives — the
terms are interchangeable).” A metanarrative is a totalizing theory that
aims 1o subsume all events, all perspectives, and all forms of knowledge in a
comprehensive explanation. Lyotard’s parade examples were the systems of
Hegel and Marx. He later thought La condition postmoderne put too much
emphasis on the narrative form, since his target was comprehensive systems
of explanation that do not necessarily take that form. Nevertheless, it is
noteworthy that most such systems in the modern period do have a narra-
tive character. Along with Hegel and Marx, these would include other ver-
sions of the idea of progress and scientistic accounts, such as the currently
popular elevation of Darwinism into a comprehensive explanation of hu-
man as well as other life. Even Platonism had a metanarrative; the term
surely remains appropriate. Lyotard also later recognized that his own story
of the obsolescence of all metanarratives in postmodernity was paradoxi-
cally itself a kind of metanarrative, at least in its absolutist claim to be the
truth about history, and he sought to avoid the idea of a historical succes-
sion of modernity followed by postmodernity. Whether he successfully re-
solved the paradox (arguably, it is a version of the kind of paradox that rela-
tivism cannot avoid) is relatively unimportant, since that paradox has
remained characteristic of much postmodern thinking that follows him in
repudiating metanarratives.

Lyotard's rejection of grand narratives does not bear directly on _the
biblical or Christian story, though a consideration of the latter can certainly
profit from attending to Lyotard’s critique. It does not bear directly on the

Lvatard on metanarratives is indebted to Steven Connor, Postmodernist
: (Oxford: Blackwell, 1997), pp.
niversity of Wales

8. My account of
Culture: An Introduction to Theories of the Conteniporary, and e‘d. A Bl
23-43; Gary K. Browning, Lyorard and the End of Grand Narratives {Cardiff: U

Press, 2000). N ;
ancois Lyotard, The Postmodern Condition, trans. G. Bennington and

g. Jean-Fr Fos :
B. Massumi {Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1984), p. xxiv.
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this rcspeu?t.“ A case for the Christian story, which has been at least equally
compromised by oppressive distortions and collusion with the modern mﬂh
of progress, may depend on a retrieval of aspects of the biblical story that re-
sist its ideological distortions. Lyotard’s extreme epistemological skepticism
and indiscriminate valorization of difference as such are hardly attractive
from a Christian perspective, but his critique of the modern gran& narratives
can still be instructive.

We do not have to go to Lyotard’s extreme to see that the dream of mod-
ern reason — that it could fully capture and articulate reality — was an illu-
sion. Theories of universal history that explain it in terms of a unidirectional
movement of progress stand exposed as legitimations of the modern West's
domination of the world.'? Lyotard is right to stress the contingency of his-
torical events and the intractability of reality to fully rational explanation and
control. The present global warming tragically illustrates the hugely powerful
unintended consequences of the modern overconfidence in human mastery
of nature and history. Auschwitz, of which Lyotard memorably said, “We
wanted the progress of the mind, we got its shit,”"* has rightly acquired the
representative role of the surd that defeats any attempt at rational explana-
tion of history. Totalizing metanarratives that entail closure do seem all too
friendly to totalitarian politics.

I11. The Biblical Story as a Nonmodern Metanarrative

The biblical story is not a metanarrative by Lyotard’s definition, which limits
the concept to a characteristically modern phenomenon, but I am not the
first to extend the meaning, and it seems useful to do so. We might properly
call the biblical story a premodern metanarrative were this not to appear to
buy into the same sort of metanarrative about metanarratives that Lyotard
himself sces lurking in the postmodern talk of the end of metanarratives.

i Terry Eagleton, The HHlusions ol Postmodernism (Oxford: Blackwell, 1996},

12, Fernandez- Armeste’s magnificent world history, Civilizarions, shows by contrast how
there is no single unifying and progressive story of civilization, such as was embodied by the
modern Eurocentric narratives. Felipe Fernindez-Armesto, Civilizations ( London: Macmillan,
2000). Of course, this does not mean that stories about the development of civilizations can no
longer be told. History does not dissolve into a merely random succession of change, as some
rmesto speaks of process rather than progress (pp. 20-

postmodernism suggests. Ferndndez-Al
and we are bound to try to understand the past,

22). Experience is almost inescapably narrative,
as we do the present, by narrativizing it.
13. Quoted in Browning, Lyotard, p. 68.
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theless). But even in this light, a remarkable regard for the particular is evi-
dent in the way the main plot emerges from and often risks submersion of
dissipation in the apparently redundant superfluity of little stories, as well as
the already mentioned complexity and ambiguity the story entails.
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23 gc:;s:}g:n;:zi ;tfl ;t;i?::ll::: ]s:ories (fairy stories, for exam‘plej are typically
e foha by eatct e appens to them, and they win (for, of course,

i ‘ ¢ assistance of nature or the favor of supernatural
powers or just wildly improbable luck. Their world is more mysterious than
comprehensible, and they do not expect to master it. In the biblical stories,
events are comprehensible insofar as God reveals his purposes and fulfills
them. Human agency, of course, is important and is celebrated where appro-
priate, but its success follows divine initiative and requires divine concur-
rence.

(3) In the biblical story, there is therefore ample recognition of contin-
gency in history in the sense that much, perhaps most, that occurs is not the
intended result of human activity. The carefully plotted stories of Joseph and
Esther show how the providence of God prevails through chance, coinci-
dence, and the unintended results of human activity (cf. Gen 50:20) as much
as through the obedient activity of servants of God. The biblical portrayal of
divine providence cannot be equated with the immanent reason of history
because it is contingent on the freedom of God and not open to rational cal-
culation. So it invites trust, not mastery. God is to be trusted to be faithful to
his promises, yet he remains free in his fulfillment of them.

(4) While the biblical storytellers recognize the hand of God in the con-
tingency of history, some aspects of history remain intractable to comprehen-
sion in these terms. There is a tension between the divine moral order and in-
comprehensible evil. (This is surely the most dialectical aspect of biblical
theology.) In the Old Testament histories and Prophets, there is a strong t€n-
dency to recognize moral order in the world over which God is sovereign.
Rulers and nations get what they deserve, and although the God who is mer-
ciful as well as just may restrain his anger and remit punishment, the opposite
— that is, righteousness 15 not normally rewarded with
historical books and the Prophets, from a salvation-
historical perspective, asserl about the fortunes of political societies, Prov-

erbs, from a creational perspective, asserts about individual lives. In that
sense Job's case is “countertestimony”'* against both Deuteronomistic his-
The trouble with Job’s friends is not

nd so-called conventional wisdom.
dition of observing moral order in God’s
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the Old Testament (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1997), pt. 2. 1 do not find all the mau_:rial he_ addu:::es
very convincingly placed in this category. but the dialectical model of a legal .dISPLIiE invalving
testimony and countertestimony helps <how how texts such as Job and Ecclesiastes make an es-
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sential contribution without overturning the “core tesimony-

15. The term is Bruegge
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EEI;(:.IT:‘II;E:ytg; :hge biblical story that God does act on behalf of the rtghtem.;_s,
They presuppose it; it is only because of the belief that God does characteris-

tically so act that they complain that he has not acted in their own case and
insist that he must.® These psalms, therefore — and all whn.» are e.ncouragled,
by their inclusion in the Psalter, to pray them — live in dialectical tension
with the testimony of Israel’s story. This is perhaps a clue to the way the dying
Jesus, in Matthew and Mark, makes his own the cry of desolation from the
first verse of Psalm 22. The question arises precisely because God has so sig-
nally acted in the ministry of Jesus and promised the deliverance of his people
through him,

The lack of a “literature of dissent” in the New Testament compa rable
to ]t:_lb, Ecclesiastes, and the psalms of complaint might be underst ood by ob-
:ew:pg that the dialectic created by such material within the Old 1 estament
?v;::l-::is :z:ii::if:g :: ;tl ecI:::w 1B'estament story %.hr.mlgh the Matllwa.n :{nd
openness of the biblical sto ek ‘Wh.at _dﬁes this imply for the continuing
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16. I read Job 41 in this sense.

17. Note also, with B
y rutgge
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e i iy e S S
longer be prayed and Job’s ;y;nte:t b el i Shodd- =%

e ecomes redundant. In that case the bibli-
cal aony, ot its climax in Jesus, would achieve closure, and the intractable evils
of h‘:s.wry and experience would be overcome. However, the resurrection only
ar_'jt:-:lpa!es eschatological closure. It bursts open the constraints of nature and
history, promising an overwhelming good of a kind that will not, like any im-
manent theodicy, leave out the dead, the victims of history whose fate can
never be justified by any product of history. Closure — meaning a finally sat-
isfactory resolution of the problem of God’s goodness in the world — is
found in trust and hope, not in some explanation of the world that makes
sense of evil, and still less in the claim of human power to eradicate the evil
that human reason has understood.

(5) Although the matter cannot be explored here, we may note that, as
well as the major dialectic within Scripture concerning moral order and in-
comprehensible evil, there are three other dialectics that the three Old Testa-
ment short stories open up within the metanarrative: between androcentric
and gynocentric perspectives on the story (Ruth),' between the evident ac-
tivity of YHWH and his hidden providence (Esther), and between Israel’s
privilege and YHWH’s concern for the nations (Jonah).

(6) In the Bible, Israel’s story is rarely portrayed as the dominant
metanarrative but rather as a story of resistance, up against the dominant
narratives of the great empires from Pharaoh to Rome. Characteristically,
these narratives proclaim their eternity (Isa 47:7-8; Rev 18:7) and celebrate
their divine achievement of universal rule (Isa 141314 Dan 4:30; Rev 13:5-8).
ure, justifying oppression and suppress-
dominant narratives that the biblical
metanarrative takes on its most imperial and militant colors, especially in the
visions of Daniel and Revelation, which assert the transcendent power of God
over all would-be divine rulers on earth and foresee their destruction and
supersession by the rule of God triumphant over all evil. These visions em-
resistance to oppression, enabling God's people to con-
and divinity of the empires. They suggest, not that
owerful or more successful version of
ltogether different kind of rule. The
often Christian empires have
justify the same kind of rule

They are certainly narratives of clos
ing all dissent. It is against these

power nonviolent
tinue to refute the finality
the kingdom of God is merely a more p
the imperial powers, but that it is an a
tragic irony of Christian history has been that so
taken over the symbol of the kingdom of God to

19. See Richard Bauckham, Gospel Wamei: Studies of the Nanied Women in the Gospels

(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans; Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 2002}, ch. 1.
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tru th of the ot hc?r. Presumably, a metanarrative that really claims comprehen-
sive understanding of reality and to have already subsumed all other narra-
tives cannot be open to other truth, but it is fair to ask, with Eagleton,
whether such a metanarrative?! is not now in any case something of a straw
man. The threat of totalitarianism should not be neglected, but the fact that
relativism appears to be its polar opposite does not make relativism the most
effective safeguard against that threat. To the totalitarianism of twentieth-
century regimes the biblical metanarrative has more effectively in spired resis-
tance than has anything resembling postmodernism. The challenge 10 the
church in the postmodern context is to reclaim the biblical story in a way that
expresses its noncoercive claim to truth without imposing preinature escha-

tological closure.

a1, More precisely, telealogical history. See Eagleton, Hiusions of Postmiodernisin, pp. 45

104-5.




