ORDINARY PEOPLE, TALES AND JAHWEH


A theology of the narrative literature in Genesis 1-11 

Taking into consideration the literature genre of an Old Testament text is important for a well-grounded interpretation of the content and connotation of that particular text.  It is also important that the exegetic method used to open up this text, should do justice to this particular genre.

With reference to justified exegesis, as well as the results of research done by various predecessors, this thesis will prove that Genesis 2:4b-3:24; Genesis 4:1-16; Genesis 6:1-4; Genesis 9:18-29 and Genesis 11:1-9, are ordinary tales.  As a result, a narrative reading of these excerpts is suggested and the outcome is given.

Reading the above texts as a tale, however, should not be seen as an option to a total a-historical reading of the text.  Background information about the sender, the message and the first recipients of the particular text, all contribute important information to a better understanding of the content and significance of these tales.

The narrative texts in Genesis 1-11, however, also form a unit - a narrative corpus - that will be clearly illustrated in the course of this work.  The tales are inter-connected through the use of summaries that give perspectives on them.  These texts are the first version of creation in Genesis 1:1-2:4a and the genealogical registers in 4:17-26; 5:1-32; 10:1-32 and 11:10-32.  Although some of these latter texts seem to have certain narrative characteristics at first glance, they do not conform to the prerequisites of narrative literature, as do the other six tales.  This is discussed in detail.

As a narrative unity, the tales in Genesis 1-11 also have a joint message.  Various themes that are communicated to the reader, are identified in the course of this investigation.

The primary aim of this work is to expose the theological outlines from the collective narrative context of these six tales.  The premise is that, in these tales about ordinary people, there should also be the tale of Jahweh, who is so intensely involved with man.  The question to be answered is to what extent these tales from ancient history and essentially also the reading of them as tales can contribute to a better understanding of the tale of Jahweh and his intense involvement with ordinary people.

The outcome of this research has shown that the tales in Genesis 1-11 do have a theological contribution to make.  Jahweh does have a story: a story  that includes and intensely concerns ordinary people.  This story of Jahweh serves as an introduction to the theology, the discourse about God in the Old Testament and indeed the Bible as a whole.
TITEL: 'n Teologies-hermeneutiese ondersoek na Daniël 1 en 2

SUMMARY

The first part of the book of Daniel (Dan 1-6) consists of tales of a Jew and his three friends who were taken into exile by the Babylonian king, Nebuchadnezzar, during the reign of king Jehoiakim of Judah. The four Jews were chosen to be trained as Babylonian court officials.  God gave them the necessary wisdom to be appointed at court (Dan 1). The rest of the tales (Dan 2-6) records their experiences in the service of the foreign court. Through the ages researchers accepted that the book of Daniel originated in the sixth century, and that its tales were about real historical figures.  The tales (Dan 1-6) were interpreted in some

faith communities as historical narratives and the visions (Dan 7-12)

as prophecies.

In time researchers realized that the book had its origin in the

crisis in which Antiochus IV Epiphanes plunged the Jews in Judea with

his policy of compulsory hellenization.  This crisis led to the

Maccabean revolt, as well as the political and religious independence

of the Jewish nation.  The most important reason for the fact that the

book originated in the second century is found in the observation that

the book contains many historical inaccuracies.  These inaccuracies

clear up as the writer wrote about the events of his own day, the

second century.

Important theological questions are raised when the book of Daniel is

read as a second century creation.  Does the book have intrinsic

theological meaning if it is not literally true?  The modern view of

history is characterized by positivism that subordinates the authority

of Scriptures to the factual and historical reliability and soundness

of biblical texts.  This study suggests that the tales be read and

interpreted in terms of the science of literature.

Other questions are also raised by a late date of origin.  Who was the

writer of the book?  The writer(s) or compiler(s) of the book came

from the circles known as the maskilim (Dan 12:3).  They called for

loyalty to the Jewish God in the face of the demands put by the policy

of hellenization.  The writer of the book of Daniel wanted to

encourage his listeners with the narrative of four Jews who honored

God in exile, and how God rewarded them.  He used the exile as an

analogy for the situation in which his readers lived, and he

encouraged them to resist Antiochus IV’s policies because these

policies clashed with their religious and cultural beliefs and

customs.

The figure of Daniel is found in biblical as well as non-biblical

texts.  Daniel is a legendary character that had been used by ancient

narrators as a paragon of righteousness and wisdom.  Many tales were

told in the old Middle East about this figure.  Some of these tales

found their way into the apocryphal additions to the book of Daniel.

The writer of the second century used this legendary figure and

reinterpreted some of the stories for his own aim: to encourage his

people to remain faithful and steadfast.

In the Massoretical canon the book of Daniel is found under the

Writings (Ketubim) and in other traditions under the Prophets

(Nebi’im).  The first readers of the book interpreted it in the wisdom

tradition as they interpreted the other books found in the Writings.

They knew that the main character in the book was a legendary figure

and that the book’s “prophecies” were actually history.  The aim of

the writer in writing history as prophecy was to persuade his readers

to believe that if God could reveal the mysteries of the future, He

would also be able to rule over the world.  He decided over the

future.  Later on the book was interpreted with the prophetic books.

What is the genre of the book of Daniel?  No consensus has been

reached on this question.  Most researchers describe the book as court

tales, concerned with court conflicts (Dan 2, 4 and 5) and deliverance

(Dan 3 and 6).  Daniel 1 introduces the characters and themes that

determine the rest of the tales and visions.

The book of Daniel is known as an apocalyptic book.  The visions in

the book creates a view of history found also in some other

apocalyptic works.  History is seen pessimistically, with God making

an end to it all when He sets up His new kingdom.  The interpretation

of the dream according to Daniel 2 shares this view.  The other tales

(Dan 2-6) have no apocalyptic features.

The study uses a literary-historical approach in the interpretation of

the text.  Synchronic and diachronic insights complement each other to

form a better view of the theological value of the biblical text.

Daniel 1 and 2 are investigated to demonstrate the value of the

literary-historical approach to interpret biblical texts.  The

literary-historical approach consists of three elements, a structural,

historical and narratological analysis of the text.  First, a

structural investigation is being done by using Propp’s model to

analyze the text functionally, followed by a semiotic analysis to

identify the functions and qualifications in the text.  The

description of functions and qualifications is necessary to describe

the text’s pertinent transformations as well as its semiotic squares.

The description of the pertinent transformations and semiotic squares

enables the researcher to formulate the theological values or

convictions which the writer wished to convey to his readers.  In the

second place, synchronic and diachronic insights are integrated in a

detailed analysis of the text.  And lastly the results of the study

are concluded in a narratological synthesis, in terms of the narrator,

setting, characters, plot and style.

In Daniel 1 Daniel and his friends are chosen to be trained as court

officials.  The king provides the apprentices with his own food, as

part of his demand for absolute loyalty to his kingdom.  Daniel

decides not to defile himself with the king’s food.  His decision is

religiously motivated.  God who gave Jerusalem into the hand of

Nebuchadnezzar (Dan 1:2) rewards Daniel and his friends for their

faithfulness with wisdom and insight.  He gives Daniel the ability to

interpret dreams and visions (Dan 1:17).  These characteristics are

necessary to be appointed as court officials.  The king evaluates the

apprentices and finds the four Jews ten times better than the other

young men (Dan 1:20).  With his narrative the writer demonstrates to

his implied readers the importance to stay faithful to God.

In Daniel 2 the Babylonian king has dreams shortly after being

enthroned.  The dreams demonstrate his political insecurity.  He

decides not to tell his wise men the contents of the dream because he

forgot the dream or because he wants to test the integrity of his

advisors.  He demands that they tell him the dream as well as its

interpretation.  The wise men confess that they are unable to do what

the king demands from them, and the king condemns them and their

families to death.  The leader of the executioners looks for Daniel

and his friends to kill them.  Daniel asks the king for time to reveal

the dream and prays with his friends.  He praises God when he receives

the revelation of the dream and interpretation in a night vision.  He

tells the king what the contents of the dream were and interprets it.

The king dreamed of a statue that represents four human kingdoms.  A

stone hits the statue and destroys it.  The stone is the kingdom of

God.  The king is so glad at the interpretation that he orders his

servants to offer to Daniel even though Daniel ironically announces

the fall of the Babylonian kingdom.  The narrative ends where the king

appoints Daniel and his friends in important positions.  The writer

uses his narrative to emphasize that it is God who appoints and

dethrones kings.  He reveals the future (Dan 2:28, 47).  He rules

sovereignly over the world.  And He cares for His people.  Israel is

to rule over the whole earth when God will destroy all kingdoms (Dan

2:44-45).

The writer of the book of Daniel conveyed two convictions to her

readers.  She emphasized the sovereign rule of God,  not only in

Jerusalem but also in Babylon.  And she emphasized the responsibility

of the faithful.  They are called to keep the commandments of the Law

faithfully, even if it would cost them their lives.
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