S.Moyise, Evoking Scripture. Seeing the Old Testament in the New
(London & New York: T&T Clark, 2008), pp.125-141.
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Literary and theological reflections

  Introduction  

Though we have sometimes been able to make judgements between 'more likely' and 'less likely' solutions to our various case studies, two questions have always been in the background: What sort of literary theory is being assumed and what sort of theological framework is in operation? The questions can go hand in hand or can be kept separate. For example, a literary theory that suggests that the meaning of a text is not confirmed to its originating moment but develops through interaction with new readers (e.g. reader-response theory) could explain how the New Testament authors were able to give new meanings to old texts. Biblical interpretation would then be a particular example of a general literary phenomenon. On the other hand, some would want to argue that this property of new or expanded meaning is a function of inspiration or canonicity and is not a property of all texts. The New Testament authors have been inspired to discern the meaning that God intended in the light of further revelation (death and resurrection of Christ, birth of the church, biblical canon). It is not a property of texts in general. 

This is assuming that our case studies have shown that, at least on some occasions, the New Testament authors assign meanings to texts that differ from the meaning in their original setting. Some theological positions regard this as impossible and either look for a literary theory that offers a broader understanding of 'original meaning' (e.g. speech-act theory), or attempt to show that such dissonance is illusory or even the product of 'sceptical' scholars. On the other hand, some hold to a literary theory where textual meaning is fixed, either by the intention of the author or embedded in the grammar and philology of the text, and so conclude that the New Testament authors took texts out of context and imbued them with new meaning. For some, this is judged acceptable by noting that other ancient writers (Philo, Josephus, Qumran) did the same thing. The New Testament authors were  people  of  their  time and their use of Scripture naturally reflects contemporary exegetical practices.
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It would be wrong to judge them by modern standards. Others think this is beside the point. We are twenty-first century people applying twenty-first century methods to analyse ancient texts. Pointing out the differences between then and now, including criteria for valid exegesis, is what responsible scholarship is all about. 1 

Another issue is the tendency of scholars to favour either 'harmonising' or 'dissonant' solutions to both literary and theological questions. For example, some regard quotations as an alien presence in a text and hence bound to create dissonance. In their introductory book on intertextuality, Michael Worten and Judith Still state as a principle that 'every quotation distorts and redefines the "primary" utterance by relocating it within another linguistic and cultural context'.2 On the other hand, narrative approaches assume that a work has an overall coherence and so quotations derive their meaning from that. Whatever they may have meant in previous contexts, their meaning in the new work is determined by their role or function in achieving this coherence. Clearly it is important to know whether a scholarly judgement is being made through adherence to one of these positions or because the evidence has compelled them to adopt it (i.e. that a different conclusion would be possible if the evidence were different). 

The same issue is also present in theological discussions. Some frameworks assume continuity between the two Testaments, either because 'one divine mind stands behind it all',3 or because the New Testament authors were Jews and naturally operated within a 'Jewish' framework. New Testament interpretations represent particular 'configurations' of the tradition but are not, in principle, different from those of Philo, Josephus and Qumran.4 On the other hand, other theological traditions see a fundamental discontinuity between the two Testaments, summarizing one as 'law' and the other as 'grace’.5       Even the use of 'Old' and 'New' to designate the two collections    

    1 Much confusion has been caused by mingling 'emic' explanations (what they thought they were doing) and 'etic' explanations (what we think they were doing). For example, the New Testament authors appear to have assumed that the Greek text known to them was 'Scripture' as given by God. We now know that the relationship between that text and an underlying Hebrew text is extremely complex and this inevitably affects our analysis of what is going on. Both perspectives have some merit but they should not be confused. 

2 M. Worten and J. Still, 'Introduction', Intertextuality: Theories and Practices (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1990), p. 11. As M. Sternberg says ('Proteus in Quotation-Land: Mimesis and the Forms of Reported Discourse', Poetics Today 3 [1982], p. 108): 'However accurate the wording of the quotation and however pure the quoter's motives, tearing a piece of discourse from its original habitat and recontextualizing it within a new network of relations cannot but interfere with its effect.' 

3 G.K. Beale, 'Did Jesus and His Followers Preach the Right Doctrine from the Wrong Texts? An Examination of the Presuppositions of Jesus' and the Apostles' Exegetical Method' in Beale (ed.), Right Doctrine, p. 40l. 

4 The work of E.P. Sanders has been particularly significant here, seeing 'covenantal nomism' as a common pattern behind the various configurations of Christianity and Judaism. 

5 Often referred to as 'Lutheran' by 'new perspective' scholars, though there is a certain irony here. One of the main thrusts of the 'new perspective' was to challenge the use of labels (e.g. 'legalistic') to describe 
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suggests such a relationship, which is why advocates of continuity often prefer more neutral terms, such as 'Hebrew Bible' and 'Christian Testament’.6 

More positions could be mentioned but this is sufficient to confirm the postmodern insight that 'what one knows and sees depends upon where one stands or sits'.7 Of course, it is always easier to see this in others than in oneself. Thus Hatina finds it incredible that Marcus and Watts appeal to contemporary exegesis to support their view that Mark is a contextually aware exegete, when this is not characteristic of Apocrypha, Pseudepigrapha or the Qumran writings. Stanley finds it incredible that Hays and Wagner construct sophisticated theories of Paul's use of Scripture when general levels of literacy make it unlikely that his readers would have understood them. And Watson finds it incredible that the 'new perspective' on Paul has effectively put a moratorium on finding any discontinuity in his writings, despite such explicit statements as Gal. 3.12 ('But the law does not rest on faith'). 

However, this need not mean that scholarship is doomed to failure. If it is true that 'what one knows and sees depends upon where one stands or sits', the implication is not that we cannot know or see anything but that what we know or see needs to be interpreted in the light of where we are standing or sitting. For example, two scholars might declare that a particular quotation is a 'misreading' of Scripture but the implications are different if one of the scholars agrees with Worten and Still that all quotations are out of context. Similarly, claims that a particular quotation represents an 'organic' development of the original meaning has different implications if one of the scholars believes in the divine authorship of both Testaments. In some cases, we may feel that such commitments undermine the conclusions being put forward: what is the value of saying a quotation is out of context if all quotations are out of context? On the other hand, it might be worth asking whether some quotations are more out of context than others. Paul's sustained use of the Abraham narrative in Romans 4 is clearly different from his 'muzzling the ox' quotation in 1 Cor. 9.9, despite recent attempts to show that the latter is not as 'arbitrary' as is often claimed.8 

In this final chapter, we will explore some of the positions mentioned above in order to better understand the conclusions of scholars who subscribe to them. We will begin with what many would regard as the common-sense view of language, that meaning should be identified with authorial intention. This clearly has relevance to the study of explicit quotations, where an introductory formula suggests some form of intent. It is less applicable to allusions and echoes, which might be the product of unconscious borrowing or even trance-like visions (depending on how these terms are defined). 

the complex phenomena of a religion. It is arguable that labelling any position that maintains some discontinuity as 'Lutheran' is guilty of the same thing. 

6 Though as pointed out in Chapter 1, 'Hebrew Bible' is not a helpful term for our topic, when the Christian authors are primarily citing Greek texts. 

7 W. Bruegemann, The Postmodern Imagination (London: SCM, 1993), p. 8. 

8 See D. Instone Brewer, '1 Corinthians 9.9-11: A Literal Interpretation of "Do not Muzzle the Ox"', NTS 38 (1992), pp. 554-65. 





128



       Evoking Scripture
Meaning as intention 

It is not difficult to see how oral communication revolves around intention. Whether it is the inarticulate sounds of a new-born child or the flamboyant speech of a politician, communication takes place because we assume they are trying to tell us something. As Dan Sperber and Deirdre Wilson state: 'To communicate is to claim an individual's attention: hence to communicate is to imply that the information communicated is relevant.' 9 Of course, we are aware of many other forms of utterance where the intent is not necessarily directed to us. The baby might be absorbed with a favourite toy and the politician might be rehearsing in front of a mirror. But we are quite capable of making such distinctions. We can recognize the difference between a 'speech-act' that is addressing us and one that is not. Indeed, we can overhear a 'speech-act' addressed to someone else and still get some sense of what the speaker was trying to communicate, though the risks of mis-understanding are that much greater. Everyday communication is largely about discerning intent.10 

Paul's letters naturally lend themselves to this sort of analysis. He has been made aware of certain problems or deficiencies in the churches and since he cannot address them in person, he writes to them. The sheer practicalities of obtaining the materials, employing a scribe (Rom. 16.22), arranging for its delivery (several days journey) and having it read out (and probably explained) to the churches, all imply intent. Paul wishes to communicate certain things to the churches. The distinction between parable and allegory in Gospel studies has led some scholars to search for a single purpose for each letter but others are content to acknowledge a number of purposes. Indeed, it is common to recognize digressions in Paul's writings and more than one 'target' for some of his polemics. Nevertheless, critical study of Paul's letters over the last few centuries has assumed that each section of his writing was intended to make a particular contribution to the overall purpose or purposes of the letter. 

It is not difficult to see how explicit quotations can be seen in the same way. During the course of an argument or exhortation, Paul introduces a number of quotations with formulae that imply intent. He is quoting because he thinks the texts somehow support, strengthen or illustrate what he is trying to say:  

Rom. 1.17 

Rom. 2.23-4 




For in it the righteousness of God is revealed through faith for faith; as it is written, 'The one who is righteous will live by faith.' 

You that boast in the law, do you dishonour God by breaking the law? For, as it is written, 'The name of God is blasphemed among the Gentiles because of you.' 

9 D. Sperber & D. Wilson, Relevance: Communication and Cognition (2nd edn; Oxford: Blackwell, 1995), p. vii. 

10 See J.L. Austin, How to do Things with Words (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1962); J.R. Searle, Speech Acts: An Essay in the Philosophy of Language (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1969). 

Rom. 3.9-10 
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for we have already charged that all, both Jews and Greeks, are under the power of sin, as it is written: 'There is no one who is righteous, not even one ... '

Of course, determining Paul's intent for each quotation is not straightforward. It depends on how one views the letter as a whole and since he is not here to tell us (an essential difference between oral and written communication), this has to be constructed by the reader. It will take the form of a hypothesis that seeks to do justice to what we know about Paul, what we know (if anything) about the intended readers, and the various themes, signals and codes in the letter. As we have seen in our case studies, scholars vary as to the weight which they assign to each of these factors. Historically minded scholars place great emphasis on reconstructing the circumstances of the letter and this fills the introduction of most commentaries: author, date, place of writing, destination etc. Others place more weight on the letter itself, either because the historical reconstructions are inconclusive or because of an ideological commitment to narrative or structuralist approaches. However, it would wrong to overplay this diversity. Even with a complex letter like Romans, there are only half a dozen or so hypotheses that are reckoned by most scholars to be serious contenders. The focus on authorial intent has been productive and almost unani​mously embraced in critical scholarship. 

Should allusions be treated in the same way? The question is important for a number of reasons. First, the distribution of explicit quotations in the New Testament is extremely uneven. With the possible exception of the reference to the song of Moses in Rev. 15.2, the book of Revelation contains no explicit quotations. Romans, Galatians and Corinthians contain many but there are none in Thessalonians and Philippians. Indeed, the distribution in Romans is uneven, concentrated in chapters 3-4, 9-11 and 15. Should we conclude that there is no intention to evoke Scripture in the books and sections where introductory formulae are lacking? The answer depends on our understanding (and definition) of allusion. 

Secondly, some allusions seem to function like quotations, even though they lack an introductory formula. This might because they reproduce several words of a well-known text ('son of man coming on the clouds') or the syntax suggests a break in composition (often with gar = for or hoti = because). Some would call these 'unmarked quotations' because they seem to imply a level of intent, though not as explicit as those with an introductory formula. It is clearly much more difficult to say why they are present and the likely effect on the reader/hearer is less certain. 

Thirdly, some books (Revelation) and sections of the New Testament (Mark 13) contain a high density of scriptural allusion but with no syntactical markers to indicate that what follows is anything other than the author's own words. For Jauhiainen, this calls for a specific theory of allusion rather than treating them like quasi-quotations. In his monograph on The Use of Zechariah in Revelation, he draws on Ziva Ben-Porat and her definition of 'literary allusion', as a
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device for the simultaneous activation of two texts. The activation is achieved through the manipulation of a special signal: a sign (simple or complex) in a given text is characterized by an additional larger 'referent.' This referent is always an independent text. The simultaneous activation of the two texts thus connected results in the formation of intertextual patterns whose nature cannot be predetermined.11  

Since the author of Revelation has not made it clear how he wants a particular allusion to be taken, the reader must 'activate' the allusion by finding a connection that is helpful, satisfying or stimulating. It is of course possible that John had a precise connection in mind and we could try and determine, from a number of possibilities, which seems to be the most likely. But are we then doing justice to the literary form that we have before us? Allusions are by definition elusive. Essential information has been withheld, allowing the reader/hearer space to 'activate' the allusion. In that sense, it is closer to poetry than prose, operating more at the emotional rather than the cognitive level (which is not to deny some cognitive content).l2 
A different strategy has been to categorize allusions as 'conscious' or 'uncon​scious’, sometimes labelling the latter as 'echoes'. Conscious allusions are those that the author requires the reader/hearer to notice because the intended meaning depends on it. This is not a problem if the text is well known and/or a sufficient amount of it is reproduced. It is behaving like an unmarked quotation. But if the allusion is slight or the text is not well known, then unless the author has seriously misjudged the abilities of his readers/hearers, one can only speak of 'intention' in the sense of 'author satisfaction' rather than 'communicative intent'. It makes no sense to say that an author intended a particular meaning when she or he has withheld the information that would make such a meaning possible for the readers. 

Intention and the meaning of the source texts 

Debates about the status of allusions and echoes only serve to demonstrate the usefulness of the concept of 'communicative intent' for marked and unmarked quotations. However, this raises a number of difficulties when we try and apply it to the quoted texts themselves. First, many of the quoted texts are not 'marked' as texts to be quoted or fulfilled in the future and so deriving their 'communicative intent' is more problematic. Despite the arguments of Wagner, there is little in Isaiah 52 that marks out verse 5 as a text whose 'communicative intent' is to speak of Gentiles blaspheming God because of hypocritical Jewish teachers. If textual meaning is located in the 'communicative intent' of the author, then Isa. 52.5 and Rom. 2.24 have different communicative intentions and hence different meanings. 

11 Jauhiainen, The Use of Zechariah in Revelation, p. 29 citing Ben-Porat, 'The Poetics of Literary Allusion’, pp. 107-08. In fact, Jauhiainen takes this definition of allusion as the general case, with quota​tions as a particular form of 'literary allusion'. 

12 It should be remembered that the 'intentional fallacy', to which Wimsatt and Beardsley drew attention in their seminal essay, concerned the meaning of poetry. 
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Secondly, in many cases, we have no idea who wrote the Old Testament text, to whom it was written or why? Indeed, since much of the Old Testament is composite, the idea of 'authorial intention' is itself problematic. For example, should the meaning of Isa. 52.5 be equated with the prophet's thought processes when he was experi​encing his visions? Should it be equated with the motivations that led to such experi​ences being written down, either by (Deutero-) Isaiah himself or by one of his disciples? Or should it be equated with the purpose or purposes of the unknown editors who are responsible for the final form (or one of the final forms) of the book? Not only is it difficult to see why anyone of these is 'correct' to the exclusion of the others, it is almost impossible to see how we could gain access to them (the first two in particular). 

It is for this reason that most scholars, consciously or unconsciously, operate with a different understanding of 'intention' when studying the two Testaments. The intention of an Old Testament passage is a construct based on its role or function in the immediate context. The immediate context might be the particular psalm, the minor prophet, the law code or a section of Isaiah deemed to come from a particular period (e.g. Isaiah 40-55). There is no fixed rule about this; it is as large as it needs to be in order to give a context for understanding a communicative act. This language draws on speech-act theory. John Austin13 argued that an utterance embodies a 'three​fold communicative act' that can be described as its locution (the act of using words to express something), its illocution (what one does in saying something, such as issuing a promise or warning) and its perlocution (what is brought about, such as convincing or deterring). In other words, the focus is not on what an author planned to do (they might have been incompetent) but what has in fact been done, as embodied in the text that has come down to us. The argument would then be that Isaiah 52 embodies a communicative act, even if we cannot put a name to who is responsible for it.
But what is the relationship between this 'communicative act' and that of the New Testament author who quotes it? Some would say that it still highlights the dissonance between them (Hatina, Stanley) but others would argue that the 'communicative act' of the New Testament author falls within the 'communicative act' of the Old Testament text. Greg Beale, for example, draws on Hirsch's idea of 'extended' or 'transhistorical' meaning to defend the validity of New Testament interpretations. He begins by citing the following illustration: Suppose a traffic regulation was framed in such a way that it prohibited wheeled vehicles passing through a red light. In the future, a vehicle might be invented that does not have wheels but runs on compressed air and this might require a change in the wording of the law, such as omitting the word 'wheeled'. But it would be wrong to claim that this constitutes a change in meaning. The original 'communicative intent' of laws like this is to be applied to analogous situations, even if they cannot at the moment be envisaged. Beale concludes by glossing Hirsch: 

13 Austin, How to do Things with Words, pp. 94-147. 
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Authors using some genres will extend meaning to analogous and even unforeseeable situations so that their meaning is intended to have presently unknowable, future implications. In this respect, one can 'speak of open-ended authorial intentions' and 'extended meaning' in which an original meaning can tolerate some revision in cognitive content and yet not be essentially altered ... Interpretation should go beyond the author's letter, but it must never exceed the author's spirit.14

Thus Beale challenges those who speak of John's misappropriation of Scripture in the book of Revelation by asking, 'can we say with confidence that John's interpretations do not fall in line with legitimate extensions and applications of the meaning of Old Testament texts?'15 He then asserts, 'surely it is possible that someone like Isaiah, if he were living in the first century, might well think the extended application of his prophecies to Jesus would fall within the parameters of his understanding of what he wrote'.16 However, behind these rhetorical questions lies a particular theological commitment to the unity of Scripture: 

if we assume the legitimacy of an inspired canon, then we should seek to interpret any part of that canon within its overall canonical context (given that one divine mind stands behind it all and expresses its thoughts in logical fashion).17
Beale is not genuinely interested in asking whether the interpretations found in the book of Revelation are parallel to Hirsch's example of 'wheeled' and 'unwheeled' vehicles. His theological commitment is such that no amount of evidence would ever persuade him that a New Testament interpretation 'exceeds the author's spirit'. But if John's vision of a 'temple-less' New Jerusalem (Rev. 21.22) is a valid 'extension' of Ezekiel's detailed description of the New Temple (Ezekiel 40-48), it is hard to see why the Qumran interpretation is not equally a 'valid extension'. In other words, if all the different interpretations found in the book of Revelation, which Beale groups into seven categories,18 can be incorporated within Hirsch's understanding of 'extended' or 'transhistorical' meaning, then we are dealing with a very broad theory indeed:
14 G. K. Beale, 'Questions of Authorial Intent, Epistemology, and Presuppositions and Their Bearing on the Study of the Old Testament in the New: A Rejoinder to Steve Moyise; Irish Biblical Studies 21 (1999): p. 157; drawing on E.D. Hirsch, 'Transhistorical Intentions and the Persistence of Allegory', New Literary History 25 (1994), p. 558. 

15 Beale, 'Questions of Authorial Intent,' p. 170

l6 Beale,.'Questions of Authorial Intent’, p. 170. 

17 G.K. Beale, 'Did Jesus and his Followers Preach the Right Doctrine from the Wrong Texts?' p. 401. 
18 Beale, John's Use of the Old Testament in Revelation, pp. 75-128. 
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Original intended meaning 








Providing a theme to be developed 

Providing an analogy to be developed 

Permitting universalization 

Pointing to a direct prophetic fulfilment 

Pointing to an indirect typological fulfilment 

 Permitting inversion or reversal of meaning 

Providing stylistic features for imitation 

For example, it is hard to see how any of the nuanced interpretations of pre-millen​nialism, post-millennialism and a-millennialism would fall outside such a broad understanding of 'extended' meaning. But Beale makes such judgements on numerous occasions in his commentary. My conclusion is that it is his theological commitment to the unity of Scripture that is primarily dictating his judgements, not his allegiance to the literary theory of Hirsch.19 

Vanhoozer also draws on Hirsch's notion of 'extended' or 'transhistorical' meaning, offering this illustration. When Joseph Priestly spoke of 'dephlogisticated air' in his Observations on Different Kinds of Air (1772), he was dependent on current scientific understanding. We now know that what he was referring to as 'dephlogis​ticated air' is in fact oxygen, a pure element. Our understanding is thus quite different from his but it would be wrong to say that Priestly was not 'intending' to refer to oxygen. According to Vanhoozer: 'Priestly was attending to oxygen, though in a less explicit way than scientists today. The point is that an author's intended meaning can tolerate a small revision in mental content and still remain the same.'20 However, it is surely doubtful that every interpretation of Scripture found in the New Testament can be explained as a 'small revision in mental content.’ Indeed, Vanhoozer recognizes this: 

19 Though Thiselton sympathizes with Hirsch's concerns, he regards it as naïve in the light of Gadamer and Ricoeur. See A. C. Thiselton,New Horizons in Hermeneutics (London; HarperCollins, 1992), p. 13. 
20 K. Vanhoozer, Is there a Meaning in this Text? The Bible, the Reader, and the Morality of Literary Knowledge (Grand Rapids: Zondervan 1998), p. 262. 
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Could the author of Isaiah 53 have intended to predict, allude, or otherwise refer to Jesus' passion, an event that had not yet taken place at the time of composition? This particular text serves as a particularly sharp instance of what Christian readers say more generally about the Old Testament, namely, that it is, somehow, about Jesus Christ. Is it possible to hold to a view of meaning as past communicative action and still affirm that the Old Testament has a 'fuller meaning' than what its human authors could have intended?21



His answer is, Yes, but only if we are willing to entertain the idea of 'divine intention'. In other words, it is the canonical meaning that the words have (and were destined to have) when they take their appropriate place in the completed canon: 'The problem of the "fuller meaning" of Scripture and of determining the divine author's intent is precisely the problem of choosing the intentional context that best enables one maximally to describe the communicative action embodied in Scripture.'22 Thus he argues that the unnamed servant of Isaiah 53 finds its 'intended' meaning in its appli​cation to Christ. He does not try and demonstrate that this is what the original meant or that this is how it would have been understood by (Deutero-) Isaiah's contempo​raries. As prophecy, its 'speech-act' looks forward to a time when it can be interpreted in the light of the other biblical books. This is its true meaning, the meaning intended by the particular divine 'speech-act' that is now found in Isaiah's fifty-third chapter. 

Unfortunately, Vanhoozer does not offer any examples where there is significant dissonance between old and new, and this is where Watson's study has the advantage. He agrees that the divine 'speech-act' of both Testaments is ultimately a unity but thinks it is a complex unity which can tolerate internal tensions. Thus he does not find it necessary to defend the veracity of every quoted text in the New Testament. Indeed, it is essential for his interpretation that the tensions in Paul's thought mirror the tensions found in the Old Testament itself. For Watson, the Old Testament does not speak with one voice, for 

the text that derives from the Sinai event is multiple and not singular in its origin (cf. Gal. 3.19-20). From one angelic voice we learn that the person who does these things will live by them; from another we learn that all who are of works of law are under a curse; a third instructs us to love our neighbour as ourselves; a fourth is concerned with the observance of sacred times and seasons (Gal. 4.9-10).23 

Paul discerns the divine intention in the promise to Abraham (Gen. 15.6) and the assertion of Hab. 2.4, but not in Lev. 18.5 and the conditional promises of the law. Thus Watson can sometimes speak of Paul's interpretation of Scripture as 'radical', 

21 Vanhoozer, Is there a Meaning in this Text?, p. 264. 

22 Vanhoozer, Is there a Meaning in this Text? p. 265. 
23 Watson, Paul and the Hermeneutics of Faith, p. 520.
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not confining himself to the historical meaning of a text as if he himself had nothing to contribute.24 On the other hand, he denies that this represents an imposition on the text for it is consistent with the intended 'speech-act' of the whole. 

The role of readers in interpreting texts 

What the theories discussed above have in common is that they wish to broaden the concept of 'authorial intention' to accommodate the sort of interpretations found in the New Testament. Reader-centred theories start at the other end. The reason why New Testament interpretations differ from the original is because they are inter​preting in a different context. They read the text with different presuppositions and they use the text for different purposes. Thus looked at in a different way, what our case studies have been trying to ascertain is how the New Testament authors read Scripture. Many will thus find the following 'reader-centred' diagram a more convincing explanation for what we find in the book of Revelation than the previous 'author-centred' one: 

Meaning changed by; 



Original intended meaning 




Using the text as a literary prototype

Developing one of its theme 

Developing an analogy 

Universalizing what was particular 

Claiming direct prophetic fulfilment 

Claiming indirect typological fulfilment 

Inverting the original contextual meaning 

Imitating stylistic features 



It is thus necessary to ask what sort of 'theory of reading' is being assumed by scholars as they seek to explain how the New Testament authors read Scripture. One theory that has had a significant impact on biblical studies is that of Wolfgang Iser.25 Iser argues that reading is always a matter of 'completing' a text. A text inevitably contains 'gaps' or 'blanks', so that meaning is 'constructed' by readers when they 'actualize' it. A text has
24 Watson, Paul and the Hermeneutics of Faith, p. 163.
25 W. Iser, The Implied Reader: Patterns of Communication in Prose Fiction from Bunyan to Beckett (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1974); The Act of Reading (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1978). 
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'semantic potential' but it is only when a reader 'actualizes' it in a concrete situation, that meaning emerges. This explains why the New Testament authors inevitably see the church as the fulfilment of the ancient promises, while the Qumran writers look to their own community. Neither is doing anything intrinsi​cally wrong by interpreting texts in the light of their own contexts, for the text is incomplete until it is actualized. And since both believe that their communities were specifically raised up by God in fulfilment of the ancient promises, both believe that this is how the text authorizes them to actualize it. 

This also explains the different interpretations found in the New Testament itself. Most famously, James can quote Gen. 15.6 ('Abraham believed God, and it was reckoned to him as righteousness') to show that a 'person is justified by works and not by faith alone' (Jas 2.24). The debate that James is involved in ('What good is it ... if you say you have faith but do not have works?') leads him to 'complete' the text in a different way from Paul in Romans 4 ('But to one who without works trusts him who justifies the ungodly, such faith is reckoned as righteousness'). This is an inter​esting example because author-centred approaches often claim that the wider context of the quotation explains (or justifies) the particular New Testament interpretation. But Paul and James both appeal to the text's wider narrative context and still produce different interpretations. On a reader-centred theory, they are 'completing' the text in different ways, resulting in their different interpretations. 

Iser does not suggest that meaning comes 'solely' from readers, as if reading is only a reflection of one's own interests and commitments (the standard criticism of reader-centred approaches). A promise is a promise and a command is a command. A reader who does not understand the difference between a promise and a command or deliberately confuses them is not the sort of reader that the text 'implies'. As Thiselton notes, Iser 'does not question the "givenness" of stable constraints in textual meaning, but underlines their potential and indeterminate status independent of actualization by the reading process'.26 There is clearly an overlap here with approaches that focus on the 'communicative intention' of a text (though not with those which focus on 'authorial intention'). The difference is that Iser's reader​ response theory does not equate the meaning of a text with this 'idealized' or 'implied' reader, for this remains a hypothetical construct. Real readers do not share all the characteristics of the 'implied' reader, not through any particular wilfulness but simply because they are real readers and therefore inhabit specific contexts. 

A criticism of Iser's theory is that it focuses too much on the individual reader, whereas real readers belong to communities where certain reading conventions operate. For example, if I receive a letter which begins, 'Dear Steve', belonging to a reading community that sees this as a conventional greeting is likely to be more influ​ential on my interpretation than any personal circumstances. Indeed, my wife has spent many years telling me not to call her 'dear'(as in 'shall we go dear?') but would be most
26 Thiselton, New Horizons, p. 517. 
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surprised not to find it in a personal letter. This 'conventional' element of reading has been particularly developed in studies of narrative and studies of rhetoric. 

Narrative critics such as Chatman, Genette and Booth27 argue that certain features of narrative, such as plot, characterization and point of view, fall into a relatively small number of conventional patterns. Being conventional, these patterns have predictable effects on readers who share such conventions. Thus on Hatina's view, the role of Mark's opening quotation to introduce the forerunner of Jesus is more significant than going outside of the text to ask what Exodus, Isaiah or Malachi might have had in mind. It is a reading convention to look for information that introduces the main characters of a story and sets in motion the plot. Hatina argues that since the composite quotation of Mk 1.2-3 fulfils these functions, readers are not prompted to look outside of the text for the meaning of the quotation. 

As we noted earlier, letters also have their conventions and the study of rhetoric can be used to illuminate the role of quotations. Very little is found in the ancient handbooks about quotations, Aristotle (Rhetorica, 1.15; 2.21) and Quintilian (Institutio oratoria, 1.8; 2.7; 5.36-44) only mentioning them in passing. This is surprising since the 'fact' of quotation, particularly to Homer, was widespread and indeed offers a significant parallel to scriptural quotation in the New Testament. Stanley notes six parallels between the role of Homer in Hellenistic life and the role of Scripture in Jewish life. He says that both functioned as: (1) primordial texts, exercising formative influence on communal life and thought; (2) revelation, acces​sible only to those who are initiated into its traditions; (3) sources of knowledge, for both the human and divine order; (4) curricula, for the education of children; (5) authoritative texts, when used in argumentation. In addition, both were available in a relatively stable text-form.28 

However, noting that little is to be gleaned from the handbooks about quota​tions as a rhetorical device, Stanley turns to modern theories ('etic' rather than 'emic') in order to analyse Paul's use of Scripture. He chooses four theorists that range from the dramaturgical (re-enactment) theory of Anna Wierzbicka29 to the parodic (hijacking) theory of Gillian Lane-Mercer.30 In between these extremes, lie the proteus theory of Meir Sternberg and the demonstration theory of Herbert Clark and Richard Gerrig.3l Both are concerned to show the inevitable change of meaning that results in relocating (Sternberg) the quoted words or drawing attention to a selection (Clark and Gerrig) of
27 S. Chatman, Story and Discourse: Narrative Structure in Fiction and Film (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1978); G.Genette,Narrative Discourse (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1980); W.E. Booth, The Rhetoric of Fiction (2nd edn; Chicago: Chicago University Press. 1983). 

28 C.D. Stanley, 'Paul and Homer: Greco-Roman Citation Practice in the First Century CE', NovT 32 (1990), pp. 51-52. 

29 A. Wierzbicka, 'The Semantics of Direct and Indirect Discourse', Papers in Linguistics 7 (1974), pp. 267-307. 

30 G. Lane-Mercer, 'Quotation as a Discursive Strategy', Kodikas 14 (1991), pp. 199-214. 

31 H.H. Clark & R.R. Gerrig, 'Quotations as Demonstrations', Language 66 (1990), pp. 786-88. 
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them. Thus while it may be true that a reader of Paul's quotation of Gen. 15.6 might think of other aspects of the Abraham story (such as passing his wife off as his sister), these would not be as 'loud' as the actual quoted words. There is thus a distorting effect in all quotations since the original does not draw attention to the particular selection of words in the way that the quoting author has done. 

Intertextuality 

According to theories of intertextuality, this description of how quotations 'work' is simply a subset of how all texts work. Drawing on the theories of Mikhail Bakhtin, Julia Kristeva suggests a dialogical relationship between 'texts', broadly understood as a system of codes or signs. Moving away from traditional notions of agency and influence, she suggests that such relationships are more like an 'intersection of textual surfaces rather than a point (a fixed meaning)'.32 No text is an island and contrary to structuralist theory, it cannot be understood in isolation. It can only be understood as part of a web or matrix of other texts, themselves only to be understood in the light of other texts (seen as traces). Each new text disturbs the fabric of existing texts as it jostles for a place in the canon of literature. Intertextuality suggests that the meaning of a text is not fixed but always open to revision as new texts come along and reposition it. It is not even necessary for the new text to quote the older text for this to happen; the very fact of its existence is enough. For example, I am not aware that J.K. Rowling ever quotes from J.R.R. Tolkien or C.S. Lewis but all who are familiar with Harry Potter will view The Lord of the Rings and The Narnia Chronicles in a different light. 

It is easy to see how 'canonical' approaches can make use of such theories. As each new text is added to the authoritative collection, there is an inevitable reposi​tioning or reconfiguring of what has gone before. This is true both within the Old Testament itself,33 and when it is joined by later 'Christian' texts. The major dispute has been whether such 'repositionings' result in some sort of equilibrium (describable as biblical theology), or inevitably 'generate an infinite chain of semiotic effects'.34 The two are not as contradictory as one might think. To the human eye, a hair is an easily recognizable long thin line but under a microscope, its complexity makes it almost impossible to describe. It would be foolish to claim that one viewpoint automatically falsifies the other. Or to change the analogy, if one considers the number of variables that contribute to a performance of Beethoven's fifth symphony, it is clear that no two 

32 J.Kristeva,. 'Word, Dialogue and Novel', in T. Moi (ed.), The Kristeva Reader (New York: Columbia University Press, 1986), p. 69. See S. Moyise, 'Intertextuality and the Study of the Old Testament in the New Testament', in Moyise (ed.), The Old Testament in the New Testament (JSNTSup, 189; Sheffield Academic Press, 2000), pp. 14-41.
33 As demonstrated. by M. Fishbane, Biblical 1ntelpretation in Ancient lsrael (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1985). 

34 Thiselton, New Horizons, p. 506. 
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performances will ever be the same. But this capacity for 'infinite variety' should not be used to imply that some hearers would hear Beethoven's sixth symphony. It is possible to have 'infinite variety' while still being bound by certain parameters.35
Theories of intertextuality point to the complexity of textual interaction. An author may have a particular motive for citing Scripture but cannot control the effects (or figurations) that this may generate. As Richard Hays says: 

Despite all the careful hedges that we plant around texts, meaning has a way of leaping over, like sparks. Texts are not inert; they burn and throw fragments of flames on their rising heat. Often we succeed in containing the energy, but sometimes the sparks escape and kindle new blazes, reprises of the original fire.'36
In part, this is the rationale for those who offer sophisticated explanations for the use of Scripture in the New Testament. Citing Scripture, whether by quotation, allusion or echo, sets in motion a number of interactions that are not easily captured by a single principle. Here is the obverse of Hatina's narrative claim. Mark's opening quotation points to at least three different sources, all of which are (probably) regarded as authoritative by author and reader alike. There is thus the potential to 'kindle new blazes' which are not entirely the product of over-active imaginations; the 'kindling' is embedded in the text itself. Even if studies of first-century literacy might make the 'activation' of some of the possible interactions seem unlikely, why should we limit our analysis of the text to what its first readers were able to accom​plish (especially as we have no access to that anyway)? 

On the other hand, the likely complexity of such interactions should lead to a degree of humility in putting forward specific ‘solutions’. Definitive statements that the quotation of Mal. 3.1 (‘See, I am sending my messenger’) would bring with it the associations of Mal. 4.5 (‘Lo, I will send you the prophet Elijah) are out of place, not because narrative theory says so, but because it is simply one of a number of possibilities. Intertextuality has sometimes been offered as ‘the method’ behind a particularly complex proposal but it does not, of course, add credence to any specific hypothesis. Indeed, the very complexity that it implies puts a question mark against the exclusive claim of any specific theory. There are always going to be other ways of looking at it, though (according to the author of the particular proposal) not as convincingly. 

Hays notes that there are at least five different loci for identifying the meaning of one of Paul's citations: (1) Paul's intention; (2) the original reader's appropriation; (3) the text itself; (4) my reading of Paul; and (5) my reading of Paul within a community of readers.37  He sees some benefit in each of these and is not prepared to nominate any
35 Those of a more mathematical frame of mind will know of iterative sequences that are infinite but bound; for example, the sequence 1/2,3/4,7/8, 15/16 etc. is infinite but will never exceed 1. 

36 Hays, Echoes of Scripture. p. 33. 

37 Hays, Echoes of Scripture, pp. 26-27.
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one of them as his principal focus. He intends to 'hold them all together in creative tension', noting that: 'Claims about intertextual meaning effects are strongest where it can credibly be demonstrated that they occur within the literary structure of the text and that they can plausibly be ascribed to the intention of the author and the competence of the original readers'.38 The key word here is 'plausibly'. In the hands of those less sensitive to figuration than Hays, a piece of literary data (often capable of several interpretations) is used to deduce what Paul's intention must have been and what his readers must have understood. This level of certainty is rarely possible. At best, we can offer hypotheses that explain the literary data, offer a plausible intention or purpose for it, and show that it is not impossible for at least some of the readers to have understood it thus. 

         The main challenge of such an intertextual analysis is how to hold the different angles of view together 'in creative tension'. Negatively, one should be on our guard against 'premature closure'. In our search for the 'loudest' voice, we should not become deaf to the quieter voices that give the work its particular texture. Positively, Vernon Robbins has formulated an approach that will ensure such voices are not lost. He calls it 'socio-rhetorical criticism':
[S]ocio- rhetorical criticism uses a strategy of reading and rereading a text from different angles to produce a 'revalued' or 'revisited' rhetorical interpretation ... The goal is to use the resources of other disciplines 'on their own terms' and to allow these resources to deconstruct and reconfigure the results of a particular focus and set of strategies in a particular discipline.39
Different approaches to textual meaning might be seen as a series of experiments, each of which illuminates some aspect of the ‘specimen’. A scientist knows that the ‘image’ from an electron microscope is not a picture of the ‘specimen’ but a representation of how it looks when bombarded by electrons. Heating it up and monitoring its light emissions would offer a different representation of it. By having two or more representations, the scientist has a more complete understanding of the specimen, for they are both representing what is truly there, though only under certain conditions.
Conclusion

Evoking Scripture is a complex business. An author might have a specific purpose for a citation but loosing a text from its previous contextual moorings and forcing it to form new connections opens up new possibilities.   Some of these might be anticipated by the

38  Hays, Echoes of Scripture, p.28.

39 V.Robbins, The Tapestry of Early Christian Discourse. Rhetoric, Society and Ideology (London: Routledge, 1996), pp. 40-41.
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author and an attempt made to use them to further his or her purposes. Others may remain hidden until readers from a different context and with different presup​positions 'configure' them in ways not envisaged by the original author. Some scholars would regard the latter as invalid, insisting that 'original intention' is the only valid goal of interpretation. But it is doubtful that this was a major concern for first-century interpreters or that it does justice to the claim that these texts constitute 'Scripture'. It is the conclusion of this study that this complexity is best served by combining a number of approaches rather than fastening on just one. Evoking Scripture 'opens up' rather than 'closes down' and our methods of study need to be sensitive to this. It is also why the subject retains its fascination.
