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Chapter 1:  
Introduction

1.1 Space and the Hebrew Bible

“The Hebrew Bible is obsessed with space.”1 Indeed, much of the Hebrew Bible 
(HB) revolves around the relationship that the people of YHWH have with the 
land of Israel.2 The land is described as created, cursed, partitioned, polluted, 
promised, inherited, contested, lost, regained, renewed, and transformed. This 
drama of the land animates the narrative of the HB—it is a story of the people’s 
land even as it is also their story. However, the spatial concerns of the text extend 
far beyond the land of Israel. Not satisfied with offering a spatial vision for the 
Promised Land, the text boldly extends itself to offer prophetic (re)interpretations 
of the lands of other nations (e.g., Assyria: Mic 5:4–5;3 Babylon: Jer 50–51; Egypt: 
Ezek 29:1–16), and even further, to comment on the very limits of ancient Near 
Eastern cosmology: from the heights of the heavens, to the depths of Sheol, to the 
uttermost ends of the sea (e.g., Ps 139:8–9). Thus, space is often a key concern of 
the text. It is treated not just as a neutral physical setting within which the action 
of the text happens, but as  a central player in the HB’s social, historical, and 
theological construction of its narrative.

Moreover, space is not just a passive object constructed and commented upon 
by the HB. As a literary work whose production was situated at multiple points in 
space and time, the HB cannot escape its own spatial origins. It frequently portrays 
itself as written in specific spaces, indicating an interest in its own spatial heritage. 
It could thus be said that it is not just  a text writing about space, but written 
because of space. Spaces inspire the text, with its varied authors drawing upon 
the diverse character of their spatial surroundings as they compose the text. One 
cannot help but be struck by the variegated spaces that have worked themselves 

	 1	 Jon L. Berquist, “Critical Spatiality and the Construction of the Ancient World,” in “Imag-
ining” Biblical Worlds: Studies in Spatial, Social and Historical Constructs in Honour of James 
W. Flanagan, ed. David M. Gunn and Paula McNutt, JSOTSupp 359 (New York: Bloomsbury 
T&T Clark, 2003), 25.
	 2	 See Walter Brueggemann, The Land: Place as Gift, Promise, and Challenge in Biblical 
Faith, 2nd ed., OBT (Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress, 2002); Norman C. Habel, The Land Is 
Mine: Six Biblical Land Ideologies, OBT (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1995); Christopher J. H. Wright, 
God’s People in God’s Land: Family, Land, and Property in the Old Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Eerdmans, 1990).
	 3	 Verse numbering in this monograph will follow the numbering convention in the Hebrew 
text of the BHS. 
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into the HB: the arid barrenness of the wilderness (e.g., Jer 17:6), the awe-inspiring 
grandeur of the mountains (e.g., Ps  76:5), the foreboding ebb and flow of sea 
waters (e.g., Ps 46:4), the energetic hustle and bustle of ancient Jerusalem (e.g., 
Ps  122), the numinous and liminal vistas of the apocalyptic dreamscape (e.g., 
Dan 7), and more. 

The spatiality of the HB also extends into its reception. The very words of the 
text bear witness to the fact that the HB was not flatly received in a disembodied 
and abstract fashion. Rather, the text was performed within space. Hence, its 
reception demanded the interaction between bodily space and spatial setting, 
resulting in its audience undergoing rich spatial experiences. Furthermore, the 
text was not just restricted to use in sacral spaces such as the Temple in Jerusalem 
or in synagogues. It was also used in private homes (e.g., Ps 128), sung at com-
munal celebrations (e.g., Ps  150), wailed at places of lament (e.g., Ps  137) etc. 
Moreover, a distinctive characteristic of the HB is that a sizeable portion of the 
text consists of spatial blueprints for the construction of places and objects (e.g., 
Exod 25–40; Ezek 40–48), with Scripture itself becoming integrated into spatial 
settings (e.g., Deut 6:8–9; 11:18–20). Thus, the reception of the text resulted in 
placemaking, whether in physical reality or in the mind’s eye. This manner of 
reception continues today in the influence that the HB continues to exert on 
modern places of worship across multiple religious traditions, as well as on other 
types of architecture. 

1.2 The Spatial Turn in Biblical Studies

The spatial reception of the HB has been energised in the last two decades by a 
paradigm shift in the study of spatiality in biblical scholarship,4 paralleling  a 
similar spatial turn in the humanities and the social sciences.5 The introduction 
of this paradigm—known as “critical spatiality”—into biblical scholarship can 
be traced back to a seminal article by James W. Flanagan entitled “Ancient Per-
ceptions of Space / Perceptions of Ancient Space” published in issue 87 of Semeia 
(“The Social World of the Hebrew Bible”).6 This article had its roots in the 
1996 and 1998 meetings of the AAR / SBL “Constructs of the Social and Cultural 
Worlds of the Antiquity” group. In the article, Flanagan surveys social theory in 
general, champions the rise of critical spatiality as a conscious corrective to earlier 

	 4	 Matthew Sleeman, “Critical Spatial Theory 2.0,” in Constructions of Space V: Place, Space 
and Identity in the Ancient Mediterranean World, ed. Gert T. M. Prinsloo and Christl M. Maier, 
LHBOTS 576 (New York: Bloomsbury T&T Clark, 2014), 49.
	 5	 Berquist, “Critical Spatiality,” 18–21; Patrick Schreiner, “Space, Place and Biblical Studies: 
A Survey of Recent Research in Light of Developing Trends,” CurBR 14.3 (2016): 340. 
	 6	 James W. Flanagan, “Ancient Perceptions of Space / Perceptions of Ancient Space,” Semeia 
87 (1999): 15–43.
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over-emphases on sociality and historicity, and proposes two possible areas (the 
study of genealogies and territoriality) where  a critical spatial approach might 
enhance studies into the social world of the Bible.7 

Flanagan’s proposed implementation of critical spatiality in biblical studies took 
on a more substantive form through the founding of the SBL / AAR “Constructions 
of Ancient Space” seminar in 2000 (by James Flanagan and Jon Berquist), which 
was later renamed the “Space, Place and Lived Experiences in Antiquity” program 
unit.8 The work of this group, along with that of other related study groups,9 has 
produced  a substantial corpus of work, most prominent of which are the five 
edited volumes in the Constructions of Space sub-series published under the 
LHBOTS series.10 

This corpus of work has given fresh attention to the nature of space and place 
in the biblical text. This new wave of scholarship has viewed space, not as an 
independent absolute, but rather as a contested construct. As a construct, space 
is recognised as very much shaped by people; yet, at the same time, its ability to 
shape and influence people is also acknowledged. As a contested entity, space is 
understood as arising from the complex interaction of “the physical, the social, and 
even the imaginative”.11 In this regard, the spatial theorists whose work has been 
the most influential are Michel Foucault, Henri Lefebvre, and Edward W. Soja. In 
particular, the latter’s formulation of First, Second, and Thirdspace epistemologies 
has been especially impactful in understanding the varied facets of space.12 Work 
in this area continues, with one scholar observing that “this may be the best of 
times to be a spatialized reader of biblical texts … [and that] the spatialization of 
biblical studies is irreversible and ongoing.”13 

	 7	 Flanagan, “Ancient Perceptions,” 26–27, 36–39.
	 8	 Schreiner, “Space, Place and Biblical Studies,” 352.
	 9	 E.g., The EABS “Bible and Sacred Space” research group (no longer extant).
	 10	 Jon L. Berquist and Claudia V. Camp, eds., Constructions of Space I: Theory, Geography, 
and Narrative, LHBOTS 481 (New York: Bloomsbury T&T Clark, 2008); Jon L. Berquist and 
Claudia V. Camp, eds., Constructions of Space II: The Biblical City and Other Imagined Spaces, 
LHBOTS 490 (New York: Bloomsbury T&T Clark, 2008); Mark K. George, ed., Constructions 
of Space IV: Further Developments in Examining Ancient Israel’s Social Space, LHBOTS 569 
(New York: Bloomsbury T&T Clark, 2013); Gert T. M.  Prinsloo and Christl M.  Maier, eds., 
Constructions of Space V: Place, Space and Identity in the Ancient Mediterranean World, LHBOTS 
576 (New York: Bloomsbury T&T Clark, 2014); Jorunn Økland, J. Cornelis de Vos, and Karen 
J. Wenell, eds., Constructions of Space III: Biblical Spatiality and the Sacred, LHBOTS 540 (New 
York: Bloomsbury T&T Clark, 2016). Note that the series ordering is not chronological, with the 
third volume being the latest volume to be published.
	 11	 Schreiner, “Space, Place and Biblical Studies,” 360.
	 12	 Christopher Meredith, “Taking Issue with Thirdspace: Reading Soja, Lefebvre and the 
Bible,” in Constructions of Space III: Biblical Spatiality and the Sacred, ed. Jorunn Økland, 
J. Cornelius de Vos, and Karen Wenell, LHBOTS 540 (New York: T&T Clark, 2016), 75–76.
	 13	 Sleeman, “Critical Spatial Theory 2.0,” 65.
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Notwithstanding this, the application of critical spatial methods to biblical 
studies has not been without its challenges. Two challenges, in particular, stand 
out (see § 2.2.3 for a more detailed discussion): 
1.	 The disciplinary challenge of transposing critical spatial approaches from 

social-scientific studies to biblical studies. The challenge consists of identifying 
and addressing the differences in disciplinary assumptions and goals between 
the two fields. 

2.	 The methodological challenge of adapting the frameworks proposed by these 
theorists, which were originally intended for the examination of social spaces, 
to the literary spaces of biblical text. 

For critical spatial hermeneutics to continue to flourish despite these challenges, 
there is therefore a need for further methodological innovation in the study of 
spatiality in the biblical text.

1.3 Another Turn—Cognitive Linguistics

One discipline that might fuel such a development of theory and method in critical 
spatiality is the field of cognitive linguistics. Like critical spatiality, cognitive lin-
guistics is a relatively new discipline, having only been founded in the early 1970s 
by theorists such as George Lakoff, Ronald Langacker, and Len Talmy.14 It has been 
described as “a ‘movement’ or an ‘enterprise’ because it is not a specific theory … 
[but rather] it is an approach that has adopted a common set of guiding principles, 
assumptions and perspectives.”15 Broadly speaking, cognitive linguistics “focuses 
on language as an instrument for organizing, processing, and conveying informa-
tion … [with] the analysis of the conceptual and experiential basis of linguistic 
categories [being] of primary importance.”16 This cognitive understanding of 
language is particularly evident in conceptual metaphor theory which argues that 
“our ordinary conceptual system … is fundamentally metaphorical in nature”,17 
in contrast to the common view of metaphor as a mere stylistic rhetorical device. 

That critical spatiality and cognitive linguistics might be good methodological 
bedfellows is suggested by their common emphasis on the embodied nature of 
human living. Critical spatiality avers that “being embodied creatures means 

	 14	 Dirk Geeraerts and Hubert Cuyckens, “Introducing Cognitive Linguistics,” in The Oxford 
Handbook of Cognitive Linguistics, ed. Dirk Geeraerts and Hubert Cuyckens (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2007), 3.
	 15	 Vyvyan Evans and Melanie Green, Cognitive Linguistics: An Introduction (Edinburgh, UK: 
Edinburgh University Press, 2006), 3.
	 16	 Geeraerts and Cuyckens, “Introducing Cognitive Linguistics,” 3.
	 17	 George Lakoff and Mark Johnson, Metaphors We Live By, 2nd ed. (Chicago, IL: University 
of Chicago Press, 2003), 3.
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humans must also be ‘implaced’ or rooted creatures.”18 Likewise, cognitive lin-
guistics argues that “human physical, cognitive and social embodiment ground 
our conceptual and linguistics systems.”19 If these two preceding statements are 
considered in tandem, it can be concluded that necessarily-spatial embodiment 
implies necessarily-spatial thinking. That is, spatiality must be an essential part 
of our conceptual and linguistic understanding. By extension, biblical texts which 
are products of human conception must also be fundamentally spatial in nature, 
pointing to the importance of spatiality in biblical interpretation. 

Given this methodological resonance, cognitive linguistics is a potential candi-
date for furthering critical spatial study of the HB. Given the numerous advances in 
cognitive linguistics that allow it to stand as a well-established discipline within the 
broader field of linguistics,20 cognitive linguistics could then provide the biblical 
exegete with novel and robust methods to systematically investigate spatiality in 
biblical texts. Indeed, although limited only to the last twenty years, the impact of 
cognitive linguistics (especially conceptual metaphor theory) on biblical scholar
ship has already been substantial, affecting numerous subdisciplines within the 
study of the HB, most notably Hebrew poetry.21 This already-sizeable influence on 
biblical scholarship further commends cognitive linguistics as a plausible method 
for the critical spatial study of the HB.

1.4 Thesis and Structure of the Monograph

The thesis of this monograph is that conceptual metaphor theory (a branch of cog-
nitive linguistics) can be used as a methodological bridge to undertake rigorous 
critical spatial analysis of the HB. While other dimensions of text will be taken into 
consideration, this work follows Flanagan’s seminal article in focusing its spatial 
analysis on the study of the social world of the biblical text, concentrating on the 
spatial contexts denoted or implied by the text and their accompanying spatial 

	 18	 Schreiner, “Space, Place and Biblical Studies,” 341. See also the discussion on embodiment 
in Berquist, “Critical Spatiality,” 28.
	 19	 Tim Rohrer, “Embodiment and Experientialism,” in The Oxford Handbook of Cognitive 
Linguistics, ed. Dirk Geeraerts and Hubert Cuyckens (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 
2007), 27.
	 20	 In general, cognitive linguistics can be broken down into the three major fields of cogni-
tive semantics, grammar, and phonology. See, for example, the discussions of cognitive linguistics 
as a field in Evans and Green, Cognitive Linguistics; Dirk Geeraerts and Hubert Cuyckens, eds., 
The Oxford Handbook of Cognitive Linguistics (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2007); 
Friedrich Ungerer and Hans-Jorg Schmid, An Introduction to Cognitive Linguistics, 2nd ed. (New 
York, NY: Routledge, 2006).
	 21	 Some key works include (in alphabetical order, only full-length works on the Hebrew Bible 
are listed) Alec Basson, Divine Metaphors in Selected Hebrew Psalms of Lamentation (Tübingen: 
Mohr Siebeck, 2006); William P. Brown, Seeing the Psalms: A Theology of Metaphor (Louisville, 
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worldviews. This thesis will be tested by applying it to the exegetical study of a 
corpus of poetic texts in the HB: the Songs of Ascents (Pss 120–134).

This volume is structured in four major parts. The first section of the work 
(Part I—Methodology) outlines how conceptual metaphor theory can be adapted 
for critical spatial analysis of the HB. To begin with, Chapter Two surveys the 
thinking of major critical spatial theorists (Foucault, Lefebvre, Soja) who have 
influenced biblical scholarship and provides an overview of how biblical scholars 
have applied their work. It then discusses challenges faced in applying critical 
spatiality to biblical studies. Following this, Chapter Three shows how conceptual 
metaphor theory can be used as a methodological bridge to apply critical spatial 
methods to biblical texts. A particular framework influenced by Lefebvre and 
Foucault will be proposed as the critical spatial approach to be applied to biblical 
texts. Then, conceptual metaphor theory will be surveyed. An explanation will 
be given concerning why it can meaningfully serve as a bridge for the proposed 
spatial approach. A nomenclature will then be proposed for spaces associated with 
biblical texts to facilitate spatial analysis. Then, using this nomenclature, specific 
methods for spatial analysis using conceptual metaphor theory will be articulated.

Having developed the method in substantial detail, the monograph will then 
turn to focus on its application on a specific corpus of biblical texts: the Songs of 
Ascents. However, prior to the actual case study of those psalms, the monograph 
will first undertake some preparatory work in Part II (Prologomena to the Case 
Study). Chapter Four begins the section by providing a critical introduction to the 
corpus. It reviews the character of the corpus and justifies the corpus’ suitability 
as a case study for evaluating the proposed critical spatial methods. Following 
this, focus is then shifted to discussing two major spatial themes surrounding 
scholarship of the Songs of Ascents. (These themes will be focal points during the 

KY: Westminster John Knox, 2002); Alison Ruth Gray, Psalm 18 in Words and Pictures: A 
Reading through Metaphor (Leiden: Brill, 2014); Lance R.  Hawley, Metaphor Competition in 
the Book of Job, JAJS 26 (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2018); Job Y.  Jindo, Biblical 
Metaphor Reconsidered: A Cognitive Approach to Poetic Prophecy in Jeremiah 1–24 (Winona 
Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2010); Albert Kamp, Inner Worlds: A Cognitive Linguistic Approach to 
the Book of Jonah, BibInt 68 (Boston, MA: Brill, 2004); Philip D. King, Surrounded by Bitterness: 
Image Schemas and Metaphors for Conceptualizing Distress in Classical Hebrew (Eugene, OR: 
Pickwick, 2012); Antje Labahn, ed., Conceptual Metaphors in Poetic Texts: Proceedings of the 
Metaphor Research Group of the European Association of Biblical Studies in Lincoln 2009, PHSC 
18 (Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias, 2013); Joseph Lam, Patterns of Sin in the Hebrew Bible: Metaphor, 
Culture, and the Making of a Religious Concept (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2016); 
Jennifer Metten Pantoja, The Metaphor of the Divine As Planter of the People: Stinking Grapes 
or Pleasant Planting?, BIS 155 (Leiden: Brill Academic, 2017); Nicole L. Tilford, Sensing World, 
Sensing Wisdom: The Cognitive Foundation of Biblical Metaphors, AIL 31 (Atlanta, GA: SBL 
Press, 2017); Ellen van Wolde, ed., Reframing Biblical Studies: When Language and Text Meet 
Culture, Cognition, and Context (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2009); Pierre van Hecke, ed., 
Metaphor in the Hebrew Bible, BETL 187 (Leuven: Peeters, 2006); Pierre van Hecke and Antje 
Labahn, Metaphors in the Psalms, BETL 231 (Leuven: Peeters, 2010).
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case study. The effectiveness of the proposed spatial-metaphorical approach will 
be gauged on how much interpretative insight they provide on these two themes.) 

The first of these spatial themes is the corpus’ Zion theology, which will be 
discussed in the remainder of Chapter Four. Older scholarship on Zion tradition 
is outlined, followed by a discussion on more recent views on the diversity of Zion 
motifs in the HB. Then, scholarly views on Zion in the Songs of Ascents are also 
examined. Thereafter, Chapter Five addresses the second spatial theme: pilgrim-
age. However, unlike many previous works, it is not assumed that the corpus is a 
pilgrimage psalter. Rather, the chapter surveys pilgrimage in the ancient world 
from varied perspectives: in classical and Hellenistic Greece, as well as in biblical 
pre-Persian, Persian, and late-Second Temple texts. Through this survey, a set of 
criteria for assessing the pilgrimage character of the Songs of Ascents is developed. 

In Part III (Case Study of the Songs of Ascents), Chapters Six to Eight thoroughly 
examine each psalm in the corpus by applying the proposed spatial-metaphorical 
approach, complemented by existing methods associated with grammatical-
historical exegesis of poetic biblical texts. Each chapter contains an analysis of five 
psalms in canonical order. Each psalm is translated, exegeted, and then analysed 
with regard to its spatial-metaphorical character. Special attention is paid to the 
two aforementioned major spatial themes (Zion and pilgrimage).

In Part IV (Conclusion), Chapter Nine then undertakes  a synthesis of the 
findings of the previous three chapters. The Zion theology of the collection is first 
assessed as a whole, followed by an overall evaluation of the pilgrimage character 
of the corpus (using the criteria developed earlier). Thereafter, the purpose and 
provenance of the collection are discussed. Finally, in conclusion, the strength and 
limitations of the proposed spatial-metaphorical method are evaluated based on 
the synthesised findings from the case study, especially in relation to the insight 
provided by the method on the corpus’ Zion theology and pilgrimage character.
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