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(Introduction, which is the same for all volumes of the series:)

J: Well, you want me to explain the religion of the Bible to you. And I’m really explaining the religion of the Bible, which means, it’s basically the religion of the Jews, and if you want, you can add the New Testament and become Christian. This is how I see it. And on this stage you are not yet becoming Orthodox or Catholic or Protestant, rather just Christian. This is what matters to me.

Y: This is exactly why I’m asking you, and not some other teacher.

J: Before we begin, I have to make clear some other two or three points. First of all, I have a clear personal religious and theological position and opinion. This is important. I think we cannot meaningfully talk about a religious text without having a personal belief system relating to this text and being very conscious and open about this personal faith or non-faith. There is no such thing as a completely objective view on a religious text. This is an illusion - a potentially dangerous illusion. If a text is religious, you can only see anything in it really if you look at it with a religious sort of view - at least you have to „methodically empathize“ with such a religious view as a critical scholar. If you insist on looking at such a text totally „from the outside“, you’ll inevitably find that there’s nothing in it at all, ultimately. A strictly analytical view can never observe anything really meaningful in a religious text, because such an approach is simply a mistake in categories. It’s like wanting to investigate a dark room by putting on sunglasses. It’s nonsense, frankly. You can employ critical methods in a rational theological analysis of the Bible, and I think one really should do this; but basically every reading of the Bible has to be genuinely theological, which means it necessarily has to relate to a religious attitude somehow (I don’t define how exactly, but somehow). Throughout the last two and a half centuries since the dawn of rationalist „Enlightenment“, all purely „positivist“ readings of the Bible have reliably proven ridiculous. If your premise is that you are distinctly non-religious, then it’s totally meaningless for you to read the Bible; in this case every meaning you might believe to get out of it will just be a mistaken meaning. All your critique of the Bible then is truly totally meaningless, too. On the other hand, a religious or at least „pro-religious“ standpoint in the sense in which we demand it here does not mean that you have to accept a specific belief system; it simply means that you have to be open to the fact that you can only understand a religious text by accepting it as a religious text. It does not mean that you have to accept strange doctrines which thwart your intuitive sense of truth. If my explanation of the Bible is really as good as I believe it is, then there will be no such strange claims which go against your intuition of truth. Rather, what I say will just help to sharpen your intuition of truth a little bit.

Y: I’m absolutely open to this.

J: I’m also not giving an academic course in the sense of a mind game which exists largely for its own sake. We’re talking about the Bible and about Jesus because this is a spiritual contribution the future of humanity and human culture depends on. Christianity is the world’s largest religion. At the moment, nearly every third human being on earth is at least formally a Christian. The number of Muslims worldwide is about 70 percent of the overall number of Christians, and all other religions are much smaller. So, how Christians relate to the sources of their faith really moves and changes the world. Today, almost all religions are in a deep crisis. Religion as such is in a crisis. We must rescue the real value of the Christian teaching as a necessary element of positive development on earth.

Y: I’m ready to accept this; though, I’m not totally convinced yet. When I read history books, I can not find that the influence of Christianity was always positive.

J: Crusades, inquisition, witch-hunt, right? More recently, oppression of women and condemnation of homosexuality tend to be added to this blacklist, too. But sadly all this makes no real difference compared to the history of all other religions, as well as compared to all extra-religious history. Granted, it’s all the more sad and absurd that Christians did this, if you really look to the Bible; but basically all the others did it, too, at all times. Saying this, I do not aim at neither „body-count“ nor „white-washing“ of historical Christianity - but the „crusades, inquisition & witch-hunt“ objection simply can by no means be a specific argument against Christianity in the eyes of an experienced historian. On the other hand, Christian culture invented or decisively developed the ideas of human rights, public welfare system, education for everybody, modern democracy and free scientific research. Sometimes these progresses were won through dedicated Christian lay people against the official church’s opposition - but not even this restriction is really predominantly true, as historians have increasingly demonstrated over the last decades. These monumental achievements are what really distinguishes Christianity in world history. And they are by no means coincidental. Overall, Christians developed a very specific mindset exactly because of the Bible. So, it’s simply impossible to overestimate this book. But how do we read it today? The world has deeply changed precisely because of Christian influence - and now this change in the world in return forces us to take a very fresh look on the Bible. Again, there is an element in the official church which wants to persevere with views which meanwhile endanger what Christianity has achieved for humanity, because these views are overaged and outdated. If Christianity is meant to stay alive, it has to profoundly renew itself at a critical point in history like the present one. Meanwhile, this crisis has made it impossible to care about the traditional requirements of institutional churches all too much any longer. They terribly fail at the moment. This is what our activity of reading the Bible here vividly relates to. It’s by no means „just academic“. There’s really something at stake.

Y: I agree.
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J: Fine. My basic thesis about the Bible is that it consists in a dialectic between two theological main strands. „Consists in“ means: You cannot declare the one of these strands right and the other one wrong. Both of them are necessary in the sense that one of them alone could not constitute the Bible as it is. Nevertheless as a human person you are perfectly legitimated to personally opt with the one or the other of these two competing theological positions. You should simply not make the mistake to thereby turn the other one into your enemy. Now, the two basic theological positions in the Bible are called „Priestly“ and „Deuteronomistic“.

Y: What does this mean?

J: The Priestly view on religion - and I would tend to call this a pattern you find throughout all religious cultures on earth - is typically characterized by a predominant interest in cult and rituals and the rules for cult and rituals; especially connected to this in all ancient cultures is the idea of purity or impurity with regard to the allowed performance of rituals or participation in rituals - which means even more rules.

Y: And the other party?

J: Does not see this.

Y: For those others, what is crucial to a true religious life instead?

J: Superficially - secular morality, for example. But it’s far more complicated, actually. Because the Priests certainly wouldn’t say that secular morality doesn’t matter to them; furthermore, seeing that also a non-religious person can display exemplary secular morality, we will in fact have to admit that morality can not be regarded as a completely genuine component of the original definition of religion. Originally religion is about your relationship with the divine, not about your relationship with other humans; and if you postulate that true religion necessarily has to be expressed by the quality of your relationships with your fellow humans, this is still only a secondary consideration. So the answer to the question of this other theological strand’s in-depth definition of religion is admittedly more intricate.

Y: Why do you attach such a difficult name to this other strand?

J: „Deuteronomists“ - we will explore later what this name means. Some Bible scholars simply talk about „Priestly strand“ and „non-Priestly strand“ when they analyze the text. But the term „Deuteronomistic“ is intricately linked with the deepest substance of our Bible. I believe that basically you could differentiate any other religion in the world into a more Priestly and a more non-Priestly strand of their traditions, too. But talking about „Deuteronomists“, you most explicitly refer to the Bible specifically. And this is what I want to do: I want to demonstrate something which in its principle probably applies to any religion in the world - but I want to show it in its specifically biblical form, in a substantially Bible-based way. Because there are already enough people in the world today who produce all too vague „spirituality“ talk based on nothing. By far not all of those are saying wrong things, oh no - but it’s even better if you can demonstrate that the fullness of deepest spiritual insight is to be found already at the foundations of a great traditional religious text. And this is how it is. Not a single one of these contemporary spiritual teachers has invented anything new - especially the true ones didn’t. The only problem is that we have forgotten to discover these insights in our genuine religious tradition. I’m not interested in the question whose fault this is. But I’m utterly resolved to do something about it.

Y: But certainly there are also people who are spiritually wrong while verbally sticking to a traditional religious text?

J: I’m not concerned with this problem. With regard to this, I can’t do anything but compensate for this by making a positive contribution. I certainly don’t waste my time and energy - and, what is even worse, unnecessarily spoil the serene tuning of my spirit - criticizing other Christians or Jews.

Y: So let me guess - the party you personally vote for is Deuteronomist?

J: Personally I’m a dedicated Deuteronomist, and I should always be clear and open about this. Jesus of Nazareth was a very distinct Deuteronomist, as I’ll show you. You’ll have enough time to learn more about what this means; so, for the moment I mention this just in order to make clear from which place I speak. I’m not advocating Priestly theology, and I’m clear and open about this. Nevertheless, priests and Priestly theologians are not my foes - they just take a somewhat different look on the religion of the Bible; this is okay.

Y: Do they in turn think that your position is okay?

J: If it should really be the case that I can accept them better than they can accept me, this is no problem for me, right? Only one question is critical, and this is whether what one teaches is really to be found in the Bible or not. But one should never be too strict in declaring that the other one’s position is not to be found in the Bible. Because in the Bible itself there is no theology; theology can only be derived from the Bible - and this is why somewhat different but all equally true biblical theologies are possible.

Y: But certainly you must have some reason to personally opine that Deuteronomism is „better“ than Priestly theology?

J: Certainly I have. But I can not meaningfully summarize this here - you have to go on a travel across the Bible with me, so that I can show you its riches.

Y: You said that Jesus of Nazareth was a distinct Deuteronomist - but many of his followers later developed a more Priestly theology?

J: Exactly. And this was not „stupid“ - rather, for certain reasons this was a historical option. Nevertheless I believe that today we Christians should maintain a Deuteronomistic theology because Jesus was a Deuteronomist. His authentic theology is not Priestly at all.

Y: But at the same time, while you say that your theology is distinctly non-Priestly, you have been raised as a Roman Catholic, haven’t you, and you still don’t say that you feel more Protestant than Catholic - isn’t this an inconsistency?

J: I don’t think so, not at all. For example, I know many Protestants whose theology I estimate to be very much Priestly, in a sense. On the other hand, monasticism is an Orthodox and Catholic phenomenon, not a Protestant one - but at least at their origin, monks are classical Deuteronomistic rebels. The really crucial point for whether it’s better for you to be Orthodox or Catholic or Protestant is your relationship with mysticism, actually - nothing else, in my opinion. As I’m clearly a mystic, a Protestant church does not seem to be the right one for me. I hope we’ll have more time to talk about all this in more length at a later occasion.

Y: So, your teaching about the Bible is mystical?

J: This is precisely why my approach to interpreting the Bible and my teaching style is mostly very rational. Because true mystics are great rationalists. Only would-like mystics feel the need to talk in a very pseudo-mystical, nebulous language. The Bible is meant to be understood - so, go and understand it!
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Y: So, can we start now?

J: Nearly. There is still one other very important introductory point. We are going the read the Pre-Christian Bible just like Jews could read it, too. But when it comes to Jesus, we need to have a guiding idea about his true original relationship with the Pre-Christian Bible. My central idea about this is that the story of Jesus in the gospels is predominantly composite of pastiches from the older Bible. Pastiche means: You take a template and create a variation of it which deliberately still allows the reader to recognize the template as such, and at the same time suggests to look for a new meaning especially in the obvious difference between the template and the pastiche. Our evangelists extensively used this literary technique in order to re-write the Pre-Christian Bible in a new sense, so to speak. From a non-religious point of view this means that the gospels have almost zero historical value as informational sources about the life of the man Jesus from Nazareth. From a „critical-religious“ point of view - as I might call my own standpoint - they very well provide valuable information about the historical Jesus of Nazareth, because we can be very sure that his authentic consciousness as an outstanding religious leader was completely occupied with the imagery of his Bible, the Pre-Christian Bible. So the evangelists were thinking in an even deeper historical dimension than today’s average historians when they depicted Jesus in what for himself would have been a biblical imagery. This was his own authentic mindset. Knowing this, the evangelists created pastiche stories about him which in a sense are „absolutely true“ - although maybe you would never have had opportunity to record those scenes with a video camera. No modern curriculum vitae could have described Jesus’ authentic personality more aptly. This is why we have to understand the Pre-Christian Bible very thoroughly in order to understand the Christian part of the Bible properly: If we don’t fully recognize the templates for all the New Testament pastiches, we don’t understand those pastiches, and in consequence we don’t understand the New Testament correctly and how it depicts Jesus of Nazareth, and why.

Y: And of course we have to be especially alert to the Deuteronomistic strand in the Pre-Christian Bible, because Jesus was a Deuteronomist?

J: We have to ask every piece of text: Are you Priestly? Are you Deuteronomist? Thereby we will learn an awful lot about the Bible - and about Jesus.

Y: But this implies that the earliest Christians did not think of themselves or of Jesus as „founding a new religion“?

J: In fact, not at all. They clearly saw Jesus and themselves as „reform Jews“. It was not until almost one hundred years after the death of Jesus that the Christian notion of being a new religion, separate from Judaism, was fully developed. - Finally, let me explain our method to you. I’ll give you a crazy „crib“ - doesn’t matter it’s crazy, thus you’ll memorize it all the better -: „Wool context irritates monodic past arch.“ „Wool“ stands for „wording in the original language“. You examine the text really carefully, consider no tiny detail negligible, and look words up in the dictionary which might be critical in translation. „Context“ means context: Relate every text to its immediate literary surroundings, start with a passage’s narrowest textual environment, and read some chapters back and forth in search for „small-scale“ answers, instead of rashly creating theologically inflated theories; this precept might already solve a lot of Bible riddles. „Irritates“ means irritates: Expect that something is meant to disturb you; the Bible is not „tame“; find the calculated provocation. „Monodic“ abbreviates „monotheism issues“ and „dialectic“. You remember that the overall issue of the Bible is monotheism, and relate every single unit of text to this issue. And you expect to meet standpoints the utterance of which aims at underscoring the dialectic between Priests and Deuteronomists. „Past“ stands for „pastiche“. This is clear enough, I believe. Finally, „arch“ abbreviates „anti-Rome statement“ as well as „church issues“, the latter meaning that you consider whether a gospel text might actually refer to some later theological debate rather than to the older circumstances which it allegedly tackles. „Arch“ is for the New Testament only. This is our fixed questionnaire for the interrogation of biblical texts.

Y: What about taking into account historical sources from outside the Bible, and intentionally wondering about the text from this perspective?

J: In the few cases in which we have serious possibility to compare the Bible to extra-biblical sources, you’ll do this almost automatically. But one should not overrate this element. The Bible „is“ the history of its time and world; so, the idea „to check the Bible via means of history“, in the sense in which this idea was first invented in the late 17th century, sounds pretty naive today, and we rather have to still push back the tenacious illusion in many minds that this mental attitude would be the most adequate key to understanding the Bible. - Now, I think, we’re ready to start.

(End of introduction, which is the same for all volumes of the series.)
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Y: We have arrived at the story of Saul, Israel’s first king. As we have seen, the book of judges wants to conclude with a demonstration that things had turned so bad in Israel that finally the appointment of autocrats had become inevitable. This basic constellation is already kind of interesting in itself, because this pattern seems to be confirmed by critical history, doesn’t it: Deep societal crises are rarely answered with concepts and programs of „more democracy“. Democracies were always climaxes of cultural history - nevertheless no democracy so far has ever lasted for very long. Democracies always „excelled, but not in stability“, so to speak.

J: Let’s not go too deeply into this matter here. However, mind the difference between „democracy“ and „republic“. „Republic“ means a polity which is „legitimated by the most possible freedom, organized in competence-based formal authorities and orientated towards the common good and public welfare“, as I would dare to provisionally define. Consequently, the two concepts „republic“ and „democracy“ have hardly any intersection, but rather must complement each other: In extreme cases, „pure democracy“ can, at least theoretically, even create governments which are totally „un-republican“ in the above defined sense; while „pure republicanism“ does by no means necessarily have to be „democratic“ - and in contrast to the first situation, the latter one is not only theoretically so, rather this assessment is clearly corroborated by actual history, because most historical „republics“ were in fact not democratic, and prior to the 17th century CE, no philosopher would have seen any necessary connection between the ideas of „republic“ and „democracy“. Therefore, we indeed have to critically ask whether the term „monarchy“ is really continuously applicable to post-Judges Israelite polity - maybe the polity of Saul was more of a „republic“, in fact, if you presuppose the pre-modern use of the word „republic“. Saul is anointed by a prophet who by doing so listens to the voice of „the people“, which is actually surprising. According to 1Sam 10,17-27, Saul is „elected“ by a „sacred lottery“ in which every Israelite partakes. And even the third version of Saul’s seizure of power, namely via military leadership, features a rather „republican“ element, according to ancient understanding. In contrast to this, David’s power appears as typically „dynastic“: On the one hand, he starts as a courtier, and on the other hand he is adulatory superelevated into a hero - basically this is the classical portrait of a „prince“. The biblical depiction of David’s kingship always strangely has the atmosphere of an inherited reign to it - although of course there is nobody whose heritage this dominion could have been, according to the extant biblical plot. It’s only after David is already king over Judah that 2Sam 5,1-3 says: „Then all the tribes of Israel came to David at Hebron, and said: Look, we are your bone and flesh. (...) So all the elders of Israel came to the king at Hebron; and King David made a covenant with them at Hebron before the LORD, and they anointed David king over Israel.“

Y: So, the moment when David becomes king over northern Israel, too, is also the moment when a certain „republican“ element comes in? - But doesn’t this have to nourish suspicion that the southern kingdom of Judah was monarchic-dynastic - while northern Israel was actually more of a republic, at least in an ancient sense of „republic“?

J: This is exactly what I think. Let’s keep this very fundamental consideration in the background of your mind as we go through the stories about Saul and David. However, in order to answer that part of your question which concerns an enduring significance for today, I think we have to come back to the „Böckenförde Dilemma“ again and again, which I already presented to you last time: „The liberal secularized state lives on prerequisites which it cannot guarantee by itself.“ Which means, the short form of my answer is: Ultimately it is almost meaningless to „defend democracy“ - what you really have to defend is a profound spiritual substratum of culture which is the ultimate essence that makes a working democracy possible. It was really the loss of this essence and substratum by which all historical democracies got lost again over time. This is why I firmly believe to do the best thing possible even in a political regard by introducing people into the Bible. Therefore, back to the Bible.

Y: Interestingly, no biblical book is named after a particular king, and the book or books about the first three and according to the Bible most important kings are not named „Kings“ at all, but bear the name of the prophet Samuel instead. This is quite strange. We took a first step towards an explanation for this oddity by observing that when his mother Hannah ceremonially name-gives the boy Samuel, the customary wordplay underlying her concerning solemn „motto“ actually does not relate to the name „Samuel“, rather clearly to the name „Saul“, surprisingly. You said „it’s a great luck for us that for some reason Samuel happens to be the worst-edited book in our Bible“ - thereby allowing an extraordinary glimpse into the editors’ literary workshop.

J: Samuel has quite artificially been inflated to a „substitute hero“, in my opinion, on a relatively late level of biblical redaction. This happened for different reasons. One of these reasons was to hammer-in a literary spacer and spreader „between Gibeah and Saul“, because not only did the Gibeah episode of Jdg 19 present the hometown of Saul as the location of the most enormous felony in all Israelite history, rather also did this literary material originally depict Saul as a Levite - which was no longer welcome a notion when the Bible’s extant version was created. Another reason was, of course, that Samuel could serve as a specific kind of literary intermediator between Saul and David - primarily by making Saul appear considerably smaller a protagonist than he originally would have been. Originally, already by Jdg 17 we would in fact have entered a „Book of Saul“, beginning with a narrative about Saul’s family, as would have been suitable for Israel’s first king. In a malevolent Priestly-southern edition of this „Book of Saul“, the Micah of Jdg 17 would have been depicted as Saul’s father or grandfather. This would have explained that Saul was a priest - though a „wrong“ one. But ultimately this literary scheme was abandoned and altogether superseded by another one, according to which Saul was no longer meant to be a Levite at all. This explains why we are not explained why Saul becomes a king at all. Compensatorily, we’re given three different versions of „how“ he becomes king - but not really „why“. To compare with, we have two different versions about „why“ David becomes a king: First, he makes an artistic career as Saul’s courtier; second, he kills Goliath. You may doubt in either case whether this is the most useful formal education in order to be a qualified king - but at least it’s obviously meant to be one. In contrast to this, Saul in our extant Bible is first anointed, without any reason being given for his election; additionally then he oddly wins his kingship in a lottery; and finally he becomes a military leader, which certainly is generally a good explanation for the emergence of an Ancient Oriental kingship, but here this presentation only shifts the problem to a lack of plausibility for the antecedent military promotion. You can be 100 percent sure that this was not the most original version of Saul’s story. More originally, what is now Jdg 19 would have provided Saul’s very personal reason to lead an army against his enemies - thereby kickstarting his career. The popular anger about the Jdg-19 incident would have rallied an army behind Saul, who would otherwise still not have been licensed for such leadership. And originally the concerning enemy would not have been the Ammonites - let alone the Benjamites -, rather the Gibeonites.
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Y: Samuel was purposefully developed into a compromise figure because otherwise the whole biblical story would circle sadly around the conflict between Saul and David from now on - which means the conflict between northern Israel and southern Judah?

J: The united kingdom of Saul, David and Solomon likely is largely a fiction - especially with regard to its alleged enormous power, riches and splendor - even if there may have been a temporary personal union in an individual ruler, maybe even repeatedly -; which means that from a historical-critical perspective the whole history of Israel in Canaan appears to be a continuous story of two enemy polities basically agreeing on just one thing: namely that they both claim to be „Israelite“ - and that they obviously don’t deny the other one to be „Israelite“, too.

Y: Which is interesting enough - because this is what human societies normally do in such a conflict, don’t they: You deny the other one the properties and characteristics you yourself identify with.

J: It’s indeed striking that in our extant Bible’s contexts of south-north dualism there’s never the statement: „We’re Israelite - whereas you’re not“. But remember that our extant Bible only starts to emerge under Josiah and later. Josiah of Judah wants to expand his dominion to the old Israelite north, which is an Assyrian province at the time, but Assyrian rule is in decline. This situation explains a lot of the extant Bible’s argumentative strategy. There may have been the one or other temporary personal union at an earlier stage of history, but this is not all too relevant for the extant storyline; rather, Josiah’s plans are. The fiction of Saul and David mainly serves to justify and ideologically underpin these royal-southern intentions of the late 7th century BCE. Of course there seems to be some moment of historical reminiscence at the roots of the extant Saul and David tales - this historicity must not be overrated, though. Predominantly we have to keep with what the Bible as literature gives us, and work out its deeper meaning in and for the authors’ true societal-historical context. It makes a lot of sense to classify David of Judah as a Priestly hero and Saul of northern Israel as a Deuteronomist hero in our extant Bible. But the positive aspects of Saul’s character have been thoroughly suppressed by the final Priestly redaction - at the same time superelevating and exaggerating the positive traits in David. There is an utterly negative and almost evil King David, though, still hidden iridescently and insidiously behind the shiny one; and this bad-guy King David was certainly the David of the original Deuteronomist tradition. This unique constellation of literary history is what makes for the fascinating „oscillation“ in the characters of Saul and - all the more so - David: They reflect human reality and human condition exactly by reflecting the problem of truth and of perspectives on truth.

Y: How fully are the biblical editors aware of this? Do they just try to make two different perspectives „technically“ congruent, or do they really consciously hold a third, a „meta“-perspective?

J: Well, there would have been different types of redactors at different times, I guess - even some of them being smarter than others, perhaps. But this is not only a question of their perspective, rather also of your or of my perspective. Personally I’m convinced that no politician arriving at a really responsible position can afford to be „just good“. He can and should be a morally good character as a private individual; but in his authoritative official role he will almost inevitably have to do some things which are morally at least debatable - otherwise he will fail very soon. There is the famous saying: „Power corrupts - absolute power corrupts absolutely.“ The only thing you can really do against this is to have intentionally two personalities, a public one and a private one, and at least keep the private one sane. There was a long fortunate sequence (98-180 CE) of four most famous Roman emperors who were obviously good at this: Trajan, Hadrian, Antoninus Pius and Marcus Aurelius. The peculiar moral condition of rulers simply originates from the fact that top politicians frequently have to make decisions without precedents of any sort. This is what politicians are for, it’s simply their job description: They are appointed public janitors for the yet law-free as well as moral-free spaces of society. Because for everything else, for everything which is already regulated, you have judges and administrators instead. Every character is prone to being affected by the qualitative „nature“, the „natural properties“ of his professional matter, though. The behavior in school teachers’ conferences is said to often strangely mirror a classroom full of puberty, for example; many doctors are hypochondriacs; and in university libraries, the law and the theology departments are said to suffer the biggest losses from theft. Analogously, politicians easily become afflicted by the diseases of power. They are not necessarily bad characters a priori. But the less aware they are of this danger - because they firmly believe themselves to be „honest“ -, the greater this danger actually seems to be. The four good Roman emperors I mentioned above were very sophisticated souls and minds, by no means naive. This is perhaps a strange observation, but I believe this is how the world is.

Y: But wouldn’t this mean that it’s better to have some people who are born to become top politicians, instead of electing them on a basis of everyone’s participation in the election? Because with a system of dynastic heritage of high political offices, on the one hand candidates will enjoy an adequate early education for suitable responsibility, and they are even more likely do develop an early-age mellow and cool indifference to the temptations of power - while on the other hand you will have less
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