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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: In our last session we were concerned with the Pentateuch, the „Books of Moses“, as law. In the biblical narrative, the giving of these laws is linked to Israel’s forty desert years between the Exodus and the Conquest of Canaan. To be more exact: This is what the Deuteronomists originally imagined. The forty years in the desert are a time of profound development for Israel. We suspect that the Deuteronomistic Exodus narrative originally contained no punctual mountain experience in Midian, rather successive revelations in the „Tent of Meeting“ during a retreat-like stay in the wilderness of Sinai peninsula - while on the other hand the Priestly counter-version (and it’s really a counter-version, because it’s probably a later response to the primary Deuteronomistic Exodus idea) possibly might not have imagined a forty-years period, rather just some months of travel (via Midian). This shorter wilderness period perfectly matches the shorter Priestly overall chronology, as the Priests obviously originally imagined only four generations for the Egyptian sojourn, not 430 years like in the extant text. As to this latter detail, it’s not impossible that „four generations“ is the older tradition. Strikingly, four natural generations would reasonably match the roughly one hundred years of „Asiatic“ Hyksos rule over Egypt. Whereas 430 years in Egypt somewhat artificially seem to have been adjusted to the subsequent forty years in desert - maybe some Deuteronomist redactors opined the temporal relations to be disproportioned if the Egyptian sojourn was not at least ten times longer than the following wilderness period. If you favor this idea in principle, there are different approaches to explain why another thirty Egyptian years were added to the ten times forty years - mostly referring to an assumed addition of three months to the forty desert years, resulting from a certain exegesis of the biblical Exodus narrative: As we’ll see, a certain incident, namely the „spies episode“, is interpreted (at least by the original Deuteronomists) not as a preparation of actual immediate conquest (although most average Bible readers will probably mis-memorize so), rather as the reason for why the Israelites are divinely sentenced to undergo another forty years in the desert as a further collective „catharsis“ - yet at this point, the Israelites are already under way for some time; Ex 19,1 says that Israel came to the Mountain of God in the third month of Exodus. This is how you may come to understand: „forty years plus three month“.

Y: Already since the time the Bible was written, biblical scholars have always done a lot of deep pondering about small things like this, right?

J: I do not want to go into detail about this here. For me it’s most important to give you an impression of the possibilities. When the people of Israel conquer the land which they have been promised by YHWH, they have already received the complete law which they are supposed to observe in their new homeland from the very beginning of their settlement. This is the central meaning of the wilderness period. We also have considered already that the odd fact that a rather peaceful people is commanded to violently conquer a very specific territory for themselves, and receives this command from a generally peaceful God - all this holds true at least in comparison with Israel’s neighboring Ancient Near Eastern cultures -, might be due to the need for an evident one-off proof of YHWH’s supreme power. However, where do we start to analyze the biblical narrative about this conquest? There was a certain point in the Book of Numbers where I asked you to skip and promised to come back to, because it has a lot to do with the conquest of Canaan. It’s chapters Num 13-14 - and we now have to read this carefully together with Ex 17, Num 20 and Deuteronomy 1, because this combination of texts discloses two different versions of what happened around a mission of spies to the promised land. Many Bible readers mistake this mission to have taken place „on the eve of conquest“; but it really occurs relatively at the beginning of Israel’s forty desert years already - and constitutes a key rationale for the imposition of those forty years.

Y: Let me guess: One version of all this material is Priestly, while the other one is Deuteronomist?

J: The whole narrative complex we come to now, which involves spies on the one hand and water from the rock on the other hand, serves to answer an urgent question: Why was Moses not allowed to enter the promised land? This is a very interesting matter. As you might already know, Joshua, Moses’ Ephraimite apprentice, is going to be the successful leader of the conquest - as depicted in the Book of Joshua -, whereas Moses dies in Moab, immediately before the conquest starts, at the very border of his life goal, overlooking it from Mount Nebo, but never setting his own foot into it. Why this? Is this really a historical reminiscence, did things „just happen this way“? Probably not. The story rather bears a theological meaning. The law-transmitting super-prophet mustn’t serve as the gory conqueror at the same time. It’s just not decent. But how to substantiate this assessment? I disclose to you beforehand that the two stories we’re now going to look at will ultimately have to do with this question, although you might not immediately recognize the connection. Let’s start with the most obvious problem: Numbers 20. There is no water in the desert, and the people grumble. Start to read by Num 20,7, please.

Y: „The LORD said to Moses: Take the staff, and you and your brother Aaron gather the assembly together. Speak to that rock before their eyes and it will pour out its water. (...) So Moses took the staff from the LORD’s presence, just as he commanded him. He and Aaron gathered the assembly together in front of the rock and Moses said to them: Listen, you rebels, must we bring you water out of this rock? Then Moses raised his arm and struck the rock twice with his staff. Water gushed out, and the community and their livestock drank. But the LORD said to Moses and Aaron: Because you did not trust in me enough to honor me as holy in the sight of the Israelites, you will not bring this community into the land I give them.“ (Num 20,7-12)

J: What is the explanation given here for why Moses is banned from entering the holy land?

Y: Obviously that he struck the rock with his staff, when he had been told to only speak to it.

J: What’s the problem with Moses’ behavior here?

Y: You just have to do what God commands - and you have to be just as precise as the command is. Besides this, using a staff by one’s own rules might be magic, which is really bad.

J: This is certainly convincing „in itself“, so to speak, isn’t it - but is it convincing as an explanation for why Moses mustn’t enter the Promised Land?

Y: It’s not really satisfying as an explanation for the latter.

J: You would expect a more convincing explanation here, a better story?

Y: Definitely. It’s a crucial matter.

J: Who is telling this story here?

Y: The Priests, obviously - they are eager to present Aaron alongside Moses. Also in tabooing magic by distinguishing it from proper ritual, the story displays more Priestly concern. Aaron suffers the ban together with Moses, but Moses is the culprit.

J: Now read Exodus 17,5-6 please.

Y: „The LORD answered Moses: Go out in front of the people. Take with you some of the elders of Israel and take in your hand the staff with which you struck the Nile, and go. I will stand there before you by the rock at Horeb. Strike the rock, and water will come out of it for the people to drink. So Moses did this in the sight of the elders of Israel.“ This version is clearly Deuteronomist, isn’t it - there are the elders, instead of Aaron, accompanying Moses, the location is called „Horeb“, and there is this lively reminiscence of Egypt in the word „Nile“. Although this tale is placed some chapters prior to the Mountain of God, the use of the Tetragrammaton here is also no problem for qualifying the text as Deuteronomist, because to Moses personally the divine proper name has already been revealed. But there is no trace here of the whole problem which occupies the analogous scene in Numbers 20!

J: Some theologians have argued that in Num 20 Moses didn’t listen exactly enough to what God says. God had commanded Moses to use the staff at the first occasion, but did not do so at the second one. As a prophet, Moses must not make any mental anticipations, but always just be fully aware of the present moment. Once he failed to do so, he inadvertently mistook the second situation for identical with the first one - thus gambling it all away. Frankly, this is pretty bad theology. God isn’t a tester or quizmaster. The problem with traditionalist Bible-reading is that you are forced to always somehow understand two diverging versions of a story as a unity, but in many cases such forced unification will simply end up pretty weird. In this case the first version is Deuteronomist and the later one Priestly - and here the latter one even intentionally contradicts the first one. The Deuteronomistic first version is clearly the more original one, because you easily recognize that the Priests later reused the material and motif in order to express something which was originally not at all part of the story’s message: In Deuteronomist Ex 17, the water from the rock had nothing to do with why Moses finally had to stay out of Canaan.

Y: But the Deuteronomists agreed that he had to, didn’t they - Moses is entering the land in the Deuteronomist narrative just as little as in the Priestly one, right? So didn’t the Deuteronomists have their own explanation why this was the case?

J: Oh, they have.

Y: So this means the Priests didn’t like the Deuteronomist explanation for the keep-out, and therefore made up a different one, tactically employing the water-from-rock material?

J: Exactly. Now read Deuteronomy 1 - because this is where you have the original Deuteronomist explanation for the verdict against Moses. Start with verse 20.

Y: „Then I (Moses) said to you (the people): (...) See, the LORD your God has given you the land. Go up and take possession of it as the LORD, the God of your ancestors, told you. Do not be afraid; do not be discouraged. Then all of you came to me and said: Let us send men ahead to spy out the land for us and bring back a report about the route we are to take and the towns we will come to. The idea seemed good to me; so I selected twelve of you, one man from each tribe. They (...) reported: It is a good land that the LORD our God is giving us. But you were unwilling to go up; you rebelled against the command of the LORD your God. You grumbled in your tents and said: The LORD hates us; so he brought us out of Egypt to (...) destroy us. Where can we go? Our brothers have made our hearts melt in fear. They say: The people are stronger and taller than we are; the cities are large, with walls up to the sky. (...) When the LORD heard what you said, he was angry and solemnly swore: No one from this evil generation shall see the good land I swore to give your ancestors (...).“ And Moses says to the people: „Because of you the LORD became angry with me also and said: You shall not enter it, either.“ (Dtn 1,20-37)

J: Do you understand now what the original explanation for the punitive keep-out is?

Y: God commanded attack - nevertheless His people instead wanted to employ some human prudence first. This was an act of distrust against the Almighty God. And Moses was so weak to give in to this sacrilegious wish. The result was that their own minds started to discourage the people after the spies had brought back their report - regardless to what the objective content of the information was. This is sensitive psychology, by the way. Moses should have prevented the people from making this psychological mistake, he should have known better. This is his decisive failing as a leader.

J: If you compare this to the gesture with the staff, the big difference is that facing the rock, Moses may easily have been unaware of the fact that a careful decision needed to be made in this moment. He should have been forgiven this petty inattentiveness. This is why Num 20 is ultimately a weak story. Whereas in Dtn 1, it’s almost impossible that Moses was not aware of the need for cautious decision-making; therefore here it makes sense to hold him fully responsible for what happens as a consequence of his insufficient leadership. God is not a trapper.

Y: But what do the Priests tell us about this spies mission, then?

J: As to this, read Numbers 13.

Y: „The LORD said to Moses: Send some men to
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