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- Introduction

Historical Context

The book of Jeremiah is reflective of and responsive to the historical _
crisis of the last days of Judah, culminating in the destruction of Jeru-

salem and the temple in 587 B.C.E. This crisis is the dominant and
shaping event of the entire OT. The destruction evoked an extensive
.theological literature of which the book of Jeremiah is one major com-
ponent.t- SRR o Co Ce

abrupt collapse of the Assyrian Empire and its prompe displacement by
the Babylonians under the governance of Nebuchadnezzar, The Judean
crisis must therefore be understood in the context of Babylonian imperial

The last days of the 7th cent., the tme of Jeremiah, witnesééa the e

ambitions and expansionism. The power of Babylon to the north of judah,
however, was not the only foreign power with which Jadah had to deal. . -

Judah had to attend also to the Egyptians to the south, whose policy was
‘to maintain Judah as a buffer against Babylonitan pressure. Thus Judah
was placed precisely and precariously berween Babylon and Egypt. The
Judahite kings in the years after Josiah (639-609) vacillated berween Baby-
lonian and Egyptian alliances. Finally Babylonian policy would no longer

1. See Peter R. Ackroyd, Exile and Restoration, Old Testament Library {Pﬁiladei-
phia: Westminster; London: SCM, 1968}, and Ralph W. Klein, fsrael in Exile, Over-
tures to Biblical Theology 6 (Philadelphia: Foruress, 1979). : :
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S Tntvodiction

- tolerate such political double-mindedness and moved against Jerusalem to
- end its political independence.2
7 Jehoiakim (609-598), son of Josiah, played a daring game of “inter-
- national roulette” between Egypt and Babylon, eventually evoking Baby-
- lon’s first incursion into Jerusalem in 598. One outcome of the events of
- 598 was the exile of Jehoiakim’s son Jehoiachin to Babylon, where he
remained for many years as titufar head of the dynasty. Many prominent
citizens of Judah were deported with him. For the period of 598-587, yet
'~ another son of Josiah, Zedekiah, presided over the affairs of Jerusalem but
in the end had no chance for independent action in the face of Babylon.
- During these years, there was an intense rivalry between the community

in Jerusalem (over which Zedekiah presided), and the exilic community '

in Babylon (in which Jehoiachin was understood as the legitimae leader).
Babylon’s final decisive blow against Judah came in 587. The Baby-
lonian Empire terminated Judah's existence as an independent political entiry,
Jerusalem and its environs were made part of a governorship accountable to
- the empite. A second and even more extensive deportation of Jerusalen’s
citizens occurred, as part of a general strategy for consolidating the Babylonian
~+ Empireand maintaining power. This radical displacement raised in fudah and
Jerusalem a range of critical questions, moral and religious as well as political.
It is therefore possible to understand and explain the events around
587 in terms of Realpolizik, that is, in terms of political tensions berween
states and the overriding military and imperial power of Babylon. The
realities of the political, military, and historical process provide convincin
proof of Judal's helplessness in the face of Babylonian power, 2 helplessness
. exacerbated by the unwise and weak leadership it received from its monar- -
chy. The Jeremiah literature is familiar with the realities of imperial politics
‘and is conversant with those modes of thinking, However, Jeremiah does

. not pursue a Realpolitik interpretation of Judal's crisis of termination and

displacement, but offers a different, alternative reading of those everits. As
an-alternative to a political analysis, the tradition of Jeremiah proceeds on
- the basis of a theological perspective.

_ 2 Foz" a genetal review of the perioﬁ, s.ée'BuSten'ay Oded, “Judah and the Exiie;”
in Lraelite and Judean History, ed. John H. Hayes and J. Maxwell Miller, Old Testa-
“ment Librasy (Philadelphia: Westminster: London: SCM, 1977}, 435-488; and Miller

- and Hayes, A History of Ancient Lrael and Judab (Philadelphia: Westminster; London:
SCM, 1986), 381-429, '
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* "Theological Tradition

literatiire of Jeremiah engages in-anguished poetic’ reflection 'a.nd
i actic prase explanation about the cause of Israel’s end and the destiny
»f those deported to Babylon. Jeremiah’s reading is not shaped-by power
itics but by the categories of Israel’s coverfantal traditions of faith, which
ncern the holy purpose and power of Yahweh and the aches and hoPes
the faithful community. As the categories of analysis and understanding
- froth matters of international power to concerns of covenantal faith-
‘55, 50 also the modes of speech change. The odd resule is that the
'.t-.fp'élit-'icaf event of 587 is discerned through passionate poetry anF[
omipromising theological ‘analysis. Qut of thar poetry and analysis
esa poetic anticipation of a new historical possibility f'or Judah —
icipation that pushes powerfully beyond imperial permits and tran-
s the scerning prohibitions of the empire. ‘
When' the events of 587 are read from a theological perspective,
destiny will be shaped finally not by power as ‘al"he world judges
er, but by the covenantal realities of Yahweh’s sovereignty and power.
ay idéntify three elements that are constitutive of this covenantal
ctét’érid‘ihg of historical reality: o L ,
The governing paradigm for ‘the ‘tradition of Jeremiah is ]mlzels'
enat with Yahweb, rooted in the memories and mandates of the Sinai
dition. That covenant taught that the sovereign God of Israel requirfaci
fce to covenant stipulations about social practice and power. pls—
edience to those covenant stipulations would result in heavy sanctions
ses) that would be experienced as death or displacement. _
When the events of 587 are read in the light of the claims of
ant, the Babylonian invasion and deportation are understood as

§-of Empiementation of the harsh sanctions {covenant crxrses)
dy known and articulated in the Sinai tradition. '.The reality of
Aonian’ power is not denied, bur is firmly subordmated' to and
rporated into the intention of Yahweh. The book o_f_jere'm;ah t'hus
diates the i‘eality’ of imperial politics through the theological claims
nant.3 o _ i

mediation of political reality and covenatital faith is offered with

ee ]ohn Bright, Cotiesiant and Promise (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1976),
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< amazing daring, in order to insist that there is 2 moral dimension to the
.t_érﬁi'i;ia::ion_'_-énd'_.depdftéti(jn.' The destriction of Jerusalem wrought by
‘Babylon is presénted as covenantal response of the God of Israel to Judah's
refusal to adhere to covenantal requirements. Such a conclusion follows
from the categories of Israel’s faith, but to link the historical crisis to those
categories is a bold interprétive act. Indeed, that Jeremialts contemporaries
:c'q;_;_ﬂ__d.-fz_':dt_:di_scern the relation berween imperial politics and covenantal
heology is a céntral issue of the book. - N
. -Thjjé'.gover;iing:par'a_digm_of covenant indicates that Jeremiah is in

portant ways related to' and ‘derived from the traditions of Deuter-
onomy4 This connection {generally affirmed in a scholarly consensus) is
impbr_t_'zipt__be'{;ausc'thc book of Deuteronomy gives a clear and uncom-
fomising presentation of the covenant relation in Israel’s faith. Deuter-
onomy. tnakes clear that Israel’s life begins in Yahweh's act of mercy and
 fidelity, and that Isracl’s proper response is obedient listening. Moreover,
Deuteronomy asserts that every dimension of Israel’s common life is to be
_brought under the rubric of covenant obedience. Indeed, it articulates a
strategy - for making public life fully covenantal.5 Finally, Deirteronorny
ost clearly presents the potential curses that will come upon Israel for
isobedience. The convergence of Deuteronomy and Jeremiah is clear not
C __I}':_'___it_i tjé_,irms_'of theological substance, :but_aiso.in.matters of style and
forms of articulation, Jeremiab's proclamation and the entire. book of
eremiah. operate on- theological assumptions that are. most cleatly. pre-
sented. _in.'_D'eiiteronomy. The traditon of Jeremiah . is not. closed and
eductionistic, but it is clear about the claims of covenant,. Lo

2. The book of Jeremiah, however, cannot be completely understood
by simple reference to a notion of covenant violation and covenant curse,

. 4..For summary statements from the ¢lder. criticism; see: Johri Bright, *The
of the Prose Sermons of Jeremiah,” in A Prophet to the Nations, ed. Leo G,

é&dae'jénd-Brian W. Kovacs (Winona Lake, Ind.: Eisenbrauns, 1984), 193-212;and

ronomic” dimension of Jereriak has beeri' most programmatically arguéd by

25 Notbére Lohfink (“Distribution of the: Fusicdons of Power,” Great Theres

patticular mode of public life,

PhilipHyatt, “The Deuteronomic Edition of Jeremiah,” jhid, . 247-267. The -

obett B Catroll, From Chavs o Covenant (New Yoik: Crossroad: London: SCM, - .

om the Old Testament [Edinburgh: T. & T; Clark, 1982, 55-75) has argued that'in

Deut, 16-18, one can discern a proposed “constitution” for organizing and authotizing -
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 the central assumptions of Deuteronomic theology. Along Witb-.the par:
- adigm of covenant, the book of Jeremiah affirms another theological claim,
the pathos of Yahweh. In spite of Israel’s obduracy and recalcitrance, Yahw<?h
. nonetheless wills a continuing relation with Isracl. This will is rooted in
" nothing other than God’s inexplicable yearning, which is articulated in
~ Jeremiah as God's pathos, presented in turn through the pathos of the
~ poet.” . _ : - o
: Thus the severity of covenant sanctions and the power of God’s
o _yearhing pathos are set in deep tension. This deep tension forms the central
. interest; theological significance, and literary power of the book of
- Jeremiah; This yearning pathos that is presented as God’s fundaﬂ-lentai
- inclination toward Judah is a departure from and critique of the primary
' inclination of Deuteronomic theology.- : SR
| The juxtaposition of covenant claim and pathos makes clear that
- God is, in the life of Judah, more compley, free, and less controllable than
a simple scheme of retribution would suggest. It is this greater complex.jty
- inv the character of God. that the rich rheroric of the book of Jeremiah
. secks to articulate. The theological richness of Yahwel's character evokes
- and requires a subtle thetoric that is full of ambiguity, p‘a.ssion, and iz}con«
o gruity. The book of Jeremiah is so powerful and compelling because it h
~-a'mode of expression appropriate to its-astonishing ;u_bject. = B
- The mediation of the claims of covenant through the surprising
".':bbwér of Yahwéh’s pathos permits the book of Jeremizh to move beyond

- {SThe stmple stl;uctx,ir_é of .vidl'a_tﬁi_ch and _cx.irsc_is '_aiso cé:_ntréJ to the '“pr'.op?.letité '
- lawstiit” of indictment and sentence; see Claus Westermani, Basic For'ms af Pmp{a@?‘zc
Speeck (Philadelphia: Westminster; London: Titterworth; 1967). B the language of

Jeremiah s closer to that'of Deutéroriomy (e.g), Deue. 28). _ .
i 07 Sée Abraham |, Heschel, The Prophérs (New York and London: Harper &
Row, 1962), 103-139, 2212780 0o oo _
S reie 801t is worth noting that in' Deut. 727, -a classic texe on the e‘lecnon, thf.-f.verb-
./m;c'héq.is'.u_sed: “The. Lorb set hislove. upon you.” The RSV translation, “set §11.s love
ofi,”‘is an anemic one. The verb suggests a passionate; craving physical grasping of
__;_)t:h'er:in.powerﬁd embrace. It is this dimcnsioq'bf passio_mite.craﬁng that is atticu-
fated in Jeremialys vivid imagery, and that gives his poetry such power fmd poignancy.
Tt this, the poetry of Jerethiah runs well beyond the restrained articulations of Detiter- o
oniomy: While the tradition of Jeremtiah may be informed in this rcgzu?d by Deuter- -
- onomy, the theime is'much more-fully utilized; $o mgch tiore so that it amounts to
an important departure from the tradition of Deuteronomy.
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- thecrisis of exile and death in the 7¢h and Gthcents. to-envision a newness

- that is wrought out of God’s gracious résolve and powerful will. The move
- beyond - covenantal ‘sanction is unwarranted, buc that move is - possible

" becausé of God’s magisterial freedom, through which God can and does

o act beyond warrants. Jeremiah’s discernment and articulation of the free-
~dom -and pathos of Yahweh enables the poet to break out of the tight

- categories of covenantal sanctions and move to an articulation of hope..

- .. 3. The third constituent element necessary to understand the theol-
~ogy of the book of Jeremiah is the royal-temple ideology of Jerusalem. This
ideology articulated in the Jerusalem establishment, fostered by the king
“and articulated by temple priests, claimed that the God of Israel had made
- irrevocable promises to the temple and the monarchy, had taken up per-
‘manent residence in Jersalem, and was for all time a patron and guarantor
~of the Jerusalem establishment. Jeremiah’s work only makes-sense as an
antithetical response to that ideology. ST R R o
..~ The royal-temple ideology, embodied in_temple liturgy and royal
- claims of legitimacy, asserted and imagined that it was an indispensable
- vehicle for God’s way and blessinig in the world. It was therefore assumed
-~ that the royal-temple apparatus was immune to’ covenant sanctions and
- to. God’s judgment. This ideology was the official religion of Jerusalem
and no doubt was popularly embraced. The tradition of Jeremiah articu-
lates a sustained challenge to-the royal-temple ideology, insisting on the
centrality- of covenant commandment and dismissing the notion of im-
~munity from judgment. The counterclaim: of the teadition of Jeremiah. is
. -rooted in the old radical theological tradition of Sinai and was, as events
- materialized; vindicated by the actuial ‘end of ]'erus'alerh."History.showed :
* that, indeed, Jerusaletn was riot immune tojudgmene. T
: " The painful experiences around 587 made clear the inadequacy of
“both the old covenant theology and the royal-temple theology. While the

- “sympathies of the Jeremiah literature arc clearly with the former, neither -

tradition had the resources to provide the way out of the despair of exile.

-+ The new circumstances ‘around 587 required a new theological assertion.9
- Int his rereading of the events around Jeriisalern in his momerit of procla- -

mation, Jetemiah theréfore used various elements of alteady existing in-

© terpretation models. These models, however, are handled in ways that are. -

Edinburgh: Oliver & Boyd, 1965), 263277,

L 9.See Gerhard von Réd, Old Testament 'T/aeb[bgj; Z(New York: Har.p'er&'Row; S
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' -fréshiy'discierning-and astonishingly ‘imaginative. The ‘outcome is that
" Jeremial’s rendering of Jerusalem’s experience and destiny is a wholly new
one that belongs peculiarly to this literature. _
o In arriving at this imaginative, subtle, and bold rereading, the book

of Jeremiah:

(1) reinterprets - the events of Realpolitik through the categories of
. covenantal obligation and covenantal sanctions, :
{2) disrupts the claims of the covenantal (Deuteronomic) pattern of
. obligation and sanction by a disclosure of the pathos of God that
- will not be contained in the tradition of covenant, and
{3) utilizes the combination of covenantal motifs and divine pathos to
critique and reject the claims of the royal-temple ideology.

- By such creative tranisformation of the available traditions, Jeremiah
asserts that the city will be dismantled by the will and power of Yahweh (and
o not by the decision of Babylon), and that a new community of covenantal
* " possibility will emerge after the dismantling; as a free gift of Yahweh. - .
- The Book
- Thebook of Jeremiah is a complicated literary composition that has evoked
' much scholarly atrention. During the last century, an approximate consensus
has been reached among critical scholars that the book contains three layers
of literature -reflecting three layers of redactional activity: (1) the poetic
" uttetances of the prophet Jer-emiah, (2} the narrative accounts of Baruch,
and (3) the theological overlay of Deuteronomic theologians. 19 This consen-
“sus reflects a scholarly view that the literature has emerged through identi-
~-fiable stages of editorial activity. There is not agreement, however, among
- scholars about the precise extént of each of these layers of literature, nor the
" process by which they came to be'a part of the book. _ o
200 Thar thieessource critical cofisensus, however, is TOW open to serious
- doubrs because scholars are no longer agreed that the characrer of the book
* can be understood according o such a mechanical literary process. The

: '_: - i(} Fora ..;;eviev.v of éciﬁolmship, se -B.revar'd".S. Childs, Introduction to the Old
- Testament as Scripture (Philadelphia: Fortress; London: SCM, 1979), 342344,

7
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- literary formation of the book is musch more dynamic and processive than
such a three-docurment proposal would alfow. Moteover, the new stress on

* . the canonical shape of the literature may diminish the pertinence of these

older historical-critical .questions. Nonetheless, -the -residue of the old
“scholarly consensus includes two important points to which scholars give
general and broad assent. :

. First, there is a core of material that originated with the historical
person of Jeremiah, Second, an extended process of editorial work has
transformed and perhaps made beyond recovery the original work of the
prophet. What we now have is a literature decisively shaped by a later
traditioning process. Beyond the general conclusion thar the book contains
mazerial from Jeremiah and subsequent editorial activiy, there is no discern-
ible agreement among scholars. . :

-Attempts to refine or advance beyond the “three-source critical con-

setisus” may be grouped in three scholarly positions. L
1. The more conservative critical position, perhaps standing in closest
continuity to the older critical scholarship; is represented by William 1.
- Holladay'! and by the well established commentary of John Bright.}2 This
. approach seeks to determine the date and exact historical setring of each
textual unit. It asks specific historical questions of each passage. Moreover,
this approach is inclined to maximize the role of the actual person Jeremiah
- by assigning as much material as possible to the prophet. The work of
- Holladay and Bright, therefore, is inclined to accept whenever possible the
- claim of the book. of Jeremiah itself, that the materials do indeed stem
from the work-of the prophet. <. - - : ' :

2.In sharp contrast to this first approach is the dominant tendency

of recent British scholarship, articulated especially by Robert P Carroll,13 -

- but also by Peter R.:Ackroyd!4 and Ernest W, Nicholson.5 This scholarly

o _:.l_i. Wﬂliam L. Holladay, _ ]e?emiala: Spokesman Out _of_: ﬁmé'(?h.ilédeiﬁh.ia:
United Church, 1974}, and now ]eremz'zzb_], Hermcgeia_(Phila_de[phia: Fortress; Lon-

don: SCM, 1986). : B

-12. John Bright, feremiah, 2nd ed., Anchor Bible 21 (Gﬁf&eﬁ Cxty Do.z'x:f)led.a);,
13, From Chaos to Covenant. -~

. 14, “The Book of Jeremiah — Some Recent Stﬁdies,” ]auma! ﬁr tfm.Sm‘d.y of o

the Old Testament 28 (1984):47-59. . o ... .o .
15. Ernest W. Nicholson, Preaching to the Fxiles (Oxford: Blackwell, 1970)..

:f“;%”’ . 8
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~-position focuses.on the Déuteronomic editing of the book of Jeremiah in
- the Exile, a generation or two after the petson of Jeremiah. The canonical
U fext of Jeremiah is understood o be the work of exilic editors and redactors
- . who have recast and transformed the older material. for the sake of the
.community in exile, under the influence of the tradition of Deuteronomy.

This approach focuses on the constructive pastoral and theological inten-
tion of the community in exile that construed the tradition of Jeremiah
in fresh directions in order to meet fresh religious needs. As a resule of the
exilic community’s theological mediation of the Jeremiah tradition, we

‘cannot recover with any certitude any of the actual words of Jeremiah.

Indeed, we have no access to the person of Jeremiah or his words, except
as mediated by the communicy, and to pose such an historical question is
both futile and irrelevant, From this scholarly perspective, the book of

Jeremiah is seen to have no interest in the person of Jeremiah, and thus

neither should we. ‘Pursuit of such historical questions about the person
or the words of the prophet should be abandoned. o _

- We are at an especially fortuitous time in Jeremiah studies, because
in 1986, both Holladay and Carroll published commentaries that provide
a sustained presentation of their quite contrasting arguments.’ These two
commentaries represent the  major literary-critical developments in
Jeremiah studies since the.older three-source critical consensus. They are

. likely to determine the shape and parameters of scholarly conversation for
- -a long time to come. : '

The two perspectives of Hoﬂa’day and Carroll stand in shafp contiast

- to_each.other. Holladay is inclined to assign to the prophet Jeremish as

much as possible, whereas Carroll believes that the work of the original

- prophet is beyond identification or recovery, so weighty is the exilic re-

casting of the corpus. Despite the sharp contrasts of their literary assamp-

. tions, however, it is important to note that Holladay and Carroll proceed
with quite parallel concerns. Both ask primarily historical questions, and

i . iG.HQiIada'y, ]émﬁz’dév.l, Hermeneia; Carroll, Jeremiah, Old Testament Library

(Philﬁdelphia: ‘Westminster; London: SCM, 1986). Also published in this remarkable

-year in Jeremiah studies was William McKane, Jeremiah, 1, International Critical

Commientary {Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark). The commentaries of Holladay and Carroll
likely represent the exireme parameters of curtent discussion. McKane's is a close and

. - techiical study ‘filling the long lamentable void in the ICC series. None of these

comnientaries was available in"time for me to-benefit in my wotk on chs, 1-25.
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both are singularly concerned to identify the historical location of the text.
Wherteas Holladay' is concerned in ‘some way ‘with “the quest for the
istorical Jeremiiah,” Carroll,'so to' speak, is engaged in-a “quest for the
] __e_ufereh'O'm-ic Jeremiah.” Much is to be learned from both enterprises,
but'both feave matters of interpretation incomplete. There is a tendency
to focus 'so muich ‘on questions of historicity and redaction that literary
and theological questions of the text as it stands do not receive as much
attention:as might be-desired. . . _ : :

:3:7A third perspective has been adumbrated by Brevard S. Childs,
whio' proposes to- subordinate historical questions to the canonical shape
of theliterature. 17 Childs recognizes and seeks to value both the “original
erenitah” and the “Deuteronomic editor.” He has taken the uncontested
literary judgment that the “original Jeremiah” has been recast by Deuter-
onomists in exile and has shown how thar editorial/canonical combination
of “original”and “exilic” materials articulates the theological claim of God's
judgment against recalcitrant Jerusalem and God’s promissory act of new-
nessi18 The canonical shape .of -the book thus: makes clear that God
“watches over” the sovereign word of God, firstto pluck up and tear down,
_ f:n to plant and to build (Jer. -1:10; 31:27-30). The initial word of
Jetemiah was a word of judgment, of plucking up and tearing dowr. A
quite distinct second word of hope has been imposed upon the judgment
‘planting ‘and building. The dual theme of judgment and promise is
teflected in the editorial shaping of the canonical text.!? The intent and
effect of Childss work is to. free the double theological ‘assertion and
finction of the text from its particular historical locus in the 7th and 6th
centuries. Childs-does not seek a Jeremiah. dating with Holladay, nor an
exilic placement with Carroll.- He brackets out such- historical ‘questions
for the sake of the text’s twofold theological intention. A study of Childs’

e 7. Old Testament as Seripture, 345-354.
aod’s judgment and the “exilic material” articulates God's promissory work. Childs,
rﬁsﬁ_ht_ of the varicuis texts. . e

+.719..On the general structure _df judgment_éﬁd .prbfnisé'ir{ the .pr'ophets', see
Ronald E. Clemients, “Patterns in the Prophetic Canon,” in Canon and Authority, ed.

George W Coats and ‘Burke O. Long (Philadelphiai Fortress, 1977), 42:55. The - :
“Usuucture of the book of Jeremiah provides evidence for Clements’s. general notion., -

proposal shows the extent to which Holladay and Carroll,-while drawing

-18. In a general way the “original work” of Jeremiah presents 4 statement of

however, is interested in the double theological interition, not in the historical place- -

. Introduction -

opposite conclusions, are in fact addressing very similar questions, the very .
questions Childs critiques. _ o

There is at present no scholarly consensus about these three quite
different perspectives. It is not the interest of the present commentary to
advance this critical conversation, nor to adjudicate between these several
alternatives. It is perhaps enough to conclude that the theojogical tradition
of the book of Jeremiah continues to be lively and energizing long after
the end of the work of the prophet Jeremiah.

.3 :The Petson of Jeremiah

In light of the preceding statement concerning the work of Holladay .an%
Carroll, it is not surprising that the question of the “person of ]eren}iah
is exceedingly difficult.20 A more conservative view (Holladay and Bright)

" assumes that one can in some way reach close to the person of Jeremiah

" and reconstruct that historical person from the data. At the other extreme,

' Carroll concludes that the materials have been so completely reshaped that

they provide no.clues to the historical person and that there '-.is no access.

" Tt may well be, howevet, thar these alternatives put the question wrongly.

. Every historical ‘présentarion.of a personality is a mediation and a

- construction.2! What we have of the person of Jeremiah in the book of

* Jexemiah is more like a “portrait” that reflects the taste and interest of the

" artist, rather than an objective report that is factually precisc. At the same

" time, as Timothy Polk has argued, it can hardly be denied th.at in the

" ‘midst of this complicated Jeremiah literature there is an anchoring refer-

- ence to.a powerful personality about which the editors had some knowl-

: T30, -See David }éh]ing‘,’ “The Quest of the Historical Jeremiah: Hermenentical
- Implications of Recent Literatuze,” in A Prophet to the Nations, ed. Perdue and Kovacs,
. 285-297;and Timothy Polk, The Praphetic Persona, JSOT Supplement 32 (Sheffield:
: University-of Sheffieid Press, 1984y JOTUNS o
.21 Roy Shafer, Language and Insight (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1278}:: :
" §.18, atgues thatievery personal presentation of a historical self is a -“construcno‘ﬂ.-

| Heconcludes that this is so even wher a person presents himself or hesself. That being -
" so'in our selfmpresentafion, it is obviously so when any literary effore 'is mad? to
" “otesent” an historical person. Thus there can be little doubr that Jeremiah as given
" us in the book of Jetemiah is a “construction.” See Walrer Brueggemann, “The Book

- 6f Jeremiah: Portrait of the Prophet,” Fuserpreration, 37 (1983): 130-145. .

it
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1 edge and some conviction,22 -Théf'khOWiédge and conviction of the his-
~torical person, however, are given to us in ways that seflect the interests
and faith’ of those who give us the data; . L '

- Thus Thave no difficulry in'speaking of the person of Jéremiah, while
being aware that the only “person” of Jeremiah abour which we can know
anything is given us through an intentional construction. I have charac-
teristically spoken in my exposition of “the. poet,” “the” prophet,” -or
“Jeremiah” as the agent behind and within the text. Such a reference is
not naively historical. To speak of “Jeremiah” is to refer to the constructed
persona of the prophet that is no doubt rooted in the actual reality, and
thar equaily without doubt is mediated and constructed for us in'a par-
ticular way. Such a reference is in part an expository convenience, for
clearly there is an agent who is evoker and actor in the text. But such a
reference to “Jeremiah” is also a recognition that there is-a coherence in
the text in some way reflective of and witness to concrete historical expe-
rience and faith.: The determination whether such eviderices poinit to-a
discernible historical figure or an imaginative literary -construct is not
required for this exposition, and finally adjudication . of the matter is

impossible. We know enough about tradition;: context; and style to rec--

‘ognize “the voice” at work in the text, even if ‘we name. that voice with

full recognition of the ambiguity, complexity, and uncertainty surrounding

that portrayed person.?3 B L R z :
- An Interpretive Perspective

In'my intetpretation I have paid special attention to two emerging methods
in Scripture study. : :

22, Polk has argued well the delicate iriteraction between the  constractive

violates: the integrity of the text, gua poetty, o replace the ‘given literaty conrext with

:'fer'"zi{i'g'__tc'_a}ithorial_circumstances- rather than to -the subject as it -is-l:iterariijr
d” (The Prophetic Persona, 165), 2 b

the notice of conflicting “voices” in the text to good advantage, His work .
y the critical theory of Vi N. Voloshinov, . s L

120

. - :.'_tradi%:ion and the person of the prophet. Finally he comes down on the side of the .
©.o persona’ as a purposed paradigm for the reading commiinityr “In’ my opinion, it -

snjectured historical vecasion of the wtiting process and so to construe the tet

oi)cr{M Polzits, Moses and thé Denteroriomist (New York: Seaﬁﬁr:y; 1 98(}),

- Introduction .

1. Sociological analysis has recently becomé important in Scriptute

‘study24 In this method, one pays attention to the interests, ideologies,

and constructions of reality that are operative in the formation and trans-
mission of the text.?5 The biblical text is understood as neither neutral
nor objective, but as located in, reflective of, and concerned for a particular
social-context that is determinative of its shape and focus. This approach

s distinct from the older historical-critical approach because it does nor
‘seek specific historical placement but, rather, a placement within various

social voices or dynamic forces. Interpretation requires attention' both to
the particular voice in the text and to the other voices in the situation
with which this voice may be in dispute; tension, or agreement.

- The use of sociological analysis in the reading of Jeremiah is com-

plicated because the world of the text' permits the sounding of many

voices. We may surmise voices present in the situation of the text repre-
senting the old covenant tradition, the memory of hurt from Hosea, the
legitimacy of the monarchy; the high temple theology of the priesthood,
pro-Babylonian and pro-Egyptian political preferences, and the powerful
families of nobility: that.are in tension with the royal family and may

- represent the old claims of rural elders. Tn reading Jeremiah one asks how
“these variols voices intéract with each other, which ones are allied against
- what other ones, and how they are variously presented as reflective of or

resistant to the will of Yahweh. In a later generation of the Jeremiah
tradition; we likely contend with pastoral voices among exiles, with the
claims of the community that remained in Judah, and again with pro-

- Egyptian voices. It is not nearly so important to-date passages as it is to

attend to the interaction of these several forces that vied for influence
and legidtoacy. oo
- ‘The interaction of these different voices in Jeremiah tend to coalesce

- around one central issue. The text of Jeremiah- articulates a dispute (re-

o 24. See Rébert R. "\Yf.il'son, ;Sa;cz'biagr.im'i A;p;p'mzz.c/yes 25 the Old Y}s.mment, Gﬂideé

o Biblical Scholarship {(Philadelphia: Fortress, 1984). While Wilson well articulates

- the method, .a much more substantive dnd influential use of the method is by Nor-
" man Ki Gowwwald,: The Tribes of Yahweh (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis, 1979). Gortrwald’s

©sociological analysis has been instructive for me in- understanding Jeremial’s radical

critique of the urban establishment of Jerusalem: . . - L
7125, On such.soctal -construction; se¢ Peter L Betger and Thomas Luckmann;

- The Sotial Construction of Reality (Garden City: Doubleday; 1966).
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-_.'Hectlvc of a conversation -in Jerusa}em) about who' r1ghﬂy understands
; h1stor;cai events and who rightly discerns the refation between faith, moral-
- ity;-and political power.. The tradition of Jeremiah articulates a covenant-
torah view of reality. that stands in deep tension with the royal-priestly
__;deology of -the-Jerusalem establishment. The Jeremiah tradition insists
that covenant fidelity is the clue to public well-being, and a violation of
'._-such fidelity will bring death to the commumty The tradition of Jeremiah
- assumes and argues that the historical process in Judah is rightiy perceived
“not by those in the temple establishment, but by the voice of covenant
- fidelity thar is clearly marginal. The book of Jeremiah is nearly unambigu-

+ous in its conviction that the Jerusalem ideology is a mistaken, fraudulent
 ‘notion of public life that can only lead to death. This central tension
-~ between perceptions of reality, reflective of a deep social conflict, is present
odn rnany - if not all — parts of the book of Jeremiah.

~+i2- The use of sociological-analysis enables the interpreter to place the

_ch&pute between covenantal and noncovenantal notions of life and com-
munity -into the particular social life serting of the divided Jerusalem
<. community. The articulation .of the social forces at work in this dispute
 permits the ongoing power and pertinence -of the-Jeremiah tradition in
* subsequent generations and new social settings. The claims of the royal-
. priestly ideology repeatedly are embodied, generation after generation, in
- monopolistic centers of domination in every sphere of human life. These
centors imagine they are immune from the risks and responsibilities of the
- historical process. Conversely, a passionate .commitment to covenant
- stands in every generation and every circumstance as a critical alternative
" to"such domination. - -
o The text requires very Titde exphat apphcatmn to see that centers
~of domination still lead to exile and death; and that covenantal alternatives,
'_mediated by God’s sovereign graciousness, continue to-be a fragile offer
- of life. The text continues its authoritative claim in new situations because
the samie social realities recur, and because the same witness to the same
__'sovc:rmgn God is pertinent in new situatiois. :
: 2 them?y czmzlyszs (Whmh does not refer to the oid source anaiysm)

L 26 Among the bctter representanves of this appzoach iman expandmg fiterature
- arethe books of Robert Alter, The Arr of Biblical Narrativé (New York: Basic Books;
5 ‘Eondon::Allen & Unwin; 1981}, and- The Art af Biblical Poetry (New York: Basic
o Bouk;s 1985) Meir Sternberg; The Poetics of Biblical Narrative (Bloomington: Indiana

%

- 14

- Introduction _

is equally important in present Scripture study.26 In this method, one pays
attention to the power of language to propose an imaginative world that
is an alternative to the one that seems to be at hand — alternative to the
one in-which the reader or listener thinks herself or himgelf enmeshed.
Literature then is not regarded as descriptive of what is, but as evocative
and constructive of another life world.2” In this ‘method, one takes the
“world” offered in the text as a possible alternative world without excessive
reference to external historical factors and without excessive interest in
questions of authorship. This approach permits literature to be enormously
daring and bold, and often abrasive and subversive in the face of the
presumed. world of the listener. It places che listener in crisis, but also
presents the listener with a new zone for fresh hope, changed conduct,
and fresh historical possibility. :
_ The conviction that literature is evocative and not merely descriptive
has significance only as that conviction receives specific implementation.
This -requires a careful “close reading” of the text in which one pays
attention to the use, repetition, and arrangement of words, shifts in voices,
deliberate verbal strategies that cause breaks, surprises, contrasts, compari-
sons; ambiguities, and open-ended wonderment in the text. The interpre-
ter focuses on the acton and voice of the text itself and is not led away
from the actual work of the rext by any external reference or hypothesis.
‘This method of lirerary analysis is useful in the stady of Jeremiah in
three ways. First, one notices the powerful and provocative use of metaphor

University Press, 1985); Phyllis Trible, Goid and the Ebez;‘af;ic af Smmlitjé Owvertures to
Biblical Theology 2 (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1978), and Téxrs of Terron, Overtutes to
Biblical Theology 13 (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1984); and David M. Gunn, The Story

- of King David, JSOT Supplement 6 (1978), and The Fate of King Saul, JSOT Supple-

ment 14 (1980). For the delicate réfation between fiterary theory and literary method,
‘sée John Barton, Reading the Old Téstanenr (Philadelphia: Westminster; London:

: " Darton, Longman & Todd, 1984).

. 27. This perspective on biblical lstcrature is especially derived from the WOi’k

- of Paul.Ricoeur, Essays on Biblical Interpretation {Philadelphia: Fortress; London:
. SPCK,1980). See the helpful introductory article by Lewis S. Mudge in that volume

(“Pau_i Ricouer on Biblical Intérpretation,” 1-40). More directly, the work of Amos N,

' Wilder has best considered the cruciality of language for its evocative, imaginative
o power.-See Wilder, “The Word a5 Address and the Word as Meaning,” in The New

Hermeneutic, ed. James M. Robirison and John B. Cobb, Jr. (New York and London:
Harper & Row, 1964), 198-218.
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“* “and image. One must follow the daring use of the specific language of the

- text if one i to sense the intention of the text.28 One becomes aware that

- the language is carefully and artistically crafted so that the text can never
be suminarized but only “followed” in its portrayal of a fresh reality that
takes.its life from the powerful, passionate specch of the concrete text.29

It becomes clear then that what is said is congruous with and dependent
~upon how it is said3 Through its concrete language the text of Jeremiah
. can variously evoke a sense of crearion thar has massively regressed to chaos
. (4:23-26), an awareness of God’s grief and sickness at Judah’s obduracy
C7(8:18-9:3), or the resumption of wedding parties in a land where all such
- social rejoicing had stopped (33:11; cf, 7:34; 16:9; 25:10). The boldness
«of the metaphors witnesses to and evokes. radical endings and astonishing

" beginnings in the social process. o -

- The concreteness and imaginative power of such speechinvites a -
7. different discernment and experience of the world of Jerusalem and Baby-
- don: In'turn, it summons the listener to reject the ideological discernment
+ - of the-world by the royal-temple establishment, which is shown to be false
*+ -and which will only lead to death. The language of the text means to
- penetrate and expose the counterinterpretations of the “establishment” for
~‘what they are: misleading, misinformed notions that lead away from the
- power and ‘possibilities of historical reality as-an arena of God’s rule and

i 28, Janes Muilenburg, “The Terminology of Adversity if Jeremiah,” i Fizis-
lating & Understanding the Old Tostament, ed. Harry Thomas Frank and William I..
" Reed (New York: Abingdon, 1970}, 42-63, has made an important beginning on these
“atters in- the book -of Jeremiah. Unfortunately, Muilénburg’s acute and discerning
“-analysis of the rthetoric of Jeremiali remains unpublished. For-an appreciative. assess-
i ‘metit of his work that centered in Jerémial, sce Bernhard W, Anderson, “Introduction:
* The New Frontier of Rhetorical Criticism,” in Rbetorical Criticism: Fssays in Honor of
- James Mutlenburg, ed. Jated J. Jackson and: Martin Kessles, Pittsburgh: Theological
Monograph 1-(Pitesburgh: Pickwick, 1974); ix-xviii; repr. in ‘Heaving and Speaking the
31%m’, ed. Thomas E Best (Chico, Calif.: Scholass Press, 1984), 14-23.. SPE
©229. On' the notion of “following” the text, see W. B. Gallie, “The Historical
tiderstanding,” in History and Theory, ed. George H. Nadel (1965; repr. Middletown,
nf: Wesleyan University Press, 1977); 149.202. Gallie’s tredtment concerns nar

“intentionalicy. L e B e _
2On the profoiind ‘connection between ‘whit is said and how it is said, see
Jogzml(jlazm {Philadelphia: Fortress, 1986); i =
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but the samme posture applies to-all texts thar have such-passionate concrere .

analysis of Gail R-O'Day, Revelation in' the Fourth Gospel: Navriative Mode

- Intoduction

_ purpose. The “establishment” assumed a kind of political, moral, iniellec-
- tual autonomy thar the Jeremiah tradition critiques as false and deathly.

- Second, it is crucial to our interpretation that Jeremiah’s proposal of
.+ theworld is indeed an imaginative construct, not a description of what is
- nor a prediction of what will be. Jeremiah is attentive to the data all around
. him, but the text itself is not intended as descriptive account, nor can it
--be assessed as such. It invites the listener to participate in the proposed

world so that one can imagine a terminated royal world while that world

- -still exists, and one can receive in imaginative prospect a new community
of covenant faith where none has yet emerged. The text leads the listener
- out beyond presenty discerned reality to new reality formed in the mo-
. ment of speaking and hearing.31 _

Third, if the context of Jeremiah’s work is the royal-priestly ideology
of the Jerusalem establishment (as my sociological presentation above
- - suggests), then the alternative imaginative portrayal of a covenant com-
- munity is juxtaposed to that royal-priestly ideology. The text offers imag--
- inative alternatives to established ideology inthe conviction that God is
Clat-work to create @ new altermtiﬂe_commumig: (“to plant and to build”;
© .- 31:27-30). The freedom of liberated, faithful speech anticipates and evokes
. riew public reality. - : o :

. ~Thus the two methods of sociological and literary- analysis, when
utilized in Jeremiah, yield respectively « critique of ideology and a practice
- of liberated imagination. These two methods enable us to take a fresh look
- ateritical theological issues in the Jeremiah tradition.. A sociological anal-
- ysis helps us see how the covenantal perspectives of the prophetic tradition
. stanid over against royal ideology. Aliterdry analysis helps us see how Judah
- 18 invited to act faithfully; even if that faithfulness is against the presumed
“interest and “truth?” of the Jerusalem establishment. -

-7 When the text is read and heard as a critique of ideclogy and ds a
" practice of alternative imaginarion, the text continues to have power and
* pertinence in many subsequent contexts, including our own.32 Indeed, the

7 31 See for example Bernhard W, Anderson; “ “The Lord Has Created Some--
- thing New’: A Stylisdc Study of Jer, 31:15:22.” in A Prophet to the Nations, ed. Perdue
- and Kavacs, 367-380. 1. ol :

0320 James Al Sanders (“Hermeneutics,” in The Interprotérs .Dz'ctiomzry of the
:Bible, Supplemient, ed. Keith R: Crim [Nashviile: Abingdon; 1976, 406), has righdly
stiggested. that “dynamic analogy” is a helpful way to interpret the text, He stresses
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text has the powerﬁﬁ capaaty to cauise us 1o rediscern our own situation,
10 experiénce our §ituation in- quite new ways, and to pamapate in our
“own historical situation with new liberty and fresh passion — liberty and
passion that arise in and with faithfuiness Such a text, when read crirically,
charactensticaﬂy assaults -every “structure of domination” with its sclf-
serving and misrepresenting propaganda, including our own military, tech-

nological, consumer-oriented establishment. Such a text, when read i imag--

inatively, issues a forceful invitation ro an alternative . commumry of
covenant, including a risky invitation in our own time t6 practices of
justice, risks of compassion, and suffcrings for peace. -

This text does not require “interpretation” or “application” so that .

it can be brought near our experience and circumstance. Rather, the text

is so powerful and compelling, so passionare and uncompr0m151ng in its
‘anguish and hope, that jt requires we submit our experience to- it and
thereby reenter our experience on new terms, namely the terms of the text.

- The text does not need to be applied to our situation. Rather, our situation

- needs to be submitted o the téxt for a fresh discernment. It is our situation,

not the text, that requires a new interpretation:.In every generation, this -

text subverts all our old readings of reality and forces us to a néw, dariger-

ous, obedient reading.3? If such a subvérsive reading of rcahty appears to

s unreal, too dangerous, and too costly, we must recognize that for most
in the 7th and 6th cents. it was rejected for exactly the same reasons.

Indeed, everything depends on our reading and hearing this text. If

we fail to hear this text, we may succumb to-a fraudulent discernment of

oursituation. Like ancient Jerusalem, we shall imagine that the present is -

decided by the policies of the empire and not by the pathos of the holy,
faithful God. Like ancient exiles, we may imagine that our situation.is-

occupied only by despair and alienation, thdt God’s arm'is shottened and -~

_ - there is none to comfort. We shall: miss the summons home, the fint
R begmm_ngs of new laughter i in Jerusalem, and shall still-be submirring to

v -mtcrpreiasmn and experiénce. Thus T have not pressed arzalogms in'my intespretation,
': bﬂt invite the reader to make those connections out of & experiefice and interpretation.
330David Tracy (The Analogical Imagination [New York: Crossroad; Londorn:.
i 81}, chs 3 and 43, has shown how a “classic”. miust have continued, ongoitg,

sticha tradition that is bozh txmely‘ and txmeiess, kept timely b"y repeateci mterpretat]on
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that’ the analogy must be “dynamic,” ‘that is, one’ that eme:ges out of one’s own -

and deveiopmg interpretation in order to'be timely as 'well as timeless. Jeremiah is just: '

~Introduction -~

the empiré when we could be _0'1.1 our way rejoicing. Everything depends’

on the text, for without this transformative, critical, liberating, subversive
~“speech, we shall live'in a speechless, textless world that is always misun-

derstood. Without the text we are at the mercy of powerful ideology, of
misrepresenting propaganda, of anxieties that make us conformist, and
despair that drives us to brutalicy. It is precisely the text in its odd offer
of holiness and pathos, of rending and healing, that dismisses ideology,
exposes propaganda, overrides anxiety, and offers forgiveness in the place
of brutality.

A commentary as this one rriust focus on what the text of Jeremiah
meant in its ancient speaking and hearing, But that ancient speaking and

 hearing keeps pushing into our present. What it “meant” has incredible

power to “mean” now.34 It meant then that Yabweh would work a power-
ful, savage, pathos-filled purpose with that people, and it still means that

that purpose is at work among us. It meant that Yahweh could grieve a
- terrible ending, and it still means we face terrible endings over which

Yahweh grieves. It meant that Yahweh had the resilient power to work a

- newness among the displaced, and it still means thar Yahweb’s resilient
- power is ‘at work in such displacements. It meant and means thar the
- prideful empire, the pitiful royal leadership, the self-serving religionists,
~ the cynical forees in society, cannot have their way, for history with Yahweh

is about another intention. To be sure, the meaning we receive from the

- text is nuanced very differently from its early “meant.” Our meaning is
- transmitted through our Enlightenment modes of sciéntific and rational
autonomy. We cannot so easily ascribe the shape of the historical process
- to a single agent. My comments intend not to be reductionist or blindly
 supernaturalist. We can only interpret in our own situation when we know

- the historical process admits of no easy interpretation. Nonetheless, this
~ textual tradition in its anguish and in its buoyancy witnesses to an ines-
- capable hoveting of God that is oddly sovereign in ways that outdistance

: 34.'The.split of “what it meant” and “what it means” has been championed by

"7 Krister Stendahl (“Biblical Theology, Contemporary,” in The Interpreters Dictionary

o .of the Bible, ed: George A. Buterick [Nashville: Abingdon, 19621 1:418-420), but in
~retrospect seems clearly to have been a misperception. See the criticism of Stendahf

by James Barr, “Biblical Thcology,” in DB, Supp!emmt, 106. In this commentary it

~-is assumed that what “feant” inescapably “means,” and bo‘rh the writer and the reader
are engaged iy that i mterprctzve transaction:
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* our desperate modérnity: Poetic anguish, lyrical expectation, metaphorical

. openness; andimaginative ambiguity are ways in which sovercign hurt
and: fidelity are mediated to us. This powerful ‘mediating shocks our
intellectual self-confidence and invites us to reengage life with courage,
awe, and submissiveriess. This commentary is-about that other holy,
passionate; powerful intention that plucks up and tears down, that plants -
‘and builds, that subverts and amazes. : :




