With reference to texts from either the Old Testament or the New Testament (or both), and to other resources available to you, discuss the dangers of reading the Bible in a very literal way and the advantages of studying the Bible from an informed and scholarly position

[bookmark: _GoBack]This essay addresses the question of different approaches to reading the Bible through a case study of the historical Adam, focussing on the account in Genesis 2-3 and the New Testament appropriation of this text in Romans 5:12-20.[footnoteRef:1] Through outlining the main critical issues in the two texts, I demonstrate the advantages of reading individual texts from an informed and scholarly position,[footnoteRef:2] with the corresponding dangers often remaining an implicit rather than explicit part of the argument.[footnoteRef:3] I then move on to interrogate the relationship between the two texts and how Paul uses the older account in Genesis as a way of questioning the juxtaposition assumed within the question. I suggest that pitching ‘literal’ readings (suggesting a deficient methodology that misunderstands the natural properties of the text) over against readings ‘from an informed and scholarly position’ (a comment on the reader’s relationship to his or her object that rather than a direct comment on methodology) is to some degree a false dichotomy. I argue that a credible reading of the Bible should engage both questions of methodology, but also the reader’s relationship to the text and their wider reading tradition. Or, to use theological language: responsible readings need to move beyond the natural grammatical and literary features of individual texts to engage questions of revelation and church. [1:  Space precludes examining wider texts such as Genesis 1:26’s use of the word אָדָם or Paul’s juxtaposition between the first man and the heavenly man in 1 Corinthians 15:42-49.]  [2:  In this essay I am going to take ‘informed and scholarly’ as a synonym of historical-critical methodology; I am aware of other approaches, including rhetorical, canonical and narrative readings, especially in Anglo-American scholarship, which concentrate more on the final form of the text. However, space is limited and historical-critical study is still in many senses the standard model. ]  [3:  The question of what we mean by ‘literal’ is of course tricky, as it is an unhelpfully loose term (who consistently reads the bible in a ‘very literal’ way?). For this essay, again because of space, I’m not thinking about literalism at the sentence level (for instance the idea of metaphorical language as in e.g. Psalm 139:15) but narrowing it down to think about a historical reference signified by the Adam story.] 


But first to think in terms of the question: what advantages can be gained by an informed and scholarly reading of Genesis 2-3? Space precludes a detailed overview of all the exegetical issues in these chapters, and a mere overview of some of the critical issues will have to suffice. The composition history of the Pentateuch and especially the early chapters of Genesis in general and the relationship of the account Genesis 2-3 to the account in Genesis 1 is notoriously tricky and contested terrain.[footnoteRef:4] We can note, however, that these chapters probably reached their final form after the return from Exile and that there is a critical acceptance of a ‘basic integrity’ to Genesis 2-3.[footnoteRef:5] Leaving aside the fact that a close reading of Genesis 2-3 in its final form complicates the idea of a ‘literal’ reading,[footnoteRef:6] we can note that archaeological and textual discoveries also demonstrate a crossover between these accounts and other ancient stories in the Near Middle East (NME): the Gilgamesh Epic, Atrahasis, Enuma elish and Egyptian depiction of the fashioning of Amenhotep III all predate Genesis 2-3 whilst sharing common literary features.[footnoteRef:7] An awareness of a common features from neighbouring cultures might explain the shift from אָדָם as referring to humanity in general in Genesis 1:26 to a specific named character in Genesis 2.[footnoteRef:8]  [4:  For an overview of the issues involved, see: Erich Zenger and Christian Frevel, ‘Theorien über die Entstehung des Pentateuch’, in Einleitung in das Alte Testament (Kohlhammer, 2012), pp. 87–122. Recent scholarship has challenged the idea of Genesis 2-3 as chronologically prior to Genesis 1: Christopher M. Hays and Stephen Lane Herring, ‘Adam and the Fall’, in Evangelical Faith and the Challenge of Historical Criticism (Baker Academic, 2013), pp. 24–54 (pp. 26–27).]  [5:  Hays and Herring, p. 27.]  [6:  A fact demonstrated in Joshua M. Moritz, ‘The Search for Adam Revisited: Evolution, Biblical Literalism, and the Question of Human Uniqueness’, Theology and Science, 9.4 (2011), 367–77.]  [7:  Victor P. Hamilton, The Book of Genesis, Chapters 1-17 (Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing, 1990), p. 157.]  [8:  Hamilton, p. 160. Hamilton also provides examples of ‘Adam’ as a personal name from Old Akkadian, Old Babylonian and Ebla texts. ] 


An informed reading of Genesis in its historical context has the advantage that, by highlighting where there are differences to Israel’s neighbours, it draws attention to the theological uniqueness of the kind of story told in Genesis 2-3: Israel is interested in questions of vocation, covenant, the character of God and her own convictions in theological anthropology, and draws on older traditions to make these points. Comparative readings of NME texts also raise issues of genre: whatever the prehistories of Genesis seem to be doing, they don’t seem to be giving a historical account in the style that a modern reader would expect.[footnoteRef:9] Therefore, the reader is guarded against an overly literal interpretation that demands a report of a historical Adam in a hermetically sealed cultural vacuum and thus imposing expectations on the text that it is unable to bear.[footnoteRef:10] [9:  A point that Enns demonstrates by comparative readings of Genesis 2-3 with, amongst other texts, Gilgamesh, Enki and the Underworld, Atrahasis etc. Peter Enns, The Evolution of Adam: What the Bible Does and Doesn’t Say about Human Origins (Baker Books, 2012), pp. 53–56.]  [10:  We can also note in passing that, quite apart from textual issues, developments in our understanding of human genetic history make a historical ‘first pair’ of humans ever more untenable. To insist on a literal historical reading of Genesis 2-3 is to force an opposition of scientific evidence and biblical witness that is textually unwarranted. ] 


Moving to Romans 5:12-20, a historical-critical study of the text also has the advantage of giving Paul’s Christ-Adam typology more depth. Here again space precludes more than a cursory overview of some of the critical issues in this notoriously dense letter; instead, I shall focus on how historical-critical awareness can sharpen our reading of what is and is not demanded by the text by showing Paul against his cultural background, namely whether Paul’s logic demands a historical Adam. Scholarly work can demonstrate clear antecedents linking the story of Adam to the sinfulness of human beings in Paul’s contemporary Second Temple intellectual world.[footnoteRef:11] We can therefore see how Paul drew on this common background, such as the intertestamental texts (e.g. Sirach 24:25, 4 Ezra 7.118-120 etc.) and the post-biblical Jewish assumption of the existence of a historical Adam and a historical Fall event. However, we can also see how these assumptions act as descriptive backgrounds of the problem of sin, rather than being constitutive of the Jewish understanding of human sinfulness.[footnoteRef:12] At the level of his argumentation, the point of Paul’s contrasting typology in Romans 5 is not the literal necessity of Adam in explaining human sinfulness,[footnoteRef:13] even if he might well have assumed this, but the all-encompassing reversal effected by the Christ event. This event, in Paul’s thought, stands not in contrasting continuity to the sin of Adam, but poses a radical break from Adam.[footnoteRef:14] The advantage of an informed methodology is, thus, to hold a necessary gap between Paul’s words and later theological readings of them. The positing of a historical Adam as the federal source not just of sinfulness, but also guilt, owe more to Augustine’s translation of the Latin in quo from Romans 5:12 as ‘in whom all sin’. This is a translation which can be sustained in Latin but not in Paul’s Greek (Gk: ἐφ’ ᾧ).[footnoteRef:15] Whilst, as discussed shortly, there might well be reasons as to why one would wish to sustain the radicality of Augustine’s own theological insight at this point (though possibly not in its use around the issue of infant baptism and the sinfulness of babies), a close historical-critical reading of the text shows that this is, in this form at least, exegetical unstainable, pushing as it does in exactly the opposite direction to the radical discontinuity in Paul’s typology. Scholarly readings of the texts, therefore, guard against a hasty instrumentalisation of biblical texts to make theological or ideological points.  [11:  Recent study suggests that Romans 5 is not, as suggested by commentators in the latter half of the twentieth century, radically rethinking Paul’s own illusions in 1 Corinthians 15 a Jewish midrash positing, on the basis of Genesis 1:26, a heavenly “Urmensch”, created before Adam. This kind of argument can be found in e.g. Ulrich Wilckens, Der Brief an die Römer: Teilbd. Röm 1-5 (Neukirchener Verlag, 1978), pp. 308–12. Wolter deprecates this line of thinking in his commentary: Michael Wolter, Der Brief an die Römer: (Teilband 1: Röm 1-8) (Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2014), p. 342 fn 5. ]  [12:  Hays and Herring, pp. 34–36. Cf. also Wilckens, pp. 310–11. ]  [13:  Compare here also Wolter, p. 344.]  [14:  Wilckens, pp. 312–13.]  [15:  Hays and Herring, pp. 38–39.] 


So far in the essay I have looked at the advantages of scholarly historical-critical approaches in their original contexts. We could refer to this as a ‘synchronic’ reading of texts, allowing each text to come into sharp focus against its historical and cultural background. This is fundamentally a question of methodology, focussing on the linguistic, grammatical and cultural properties of the individual text. Here the reader stands in a relatively neutral position over against the text, his or her commitments being to the natural properties of the text and the conventions of the academy. However, as the section on Romans 5 makes clear, a reason for the tendency of many readers to read Adam in a historically literal fashion is the perception that the Adam story hangs together with a larger set of epistemological and doctrinal commitments of a particular reading community. The reader of the bible assumed in the question thus often has a dual identity: he or she is part of the academy, but also potentially part of a different reading community, the church. This brings us to a second way of reading the Bible which in some way problematises the essay question juxtaposition between ‘literal’ and ‘scholarly’ readings: the issue of ‘diachronic’ readings.[footnoteRef:16] How do different texts fit together, both in their own contexts and in the traditions of particular reading communities? [16:  I took the basic distinction between synchronic and diachronic readings of Scripture from: Rowan Williams, ‘The Discipline of Scripture’, in On Christian Theology (Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 2000), pp. 44–59. However, I unpack the distinction to make a slightly different point here.] 


A reader’s position within their own reading community affects how they try and read different texts together. For instance, the question implicitly assumes the Christian bible (with its reference to Old and New Testaments). Were the question to be asking about the Hebrew Bible, then different texts might have been chosen for the case study. Adam’s appearance in 1 Chronicles 1:1, at the end of the Hebrew canon and as part of the post-exilic Chronicler’s retelling of Israel’s story as a way of generating a national myth, would be given much more weight. Indeed, there is just such an emphasis present in some of the deutero- and extracanonical books, where Adam is presented as a ‘patriarch of the Israelites’.[footnoteRef:17] However, the canonical placement in the Christian canon, following the order of the LXX, and with the fact that Paul in the New Testament takes up the continuity of Israel’s story in a very different and radically Christological way, reduces the relative importance of Adam in the Chronicler’s narrative. The Christian reader finds him or herself telling a different diachronic story. Thus, the awareness that a potential reader might have prior epistemological commitments hints at the false binary implicit in the question. There must be at least the possibility that, even with a scholarly and informed methodology, a reader nevertheless chooses to read a text in a ‘literal’ way because of a sense of how texts fit together diachronically. Even if the textual world of Genesis 2-3 doesn’t demand a literal reading,[footnoteRef:18] if the way in which Paul takes up the Adam-Christ typology in Romans 5 seems to assume a historical Adam in Genesis 2, then the question must be asked: historical-critical issues aside, is a literal reading demanded in light of an assumed ‘bigger picture’? It might well be that on the basis of the exegesis of the individual component texts, as well as a sense of how these texts canonically fit together, a reader decides that a literal reading is neither demanded nor warranted in a particular instance. This is conceivably the case with the historical Adam. But it is not necessarily so: consider, for example, the ‘virgin’ in Matthew 1:23. A historical-critical approach might well inform us that this is based on the LXX translation of Isaiah 7:14 (παρθένος) and not linguistically demanded by the Hebrew הָעַלְמָ֗ה. Nevertheless, on the basis of belonging to a particular reading tradition (for example, orthodox Christianity shaped by the creeds), an individual reader might decide, although aware of the critical grammatical and textual issues, that a ‘literal’ virgin birth is both demanded and warranted in order to produce a coherent diachronic reading.  [17:  Enns, p. 65. Enns cites Jubilees 3:27-32 and Ecclesiasticus 49:16 as examples. ]  [18:  "Wenn der Gesalt des Adam im NT,  vor allem bei Paulus, eine so ausgeprägt heilsgeschichtliche Bedeutung gegeben wird, so liegt das nicht in der Linie des Gebrauchs des Wortes im AT" Claus Westermann, Genesis: 1. Teilband : Genesis 1-11 (Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener Verlag, 1974), p. 276.] 


How do we account for this? In the idiom of texts and reading, Ricoeur’s concept of “second naïveté” might prove helpful for the idea of coherent diachronic reading:[footnoteRef:19] it allows historical-criticism an important role in the reading process, but takes it up into a bigger task of integration that cannot be exhausted by methodology or the illusion of academic neutrality. To translate this to a theological idiom, it is to make the move from Bultmann’s Was to his Woraufhin;[footnoteRef:20] Just as Ricoeur’s second naïveté’s calling of attention to the place of the reader, so Bultmann problematises the position of the reader and insists that their ‘Vorverstand’ must be attended to in any responsible interpretation in order to correct identify the ‘Sache’ to which the text points.[footnoteRef:21] Or, in more straightforwardly dogmatic terms: good readings cannot be content to remain at the surface of a text’s philological and literary properties, but must also attend to wider concepts of canon, church, revelation and the reader’s position within the economy of salvation. [19:  Paul Ricœur, The Symbolism of Evil (Beacon Press, 1967), p. 352. ]  [20:  Rudolf Karl Bultmann, ‘Das Problem Der Hermeneutik’, Zeitschrift Für Theologie Und Kirche, 47.1 (1950), 47–69 (p. 51).]  [21:  Bultmann, p. 51.] 


Ultimately, then, scholarly and informed methodologies are important first steps, allowing the reader to see what is happening in the world of the text and its wider cultural and intellectual environment. They guard against the hermeneutical violence that often accompanies very literal readings by drawing attention to the particularity of a text and its cultural and linguistic milieu. Yet when moving from a understanding of a particular text to questions of how texts fit into a bigger whole, an approach founded just on neutral methodological detachment founders: at some point, it is necessary to ask both about the nature and claim of texts, and the prior commitments of an individual reader. Only then can we really talk about responsible readings of texts.
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