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Updated: Texts in/at Life Contexts

Myth cannot be defined but as an empty screen, a structure.
. . . A myth is but an empty screen for transference.

לתורה! Mפני Mשבע (“The Torah has seventy faces”)

The discipline of biblical studies emerges from a particular cultural
context; it is profoundly influenced by the assumptions and values of the
Western European and North Atlantic, male-dominated, and largely Protest-
ant environment in which it was born. Yet like the religions with which it is
involved, the critical study of the Bible has traveled beyond its original context.
Its presence in a diversity of academic settings around the globe has been
experienced as both liberative and imperialist, sometimes simultaneously.
Like many travelers, biblical scholars become aware of their own cultural
rootedness only in contact with, and through the eyes of, people in other
cultures.

The way any one of us closes a door seems in Philadelphia nothing at
all remarkable, but in Chiang Mai, it seems overly loud and emphatic—so
very typically American. In the same way, Western biblical interpretation did
not seem tied to any specific context when only Westerners were reading and
writing it. Since so much economic, military, and consequently cultural power
has been vested in the West, the West has had the privilege of maintaining this
cultural closure for two centuries. Those who engaged in biblical studies—
even when they were women or men from Africa, Asia, and Latin America—
nevertheless had to take on the Western context along with the discipline.

But much of recent Bible scholarship has moved toward the recognition
that considerations not only of the contexts of assumed, or implied, biblical
authors but also the contexts of the interpreters are valid and legitimate in
an inquiry into biblical literature. We use contexts here as an umbrella term
covering a wide range of issues: on the one hand, social factors (such as
location, economic situation, gender, age, class, ethnicity, color, and things
pertaining to personal biography) and, on the other hand, ideological factors
(such as faith, beliefs, practiced norms, and personal politics).

Contextual readings of the Bible are an attempt to redress the previous
longstanding and grave imbalance that says that there is a kind of “plain,”
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unaligned biblical criticism that is somehow “normative,” and that there is
another, distinct kind of biblical criticism aligned with some social location:
the writing of Latina/o scholars advocating liberation, the writing of feminist
scholars emphasizing gender as a cultural factor, the writings of African
scholars pointing out the text’s and the readers’ imperialism, the writing of
Jews and Muslims, and so on. The project of recognizing and emphasizing the
role of context in reading freely admits that we all come from somewhere:
no one is native to the biblical text; no one reads only in the interests of the
text itself. North Atlantic and Western European scholarship has focused on
the Bible’s characters as individuals, has read past its miracles and stories
of spiritual manifestations, or “translated” them into other categories. These
results of Euro-American contextual reading would be no problem if they were
seen as such; but they have become a chain to be broken when they have been
held up as the one and only “objective,” plain truth of the text itself.

The biblical text, as we have come to understand in the postmodern world
and as pre-Enlightenment interpreters perhaps understood more clearly, does
not speak in its own voice. It cannot read itself. We must read it, and in reading
it, we must acknowledge that our own voice’s particular pitch and timbre
and inflection affect the meaning that emerges. Biblical scholars usually read
the text in the voice of a Western Protestant male. When interpreters in the
Southern Hemisphere and in Asia have assumed ownership of the Bible, it has
meant a recognition that this Euro-American male voice is not the voice of the
text itself; it is only one reader’s voice, or rather, the voice of one context—
however familiar and authoritative it may seem to all who have been affected
by Western political and economic power. Needless to say, it is not a voice
suited to bring out the best meaning for every reading community. Indeed, as
biblical studies tended for so long to speak in this one particular voice, it may
be the case that that voice has outlived its meaning-producing usefulness: we
may have heard all that this voice has to say, at least for now. Nevertheless, we
have included that voice in this series, in part in an effort to hear it as emerging
from its specific context, in order to put that previously authoritative voice
quite literally in its place.

The trend of acknowledging readers’ contexts as meaningful is already,
inter alia, recognizable in the pioneering volumes of Reading from This Place
(Segovia and Tolbert ; ; ), which indeed move from the center
to the margins and back and from the United States to the rest of the world.
More recent publications along this line also include Her Master’s Tools?
(Vander Stichele and Penner ), From Every People and Nation: The Book
of Revelation in Intercultural Perspective (Rhoads ), From Every People and
Nation: A Biblical Theology of Race (Hays and Carson ), and the Global Bible
Commentary (GBC; Patte et al. ).

The editors of the GBC have gone a long way toward this shift by
soliciting and admitting contributions from so-called third-, fourth-, and fifth-
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world scholars alongside first- and second-world scholars, thus attempting to
usher the former and their perspectives into the center of biblical discussion.
Contributors to the GBC were asked to begin by clearly stating their context
before proceeding. The result was a collection of short introductions to the
books of the Bible (Hebrew Bible/Old Testament and New Testament), each
introduction from one specific context and, perforce, limited in scope. At
the Society of Biblical Literature’s (SBL) annual meeting in Philadelphia in
, during the two GBC sessions and especially in the session devoted to
pedagogical implications, it became clear that this project should be continued,
albeit articulated further and redirected.

On methodological grounds, the paradox of a deliberately inclusive policy
that foregrounds differences in the interpretation of the Bible could not be
addressed in a single- or double-volume format because in most instances
those formats would allow for only one viewpoint for each biblical issue or
passage (as in previous publications) or biblical book (as in the GBC) to be
articulated. The acceptance of such a limit may indeed lead to a decentering
of traditional scholarship, but it would definitely not usher in multivocality
on any single topic. It is true that, for pedagogical reasons, a teacher might
achieve multivocality of scholarship by using various specialized scholarship
types together; for instance, the GBC has been used side-by-side in a course
with historical introductions to the Bible and other focused introductions,
such as the Women’s Bible Commentary (Newsom and Ringe ). But research
and classes focused on a single biblical book or biblical corpus need another
kind of resource: volumes exemplifying a broad multivocality in themselves,
varied enough in contexts from various shades of the confessional to various
degrees of the secular, especially since in most previous publications, the
contexts of communities of faith overrode all other contexts.

On the practical level, then, we found that we could address some of
these methodological, pedagogical, and representational limitations evident in
previous projects in contextual interpretation through a book series in which
each volume introduces multiple contextual readings of the same biblical texts.
This is what the SBL’s Contextual Biblical Interpretation Consultation has
already been promoting since  during the American annual meeting; and
since  also at the annual international SBL conference. The consultation
serves as a testing ground for a multiplicity of readings of the same biblical
texts by scholars from different contexts.

These considerations led us to believe that a book series focusing specific-
ally on contextual multiple readings for specific topics, of specific biblical
books, would be timely. We decided to construct a series, including at least
eight to ten volumes, divided between the Hebrew Bible (HB/OT) and the
New Testament (NT). Each of the planned volumes would focus on one or two
biblical books: Genesis, Exodus and Deuteronomy, Leviticus and Numbers,
Joshua and Judges, and later books for the HB/OT; Mark, Luke-Acts, John,
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and Paul’s letters for the NT. The general HB/OT editor is Athalya Brenner,
with Archie Lee and Gale Yee as associate editors. The general NT editor is
Nicole Duran, with Daniel Patte and Teresa Okure as associate editors. Other
colleagues have joined as editors for specific volumes.

Each volume focuses on clusters of contexts and of issues or themes,
as determined by the editors in consultation with potential contributors. A
combination of topics or themes, texts, and interpretive contexts seems better
for our purpose than a text-only focus. In this way, more viewpoints on specific
issues will be presented, with the hope of gaining a grid of interests and
understanding. The interpreters’ contexts will be allowed to play a central
role in choosing a theme: we do not want to impose our choice of themes upon
others, but as the contributions emerge, we will collect themes for each volume
under several headings.

While we were soliciting articles for the first volumes (and continue to
solicit contributions for future volumes), contributors were asked to fore-
ground their own multiple “contexts” while presenting their interpretation
of a given issue pertaining to the relevant biblical book(s). We asked that the
interpretation be firmly grounded in those contexts and sharply focused on
the specific theme, as well as in dialogue with “classical” informed biblical
scholarship. Finally, we asked for a concluding assessment of the significance
of this interpretation for the contributor’s contexts (whether secular or in the
framework of a faith community).

Our main interest in this series is to examine how formulating the content-
specific, ideological, and thematic questions from life contexts will focus the
reading of the biblical texts. The result is a two-way process of reading that
() considers the contemporary life context from the perspective of the chosen
themes in the given biblical book as corrective lenses, pointing out specific
problems and issues in that context as highlighted by the themes in the biblical
book; and () conversely, considers the given biblical book and the chosen
theme from the perspective of the life context.

The word contexts, like identity, is a blanket term with many components.
For some, their geographical context is uppermost; for others, the dominant
factor may be gender, faith, membership in a certain community, class, and
so forth. The balance is personal and not always conscious; it does, however,
dictate choices of interpretation. One of our interests as editors is to present
the personal beyond the autobiographical as pertinent to the wider scholarly
endeavor, especially but not only when grids of consent emerge that supersede
divergence. Consent is no guarantee of Truthspeak; neither does it necessarily
point at a sure recognition of the biblical authors’ elusive contexts and
intentions. It does, however, have cultural and political implications.

Globalization promotes uniformity but also diversity, by shortening dis-
tances, enabling dissemination of information, and exchanging resources. This
is an opportunity for modifying traditional power hierarchies and reallocating
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knowledge, for upsetting hegemonies, and for combining the old with the new,
the familiar with the unknown—in short, for a fresh mutuality. This series,
then, consciously promotes the revision of biblical myths into new reread
and rewritten versions that hang on many threads of welcome transference.
Our contributors were asked, decidedly, to be responsibly nonobjective and
to represent only themselves on the biblical screen. Paradoxically, we hope,
the readings here offered will form a new tapestry or, changing the metaphor,
new metaphorical screens on which contemporary life contexts and the life of
biblical texts in those contexts may be reflected and refracted.

The Editors

Notes

Mieke Bal : , .
This saying indicates, through its usage of the stereotypic number seventy, that the Torah—

and, by extension, the whole Bible—intrinsically has many meanings. It is therefore often used
to indicate the multivalence and variability of biblical interpretation, and does not appear in
this formulation in traditional Jewish biblical interpretation before the Middle Ages. Its earliest
appearances are in the medieval commentator Ibn Ezra’s introduction to his commentary on the
Torah, toward the introduction’s end (as in printed versions), in Midrash Numbers Rabbah (:-
), and in later Jewish mystical literature.
At this time, no volume on Revelation is planned, since Rhoads’s volume From Every People

and Nation: The Book of Revelation in Intercultural Perspective () is readily available, with a
concept similar to ours.


	Series Preface
	List of Contributors
	Abbreviations
	Introduction
	Part I. Issues in Leviticus
	1 Landed Interpretation: An Environmental Ethicist Reads Leviticus
	2 USDA or YHWH? Pursuing a Divinely Inspired Diet
	3 ``Do not bare your heads and do not rend your clothes'' (Leviticus 10:6): On Mourning and Refraining from Mourning in the Bible
	4 Slave Wives and Transgressive Unions in Biblical and Ancient Near Eastern Laws and Literature
	5 The Notion of r-p-k in the Book of Leviticus and Chinese Popular Religion
	6 Golden Do's and Don'ts: Leviticus 19:1-17 from a Human-Rights-Based Approach (HRBA): Leviticus 19:1-17 from a Human-Rights-Based Approach (HRBA)

	Part II. Issues in Numbers
	7 Bitter Waters (Numbers 5), Flood Waters (Genesis 6–9), and Some Theologies of Exile and Land
	8 From the Well in Midian to the Ba`al of Peor: Attitudes to the Marriage of Israelite Men and Midianite Women: Attitudes to the Marriage of Israelite Men and Midianite Women
	9 Numbers 25 and Beyond: Phinehas and Other Detestable Practice(r)s:  Phinehas and Other Detestable Practice(r)s
	10 Indicting YHWH: Interpreting Numbers 25 in Oceania: Interpreting Numbers 25 in Oceania
	11 A Queer Womanist Midrashic Reading of Numbers 25:1-18
	12 Assessing Female Inheritance of Land in Nigeria with the Daughters of Zelophehad Narrative (Numbers 27:1-11)
	13 Reading Iconoclastic Stipulations in Numbers 33:50-56 from the Pluralistic Religious Context of China

	Bibliography



