THE BIBLE AS LITERARY TEXT 
What David Jasper will be looking at this term:

Post-modernism has been the central theme in literary studies for some 20 years. We will discuss post-modernism and how it relates to the study of the Bible. 

Later, we will look at the passion narratives in the Bible. They appear to be the most fictive parts in the Bible and those which lend themselves easily to interpretation. How the passion narrative has both inspired and been rewritten in literature. 

Then we will look at apocalyptic literature and the revelations. We will look at the revival of apocalyptic theme within literature. 

Lastly we will look at revival. 
Traditionally the Bible is a powerful text, by virtue as its status as a sacred text. 

Traditionally people have gone to the Bible to find out what it says – whether they believe it to be the word of God, or a powerful text. 

What has traditionally been studied has moved from what the bible says, what the text says to what it means when we read it. 

Postmodernism can be seen as quite dismissive of the authority of the texts and permissive of the reader’s interpretation and questioning of the text. 

Postmodernism was originally conceived in terms of architectural design and only later becomes to be seen in relation to literature, art and more recently theology. 

A key text is: 

Jean Francois Leotard
1971 The Postmodern Condition 
The key to this shift from the authoritative text to the response to it are the decay of the authority of the great narratives. The Bible is historically a great ‘story’ which ends with the book of revelation. The postmodern term questions the authority of those great stories which govern our lives and the way we behave and think. 

It deconstructs those stories and allows the reader a freedom which in many respects has previously not been allowed (eg. when the Church interprets for us, or is given a greater authority).

One of the consequences of this is that is dismantles the idea that we are all trained to think and read things alike. If we read the bible as the Christian community – it gives us a connection, a sameness, a structure BUT we are all different (in race, gender, temperament etc) and each have our own legitimacy to respond and react to a text. 

Part of the postmodern dev has been political reading. Eg. the feminist readings of the Bible. It is a personal reaction – a personal deconstruction of its authoritative interpretation. 

Postmodernism has raised all sorts of questions about the freedom and the legitimacy of readings. 

Reading is to a large extent a process of filling gaps – it is as much about what is not there as what is there.
St John’s Gospel:

 ‘If everything that Jesus said or did was written down, the world itself could not contain the books which were written.’ 
How do you select the important stuff, what has been eliminated and what gaps do we have to fill in? 

Postmodern interpretations of texts are aware that texts are artificial constructions of a selection of different things. They can be deconstructed and put together in different ways. 

As a reader, when you enter a text, what you are doing is entering into a world that is not your world. 

Biblical criticism looks at the text historically to give them context. HOWEVER it is important to see how they are important and what they mean in a contemporary context. 

Postmodernism says that we have a clash of the worlds and it is about a revision of what is in the text. 

Karl Barth’s – Commentary on the Epistle to the Romans

Postmodernism has always been around but the term has only been named since modernity. It is something that reoccurs. 

MEANING 

What is meaning? What we are seeking is some sort of coherence. ‘This is the meaning of...’ 

Postmodernism questions terms which have become too obvious, too unexplored. 

Characteristics of meaning: 

Coherence – how things fit together. 

The mutilated texts – they reflect the multi-axial contingent, the inconsistencies present in life. 

What about the workings of God in an inconsistent world? 

APORIA 

The impassable passage (it is a contradiction) Is this a postmodern paradox? 

The aporetic – not the straightforward, the cause and affect. 

Aporia is when something that is not possible happens, which don’t make sense. 
Postmodernism is not concerned with the truth. 

It is the abandoning of the working assumption of unity. Systematic theologians don’t like postmodernism for this reason. 

LACAN (mid 20th C) 

Lacan and psychoanalysis – dismissed the unified thinking of Freud. 

Lacan’s notion of the mirror stage. 

When the child who initially is a disparate state of uncoordinated responses to things until it mirrors itself on the other and sees in the image of the other a way of constructing itself. 

The unity that we strive for is a necessary and cultivated one – postmodernism aims to deconstruct that. Deconstruction is not something that you do...the reading process itself will deconstruct any unity that we try to impose upon it. – just as in our mirror image the unity that we deconstruct of ourselves are very fragile and can be deconstructed and reconstructed again and again. 
BIBLICAL TEXT

The Bible is traditionally an authoritative text – it is constructed deliberately with a sense of its own authority. 

What postmodernism brings is this recognition that perhaps more important than the unity is the inevitable deconstructive dis-unity that will emerge from any text. 

The text is bigger than any reading that it can be given – it will always be excessive. 

The way we had interpreted the Bible was ultimately our imposition of our interpretation upon it – it was always much bigger than that. Therefore the Bible could be seen as the most postmodern text imaginable. 

18th C nobody read St Mark’s gospel

but Mark’s gospel is the great postmodern gospel. 

C 16 v 8 

How it is ended ...half way through a sentence as did Joyce’s Finnegan’s Wake. 

The half sentence that it ends with is completed with the first sentence of it. It is not linear, it is circular. You can’t understand St Mark’s Gospel until you have read it all the way through. 

Postmodernism is proposing different ways of reading – those that are not proposed by a certain authority (Church, the Academy), it gives freedom, it challenges notions of legitimacy. It revels in the aporetic, paradoxes, it isn’t interested in unity, in narrative coherence of cause and affect, it acknowledges the fictitiousness of the mirror stage but it does open certain possibilities – the feminist, post colonial, the liberation interpretations. 

The collapse of confidence in the capacity of language to communicate – how do I know that what I’m saying mean the same to the listener as they do for me? 
The development of experimental language, 

Does the Bible deconstruct itself in some kind of way? 

Greek rhetoric has an insight into the postmodern idea of irony – what is being said, is the meaning in fact actually the complete opposite of what is being said. 

Who controls the text? Do we control it, are we being controlled by the text, does God control the text? Reading is all about control and authority. Postmodernism opens up the problematics of that. 

John 21:15 
Jesus’ questioning of Simon, he asked him three times. 

As a literary device it is an echoing, a repetition. 

A theological echo – trinity. 

We miss a lot in texts – you don’t actually know what is happening in the text 
Mark 13

‘Let the reader understand’ – but what does that mean? 

Does it mean ‘I don’t understand’ or does it mean ‘you know what I mean so I don’t have to say it out loud’? 

The postmodern reading would mean that none of these possibilities are wrong but rather that all of them are possible. 

A lot has been written in postmodernism about translation – not only interpretation but also translation from one language to another. 

Structuralism – eliminates the world outside the text and interprets what is right there. 
Postmodern tends towards a structuralist or post structuralist reading – unlike the biblical criticism which puts the text in historical context. 

