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Abstract:  This paper has several goals.  First, because modern Christians continue to question the relevancy and appropriateness of the "imprecations" in the psalms, I make an argument for the relevancy of these vexing texts.  Second, in shaping the argument as I do, in arguing for a particular interpretation, I intend it to be an example of how Christians, through their "interpretive labors" work to establish the theological unity of the Christian Scriptures.  (This unity is not something that I "discover" or "uncover.") Third, this paper will also be a defense of the importance of Christian biblical theology in our world.  Throughout the paper, the epistemology of anti-foundationalists such as Stanley Fish, Steven Knapp and Walter Benn Michaels are assumed.  I believe that the rhetoric and arguments of anti-foundationalist thinkers provides an effective way for Christians to think and talk about theology in our world.

Introduction:

To most modern Americans, Christians or not, psalms whose authors call upon God to destroy their "enemies" are parade examples of biblical texts that seem to convey thoughts, wishes, prayers, and emotions that conflict with their beliefs about the nature of God and his relationship with the world.
 Most Americans, including American Christians, to the extent that they think about God at all, tend to believe that God is loving towards all his creatures, or that he is at least benign and not deliberately vindictive.

Jesus himself seems to argue against the attitudes conveyed by the "imprecatory psalms." In a famous passage he says, "You have heard that it was said, 'Love your neighbor and hate your enemy'.  But I tell you: Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, that you may be sons of your Father in heaven.  He causes his sun to rise on the evil and the good, and sends rain on the righteous and the unrighteous" (Matt 5:43-45 NIV; cf. Luke 6:27-28, 32-36; 10:25-37).
  In their discussions on the Christian life, the apostles take up this theme as well.

But these psalmists presuppose a violent and vengeful God, and they call upon God to deal mercilessly with those who are opposed to them, who mistreat them, and even those who believe differently about God than they do, whom they call their "enemies."  Rather than discouraging feelings of hatred and vengeance, these psalmists seem to encourage them.
  And modern readers readily categorize their utterances as “hate speech.”

Now, to most people outside of the Christian community, these texts don't cause a problem in their personal belief system because they can simply ignore the texts as irrelevant to what they themselves believe and how they themselves live.  For many, the texts are descriptions of someone else's beliefs, not their own. And so they can personally renounce these texts with their assumptions about God on the grounds that these texts have no hold on them personally.  And they can insist that such texts have no place in modern life.  But even within the Christian community, some renounce these texts for the same reason.  They see them as "unchristian" and typical of an OT perspective that, in the light of the NT, they must leave behind.
  

However, my argument is that the Christian community, if it is to remain faithful to the traditional understanding of itself and its relationship to the Bible, cannot easily dismiss the imprecatory psalms. Traditionally, Christians have put themselves under Scripture's authority in such a way that they identify with the beliefs of the psalmists and the authors of the rest of the canon.  That is to say, Christians don't read the Bible simply as a description of the beliefs of an ancient people.  Rather, Christians try to order their lives in ways that they believe Scripture teaches them.  

This means that the Bible, including the Psalms, has a "hold" on Christians that differs from the relationship those outside of the community have with the Bible.  OT books like the Psalms are the source of the church's descriptive language that shapes the Christian understanding of God and the nature of his relationship to them.  And the Bible continues to provide the descriptive language by which Christians interpret new experiences in their lives.
  That's why, for example, Christians use the Psalms and imagery from the Psalms in their liturgy and hymns and why Christians are encouraged to pray them especially in time of trouble.

Among the beliefs that enable these practices in the church is the belief that there is a doctrinal and theological unity underlying the OT and the NT.  And this is a central belief in the Christian church.
  In other words, for Christians, the Bible is a "confessing construct."  The completed collection (OT bound together with the NT) is a product of the Christian church, and its coherence depends on the assumption that the NT texts belong with and interpret the antecedent Scriptures of Israel.
  

The Christian church confesses that it is the triune and only God who reveals himself in both testaments, and that there is a consistency in the conception of him and his ways with humanity to which they witness.  On this point, Stephen Fowl writes:  "Christians want to affirm that the action of God witnessed to in the entirety of Scripture is unified.  That is Christians want to affirm that, contra Marcion, Scripture identifies one God whose will is unified in the sense that God does not act at certain times in ways designed to frustrate or counter God's ultimate purposes."
  

Therefore, the imprecatory psalms present a real problem for modern Christians because the view of God they present appears to conflict with their key belief that God is loving and not vindictive.  They threaten the coherence of the basic beliefs by which Christians view God's nature and his relationship with them.  They also threaten the church's conception of the unity of the Scriptures.  These are core beliefs around which the Christian community has traditionally formed itself and which enable the community to interpret its Scriptures and articulate its theology to the world.  

But because it is predominately Christian beliefs that make the imprecatory psalms "problematic" (in the sense I have just described) to begin with, and because it is with Christian beliefs that the problem is even seen in the way that it is, this means that any "solution" to the problem--if it is to be acceptable to Christians--must be argued within the framework of the beliefs and assumptions of the Christian community.
  

Therefore, behind the argumentation of this paper, beliefs and assumptions traditionally confessed by Christians will be “in force” and will move the argument in a certain direction.  Chief among these assumptions is the belief that God's "ultimate purpose" for humanity has been revealed in his Son.  In the person and work of Christ, God spoke his greatest Word to sinful humanity (John 1; Hebrews 1:1) and performed his mightiest act of deliverance.  In the Scriptures God has left his people with a witness of himself and his work.  

For this reason, Christians believe that the Scriptures are "Christ-centered." This means that they see the "Good News of Christ" as the "central message" in light of which the whole book can be seen as coherent.
  Therefore, as sketched above, Christian beliefs about the relationship between the OT and NT and the Christian Faith are in force throughout.  I must point out that these beliefs provide the "controls" that guide the interpretation, which are different than the "controls" of someone who is part of a different interpretive community and who will therefore "see" things differently.
 

The psalmists and their enemies 

Because they occupy a central position in the Psalms and especially in the imprecatory psalms, I begin with a discussion of the "enemies" in the Psalter and with the claim that when it comes to their "enemies," the psalmists interpreted their attacks from a theological perspective.  The success (or defeat) of the enemies was theologically significant to them.  In other words, the psalmists thought and wrote about their enemies, not only in light of what defeat or victory might mean personally, politically, or socially, but especially in the light of what defeat or victory might be saying about God.  

This is the case because the psalmists believed that God had made certain promises to Israel regarding their enemies.  For example, the psalmists assumed that Yahweh desired the well being (the shalom) of his servant (Ps 35:27), which entailed the assumption that Yahweh was against those who sought his life.  They believed that Yahweh would never let a righteous man collapse (Ps 55:23), which meant that Yahweh would not endure the oppression of his children by the wicked.  They believed that God's faithfulness (dsx), was with his people, and that Yahweh would deliver them according to it (Pss 59:11,17; 69:14, 17, 19; 109:21).  They presupposed that God's dsx was not with the wicked.  And they interpreted the success or failure of their enemies from this perspective. 

Consequently, when enemies threatened the life of the psalmists, they believed that the God who controlled all things was the ultimate cause of their distress.  They knew that this God loved them and had chosen them out of the people in the world.  They were his covenant people, and to them he had promised a kingdom of peace and justice.  But in their present situation various enemies were threatening the life of the psalmists, often in very personal ways and for reasons that weren't at all clear to them.
  

Especially in those imprecatory psalms ascribed to David (Pss 35,55,59,69,109), the king and representative of Israel, the personal nature of the psalmist's relationship to Yahweh is highlighted.
  David is perplexed because he has been faithful to Yahweh.
  A number of times he describes himself as Yahweh's servant (35:27, 69:18, 109:28).  And he makes the claim that he is suffering for the Lord's sake (69:7-8).  He is confident of his innocence in the face of those who attack (Pss 69:6; 59:1-4). The enemies have returned evil for the good he has done them (Pss 35:12; 109:4-5).

The enemies, on the other hand, are the exact opposite, and that's what makes their "success" so difficult to comprehend.  The psalmists describe them as men who do not fear God.  They are murderous, treacherous men who cause violence and strife in the city (Ps 55:10, 20, 24).
  They are clearly enemies of God who care nothing for him (Pss 83:2; 59:79).

What has happened to God?  What of his love and promises?  He is treating his child like an enemy, and the enemy prospers as if he is the favored one.  The real problem in these imprecatory psalms is not the enemies per se, but God.  And so the psalmist cries:  "O Lord, how long will you look on . . . O Lord, you have seen this; be not silent.  Do not be far from me, O Lord. . . Awake, and rise to my defense (Ps 35:17, 22, 23 NIV)."
  

In light of what they believed to be true about God and his word to them, the psalmists interpreted the success of the enemies as a reflection on their relationship to God, and his apparent rejection makes them zealous for him.  In other words, God's action (or inaction) has stirred in them a zeal for him and his promises.  Erich Zenger senses this as well and even suggests that these imprecatory psalms could rightly be called psalms of zeal because in them passion for God is aflame in the midst of the ashes of doubt about God and despair over human beings.
  

The point is that it is out of the psalmist's zealous love for Yahweh that the imprecations that Christians find so unsettling spring.  The psalmists do not utter them out of a desire for personal vengeance or for personal satisfaction; nor are they motivated by sheer hatred of those who are hurting them.
  They do not try to exact vengeance by their own devices or take matters into their own hands.  Rather, it is Yahweh and his relationship with them that is most in view.  David and the other authors of these psalms are angry and perplexed that Yahweh and his promises seem so hidden.   As they suffer at the hands of the enemies, and their enemies laugh with impunity (Ps 35:19-21), the psalmist's desire is stirred for Yahweh to come with his promised salvation and show everyone that Yahweh has not rejected his people for someone else.
  They want God’s kingdom, which has become invisible in their lives, to become visible once again.

In the imprecatory psalms, the psalmist, as part of God's chosen people, or the king himself, as a representative of God's people, is trying to persuade God to declare his love for his elect and make it clear for all to see that Israel alone is his beloved people, and that includes each individual Israelite as well.  By means of the enemies, Yahweh has awakened this deep emotion, which "hates" any rival who cares nothing for Yahweh.  "Do I not hate those who hate you, O Lord, and abhor those who rise up against you?" David says (Ps 139:21 NIV). 

The New Testament and the enemies

Does Yahweh listen?  Did he ever act on his promise?  The question of the psalmist is very appropriate here:  "How long, O Lord?"  Was the psalmist's prayer ever answered?  Sometimes within the life of the psalmist, it happened—God delivered.  And the psalms themselves occasionally reflect this (cf. Pss 6, 10, 22).  But always on the horizon there was another enemy of one kind or another pressing them down.  The deliverance was never final or complete.

 However, it is the witness of the apostles that the ultimate defeat of Israel's enemies came when God sent his Son to his people (Acts 2; Acts 4:23-31; Acts 13:23-41; Col 2:14-15).  The promises God made concerning Israel's victory over her enemies find their fulfillment in Christ.  Even the narrative accounts of Israel's victories over her enemies (the Exodus, the Conquest, the Return from Exile, events in David's life and so on), are not interpreted in the NT as random events but as anticipations of this victory—a victory which was seen, which became visible—in Jesus’ resurrection.

Therefore, when the NT authors interpret the imprecatory psalms, they also interpret them in the light of Christ.
  Christ is understood to be the subject or speaker of the psalms to whom the words, attitudes, and experiences of the psalmist are applied.  Ultimately, the NT authors see a picture of the experience of Christ in the experiences of the psalmists.  He is the innocent one who is treated like an enemy by "enemies of God."
  Likewise, those who oppose Christ are the enemies who, in opposing this elect one, oppose God himself.  For this reason, for example, the Gospel writers describe the passion and death of Christ in terms of selected verses from some of the imprecatory psalms.
  Not only does Christ cry, "My God, my God why have you forsaken me," but also events at his crucifixion mirror those in the life of these psalmists.
  

Luke appears to see in Judas and his betrayal the embodiment of the enemy described in Ps 69.
  Here Judas is not a prototype for the Jews but an actual fulfillment or antitype anticipated in the enemies of David.
  In the same way, Peter asserts that Ps 2:1-2 (not an imprecatory psalm) is actually fulfilled in the actions of Herod, Pontius Pilate, Gentiles and people of Israel (Acts 4:27), and these figures are not inventions or prototypes for something else.  

Strikingly, Paul makes the identification between the writers of the imprecatory psalms and Christ explicit when he writes:  "For even Christ did not please himself, but as it is written, "The insults of those who insult you have fallen on me" (Rom 15:3 quoting LXX Ps 68:10 NIV).  In these examples, Christ—in his very self and in the very events of his life—is God's elect "Israel" (or Israel's anointed king) whom God dealt with as he did his elect in the OT.

Moreover, just as the NT authors assume that Christ is the suffering Israel condensed into one individual,
 taking a slightly different perspective, he is also the one who in his death and resurrection triumphed over all Israel's enemies, physical and spiritual.  The well known Christus Victor motif is a prominent theme in the Scriptures.  So Paul writes:  "And having disarmed the powers and authorities, he made a public spectacle of them, triumphing over them by the cross" (Col 2:15 NIV).
  His earthly ministry--the miracles he worked and his authority over those who opposed him--also foreshadow and anticipate the final victory over every foe coming at the end of time.
  In commenting on Jesus' ministry, Gustaf Aulén suggests that it is altogether involved with the idea of conflict and victory.
 

According to the NT, the Christian's hope is to share in Christ's victory over his enemies.
  In Christ, the hope of Israel's triumph has become the Christian hope, and so the promises God made to David and through him to Israel become theirs through the son of David.

Therefore, one important aspect of the Christus Victor motif is that while the decisive victory has been won already, God's elect still look forward to its consummation in the Parousia.
  At that time, Christ will put an end to "all rule and all authority and power. . . the last enemy that will be destroyed is death" (1 Cor 15:24-26; cf. 1 Cor 2:6; Gal 1:4; John 12:31; John 16:8-11; 1 John 3:8).

The Imprecatory Psalms and Today's Church

Like OT Israel, Christians live in the tension between the "now" and the "not yet,” and this perspective influences every aspect of their lives, including how they understand the imprecatory psalms.  On the one hand, they understand that the curses and pleas for the defeat of God's enemies have already had their fulfillment in the death and resurrection of Christ.  This means that thoughts of personal hatred and revenge must be dismissed from Christian minds.  Dietrich Bonhoeffer writes:  "I pray the imprecatory psalms in the certainty of their marvelous fulfillment.  I leave the vengeance to God and ask him to execute his righteousness to all his enemies, knowing that God has remained true to himself and has himself secured justice in his wrathful judgment on that cross, and that this wrath has become grace and joy for us."

On the other hand, Christians wait eagerly and earnestly desire the final consummation of all that God had promised.  As Bonhoeffer also says, that judgment must be made public if God is to stand by his word.  It must also be promulgated among those whom it concerns.
  

The NT itself also expresses this desire in the language of the imprecatory psalms.  In the book of Revelation, the souls of those martyrs cry out:  "How long, Sovereign Lord, holy and true, until you judge the inhabitants of the earth and avenge our blood" (Rev 6:10 NIV)?  And in Rev 18:6 (NIV), which describes the fall of Babylon, a symbol of all that opposes God, John hears a voice saying:  "Give back to her as she has given; pay her back double for what she has done.  Mix her a double portion from her own cup."
  Thus, for the church, the imprecatory psalms function as prayers that God would make his kingdom and the victory that Christ has already won for us visible.  This means that the imprecatory psalms have an important theological function for the Christian community as it actually awaits the consummation of everything that God promised his people.  

Of course, since the church believes that in Christ the end of the ages has come to us all, the church begins to live as people of the eschaton—producing the fruit of the Holy Spirit who enables them to love even their enemies, a la David, as he was returning to Jerusalem following the death of Absalom (2 Sam 19), and Christ on the cross (Luke 23:34).  And so Christians take Christ's admonition to love their enemies quite seriously.  

The church must never forget this instruction.  And yet it is easy to forget that this life and this age isn't all there is!  The imprecatory psalms are spoken with this realization in mind.  And so they might serve to call Christians to contemplate anew their ultimate hope.  When Christians pray the imprecatory psalms, they are praying for Christ to return and set things right as he has promised.  They are praying for the Parousia and their ultimate vindication.  

They are not praying for present age misfortunes to fall on people with whom they disagree.  They are not praying that their spiteful neighbor down the street would get sick, or that their bigoted boss would have a heart attack.  In view of Christ's victory already accomplished for them, these psalms direct Christians to pray for that victory to be revealed in all its fullness.  They orient Christians to anticipate the eschaton and are not a means for nurturing personal grudges and hopes for vengeance.  Indeed, Christians stand under the cross and often endure suffering which is unexplainable, even as they look forward to their ultimate salvation.

Understood in this way, the imprecatory psalms might serve to create the tension in Christians that mirrors the tension between the "now" and the "not yet" realities in which they actually live.  As people of the new age, empowered by the Holy Spirit, Christians love—in concrete fashion--even their enemies, as Jesus commands.  And as people who eagerly wait for Christ's victory to become public and for the vindication of their faith, Christians pray for and desire the judgment of all the enemies who oppress God's people and mock his Son.  The overwhelming emotion expressed in the imprecatory psalms may help modern Christians understand more deeply their situation in the world as they await the coming of Christ.  These psalms can make Christians realize that they don’t “fit in” as comfortably with this present age as they might think.

Another way to put this might be to say that when interpreted in light of the central message of the Christian faith, the person and work of Christ, and when God's people are carefully taught how to understand them in this light, these psalms actually form God's people into a particular kind of people with a particular language and perspective on life and on their relationship to God.  As the church prays them and thinks about them in relation to what Christ has done and in relation to what is happening in their own lives, they can serve to stir up the desire in believing hearts that wants God's name to be glorified and his promises fulfilled for all to see.  They can help to give Christians an eschatological orientation to their lives that has been lost in our modern culture.
  

Conclusion

1)  The interpretation of the imprecatory psalms that I have proposed takes its shape as an extension of my (myriad) beliefs about the theological unity and the Christ centeredness of the Bible.  My particular interpretation of the imprecatory psalms is an extension of these beliefs.  In other words, my beliefs about the Christocentricity and unity of the Scriptures enable the interpretation to take the form it has.  I read the Bible with Christian beliefs about its unity, its Christ centeredness.  These are the beliefs by which I think and see, and with these assumptions in place the imprecatory psalms can be seen to fit coherently within Scripture's theology.  In turn, the interpretation serves as further evidence and reinforcement for my beliefs about the theological unity and Christ centeredness of the entire Bible.

2) The interpretation of the imprecatory psalms will not have the same shape for those who have different beliefs.  Disagreements will occur among those who hold different points of view.
 Though other examples could be given,
 Erich Zenger's recent treatment of imprecatory psalms is an especially appropriate example because he is one scholar who also tries to make the case for restoring the imprecatory psalms in Christian liturgy and worship.
 

Yet Zenger thinks with different beliefs than I do, and so the interpretive moves he makes seem obvious to him (and obviously the correct ones).  For example, Zenger shifts the setting of these psalms from the distinctiveness of Israel as Yahweh's elect people (over and against all other peoples of the world) to universal human experiences of violence and suffering.
  In this move, Israel and the innocent sufferer come to represent humanity in all times and places who suffer injustice.  For this reason, Zenger implies that the words of the psalmists are directly applicable as valid expressions of fear or pain in the mouth of anyone who suffers unjustly.  

This move from a particular to a universal setting also enables Zenger to argue for the use of the imprecatory psalms apart from their treatment in the NT and even in opposition to it.
  It also allows him to read the imprecatory psalms from a therapeutic or psychological perspective.  For example, Zenger quotes another scholar who suggests that when we speak of our enemies we are speaking of our own fears, and the way to freedom is to speak of our enemies with all the passion we have.
  Zenger agrees: 

This is exactly what happens in the psalms, often with primitive images whose healing and liberating power is strengthened by the fact that, while on the one hand they express an action of God, on the other hand their intent is to help the praying subject to achieve independent selfhood.  One can even read these psalms as programs for self-realization (italics added).

This type of interpretation is possible now (it wouldn't have been in previous generations) because the interpretive strategies and the assumptions from which it emerges are "in place" and have a status within the scholarly and certain segments of the Christian communities. Therefore, his interpretation is "acceptable" (probably more so than mine) even though Zenger explicitly rejects a NT and (traditional) "Christological" reading of these texts.

3)  It is obvious from the above that at the heart of any interpretive dispute lies a dispute about the beliefs and assumptions that have to be granted in order for anyone to be able to make their case.  These are the beliefs with which we think and by means of which any "evidence" can be seen as evidence. 

This in turn suggests that that the ultimate goal of my interpretive labors (and those of anyone else) is to persuade readers to my beliefs (especially Christian readers). It is these beliefs about what makes Christian interpretation "Christian" that will enable others to read the text as I do and see my version of the facts as obvious.

Put another way, I think that it is the task of Christian biblical theologians to create a certain kind of believer and thus a certain kind of reader of the Bible.  Strategies to do that will vary greatly depending on context.
  But this has always been and always will be the challenge of the Christian church as it seeks to proclaim its message in both the church and the world. 

�Sheila Carney, "God Damn God:  A Reflection on Expressing Anger in Prayer," Biblical Theology Bulletin 13 (1983), 116, lists thirty-three psalms which either partially or entirely contain this kind of utterance.  Seven of the psalms traditionally placed in this category are 35, 55, 59, 69, 79, 109, 137 (cf. C. Hassell Bullock, Encountering the Book of Psalms [Grand Rapids:  Baker, 2001], 228).  Hereafter, such psalms will be referred to by the standard expression "imprecatory psalms." 


�For more information on this view of God see Robert Wuthnow.  Sharing the Journey:  Support Groups and America's New Quest for Community (New York:  The Free Press, 1994), 236-39; Christian Smith with Melinda Lundquist Denton.  Soul Searching:  The Religious and Spiritual Lives of American Teenagers (Oxford:  Oxford University Press, 2005), 133-37, 162-71; and more generally, William C. Placher.  The Domestication of Transcendence:  How Modern Thinking about God Went Wrong (Louisville:  Westminster John Knox Press:  1996.


�Traditionally, Christians teach that this text applies to all people.  For example, R. T. France suggests that Jesus is attacking a popular attitude that restricted the referent of the word "neighbor" to "fellow-Israelite."  France says that Jesus rejects this distinction in favor of an undiscriminating love:  "There is no one that the disciple need not love.  There is a sweeping universality in the love Jesus demands which has no parallel in Jewish literature.  And this love will issue in prayer for the persecutors; it is not just a sentimental feeling, but an earnest desire for their good" (R.T. France, Matthew [TNTC: Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1985], 127-128). That Jesus' command has universal application for Christians seems to be supported by the prominence of love in Jesus' teaching in general, exemplified, for example, in the parable of the Good Samaritan (Luke 10.25-37), as well as by exhortations in the Epistles (cf. G. Bornkamm, G. Barth and H.-J. Held, Tradition and Interpretation in Matthew [E.T. London:  SCM Press, 1963], 75-85).


�Cf. Romans 12:14; 1 Peter 3:8-9; 1 Cor 4:12-13; Acts 7:60.


�Erich Zenger. A God of Vengeance?  Understanding the Psalms of Divine Wrath (trans. Linda M. Maloney; Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 1996), 10.


�Ibid., 13-33, details the shape of this interpretive stance taken by some Christian scholars.  It is a perspective he rejects but for reasons that differ from mine (cf. Ibid., 80-86).


�Janet Martin Soskice, Metaphor and Religious Language (Oxford:  Clarendon Press, 1985), 158-161.  For an enlightening account of how humans use language to construct a representation of experience and to "create reality," see Andrew Goatly, The Language of Metaphors (London and New York:  Routledge:  1997).


�Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Psalms:  the Prayerbook of the Bible (Minneapolis:  Augsburg:  1970); Athanasius. The Life of Antony and the Letter to Marcellinus.  In The Classics of Western Spirituality.  Translated by Robert C. Gregg.  New York:  Paulist Press, 1980.  


�Brevard Childs, Biblical Theology of the Old and New Testaments:  Theological Reflection on the Christian Bible (Minneapolis:  Fortress, 1992), 74, notes that the OT and NT are conjoined not only to establish a historical continuity between Israel and the church, but to affirm the theological continuity.


�R.W.L. Moberly, The Bible, Theology and Faith:  A Study of Abraham and Jesus (Cambridge:  Cambridge University Press, 2000), 20-21.  Moberly writes this in a critique of an article by James Barr who reads the Bible as an individual apart from the Christian community.  Along these lines Robert Jenson notes:  "The single book exists because the church in her specific mission assembled a certain collection of documents from the very ancient Near East and from first-century Mediterranean antiquity. . . I mean only to make the simple point presupposed by and included in both emphases [Protestant and Roman Catholic]:  the collection comes together in and for the church" (quoted by Moberly, The Bible, 12).


�Stephen Fowl, Engaging Scripture (Oxford:  Blackwell, 1998), 19.


�In an exchange with Stanley Fish, Richard Neuhaus asks:  "Does this mean that the central beliefs of Christianity cannot be falsified?"  Fish answers:  "No, it means that the central beliefs of Christianity cannot be falsified (or even strongly challenged) by evidence that would not be seen as evidence by those who hold the beliefs" ("Stanley Fish Replies to Richard John Neuhaus," First Things 60 [February 1996], 36).  So here, "evidence" for the argument must count as "evidence" for the church.  The argument won't be convincing to those who don't grant the assumptions by which it is made.


�In congruence with this belief in the Christ-centerdness of Scripture, is adherence to the “Rule of Faith” as it is traditionally understood, which provides Christians with the “key” for interpreting the Bible.  For the function of the Rule of Faith in the church, see Robert W. Wall, "Reading the Bible From Within Our Traditions:  The 'Rule of Faith' in Theological Hermeneutics," in Between Two Horizons:  Spanning New Testament Studies and Systematic Theology (ed. Joel B. Green and M. Turner; Grand Rapids:  Eerdmans, 2000), 88-107.


�For more on this point, see the Conclusion. This means that the charge that one interpretation has "controls" while another one "lacks controls" is not valid.  On the issue of "control" in interpretation, Fish writes:  "The absence of external or independent constraints only means that the constraints inherent in the condition of belief—the condition of having been persuaded to some vision, the condition of not seeking but already occupying a position—are always and inescapably in force.  The fact that you can never move one inch away from your beliefs means too that you can never move one inch away from norms and principles" (Stanley Fish, "Force," in Doing What Comes Naturally:  Change, Rhetoric, and the Practice of Theory in Literary and Legal Studies [Durham:  Duke University Press, 1989], 522).


�Imprecatory texts also occur in psalms categorized as "community laments." See, for example, Pss 12:3-4, 58:6-11, and 74:11.  However, for the most part, the imprecatory psalms highlight the personal nature of Yahweh's relationship to his people.  Yahweh's love for Israel isn't only love for a people "in general" or "as a whole," but his love extends intimately to each one of his elect. These psalms suggest that the implications of the covenant that God made with his Israel extend to individuals, which make up his people.  For further discussion about the relationship between the community and the individual see C. Wright, An Eye for an Eye:  The Place of Old Testament Ethics Today (Downers Grove:  IVP, 1983), 197-98; J.L. McKenzie, "Imprecations of the Psalter," The American Ecclesiastical Review 111 (1944), 85.


�Sigmund Mowinkel, The Psalms in Israel's Worship 2 vols. (Grand Rapids:  Eerdmans, 2004), 236; repr. of The Psalms in Israel's Worship (trans. D.R. Ap-Thomas; Oxford:  Basil Blackford, 1962), talks about the king as representative of the people:  "the cause of people and state is looked upon as the personal—so to speak private—cause of the king himself; the whole picture is dominated by the king, so as to make him overshadow the totality he is representing."


�Asaph is said to have written Pss 79 and 83.  These focus more on the community than the individual.  In these the psalmist acknowledges that the enemies have come because of their sin.  And yet the relationship and the promises of Yahweh are still foremost in the mind of the psalmist, and so he asks for forgiveness and compassion.


�See also Ps 79 where external enemies (the nations) have desecrated Jerusalem.  In Ps 55, David laments that his so-called "friends"—insiders—are working their evil in the city.


�See also Ps 83.1-2.


�Zenger, A God of Vengeance, 79. A Hebrew word which conveys this concept is qina which is commonly glossed as "jealousy" or "envy."  It is often used to express the very strong emotion that exists between two parties when one desires possession of the other.  So the psalmist says in Ps 119:131, "my qina destroys me, for my enemies have forgotten your words," and in Ps 69:10 David confesses, qina for your house consumes me."


�Other scholars have also observed this (cf. Ibid.). 


�In the following texts the focus of the psalmist is on Yahweh's glory:  Pss 35:8-9, 27; 59:14; 69:8; 83:18; 109:26-27.


�Like it was visible, for example, at the Red Sea or in Israel’s military victories.





�This is why, in general, when the NT bears witness to Christ, it does so in terms of the OT.  In various ways it reinterprets the OT to testify to Christ. From their perspective, the NT writers "saw" that Christ was "Israel condensed into one" and believed that Jesus was the son of David to whom the other Davidic kings pointed (cf. Childs, Biblical Theology, 78); for detailed explanation of what is typically called "typological interpretation," among many works that could be cited, see Leonhard Goppelt, Typos:  The Typological Interpretation of the Old Testament in the New (trans. D.H. Madvig; Grand Rapids:  Eerdmans, 1982); and David E. Holwerda, Jesus & Israel:  One Covenant or Two? (Grand Rapids:  Eerdmans, 1995).


�Francis Watson, "The Old Testament as Christian Scripture:  A Response to Professor Seitz," Scottish Journal of Theology 52 (1999), 229-30, writes:  "Christian Old Testament interpretation is therefore a re-reading, a second reading that clarifies and re-orders the first reading. . .The second reading does not simply repeat the first reading, but neither does it erase it; it preserves within itself the knowledge that, although the end or goal is now known, that was not the case at first."


�In the life, death and resurrection of Christ, the "day" when the enemies of God's people would be crushed, promised by the prophets, came ahead of time. See G. Ladd, The Presence of the Future (Grand Rapids:  Eerdmans, 1974).


�Both Walter Kaiser, The Messiah in the Old Testament (Grand Rapids:  Zondervan, 1995), 106, and Hans K. LaRondelle, The Israel of God in Prophecy:  Principles of Prophetic Interpretation (Berrien Springs:  Andrews University Press, 1983), 69, suggest that the psalm is a unit, and although the NT may only quote part of it, the entire psalm can be applied to Christ.


�Compare Matt 27:34,48; Mark 15:23,36; Luke 23:36; John 19:28 with Ps 69:22. When Jesus cleanses the temple, John describes the thoughts of his disciples:  "Then his disciples remembered that it was written, 'Zeal for your house has eaten me up.'"  This is a quote from Ps 69, one of the most intense and personal of the imprecatory psalms.


�In describing Judas' fate he suggests that it is in fulfillment of the utterance expressed in v. 25:  "Let his habitation be desolate, and let no one live in it" (Acts 1.20).


�This is contrary to Zenger, A God of Vengeance, 56-57, who interprets the figure of Judas as an invention of anti-Jewish polemic in part because of the way that Ps 109 was misused later on to legitimate pogroms against the Jews. 


�Of whom other individuals in the OT are types, i.e., David.


�See also Phil 2:10; Rom 8:35; John 16:33; 1 Cor 2:6.


�Matt 8:29.


�Gustaf Aulén, Christus Victor:  An Historical Study of the Three Main Types of the Idea of the Atonement (trans. A.G. Hebert, New York: McMillan, 1966), 76. He writes: "It would seem to be incontrovertible that behind this hostility Jesus saw the great Adversary, and that this conviction shaped His thoughts of His coming death.  It took the form of the realization both that His death was inevitable and that it would mean deliverance and victory; Satan's triumph would be his undoing."


�Rom 6:1-5.


�However, the NT also suggests that while the elect receive this grace, those who do not are the enemies destined to destruction.  In Rom 11, where Paul is discussing the election of Israel, Paul sees the "fulfillment" of the imprecations uttered by David in Ps 69:22-23 in the hardening of his fellow Jews who rejected Jesus as the Christ. See also John 15:25, which cites Ps 69:4 or 35:19.  If, as we have seen, the speaker of this psalm (and other imprecatory psalms) is ultimately taken to be Christ, then the referent of the enemies in this psalm are those who have rejected Christ.  In Rom 11 Paul appears to be using the imprecations of Ps 69 to stir up the jealousy of the Jews so as to save some of them (Rom 11:11-14).  On this point see F.F. Bruce, Romans (TNTC; Grand Rapids:  Eerdmans, 1985), 202.


�Aulén, Christus Victor, 70.


�Bonhoeffer, Psalms, 59.


�Ibid., 57.


�Leon Morris, Revelation (TNTC; Grand Rapids:  Eerdmans, 1987), 208.  Other NT passages which echo the imprecations are:  Gal 1:8-9; 1 Cor 16:22; Matt 11:20-24; Matt 23; Luke 17:1-2.  


�Placher, The Domestication of Transcendence, 208-09.


�For an account of the Christian world-view, see Robert E. Webber, Who Gets to Narrate the World?  Contending for the Christian Story in an Age of Rivals (Downers Grove:  IVP Books, 2008).


�Leslie Newbigin, Foolishness to the Greeks:  The Gospel and Western Culture (Grand Rapids:  Eerdmans, 1986), 34-5, discusses this lack of teleology in modern American culture.


�Fish, "Consequences," in Doing What Comes Naturally, 326:  "In order to make even the simplest of assertions or perform the most elementary action, I must already be proceeding in the context of innumerable beliefs which cannot be the object of my attention because they are the content of my attention. . ."


�Fish, "What Makes an Interpretation Acceptable?" in Is There a Text in this Class? The Authority of Interpretive Communities (Cambridge:  Harvard University Press, 1980), 338, says, "In the view that I have been urging, disagreements cannot be resolved by reference to the facts, because the facts emerge only in the context of some point of view . . . and what is at stake in a disagreement is the right to specify what the facts can hereafter be said to be.  Disagreements are not settled by the facts but are the means by which the facts are settled."


�For example, compare Zenger's interpretation to Herman Gunkel's or Sigmund Mowinckel's interpretations, which emerge from their beliefs about the historical development of Israelite religion (H. Gunkel/J. Begich.  Introduction to Psalms:  The Genres of the Religious Lyric of Israel.  Translated by James D. Nogalski. Georgia:  Mercer University Press, 1998, 165-67; S. Mowinckel.  The Psalms in Israel's Worship, 6-7.)  


�Zenger, A God of Vengeance, 63.


�Harold Nasuti, Defining the Sacred Songs:  Genre, Tradition and the Post-Critical Interpretation of the Psalms (Sheffield:  Sheffield Academic Press, 1999), 45-52, observes that C. Westermann and W. Bruggeman make some of the same moves in their work on the lament psalms.  He writes, "Thus, while their Neo-Orthodoxy leads these authors to assert the distinctiveness of Israel's insights, their existential leanings lead them to assert the universal applicability of such insights to all of humanity" (Defining, 51).


�For example, in his discussion of Ps 109:8, Zenger specifically rejects the NT application of this verse to Judas (Acts 1:15-20), a figure he says is an invention of anti-Jewish polemic (Zenger, A God of Vengeance, 56-57). In a review of Zenger's book, R. Belcher has a similar critique:  "Zenger's efforts fail hermeneutically as he says virtually nothing about how the psalms of enmity relate to Jesus Christ. Although he is careful not to drive a wedge between the Old and New Testaments, he does not show how Christ brings together the concepts of justice and judgment.  Christ, as the innocent sufferer, teaches us how to cling to God when everything is against God, but Christ is not presented as the righteous judge" (Westminster Theological Journal 58.2 [Fall, 1996], 332).


�The quote is from Ingo Baldermann, Einführung in die Bibel, 3rd rev. ed. (Göttingen:  Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1998), 91, who writes:  "What does it mean to speak of enemies, if not to speak of our own fears?  My enemy in the full sense is always that which makes me afraid, and the reverse is also true:  when I am afraid I see myself surrounded by enemies, human or superhuman; indeed, I can create enemies for myself by projecting my fears.  But when it is a question of genuine fears, how else can we speak of them than by seeking freedom from them with all the passion we have, and that also means seeking liberation from those who are the cause of those fears" (Zenger, A God of Vengeance, 77-78).


�Ibid.


�Fish, Is There a Text, 15-16, 339.


�In regard to the strategy to create a certain kind of believer, I do think that Gerhard Forde is right when he says that Christian theologians must finally move from theological "explanations" to "proclamation."  By "proclamation" (or what he also calls "primary discourse") he means a direct declaration of the Word of God, the Gospel of Christ, and not just words about God.  It is the difference between telling your beloved "I love you" and reading them a book about the nature of love.  Christian theologians must speak this way because the language of proclamation " . . . evokes and expects the primary response of confession and worship or its refusal" (Gerhard Forde, Theology is for Proclamation (Mineapolis: Fortress, 1990), 1-3.
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