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VIRGINIA SMITH

When we open the Bible, we may fall into
a faulty way of thinking: "It looks like a
book and feels like a book. Therefore, the
Bible is a book.” We leap to this conclusion
because our Bibles today are neatly bound
between two covers, but that wasn't always
the case.

Originally, the manuscripts that would
make up the Bible were painstakingly inked
onto scrolls of parchment or papyrus. In
medieval times, the Scriptures were copied
by hand in monastery scriptoriums. It was
clear to our predecessors in the faith that
they were dealing with many books, not one.
The Bible is a collection of baaks or a library.

FINDING OUR WAY
AROUND THE LIBRARY

Based on our experience with other libraries, we're
aware that not all books are alike. A typical library
contains prose and poetry, biographies and essays,
novels and histories, reference books and comic
books.

The library of the Bible contains a number of dif-
ferent literary forms or types of literature: from the
lyrical poetry of the Book of Psalms to the legal codes
in Leviticus, from practical letters to early Christian
churches to the imaginative vision of Revelation’s
apocalyptic style.

We're accustomed to finding books of a literary
type grouped in one area of the library. While that
isn’t always true in the Bible, it quite often is. There
are four major groupings of Old Testament books:
(1) Pentateuch or Torah, (2) Historical Books, (3)
Prophets, and (4) Writings or Wisdom Literature.
The titles found under each heading are mostly sim-
ilar in form.




The New Testament opens with four Gospels (a gospel is a liter-
ary form), followed by the Acts of the Apastles, a narrative. Twen-
ty-one letters form the next cluster, and the apocalyptic Book of
Revelation is placed last.

We don't expect all the books in a library to have been written
during the same time frame. The same holds true for the Bible. Be-
lieving the Bible is inspired by God, we may be tempted to think
it was published all at once and even picture it as having dropped
from heaven, leather-bound and gilt-edged, with chapter and
verse numbers in place. The Bible was written in different stages
by authors who may have had no idea they were inspired or writ-
ing for a time and place other than their own.

The earliest Old Testament accounts, found in Genesis
through Deuteronomy (the Pentateuch or Torah), were preserved
through generations by word of mouth—oral tradition—and
didn’t take written form until about the tenth century BC. The
writing that would eventually make up the Bible continued spo-
radically through the intervening vears to the latter part of the
first century AD, possibly into the second century AD,

THE "GOLDEN THREAD"

The Bible has two principal divisions, Hebrew Scriptures and
Christian Scriptures, traditionally known as the Old and New
Testaments. Tesfament doesn’t often crop up in everyday
conversalion. A better word might be covenant, a solemn
agreement between two partics, In Scripture, the parties involved
are nearly always God and God’s people. Covenant appears 289
times in the New American Bible. From Genesis to Revelation,
cavenant is the golden thread weaving in and out through the
Bible’s many books.

The Church has long encouraged us to seek a broader, deeper
understanding of biblical writings, what Scripture scholars call
the sense of Scripture. When we look at covenant that way, it
becomes obvious that God has always desired humanity to
enter freely into an ongoing relationship of love with him.
As Catholics, we don’t take the prehistorical chapters of
Genesis (1—11) as literal history. Prehistory is the period
before written records when the verification of certain ep-
isodes (creation, the flood, the Tower of Babel) is difficult
if not impossible to establish. However, great truths that
have had profound impact on every generation throughout
salvation history are found in these accounts. We learn that
creation is good and we were brought into being by a loving
God, a God who gifted us with free will—a gift that God
never reclaims, even when we misuse it through sin.

We see that God has no interest in a race of robots, pre-
programmed creatures who obey him mechanically. God
wants his people to choose him freely, serve him without
coercion, and love him with open hearts. This is why he
enters into covenant relationship with humanity.

The covenant is, first of all, God’s gift of love to us. We can
enter a covenant with God only because God lovingly and freely
offers it to us. Such a covenant was implied at the creation of
humanity. We are invited and enabled to respond lovingly and
freely to God’s offer. A covenant cannot be imposed; it must be
freely accepted by both parties. God’s proposal of such an agree-
ment, together with his people’s acceptance and subsequent at-
tempt to live it, strengthens the golden thread that binds all of
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salvation history—Old Testament and New, 2000 BC and AD
100—and is found wherever the Chosen People travel.

THREE TOWERING FIGURES

One frequent difficulty in reading Scripture, especially the
Old Testament, is the vast cast of characters. People come
and go at a great rate, many never to appear again. Do we re-
ally need to know all these people? Some are relatively un-
important, others are very important, and a few are crucial
to our understanding of God’s relationship with his peo-
ple. In the Hebrew Scriptures, three figures loom large:

Abram. A nomadic tribal chieftain living in Chaldea (later
Babylonia) where the worship of many gods is accepted prac-
tice, Abram has no knowledge of a single, all-powerful deity, let
alone one with whom he might make a solemn personal agree-
ment. The gods in Abram’s world were to be feared, not loved;
appeased, not covenanted. So when God asks him to make a
mysterious journey, Abram (later Abraham) knows neither the
purpose nor the destination. He knows even less about his God
who asks it of him.

He may also be preoccupied by a worrisome situation: he
has no heir, and he and his wife, Sarai, are beyond child-bearing
years. But God says, “Look up at the sky and count the stars, if
vou can. Just so...will your descendants be....I am the LORD who
brought you from Ur of the Chaldeans to give you thisland as a
possession” (Genesis 15:5-7).

“On that day the LORD made a covenant with Abram” (Gen-
esis 15:18). And the golden thread of covenant begins to weave its
way through biblical history.

Moses. Six centuries pass before the second major character
in the covenant saga takes center stage, floating downstream in
a basket, a wailing infant whose mother is trving to save him
from the Egyptians who have been ordered to kill male Hebrew
infants. Plucked from the river by
Pharach’s daughter, he is named
Moses.

Moses 1s raised in two worlds.
At the request of Pharaoh’s daugh-
ter, his early childhood is spent
among the Hebrews. Probably in
his early teens, he is taken to the
Egyptian court and given a fine ed-
ucation. His future is bright until
he murders an overbearing over-
seer. When his crime is detected,
he flees into the Arabian desert and
there meets God in a burning bush.
God has a burning desire: to get his
enslaved people out of Egypt under
Moses’ leadership, Moses doesn’t think he fits the job description,
but he does, having being raised with one foot in Hebrew culture,
the other in Egyptian.

Like Abraham before him, Mases accepts God’s call and
walks into the spotlight where he will star in the greatest event of
the Old Testament epic, the Exodus. Exodus means “departure,”
and the opening chapters of the Book of Exodus recard the de-
parture, probably in the thirteenth century BC, of the Tsraclites
from Egyptian bondage. Once more, the golden thread surfaces
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in the biblical fabric—at Mount Sinai, where Moses again meets
God in fire, this time on a mountaintop. God proposes his cov-
enant in all its splendor, formulating one of the most extraordi-
nary codes of ethics and morals in the ancient world. At its heart
lie the Ten Commandments or [Yecalogue, but these famous pre-
cepts aren’t God’s entire message. All that 1s related to Moses will
come o be known as the Law.

When Mases brings God’s covenant proposal before the
people, they respond enthusiastically, “All that the LORD has
said, we will hear and do” (Exodus 24:7), thereby ratifying
the agreement. Moses returns with this news to God on the
mountain, but before he can return, the Israelites have con-
structed a golden calf and already fallen away from the pact
that demands total allegiance to a single god. Such idolatry will
plague their observance of the covenant and tarnish the golden
thread throughout Tsraelite history. When, after Moses’ death,
they're settled in the land promised to Abraham, the gods of
their pagan neighbors repeatedly become their downfall as
living in cavenant with a single god proves difficult. As later
Hebrew writers understood this tendency, such idolatrous sins
draw God’s displeasure in the form of invasions of stronger
cultures whose people raid and plunder at will, resulting in the
Israclites’ call for a king to lead and defend them.

David. The first such king, Saul, fails to live up to God’s ex-
pectations, so another is selected to take his place. Enter David,
the third towering figure on the Old Testament scene. David, who
can be dated with certainty at 1000 BC, is “a man after [God’s]
own heart” (1 Samuel 13:14). Having con-
quered Jerusalem and made the city his capital,
David proposes to build a house for God there,
a temple. In a play on words, however, God pro-
poses to build a house for David, a dynasty, a
line of kings. The golden thread takes on new
brilliance as God promises David his descen-
dants will remain on his throne forever. One
after another, kings of David’s lincage succeed
to his throme. Not all are good kings. Few even
come close. Nevertheless, they are of the Da-
vidic line that is to rule forever.

Forever comes to an abrupt halt in 587 BC
with the second greatest event in the Old Testa-
ment, the Babylonian Exile. As Nebuchadnezzar’s army breaches
Jerusalem’s walls, Zedekiah, the final Davidic occupant of the
throne, after seeing his sons slain before him, is blinded and led
into captivity. From their captors’ homeland, the surviving Isra-
elites try to make some sense of their situation. Is the covenant
dead? Has the golden thread slipped beneath the fabric never to
re-emerge? Is the promise to David no more? Other sections of
our library will tell us more.

ISRAEL'S SONGBOOK

Among the writings often referred to as the Wisdom Books, we
find the Book of Psalms, the poetry section of the library. This
is liturgical writing, for many of the psalms were Isracl’s hymns,
sung in Temple and expressing sentiments ranging from praise
and thanksgiving to sorrow and remaorse, In Psalm 137, the exiled
Israclites cry, “By the rivers of Babylon there we sat weeping when
we remembered Zion. On the poplars in its midst we hung up our

HEBREW
SCRIPTURES

One central theme:
Covenant

Two central events:
Exodus - 1250 BC
Exile - 587 BC

Three central figures:
Abraham - 1850 BC

CHRISTIAN
SCRIPTURES

One central theme:
Redemption

Two central events:
Death and
Resurrection of Jesus
One central figure:
Jesus Christ

Moses - 1250 BC Four types of
David - 1000 BC literature:
Four groups of books: Gospel

Pentateuch (Torah) Epistle (Letter)

Historical Narrative (Acts)
Prophetic Apocalyptic
Writings (Revelation)

harps....But how could we sing a song of the LORD in a foreign
land?” (1-2, 4). Bitterness! Hopelessness! But there is hope. The
golden thread, though hidden, is unbroken. God remains faithtul
to the covenant and holds out hope to his devastated people,

GOLDEN THREAD AND GREEN SHOOT

We now move to the library section known as the Prophets.
Jeremiah, the great prophet in the years immediately prior to the
Exile, had warned what failure to return to God and his covenant
would mean. Like many before and after him, Jeremiah was met
with derision and disregard. The call to be a prophet was usually a
summons to trial and affliction.

Who were the prophets? Often, we see them as foretellers
ol the [uture, but that wasn’t their
primary responsibility. They were
people called by God, usually to re-
call the Israelites to their covenant
agreement. Frequently, that involved
reminders that if the current state of
atfairs continued, the result would
be unpleasant. No one wanted to
hear that. A modern American, upon
visiting a physician, doesn’t want to
hear that unless a program of proper
nutrition and exercise is undertaken
immediately, a heart attack is proba-
ble. That kind of forecast doesn’t imply the doctor is foretelling
the future; it merely means this health-care specialist can put
two and two together.

When awful consequences came crashing down on God’s
people, prophets were often bearers of hopeful tidings. During
the exile, with the mighty family tree of David toppled, Jeremiah
says, “Days are coming...when [ will raise up a righteous branch
for David; As king he shall reign and govern wisely, he shall do
what is just and right in the land” (Jeremiah 23:5).

The man who holds out the strongest thread of hope to the

gt : B e
gh"" IV 1 &

AT FDSEOH @

=
m 7
s
> !
ol
_2'.
o
s .
.



