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ABSTRACT

Theological Interpretation and Isa 53:
A Study of Bernhard Duhm, Brevard Childs, and Alec Motyer

Charles E. Shepherd
Ph.D. Dissertation
Submitted to Durham University, 2012

This dissertation brings together the hermeneutical approaches of three Old
Testament scholars, specifically as they pertain to the interpretation of Isaiah
52.13-53.12 in the framework of Christian theology. Contemporary discourse
and hermeneutical discussions have led to the development of a point of
confusion in theological hermeneutics, focusing on what relationship older
frames of reference may have with those more recent.

Bernhard Duhm is presented as a history-of-religions scholar who does not
easily abide by popular understandings of that school. This results in a
theologically attuned reading of Isa 53. Brevard Childs moves outward from
particular historical judgments regarding the nature of redaction and form
criticism, attempting to arrive at a proximately theological reading of the
poem. Alec Motyer’s evangelical commitments represent a large constituency
of contemporary theological readership, and a popular understanding of Isa
53.

Following a summary and critical engagement of each interpreter on his own
terms, the study proceeds to analyze the use of rhetoric behind the readings of
Isa 53 outlined here. As each interpreter positions his hermeneutical location
in opposition to perceived opponents, it bears revisiting to see in what ways
these moves of rhetorical distanciation are, and are not, appropriate. Whilst
commonality is found between the three in substantial ways, certain
irresolvable problems arise. An outcome of this commonality-problematic
relationship is that contemporary rhetorical categorizations of ‘pre-critical’,
‘critical’, and ‘post-critical” do not accurately represent the highly involved
nature of the task of interpreting the Old Testament — and Isaiah 53 — as
Christian Scripture.
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Introduction

Credo unam sanctam catholicam et apostolicam ecclesiam; und wenn es mir ernst ist,
einen Theologen der Vorzeit, heifse er nun Schleiermacher oder Ritschl oder wie er
wolle, zu horen, dann mufl es mir mit diesem credo, wenn ich nicht durch
individuelle Inspiration des Gegenteils davon dispensiert bin, konkreter Ernst sein,
d.h. dann habe ich diese Leute, all meiner tausend Griinde ungeachtet, zur
christlichen Kirche zu rechnen und, eingedenk dessen, da8 ich selber samt meiner
theologischen Arbeit nur auf Grund von Vergebung in der christlichen Kirche bin,
ihnen das, daf es ihnen wie mir im Grunde um den christlichen Glauben gegangen
sei, weder abzustreiten, noch auch nur es anzuzweifeln.

Karl Barth!

The present dissertation is a comparative study of three Old Testament
scholars who seek to interpret Isaiah 52.13-53.12 within a theological frame of
reference: Bernhard Duhm, Brevard Childs, and Alec Motyer. The dissertation
aims to explore the formation and application of theological hermeneutics; as
such, it aims toward a deeper self-understanding, and more robust practice,

of the hermeneutics of theological interpretation of the Old Testament.

I. Theological Interpretation and ‘Historie’

Space prohibits a rehearsal of the contemporary debates about ‘theological
interpretation’. In brief, theological reading of the Old Testament is part of a
wider move to return to a collection of practices and sensitivities largely
identified with a pre-modern frame of reference.” The movement takes its lead
in no small measure from a ‘postliberal” context, for which theological reading
did not seek a repristination of patristic or scholastic approaches, but the
recovery of a ‘second naiveté’, in which the interpreter presses through the
kind of distanciation afforded by critical historical and philosophical work, to
recover insights of that earlier stage.’ Theological interpretation thus seeks to
embody certain pre-modern sensitivities, within a context that exists
‘downwind of modernity’.*

Taking this framing into account, there is still plenty of theological
interpretive rhetoric that seeks consciously to distance itself from modernity,

either without a nuanced conceptual framing, or without a nuanced

! Barth, Protestant Theologie, 14.

2 A move away from this frame of reference is presented in Frei, Eclipse.

> Watson, ‘Historical Criticism’, has challenged the notion of the “pre-critical’ as
suggesting a lack of critical historical awareness. I return to this in the conclusion.

* Moberly, Prophecy and Discernment, 36.
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understanding of the operations of ‘modern’ biblical exegesis itself. The
rhetorical and hermeneutical framing of theological interpretive practice does
not always reflect a careful and patient attending to the theological concerns of
18", 19", and 20™ century biblical interpretation, or to the reality of theological
reading as existing along a historical spectrum — Frei’s ‘pre-critical’, “critical’,
and ‘post-critical” are provisional categories that do not clearly reflect the
porous nature of the development of interpretive practice. As such,
‘modernity’ easily becomes a target for theological rhetoric, in much the same
way that patristic and scholastic reading often became the target of 19"
century interpretive rhetoric.

A question that comes into focus is to what degree — or in what ways —
theological reading stands in relation to those readings situated within a
‘modern’ frame of reference. It is perhaps the question of the relationship
between confessional (i.e. proximately theological) reading, and what is often
called (for better or worse) ‘historical criticism’.” The question pertains to both
Old and New Testament hermeneutics, though the former presents a unique
challenge, insofar as it predates (and thus does not presuppose in the same
sense) the Christian kerygma. The hermeneutical question of the Old
Testament presents a distinctive set of problems that concern the theological
question of the unity of God in both testaments, as well as the historical
question of the value of the text’s historical particularity as ‘pre-Christian’
literature. Together, these issues present the question of the Old Testament as

paramount for Christian theology and faith.’

II. Why Isaiah 53?

Isaiah 53 has been chosen as the text from which to approach differing
interpretive practices. It is a text that has consistently attracted the attention of
a Christian readership, and so has become, it many ways, the locus classicus of
Old Testament theological interpretation from a Christian frame of reference.”
In certain respects this renders the chapter an ‘easy target’. Yet for at least two
reasons Isa 53 remains a valuable text for the present discussion. First, a

growing sophistication in historical awareness has more thoroughly located

® The term is not entirely helpful, though I employ it in the study for reasons of
convenience.

® Gunneweg, Old Testament, 2; Anderson, ‘Old Testament’, 1.

”Loewe, ‘Prolegomenon’, 8.
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Isa 53 in antiquity (in whichever century), making the move from an ancient,
to a Christian, theological context an involved undertaking. A critical
distanciation of Isa 53 now attends theological reading, presenting the
interpreter with a set of complex questions to address. Second, the present
dissertation is not concerned with “the right” interpretation of Isa 53, as such,
in part because that kind of work has already been applied to the chapter
extensively — apologetically, historically, and theologically. Rather, the focus
resides upon the moves made by the interpreters themselves, and the
theological and philosophical commitments from which those moves spring.
In this light, Isa 53 presents one of the clearest demonstrations of theological

hermeneutics in Old Testament interpretation.

III. The Three Interpreters: Duhm, Childs, and Motyer

Duhm, Childs, and Motyer represent, in large measure, distinctive
hermeneutical approaches to the Old Testament and Isa 53, that bring
particular sets of concerns and questions to the text. Duhm stands, to some
degree, within the ‘religionsgeschichtliche Schule’ of 19" century liberal
Protestantism. As such, he belongs to a collection of Old Testament
interpreters often regarded to be concerned chiefly with “wie es eigentlich
gewesen’.” In reality, his practice is more nuanced than this simple
designation leads one to expect (largely in terms of a neo-Kantian
appreciation of history’s dialectics). Brevard Childs represents an approach
that does not wish to dispense with the critical historical questions of Old
Testament interpretation, but to recalibrate / recontextualize those questions
within an explicitly theological frame of reference. Childs presents numerous
dialectical relationships in his approach, pertaining to history past and
present, history and theology, and text and reader. These are regarded,
however, to stem from the nature of the text itself, as part of the theological
framework of ‘canon’. Finally, Motyer represents an evangelical constituency
of those who read the Old Testament without recourse to critical questions of
distanciation; rather, core theological and doctrinal convictions shape the
interpretive task ab initio, a reality that distinguishes him from Duhm and
Childs.

® Though we would expect the auxiliary “ist’ to close the phrase, I use the original
wording of von Ranke throughout (closing with ‘gewesen’). The shorter version is less
common than the longer. See von Ranke, Geschichte, vii.
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Taken together, the three represent facets of a robust theological
interpretation. In certain respects (though this is not always borne out in
practice), theological interpretation represents facets of a ‘canonical
approach’.” In a commemorative obituary for Childs in 2007, Chapman notes
the connection between the former’s canonical approach and ‘theological
interpretation’:

The recent lively discussions of “theological interpretation,” the
multiplication of a new commentary series with an explicitly
theological focus, the intensity of interestin the history of biblical
interpretation—all of these developments have their origin in
Childs's courageous early scholarship."
As this dissertation is interested in outlining the facets of a robust self-
understanding for the interpretation of the Old Testament as Scripture, Childs
may provisionally set the terms: what is of importance is history, theology,
and a responsible co-existence of these in relation to the text itself. Childs
writes:

Usually books on biblical theology have been relegated to a special
subdiscipline, and thought to relate only to larger hermeneutical and
theological concerns without any close relation to exegesis. Those
engaged in biblical theology are often dismissed as ‘theologians’, and
not biblical interpreters. For my part, I have always considered
biblical theology to be only an ancillary discipline that better serves in
equiplping the exegete for the real task of interpreting the biblical text
itself.”

Duhm, Childs, and Motyer represent different angles on the task of relating

biblical theology, exegesis, and history, in a way that employs a theological

vocabulary for the service of interpreting the text of Isa 53.

IV. The Shape of the Dissertation

The study will present each interpreter’s hermeneutical location, and will
subsequently apply this location to their respective readings of Isa 53.
Chapters One, Three, and Five present Duhm, Childs, and Motyer in their
respective hermeneutical contexts, in such a way as to highlight the concerns
that come to bear upon their interpretation of Isa 53. The goal of the
presentation is to let each speak for themselves, and so evaluative judgments

are reserved. Each is taken seriously as an interpreter working within the

° Cf. Seitz, “Canonical Approach’.
' Chapman, ‘Brevard Childs’, 9.
1 Childs, Isaiah, xii.
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context of Christian faith and practice,”” and so is presented as providing a
significant model on their own terms.” Given the complex questions that
Duhm and Childs feel compelled to address, their treatments are substantially
longer than that given to Motyer, for whom questions of critical historical
reconstruction are not theologically proper to the literature itself.

Chapters Two, Four, and Six then address each reading of Isa 53 in
light of each hermeneutical proposal. Historical, literary, and theological
contexts affect the readings. The evaluative content of the study appears only
substantially in a conclusion (Chapter Seven), and seeks to draw out certain
implications of the interpretation of Isa 53 as Christian Scripture, for wider

hermeneutical and rhetorical purposes.

12 Barth, Protestant Theologie, 14.

3 Cf. Barth (‘Bultmann’, 113) on Bultmann, ‘Unless you can appreciate how attractive
this all is, and feel it in your very bones, unless you can see how everything tips the scales in
favour of Bultmann and his existentialism, you are not qualified to dispute with him.
Rhetorical denunciations of his negative tendencies, his elimination of this or that article in
the Bible or creed will get you nowhere. Bultmann'’s positive appeal is too strong for that'.
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Chapter 1

Bernhard Duhm, Theological Hermeneutics
and Isaiah

‘Dag in den letzten acht Jahren ein Jesaiakommentar vergriffen werden konnte, ist
ein Zeichen, daf die alten Propheten noch leben. Die alten und jungen Theologen,
die in dieser erbdrmlichen Zeit zu den Propheten hinsitzen, werden als Mitarbeiter
an der Gesundung der Menschheit sich davon erheben’.

Bernhard Duhm'

The present dissertation is interested in taking up three divergent voices in
the conversation over what it means to read Isaiah 53 as part of the Christian
canon — scripturally and theologically. The first voice to be considered is that
of Bernhard Duhm. Duhm leads the discussion not because he is
chronologically prior to Childs and Motyer, but because he possesses a set of
concerns towards which both Childs and Motyer are (in differing ways)
reacting. Duhm was, on any reckoning, a ‘religionsgeschichtliche
Wissenschaftler’ of the first order.” It is true that to coalesce Duhm’s many
publications into a unity would be somewhat forced and artificial — he
developed over time as much as any scholar.’ Nevertheless, he represents in

many ways an identifiable approach to interpreting the Old Testament as

' Duhm, Jesaia, “Vorwort zu vierten Auflage’, 5. All references to this work will simply
appear as ‘Jesaia’, assuming the fifth edition of 1968. Where other versions are compared, I
note in superscripted form the different publications (e.g. Jesaia', Jesaia®, etc.). Publication
information for the differing versions appears in the bibliography.

*In addition to what follows, Duhm clearly states at the outset of his Jesaia that it is
only through ‘kultur- und religionsgeschichtliche Kritik’ that the goal of connecting with the
living personalities of biblical authors (and thus their particular, diachronic contributions to
interpretation) is accomplished (3).

Space restricts a contextualization of Duhm in relation to the two largest figures in
the development of the ‘religionsgeschichtliche Schule’, Johann Gottfried Herder and Ernst
Troeltsch. I would, however, fully acknowledge Barth’s appreciation of the impact of both
scholars on the movement, ‘Ohne Herder unméglich das spezifische Pathos der theologischen
Historik des 19. Jahrhunderts. Ohne Herder keine Erlanger und keine religionsgeschichtliche
Schule. Ohne Herder auch kein Troeltsch’. See Barth, Protestantische Theologie, 282. Cf. Herder,
Ebriiischen Poesie; Troeltsch, Glaubenslehre.

3 Smend, Astruc to Zimmerli, 115-16.
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Christian Scripture in the context of a ‘religionsgeschichtliche Schule’.* To
appreciate the context of Duhm as situated within this scholarly community,
as well as within the Church, we might consider a small, mostly overlooked
lecture of his, Die Gottgeweihten in der alttestamentlichen Religion.”

Duhm was perhaps slightly idiosyncratic in his particular construal of
the place of religion and theology in the university setting, as he was no great
supporter of construing Old Testament theology as a supposedly ‘objective’,
scientific discipline. Nevertheless, religion and theology stood alongside the
natural sciences under the general rubric of ‘Wissenschaft’,’ with the
particular scholarly edge coming from a comparison of Israel’s religious
development in relation to its neighbors in antiquity and world religions at
present (Indian philosophy features often in Duhm’s works).”

It comes as no surprise, then, when in a 1905 lecture at Basel Duhm
outlines his general interest in the Old Testament in a scholarly setting, as a
striving above all else, ‘eine sachliche Kenntnis der wirklichen Religionen zu
gewinnen’.® The relation of religion to theology is clearly spelled out:

Auch jetzt noch bemerkt man vielerorts ein leises MifStrauen gegen
die Religionswissenschaft, als ob sie aus seiner gewissen Abkehr vom
Christentum entsprungen sei und als ob die intime Beschéftigung mit
dieser oder jener fremden Religion die Anhédnglichkeit an die eigene
beeintrachtigen konne. Aber die Religionswissenschaft hat gar nicht
die Absicht, in das eigentliche Leben der Religion einzugreifen und
etwa die christliche Religion durch fremde Weisheit zu verbessern.
Sie will nicht unserer Religion, sondern nur unserer Theologie einen festeren
Boden geben, indem sie die ganze Familie der Religionen kennen zu lernen
sucht, deren vornehmste Tochter und Konigin das Christentum ist.”

The division between ‘Religion” and ‘Theology’ could not be conceptually

sharper — ‘Religion’ is an eternal reality, a prophetic experience and partaking

* Lamentably, few engage Duhm substantially as a theological interpreter. For some,
he is a convenient entrée only (MacDonald ‘Monotheism’, 43; Quinn-Miscall, Reading Isaiah, 2,
187); for others, he is simply a child of his 19" century times (McGinnis and Tull,
‘Remembering the Former Things’, 1-2, 26); for others still, he is responsible for the present
confusion concerning the book of Isaiah’s (textual) unity (Childs, Isaiah; Melugin, ‘Form
Criticism’, 263-2; Orlinsky, Studies, 17).

° Duhm, Gottgeweihten.

® Cf. Duhm, Kosmologie und Religion.

”Duhm, Propheten, vi, 8. This was/is a significant differentiation between Duhm and
Wellhausen; where Wellhausen was more confined to pursue historical development within
Israel, Duhm pursued the relation of this phenomenon to world history (if only in nuce). See
Duhm, Propheten, 1-12; for a more succinct summary of the prophet’s ‘gigantischen
Unternehmen’, see Duhm, Propheten, 458-65 (esp. 458). Cf. Lessing, Geschichte, 280. The move
has much to do with the binding force of spirituality as a shared phenomenon amongst world
religions. Cf. Duhm, Reich Gottes, 4.

® Duhm, Gottgeweihten, 4.

° Duhm, Gottgeweihten, 3 (emph. added).
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of the divine nature,'’ while ‘Theologie’ is, mutatis mutandis, the scientific
(historical) investigation that deepens the church’s spiritual experience of its
prophetic calling, primarily through means of comparative world religions."
For Duhm, ‘Religionswissenschaft’ could not give religion itself a firmer
ground than that which it eternally possessed, since it is, ‘nur einmal durch
und durch “mystisch”’.”* In one particularly striking section of a lecture
concerning ‘wissenschaftliche Theologie’ (particularly within
‘Protestantismus’), Duhm comments:

Wenn diese Theologie sich dazu entschliessen konnte ein groieres
Zutrauen zu der eigene Kraft der Religion, zu ihrer Unabhéangigkeit
von menschlichen Einsichten und Ansichten zu fassen, wenn sie ihre
eigene Lehre von der Wirksamkeit des heiligen Geistes unter den
Menschen herzhaft glauben wollte, so wiirde sie dazu kommen
konnen, die Religion aus der Vormundschaft der Theologie zu
entlassen.”
Theology would have to give up ‘Religion’ in order to have her back. In so
relinquishing religion from its “Vormundschaft’, theology would not only
acknowledge the universal nature of Christianity’s belief in the Holy Spirit — it
would also allow itself to serve the role of ancilla to religion. The scholarly
theologian, Duhm notes, ‘die Religion und seine eigene Religion von der
Theologie unabhingig weiss.”

Any reader of Duhm will quickly pick up on his language of ‘objektiv
Wissenschaft’, applied to theology as a kind of 19" century analogue to
Luther’s “sola scriptura’; theology is a realm of scholarship within which
relative certainty can be obtained in the essential historical matters, which, in
turn, are adapted for theological ends (though in a dialectical manner; see

below). A simple glance at the radically different proposals for the

'“F. Watson summarizes the split as paradigmatic, *...“religion” represents the
divine-human relationship in its most elemental form, and the human partner in this
relationship is in a certain sense dehistoricized by it...Religion is a matter of the soul, and
externalities are tangential to it’. See Watson, Text and Truth, 187. As noted below, Duhm’s
conviction on this point has a good deal to do with his Romantic leanings. Most notable in
this regard are his comments in his Geheimnis. It should be said that while Watson’s
comments are perhaps true for a section of 19" century Old Testament theologians, Duhm is
an exception to this; for, ‘Religion” and “Kritik’ exist in a dialectical relationship.

""Duhm, Theologie, 24-29.

2Dyuhm, Reich Gottes, 8.

13 Duhm, Uber Ziel, 23.

% Duhm, Uber Ziel, 31.
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‘Entstehung des Alten Testaments’ between Duhm and Childs is enough to
display Duhm’s overall interests.”

This difference notwithstanding, Duhm’s ‘objektiv’ work consistently
resulted in the triumph of Christianity, described above as both daughter and
queen in religious research. There is something, then, that is probably not
entirely objective in the apologetic of his work (below, and in the conclusion,
we will see in sharper relief the kind of epistemology under which Duhm
subsumes this privileging). A short section from the close of the Basel lecture
above is telling. After covering one of his hallmark topics, the fossilization of
true (prophetic) religion into cultic legislation,'* Duhm reaches forward to the
Christ-event as a recovery of true religion. Suddenly, out of the ‘armen Boden
Galildas’, a person appears, ‘der nicht redet wie die Schriftgelehrten, sondern
wie einer, der Vollmacht hat’."” With this person, ‘Die alten Wunder erstehen
wieder’; significantly, these ancient wonders are now carried out, ‘wie einst
Jahwe tut’."®

Lest Christ appear at this point to be a mere recapitulation or
improvement of the ‘old days’, Duhm makes the rupture of the Christ-event
explicit:

Er bringt auch mehr als die Wiedererneuerung der alten Gottesfiille,
er bringt eine neue Schopfung; er wird das Reich Gottes bringen, wo
Gott selber unter den Menschen wohnt. Auch fiir seine Jiinger liegt,
wie fiir die groBen Propheten, der Schwerpunkt der Religion in der
Zukunft...Sie horen das Seufzen der Kreatur unter der Endlichkeit; die
Erlosung von diesem Dasein steht bevor, dann ein Reich die
Unsichtbaren und die Menschen vereinen und wird das Vergéngliche
vergangen sein."”
Christ exceeds what Duhm finds in the Old Testament’s prospective glance;
as such, the life and ministry of Christ, the beginning of a new creation seen in
his work, and the guarantee of this work for the future hope of the early (and
ongoing) Church, does not merely recover, but ruptures: Christ presents a
definitive break with what came before. Duhm closes the lecture with the

observation that in post-biblical Christendom similar processes continued to

appear.

¥ Duhm, Entstehung; Childs, ‘Biblische Theologie’, where section IV (18-21) concerns
‘Die Entstehung der christlichen Bibel’.

16 Cf. Duhm, Reich Gottes, 8. Cf. idem., Theologie, 27, where Duhm observes ‘einen
tiefgreifende inner Gegensatz zwischen der prophetischen und der im Gesetzt...’

7 Duhm, Gottgeweihten, 34.

' Duhm, Gottgeweihten, 34. Also, ibid., “‘wer ihn sieht, sieht den himmlischen Vater’.

Y Duhm, Gottgeweihten, 34.
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The point of this juxtaposition of ‘objektiv’, “wissenschaftliche’
theology with the ministry of Jesus and the Church is already somewhat self-
evident: Duhm saw his own work as oriented towards the telos of the Church
and Christian theology. Though his lectures often address his audience as
‘Docenten und Studenten’,”” Duhm did not feel any great differentiation
between work in the University and ‘Berufsarbeit in Gottes Dienst’.” Even his
Jesaia, while littered with specialist debate and extensive text-critical
emendation not for the faint-hearted, is commended both to the interest ‘des
Anfinger'” as well as that reader who ‘an der Wahrheit und an der Religion
gelegen ist’.” In a distinctive way, which will need to be explored at length,
Duhm stands alongside Motyer and Childs as a reader of the Old Testament,
Isaiah, and Isaiah 53 as texts that possess Christ and the Church as their t