Mysteria Dei

Essays in Honor of Kurt Marquart

Edited by Paul T. McCain and John R. Stephenson



The English Bible in
A Postmodern Age

Cameron A. MacKenzie

great issue among American Lutherans regarding the Bible

was the use of the higher critical method.' This method is
based on the assumption that the student of the Scriptures can
take an objective, scientific approach to the sacred text so as to
determine its origins and meaning naturalistically, i.e., apart
from any resort to the supernatural or miraculous. As Kurt Mar-
quart has demonstrated, “The whole point of historical-critical
Biblical research is that it is and must be simply an integral part
- of the general secularscientific enterprise.”

But what happens when the scientific consensus collapses,
when the academy gives up on the ideals of objectivity and cer-
tainty, when even natural scientists admit that the presence of
the observer always changes the observation? In other words,
what are the consequences for Biblical interpretation when mod-
ernism gives way to postmodernism? Clearly, the radical relativiz-
ing of all human knowledge challenges Christian theology in
significantly different ways from the old higher criticism in its
approach to the Scriptures. In particular, it is the argument of
this paper that postmodernism provides a congenial context for

THROUGH THE MIDDLE DECADES OF THE TWENTIETH CENTURY, THE

149



MYSTERIA Del

novel translations of the Bible into English that surrender faith-
fulness to the original texts in order to accommodate the con-
cerns of contemporary ideologues, especially feminists.?

But first of all, what is postmodernism? Definitions abound
(and on postmodernist principles they should!). Nevertheless,
for the purposes of this essay, I have relied on the description by
Stanley Grenz in his A Primer on Postmodernism. Grenz character-
izes postmodernism as a rejection of the central assumptions of
the modern world regarding the objectivity, rationality, and cer-
tainty of knowledge. Instead of positing a world outside of the
human observer that is independent, static, and so knowable,
postmodernism insists that the observer is an integral part of
whatever he observes and that knowledge always depends upon
the attitude of the observer. But that attitude, in turn, does not
depend upon the observer, considered solely by himself, but
rather upon the observer as part of a community. The result then
is knowledge that is relative to the knower and his community,
incomplete because it is limited to a particular point of view, and
is always in process since the knower and his community are con-
tinually changing over time.*

The contemporary version of the English Bible that best
exemplifies a postmodernist consciousness is The New Testament
and Psalms: An Inclusive Version (Oxford, 1995) but even The New
Revised Standard Version (Oxford, 1989) illustrates postmodernist
sensitivities in its accommodation of contemporary feminists. In
different ways and to different degrees, each of these versions
has introduced into the text of the English Bible elements that
are not present in the original, but that conform to the expecta-
tions of the communities for which they have been produced. In
both versions—one blatantly and the other more subtly—Bibli-
cal truth has been reshaped to fit the expectations of feminist
readers. Feminist ideology is imposed on the Biblical text in
these translations.
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Well before either of these versions appeared, the feminist
theologian Elisabeth Schiissler Fiorenza called for new transla-
tions of the Bible in the context of a feminist reworking of the
entire Christian tradition. Significantly, she justified her enter-
prise by appealing to higher critical conclusions regarding the
interpretive character of Biblical texts:

Such a presupposition [i.e., that the New Testament writings
are objective factual reports of early Christian history and
development]. . . neglects the methodological insights of
form criticism, source criticism, and redaction criticism. . . .
The early Christian authors have selected, redacted, and
reformulated their traditional sources and materials with
reference to their theological intentions and practical objec-
tives.5

Furthermore, Fiorenza insisted that those communities
responsible for interpreting the Christian experience in the New
Testament documents were “patriarchal” and “androcentric,” as
a result of which these texts ignore and marginalize women.
Therefore, according to Fiorenza, it is necessary to reconstruct
the world of the early church so as to recover woman'’s role and
experience:

Rather than take androcentric texts as informative “data”
and accurate “reports,” we must read their “silences” as evi-
dence and indication of that reality about which they do not
speak. . . . We must learn to read the silences of androcen-
tric texts in such a way that they can provide “clues” to the
egalitarian reality of the early Christian movement.®

To those who would insist that historians, including Biblical

scholars, should draw their conclusions from the evidence and
not their own ideology, Fiorenza maintained:
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All historiography is a selective view of the past. Historical
interpretation is defined by contemporary questions and
horizons of reality and conditioned by contemporary politi-
cal interests and structures of domination. Historical “objec-
tivity” can only be approached by reflecting critically on and
naming one’s theoretical presuppositions and political alle-
giances.’

Fiorenza was exhibiting a postmodernist approach to the
New Testament by reinterpreting Biblical texts in such a way as
to maximize contemporary feminist political objectives in both
church and society, even if the documents themselves were not
only ignorant of such objectives but were even hostile to them.
She was determinted to apply her view to Bible translation.
Fiorenza paid lip-service to the need for a “historically appropri-
ate and philologically correct translation,” but she argued that
the kind of language used in the original texts would not be
appropriate today. While admitting that the actual language of
the Bible—the Hebrew and the Greek—“functioned as inclusive
[i.e., of both men and women] in a patriarchal culture,” because
of her rejection of that kind of culture, Fiorenza also rejected
using the same kind of language in contemporary translations of
the Bible on the grounds that such language is today “exclusive”
and “male-biased.” Fiorenza questioned not only the generic use
of “man” and “men” and the use of “he” and “him” as indefinite
pronouns, but also Pauline references to “brothers” (not “broth-
ers and sisters”) and masculine pronouns for God—both of
which are present in the original languages. Since Fiorenza
believed that “every translation is also an interpretation
influenced by the contemporary perspective of the translators,”
she insisted on a translation for today that would open up the
Biblical text to feminist reinterpretations of early Christian histo-
ry. Objectivity and accuracy must yield to ideology and politics.®
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Fiorenza’s call did not go unheeded, and in 19gg, Oxford
published The New Testament and Psalms: An Inclusive Version, in
which the editors have freely acknowledged and described the
“interpretive character” of their text. First of all, they decided to
“replace or rephrase all gender-specific language not referring
to particular historical individuals, all pejorative references to
race, color, or religion, and all identifications of persons by their
physical disability alone.” Although they contended that contem-
porary English usage accounts for some of their efforts, clearly
that is only part of the story, since they also have admitted that
their version “attempts to anticipate developments in the English
language with regard to specificity about a number of issues such
as gender, race, and physical ability.”?

Secondly, this version has gone well beyond the original text
of the Scriptures in order to create a Bible much more palatable
to feminists. The editors have chosen to add women’s names to

’ 4.

men’s “when the origin or generation of a people is under dis-
cussion”'’; to eliminate all pronouns for God, either male or
female''; to identify God as “Father-Mother”’*; to call Jesus the
“Child of God”"? not the Son of God and the “Human One” not
the Son of man;'4 to avoid using a pronoun for either the pre-
existent or post-crucifixion Jesus;'? and to minimize such expres-
sions as “king,”*® “kingdom,”*” and “Lord.”*

In view of such extensive departures from what is actually
present in the Hebrew and Greek texts, the editors felt com-
pelled to justify their modifications; and in so doing, even if they
did not use the word “postmodernism,” it is evident that their
work was informed by a postmodernist understanding of knowl-
edge and truth as social constructs. Besides their contention that
the changing nature of the English language necessitates
changes in the English text of the Bible, the editors maintained
that every translation involves interpretation. This is certainly
true, since every translator selects vocabulary and syntax for his
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work from a myriad of possibilities. But what should guide the
translator in his selections? His understanding of the text or
something else? The editors of this version answered by refer-
ring to factors outside of the text itself, in particular to the com-
munity to which they belonged and for which they have prepared
this translation:

The Bible is the book of the community of faith, an inclu-
sive community. . . . This inclusive community looks to its
Scriptures for guidance and authority in how to form com-
munity; the way community is formed ultimately influences
how the Scriptures themselves are read. Thus, the language of
Scripture reflects the community and the community is shaped by
language.'®

The community for which they have prepared this version
places a premium on the “equal value of all people, both gen-
ders, every race, religion [sic], and physical condition” and
understands the Body of Christ as being formed only “when all
persons, women, men, children, the elderly are treated equally
and nonviolently.” Social egalitarianism, therefore, norms their
interpretation of the Biblical text, and any particular passage that
does not reflect this commitment must be reworked until it
does.*®

Not the text itself or the cultural milieu in which it was writ-
ten, but the translators’ convictions about what the text should
say to a community now committed to social egalitarianism
account for their deviations from the original texts, “rendering
Scripture in language that reflects our best understanding of the
nature of God, of the humanity and divinity of Jesus Christ, and
of the wholeness of human beings.”*' But when community com-
mitments guide the translation instead of the text itself, we have
entered the world of postmodernism. Truth then is shaped by
the preconceptions of the community.
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Earlier, Elisabeth Schiissler Fiorenza made it clear that she
had no use for a Christianity that did not have radical social egal-
itarianism at its center, and so she rejected the normative char-
acter of all Biblical texts that did not accommodate her theolo-

gy:

A feminist theological hermeneutics having as its canon the
liberation of women from oppressive patriarchal texts, struc-
tures, institutions, and values maintains that—if the Bible is
not to continue as a tool for the patriarchal oppression of
women—only those traditions and texts that critically break
through patriarchal culture and ‘plausibility structures’ have
theological authority of revelation. The ‘advocacy stance’ of
liberation theologies cannot accord revelatory authority to
any oppressive and destructive Biblical text or tradition.**

Obviously, with the publication of The New Testament and
Psalms: An Inclusive Version, feminists like Fiorenza had their kind
of Bible. But what about The New Revised Standard Version? This
version of the Scriptures makes far fewer concessions to femi-
nism than does the Inclusive Version; and, in point of fact, the
editors of the latter created their version by modifying the text
of the New RSV. Clearly, from their perspective, the New RSV
did not go far enough. Nevertheless, the New RSV makes its own
adjustments to the Biblical text that manifest the influence of
feminism, and in this respect, at least, it reveals a postmodernist
approach to the Scriptures.

Significantly, in her remarks regarding the need for a new
translation of the Bible, Elisabeth Schiussler Fiorenza was in part
reacting to an interim report by Bruce Metzger, chairman of the
translation committee for the Revised Standard Version, regard-
ing the use of feminist language in the subsequent revision of
this translation. Already by that time (19%9), the RSV translators
had agreed on eliminating generic “man” and “men,” but were
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still struggling with indefinite “he” and “him.” Metzger was silent
regarding the other items on Fiorenza’s agenda.*® But by the
time the New RSV was published ten years after Metzger’s report,
he and his colleagues had gone a long way toward accommodat-
ing Fiorenza and those who shared her objectives regarding the
English Bible.

Many reviewers, favorable as well as unfavorable, have noted
the extensive changes made in the English text of the original
RSV to accommodate feminist values in the new edition
(1989).** In so doing, the New RSV routinely obscures the gram-
mar and vocabulary of the original texts. The New RSV does not
claim to be an entirely new translation but positions itself in the
Great Tradition of English Bibles stretching back to the era of
the Reformation. According to Bruce Metzger in the preface of
the New RSV, “As for the style of English adopted for the present
revision, . . . the directive [was] to continue in the tradition of
the King James Bible, but to introduce such changes as are war-
ranted on the basis of accuracy, clarity, euphony, and current
English usage.” Efforts to accommodate the contemporary idiom
were strictly limited so that, as Metzger wrote, “The New Revised
Standard remains essentially a literal translation.”*5

Metzger did mention an important exception to this basic
commitment to the literal character of the Great Tradition:
“Paraphrastic renderings have been adopted only sparingly, and
then chiefly to compensate for a deficiency in the English lan-
guage—the lack of a common gender third person singular pro-
noun.”*® Although this sounds like a grammatical point, it is
actually an ideological one. Traditional English has long been
able to compensate for this supposed deficiency, without experi-
encing a lack of clarity in communication, simply by using “him,”
“his,” and “he” in an indefinite sense for any human being.?” Tra-
ditional English has employed “man” generically for all human
beings, without notable confusion.
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And it can do so because a vocable conveys meaning only
in a particular context.*® Thus, “man” in some contexts will mean
“male” and in other contexts “humanity.” Similarly, “his” will
sometimes refer to an actual male person, but other times it will
be used for an unspecified human being. In either case, the con-
text determines which meaning is correct. Of course, in some
instances, there may be ambiguity, but it is not always present,
and traditional English has employed such double-duty words
for centuries to communicate clearly. One female writer put it
this way, “Scrupulous anxiety about offending women is offen-
sive to this woman. If someone thinks I’'m incapable of reading
‘Blessed is the man’ and figuring out it applies to me too, I'm
insulted.”*

The concern of those who prepared the New RSV was not
just the ambiguity of traditional English per se, but a conviction
that it exhibited what Metzger called ‘linguistic sexism,” and
which he attributed to “the inherent bias of the English language
towards the masculine gender, a bias that in the case of the Bible
has often restricted or obscured the meaning of the original
text.”3 But where is the evidence that employing generic “man”
and indefinite “he” restricts or obscures the meaning of the orig-
inal? In fact, using standard dictionaries and style manuals pub-
lished in the 19gos, as well as the findings of the usage panel of
the American Heritage Dictionary (1992), Wayne Grudem has
shown that the issue is not so much clarity in communication as
preference in usage; and given the fact that only in the last few
years has anyone employed feminist English, so that the vast bulk
of extant writing in English uses the traditional forms, English
readers will routinely encounter, and so learn to understand,
generic “man” and indefinite “he.”3

However, far from clarifying the meaning of the original,
the efforts of Metzger and his fellow translators to avoid the
“bias” of traditional English have not only modified the language
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of the translation, but have actually obscured shades of meaning
in the original text, since charges of “masculine bias” against tra-
ditional English apply equally to the ancient Hebrew and
Greek.3* Clearly, if translators have as their principal aim to com-
municate faithfully the meaning of the original, their work
should exhibit the cultural “bias” out of which the original has
come, precisely to the degree that it is present in the original. In
other words, readers of an originally “patriarchal” text should be
able to see that same characteristic in an English translation.
However, if translators intend instead to facilitate a feminist rein-
terpretation of the Christian tradition, then accuracy must yield
to ideology and the alleged patriarchy must be muted or
removed. This is exactly the situation in the New RSV.
Translators of the New RSV have employed a variety of
techniques in order to avoid the indefinite third person singular
pronouns, “he,” “his,” and “him”; but the one that they have not
used is the “he or she” option, which, however clumsy, at least
has the virtue of precision. Instead, they have usually chosen to
employ the plural where the original is singular.33 In other
instances, they have rewritten personal statements as impersonal
ones,? put active verbs into the passive,3® changed third person
nouns and pronouns into second and first person,3® and con-
verted direct quotations into indirect discourse.?” According to
Wayne Grudem this has resulted in more than g,400 deviations
from the original text of the Scriptures and a rewriting of thou-
sands of passages.?® At the very least, such changes affect the
nuance of meaning, and in certain cases the substance.?

Of course, one could argue that translation always involves
some change of meaning on account of the inherent differences
between the original languages and English.%® Nor is it the argu-
ment of this paper that the only good translation is one that is
slavishly literal. Translators have to make choices regarding what
in the original they are going to bring over into English and what
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they are not. It is impossible to do otherwise. However, what one
can say about the New RSV translators is that their choice of fem-
inist English abandons numerous possibilities for preserving ele-
ments of the original languages that traditional English can
maintain. And they have done so to please a certain clientele and
not just for philological reasons. Robert C. Denton, one of the
vice-chairs of the New RSV translation committee, has stated:

There is a large constituency, even of women, that feels such
concerns [regarding “sex-biased” language] are trivial, but
the leaders of the mainline churches, both men and women are
committed to the use of “inclusive language,” as are most
younger women and most publishers and educational organiza-
tions.'

Apparently, feminist claims that traditional English
demeans women have created a sizable constituency in church-
es, schools, and publishing houses for a Bible that avoids the
offending terms and syntax. Such terms and syntax can still com-
municate clearly, but they do so in ways that readers like these
find objectionable. Subtly, perhaps even unconsciously, the New
RSV translators have slipped into a postmodernist approach to
the Scriptures in that the truth content of their Bible depends,
at least in part, on the reactions, not the understanding, of the
group for whom they have prepared it. The translators have con-
cerned themselves to create not only an accurate text, but also
one that is inoffensive—at least to some readers.

But what if the language of the original texts contains the
same sort of offending terms and syntax? Although Denton
maintained that “the sex-biased forms are, for the most part, acci-
dents of English style and are not supported by the ancient Bib-
lical languages,” nevertheless, the concern of the New RSV trans-
lators regarding gender-bias could also apply to the original lan-
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guages.*” In his introduction to the New RSV, Metzger men-
tioned specifically the problem posed by “the lack of a common
gender third person singular pronoun” in English.4® But New
Testament Greek exhibits much the same deficiency;** and Old
Testament Hebrew lacks not only a common gender third per-
son singular, but third person plural, and second person both
singular and plural.#> In Hebrew and Greek, masculine forms
are often used to include both males and females.*®

The generic use of “man” also has counterparts in the Bibli-
cal tongues. The Greek word for human being, anthropos, refers
specifically to a male human being in certain passages.*’ Like-
wise, the Hebrew adam.® On the other hand, the normally male
ish in Hebrew can sometimes be used in the distributive sense,
“each” or “every,” for both men and women.*’ Both Hebrew and
Greek also use the usually gender-specific terms for “son” and
“brother” in contexts that clearly include females.>° The Biblical
writers had available to them Hebrew and Greek words for
“daughter” and “sister” that they did not use in such contexts but
instead used the masculine terms to include both men and
women. Sacred penmen did not exhibit feminist sensitivities.

The New RSV translators have avoided English equivalents
of “masculine” language in those passages that might include
females in order to present a translation more congruent with a
feminist interpretation of the text. Thus, “brother” becomes a
“brother or sister,”3’ “neighbor,”>* “kin,”?® “believer,”>¢ or, in
Matthew 18, “another member of the church”%®; and “brothers”
»56 although sometimes
also “believers,”” “friends”®® or “beloved”59—even “students”
(Matt. 23:8) and “comrades” (Rev. 12:10)! Similarly, “son” and
“sons” often become “child”® and “children.”® Even “fathers”
become “parents”® or “ancestors,”® although it is far from clear
that the text means to include the mothers in each case.* Again,
idealogy has been imposed on accurate translation.

routinely become “brothers and sisters,
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Once again, however, the point here is not that such ren-
derings are always inaccurate or misleading; but simply to show
that in order to please some readers, the translators have decid-
ed to keep from all readers a facet of the original that tradition-
al English could accommodate. Moreover, in some cases, tradi-
tional English would better convey the theological content of the
text. For example, the decision to translate “son of man” in the
Old Testament as “mortal,”® “O mortal,”® or just plain “human
being” (in Daniel 7:13, the critical “son of man” passage)
obscures the significance of Jesus’ self-designation in the New
Testament.®

Likewise, in the New Testament, when “sons” become “chil-
dren,” there can be an important loss of theological meaning as
in Galatians g and 4, in which Paul explains how it is that we are
all one in Christ, in spite of differences of race, class, and sex:
God sent His Son to redeem us and then the Spirit of His Son to
adopt us as sons. In our baptism, we are clothed with Christ so as
to be identified with Christ as the sons of God. Each one of us
has exactly the same status before God that Christ Himself has.
But in the New RSV, our identity with Christ the Son (“huios”) is
muted by translating the plural, “Auioi,” as “children” when it
applies to believers instead as “sons.” In this case, one could
argue that the New RSV has actually obscured Gospel realities in
order to accommodate feminist preferences.®

Such accommodation led the translators to avoid the gen-
der-specific terms of the original “even in some instances in
which the committee believed that only males were involved
(‘My child’ for ‘My son’ in Proverbs, for example).”® Perhaps
that also explains why “men of war” are now gender-neutral “war-
riors””’; why the male Ezekiel is no longer called “son of man”
but “O mortal” and “mortal””*; and why psalms of David have
been rewritten to obscure the maleness of their author.”” Fre-
‘quently, such translations are encountered in the new RSV.
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Although the New RSV translators refrained from changing
the allegedly patriarchal terminology employed in the Bible for
God, e.g., Lord, King, and Father, nevertheless they did seek to
minimize the number of masculine personal pronouns for
God.” Harrelson admitted that such changes would facilitate a
public reading of the Scriptures without “offensive” masculine
terminology:

It is a genuine pleasure, as I have had occasion to discover,
to be able to read the lessons appointed for the day in such
a way as to eliminate entirely masculine references to the
deity, and to do so without having had to retranslate or
reproduce the Biblical lessons in advance.”*

Such efforts to avoid what is an integral characteristic of the
original texts belie the claim that the New RSV is basically a liter-
al translation. Instead, it is at least in part a postmodernist work
guided not only by what the original says, but also by what is
acceptable to a certain group of readers. Metzger himself admits
in his introduction to the New RSV that “no translation of the
Bible is perfect or is acceptable to all groups of readers” (emphasis
added). This perhaps suggests that the “group of readers” for
whom a translation is intended has some sort of claim on the
content of the translation itself. Although Metzger concludes
with the prayer that this version will “hold a large place in con-
gregational life and . . . speak to all readers,”” it is clear that the
New RSV is aimed primarily at congregations for whom a com-
mitment to the social equality of the sexes is absolute and at
readers, like Walter Harrelson, for whom the Biblical descrip-
tion of God’s people—and sometimes God too—in masculine
terms is an embarrassment.

When translators consistently obscure elements of the orig-
inal texts in order not to offend their prospective readers, they
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are shaping the truth contained in those texts to fit the expecta-
tions of those readers. This is what the New RSV translators have
done. When translators go even further by adding to or subtract-
ing from the original, they are substituting their own truth for
that in the text. This is what the editors of the Inclusive Version
have done. But in either case, these translators of the Bible have
sacrificed the idea of an absolute, objective truth for something
else—a truth that depends not only on the text but also on its
reader. In both of these versions, therefore, we see the spirit of
postmodernism at work, modifying and molding the Word of
God to fit the conventions and convictions of our times.
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