The Man of War and the Suffering Servant:                  The Old Testament and the Theology of Liberation                 John Goldingay

The theology of liberation in the Latino world and black theology among African Americans are responses to facts about human life as it has to be lived by peoples for whom oppression, injustice, deprivation, and the absence of fundamental human rights are basic facts of experience. In this paper I want to look at how some Latin American theologians have used the exodus story to throw light on their peoples' need of 'liberation'.

My thesis is as follows.

(i) There are real parallels between the Israelites' situation in Egypt and that of oppressed peoples today, and the assertion that God also wills the latter's liberation in principle looks plausible.

(ii) The Latin American theologians' method as they draw out these parallels raises questions about hermeneutics, but their approach is in principle defensible, subject to the points that follow.

(iii) The exodus story contains further features which can be missed by liberation theology. They may be summarized as a theocentricity, which is expressed in a stress on the action of God, on the service of God, and on the acknowledgment of God.

(iv) The subsequent events of exile and restoration lead to a refinement of our understanding of the significance of the exodus. Isaiah 40‑55 heightens the emphasis on inner liberation, through the ministry of the suffering servant, without losing a concern for the outward. God's most profound achievements come through the accepting of affliction, not the exercise of force. The coming of Christ adds to this emphasis.

(v) A reinterpretation of the idea of the exodus which makes it conform more to how things actually are in Latin America ‑ which, for instance, demythologizes the emphasis on God ‑ is

open to various objections. The church is called to propagate a concept of liberation which respects the way the idea of liberation develops in scripture. This will involve it taking the fruitfulness of affliction seriously.

I am not a Latin American Christian, and I cannot assess the situation there as someone inside it can. I do not write as a 'prophet' actually involved in the struggle for revolutionary change but as a 'scribe', a theologian detached from the situation. But 'truth can be gained in both ways' (Hans‑Ruedi Weber): scribes and prophets must check one another and learn from each other. Prophets can stimulate scribes; but scribes can test and inform the work and struggle of prophets.

1
Egypt and Latin America

Exodus begins by describing how the Israelites so increase in numbers that they seem to constitute a threat to their rulers, who therefore try to keep them down by forced labor as well as to limit their male numerical strength by pogrom‑like barbarism (1:7‑22). When the Israelites show signs of resistance, their overlords increase their demands: without lowering their production rate, they also have to gather their own raw materials (5:1‑18). The pressure produces division among the oppressed themselves, shatters what remains of the high morale and commitment to one another hinted at by the opening chapter, and breaks the faith even of their leaders (5:19‑22). It was a 'house of bondage' (e.g. 13:3) indeed: the scene is one of 'economic exploitation, political oppression and cultural disintegration', of a totalitarian denial of the most elemental human rights.

The paradoxical double effect which often appears in people in such a situation, is produced by this experience. on the one hand, they express their distress in the groan, the lament, the cry, the plea for help, to which people gave utterance from the depth of their bondage (2:23‑24). To interpret this expression of distress as a prayer is probably to read too much into it. Israel is too depressed and afflicted to be able to look up to God. Thus, although they cry out for help, the other aspect of the paradox is that when a response to their cry comes, they are unable to hear it 'because their spirit had been broken by their cruel slavery' (6:9 TEV). Croatto parallels certain Indians' observance of Holy Week without the resurrection. They thus give expression to their total loss of hope.

But one of the oppressed people, who through a strange turn of providence had been brought up among the oppressors, one day comes across one of his kin being beaten by an Egyptian. He acts decisively but circumspectly: 'he looked this way and that, and, seeing there was no‑one about, he struck the Egyptian down and hid his body in the sand' (2:12 NEB). What thoughts, what broader purpose was in Moses' head we are not told. But certainly in this event he shows himself to be the stuff of which revolutionaries are made.

If revolution was in his mind, however, he soon has other thoughts. He had not been circumspect enough, he had been seen: and the witness does not recognize him as the leader of the revolution, but only as a killer. The matter comes to the authorities' knowledge, too, and Moses escapes for his life to the wilds. His behavior there manifests the same instinctive and practical concern for the weak (2:16‑17) and it earns him acceptance into a new community (2:18‑22). And this might have been the end of the story: the potential revolutionary out to grass.

But now Exodus tells us of God's involvement in the situation. The Israelites groan under their bondage and cry out for help ‑and their cry comes up to God. God hears, remembers, sees, knows (2:23‑25).

God's practical response is to make known, to the potential revolutionary we have already met, the purpose that the oppressed people should be liberated (3:7‑8). In this connection he discovers the nature of the one called 'Yahweh' (3:13‑15), 'the God who is there', a phrase which implies not merely existing, but being there as the God who is with people, with this servant (3:12), protecting, guiding, redeeming. Perhaps better still, Yahweh is 'the God who will be there', the God whose nature may not be fully known until known in action. I will then be there making my presence felt, Yahweh implies, and am now (in the light of who I am) calling my people to live with me in history rather than trying to manipulate me by magic or worship, to live in the confidence that I am Yahweh ‑ that is, a God who acts on behalf of the oppressed.

        So Yahweh declares that Israel is to be rescued from Egypt; and this experience will be determinative for its self‑understanding, for its attitude to life, from then on (3:8; 6:6‑7).

It is not merely a release from bondage; it is also the granting of a new life of freedom in a land that it will be able to call its own (6:8), 'a fertile and spacious land' ‑ that is, one 'where milk and honey flow' and one proved capable of supporting six peoples (3:8 TEV, JB). God promises not only liberacion but also libertad, not just the end of oppression but the enjoyment of freedom, not just bringing them out of Egypt but bringing them into a new land.

The purpose of God's speaking to Moses, however, is not merely to inform him of God's purpose, but to involve him. 'The outcry of the Israelites has now reached me; yes, I have seen the brutality of the Egyptians towards them. Come now; I will send you to Pharaoh and you shall bring my people Israel out of Egypt' (3:9‑10 NEB). The very verb that is used of God bringing Israel out of Egypt is applied to Moses' own role. This will involve him in confronting the leader of the oppressors and demanding freedom, indeed in forcing him to grant the freedom that he will certainly not allow willingly (see the plagues narrative). It will also demand his persuading the Israelites to accept his leadership, to accept his message that they are to be liberated, and to accept a share in the confrontation with Pharaoh (3:16‑4:17; 4:29‑31). The Latin American theologians refer to the need for a conscientization of oppressed peoples ‑ for them to become aware of the unreasonableness of their condition and of the possibility of changing it ‑ and it is an exercise in conscientization that Moses is called to.

But why is God on the side of Israel and against Egypt ‑smiting Egypt (3:20), laying a hand on it (7:4), raising an arm to strike it (6:6)? Exodus suggests two kinds of answers to this question.

One is that Israel is God's people, and God is being faithful to Israel as such (e.g. 3:7, 10; 7:4). God is bound to be on Israel's side. Or is this so? In its later history, God often fought against Israel when justice demanded it, and this suggests the second motivation for God's activity on Israel's side at this particular point. Egypt is the oppressor and Yahweh is responding to the cry of the oppressed. Thus his attacks on the Egyptians are 'mighty acts of judgment' (6:7; 7:4 NEB). The act of God at the exodus was an act of justice, whereby the oppressed were released and the oppressors punished; appropriately the story begins with a cry on the lips of the Israelites, but ends with a cry on the lips of the Egyptians (12:30).

Miranda emphasizes this second type of explanation of Yahweh's act; the point is an important one because of its hermeneutical consequences. If Yahweh acts primarily out of loyalty to Israel, this may well cut the ground away from the application of the exodus idea to a nation today ‑ for no nation today is God's people as Israel was at this time. Can the pattern of the deliverance of Israel, God's people, be assumed to apply (for instance) to the oppressed people of Latin America?

It seems that God acted both because Israel was oppressed and because Israel was God's people. There were, no doubt, other peoples in the ancient world (even other oppressed foreigners in

Egypt) who groaned under their bondage and cried to heaven for deliverance, but Yahweh responded only to the Israelites, because of the covenant with their ancestors (2:24; 6:5).

Yet the same covenant with the ancestors does link Israel to the rest of the world, in that God's plan for Israel is that it should be a paradigm of God's purpose for every nation. God had promised to bless Abraham in a special way. But one of the objects of this blessing was that 'all the families of the earth will pray to be blessed as you are blessed' (Gen 12:3 NEB). God's concern there is to draw attention to the magnitude of Abraham's blessing; but the promise also implies that such blessing is also God's intent for all the world. This suggests that it is quite reasonable to understand the exodus story as a paradigm of how God might deal with any oppressed people. Specifically, there is a fundamental plausibility about the claim that such a story encourages the Latin American churches to involve themselves in their people's need of liberation on the grounds that the God who delivered Israel from oppression also desires liberation and justice in Latin America today.

2 Hermeneutics and Commitment

If in principle recourse to the exodus story is an appropriate response in a time of oppression, what the oppressed must be sure to do is to listen to the whole message of the exodus story. Their situation makes them open to hearing something that the church may long have missed, but it also makes them open to the danger of missing what at first sight does not correspond to their concerns, but what may be as important a part of God's word.

Some elaboration of this point about hermeneutics is appropriate. Latin American theologians have been accused of reading their own concern with liberation into the Bible. Their response has been to claim that this concern is there already, and to return the accusation: the hermeneutical bias belongs to the exegetes of the west. The latter have removed the political note from the Bible and treated scripture as if it were mere theological and ethical abstractions. They go about their scholastic theology in their academic institutions producing their supposedly objective interpretations of the Bible, and the whole operation is either an exercise in propping up the system of the west, or is merely an academic game which does not begin from real life, nor impinge on real life, and thus misses the point of the Bible. So what is needed today is not only a theology of liberation but a liberation of theology. For theology, the knowledge of God and of truth, is not a mere academic exercise. 'Knowledge' implies recognition and acknowledgment; 'truth' involves faithfulness and constancy. One must, of course, beware of making this an either‑or: there is an objective content to knowledge and truth. But there is also the aspect of commitment.

The Latin American way of doing theology starts from where we are. It begins from how life is and how Christians are finding themselves led to act. It sees its task as one of critical reflection upon how in practice Christians are responding to their circumstances ‑ upon their praxis. This 'praxis ‑ theology', however, does ideally concern itself with critical reflection upon how Christian commitment is being worked out. It does not reckon merely to rubber‑stamp what it reflects on. It looks outside its present situation, for instance to the Bible, to see what judgment as well what justification may be found there for current Christian praxis. of course it may fail to hear the Bible aright; but so may we all.

It is thus current Christian praxis that suggests the questions with which the theologian comes to the Bible. Now in a sense it is dangerous to come with our own questions to the Bible: we may then miss the questions that the Bible is addressing to us. We have to pay attention to the Bible's agenda. Yet the only way in to listening to the Bible's concerns is to come with one's own, to see how it speaks to where we are, but also to allow our questions to be judged, as we find what are the other areas with which the Bible is concerned, about which it has not yet occurred to us to inquire. We must ask our questions, but we must also be wary of letting them be the criterion of how far the Bible needs to be listened to. When we find that there are parts of the Bible that do not speak directly to our concerns, this does not prove the Bible irrelevant; it opens up the possibility that we have not yet asked all the right questions. The image that has been applied to this process by Hans‑Georg Gadamer is of the 'merging of horizons': when I begin trying to listen to the Bible I am looking towards the same object as it is but from a different angle; my aim is thus that my viewpoint and my horizon may merge with its.

In the process of seeking to find the right questions, Latin American theology has consciously made use of non‑Christian, particularly Marxist perspectives. This openness to Marxist analysis has earned Latin American theologians some criticism. In turn they might suggest that at least they begin from this non‑biblical perspective consciously. All theology has non‑biblical perspectives, as we have noted above: the trouble is that theologians usually pretend themselves to be objective and presuppositionless. A framework such as that of Marxism offers a way of raising questions, a framework for understanding answers. It is not assumed to correspond as a whole to the Biblical perspective. But it may open us to emphases of the Biblical message that we might otherwise miss or make too little of: for instance, the Bible's concern with justice, its awareness of the evils of capitalism, its understanding of human beings as workers, its belief that this world is not finished, and its stress on praxis and on the realization of truth through involvement. It may also as a matter of fact provide at some points an accurate analysis of historical and social forces of which we need to be aware. The Marxist analysis is open to correction, the Marxist ideology is to be rejected; but the Marxist concerns may stimulate our attempts to understand what scripture itself says on these issues.

The Latin Americans' approach to Exodus, then, arising out of their own commitment to liberation, is not to be dismissed as misguided in principle. Our contribution, who live out of the situation, but who belong with them to the body of Christ which seeks to live in subordination to the word of God, may be to help them to hear the totality of the biblical message, the perspectives on the issues that confront them that they have not yet noted, the answers to questions that their own situation does not necessarily compel them to ask.

3 Exodus: Further Perspectives

We thus come to Exodus again and ask: what else does it say about liberation? What other aspects of its message does Latin America need to hear?

Most importantly, the concern of Exodus, in a fashion typical of the Bible, is not solely with human beings, their activity, and their need (even when that need is desperate), but also and even primarily with God and God's glory. The Bible holds together these two concerns with, God and with humanity, and nowhere more markedly than in Exodus.

First, it emphasizes that the exodus was more an act of God than a human act. Moses has a significant role in relation to Pharaoh, but it is that of an ambassador rather than that of a general. The man of war in Exodus is not Moses but Yahweh (15:3). The battle in Exodus is not between Moses and Pharaoh but between Yahweh and Pharaoh.

The relative insignificance of Moses' role emphasized negatively by a stress on his feebleness. No other OT character offers resistance to God's call on the scale of Moses: no‑one else finds it so difficult to believe that God can work through him (see 3:1‑4:17; also 5:22‑23; 6:10‑13, 28‑30).

This Moses contrasts markedly with the potential revolutionary of some years previously (2:11‑15). On that earlier occasion was Moses using the wrong method to reach the right end, manifesting the qualities of spirit worthy of one who is to be the means of Yahweh's smiting Pharaoh? Is he the model for today's revolutionary? Hints in the passage point both ways: Moses acts out of a concern for justice, out of compassion, out of a concern for the oppression of his own people, and without concern for his own safety. But acting with justice but without authority, he has to act secretly rather than openly (whereas Exodus is concerned that justice should be seen to be done); and he succeeds neither in maintaining secrecy nor in winning the allegiance even of those on whose behalf he acts, so that he has to flee for his life.

The passage thus brings out, rather than resolves, 'the ambiguities in the act of violence' and comes to no moral assessment of the act of the guerrilla Moses. In the Exodus narrative, the story provides background to the declaration of Yahweh's concern with Israel's plight and of Yahweh's call of Moses, in the desert to which Moses had to flee. Israel's situation is such that it provokes an action like this in a man like Moses; but the action is fruitless and only serves to underline how Israel needs the involvement of God which Exodus goes on to describe (2:23‑25; 3:1‑4:17).

So Yahweh confronts Moses (3:1‑6). It is a quite supernatural event, and only the first of a series of supernatural events which characterize the exodus story and which underline God's own action in a positive way. God performs miracles to authenticate Moses' call (4:1‑9), multiplies 'signs and wonders' before Pharaoh (7:8‑12:36), guides Israel by the pillar of cloud and of fire (13:21‑2), and wins a climactic victory at the Red Sea (14:1‑15:21). The emphasis on Yahweh's action to the exclusion of human involvement is unexceeded elsewhere.

A second theocentric emphasis of the Exodus story consists in the goal of Israel's liberation. It is not merely that Israel should escape from Egypt, or even that it should find free life in Palestine. Israel escapes from the service/servitude of Egypt in order freely to engage in the service of Yahweh. 'Serve' 'servant', and 'service' have a prominent place in the vocabulary of Exodus 1‑15. The Israelites' oppression is first described as 'cruel service', as a being made to serve (e.g. 1:13‑14; 2:23; 6:5‑9). Egypt was 'the place where you were servants' (13:3, cf 14: the more familiar 'house of bondage').

The exodus means a new use for these expressions. The service/servitude of Pharaoh is replaced by the service of Yahweh (12:25‑6, the passover; 13:5, unleavened bread). The process begins with Yahweh's revelation to Moses: after their escape from Egypt, the Israelites 'will serve God on this mountain' (3:12). A keynote of the challenge to Pharaoh then becomes, 'let my people go that they may serve me' (7:16; 8:1, 20; 9:1, 13; 10:3, 7; cf 4:23), that they may offer sacrifice to Yahweh, that they may celebrate Yahweh's feast (e.g. 5:1, 3, 8, 17). There is an inextricable link between exodus and Sinai, between freedom from the service of the oppressor and freedom for the service of the liberating God. The one leads directly to the other.

It is not a new relationship between God and Israel that will be expressed in this worship. Yahweh refers to the covenant bond with their ancestors (6:45) and promises to take their side in the way that their closest relative is morally bound to do (6:6). But as a result of this act of 'redemption' they will be in a new sense God's people and Yahweh their God: and they will recognize Yahweh for what Yahweh is (6:7).

This last phrase introduces a third theocentric emphasis in the exodus story, its concern with the acknowledgment of Yahweh.

If the verb 'to serve' is one key word in these chapters, then the verb 'to know' is another. But as we noted earlier this is not merely objective mental knowledge, but acknowledgment or recognition. It is awareness which leads to the taking of a positive attitude and the adopting of a positive commitment. The knowledge of God is the recognition of God by mind, will, and action.

The question of the recognition of Yahweh is first raised by Pharaoh himself, when challenged to release Israel for Yahweh's feast. 'Who is Yahweh? I do not acknowledge Yahweh' (5:2). The battle of the succeeding chapters is over whether (or rather when) Pharaoh and Egypt will 'acknowledge that I am Yahweh' (e.g. 7:5, 17). This acknowledgment is the goal behind the way Yahweh treats the Egyptians and behind the way Yahweh 'uses' Pharaoh. Pharaoh takes even more convincing than his people: one minute he bows down, the next he recants, and yet he is inexorably drawn to the acknowledgment, 'Go from among my people, you and the Israelites. Go and serve Yahweh as you asked. Take your flocks and your herds as you asked and go. And bless me' (12:31‑32). And behind this acknowledgment by Pharaoh is the exposure of the Egyptian gods to whom he looked (in as far as he looked away from himself at all). The exodus is an act of judgment on the false deities that humanity worships (12:12). For 'who is like you among the gods, Yahweh? Who is like you, exalted in holiness?' (15:11).

This song of praise brings us back to the theme of the oppressed themselves coming to acknowledge Yahweh. Israel had needed a more radical conscientization than the one we first referred to. It needed not only to see that its condition was unreasonable and could be changed. It needed a new awareness of itself as God's people and of Yahweh as God. And in some sense the event at the Red Sea provides this (cf. 14:30‑31), though the following chapters make clear that a more radical renewal of Israel is required than has yet been achieved. Nevertheless the song of praise provides the climactic acknowledgment in Exodus that Yahweh has effected Israel's liberation. Thus the exodus story ends not with the erection of a commemorative victory stele but with the singing of the praise of God's glory.

If, then, the theology of liberation is to appeal to Exodus, it should take full account of its references to the supernatural activity of God, to the goal of the service of God, and to the aim of the acknowledgment of God by oppressed and oppressor. These are parts of a biblical perspective on liberation.

4 The Man of War and the Suffering Servant

But the exodus was not God's last work or last deed. It stands as a programmatic event, the beginning of a project to be brought to fulfillment. Thus the exodus puts the later events of Israel's history into a context and illuminates them. It is also true that later events often bring out more fully the significance of earlier ones. Thus subsequent salvation history brings out and refines the meaning of the exodus. There is a version of the hermeneutical circle to be observed here: the exodus explains and is explained by later events.

As the idea of the exodus follows a trajectory through OT and NT, a most significant point on its path comes with the deportation of the Judean leadership to Babylon and the message of Isaiah 40‑55 to them. It is fortunate that these chapters' use of the exodus motif and their other links with Exodus make them the natural focus for our attention: fortunate because they belong to the period which constitutes the other pole of Israel's history with Yahweh. In OT theology the exodus is but one of the key events of Israel's experience. That experience moves between the two poles of exodus and exile, deliverance and punishment, success and failure, victory and defeat. In its early days the theology of liberation focused on the exodus, though it later came also to reflect on exile. There the story of God's people, liberated from bondage, covenanted to Yahweh, and enjoying freedom in the land of promise, reaches its lowest ebb: the covenant is destroyed, the land lost, the bondage re‑entered.

Isaiah 40‑55, addressed to a people demoralized by this situation, pictures Yahweh as a warrior as clearly as any part of the OT. The opening chapters of Isaiah 40‑55 almost amount to a midrash on Exodus, so systematically do they take up its themes. They speak to an oppressed people and promise them liberation from bondage and restoration to the land of promise, a new exodus achieved by the violent action of Yahweh the man of war, who fights on his people Israel's behalf. In speaking of Yahweh's working through an earthly agent, Cyrus, the prophet takes up the way figures such as Israelite kings and foreign emperors have been spoken of in the pre‑exilic period, but the prophet speaks only of God using the Persian emperor, and not of Israel fighting. The new exodus is the act of God; and (again as in Exodus) it aims at the acknowledgment of God ‑ by Cyrus, by the other gods, by the nations, by Israel itself. Israel's own history now proves again that Yahweh alone is God, and Israel can again function as Yahweh's witness, Yahweh's servant.

'Yahweh's servant'; the theme of the service of God, as well as those of the action of God and the acknowledgment of God, recurs in Isaiah 40‑55. Indeed it is this theme which is developed most creatively and which becomes a key to understanding the prophet's message of liberation.

Israel was God's servant, and that was the guarantee of God's continuing commitment to Israel (41:8‑9). Now the calling of God's servant is to 'bring forth justice to the nations" 'to open the eyes of the blind'. But it is only too clear that Israel cannot do this. She has 'justice' problems of her own (40:27: the same word). The servant himself is blind and deaf and imprisoned (42:18‑22). Israel can be liberated from its material bondage by Cyrus. But the deeper problem is its spiritual blindness. It has still not seen the reason for the exile (42:23‑5). Indeed it has lost its faith in Yahweh (40:27).

In this context of a personal experience of rejection and of Israel's intransigence, the prophet then sees Yahweh's finger pointing in a new direction. 'He said to me, "You are my servant, Israel who will bring me honor"' (49:3). You are the one true Israelite who is responsive to me, you are the one through whom I will win Israel back to myself and then bring light to the nations (49:5‑6). But the prophet also knows that the acceptance of personal affliction is the price of the servant role (49:4) and discovers that it becomes more rather than less demanding (50:4‑9).

In these two servant passages ‑ however the servant is identified ‑ a very different means for achieving Yahweh's purpose in the world is outlined from the one which dominates much of the rest of the material, though it was hinted at even in the much earlier description of the servant's not crying out and not failing or being discouraged (not burning dimly or becoming bruised) (42:2, 4). These comments suggest that there will be factors to make him do all those things

This view of how Yahweh's purpose is put into effect comes to clearest expression in 52:13‑53:12. God's servant goes through undeserved oppression and affliction, pain and suffering, attack and rejection; but these are not merely evils to be shrugged off or avenged. They are themselves the means of bringing wholeness and healing to others (53:5). And in the suffering of the servant (difficult though the prophet acknowledges it will be to believe it) 'Yahweh's arm is revealed' (53:1).

The activity of Yahweh's arm we are familiar with. It had delivered Israel from Egypt and dispossessed the Canaanites of Palestine (Exod 6:6; 15:16); now it is raised in turn above the Babylonians, ready to crush them (Isa 40:10; 48:14; 51:9; 52:10 ‑ note especially the last in the immediate context of Isa 53). But here is a quite different manifestation of the power of God, made perfect in weakness, and restoring humanity's relationship with God. Who indeed could have recognized it as this (53:1)? Yahweh turns out to be 'the crucified God'.

Isaiah 40‑55, then, takes up major themes of Exodus. It, too, depicts the involvement of Yahweh, the man of war, in history, bringing to an oppressed people political and material liberation from bondage and new life in its own land. And what Yahweh achieves by this means is real. First, the commitment to

being involved in human history, in deed and word (and therefore in war, an ever-present feature of that history), signifies a willingness to take the risk of being exposing, of inviting public assessment. At the bar of history Yahweh offers evidence of alone being God. Secondly, this action in history brings public judgment on those nations and their gods who pretend to the status that belongs to Yahweh alone. The arrogance of Egypt, Pharaoh, and their gods, of Babylon, its king, and their gods is punished. Further, lest it should be thought that Yahweh has favorites, this activity in war is also the means of bringing public judgment of Yahweh's own people. This was what the exile was about. Finally, political history ‑ and therefore war ‑ is the scene and means of Israel's restoration as well as of its chastisement. Yahweh's military might is applied positively to the liberation of the oppressed, as well as negatively to the punishment of Babylon.

The understanding of Yahweh as the God of War is not a primitive one ‑ it runs through the whole Bible. It is a notion which has not been taken seriously enough in theology. But it is limited. For seven hundred years, from the exodus, political history was a main sphere of Yahweh's action and a main means of Yahweh's revelation. Yahweh introduced the people into politics by turning it from an oppressed social/ethnic group into a nation. In its political existence it had to stand up for itself. Yahweh did not normally grant it victories without it lifting a finger. Yahweh was with Israel: but Israel had to fight. Whereas the exodus was achieved solely by Yahweh the man of war, shortly human heroic military leadership makes it appearance (17:8‑16), and throughout the pre‑exilic period God works through the violence of the people and of other agents ‑ aggressive and not just defensive, revolutionary and not just constitutional. Israel was called to be the agent of Yahweh's fulfilling a righteous purpose, but it had to live in the world by the world's methods. This became even more clear when the theocratic nation became an institutional state. Religious leadership and political leadership were one in the person of the Davidic kings ‑ Yahweh's sons, Yahweh's anointed ones.

But it did not work. The means of revelation became the obstacles to revelation. 'The politics of God and the politics of man' were ultimately incompatible. The Kingdom of God could not be established by political means. As J. H. Yoder puts it,

The Old Testament is the history of a people which did have a special relationship to God and which sought to express that special relationship by justifying its national self‑defense. The witness of the Old Testament is that that attempt failed and that God's people's proper self‑defense consists in defenseless suffering. What Judaism did not finish learning, Jesus Christ himself confirmed as being the heart of God's way with his people. This would seem to teach that the more closely a people is related to God, the more closely a people is conscious of and faithful to its divine calling, the less the existence of that people can be tied to the political integrity and institutional prosperity of any state structure.

So with the exile the people of God ceases to be a politically independent or militarily active entity.

There is some conception such as this behind the understanding of Israel and Cyrus in Isaiah 40‑55. Foreign rulers have been regarded as Yahweh's agent before, but the prophet's description of Cyrus is unprecedented (and, as we have noted, it will be hard for his hearers to accept ‑ cf. 45:9‑13). Cyrus is not only Yahweh's shepherd but Yahweh's anointed (45:1). The one through whom Yahweh operates now on the political scene is the gentile ruler, not an Israelite political figure such as Zerubbabel. There is no place in Isaiah 40‑55 for the individual Davidic messiah, for the branch ‑ the only reference to David extends his covenant position to the whole people (55:3‑5). Even Israel as a whole, as we have noted, plays no active part, has no military role, in fulfilling Yahweh's purpose. Yahweh has turned away from political action as the means whereby to effect the ultimate purpose. Yahweh's 'purpose' to restore Jerusalem (44:28) will be fulfilled that way, by Cyrus; but Yahweh has another 'purpose' for the suffering servant (53:10). Even with the redemption from Babylon and restoration of Zion, Israel has no shalom (48:22); shalom comes through the affliction of the servant (53:5).

One does not want to make a false distinction between the material and the spiritual, but in some sense the man of war can effect the former kind of restoration, but only the suffering servant the latter. A military victor can bring the Jews back to Jerusalem; but their history has exposed the depth of the problem of their sin, and it will take a suffering servant to bring them back to God.

It is striking how the notion of the call to suffering all but disappears after Isaiah 40‑55. The closing chapters of Isaiah include another servant passage (61:1‑3), a prophetic testimony like those in Isaiah 49 and 50; but it does not make the connection between the accepting of affliction oneself and the ending of the affliction of others. Zechariah 12:10‑13:1 speaks of one being pierced and of the people being cleansed, but the two are not explicitly connected. Closer verbal parallels with Isaiah 52:13‑53:12 appear in Daniel's final vision, relating to the persecution of Antiochus Epiphanes (Dan 11:33‑12:3), but the correspondence of actual thought is closer to the mainstream post‑canonical Jewish approach, which sees the servant's suffering as a negative (he must be restored) rather than a positive (he thus redeems others). On the other hand, although Daniel speaks of victory over Israel's enemies, it is a battle he expects Yahweh to fight.

The Maccabaeans themselves were willing to take up war again in Yahweh's name, and I and II Maccabees reflect a theology of war that goes back to before the exile. Islam, too, continues to take this realistic approach to the relation between religion, politics, and war, following indeed in the way marked out by Mohammed himself. His response to rejection was to fight for the truth; Jesus', however, was to accept rejection and leave matters to God. This difference makes clear how the drift of the NT is along the line hinted at by Exodus and developed by Isaiah 40‑55. In particular, the motifs of exodus, redemption, and liberation become predominantly spiritual: redemption from sin is the central idea, because humanity's weakness and willfulness are our deepest problem, without which our political, social, and economic problems cannot be solved. At this point, of course, Christianity confronts Marxism.

A biblical theology of liberation will seek to hold together the various insights we have noted. There are two mistaken emphases to be avoided. one is to give an unbalanced emphasis to the NT's perspective by understanding God's salvation in exclusively spiritual terms ‑ only a spiritual exodus, only a liberation from sin. This is unbalanced because it is not biblical enough. It is true that Christ's central concern was with saving men from sin. But we must not be 'Christomonist' ‑ speak as if Christ were all God had to say. The OT shows that God's concerns, even God's saving concerns, are broader than the 'spiritual', and the NT should not be treated as invalidating the natural meaning of the OT.

Our use of the OT is not limited solely to what is reiterated in the NT or to what speaks clearly of Christ.... On the other hand, as Christians we cannot read, interpret, and apply the OT as if Christ had not yet come.... Although our use of the exodus is not necessarily limited to the way the NT uses it, any contemporary use of the theme ought to take seriously the NT use and ought to take seriously the framework of reference which the NT gives to Christians.

This comment by J. M. Breneman draws attention also to the contrary mistake. We must not give an unbalanced emphasis to the NT's perspective; but nor must we simply ignore the further insight on liberation which is offered by the later parts of the OT story and by the NT. We cannot take the Exodus story on its own ‑ particularly understood in the light of contemporary praxis in the way that Croatto suggests ‑ as a paradigm for today. If we will not learn from history, we must repeat its mistakes. If we will not learn from the story of how the people of the exodus become the people of the exile, then we will have to go the same way. For the physical, material, social, economic bondage of oppressed people is real and God wishes to liberate them. But the oppressed are as sinful as their oppressors, and material freedom without spiritual liberation is a dead end. 'It would have been better for us to serve the Egyptians'.

5 A hermeneutic of the new event?

But do we have to understand the exodus as the Bible does? In speaking of God's activity in history we have noted that later acts of God bring out more fully the meaning of earlier ones. Croatto infers that Latin American experience thus makes it possible to see more fully the significance of the exodus events. He alludes to the biblical pattern whereby an old understanding of release from bondage is transformed in the light of new events such as the exile and the coming of Christ. If God is the God of the event, Latin American history (for instance) is the locus of God's revelation. Thus we do not learn God's truth and God's will merely by thinking about the faith handed down to us but by having our eyes open to what God is doing, our ears open to what God is saying, our will committed to what God requires.

Croatto's approach points also to a demythologizing in the familiar sense of that word. The primary reality in the exodus story is the event itself (experienced as of special and promissory significance) which reveals that God is at work, and engenders a conscientization of humanity (Ex. 14:31) ‑ an end to the hopeless acceptance of oppression and an understanding of God's purpose of redemption. The event comes first and its interpretation only subsequently. But the new awareness is then back‑projected and mythologized ‑ as we can now see ‑ in the picture of Yahweh appearing to Moses: Moses was not really a leader because he was called; he is 'called' (i.e. there is a call narrative attached to him) because he was a leader. Symbolic and mythical images such as the plagues, the miraculous sea‑crossing, and the pillar of cloud give further metaphorical expression to the conviction that God was active in the event.

Croatto makes a series of assertions here which contain truths, but whose overall effect is unbalanced.

1
To begin with the last point made above: we may grant that in the OT 'natural' events or objects may sometimes be interpreted symbolically, and the pillar of cloud (for instance) could be an example of this process. But it is doubtful whether the notion of 'mythologizing' ought to be used as a blanket explanation of the OT's references to the manifestation of the supernatural. One reason for this is that the Bible is quite capable of describing God's activity 'non‑mythically': the beginning of the exodus story (Exod 1:1‑2:22), and the Joseph narrative which precedes this passage, recognize God's immanent activity, God's purpose worked out through human decisions. Thus, when on other occasions the Bible describes events as directly 'supernatural', it does not do so as the inevitable result of a mythical way of thinking. It does so by choice, and it is logical to infer that it does so in response to something different about the way the events were experienced.

 This leads into a second consideration. The tag 'myth' too easily uses what happens to be (certain) twentieth‑century people's experience (or non‑experience) as the criterion for deciding what must have been the experience of people in another age. A more objective, phenomenological approach to descriptions of experiences such as the guiding by the cloud or the call of Moses will respect them as religious experiences to be understood rather than myths to be dismissed or re‑interpreted: the cloud, for instance, is a way of describing a manifestation of God's presence which has parallels in other ancient near‑eastern religions.

As regards Yahweh's call of Moses before Moses exercises leadership, and his declaring Yahweh's word about the exodus before the event of the exodus, these accounts are in line with a process we see repeated frequently in the Bible. The prophets experience a call and they declare God's word before the actual act comes; it seems unreasonable to assume that this cannot have been the historical order in the exodus too.


2 God did not cease acting at the end of the biblical period, so we may indeed look for God's acts now; and Christians have been slow to ask what God is doing in contemporary events.  Nevertheless, within the total purpose of God for world history a special significance attaches to the events described in the Bible. Not that they are a series of salvation events which happened on some different plane from the rest of the history that we know and experience, nor that they are generally acts of God in a sense that other events are not. But they are particularly significant acts for the revelation of God's purpose and acts with particularly important consequences for the destiny of the world. The universality of God's involvement in history should not be allowed to obscure the particularity of God's working through certain specific events. And the events of the life of Israel and of Christ have an archetypal significance for the people of God ‑ they provide the framework or the clues for understanding experience. In this technical sense the biblical story does function as the Christian 'myth' ‑ its historical myth!

3
Nor did God cease speaking when the last of the documents that were included in the canon was completed; Christians may have been slow to listen for God's voice in their own day. But the canon retains its significance as the recognized record and interpretation of the events on which Christianity is based. As such it has a twofold function: it both directly stimulates our theological understanding and our preaching, and it acts as a check on theological understanding which is not actually derived directly from scripture, and on our prophecy. In fact, it makes 'critical reflection on praxis' possible. Croatto himself notes that faith today must be 'in tune with the archetypal revelation' ‑if the God of the exodus was a liberator it cannot be that God accepts oppression now. But Croatto regards the 'archetypal revelation' as only the event to which scripture testifies: this event makes demands on us, but the interpretation given to this event in scripture need not bind US. Rather we ourselves interpret the exodus event, which was the actual primary reality, in the light of our experience ‑ for it is a radical event with an inexhaustible 'reserve of meaning'.

But this approach makes it impossible for scripture ever to judge us. If the Bible is to facilitate critical reflection on praxis in the light of the word, then it has to be treated as something objective and fixed which stands over against me and addresses me. If what it says is subject to re‑interpretation in the light of my experience, then the possibility of my being confronted by something other than myself is removed. We have noted that we cannot but use where we are as a way in to what the Bible may have to say to us. But Croatto has in effect abandoned even this attempt to relate the Bible in its own right to actual life, and equated the two by assimilating the first to the second. There is no real possibility of a creative tension between the two. The present is the measure of all things, and all our theologizing may only be the result of contemplating our own navel. The danger of praxis theology is a hermeneutical vicious circle: it finds in scripture only the echo of itself.

4
But perhaps, this is the Christian's position: perhaps we do simply have to live by faith at this point? This leads to a further observation about Croatto's method.  We have noted that there is insufficient reason to discard the picture presented by Exodus of the act of God being accompanied by words from God which declare the event's significance. There is a further element in the picture here. The background to the exodus is not only the specific words of Moses but the general words of the 'tradition' ‑ the stories of Israel's ancestors, God's promises to them, and so on. The event does not happen without a context. It is not true that event leads to word; if anything, the reverse is the case ‑ or perhaps one should rather see a dialectical relationship between word and event.

Thus what actually happened in Israel is that the word‑plus‑event of the exodus comes to join the already existing tradition which accumulates through the biblical period and ever provides the context within which God's people interpret what happens in their day ‑ whether or not at any particular moment

they receive a specific, new word. It is a process validated by Jesus in his acceptance of the canonical tradition of his day.

So the church has to allow itself to be confronted not just by the exodus event but by the biblical interpretation of that event. Both the event itself (there was no exodus event without the context of general and specific words of interpretation) and Jesus' attitude to the written scriptures, point this way. The stress on contemporary events, on starting from where we are, must not be allowed to lead to an abandonment of the insights of scripture ‑ to a loss of the word.

5
It might be disputed in principle whether we do have the right to follow the biblical writers' example in re‑interpreting biblical events in the light of our later experience. Perhaps their re‑reading of earlier biblical events has unique authority. In fact this may be only an academic question, for there is no 'un‑engaged' reading of the Biblical text; we all re‑read it in the light of our present situation. The question is whether our rereading is in line with the understanding which God's people have been led to before ‑ for instance, in the time of the exile and of Christ.

And what was the drift of that re‑interpretation I have sought to outline. The exodus itself involved the activity of God, the service of God, and the acknowledgment of God. The exile reflects the fact that God's people have not functioned and cannot function as God's servant, that our basic problem is ourselves, and that God's ultimate purpose is thus not going to be achieved through political history. Although in common grace God continues to be involved in that history, God does the deepest work another way. Thus, Jesus of Nazareth, the suffering servant par excellence, showed how the calling of the servant is literally a call to die, and he returns this vocation to the people of God. They are called to a ministry of reconciliation which will deal with humanity's deepest bondage.

Not that Christians have grounds for spiritualizing away God's concern for the outward liberation of the oppressed: both in the exodus and in the exile God is so concerned, and the NT's concentration on the deeper issue of reconciliation with God does not invalidate that point. Thus Christians, too, must be concerned for the liberation of the oppressed: it is part of God's salvation.

So is there a theology of violence? The OT periodically both condones ‑ indeed demands ‑ violent action in war and in revolution, and also indicates that the way of violence is a dead end. And yet violence was an inevitable corollary of being a political entity. In as far as liberation involves politics, does it, too, inevitably involve violence? 'We are at the frontiers of the church here, within the sphere of a world not yet redeemed. To live in this world and to obey God in it means, indirectly or directly to take part in the exercise of violence'. The church is called to live by the Sermon on the Mount, but it cannot expect the world to: OT laws speak more to the world's situation. violence can sometimes be the only possible action. But it can never be the right one, it can never be safe, and it can never bring ultimate achievement. There remains an ambiguity about violence.

The decision about violence therefore has to be contextual. Someone outside the situation cannot declare what someone in it must do. To be more specific, I cannot tell Latin American Christians how to go about being Christians in their context.  But I can point them to the drift of the Biblical teaching on liberation, and invite them to take serious note of where it differs from non‑Christian approaches.

For the church will not expect to find itself merely rubber‑stamping the world's concern for liberation. Theology is indeed called to a 'transition ... from the role of baptizer of the world as it is, to prophet of the world as it will be'; but if we find ourselves giving unqualified support to any human vision, we have probably only changed the conditions for baptism (to include the left rather than the right, for instance). We need to beware of being a chameleon ‑ always assimilating to our surroundings.

The qualifications the church brings to the world's desires may not be welcome. But those are the insights; crucifixion may be the price of bringing them, and indeed the response which suggests that they are authentic. For the world has a way of recognizing the truth by crucifying it. Yet God has a way of making even that contribute to the purpose of liberation.

[An abbreviated and revised form of a paper in Tyndale Bulletin 27 (1976)].
