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Reading/Applying Biblical Poetry, |1

We want to continue talking about the essenceldidail poetry. So far we have observed the natéire o
parallel terms. We have observed the nature oEtigdish poetic distinction of end rhyme, and now we
want to begin to explore to what extent these kofdsonventional understandings, these implicit
contracts, about the nature of poetry will servevhen we come to study biblical poetry.

Before we do that, let me just give you a few homigerminology. For some reason, if you get into
reading about biblical poetry, you will discoveatta number of different terms are used to desthibe
very same thing. | do not know why that is. | thihls either because people writing on this sutbjiec
not read other people’s writings (which | do nahknis the case) or they keep themselves in work by
creating new terms so that it seems that they ksmwething that no one else knows. For whatever
reason, there is a lot of variance in the termsdh@aused. The most standard terminology is &r tefa
line that has two parts as a bi-colon. Then eactiquoof the line is referred to simply as a coltrnyou
have a three-part line, which is possible in Hehngyu would refer to that as a tri-colon. You caere
have a tetra-colon, which is a four-part line, then most people would divide that into two bi-cola
That is fairly standard terminology. Others, likeldiert Lowth (whom we will talk about in just a
minute) refer to the line itself as a “verse,” whimakes sense, and a portion of the line as aévers
member,” which also makes sense, although it ivant convenient to have to say “verse member”
each time. Some people refer to the whole lindfigsea stich, from the Gree#tichos which means a
row or a line. This is other standard terminololggttyou see in writing. Then, of course, a porbba
stich is a hemi-stich. Now, to confuse us furtidarman Gotwald refers to the portion of the lineaas
“stich” and the two-part line itself as a “di-stithiRobert Alter refers to the line as a “poeticdirand to
the portion of the line as a “verse set.” | am gadin talk a little about Alter’'s work in a little hile, so
you will hear me use the word “verse set,” andll tiy to pause and say what he means by that is a
portion of the line, a colon. One of the more skelesones is James Kugel’'s approach, and | am going
talk about him in just a minute, too. He refersgtte line itself as a sentence and the two halvesgsly
“A” and “B.” That is some terminology | wish we ditbt have to talk about, but it is good just toteva
few of those things down so that you can understaadiifferent terminology you will find in
commentaries or other literature. When | firsttetdreading into the subject, | thought, “Thersas
much to learn,” and then | said, “No, actually thare a lot of terms for the same things,” so yau ¢
take some comfort in that.

What about, then, the question of Old Testamentrpd&Ve talked a little bit about what poetry ist b
what is Old Testament poetry? We have noted thahehs an important part of English poetry. Is ¢éher
rhyme in biblical poetry? Of course, if there wettes rhyme would be in the Hebrew and not in the
English, so it would be a problem for non-Hebrewadgers to find it. There have been valiant efforts
made to demonstrate that there is end rhyme inddepoetry. However, these have failed. A man by
the name of Jon Le Claire back in 1688 providedrolarly treatment of this subject. He worked his
system out very nicely, but the only problem wasothers pointed out, that his system would make no
only biblical poetry rhyme, but it would make vially everything in the Bible rhyme. He had come up
with a system to discover rhyme in almost everyghso it did not really become widely accepted.
There is no end rhyme in Hebrew poetry or in Oldtament poetry. That is one convention that we
expect in some of our poetical literature, althonghin all of it, of course. We expect to find end
rhyme. In the Bible, we do not really find that,aafurse not in English, but also not in the Hebrénat
does not mean, however, that the writers in théeBaAere unconcerned with the sounds of words. We
mentioned alliteration as a characteristic of Estgpoetry, and Hebrew poetry uses alliteration et w
Those of you who have had a little Hebrew or ap#te ever taking it should know that you can
discover some wonderful beauties in biblical litara if you are listening with your ear to what the
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Hebrew says. | am just going to read you a couplmes in Hebrew so that you can hear it. | wdhd
from Isaiah 24, verse 16, and then | am going tmsyou how the NIV translates it because they did a
pretty good job of trying to capture some of théexktion. This is the way it sounds in Hebrew:
“Vaomar, razili razili, oi li bogdim bagadu uvegeddaim bagadui This is a rather doleful thing. The
NIV translates it this way, “And | said, ‘| wastevay, | waste away. Woe is me. Traitors betray with
treachery. Traitors betray.” In this English tr&t®on, you get the same kind of alliteration—with
different consonants, but it is the same idea. Tathat the NIV tries to do: it tries to be alrtthe
rhetorical force of the text and it will sometimsecrifice lexical accuracy—the exact meaning of
words—in order to capture some of the emotive farfcide text and the impact that it would have had
on an original hearer.

Let me give you one other example that is somewinatar. Isaiah 22:5 reads this way in Hebre®i “
yom mehuma umvusah umvukanhtie NIV translation is, “For it is a day of tumtdampling turmoil.”
Again, the translators of the NIV were obviouslyaa of the alliteration or the assonance in thmet i
and they tried to capture it. The point is thatibé writers do not play with the sounds of woriste
the way we do in the aspect of end rhyme (it damesiiooccasionally, but | think it is more coincidian
than deliberate) but they did exploit the potentifedound and the impact that sounds can have. ‘i4/oe
me. | waste away, | waste away. Woe is me. Traltetsay with treachery. Traitors betray.” So rhyie
something that you should not be looking for, dmat ts a great thing, because most of you in tlaissc
are going to be reading the text in translatiomduld be a shame, really, if the great beautyeftext
were in end rhyme and non-Hebrew speakers couldppeciate it. However, that is not where the
genius of biblical poetry lies.

What about rhythm? We have noted that English gaetes various systems of metrical rhythm. Do we
have in biblical poetry a strict system of metegh@e scan it in the way we scan Greek classical
poetry and find “iambic pentameter” or whateversthéifferent terms are that are used to describe a
certain kind of rigorous meter? The answer is ngaiA, there have been attempts to find it. For
example, Robert Lowth is the man who is respongdlérst talking about parallelism in a book
entitledLectures on the Sacred Poetry of the Hebrews this is not a first edition. This is an edhiti

from 1935 and it was already the third editiorhihk. Lowth felt that meter was the essential
characteristic of all poetry and so he assumedhilital poetry, because it is poetic, must hawtan

The only problem is that he confessed that he wiable to find it, and so if it was once there,atlh
either been damaged somehow in transmission @ofoe reason was undetectable to us now. Perhaps
we just had not figured it out. However, most selh®ktoday are willing to say we should not expect
biblical poetry to follow a strict meter like theeter in classical Greek poetry or in a Shakespearea
sonnet, for instance. The reason that is an impbp@int to make, again, is that commentators who
followed that scheme would often get a metricatgratin their mind and then begin to change verses
because the verses did not fit their metrical pati@®ften in the critical notes at the bottom afrgical
Hebrew text, for instance, it will say, “deletestri caus&—that is, the critic has removed something
from the text for the cause of meter. Wheneversgithat, you can delete that note and not thinktab
it. We are not really looking for a strict kind iifgular meter. However, there is a certain kintivirig,
vibrant rhythm to biblical poetry, but it is sofft@free rhythm. It is not as regular, as metrieal,

English or Greek poetry.

The third possibility, which is also something tRatbert Lowth talked about a great deal, is pdrsite
This has become the most influential of the thitingg Lowth talked about. He really thought meteswa
more important than parallelism, but in fact, pietedm has turned out to be more important in the
history of the study of biblical poetry. This iswth’s definition of parallelism: “The correspondenaf
one verse or line with another, | call parallelidfhen a proposition is delivered and a second is
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subjoined to it or drawn under it, equivalent ontrasted with it in sense or similar to it in fooh
grammatical construction, these | call paralletirand the words or phrases, answering one toemoth
in the corresponding lines, parallel terms.” We adtually use that terminology, “parallel linesy’
“phrases,” or “cola,” and “parallel terms.” Whende the word, “term,” | mean one word or a word
cluster in a line. We notice also from his defmitithat he allows that there can be parallelisseimse

or in grammatical construction, and so there aaélyréwo kinds of parallelism he was talking about:
semantic and grammatical. The latter—grammaticalatactical parallelism—has been largely ignored
until recently. Because of certain frustrationgwiiguring out semantic parallelism, parallelisnséa

on sense, people have begun to write rather contggeks on syntactical parallelism. At this poihist

is not something that will help us in this claggr@at deal. With semantic parallelism, parallelsm
sense, however, there is an interesting debate, tantk we can be helped by that.

Let us move to the debate over parallelism. If faue had a course in biblical poetry at all or eaen
introduction to the Psalms, you have probably hedicdwth’s three types of parallelism. Of course,
you may not have. Many of you may not have had sucburse or heard such words. Let us just take a
look at the three types. The first is synonymouslpelism, which is the repetition of the same thlou

in two different ways or with different words.

Let me introduce you to the difference betweengiinal” and “external” parallelism. If you say
something is “internal synonymous parallelism, tthieeans that there is a parallel within one bi-nplo
within one poetic line, so we would have a minougmin the middle and then a major pause at the end
If we had two full lines with the second full paetine paralleling the first, that would be callexternal
parallelism or “interlinear” parallelism. There“ianer-linear” parallelism within one line, and tieais
“interlinear” parallelism within two lines. Look @saiah 1:10. A, “Hear the Word,” B, “of the LordC,
“you rulers,” D, “of Sodom,” E, “Give ear,” A-priméto the teaching,” B-prime, “of our God,” C-
prime, “you people,” D-prime, “of Gomorrah,” E-prenABCDE is one whole poetic line, and then
again, ABCDE, a second line, so you have exteraallfglism. Notice that it is external, complete
parallelism. “Complete” means there is a parabbeldach term. Each term in the first member is
paralleled by a term in the second member. “Incetelmeans that there is some variation, as when
you have ABC in the first member and then only BGhie second. We find an example of internal,
incomplete parallelism in Psalm 24:1. “The Lords'iA, “the earth,” B, “and its fullness,” C. “The
world” is paralleling “the earth,” so we do not wda start with A again, but we will call “the waol1 B-
prime, “and those who dwell in it,” that paralléits fullness,” so we will call this C-prime. Yotes this
is internal; it is all within one poetic line, biiis incomplete because there is not a paralfet ter each
term in the first half. It is fairly straightforwdmwhen you see it done that way. Again, this i$ jus
terminology for talking about things you sometinnead in discussions of poetry in the Bible. Thaide
is to make us notice and not so much to be condemite exactly what to call it. That is synonymous
parallelism—saying the same thing twice.

What is antithetic parallelism? It sounds like awid mean two lines that say the opposite of one
another, but be careful; antithetical parallelisnmot really saying the opposite. Antithetic paaigdin
uses opposite terms to make the same point. Itthaysame thing perhaps using a positive term and
then a negative term. For instance, look at Prav&fbl: “A wise son gladdens the father, but aigbol
son grieves his mother.” This is called antithétparallelism because the same thing is being &aid,
the terms are inverted. At least one of the tesy@snegative rather than a positive. Another exampl
would be Psalm 1:6: “For the Lord knows the wayhaf righteous, but the way of the wicked will
perish.” That is antithetical parallelism.
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What about synthetic parallelism? How did Robemvtlodefine it? With synthetic parallelism, simply
put, the second member in some way advances thgtihof the first. An example might be Psalm 14:1
and 2. This passage could almost be prose bedagrgeis no real parallelism of terms so much. There
are some things in apposition, “a wise actor” aadéeker of God,” you could call that appositiaut, b
you have that kind of thing in prose. There arébfmms with synthetic parallelism—and this leadsaus
some of the criticisms of Lowth’s model.

What is the problem with Lowth’s system of threpdy: synonymous, antithetic, and synthetic? Some
people call synthetic parallelism “garbage can’aflatism. If you cannot find a place for it, ifig not
synonymous and not antithetic, then just tosstd feynthetic parallelism” and you have labeled
everything. You feel good because you have labiledext, even if you have not learned anythingnfro
it. That has been one of the big criticisms. Ano8imple criticism is that synonymous and antitheti
are about the same thing. They are both sort @atapy the same idea, but one just happens to use a
negative term or an opposite term, but they artypneuch the same thing. So that may be a distincti
without a difference. Different things have prontppeople to react to what had become sort of
standard practice of talking about three and dmigd types of parallelism. There have been two
different reactions. One has been to return taudisions of grammatical and syntactical parallelism.
Again, it is not very helpful for us at this pobastknow which verb tense is used in the first mel the
second line. That does not relate very directltheosense and thus the significance of the Helbrms |
or of the Old Testament poetry. There may be sometd harvest from that study later, but | thibks
too early to tell.

More importantly have been the reactions to serogatiallelism, parallelism dealing with sense. One
reaction has been simply to multiply the numbecaikgories. Some have said that three—synonymous,
antithetic, synthetic—is not enough, so some haiet\se need to come up with more kinds of
parallelism. Some of the new kinds that are bedatiget about are “emblematic” parallelism. An
example would be “As the deer pants for the wat@my heart longs after you.” The deer is an
emblem, and the action of the deer, the thirshefdeer for water, is an emblem of my thirst fodGo
Another proposed category is “repetitive parallalissometimes called “climatic parallelism” or “gte
ladder parallelism.” This is where you are repaptind building: “Ascribe to the Lord, the Almighty
one, ascribe to the Lord glory and strength, asdelthe Lord the glory due His name.” Another
proposed category is “chiastic parallelism.” Inemed after a Greek letter, the letter chi. Thedethi
looks like an X or a cross, and chiastic paralhelis crossover parallelism, the inversion of theéeorof
terms. If instead of ABC, ABC, we had ABC, CBA, thihat would be a chiastic parallelism. The
reason for the name chiastic is that if you haoimgpke line, AB, and then the next line was BA; the
inverse order of the terms creates a chi. Thatasheer kind of parallelism. There has been thisi¢égicy

to expand categories, but there is a sense that #ine never quite enough. We could expand to 3D or
or 40, we could start learning these grand taxoeerand all these different names and such, butowe d
not need that many terms. There is something @sggn here. Maybe there is another way to
approach it.

Let us look at James Kugel’s redefinition of paglidim. He redefines it as what he calls a “secandin
sequence.” He says, “We cannot reduce all palaikes to three, but rather we must look carefutly a
the relationship of each one.” In his view, theigsrof parallelism is sharpening—“A, and what is
more, B.” If you have ever driven a nail, you knthat you set the nail with a light tap and then you
drive it home with a harder tap. Biblical poetryiad of like that; it says something and thenrives it
home. It says, “A,” and then it drives it home, Bp there is this intensification or sharpeninggél’s
criticism of Lowth’s attempt and his descriptiorthst it tends to obscure this emphatic seconding
character of the second phrase in a bi-colon. leegive you an example from Kugel that will show you
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what he is talking about. You see point B on yauttioe, an example, Isaiah 1:3. This is the exarhple
gives in his book and it is translated simply thay, “An ox knows his master, and an ass its master
trough. Israel does not know, my people do not tstdad.” The normal approach to these verses prior
to Kugel's discussion and some of these recentidsons has not had any compelling explanation of
the parallelism between “an ox knows its mastend @ donkey its master’s trough.” Before Kugel,
people had just said that since the word, “knowss left out of the first part, the word, “troughvas
added to the second part as “ballast.” In othemd&oit was just there to add balance. You can tieiad

in commentaries; it is called “ballasting.” Kugelnaments in a different fashion. Listen carefully to
what he says about it: “If biblical parallelism eanerely a repetition, the meaning of this versaldo
be, ‘an ox knows its master and an ass its magtengh. Israel does not know. My people do not
understand.” Any reader would of course be awaaedbme sort of unflattering comparison is being
made. But if, in place of mere restatement, oranalIB, that is the second line, some independent
existence, this series of clauses presents itselfland of progression. How is the first claudéedent
from the second? The same verb ‘know’ or ‘obey’ &me both halves. The animal of the first was
hardly considered the most praiseworthy of beastgertheless, “ox” is in several respects consitlere
superior to its frequent pair, “ass,” and more img@oat, parallel to the owner of the first, its nea'st
trough in the second. The cumulative effect of ¢hdifferences is the establishment of a climatcedé

a downward spiral. An ox knows its owner, and eaemss who may not be very obedient or attentive
at least knows where to stand to be fed (i.enavks its master’s trough), but Israel does not koow
obey even as much. In fact, “my people do not wtded at all.”

You see, it is starting a downward decent, a cliecrdécent, whereby the ass is worse than the ox.
Where does Israel come in the sequence? They deveatknow who feeds them. They do not even
know to stand at the trough that feeds them. Rdlttzar just writing a line off and saying that “the
master’s trough” is mere ballasting, | think Kugelk a good insight here. Most Old Testament scholar
and commentators are beginning to move in thisctioe of seeing that there is more going on in this
biblical poetry than simply saying the same thiwge. It is saying it once and then it is sayingia
more graphic or powerful way. Kugel's thesis, indkiof summary form, is that the essence of biblical
parallelism is seconding. B is “subjoined”; thatitss joined to A and is hence more emphatic.aB a
more emphatic seconding character. It is this, ritaa any aesthetic of symmetry or paralleling,cluhi
is at the heart of biblical parallelism. If you didt understand that, | am going to say it sewdiftdrent
ways.

| will give you one other quote from Kugel. He saiBiblical parallelism is of one sort—A, and what
more, B—or it is of a hundred sorts, but it is tioke.” He sees that Lowth’s categories have tended
toward reductionism, or reducing the biblical testtw do we evaluate Kugel’'s theory? | would sayi as
have already indicated, that | think he has a gosight. | think it helps us. All we need to be aevaf

is not to become simplistic. Many good ideas anolbdgmen who have creative minds have been
followed by what are sometimes called the terrdteplifiers—people who take the basic idea and
make it an absolute, and thus end up doing a diesgrvice to the great mind that was originalliibd
the idea because they push it to the extreme—teenhao longer is quite true. If we were to sagtth
every line of biblical poetry must have this emphaeconding character—"A, and what is more, B"™—
then I think we would be going beyond what evenelaiugel would want to see. However, he does
want us to look for that. The nature of the relagioip between A and B or the first line and theosec
line is complex and varied, and it is the taskhaf interpreter to determine in each case whatdhe®

of the relationship is. Now, what this does is faus to inspect closely not only the first haltloé line,
but the second half. That is a lesson we needato leecause you could cut your reading time in half
Since there is parallelism in biblical poetry, yoight be tempted to read only the first half inrgve
line. However, | think you would miss a great dégbu were to take that route.
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