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Introduction
Susan Gillingham

These papers are the result of a three-day conference held at Worcester
College, Oxford, from 22 to 24 September 2010.1 This published collection is
the first of its kind from Oxford for over eighty years.2

The most distinctive feature of the conference was its collaborative forum,
especially for Jewish and Christian scholarship. The Psalter, more than any
biblical book, has resulted in inevitable controversies between Jews and
Christians for two thousand years. It has only really been since the Second
World War that the two traditions have worked side by side, often through
a different academic enterprise: two obvious examples are Qumran and
Septuagint studies of the Psalms. Part I of this publication provides the
opportunity to look at Jewish and Christian Psalms scholarship from a
position of convergence rather than conflict. A particularly collaborative
emphasis is evident in the first six papers, where the format is a paper from
one tradition followed by a response from the other.

In the first paper, Professor Peter Flint, the most prominent scholar on the
Psalms Scrolls at Qumran, explains how the forty-one manuscripts con-
taining Psalms have informed our understanding of the book of Psalms as a
gradually evolving collection whilst also challenging earlier assumptions of
translators that there was ever one original Hebrew Urtext. A project which
highlights both these factors is a new edition of Psalms for the Oxford Hebrew
Bible, to be published by OUP, for which Professor Flint is contributing a
critical edition on the Psalms.

Responding, Professor Geza Vermes, one of the world’s leading Dead Sea
Scrolls scholars, broadly agrees with this suggestion, arguing that the concept
of a ‘canon’ was undoubtedly fluid in early Judaism, a factor to which the
Scrolls bear witness, and that the ‘textual elasticity’ of the Scrolls has indeed
sounded the death knell of the myth of a biblical Urtext.

1 Conflict and Convergence. Jewish and Christian Approaches to the Psalms, 22–24 Septem-
ber 2010. 

2 See D. C. Simpson (ed.), The Psalmists (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1926).
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The third paper, by Professor Adele Berlin, an international scholar with
many publications on biblical poetry and Jewish medieval exegesis, also
appeals to plurality in the Hebrew tradition, but this time within medieval
psalm interpretation. Professor Berlin demonstrates the subtly different
approaches of the four most famous Jewish scholars—Saadia, Rashi, Ibn Ezra,
and David Qimhi. Each balanced differently a peshat interpretation with the
rabbinic midrash they had inherited, each influenced to different degrees by
their cultural settings (for example, Saadia and his opposition to the Karaites,
Quimhi and his opposition to Christian exegetes).

Professor Corinna Körting responds by comparing the way these Jewish
scholars react to their cultural situation and inherited tradition with the
approaches of contemporary psalms scholars, Jewish and Christian, who have
to undergo a similar process, as each wrestles with what they understand as
‘divine instruction’ and ‘human teaching’ in the language of the Psalms, and
in what they seen as coming ‘before’ and ‘after’ the text.

Dr Susan Gillingham, who has recently written the first of two volumes on
the reception history of the Psalter, brings together exegetical, artistic, and
musical representations of psalmody in her paper on the reception history
of Psalm 137. She argues that, unlike many psalms in the Psalter, Psalm 137
has not received the usual David-centred emphasis in Jewish tradition (it has
no Davidic heading, and speaks anachronistically of the exile, for example),
nor has it been used with any specific Christ-centred emphasis (the
expressions of fierce loyalty to Jerusalem and the Temple and the final curses
at the end make this difficult). Instead, this provides an excellent model of
a more ‘life-centred’ reading of the psalms, in both Jewish and Christian
traditions, interpreted frequently with a political as well as personal bias.

The response by Rabbi Jonathan Magonet takes further these observations.
Reaffirming the particular Jewish emphasis which reads the psalm in its
entirety, rather than selecting odd verses (as is more the case in Christian
tradition), he discusses the inevitable theological consequences of incor-
porating the latter part of the psalm, with its passionate anger and curses on
enemy nations, into our liturgy.

Conflicts are not only to be found within the different cerebral inter-
pretations of texts by commentators: as reception history studies have shown,
the Psalms (again more than any other biblical book) have been received in
Jewish and Christian tradition not only as a text deserving intellectual
enquiry but as a work received more imaginatively and aesthetically in art and
music, often through liturgy. The next four papers stand side by side, the first
looking at examples of artistic representations of the psalms by medieval
Christians; the second, at artistic works by a modern Jewish artist; the third,
at how the ancient Jewish music of psalmody might have been written and
might sound today; and the fourth assessing the impact of the Psalms from a
Reception History perspective. Each demonstrates how the reception of the
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Psalms in Christian and Jewish art and music offers constructive contribu-
tions to interfaith dialogue.

Oxford’s Collections of Western Manuscripts offer a rich resource of
illuminated Psalters.3 So Dr Elizabeth Solopova, the author of a forthcoming
catalogue of medieval liturgical Psalters in the Bodleian Library, comments
on several illustrations from medieval Psalters. This introduces us to an
entirely different way of perceiving the Psalter, not as a Hebrew literary
compilation of five books in one, but as a Christian liturgical collection,
where the breaks in the Psalter (evident in psalms with specific, often typical
illuminations in different manuscripts) occur in up to eight different places.
For those with an interest in the Hebrew shape of the Psalter her observations
challenge traditional conclusions: looking at the Psalter from a Christian
liturgical perspective results in the Psalter having a very different structure.

Dr Aaron Rosen provides an engaging art-historical account to illustrate
how Marc Chagall’s dictum—‘When I Paint, I Pray’—was executed with
special reference to selected psalms. Examples include the stained-glass
window for Chichester Cathedral, for Psalm 150, and his windows for All
Saints’ Church in Tudeley, Kent, some of which were inspired by Psalm 8.
The ecclesial setting of these works gives specific insights into what ‘conflict
and convergence’ means when Chagall works between the two religious
traditions.

Dr David C. Mitchell’s paper argues that the ancient music of the
Psalms was never really lost. It was hidden in the cantillation marks of the
Masoretic text: what was lost was the ability to decipher it. However, recent
archaeomusicological advances—particularly the pioneering work of the
French archaeomusicologist Suzanne Haïk-Vantoura—have pointed the way
to decoding some of the Masoretic cantillation. Much work remains to be
done, but, Mitchell suggests, the ancient melodies of the Psalms have begun to
emerge from their ancient obscurity and their full deciphering is within our
grasp.

Professor John Sawyer looks at the Psalter as a whole in relation to Jewish
and Christian reception history, using Jewish and Christian images as well as
music to illustrate the potential for greater convergence when we approach
the Psalter using more than an exegetical and cerebral point of view alone.

The theme of Part II is the reading of the Psalter then and now. The eleventh
paper, by Professor Bill Bellinger, argues that the crisis of the exile and its
aftermath has left its effect on the shaping of the Psalter, especially in Books
Four and Five, and this is seen in two particular themes: the emphasis
on Yahweh’s world dominion in the face of his apparent defeat by deities of
other nations (especially in Book Four), and the psalms of protest which

3 Many can be now be accessed on LUNA, hosted by www.bodley.ox.ac.uk.
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express that tension between faith and experience (especially in Book Five).
The Psalter as a whole is not compiled as a theodicy; but its overall shape
reveals that questions of theodicy were amongst the most prominent
concerns of the editors.

The response by Professor Dirk Human takes these insights further, argu-
ing that the mythical representation of Yahweh in Book Four offers a response
to the crisis of the destroyed Temple, and the emphasis on Zion in the hymns
as well as the laments in Book Five offers an answer to this crisis: far from
being overwhelmed by the crisis of the exile, the overall tone of the Psalter—
ending with hymnody more then lament—is one of celebrating God’s
purpose for his people rather than questioning it. Setting these papers side
by side, Professor Bellinger’s interests are more with entire Books in the
Psalter, whilst Professor Human’s are more with individual psalms and
smaller collections of psalms.

Since the rise of literary interest in the Psalter as a book from the early
1980s (a reaction to the more piecemeal form-critical approach to individual
psalms associated with Hermann Gunkel in the early twentieth century), it
has become clear that what German scholarship means by ‘literary criticism’
is often quite different from what is being published and lectured on in
American universities. In his paper, Professor Klaus Seybold offers some
original suggestions as to how we are read the Psalter as a book; he asks how
the many different individual psalms, composed by different authors and
in different places, found their way into what we now know as the Hebrew
Psalter. Contrary to Professors Flint and Vermes, he proposes the possibility
of an actual Urtext of the Psalms, arguing that the first Book of the Psalms of
David (comprising Psalms 3–41 and 51–72) formed a normative edition and
was kept in the Temple. Using what we know of this collection of psalms from
the Dead Sea Scrolls, which reveal different uses of an early collection both at
Qumran and in Jerusalem, and adding to this evidence from the Old Greek
Psalter, Professor Seybold argues for a single standard scroll, the ‘proto-scroll’,
held at Jerusalem, whose emphasis was as much on Torah and Moses as on
David (compared with the prominent emphasis on David the Prophet at
Qumran). He concludes that from this ‘proto-scroll’ all other Qumran psalms
scrolls, the Septuagint, and even the Masoretic Text derive.

His respondent, Professor David Howard, illustrates the point that the
predominant American interests are less with the redactional concerns of
‘how’ and more with the theological issues of ‘why’. Nevertheless, Professor
Howard concedes that what has been argued by Professor Seybold has
interesting implications for what a number of (particularly American)
scholars are saying about the primary role of Moses, alongside David, in
giving theological shape to the Psalter. It would not be too simplistic to
conclude that Professor Seybold’s interests are diachronic, and that of much
American scholarship are synchronic: these two approaches to the Psalter
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undoubtedly lead to different emphases and different conclusions, but each
can create an important dialogue with the other.

Professor Nancy deClaissé-Walford, having encountered various practical
problems of translating the psalms when writing her New International
Commentary on the Psalms and advising ‘The Voice’ Bible translation
project, offers a more pragmatic paper on the relationship between
Hebrew psalms and more contemporary English versions. In her paper she
addresses several issues, including how one renders into English the powerful
concrete imagery of the Hebrew language, how one represents the purposeful
repetition of Hebrew sounds, verbal roots, words, and phrases, and how one
maintains the word order of much of Hebrew poetry.

Philip Johnston offers a response which is both sympathetic and con-
structively critical, highlighting the difficulties of rendering the poetry of
the psalms into any other language—and indeed, in different cultures using
the same language—in a way which is both aesthetic and accurate.

Part III comprises four papers which look at the Psalms from both the
perspective of their ancient past and their present contemporary setting. The
two papers concerned with the historical context of psalmody focus on what
we know of hymnody in the ancient Near East. They each demonstrate how
the more contemporary academic interest of translators and commentators
on the texts and versions of the Psalter have much to learn from these ancient
Hebrew texts and their (in this case, Egyptian and Sumerian) counterparts.

The ongoing concern in ancient Near Eastern studies of the Psalms is
taken up in the paper by Professor John Day, who gives an account of the
similarities between Psalm 104.20–30 and six closely related parallels from
Akhenaten’s hymn to the Sun, found in the tomb of Ay at el-Amarna.
Professor Day offers several intriguing suggestions as to how these corre-
spondences might have come about—perhaps through some direct access
to the original hymn in the tomb of Ay, possibly through some copying of
later solar hymns to Amun-Re, but more probably through the reception
of the hymn in Canaanite culture.

Professor Erhard Gerstenberger offers an account of the correspondences
between Sumerian hymns and the hymnic forms in the Psalter, arguing
that, although no direct association can be posited, there is clearly a general
and pervasive tradition of ancient Near Eastern hymnology. This explains
the common concerns expressed through common genres throughout the
ancient world—‘an intricate network of echoing voices and endless variations
of basic liturgical themes’, a network which Professor Gerstenberger then
explicates and develops further.

The nineteenth paper, by Professor Frank-Lothar Hossfeld and Till Magnus
Steiner, was the conference’s final plenary paper. Professor Hossfeld, who has
written prolifically on the theology of the Psalter as a whole, compares this
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book to a house with many rooms, and to an orchestra with many different
instruments. Drawing together the diverse concerns of the conference, and
expanding on a project which is a key concern at the University of Bonn, his
plea is that what is now needed is a renewed emphasis on the theology of the
entire Psalter—one which sees the Psalter as a microcosm of the theology of
the Hebrew Bible/Old Testament as a whole. Such an approach must take
into account complementary Jewish and Christian approaches; in this way,
consonant with the project at Bonn, a multi-faceted ‘Theology of the Psalter’
can serve the purpose of convergence between the two traditions extremely
well.

Professor John Barton, co-convenor of the conference with Dr Gillingham,
reviews in an ‘afterword’ the cumulative influence of the previous nineteen
papers on the Psalms. In noting the ‘enormous theological, devotional,
liturgical, and spiritual potential’ of Psalms study, Professor Barton
recognizes that this particular publication will help readers to appropriate
the Psalms in their own time, which is akin to what the ancient authors and
performers of the Psalms were also doing.

Professor Barton also asks why Psalms study has not taken a more strategic
place at the centre of Old Testament/Hebrew Bible theology. He rightly
recognizes a deficit which each of the papers published here sought to
address. In several respects, this is a landmark publication. There have been
two other academic conferences on psalmody in the United Kingdom over
the last twenty years, one at Nantwich (2004), under the auspices of the
Tyndale Fellowship Old Testament Group, and the other at St Andrews Uni-
versity (2009), in the annual series of the Bible in the Arts and Imagination
Forum, but only the first of these has to date resulted in a publication.4

There have also been two other publications from international conferences
which have focused on the Jewish and Christian approaches to the psalms,
one at Münster (1997) and the other at Yale (2002), but nothing of this nature
has been done in Britain.5 Furthermore, this volume serves as a memorial to
the inspiration of three prominent (British) Psalms scholars who have all died
in the past fifteen years (R. Norman Whybray [1923–1997]; John H. Eaton
[1927–2007]; and Michael D. Goulder [1927–2010]), and so promotes Psalms
studies here for another generation. Finally, this publication also counters the
curious absence of a separate entry on the Psalms in the most recent edited

4 See D.G. Firth and P. Johnston, Interpreting the Psalms. Issues and Approaches, Leicester:
InterVarsity Press, 2006.

5 The proceedings of this conference held at Münster, 1997, were published as Der Psalter
in Judentum und Christentum, eds. E. Zenger and N. Lohfink (Freiburg: Herder, 1998); and that
at Yale, 2002, as Psalms in Community: Jewish and Christian Textual, Liturgical and Artistic
Traditions, eds H. W. Attridge and M. E. Fassler (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2002).
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surveys published by the British Society for Old Testament Study (The
World of Ancient Israel [1989] and Text in Context [2000]), demonstrating,
conversely, that Psalms studies in the United Kingdom still has a future.6

‘Dominus Illuminatio Mea’: this is the motto of Oxford University, taken
from Psalm 26 (27) verse 1. Psalmody continues to enlighten scholarship; and
despite its earlier history of creating conflict between different theological
persuasions it can also serve to break down the barriers between confessional
and academic traditions, as this collection of papers has so clearly shown.

6 See R. E. Clements (ed.) The Social World of Ancient Israel: Sociological, Anthropological
and Political Perspectives (Society of Old Testament Study Monograph Series; Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1989); and A. D. H. Mayes (ed.), Text in Context: Essays by Members
of the Society of Old Testament Study (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000).
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