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LETTER TO THE EDITOR 

DEAR FATHER EDITOR, 
Will you allow me to make some observations about Fr Joseph 

Bourke’s stimulating article on The Unity ofthe Otd Testament in your 
July-August number? I am not directly concerned with the substance 
of the article, in whch Fr Bourke admirably employs all the authority 
of modern scholarship to support the thoroughly traditional view that 
the essential nucleus of the Old Testament is God’s two-fold covenant, 
with Israel on Sinai and with David on Sion. 

What I would like to question here is the advice which Fr Bourke 
gives ‘those who are embarking on serious and constructive reading of 
the Old Testament’. When such a person asks where he should begin, 
he should be told ‘emphatically not at the beginping’. He should 
begin with the two nuclear points, the two covenants just referred to. 
But surely it is not the natural procedure to begin the study of any 
subject at the heart of the matter. No one would suggest that mensa, 
mensa, mensam, is the nucleus of the Latin language, but that is where 
most of us began our study of it. We usually begin books, even those 
we intend to read seriously and constructively, at the beginning, with 
the Introduction and Chapter I ,  without supposing that the author 
will there reveal to us straight away the point of his story or the kernel 
of his lesson. 

Why should it be different with the Old Testament? The beginner 
who is as yet quite unfamiliar with it will not, I think, be well served 
by being set in medias yes on Sinai and on Sion. He must be led there 
slowly, not transported by angels like the body of St Catherine. 

It seems to me that the beginner must begin by malung himself 
familiar, in a general and confessedly superficial way with the Old 
Testament as a whole. That is to say, he must read it through from 
beginning to end-not necessarily of course keeping rigidly to the 
present order of books-at least two or three times, before he is ready 
to appreciate Fr Bourke’s suggested course of study which works out 
from the nucleus. 

This preparatory work clearly takes a long time, anything from 
three to five years I should say. It also imposes on the student a more 
or less continuous suspension of judgment, a willingness to keep on 
reading without always understanding very much of what he reads, 
especially at the beginning. And it requires an openness of mind and of 
sympathy to the strange and very different worlds of the sacred writers. 

I do not differ from Fr Bourke, if what he is suggesting is that a 



400 BLACKFRIARS 

course of instruction in the old Testament should begin with the 
covenant nucleus. But I thmk it important to bear in mind that pupils 
will not profit as much as they might from such a course, if they have 
not already begun to prepare theniselves for it by beginning and 
beginning again-at the beginning. 

Yours sincerely, 
EDMUND HILL, O.P. 

FR BOURKE WRITES: 
‘I feel that the difference between the Old Testament and a Latin 

grammar is more profound, more immediately important, and more 
far-reaching in its consequences for Bible study than Fr Hill apparently 
supposes. 1 was not suggesting a course of instruction. I was trying to 
explain how the tangled complex of traditions which we call the 
Old Testament accumulated over the centuries, and what effect this 
ought to have on our study of it. Only in the most superficial sense can 
the Old Testament be regarded as “ u  book” at all or studied as such. 
And why any student should be condemned to a preliminary sentence 
of three to five years’ enforced superficiality, involving “a more or less 
continuous suspension of judgment”, I cannot imagine.’ 
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