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Rhetorical Function of the Central Unit in Biblical Texts

At the end of the 20 century, in biblical exegesis, the historicalicat
methodology reached its climax and began to dectredually giving way to
synchronic methods. Thus, many scholars shiftedr th@in interest from
historical questions to the text as it is, as ésgnts itself in the canonical form of
the Bible! Inside that synchronic tendency, biblical rhet@lrignalysis, promoted
by R. Meynet, develops its methodology revealing analysing different figures
of composition of biblical and Semitic texts. Théigeires are relevant not due to
their esthetical pattern or their stylistic funcatidout mainly because of the role
they play as a bearer of sense. Paraphrasing BcBmap they become “a gate to
the meaning of the texf” Among various figures of composition, recognisgd b
this kind of rhetoric there is@ncentric constructigrwhich this study intends to
deal with. The concentric construction is very treqt in biblical and Semitic
texts, so it is important to realise both its rhiet function and its significance as
a gate to the meaning.

As early as the beginning of the™@ntury some English-speaking scholars,
such as Jebb, Boys, or Forbes, acknowledged thartiamze of the central unit in
biblical texts. They were describing its role irrivas ways as, for exampléthe
key of the whole paragraph or starizaa “keystone®, an ‘“intermediate
connection link®, or indicating that the central idea may “like theart, be the
animating centre of the whole, sending its vitalizenergy and warmth to the
very extremities”. The subject of this article is therefore neithew nor aspiring

! See, for example, the works of: B.SHis, Introduction to the Old Testament as
Scripture London 1979;Biblical theology of the Old and New Testament: dlbgical
Reflection on the Christian BihleMinneapolis 1993; or J.AA8DERS, Canon and
Community. A Guide to Canonical Criticisfhiladelphia 1984.

2See thePrefaceto R. MEYNET, L’Analyse rhétorique. Une nouvelle méthode pour
comprendre la Bible. Textes fondateurs et expast@émsptiquesParis 1989, p. 8.

% The following examples are taken from REWMET, Trattato, p. 414.

“J. kBB, Sacred Literature comprising a review of the pries of composition laid down
by the late Robert Lowth, Lord Bishop of Londorhigs Praelectiones and Isaiah: and an
application of the principles so reviewed, to thestration of the New Testament in a series
of critical observations on the style and structofeéhat sacred volumé.ondon 1820, p. 227;

®T. Bovs, A Key to the Book of Psaltrisondon 1825, p. 123.

® J. ForRBES The Symmetrical Structure of ScriptuEglinburgh 1854, pp.: 19, 76, 166, 173.

"J. ForBES Analytical Commentary on the Epistle to the Romi@asing the train of
thought by the aid of Parallelisnkdinburgh 1868, p. 82.
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to offer a systematic classification of rhetoriadtions the central unit may have
in biblical texts. Such classification could onlg Bn outcome of a meticulous
rhetorical analysis of many, if not all, biblicaxts — an analysis which has not
been fully accomplished so far. Instead, this stadyeant as a small contribution
to the subject of the central unit, distinguishamgd illustrating itsnegativeand
positive rhetorical features in some texts of the Johanhiesture, where the
presence of concentric structures is commonly asladged. The distinction of
different levels of textual composition, typical fime biblical rhetorical analysis,
will reveal that the same textual unit can assuifierdnt roles and significance,
depending on the level of the text which is taken consideration.

R. Meynet ends his article “The Question at thetf® with the phrase:
“Finally, it is clear that «the question at the wen is but one element of a more
complex phenomenon, that of theaction of any centref a concentric text of
the Bible, which | call «the centre as a key»>8o one point isvhat is at the
centre, the second fi®wit becomes the clue to the interpretation of the.f

Let us now consider some examples which can shevkely function of the
centre.

I llustration of the negative featur e of the central unit

1Jn 1:6-10

| shall begin with thenegativefeature of the central unit. At the beginning of
the First Letter of John, almost immediately atte® famous Prologue which
declares with a great firmness the tangibility lué ¥Vord of God contemplated
in Christ, we find its opposite in the hypothetionds of the opponents of the
author. John cites them as if they were his owrds/oin order to confute them,
(see the table).

8 R. MEYNET, “The Question at the Centre. A Specific Devic&kbktorical Argumentation
in the Scripture,” in A. BIKSSON — T.H. QBRICHT, — W. UBELACKER, ed., Rhetorical
Argumentation in Biblical Texts. Essays from thed.@2000 ConferengeEmory Studies in
Early Christianity 8, Harrisburg, Pennsylvania 20P20-214.

% Ibid., 214.

191t should be noticed that obviously not all thettel compositions have a centre, and if
the centre is absent, like e.g. in the parallelstwtions, it does not mean that there is no
compositional clue to interpret them. On the camtisuch constructions can become more
interesting because their mystery is often hiddbatWeen the lines”, or in the silence
between the words; see PoWTI, “Il centro assente. Riflessioni ermeneutiche sutaue
dell'analisi retorica, in riferimento specifico alstrutture prive di centro”, in R.8NET — J.
ONIszczuk, ed.,Retorica biblica e semitica 1. Atti del primo cogme RBS$ Bologna 2009,
107-121.
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As one may easily realise the composition otéxeis very harmonious. There
are many correlations between the words, highl@jiteéhe table, but I'll mention
only the most important. There are five hypothét&entences, each of them
beginning with “If” (alwayséav in Greek), organised in three parts. Three are
negative and two are positive, and they interchamgggative — positive —
negative — positive — negative. The first two seo#s, which form the first part,
are firmly connected by the phrase “we have fellopsvith” and by the theme
of walking in the darkness or in the light. Thet lago sentences, which form the
last part, are connected by the opposition betWeethful” and “liar”, always
referred to Jesus, and by the theme of word: “wéess” and “His word is not in
us”. The central part is distinct from the othezsen if it has many words in
common with them, since it is entirely negativeerth is no mention of a
possibility to be “cleansed” (7; 9) or to receiferfjiveness” (8).

= WE SAY

: THAT we have fellowship with Him

: and in the darkness we walk,
—wellE,
—and DO not THE TRUTH.

- "ButIF in the light we walk,

:as He IS in the light,
+we have fellowship one with another
+ and the blood of Jesus, His Son,
+ cleanses us from all SIN.

.. 8
I = WE SAY
;L THAT WE HAVE NO SIN,

— ourselves we LEAD ASTRAY,

— andTHE TRUTH isnot in us.

OIF weconfess ourSINS,

+ (He) is FAITHFUL andrighteous
+ so that He may forgive us BielS,
+ and may cleanse us from all unrighteousness
= 10F WE SAY
L THAT WE HAVE NOT SINNED,
—A LIAR WEMAKE Him,
—and Hisword isnot in us.
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In this way, thanks to the composition of the teke author puts a very
strong emphasis on the negative sentence. Whiag ileison for this? And why
is there no remedy for the people who say that thaye no sin”? The reason
becomes clear when we realise the difference betWeenegative sentences of
the extreme parts, on the one hand, and the negsdivtence of the central part,
on the other hand. The difference is that the megaentences of the extreme
parts deal with something which is against “theéhtti{6) or against Jesus (10),
while the negative sentence of the central partsde@h something against
“ourselves”, namely a self-deception (8). CertaiGlgd can forgive an offence
against Him, but who can forgive a self-offencei3 Iself-destructive and there
Is no remedy for that.

To sum up, thanks to the refined composition of tdvd, the central unit
becomes a very strong admonition which puts an asiphon the question
which can be fully explained only if related to tegtreme units. The central
unit remains enigmatic without the extreme unitdiug the “exegetical
direction”, so to say, is from the extremities be tcentre, since the extremities
help to explain the centre.

1Jn 3:14

The first example illustratedreegative featuref the central unit on the inferior
level of text, namely on the level of the parts. Siiall see now a negative feature
of the central unibn the superior levelnamely on the level of the entire First
Letter of John. As | demonstrated in my commentarythat Lettef; the First
Letter of John has a concentric composition, beirggnised in seven sequences.
The central one contains three passages and thralqessage is formed of three
parts, as is shown in the table.

The central position of the sequence, of the pa&saad of the part, which we
shall consider here, is proved by a real networkoahal links pervading the
whole Letter, and it is impossible to present itehévay it be enough to point
out that this central passage contains the uniduled figure mentioned in the
Letter, that of Cain (12), as well as the uniqueuoence of the vocative
“brothers” (13), which touches one of the most imi@ot issues of the Letter,
that is to say the problem of the brotherhood enxdbhannine community.

Now let us focus only on the central part of thetc passage. The fragment
of the verse which is highlighted constitutes tleatee of the part; this can be
demonstrated analysing the internal relations o$ tinit. Thanks to the
concentric composition of the Letter, this phrasemially represents also the

3. Quiszczuk, La Prima Lettera di Giovanni. La giustizia dei figRetorica Biblica 11,
EDB, Roma 2009.
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very core of the entire Epistle. Moreover this [geraccupies the geometrical
centre of the Johannine writing, with almost thensanumber of characters
preceding it and following it (4.667 / 4.768 chaeas species excluded). The
difference is only about 1%.

- M For this is the message,
.- which you have heard from the beginning
- that we mai/OVE one another.
: 2 Not asCAIN, whowas from theevil one
-and HIS BROTHER.
= And why did he him?
: For his works were evil,
- but HIS BROTHER’S righteous.
:3Donot  wonder, BROTHERS,
Cif the world hates you
: Mwe know
- that we have passed over frdeath tolife,
— because WEeOVE OUR BROTHERS.
He who  does n&OVE, REMAINS indeath.
:1°Everyone whohates HIS BROTHER,
- is a murderer
. And you know
— thatany murderer has not eternbfe
—in him REMAINING.
::1%1n this we have known theVE,
—thatHE [JESUS]  for us
— and we ought for thBROTHERS
— I anyone has the goods of the world
—-and sees HIS BROTHER heaving need,
—-and shuts off his compassion against him,
. how can theOVE of God REMAIN in him?

As one can see the meaning of the central phrasegiative “He who does
not love, remains in death” (14d). So once agairhese to deal with a strong
admonition which probably alludes to the behaviwiuthe Johannine opponents.
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The phrase is very impressive and inspiring ass,itwith its remarkable
existential meaning, but it is furthermore impresesand inspiring if we realise
its central position in the whole Letter. And tiesnot by accident. Indeed the
phrase touches the main topics of the First Laifedohn:love communion
(expressed by the verb “remain” almost a techrtelah for communion in the
Johannine writings) and eternkile (alluded to by the word “death” as the
antonym of “life”). One can realise this confromtithe meaning of the phrase
with the message of the Letter summarised in tHewmng table by means of
the titles assigned to each sequence of the te4,the table).

General composition of the First Letter of John

Certitude of the testimony to théRrD OF LIFE A (1,1-10)

Conduct of thesons  according to the justice oflesus Christ Bl (2,1-17)
Acknowledge theidentity of Jesus, the Christand that of ones own B2 (2,18-3,1)
Believein Jesus andOVE brothers  to have th&aTERNALLIFE B3 (3,2-24)

Acknowledge theorigin of Jesus, the Son  and that of ones own B4 (4,1-10)
Faith of thesons in the Son of God, Jesus Christ B5 (4,11-5,12
Certitude of the gift of ETERNALLIFE  in theSoN oF Gob C (5,13-21)

In conclusion, the very core of the First LetterJwhn is occupied by the
phrase: «<He who does not love remains in deaththvlapparently could be seen
merely as a simple, impersonal affirmation. Howewethe perspective of the
whole Epistle it becomes an expression able to samse the most relevant
message of the writing, and thanks to its centogitiopn and its negative sense,
this also turns out to be a powerful rhetoricatrimment capable of making the
reader reflect on his own attitude and behaviour.

I llustration of the positive feature of the central unit

Jn 18:4-9

The following example will illustrate thpositive feature of the central unit.
At the beginning of the narrative of the passiorCafist in the gospel of John,
we find a passage which has no parallel in the gyn@ospels. There, in the
Synoptics, Jesus is recognised by means of theokidadas, but in John Jesus
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takes the initiative and reveals himself to theraggors. Let us see the text, (see
the table).

=4 Jesus, therefore, knowing all things
= that weredCOMING upon him,
— CAME OUT.
+ And said to them:
.- <WHO ARE YOU LOOKING FOR?»
+° They ANSWERED him:
© «JESUS THE NAZARENBE».
+ He said to them:
i «d AM».
— Now alsaludas WAS STANDING with them,
.. he WhoDELIVERED him.
+%When,therefore, hesaid to them:
w«l AM»,
— theyWENT AWAY backward,
- and fell to the ground.
+ 7 Again, therefore, he asked them:
.- <WHO ARE YOU LOOKING FOR?»
+ And they said:
1 «JESUS THE NAZARENBE».
+8 JEsus ANSWERED:
.- «| havetold you,
:: thal AM.
— If, therefore, YOU ARE LOOKING FOR me,
= let these men go away».
: 9 That the word might be fulfilled
: that he said:
— «Those whom you HAVE GIVEN to me,
= | did not loose of them even one».

Once again the composition of the text is verylag unveiling many formal
relations between the parts, as it is highlightedhe table. There is the same
question of Jesus: “Who are you looking for?” repdawice (4e; 7a), the same
answer of his opponents: “Jesus the Nazarene"ategalso twice (5b; 7d), and
the same self-identifying reply of Jesus: “I amtl{%®b; 8c). The translation of
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“I am” is literally from the Greekyw eipt, to respect the author’'s play on
words, using a double meaning of the expressiom flirase “I am”, when
taken as “I am he whom you are looking for”, cobkl a simple statement of
self-identification, but in its deeper meaningsisbmething more.

This last reply of Jesus appears three times: nigtio the extreme parts but
also in the central one. Now the central part iy y@articular thanks to the
surprising reaction of the aggressors who “falite ground” (6d). According to
the majority of scholars it alludes to the supedimnity of Jesus, namely to its
divinity, since the Greek terfyw cipt alludes most probably to God’s sacred
biblical name Yahweh. Hence the reaction of thereggprs is comprehensible:
it is an act of adoration or submission. As we cuatice the two other
occurrences of “I am” are strictly connected whl hame “Jesus the Nazarene”
(5b; 7d), which certainly refers to tHemuman nature of Jesus. So while the
extreme occurrences of “I am” could be simply tlke#-glentification of Jesus
from Nazareth, the third one reveals much moregatsvhis divinity.

Consequently it's easy to realise the rhetoricatfion of the central unit of
the text, in which the supernatural meaning ofrfi’as disclosed. This time the
central part, even if it is somewhat enigmaticpkeb comprehend the profound
and hidden meaning of the extreme parts. The aggresre looking for a son
of man from Nazareth, but the One whom they enauistthe Son of God,
who is capable to order them to “let his discipi@saway” (8e). Thus, in this
case the so called “exegetical direction” is notrfrthe extremities to the centre,
as it was in the first example, but on the contrigm the centre to the
extremities.

Jn 18:1-12

Finally, we briefly consider the role of the sanmeniral unit of Jn 18,6 this
time, however, on the superior level of the textt@nposition, namely in the
perspective of the whole subsequence of 18,1-12.tHn level the central
occurrence of “I am” plays a slightly different épl(see the table).

The text is formed of three passages, the centralad which has just been
considered. The two others passages, the extremg stand in opposition,
since the first one is focused on the figure ofadydhe traitor, who delivers up
his Master, while the last one is focused on tigeiré of Peter, the faithful
disciple, who tries to protect Jesus. Even if ipagtion, both of the disciples
make use o¥iolenceto realise their intentions. The fact is formadypressed
by the correspondence between the “weapons” (3}rentsword” (10 and 11),
and by the mention of the presence of the “cohoftthe Romans and the
“guards” of the Jews (see 3 and 12) which makasd@usion.
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1When he said these thingssus CAME ouT with his disciples beyond the brook of Kedron
where there was a garden into whichehtered, himself and his disciples.

2Now ALsO JUDAS, WHO DELIVERED HIM,  kNEw the place,
because Jesus had often met there with his aiscipl

3 JUDAS, therefore, havingTAKEN THE COHORT and THE GUARDS OUT OF THE CHIEF PRIEST AND THE
PHARISEES, came therewith lanterns and torches andWEAPONS.

*JEsus, therefore, K NOwING all things that wereoming upon him,

CAME OUT and said to them: ~ Who are you looking for?»

® They answered him: JERUS THE NAZARENE».

He said to them: [ AM».

Now ALso JUDAS, WHO DELIVERED HIM, was standing with them.

=

® When therefore he said to them: [«¢AM», theywent away backward and fell to the groung

’ Again, therefore, he asked them: Who are you looking for?»
And they said: JESUS THE NAZARENE>.

8 Jesus answered. «I have told you th&M.

If, therefore, are you looking for me, let these men going away».
® That the word might be fulfilled that he said:

«Those whom you havelVEN TO ME, | did not loose of them evgn
one».
19 SimonPETER , therefore, having a SWORD, drew it and StruckiHe CHIEF

PRIEST’S servant, and cut off his right ear. And the namihefservant was Malchus.

" Jesustherefore, said toPETER: «Put the SWORD back into the sheath;
am | not to drink the cup that the Father G&8EN TO ME?»

12THE coHorT, therefore, and the captain and ~ THE GUARDS OF THE JEws TOOK Jesus and
bound him.

Now while the extreme passages underline the poivére violence on the
one hand that of Judas and his allies, and ontter that of Peter, the central
passage expresses tman-violenceandpeaceof Jesus, the One who cannot be
simply “delivered” (2; 5) to his foes, but delivehgmself to them. His action,
which apparently may seem a weakness, becomescthprehensible thanks
to the superhuman power which is held in the deepmimg of the wordéyw
etpL (6).

So the central phrase, containing “I am” of Jemog the surprising reaction
of the aggressors, becomes the key to understartéxhnot only on the inferior
textual level but also on the superior one.
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Conclusion

In my article | have tried to demonstrate the kel of the central unit of
biblical texts, based on some examples taken flmmJohannine literature. The
central unit can have both negative and positiatufes, and its exact meaning
may depend on the textual level taken into conatt®r. Normally, the central
unite contains a hint of mystery which invites teader to reflect and to find an
answer himself. But the exegetical direction carbbth from the centre to the
extremities, or from the extremities to the cen®e, respectively, the centre
may help to explain the meaning of the extremiti@sthe extremities may
illuminate the enigmatic character of the centre.

Future research, based on the rhetorical analydiseocomposition of more
biblical texts, could be very helpful to try to effa comprehensive classification
of the role played by the central unit as a cludlie understanding of the text.
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