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Abstract

Tifle: Character evaluation in biblical Hebrew narrative: Toward a

literary and theological understanding of the ’dsher-verb formula

Student: Mark Daren Wessner
Supervisor: Professor DJ Human
Department: Old Testament Stadies

Degree: Doctor of Philosophy (PhD)

The recently uncovered ’dsher-verb formula is so named because of its

i

consistently repetitive structure of “’dsher (the relative pronoun =WX) + verb”

combinations that function as the backbone of the unique lingustic technique.
The formula is a conventionalized narratological feature in biblical Hebrew that
occurs in twelve Old Testament pericopes, in the context of character evaluation,
and it contributes to the careful reader’s literary and theological understanding of
the text, and the subject character, in multiple ways. Although a small number of
scholars have loosely hinted at the presence of the repeated use of TR in some of

the texts, the existence of the specific literary formulaic technique has yet to be
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either recognized or articulated in a comprehensive study.

The formula occurs within the following four text-types: Behavioural epitaph,

Narrative historical, Behavioural judgment and Narrative future. Within each

literary context, the presence of either single or multiple 'dsher-verb combinations

provides a clearer understanding of the narrator’s rationale for presenting a
particular character as incomparable. The ‘dsher-verb formula reflects a
remarkably consistent literary structure, and as such, the careful reader of the
pericope can begin to anticipate and discern its presence in the Hebrew text. After
the initial identification of the subject, there is the placement of either a single or
repeated subordinate “WX immediately followed by a verb (either perfective or
imperfective, dependant upon the context) that qualifies or explains the narrator’s
observation about the subject character. In addition, the formula often employs
one of the three formal textual indicators and/or further revision through the use

of repeated prepositions. In essence, the entire "dsher-verb formula, taken as an

mtrinsic literary unit, often functions adjectively in relationship to the previously

identified subject.

The ’dsher-verb formula is a sophisticated linguistic tool that sheds additional

light on the literary skill, artistry and narrative intention of the ancient biblical

writers. Given the contexts in which 1s it used, it is logical to conclude that the

10
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"dsher-verb formula is integral to the identification of the “final word”, from the

narrator’s point of view, of the subject at hand. More often than not, it is a
linguistic and theological formula of definitiveness, in terms of character

evaluation.

11
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Key terms

"dsher — the relative pronoun WK, often translated as “whom”, “that”, “which”, or

“whose”.

Behavioural epitaph - the text-type in which the participant’s life is given an
overall final evaluation.

Behavioural judgment — the text-type in which the participant will experience
particular events because of past actions.

Chamcter evaluation / characterization — how the narrator portrays the motives,
nature, and persona of a biblical character.

Final-text exegesis — reading a text “as it is”, assuming that it has intentional and
inherent literary unity.

Formula — a conventionalized technique, used in the context of the original
writers and readers, of expressing character evaluation.

Incomparability - the identification of specific characteristics that suggest the
uniqueness or distinctiveness of a particular character in a narrative.

Literary analysis — the observation and 1dentification of the “story” elements of a
narrative, such as plot changes, character development, speech types, and
foreshadowing.

Narrative future — the text-type which portrays the participant’s stated desire for a
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futare event or development.

Narrative historical — the text-type in which the participant is evaluated in light of
a specific past action or actions.

Narrator — the literary story-teller behind any given text, also referred to as the
“author”.

Structural analysis — the observation and identification of specific syntactical and
stylistic elements of a text, such as repetition, inclusion and, chiasm.

Text-linguistics — the analysis of a language in order to discern and describe the
observable patterns at a text level, also known as “discourse analysis”.

Theology — the reading of a text with the goal to better understand the nature and

actions of God, achieve through the application of critical study.
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