Professor Bernhard Word Anderson^∗

Jeffrey D. Oldham

1998 April 28

(First United Methodist Church of Sunnyvale, California, celebrates its centennial this year of 1998. To celebrate this, I, as chairperson of the Administrative Council, will read this devotional at the beginning of the April meeting.)

Business sent me to Montreal, but Administrative Council vice chairperson Curtis McAllister agreed to present this meeting’s devotional.

Last month, we learned about William K. Hooper who served as Sunday school superintendent for fifty years. Today, we enter the academic realm, discussing the contributions of our church’s most famous member: Pastor Bernhard Word Anderson.

1 Anderson’s Service in Sunnyvale

In 1937, 134 members comprised our Sunnyvale church. That year, a young Bernhard, his wife Joyce, and two daughters arrived to minister to the church. We have already heard some of his preaching: at our January meeting, we heard his description of Sunnyvale in the late 1890s.

Before he left in early 1941, our church’s nave was remodeled. Also, our church was renamed the First Methodist Church of Sunnyvale because the Methodist Episcopal Church North and the Methodist Episcopal Church South merged to form the Methodist Church.

∗ © 1998 Jeffrey D. Oldham (oldham@cs.stanford.edu). All rights reserved. This document may not be redistributed in any form without the express permission of the author.

2 Anderson’s Life

His service at Sunnyvale was just one small piece of a productive life. We read bibliographical information from his book Out of the Depths: Studies into the Meaning of the Book of Psalms [And70].

Born in Dover, Missouri, Dr. Anderson was educated in California where he received degrees from the College of the Pacific and Pacific School of Religion. In 1939, he was ordained to the ministry of The Methodist Church. He served Methodist churches in California, as well as Congregational churches in Connecticut and New York.

In 1945 he received the degree of Doctor of Philosophy at Yale University where he specialized in Old Testament studies. . . . He holds honorary degrees from the Pacific School of Religion, the University of the Pacific, and Colgate University.

As a professor, he served Colgate University in New York, the University of North Carolina, the Colgate Rochester Divinity School, Drew University in New Jersey (where he served as Dean of the Theological School for nine years), and finally as a Professor of Old Testament Theology at Princeton Theological Seminary.

3 His Writings

Among his numerous books are Rediscovering the Bible [And51] and Understanding the Old Testament [And66]. (If you have a copy of either book you no longer want, Jeffrey will gladly accept them.) He also contributed many of the annotations in The New Oxford Annotated Bible [MM91].

When trying to decide which of his writings to read here today, I considered reading from his academic essay on why Christians need the Old Testament [And63]. After all, Jesus gave us a new covenant so why do we need the old? Instead, I will quote from his undergraduate-level textbook Understanding the Old Testament [And66].

In the first chapter of the book, Dr. Anderson spends twenty pages placing the Hebrews among the political situation in the Middle East up to Moses’s time. The movements, politics, and military actions of the Amorites, Hittites, Canaanites, Perizzites, Hivites, Hurrians, Egyptians, and Habiru (some of which became the Hebrews) all impact each other, but the reader is left wondering what separates the Hebrews from the other groups. We quote,

From all that has been said, it is clear that the biblical narratives reflect the sober realities of the political situation. But these realities were interpreted through the eyes of Israelite faith. Many other peoples, and many other Habiru, were involved in the disturbed political situation of the Fertile Crescent during the latter half of the second millennium b.c. But only the Hebrews who stood in the circle of Moses experienced the depth of historical meaning that led to the remembering and eventually the writing down of these historical traditions. Historical investigation can help us to understand that the biblical story was intimately tied up with the political development of the time. But it takes religious imagination to go beyond the externals to the inner meaning of the events that Israel proclaimed in the exalted language of worship. In the last analysis, the significance of the Exodus is not determined by its date but by its place in the unfolding of the divine purpose in human affairs.

I leave you with his thought that, amidst the daily tribulations of life, we must actively discern and remember God’s work.

4 Opening Prayer

5 Closing Prayer

6 Acknowledgments

The following people and libraries provided a lot of assistance:

• Dodds B. Bunch for his church history written in 1972–73 (as provided by Pat (Patricia) Tubbs),

• Stanford Special Collections for permitting use of its collection,

• Librarian Don Walker at the University of the Pacific for his excellent help with United Methodist archives, and

• Lisa Christiansen of the California History Center at De Anza College,

• Carl Thomas for loaning the Bernhard Anderson books he owns.

References

[And51] Bernhard W. Anderson. Rediscovering the Bible. Association Press, New York, 1951.

[And63] Bernhard W. Anderson. The new covenant and the old. In Bernhard W. Anderson, editor, The Old Testament and Christian Faith: A Theological Discussion, chapter 12, pages 225–242. Harper & Row, New York, 1963.

[And66] Bernhard W. Anderson. Understanding the Old Testament.

Prentice-Hall, Inc., Englewood Cliffs, NJ, 2 edition, 1966.

[And70] Bernhard W. Anderson. Out of the Depths: Studies into the Meaning of the Book of Psalms. Joint Commission on Education and Cultivation, Board of Missions, United Methodist Church, New York, 1970.

[MM91] Bruce M. Metzger and Roland E. Murphy, editors. The New Oxford Annotated Bible. Oxford University Press, New York, new revised standard version edition, 1991.