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This study focusses on the way the Letter to the Hebrews explains
the Christian doctrine of salvation by means of sacrificial symbols
drawn from the Old Testament. Theories about the nature of
sacrifice are taken from the work of social anthropologists to show
the underlying meaning of these symbols and how they affect the
meaning of this text

In relating New Testament studies to the methods of the social
sciences, this book differs from most writings about Hebrews,
which are either historical studies of the letter’s background or
theological studies of the author’s ideas. Dr Dunnill assesses
Hebrews, not as an argument, but as an act of symbolic com-
munication; he thus aims to identify some of its underlying
structures and reveal the source of its power.
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PREFACE

This book is a revised version of a doctoral thesis presented to
the University of Birmingham in 1988. The research was conducted
under the supervision of David Ford, and the final product owes
a great deal to his searching questions, his patience and his endless
encouragement. I am also extremely grateful to Frances Young,
from whose wise guidance I have benefited at several stages, and to
Leslie Houlden, Andrew Chester and the former editor of this series,
Graham Stanton, who read the original version and made helpful
comments from which I have tried to learn in making this revision.

Like any writing, this owes much to the communities in which its
various stages have come into being: especially to the very lively Theo-
logy Department of Birmingham University, where the work was
begun; to my former colleagues and students at Westminster College,
Oxford, where the project broadened and put down some roots; to the
Principal, staff and former fellow-students at Ripon College, Cuddes-
don, who provided a very amenable atmosphere for theological
writing; and finally to John Hall-Matthews and my colleagues and
friends in the parish of St Paul’s, Tupsley, Hereford, who have en-
couraged me to do this revision, helped me to think more clearly about
its purpose and lightened my load of other work to make it possible.

The appearance of the work in this revised form is a belated
tribute to my parents, Anne Dunnill and Leslie Dunnill, and to
my aunt Elizabeth Stewart, who, among many other gifts of faith
and life, did much to support me in the difficult early stages of
research. I wish to record also my thanks to David Ravens, who
first directed me towards theological study, and whose comments
on early versions of this book stimulated further thought; to Alan
Browning and Philip Budd, for their friendship and encouragement
of this project at different times; and most of all to my wife Maggie
who, inheriting this as ‘work in progress’, has helped me to believe
both that it was worth doing, and that it should be finished.
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A NOTE ON TRANSLATIONS

Translations of Biblical passages are usually taken from the Revised
Standard Version, although occasionally the New Revised Standard
Version has been preferred. It will be clear in the text when it has been
found necessary, especially in detailed discussions of passages from
Hebrews, to amend these versions or to translate afresh from the
Greek.
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