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Moses zttained a transcendent position as the repository of the Law
of God. Like its divine source, the Law was eternal and capable of
universal application. Hence the canonization of the Pentateuch
marked not its petrifaction but the commencement of a new era of
vital interpretation that was to produce the Talmud at the end of a
thousand years,

Almost equally sacred was the second section of Scripture, the
Prophets. This section, which had two divisions, included the historical
books from Joshua to Kings and the great collections of prophetic
utterances bearing the names of Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and “the
Twelve.” These books, too, served as the starting-point of an elaborzte
process of interpretation which continued for nearly a millennium.
‘T'his literature comprises such radically different works as the Pesharim
or commentaries on the prophetic books by the Dead Sea sectarians;
the treatises of the Alexandrian philosopher, Philo; the Gospels and
Epistles of the New Testament; and the varied and innumerable rab-
binic Midrashim.

We have traced, albeit briefly, the origin and development of two
mighty spiritual currents in the life and thought of the Hebrew
people. In the period of the Second Commonwealth, which followed
the return from the Babylonian Exile, no Jew could be immune to
the power and influence they exerted. The author of Job was no
exception. The basic ideas and artitudes of the Torah and the Prophets
had an important role in molding his spiritual growth and outlook.
The specific evidence of his familiarity with these classic sources of
his people’s faith will be considered larer,!2 But he himself was neither
1 priest nor a prophet, neither a scribe nor an apocalyptist. For the
wthor of Job, the decisive influence came from the third intellectual
:urrent of ancient Israel, that of Hokwuab or Wisdom. This third
ttrand in the pattern of Jewish religious and cultural creativity must
10W engage our attention.

IV
Wisdom and Job

AS WE HAVE SEEN, the Law, which was the province of the
priest and later of the scribe, and the Vision, which was the
experience of the prophet and later of the apocalyptist, did not exhaust

- the range of spiritual activity in ancient Israel. A third strand was

supplied by Hokmah (Wisdom), which was cultivated by the sage
(hakam) or the elder (zaken). This discipline was more inclusive and
more concrete than is suggested by the honorific and rather abstract
term, “Wisdom.”

Hokmah may be defined as a realistic approach to the problems of
life, including all the practical skills and technical arts of civilization.
The term hakam, “sage” or “wise man,” is accordingly applied in the
Bible to all practitioners of the arts. Bezalel, the skilled craftsman who
built the Tabernacle and its appointments in the wilderness, and all
his associates, are called “wise of heart” (Exod. 28:3; 35:31; 36:1).
Weavers (Exod. 35:25), goldsmiths (Jer. 10:9), and sailors (Ezek.
27:8; Ps. 107:27) are described as hakamim.

Rabbinic Hebrew undoubtedly preserves an ancient usage when it
applies the term hakamab to the “midwife,” upon whose skill life and
death depend. The women skilled in lamentation (Jer. 9:16) and the
magicians and soothsayers with their occult arts are similarly described
as “wise” (Gen. 41:8; I Kings 5:10~12; Isa. 44:25; Jer. 9:16). Skill
in the conduct of war and in the administration of the state (Isa. 10:13;
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at least the major vices,

Above all, Hokmah refers to the arts of poetry and music, both vo-
cal and instrumental, Song in ancient Israe] was coextensive with life
itself. Harvest and vintage, the royal coronation, the conqueror’s re-
turn, courtship and marriage, all were accompanied by song and dance.

This relationship between song end Wisdom was so close that often
no distinction wag made between the two. Thus, in IKings (5:10-12)
we read: “Solomon’s wisdom excelled the wisdom of all the children
of the east, and 2] the wisdom of Egypt. For he was wiser than all
men, than Ethan the Ezrahite, and Heman, and Calcol, and Darda,

88 and 89 are attributed. First Chronicles ascribes these guilds of sing-
¢rs to the Davidic age and traces thejr genealogy back to Korah, the
contemporary of Moses.? Today the tradition is no longer dismissed
as an unbhistorical, artificia] “throwback” of a later iastitution to an
earlier age. There is growing evidence in Ugaritic sources of musical
and other guilds connected with the temple cult.?

Since improvisation was often the rule, no line was drawn between
the composer and the poet, the instrumentalist and the singer: all were
part of Wisdom. Thus, in Psalm 49 (vss. 4 and 5) we read:

My mouth shall speak Wisdom,

My heart shall meditatet understanding.
I shall turn my instruments to a parable,
I shall begin my riddle with the lyre.

All the materia] aspects of Hokmah, as embodied in art, architecture,
and the manual crafts, disappeared with the destruction of the physical
substratum of ancient Hebrew life. All that has remained of Wisdom
18 its incarnation in literature, which has survived, only in part, in
the pages of the Bible, The Wisdom writings are concerned not only
with the practical arts of living, but also with the development of a
sane, workable attitude toward life as a whole, without which profi-
ciency in the technical skills will avail men litele, To convey the
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truths of Wisdom, a specific literary genre came into being, the
mashal, or (less frequently) the bidah.8

The term muashal, derived from a Hebrew root meaning “represent,
resemble, be similar,” develops = variety of related senses. Its most
common meaning is “proverb,” a shorr, pithy utterance expressing
some observation on life and human nature. Reasoning from the
known to the unknown, the mushal frequently depends on analogy
to make its point:

As a door tums on its hinges,
So does a sluggard on his bed.

[Prov. 26:14]

The term is also applied to somewhat lengthier literary compositions
such as the allegory, parable, or fable. It also refers to more extensive
collections of proverbs? or poetic utterances,® in which poetic com-
parisons or Philcsophical reflections are common.

The hidab, or “riddle,” is a term which appears much less frequently
and is more restricted in meaning.® In several passages where it occurs
it is defined by some scholars as “an enigmatic, perplexing saying.”10
A more satisfactory rendering would be “an utterance on a mysterious
theme.” This would explain its application to oracles or psalms dealing
with such ultimase issues as the fate of the cruel Chaldean foe, the
suffering of the righteous, or God’s ways with His people.1t

These literary techniques were not ends in themselves. Basically,
Wisdom was an intellectual discipline, concerned with the education
of upper-class youth in Tsracl. It js highly probable that the hagasm
was a professional teacher® whose function was to inculcatz in his
pupils the virtues of hard work, zeal, prudence, sexual moderation,
sobriety, loyalty to authority, and religious conformity—all the ele-
ments of a morality aimed at achieving worldly success. When neces-
sary, Hokmah did not hesitate to urge less positive virtues on its youth-
ful charges, such as holding one’s tongue and distributing largesse as
aids in making one’s way. In brief, this practical Wisdom literature
represented a hard-headed, matter-of-fact, “safe-and-sane” approach
to the problems of living.

The discovery and elucidation of ancient oriental literatrure has
made it clear that Hebrew Wisdom Wwas not an isolated crearion in
Israel. On the contrary, it was part of a vast intellectual activity that
had been cultivated for centuries throughout the lands of the F ertile
Crescent—Egypt, Palestine, Syria, and Babylonia. Everywhere its basic
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there are many adumbrations of biblical Wisdom in oriental literature,
as well as many luminating parallels, Ttese similarities have been
noted by scholars who, flushed with the natural excitement of discov-
ery, have sometimes displayed more enthusiasm than caution in pos-

are invaluable in supplying a general background and in shedding
light on particular detajls,

The Hokmah of the biblical sages, unlike the Torah of the priests
or the Vision of the Prophets, usually made no claim to being divine
revelation. It was, of course, self-evident that the source of Hebrew
Hokmah, as of every creative aspect of man’s nature, was God. Thus
when Isaiah described the ideal Davidic king who would govern in jus-

Nevertheless, some of Wisdom’s more fervent disciples went even
farther. They sought to win for Wisdom a status almast equal to that
of Torah and Prophecy by endowing her with a cosmic role, I com-
posing hymns of praise to Wisdom, the Hebrew sages were able to
draw upon motifs found in Semitic mythology.’* Thus a Mesopota-
mian text of the late second millennium B.c.E. describes the goddess
Siduri Sabito as “goddess of wisdom, genius of life.” Albright, in call-
Ing attention to this reference, suggests that she was 2 prototype of
a Canaanite goddess of Wisdom. In the Aramaic Proverbs of Akigar,
emanating from the sixth Century B.C.E., a passage reads:

Wisdom is from the gods,
And to the gods she is precious,
Forever her kingdom is fixed in heaven,
For the lord of the holy ones has raised her up. 1

Passages such as these inevitably suggest comparison with Hebrew
poems. In the Book of Proverbs, Wisdom is pictured as dwellirg in
a temple with seven pillars (9:1) and as declaring,
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Ages ago I was poured out, at the first,
Before the beginning of the earth.

[Prov. 8:23]

The present Book of Job contains 1 magnificent “Hymn to Wisdom”
(chap. 28), in which Hokmah is endowed with cosmic significance
and is virtually personified.’s Ben Sira (Ecclesiasticus), in the first half
of the second century B.C.E., also personifies Wisdom:

I have come forth from the mouth of the Highest,
And like the vapor I have covered the earth;

I have made my abode in the heights
And my throne on a pillar of cloud.

[Ecclus. 24:3-4]

The Book of Enoch pictures Wisdom as homeless among men and
therefore returning to the abode of the angels (42:1-2).

But the similarity in language, intercsting as it is, is far less significant
than the fundamertal difference between the Hebrew poets and sages,
on the one hand, and the pagan writers, on the other. For the biblical
and post-biblical authors the personification and glorification of Wis-
dom is mythology, not religion; it is poetry, not truth. To heighten
the vividness and power of their compositions they utilize the resources
of their Semitic inheritance, as Dante, Shakespeare, and Milton invoke
the gods of Greece and Rome; but like the later writers, they do not
believe in these echoes of a dead past.

In their most lavish paeans of praise to Wisdom, the Hebrew sages
do not attribute to her any independent existence, let alone the status
of a goddess or a divine being. She is indubitably the creation of God,
His plaything, His companion, His delight, perhaps even the plan
by which He fashioned the world, but nevertheless, completely God’s
handiwork, as is the entire COSmos; N

The Lord created me at the beginning of his work,
The first of His acts of old,

Ages ago I was poured out, at the first,
Before the beginm'ng of the earth.

When there were no chths I was brought forth,
When there were no Springs abounding with water.
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Before the mountains had been shaped,
Before the hills, I was brought forth;
Before He had made the earth with irs fields,
Or the frst of the dust of the world.
When He established the heavens, I was there;
When He made firm the skies above,
When He established the heavens, I was there;
When He drew a circle on the face of the deep,
When he made firm the skies above,
When He established the fountains of the deep,
When He assigned to the sea its limit,
So that the waters might not transgress His command,
When He marked out the foundations of the eerth,
Then I was beside Him, as His ward 6
I was daily His delight, frolicking before Him always,
Rejoicing in His inhabited world and delighting in
the sons of men.

[Prov. 8:22-32]

All wisdom comes from the Lord

And is with Him for ever.
The sand of the seas, and the crops of rain,

And the days of eternity—who can number them?
And the height of the heaven, and the breadth of the earth

and the deep—who can trace them out?

Before them all was Wisdom created,
And prudert insight from everlasting.

The root of Wisdom, to whom has it been revezled:
And her subtle thoughts, who has known them?

One there is greatly to be feared,
The Lord sitting upon His throne;

He Himself created her, and saw, and numbered her,
And poured her out upon all His works:

Upon all flesh, in measure,
But to those who love Him, without limit.

[Ecclus. 1:1-10]

Was cquated with the Mosaic Law. This idea is clearly set forth by
Ben Sira, who indies another extended “Paean to Wisdom” (chap.
24) and then cites verbatim the verse in Deuteronomy (33:4);

e
.
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All these are the book of the covenant of the All-high God,
The Torah which Moses commanded to us,
The inheritance of the congregation of Jacob.
[24:23)

The same idenification of Wisdom and the Torah is expressed in
the apocryphal Psalm 152, long known in a Syriac versior.”” The
Hebrew original 1as now been discovered at Qumran and may ema-
nate from the same period as Ben Sira.’® In rabbinic thought the
equation became virtually axiomatic and is part of the Jewish liturgy
te the present day.®

In the Diaspora, outside of Palestine, where Greek ideas were more
influential, Wisdom was given a more philosophic interpretation. In
the apocryphal Wisdom of Solomon the spirit of the Lord ard Wis-
dom are explicitly identified and are taken to encompass both the
creation of the natural world and its moral government (1:6; 7:24) 20

In some circles, the earlier personifications of Wisdom were taken
literally and served as the point of departure for a complex develop-
ment. Of the various forms which this concept assumed, the most
notable was the Philonic doctrine of the Logos or the Divine Word,
which became the demiurge or instrument by which God creates and
governs the universe. It is only a further step to conceive of the
Divine Word as the intermediary between God and the world, even
as a distinct “person” or “aspect” of the divine nature.

Thus the process has come full circle. The independent god or
divine being who first appears in an early though far from primitive
mythology, reappears, in vastly transformed guise, in a later, highly
sophisticated theology. But for all the writers of the Hebrew Bible,
whether priest, prophet, or sage, such doctrines were totally outside
their purview. Hac they been able to conceive such ideas at all, they
would have rejected them as vitiating the Unity of God. In any event,
it must be remembered that these later developments took place long
after the Book of Job was written.

To revert to biblical Wisdom, it is to be expected that in an ancient
society in which religion permeated every aspect Bf life, the effort
would be made to give Hokmah a supernal position in the divine plan.
Thus it could claim a status not too markedly inferior to God’s revela-
tion embodied in the Torah or His communication with the prophets.
Basically, however, the claim of biblical Hokmah to authority rested
on its pragmatic truth. The teachers of Wisdom insisted that the
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application of kuman reason and careful observation to all the prob-
lems of life “worked,” that it brought men success and happiness. Its
origin might be in heaven, but its justification was to be sought in the
lives of men on earth:

The Lord by wisdom founded the earth;

By understanding He established the heavens;

By His knowledge the deeps broke forth

And the clouds drop down the dew.

My son, keep sound wisdom and discretion;

Let them not escape from your sight,

And they will be life for your soul and adornment for your neck,
Then you will walk on your way securely and your foot will not

If you sit down, you will not be afraid;
When you liz down, your sleep will be sweer,
Do not be afraid of sudden panic
Or of the ruin of the wicked when it cormes;
For the Lord will be your confidence and will keep your foot
from being caught,
[Prov. 3: 19-26]

I have counsel and sound wisdom,

I have insight; I have strength.

By me kings reign

And rulers decree what is just,

I love those who love me,

And those who seek me dlllgently find me,
Endowing with wealth those who love me
And filling their treasuries,

For he who finds me finds life

And obtains favor from the Lord;

But he who misses me injures himself;
All who hate me love death.

[8:14, 15, 17, 21, 35, 36
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The roots of Hokmah, as the extra-Hebraic parallels make abun-
dantly clear, are pre-Solomonic. The Bible has preserved some pre-

ble of Jotham” (Judg. 9:7 f£.), which compares the would-be king
to a sterile thorn bush, must g0 back to the primitive democracy of

(meshal ba/e/aadmo‘ni), “Out of the wicked cometh forth wickedness,
but let not my hand be upon thee.” The prophet Nathan'’s moving
parable of the poor man’s lamb (II Sam. 12:] f£.), with which he
indicts his royal master, David, constitutes another valuable remnant
of ancient mashal literarure.

A particularly significant passage for the development of Wisdom
is to be found in II Samuel, chapter 14. Here we have a “wise woman”
Cishab hakbamib) whom Joab calls, and probably pays, to present an
imaginary case to King David. She possesses dramatic skill as well
as literary inventiveness. Thus she prepares herself for the role of 3
mourner (vs. 2) and then presents her suit for the king’s decision.
When David pronounces judgment, she confesses that her fictitious
case was a mashal, a parable of the king’s relationship to his son Absa-
lom, the murderer of Amnon. Finally, she climaxes her appeal for
the king’s forgiveness by a reference to the melancholy brevity of
human life, thus going beyond practical Wisdom to its more philo-
sophical aspect: “For we must surely die and be like water poured
out on the ground, which is not gathered up and which no one desires”
(vs. 14).22

The Book of Kings preserves another parable which is post-Solo-
monic—that of Joash, king of Israel, in which he contemptuously
dismisses Amaziah of Judah as a thistle by the side of a cedar (II Kings
14:9).

The various collections in the bitlical Book of Proverbs emanate
from different periods. Yet it i being increasingly recognized that the
individual apothegms, which often cannot be dated, ire largely derived
from the First Temple period, and in part, at least, may go back to
Solomon’s reign, as several hcadings indicate (Prov. 1:1; 10:1),

As we have noted, the Babylonian Exile and the Return wirnessed
the decline and disappearance of Prophecy and ushered in a new
phase of oral interpretation of the Torah. I Wwas then, in the early
centuries of the Second Commonwcalth, that Wisdom reached its
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golden age, largely because of a basic shift in the primary concern of
celigious faith and thought.

While the Torah and the prophets were divergent in substance and
temper, they were agreed in Placing the nation in the center of their
thinking. Both were concerned with the weal or woe of the entire
people and called for the fulfillment of God’s will, which the priest
found embodied in the Law, and which the prophets saw expressed
in the moral code. To be sure, it was the individual who was adjured
to obey, but only as a unit of the larger entity, his destiny being
bound up, indeed submerged, in the well-being of the nation. This
concern with the group was a fundamental aspect of traditional Se-
mitic and Hebrew thought.

The individual, however, could never be completely disregarded.
His personal happiness and success, his fears and his hopes, were by
no means identical with the status of the nation. The people as a
whole might be prosperous and happy while an individual was exposed
to misery. On the other hand, even if the nation experienced defeat
and subjugation by foreign masters, the individual would still seek to
adjust himself to conditions and to extract at least a modicum of hap-
piness and success from his environment. This recognition of the
individual plays an enormous role in the Torah. Being a practical code
of life it necessarily had to deal with man’s problems and conflicts,
as its civil and criminal ordinances abundantly attest. Increasingly,
tao, the prophets, whose basic concern was the ideal future of the
nation, became concerned with the happiness of the individual: “Say
of the righteous that it shall be well with him; for they shall eat the
fruit of their doings. Woe to the wicked! It shall be ill with him; for
the work of his hands shall be done to him” (Isa. 3:10-11). With the
later prophets, Jeremiah and Ezekiel, the problem of incividual suffer-
ing becomes a central and agonizing element of their thoaght.* Funda-
mentally, however, torah and prophecy remaired concerned with the
group, its present duties and its future destiny.

[t was the decline of faith in the fortunes of the nation, coupled
with the growth of interest in the individual and his destiny, that
stimulated the development of Wisdom. Wisdom was not concerned
with the group, but with the individual, with the realistic present
rather than with a lenged-for future.

Wisdom’s eminently practical goals for success in the here and now
appealed principally to those groups in society which were least dis-
satisfied with the status quo—the government officials, the rich mer-
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chants, the great landowners, whose soil was tilled by tenant farmers.
These groups were concerned less with the will of God than with the
way of the world. This was true even of the high-priestly families
among them, whose prestige and income derived from their position
in the hierarchy of the Temple. The goal of upper-class education
was the training of youth for successful careers. These needs were
admirably met by the Wisdom teachers who arose, principally, if not
exclusively, in Jerusalem, the capital city.

Nearly two decades ago I called attention to the striking resem-
blance between the Wisdom teachers and the sophists of classical
Greece, who performed a similar function fer the upper-class youth
of Athenian society, teaching them the practical skills needed for
government and business.?® There were, of course, far-reaching re-
ligious and cultural differences between Greece and Israel. These dif-
ferences dictated different roles for the Greek sophists and the
Hebrew bakamim. For example, while the art of public speaking was
intensively cultivated in Greece, it was not a conscious discipline in
Israel, at least so far as extant sources indicate. All the more striking,
therefore, are the similarities between the two groups. The semantic
development of the Greck sophia closely parallels that of the Hebrew
bokmah. The basic meaning of the Greek word is “cleverness and
skill in handicraft and art”; then, “skill in matters of common life,
sound judgment, practical and political wisdom”; and ultimately,
“learning, wisdom, and philosophy.”? The adjective sophos bears the
same meanings, as descriptive of sculptors, and even of hedgers and
dirchers, but “mosily of poets and musicians.”?” The substintive
sopbhistes, “master of a craft or art,” is used in the extant literature for
a diviner, a cook, a statesman, and again for poets and musicians.?®
From Plato’s time cnward, its common meaning was that of a pro-
fessional teacher of the arts.?®

The most illuminating parallel lies in the division of the Wisdom
teachers into two numerically unequal groups, a process evident every-
where in Egypt and Babylonia as well as in Israel and Hellas.* Most
of the exemplars of Wisdom were hard-headed, real)jstic teachers of
a workable morality, intent on helping their youth{ul charges attain
successful careers. Among the oriental Wisdom teachers, however,
were some restless spirits who refused to be sarisfied with these prac-
tical goals.

In the relatively extensive remains of Egyptian Wisdom, which
bear the name sboyet, “instruction,” two literary types are included:
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“discourses on worldly prudence and wisdom intended merely for
schools”; and “writings far exceeding the bounds of school philos-
ophy.”®! Babylonian Wisdom exhibits the same division between
“practical maxims” and “meditations on the meaning of life,”s?

In Greece, too, a small number of thinkers were unwilling to limit
the scope of their thought. Though they derived from the sophists,
“the wise,” they adopted the less pretentious name of “lovers of wis-
dom,” or “philosophers,” with perhaps a touch of Socratic irony.
Their contempt for the sophists (with whom, however, they had
many affinities) parallels the rejection by the Hebrew literary prophets
of any identification with the popular prophets from whom they
emanated, as in Amos’ scornful denial, “I am no prophet nor a
member of the prophetic guild!” (Amos 7: 14).

In Israel, both types of Wisdom are clearly marked. From the prac-
tical-minded teachers of youth emanated the short maxims of the Book
of Proverbs, as well as the longer essays of Ben Sira, who makes ex-
plicit reference to the bet bamidrash, or “academy,” in his call, “Turn
to me, ye fools, and tarry in my house of study” (Ecclus. 51:23).
These two books are the principal Hebrew repositories of the “lower”
Wisdom, practical in goal, conventional in scope.

For a few bolder spirits within the schocls of Wisdom these prac-
tical goals were not enough. They had been trained to apply observa-
tion and reasoning to the practical problems of daily life, but the
more fundamental issues intrigued them: the purpase of life, man’s
destiny after death, the basis of morality, the problem of evil. When
they weighed the religious and moral ideas of their time by these
standards, they found some things they could accept, but much that
they felt impelled to reject as either untrue or unproved. Hence the
higher or speculative Wisdom books are basically heterodox, skeptical
works, at variance with the products of the practical school.

As well as we can judge, no violent antagenism existed between the
teachers of practical Wisdom and those who ventured into uncharted
waters. In part, at least, the reason lies in the fact that these more
original thinkers continued to pursue the calling of professional teach-
ers of practical Hokmah. That conditioning would affect their style
end thought ever after. In sum, bath the conventional and the un-
conventional teachers of Wisdom spoke the same language, reflected
the same environment, and shared 2 common outlook, The epilogue
in Ecclesiastes (12:9 ff.) testifies to this conventional activity of the
unconventional author of the book.:
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In secking to penetrate the great abiding issues of suffering and
death, these rare Wisdom teachers were unwilling to rely on tradition
and conventional ideas. When they insisted on applying observation
and reason to the ultimate questions, they courted tragedy—but
achieved greatness.

Like so many rationalists since their day, they found unaided human
reason incapable of solving these issues. Some, no doubt, finally made
their peace with the traditional religion of their time. But others,
tougher-minded, refused to take on faith what reason could not dem-
onstrate. Consequently, their writings reveal various degrees and types
of skepticism and heterodoxy. Several of these devotees of the higher,
speculative Wisdem were able to transmute the frustration and pain
of their quest into some of the world’s greatest masterpieces, notably
Job and Koheleth (Ecclesiastes). Smaller in compass and frequently
enigmatic in content is the fragment imbedded in the Book of Prov-
erbs and ascribed to Agur ben Yakeh (Prov. 30).3¢

Kobheleth, the skeptical observer of life and man’s pretensions, was
keenly aware of the problem of injustice in society. He reacted far
more strongly than one might have expected in view of his upper-class
orientation. Primarily, however, his malaise was intellectual in origin:
he was troubled by man’s inability to discover ultimate truth—the real
meaning of life and the purposes of creation %

The author of Job, on the other hand, though by no means inferior
in intellect, possessed a far deeper emotional nature and a greater
capacity for involvement in the joy or misery of his fellow men. He
was roused to indignation, not by man’s intellectual limitations in a
world he had not made, but rather by man’s suffcring in 2 world into
which he had not asked to be born. The result was 3 work of grand
proportions, the writing of which probably spanned his lifetime. He
attempted to grapple with the crucial questions with which the psalm-
ist, prophet, and poet alike had wrestled for centuries and which
remain the greatest stumbling blocks to religious faith: Why do the
wicked prosper and the righteous suffer> Why is there evil in a
world created by a just God? &

The Book of Job represents the supreme achievement of Hebrew
Wisdom. In form and approach, as well as in background and content,
its affinities with both conventional and unconventional Wisdom
teaching are striking.

When the full scope of biblical Wisdom is kept in mind, it is clear
that by virtue of its literary form Job belongs in this category. [t ob-
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the author’s choice of an upper-class figure as his hero. In order to ex-
hibit the tragedy of human suffering, the poet has selected a man of
great prosperity who is hurled to the lowest depths of misfortune,
rather than a member of the lower classes who has suffered a lifetime
of poverty and misery. It may, of course, be argued that this contrast
between Job’s earlier prosperity and his later calamities makes for a
more dramatic plot. Nevertheless, the fact remains :hat the Book of
Job poses the problem of evil in the form most likely to confront a
member of the upper classes. And the evidence goes much further.
We have perhaps the only reference in later biblical writings to a
multiplicity of wives in one family in the passage, “his widows will
not weep for him” (27:15).* Pclygamy was always restricted to
the rich, who alone could afford the luxury. In Job’s moving Confes-
sion of Innocence (chap. 31), which represents the code of conduct
of a Jewish gentdeman, it is obviously a patrician who speaks. He
takes pride in the consideration he shows the poor, the widow, and
the orphan. Unlike the crasser members of his class he is deeply sensi-
tive to the truth that both he and his slave are fashioned alike by
God. Nor has his wealth ever tempted him to arrogance. Job reveals
a wholly admirable quality in his insistence:

Have I ever concealed my transgressions like Adam,
Hiding my sin in my bosom

Because Istood in fear of the crowd

And the contempt of the masses terrified me—

So that I kept silence and did not go out of doors?

[Job 31:33 £.]

Yet in this moral courage and scorn for the mob there is at least an echo
of the pride of the wellborn and well-circumstanced.

At every turn, the author himself, and not merely his hero,
gives evidence of an upper-class environment. The poet’s wide fa-
miliarity with various geographical locations—mounnin and desert,
sea and plain—points to his being widely traveled, an activity possible
only for the rich in ancient times. His reference to the papyrus ships
(9:26) and his colorful descriptions of the hippopotamus (40:15 ff.)
and the crocodile (40:25 ff.) do not prove that the author was an
Egyptian,* but they do show that he had visired the land of the Nile.
Similarly, his vivid depiction of hail, ice, and snow, suggests a knowl-
edge of the north.*

Because of his knowledge of agriculture and medicine, astrenomy
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and anatomy, mining and warfare, Pfeiffer concluded that “the author
was the most learned ancient before Plato.”** This range of knowledge
and experience, which recalls that of Shakespeare, is, of course, a
tribute to his curiosity and intellectual powers, but it would have been
denied him had he been poor.

Itis in the area of religious thought that the poet’s upper-class orien-
tation 1s particularly clear. In this regard, the use of divine names is
highly instructive.# In Fgyptian and Babylonian Wisdom the indi-
vidual names of gods do not totally disappear, but they yield increas-
ingly to general descriptions of “God” or “the Gods.” The names of
individual deities are generally retained only in traditional apothegms
or in contexts concerned with the attributes of a specific god.*

The use of divine names in Hebrew Wisdom is similar. In the lower
Wisdom books like Proverbs, JHVH, the naticnal name of the God of
Israel, occurs exclusively in the oldest collections (10:1-22:16; 25—
29), which are probably pre-Exilic. Yet even here, when JHVH does
occur it is often in stock phrases like “the fear of JHVH,” “the bless-
ing of JHVH,” “the abomination of JHVH,” “the knowledge of
JHVH.”** The later collections in Proverbs use JHVH much less
consistently. In Ben Sira the general term, ’é] (“God”), is used in half
the cases. The use of JHVH here is apparently to be attributed to the
author’s identification of the God of Israel with the world creator, so
that the specific national name has become divested of any particular-
istic character.

In the higher Wisdom books the name JHVH is avoided with

such consistency that it cannot be accidental. In Koheleth, ’elghim is
the exclusive designation of the Deity.*® In the poetic sections of Job,
the specific name of JHVH is almost completely rejected in favor of
the general terms, ’¢), ‘eldab, *elobim, Saddai Only in the prose nar-
rative, which is a recasting of an ancient folk tale, does the traditional
name JHVH occur. In avoiding local or national divine names in favor
of the general desigrations, the higher Wisdom writers were seeking
to express their concept of God in the broadest and most universal
terms. »
The upper-class orientation of Job emerges again in che treatment of
the book’s basic theme—the problem of suffering. Fuller consideration
will be given to this issue later. Here it suffices ro note that Wisdom
writers could not shut their eyes to the inequities of the present order.
At the same time, as representatives of the affluent groups in society,
they did not find the status quo intolersble.



of domestic and foreign masters, were tormented by the prosperity of
the Wicked. and the suffering of the righteous. Holding resolutely to

Christianity.‘s
The teachers of Wisdom, on the other hand, felt no need to adopt
these new views, The sages of the conventional Wisdom schools con-

be ignored. The sage therefore explicitly negates this belief (Ecclus.
10:11): “When a man dies, he inherirs worms, maggots, lice, and
creeping things.” Hig grandson, who translted the book into Greek,
gives the passage a pharisaic interpretation by having it affirm judg-
ment after death: “Humble thy soul greatly, for the punishment of the
ungodly is fire and worms,”

The unconventiona] sages, the authors of Job and Koheleth, are too
clear sighted and too sensitive to overlook the manifest instances of

though both are familiar with it,
Koheleth dismisses the idea of an afterlife with , shrug of the
saoulders:

Furthermore, I saw under the sun that in the place of judg-
ment there was wickedness, and in the Place of rightcousness,
wrong. I said to myself, “Both the righteous and the wicked, God
will judge, for there is a proper time for everything and every
deed—over there!” I said to myself concerning men, “Surely God
has tested them and shown that they are nothing but beasts,”
For the fate of men and the fare of beas:s are the same. As the one
dies, so dces the other, for there js one spirit in both, and man’s

All go to one place, all come from the dust and all return to
the dust. Who knows whether the Spirit of man rises upward
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and the spirit of the beast goes down to the earth® So I saw
that there is nothing better for man than to rejoice in his works,
for that is his lot, and no one can permit him to see what shall

be afterwards,
[Eccles. 3:16 ff.]

Whatever you are able to do, do with all your might, for
there is neither action, nor thought, nor knowledge, nor wis-
dom in the grave towards which you are moving,

Though man does not know his hour, like fish caught in an
evil net, like birds seized in a snare, so men are trapped in an
hour of misfortune, when it falls upon them suddenly.

[9:10, 12]

Job lacks the tough-mindedness of Koheleth. He cannot pretend
to be indifferent to the hope for an afterlife. He wishes he could ac-
cept it as true, but he sorrowfully comes to the conclusion that the
renewal of life after death is not given to men;

For there is hope for a tree—

If it be cut down, it can Sprout again

And its shoots will not fail,

If its roots grow old in the earth

And its stump dies in the ground,

At the mere scent of warter it will bud anew
And put forth branches like 2 young plant,
But man grows faint and dies;

Man breathes his last, and where is he?

As water vanishes from a lake,

And a river is parched and dries up,

So man lies down and rises not again;

Till the heavens are no more he will not awake,
Nor will he be roused from his sleep.

Oh, if You would hide me in Sheol,

Conceal me unti) Your wrath js spent;

Set a fixed time for me, and then remember me!

If a man die, can he live again?

All the days of my service I would wait,

Till my hour of release should come,

You would call and I would answer You;

You would be longing for the work of Your hands.
For then You would number my steps;
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You would not
You would seal
And You would

But as 3 mountain falls and crumbles

And a rock js moved from jrg place,

As waters wear away stones

And a torrent washes away the earth’s soj
So do You dcstroy man’s hcpe. ’

keep watch over my sin, I
UP my transgression in 4 bag, |
cover over my iniquity. i

[Job 14:7-19]

. . eneral conservatj i

writers. ‘This explanation is, howager, totally inadec;ﬁgtleoﬁtif Sv?:iisgt?ﬁi]
then have expected o find in Wisdom an adherence to’thc older doc-
trines of the “day of JHVH,” a5 ¢xpounded by Amos, Isajah and
Jeremiah, or the conception ot the “End-time. as develo ::d by Isai h
Ezekiel. sdom wj whether o

accept contemporary society as fundamentally just, as do the conve

tional Wisdom writers, or have doubts, as does K(ihelcth or are T
stonately convinced thar justice and truth are trampled uiider footp lis-
God and man, as does Job—they do nor contemplate any seriou}s’

change in the structure of society.
The clear-cur social conservatism of Wisdom literature as 3 whole

sheds light on seyera] hitherto unexplained characterisgics of Proverbs
X td

Koheleth,

the dialogue, the Friends fre i ipti

; ) quently give exrended descriptions of
God’s power (5:9 fF.; :25:2—6; 26:6-14) .52 I response, Job Sso [;sivzs
elaborate pictures of divine power, but WIth 2 significant difference:

while the Friends stress the beneficent and X L a
Almighty as revedled o Creative functioning of the

. in the gift of rain (5. 10), the discomfiry
wicked (5:12 fL.), the glories of the heavens (26:2-3), and t;eeorfl;ft:
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| teries of creation (26:5 f.), Job emphasizes the negative and destruc-

tve manifestations of God’s power:®* God moves the mountains,
makes the earth tremble, and shuts up the sun and the stars that they
give no light (9:5 ff.).

The same spirit permeates Job’s description of God’s might in chap-
ter 12: God destreys beyond rebuilding and imprisons men so that
they cannot escape; he withholds water to cause drought and pours it
forth in flood; nations are exalted only to be destroyed (12:14, 15,
23). The rest of Job’s description is to be understood in the same light

—as evidence of God’s destructive power:

He leads counselors away stripped,
And of judges He makes fools.

He opens the belt of kings

And removes the girdle from their loins.5¢

He leads priests away stripped

And the mighty ones He confuses,

He deprives counselors of speech

And removes the discernment of the elders.

He pours contempt on princes,

And looses the girdle of the strong.

He reveals deep secrets from the darkness,

And brings the blackest gloom to light.

He makes nations great, and then destroys them.
He enlarges nations, and forsakes them.

He removes understanding from the people’s leaders
And leads them in a pathless waste astray.

They grope in the dark without light,

And He makes them stagger like a drunkard.

[12:17-25]

There is a striking contrast in spirit between Job’s picture of social
transformation and the descriptions found elsewhere in the Bible of
God’s power to transform conditions so that the proud are abased and
the humble exalted.®® These hymns are intended as paceans of praise:

Those who were full have hired themselves out for bread,
And the hungry have ceased (to starve),

While the barren woman has borne seven,

And the mother of many has languished.

The Lord makes poor and makes rich;

He casts down and raises up.
[T Sam. 2:5, 7]
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He raises the pcor from the dust
And the needy from the dung-hill,
To seat him among the princes,
The princes of his people.

[Ps. 113:7-8]

who praise God's greatness depict both aspects of the change—the fall
of the mighty and the rise of the lowly. Similarly Eliphaz, who extols
Gpd’s power (5:11): “He sets the lowly on high, and the afflicted are
ralsgd to safety.” Job, however, describes only half of the picture—the
decline of the powerful—because he s arraigning his Maker as a de-
structive force,

Nor is Job’s attitude simjlar to that of the prophets, They saw in the
collapse of these elements of society the deserved Ppunishment of a sinfu]
people (e.g., Amos 6:1 ff., 7 ff.; Isa. 3; Mic. 3) and the necessary prel-
ude to a reconstructed social order (Isa. 1:24-28; 5 :8-17; and often).
But for the auther of Job, as for the Wisdom writers in general, a
:ransformatiqn of the social and political status quo meant catastropl,le.

V
Job and Near Eastern

Literature

‘ x /E HAVE BRIEFLY TRACED the history and development

of the threz principal strands in the pattern of ancient Hebrew
religion and culture. Two of them, the Law and the Prophets, un-
doubtedly constituted important elements in the background of the
author of Job. Basically, however, it was the third, Wisdom, with
which he was mos: closely identified and to which he contributed his
tnique life work.

It is clear that he was familiar with the lower Wisdom, which was
concerned with practical success in life. The sages expressed their
realistic teachings principally through the mzashal or proverbial utter-
ance. They also used rhetorical questions to buttress their idezs with
analogies from practical life. Both these literary forms are found in
Job, where they are utilized by all the disputants in the argument.* As
is the case with the other great exemplar of unconventional Wisdom,
Koheleth, it is not always possible to determine whether the author of
Job is citing an earlier saying or creating an original utterance.

Basically, however, the Book of Job belongs to the category of
higher Wisdom, which was speculative in temper, unconventional in
approach, and concerned with ultimate issues. High if not highest on
the list was the problem of man’s suffering in a world created and

X
53
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governed by a good God. This was an issue of universal human im-
portance, and Job was not the only one in Israel, nor the Israelites the
only people, to agonize over the mystery of evil.

That the Book of Job has deep roots in the Hebrew tradition has
long been taken for granted. But that the Hebrew heritage itself has
roots, as well as countless points of contact, in the culture of the an-
cient Orient, is a modern discovery.

Until a century and a half ago the Bible was virtually the only re-
maining document of its world and time. Since Napoleon’s expedition
to Egypt, however, oriental archacology has, with rapidly increasing
momentum, brought to light thousands of artifacts jn Egypt, Palestine,
Syria, and Mesopotamia. We now possess tangible evidence which
enables us to reconstruct much of the life of the Fertile Crescent be-
fore, during, and after the biblical era, Even more important have been
the discovery and the deciphering of various languages and literarures
of the ancient Near East—Egyptian, Sumerian, Akkadian, Canaanite,
Hurrian, and Hittite. As a result, the Bible no longer s:ands in splendid
isolation. Yet the investigation of the religious, ethical, and legal
literature of the ancient Near Fast has set into bolder relief the great-
ness of Israel’s achievement. At the same time, a knowledge of the
background from which Israel sprang, and against which it lived and
created, has served to illumine untold aspects of Hebrew life and
thought.

This is particularly true of biblical and nen-biblical Hebrew Wis-
dom literature.2 As we have noted, Wisdom is the least national and
the most broadly vniversal element in the culrural heritage of ancient
Israel. Unlike the Torah, it is not interested in the Preservation of the
historical traditions of the Jewish people or their partcular forms of
ritual. Unlike prophecy, it is vitally concerned, not with the national
destiny of the Hebrew nation, but with the individual, his hopes and
fears, the pitfalls he encounters along the path of everyday life, and
the qualities he needs for success. These issues were no different for
the Hebrew than for the Egyptian, the Syrian, or the Babylonian,

In each of these culture spheres there were a few searching spirits
troubled by the ultimate issues—the purpose of existence, the destiny
of man, the uncertsinties of life, the problem of suffering, the nature
of death. Here, too, the divcrgence among men would tend to be
rooted in varying temperaments and personal experiences rather than
in national differences, More than any other phase of Hebrew culture,
biblical Hokmah was rooted in its oriental milieu.
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It must be confessed, however, that the complex relationship be-
tween Israel and its neighbors has often been misconceived. As a
modern thinker has pointed out, “the history of ideas is to be under-
stood in terms of a dialectical development in which men react against
the views held by their predecessors and correct any one-sidedness in
these views by going to the opposite extreme that, alas, is equally one-
sided.”® As a natural reaction against the previous isolation of the
Bible, and under the impact of the wealth of discoveries of modern
archaeology, scholars have all too often gone to the opposite extreme,
tending to see in every instance of similarity, real or alleged, an exam-
ple of Hebrew borrowing from Babylonian, Egyptian, or Ugaritic
sources. This is, of course, highly questionable methodology. The
mere existence of similarities does not prove dependency unless there
s an unusual sequence of thought or some striking and exceptional
feature common to the two documents being compared. These condi-
tions do obtain with regard to the Egyptian Maxims of Amenemope,
which is dated from the tenth to the seventh centuries 5.c.5. The work
bears a striking resemblance to an entire section in the Book of
Proverbs (22:17—24:22) and is accordingly regarded by most scholars
as the direct or indirect source for the Hebrew work.4

In general, however, no such clear-cut evidence of relationship can
be established. In the first instance, it must be kept in mind that
Hebrew Wisdom drew upon the same ancient sources and funda-
mental concerns which agirated the sages of Babylonia and Egypt.
Moreover, these basic human concerns would tend to produce simi-
larities in outlook, mood, and form of expression. Finally, and most
important, this common oriental herirage was subjected to a far-reach-
ing process of “creative assimilation.” The Hebrew genius adopted
those elements in the surrounding culture which it found valuable,
modified what was potentially useful, and rejected what it recogni?cd
as fundamentally alien. Hence, the similarities are often lluminating
with regard to details, but it is the differences that go deeper and are
more significant. A balanced study, therefore, of the extra-biblical
parallels to Wisdom literature must reckon with the eleme.nts in com-
mon as well as with the divergencies that set Hebrew Wisdom apart
from, and above, its oriental counterparts.

Since Job belongs to the higher, speculative Wisdom, we are not
concerned with the more extensive remains of the lower, practical
Wisdom in Egyptian and B#uylonian literarure.® To be sure, the
oIganic connection between the two aspects of Wisdom means that
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each can shed light on some feature of the other. Thus the Egyptian
Instruction of Ani, written toward the end of the Empire, is of interest
because of its dialogue form: a father gives advice to his son, who
answers respectfully, expressing the fear that he cannot mezsure up to
the father’s high standards.

In the higher speculative realm, Egyptian literature contains several
meditations and complaints against suffering, whether induced by the
gods, or, more commonly, caused by the cruelty and oppression of
men. To this genre belongs the Admonitipns of Ipu-wer (end of the
First Kingdom, circa 2300~2050 B.c.E.), Which consists of six poems
depicting the collapse of the established order and the transfer of
power and wealth to upstarts.” The approach here s “prophetic”; a
scribe apparently musters Up courage to charge the king with the mal-
administration of justice. This theme, as we have noted, reappears in
biblical Wisdom as well and g particularly prominent in Job.® The
Dispute With His Soul of a Man Tired of Life also reflects the despair
induced by the breakdown of society.® The most popular work in this
genre is the highly rhetorical Complaint of the Peasant, which narrates
an alleged tale of oppression and frand perpetrated upon a salt-field
dweller in the Wad; Natrun, west of the Delta,10 The moving Song of

and the so-called “Babylonian Koheleth,”11 though no direct relation-
ship exists,12

With regard to Babylonian Wisdom literature, it cannot be deter-
mined whether it was originally less extensive than it Egyptian coun-
serpart or whether the fewer remains are purely a marter of accident.
Nonetheless, even these fragments exhibit both aspects of Wisdom—
practical instruction and philosophical “laments, s Lambert cate-
gorizes them along slightly different lines as “practical advice on ethics
and works dealing with intellectyal problems, 14

The first category of practical guidance s exhibited in various
Proverb collections which stress experience and common sense almost
exclusively.’® On the other hand, several works blend religious and
echical motifs with Ppractical considerations, like the biblical Book of
Proverbs. To this group belong the so-called Babylonian Book of
Proverbs,'s which goes back to the third or second millennium g.c.k.,
and the much later Abiqar Romance, which was one of the most popu-
lar and widely diffused books in the ancient Orien,"

it s
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Again, our Present concern is with writings in the second category,
that is, complaints on the limitations of life, which fall into the sphere

praise the Lord of Wisdom, which has been called the “Babylonian
Job.”*® Lambert argues forcefully that this epithet is a misnomer: “Sq

tion was justified. Seen now in a more complete form, it will not
bear the title so readily. Quantitatively speaking, the greater part of the
text is taken up by a description of Mardulk's restoration of his ruined
servant, and only a small part with an effort to probe the reason for
the suffering of the righteous.”™ [n the poem the author describes
the ills he has suffered and complains of the misfortunes which have

of the gods, and to an even more radical surmise—thatr man’s concep-
tion of good and evil differs from that of the gods! The Babylonian
poet declares:

What man thinks good, for god is evil!

What ia his heart js wrong, for his god is good!
Who czn learn the will of the gods in heaven?
Where has purblind man learnt the way of a god

[Tablet 1, 1I. 34-37]

Then comes a description of his Physical suffering, followed by a sud-
den transition to coafidence, to which we shal] return:

My ill-wisher heard it, and his countenance shone (with joy);

They brought the good news to the woman who was my
ill-wisher, and her spirit was delighted.

But I know the day when my tears will come to an end,

When among the protecting deities their divinity will show

mercy. 2
[Tablet II reverse, 1. 52 fI.]

After several unclear lines and a lacuns, the text describes the sufferer’s
restoration to health and divine favor,

A particularly intriguing example of Babylonian Wisdom is afforded
by the Pessimistic Dialogue of a Master and 4 Slave 2 The text con-
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sists of a series of paragraphs in which the master declares his intention
to follow a given course of action, like visiting the palace, taking
a meal, going hunting, facing his enemy, or building a house. In each
case, the slave obediently agrees that it is wise. Then the master ab-
ruptly announces the decision to do the opposite and the slave again
encourages his lord in the new activity. Finally, the master announces
that since the same fate overtakes the public benefactor and the self-
seeking individual, he will kill both his slave and himself. Again the
slave seems to agree by recalling either man’s Incapacity to understand
the world or, more likely, man’s jnability to escape the world and the
universal law of mortality.

Who is so tall that he can reach up into heaven?
Who is so wide that he can embrace the earth?

But when the master modifies his plan and decides that only the slave
must die, the latter gives an ironic and decisive answer:

“No, slave, I will kil] you and send you ahead of myself”’
“How indeed would My master survive me for three days?”

Prior to 1954, virtually all scholars regarded the tex: as a serious pres-
entation of a pessimistic outlook g life. Yer they were struck by the
“playful fashion,” the “burlesque tone,” and the “low irreverence” re-
flected in the composition.?! Boh] therefore suggested that it was a skit
written for the Babylonian “Saturnalia” and describing a reversal of
social status, which, he assumes, took place on a day during the New

rather “a parody or jocose presentment of the obsequious slave,” who
agrees to every whim of the master except that of his own (ie., the
slave’s) demise.22

Lambert, on the other hand, suggests that “the writer was in earnest,
but owed his outlaok to his emotional state. The whols atmosphere of
the text, he believes, is reminiscent of contemporary Western adoes-
cents, particularly those of high intelligence. Extensive study has re-
vealed that many bright youths have sudden changes from exuberance
to brooding depression and that suicide is often in their thoughts,
though rarely acted upon.”® I do not find this theory convincing.
There is no warrant in the text for this alleged altermation of moods
from exaltation to depression, Moreover, according to this view, there
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is no real need or function for the slave, who is in fact given the last
and decisive ward in the dialogue. I therefore prefer Sutcliffe’s inter-

effective piece, though its precise meaning is unclear—very much like
some examples of contemporary literature!

A third composition (fifteenth or fourteenth century B.C.E.), which
has been described as the Complaint of 4 Sage over the Injustice of the
World, is today generally referred to as a Dialogue about Human
Misery. It has aptly been called the “Babylonian Koheleth,”2s The
poem is an acrostic preserving the poet’s name, a practice not attested
in the Bible, but frequent in medieval Hebrew poetry. It is written in
the form of a dialogue between the sufferer and his friend, thus re-
calling in rudimentary fashion the structure of Job. Unfortunately,
the text contains many lacunae that make it difficult to follow. The
themes treated apparently include such ideas as the following: death
destroys love and joy (1. 12 ff.); even the rich and the powerful can-
not presume upon the abiding favor of the gods (1L 60 ff.); the decrees
of God are incomprehensible (11. 80 ff., 220 ff.); murder and violence
are triumphant in human affairs (. 215 f£.). The author urges joy (1L
21 ff., 246) and closes with a petition to the gods for help. Here, too,
the speaker protests that he has presented the prescribed sacrifices, Per-
haps the boldest thought in Babylonian Wisdom is the idea—on which
both the sufferer and his friend agree—thar the injustice of the gods
makes men prone to lie and to oppress their fellows.?® In his bitterness
he threatens to surrender his piety:

Let me forger the votive gifts of the god, trample upon ritual
prescriptions.
Let me slaughter the bullock . . . ear. .
[1L. 135-36]

This brief conspectus of Egyptian ag1 Babylonian higher Wisdom is
sufficient to indicate that biblical Hokmah did not arise in a vacuum.
Even without this concrete evidence, the high level of achievement
represented by its major works, Job and Ecclesiastes, would suggest a
long period of gestation and development. A masterpicce emerges not
at the beginning of a movement, but at its culmination,

‘There are many points of similarity between Job and these extra-
biblical writings: the exposure to illness and other misfortunes, the
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mystery of the suffering of the pious, the uncertainty of life, the un-
knowability of human destiny, the lack of correspondence between
virtue and well-being. All these are universal elements of human ex-
perience, however; their presence in two distinct literary compositions
does not necessarily prove a relationship of dependency.

It is noteworthy that such stylistic features as the presence of dia-
logue, the citation of proverbs, and the use of quotztions in debate are
met with in oriental as well as in Hebrew Wisdom. They constitute part
of the literary tradition of oriental Wisdom as a whole, and again, do
not constitute evidence of direct borrowing,

One of the most famous passages in Job needs to be discussed jn this

connection. After Pleading with his friends for Ppity and voicing a pas--

sionate wish to have his words permanently engraved on a mony-
ment, Job cries:

For I know that my Redeemer lives,
Though He be the last to arise upon earth!2?

[Job 19:25]

No matter how the enigmatic second line is interpreted, it is striking
that the formulation of the first has two analogues in the extant extra-
biblical literature, in Ugaritic and in Egyptizn. In a Ugaritic liturgical
text which has described the death of the god Aliyn Ba%l, the wor-
shiper triumphantly announces the rebirth of his god:

And I know that the powerful Baal lives;
Existent is the prince, Lord of the earth.8

will ultimately be justified.
In the Babylonian poem, I will praise the Lord of Wisdom, the poet
describes the hatred of his foes and then calls out:

But I know the day when Iy tears will come to an end,
When among the protecting deiries their divinity will show
mercy.30

B

ol sudden change of mood from despair to confidence

omz.m poet, however, Job looks forward to his moral
Poe . Yo his _physxcal restoration, Moreover, the Babylonian

¢ does O IV e pis god as do Job and the Ugaritic worshiper.
.P%sage thus shares points of similarity and of difference
! ;'; and Babylonian texts. What all three literarures have
t

; ® trivmphant affirmation: know.” Whether the
Usage existed a5 3 § P

. xed liturgical form or is simply coincidenral cannot
etermined, In

any event, there is no likelihood of direct borrowing
"Oct; at most, we have here another element common
£ much utal culture sphere,
\Peachingggfézer significance than these similarities of detail are the
ritings on the ol‘ences between Egyptian and Babyloman_Wlsdom
the Othe’r BaSicallrle hand, and the books of Job and Ecclesiastes, on
outl ook 0;_ the oﬁey, they reflect Fhe dl.vcrgence befween the pagan
O the ancient Atal world and the ethical x'nonothels.m of Hebraism,
foreeg Orld, the goc.is were primarily personifications of the
%% of human instincts, Undoubtedly the “great gods”
®Sapotamia developed ethical attributes, but these re-
thereg, humZn.Vs to their role as nature deities. In oriental religion,
evil SDirit; arai llffermg was often attributed to the intervention of
» 4galnst hom incantations were to be invoked. F requently
attributed to the unexpected caprice or the incom.-
NBEI of the gods. Their hostility could be aroused by
by lust, or %Y simple Schadenfreude, the impulse to cruelty.
h Ssopotamian gocs are described as amoral of im-
are fa;n?y » PEINAPS, e 2 matter of semantics. What is clear is that they
om the uncompromising moral character of the
%, even in the most sophisticated examples of orien-
¢thical motif was secondgy, when it was not alro-

proble‘;,,e h;ve Seen, some Babylonian thinkers who wrestled with the
e of evil €Minciated the ideg that there was a lack of corre-
While n}f_e bet\lveen the moral standards of the gods and those of men.
the re this early anq highly original adumbration of the doctrine of
was ut: tl\lllty of eth‘cs may be congenial to some modern thirkers it
ethica) 6}1;}’ out of ¢ ¢ question for the Hebrew sage, for whom the
divisib[c aracter of od and the ethica] imperative for man were in-

¢ The Hebxe\v world view was unforgettably expressed by the




62 /) A Srupy or JoB

prophet Micah, “He has told thee, O man, what is good, and what the
Lord your God requires of you, to do Justice, to love mercy, and to
walk humbly with your God” (Mic. 6: 8,9). .
Similarly, it would be impossible for a Hebrew thinker to conceive
of the idea that God s responsible for man’s sinfulness or even his pro-

Indeed, misforrune does not come forth from the ground,
Nor does evil sprout from the earth,
It is man who gives birth to evil. . .,

In all his bitter denja) of the Friends’ position, Job never contravenes
the moral responsibility of man. It s only that he demands the same
standard of his God,

For the same reason the oriental Wisdom writers indite complaints
of their suffering but do not hur] challenges to the gods in the name
of justice. The ringing cry of Abraham, “Shall not the Judge of all
the earth do justice?” (Gen. 18:26), which might well serve as the
motto for the Book of Job, and in somewhar muted form for Ecclesias-
tes as well, finds no echo in Egyptian and Babylonian Wisdom, The

It has been noted that Mesopotamian literature Teveals a philosophy
of history. Not unlike the biblica] historians, the Weidner Chronicle

] [
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whether they provided or failed to provide fish-offerin
Esagil temple in Babylon.®

Another striking illustration of the deep chasm SeParating the
Hebrews from their Semitic kinsmen may be seen in the va ieq inter-
pretations of the ancient Semitic tradition of a primordial food. Ac-
cording to Babylonian mythology, the flood was brought UPyn human-
kind because men made so much noise on earth they dis\yrhed the
repose of the gods. Utnapishtim, the favorite of the gods, is ordered
to build a ship “when their hearr led the great gods to Pduce the
flood.” He is instructed to deceive his fellow men about his plans and
to lull them into Inactivity with fair promises:

gs for the

Ea opened his mouth to speak,
Saying to me, his servant:
“Thou shalt then thus speak unto them:
“‘I have learned that Enlil is hostile to me,
So that I cannot reside in your city,
Nor set my foot in Enlil’s territory,
To the Deep I will therefore go down,
To dwell with my lord Ea.
But vpon you he will shower down abundance,
The choicest birds, the rarest fishes,
The land shall have its fill of harvest riches.
He who at dusk orders the husk-greens,
Will shower down upon you a rain of wheat.’ »’32
‘.

"The biblical account attributes the flood in Noah’s day to the moral
corruption of the human race:

And the earth was corrupt before God,

And the earth was filled with violence.

And God saw the earth,

And behold, it was corrupt;

For all flesh had corrupted their way upon the earth.

[Gen. 6:11, 12]

[t is characteristic of the Hebraic ethos that rabbinic legend declares
that Noah'’s long process of building the Ark was intended ™ arouse
his sinful contemporaries to repentance before disaster struck sa g, _
where is there any suggestion that Noah attempted to decejye hi sinful
contemporaries. Like every page of the Hebrew Bible, the aCCunt of
the flood is drenched in morality.
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This profound difference in outlook leads to other important di-
vergences between biblical and non-Hebrajc Wisdom. The Egyptian
and Babylonian writers protest their innocence of infractions which
are primarily ritual in character. This js trae even of the Egyptian
Book of the Dead, which reveals g high degree of ethical sensitivity, 3¢
In Egyptian religion, before a deceased man is admitzed to the realm
of the blessed, he must declare his guiltlessness by reciting a long cata-
logue of offenses from which he is free. These include murder, sod-
omy, theft, dishonesty in business, and other ethical sins. But the
protestation of innocence in the Book of the Dead also includes many
ritual infractions.

In Job, on the other hand, violations of ritua] law play no part
whatever. As the argument waxes hot, Job i accused by his friends
and passionately defends himself against charges of ethical misconduct.
His apologia pro wvita sua reaches irs crescendoin the great “Con’ession
of Integrity” (chap. 31), which is significant not only for its ethical
sensitivity and for the sins it includes but also for the ritual trans-
gressions it omits.

In sum, it is clear that oriental Wisdom lirerature is invaluable in
supplying the background for Job and in shedding light on countless
details of the book. There is, however, no direct contact between Job
and the earlier exemplars of oriental Wisdom; Job remains unique not
only in Hebrew literature but in the literature of the world.

VI
The Tale of Job

"J 'HAT THE BOOK OF JOB is cast in a unique literary form is
Tobvious at first glance from the prose tale which serves as the
framework for the poetry. The first two chapters of the book, which
describe the series of calamities that befall Jab, serve as a prologue to
the poetic dialogue, which itself contains several sections. Following
the debate by the various protagonists, the prose narrative is resumed
(42:7-19): Job’s fortunes are restored and indeed increased. After the
passion and the agony, all ends in serenity and peace.

Since the Book of Job is part of the Bible, it was taken for granted
by both the Jewish and the Chr?ian traditions that the hero was a
historical figure. Only two talmudic sages, one anonymous, the other
the well-known third-century rabbi, Resh Lakish, ventured to declare
that “Job was never created, nor did he ever exist, but is simply a
parable.”* Even this utterance was transmirted with a slight textual
variant to read, “Job was created solely to serve as a parable.”?

Apart from this dissenting voice the historicity of Job was not ques-
tioned. Since the tradition possessed ro authentic recollection of 2 man
named Job, a variety of dates was proposed, all based upon slight verbal
similarities between passages in Job and other biblical works. The
dominant view among the rabbis was that he was a contemporary of
Moses.® Other rabbinic views assigned Job to the age of the patriarch
Jacob (making him the husband of Jacob’s daughter Dinah), to the
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