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Introduction


The beauty of a volume like this for someone like myself, whether collected essays or selected writings, is to see the struggle unfolding over a lifetime with fundamental issues of Christian faith and issues of the Older Testament, driven by the pressure of the biblical text.1 Perhaps the younger me is best characterised by the reaction of the assembled students of the United Faculty of Theology to my selfdescription as a ‘simple Bible Christian’, a statement that was greeted with a wave of spontaneous laughter. Apparently students were not convinced; but I was sincere. I certainly held to the Bible as the ‘word of God’, however understood but understood by me in a fairly black and white way. Over the years, the biblical text has hammered at me to the point where the ‘word of God’s people’ seems more appropriate and significant awareness is required in its use.


In this volume, the early part of the piece on the emergence of form criticism, in the five volume Hebrew Bible/Old Testament (HBOT; volume 3/2, chapter 31) reflects on this move with traditional academic distance. More technically, the major move for me was the realisation that the nature of the Bible was not to be learned from books about the Bible (not even 2 Timothy), not from Church pronouncements and teaching, and not from learned theologians. The nature of the Bible, what it was, was to be learned from close observation of the Bible itself, how it functioned and what it did. That is summed up for me in this volume in the article ‘Word of God or Word of God’s People: The Bible’s View’. What the Bible did was frequently retain contradictory views. How it functioned, often enough, was to invite us to ‘go think’ While that could be Word of God or Word of God’s People, it is a long way from the black and white position of my earlier days.


I am not the sort of person who has long conceptualised and clarified smaller fragments or building blocks of our tradition which, because small, can be relatively complete and achieved. My restlessness has drawn me in other directions. The unfolding of it all over a lifetime can be glimpsed in these selected writings. Convictions in some areas are very long lived; that is as it ought to be. This issue of an understanding of the Bible is definitely one of those areas, an area where convictions are very slow to change. Many traditionalist folk will die traditionalist; many of the liberally inclined will die liberally inclined. All that any of us can do is simply plot as best we can the forces that motivate our views. All we can ask of others is that they look as openly as is possible at those motivating forces and go where they are led—wherever they are led.


Some figures joust; others quest. Jousters seek to prevail, that accuracy and clarity may triumph. Questers seek to pursue their task so that accuracy and clarity may shine a light into dark and obscure areas where accuracy and clarity may contribute to understanding. I hope to have always engaged in a quest for greater understanding. I distrust those who seek to prevail. It is not our human lot. My hope is that my view contributes. That is the hope of this volume.


The term ‘Selected Writings’ rather than ‘Collected Essays’ has been deliberately chosen since this volume represents about sixty to seventy percent of the material that was worth presenting here. The principles of selection are regrettably most pragmatic. Some texts that ought to be here are not to be found here simply because their documents were not to be found on my computer. Repetition has not been avoided; the evolution of an idea is important as are the multiple forces piled up in various ways that drive the evolution. Other texts are sometimes repetitive because the struggle with the nature of the Bible will often return to principal key passages in the Bible. It is appropriate here to admit that no one is totally unaffected by the spirit of the times and the quirks and fads that flesh is heir to. Nevertheless, it is my claim that the positions held here are driven by the biblical text first and foremost.


The pieces selected for this volume are grouped in half a dozen categories, some more obviously, some less so. First among them is the book of Job. It struggles, as do we all, with the issue of God and of evil in our world. The appeal to free will is too facile and too partial an answer; it has little to do with earthquakes and tsunamis, with plagues and famines, with droughts and floods, with hurricanes and cyclones, to say nothing of the inequality of the human lot across our globe. The book of Job struggles frankly and fearlessly with the issue; it has no answer, besides legitimating the struggle and scathingly rejecting some traditional approaches. At one stage, it offers a ‘silent solution’, the possibility of a category mistake, challenging Job to look at life in the animal world. It is a ‘silent solution’; Job is not asked whether suffering in the human world is so different from that of the animal world, whether even human suffering is amoral, not caused by morality? It is left to us to wonder what these thirty or so verses mean within the book and within our lives.


The second category contains studies around the books of Samuel. 1–2 Samuel have been at the core of my life as a student of the Older Testament, involving two commentaries (1 Samuel and 2 Samuel, FOTL 7 and 8). They are critical for an understanding of the confusion of story with history in some form or other. We may reflect on the media’s claim that a TV presentation, a novel, or a film is based on ‘a true story’. It may indeed be based on a true story; it may be a most biased portrayal of that story. Our courts of law reveal how differently reality may be remembered and portrayed. The unified block 2 Samuel 13–20 (too extensive to be treated here) can so easily be passed off as history, as best Israel’s past could produce it. Examined more closely and more critically, it is a profound exploration of ruthless power and its capacity to corrupt—even Davidic power.


Naturally all of this concerns narrative and storytelling and so a third category was clear. It is often said that a picture is worth a thousand words. It is equally true that a story can communicate a message better than a theological or historical discourse. Israel probably handled its storytelling more professionally than we do. It may well be that Israel’s narrative texts are better understood as bases from which storytelling begins rather than as reflections of the final form of stories. The storyteller’s role was critical.


Academically, I come out of a form-critical stable; I claim myself as third generation von Rad. For my generation, form-criticism was a strong liberating force in the approach to biblical text. The attempt to pin this down in academic categories has, in my judgment, failed. A central question must be asked, and too often is not: what kind of a text is this? The follow-up question is: what does this matter for its meaning? So there had to be a fourth category on form criticism. The HBOT chapter (‘The Emergence of Form-critical and Traditio-historical Approaches’) is certainly the most recent and probably the fullest and most objective of what I have written on the theme.


What is a constant in all of these concerns is the nature of the biblical text and that has to be the fifth category. One cannot constantly ask the question, ‘What kind of a text is this?’ without asking the question: ‘What kind of a book is this in which these texts are accumulated?’ We don’t discover the answers in a treatise of dogmatic theology. We discover the answers in pondering the biblical text. So the probability of a Pentateuch had to be pondered. Some think of a Tetrateuch or less (stopping at Numbers or well before); others want a Hexateuch (going to Joshua) or even an Enneateuch (going to 2 Kings). The Deuteronomistic History deserved a fat book all of its own; the Chronicler’s History, focused intensively on the Jerusalem Temple, got its share of a thinner book. The issues of revelation, storytelling, and the interplay of past and present all claimed their share of attention.


Finally, all of this made no sense without constant attention to the relationship with God, so that was the sixth category. It is a bit of a catch-all, but the issue of God, as one who exclusively loves or ultimately judges is central to Christianity and has its bearing on the issue of God’s anger. Vatican II has a document on divine revelation and it needs to be put in perspective. Full Christian theology is best expressed in a eucharistic prayer, which legitimates where the collection ends.


It is neither possible nor desirable to provide a list of all the abbreviations used. Those who need to know will know where to look for these. Equally, original pagination is not provided and spelling, punctuation preferences, and such-like matters have not been unified. The listing of associated books is not so much tooting my own bassoon, but an indication of where smaller studies lead, or of broader investigations that are the background to these smaller studies. It is hoped that the collection will be of value to the many who treasure the biblical word.


POSTSCRIPT: shortly after I had finished this Introduction, I learned that Jesuit Theological College (JTC) would cease functioning as a theological institution at the end of 2014. In many ways, the material gathered here is a tribute to a forty-year generation of theological endeavour. I am deeply grateful to JTC, its faculty and students and the Jesuit Order that supported it, for what they made possible in that generation. Aspects of my understanding of Church and faith emerging from those years are expressed by Frank Gil in Have Life Abundantly: Grass Roots First (ATF, 2013).





1.    None of the terms for Old Testament, Hebrew Bible, First Testament, or even Older Testament are fully satisfactory. Older and Newer Testament are more ecumenical than most (for more see at the start of Making Sense of the Bible Difficult Texts and Modern Faith [New York/Mahwah, NJ: Paulist, 2010], 2).









Summaries Of What Is To Come


At this point, we offer a series of short summaries, one for each piece in the body of the book. They take the place of an index of subjects at the end of the book which, in a book like this, would be unwieldy and unhelpful. The summaries should help a reader find what they want to read and avoid what they don’t want to. If bogged down in reading a piece, the summary may help answer the question: what on earth am I doing reading this? Placed separately, current thinking does not contaminate past thought.


The Book of Job


Life and Job


Summary


The book of Job is a study in human suffering. This piece addresses two issues from the book. First, can there be an altruistic worship of God or do we worship God for what we hope to get out of it? Second, when people suffer, what is going on and where is God. In the words of a recent book, Where the hell is God?1 The book of Job’s answer to the first question is: YES. On the second question, the traditional answers given by the friends are dismissed, but a straightforward answer is not forthcoming. The book settles for mystery; a reality not imprisoned in words but left mysterious yet life-giving. A comprehensive answer to the issues associated with suffering is not within human reach. The pain associated with suffering does not reflect estrangement from God.


Job: Case Study or Theology


Summary


If the book of Job is presenting a case study, then the reader’s approach must be pastoral. What can be said to someone in such suffering? What help is most effective? If the book of Job is a theological study of suffering in relationship to God, our approach to it must be totally different. There is a very delicate flower in the turf of Job’s text and it would be a great pity to trample on it without being fully aware of what we are doing. If the analysis of Job presents him as a flawed and obsessive personality, then the endeavour to explore the condition of the sufferer before God in a limit case of the perfect human being whose suffering cannot be attributed to sin or human imperfection is destroyed. Job’s blamelessness is critical to the whole enterprise of the book. The central message of the book of Job is that the origin of human suffering is not to be found in the malice of God or in the fault of the human sufferer. We can suffer without having brought it on ourselves and without being estranged from God.


God And Suffering—‘It Happens’:
Job’s Silent Solution


Summary


John McKenzie, an honest exegete if ever there was one, settles on an ‘experience of God’ as the ultimate answer to human suffering theologically. Some such experience has to be the answer; there is no other. This piece, however, looks at the second section of God’s first address (Job 38:39–39:30) as offering to move the whole issue to a quite different context. The experience of God is still crucial, but the context is radically other than generally allowed for in studies of the book of Job. It is possible that part of the text of Job allows for a context that is amoral. ‘Amoral’: where success or suffering depends on Nature’s lottery of talent, energy, or luck—above all, luck. Human suffering is not exclusively associated with the moral quality of human living, with goodness and badness. Space must be allowed for the amoral. The first part of the speech given God is all about matters beyond the envelope of the earth—and beyond the grasp of Job. The matters of the second part are all within the envelope of our earthly world. They are about what Job does not do, rather than what Job cannot do. The realm of this second part is amoral, realm without the involvement of moral causes, a realm where what happens happens. The final verse in the book is important. It has long been known to scholars that, without changing the text, the verse cannot be understood along the traditional lines of ‘I despise myself’. Job 42:6 is better understood as an exit line: ‘I have had enough of this lamentation stuff.’


The Book of Job:
Two Questions, One Answer


Summary


The first issue is about religious altruism; the second about the question why life is given to ‘the bitter in soul’. To this second question, no answer is given. Job is said to have spoken rightly of God and Job’s only utterance has been 42:5 when, in the book, Job has not seen anything at all. The logic of legal debate does not bring clarity to the issue. Job’s attitude is portrayed coming out of a profoundly personal experience. What did the friends say? What was it that God condemned? When one turns to what Job said, an answer has not been found in words. By its very definition, an answer without words must be left in silence.


The Books of Samuel


Synchrony and the Storyteller


Summary


The next two pieces were presentations to Samuel specialists at a conference in Basle, Switzerland. A synchronic approach deals with the biblical text as we have it now. A diachronic approach deals with the biblical text through the lens of the historical trajectory assumed for it. It is a matter of product for the synchronic and process for the diachronic. In my judgement, instead of the Documentary Hypothesis with its intertwined sources (J, E, P, D; now with Blum, KP and KD), it is important to recognize three things. First, our biblical narrative texts are the base from which a storyteller might operate; they are not the finished product. Second, on occasion they make variant versions available to the storyteller, understanding that only one version would be used in a given telling. Third, aspects of the base text need to be filled out by the storyteller. Myth-making is important. Myth-makers are the historians and the storytellers who can make their beliefs plausible and widely accepted. The Pentateuch may be considered the originating myth of ancient Israel.


Diachrony and Synchrony: 1 Samuel 24 and 26


Summary


The comments from the previous piece are illustrated in the text of 1 Samuel 24 and 26. In the first passage, Saul, in pursuit of David, has retired to a cave to ease nature and David and his men are concealed in the back of the cave. Three versions are contained within half a dozen verses. Outside the cave, some interpretation by the storyteller is essential. In a synchronic telling of the story, choices have to be made for the events within the cave; outside the cave the storyteller’s skills need to be allowed for. Works of art today can illustrate both approaches. They can be subject to microscopic analysis in the ateliers of specialists. The same paintings can be hung appropriately and viewed from respectful distances. As for paintings, so for texts.


From Philistine to Throne (1 Sam 16:14–18:16)


Summary


This piece is an address delivered to people interested in psychiatry and religion. Its basic concern was to counter the popular view of poor little David up against the mighty Goliath—a situation where God had to do the job for David. Instead it argues that according to the biblical text David was the right man for the job with the right tools—God’s task was to enable David to have the courage to do what David knew he could do. Two texts are preserved separately in Hebrew and Greek; we will base our treatment on the Greek. In the Hebrew text, where it is different from the Greek, David’s motivation is ambition: what will be done for the man who kills this Philistine? In the second variant, preserved in both Hebrew and Greek, David’s motivation is his trust in Yahweh. The preservation of two variants, which are not mutually exclusive (ambition and faith), leaves readers with a task: go think. Which is the better motivation? Equally, which is the better approach: belief in a God who does the job for you or belief in a God who enables you to do what you know you can?


Who Dares Wins: Reflections on the Story of David and Goliath and the Understanding of Human Freedom


Summary


Like its predecessor, this is an address that was delivered to people interested in psychiatry and religion. As will be clear, the David and Goliath story is far more than a piece of Davidic propaganda as to how David rose to prominence in ancient Israel. A major issue is raised for us to think about. How does God work in our midst? The previous piece dealt with this and the issue of motivation by ambition or faith. This piece focuses on the issue: do we in prayer ask God to do things for us or do we ask God to empower us to use our human talents and prowess and therefore act with courage and the readiness to risk our best? The story is all about divine action and human freedom. What God did for David was to enable David to do what he could do for himself. In such theology, God is a companion and a partner.


2 Samuel 21–24: The Enigma Factor


Summary


This paper was originally delivered to a conference of Samuel specialists in Nijmegen, Holland. There are six elements in these four chapters. Traditionally they have been distributed across the books of Samuel where modern scholars judged they best belonged. Recent scholarly work has shown that the concentric structure of these materials must be preserved. The paper argues that there are three waves in the traditions of David that have come down to us. The first wave reflects David’s coming to power; it is substantially favourable. The second wave reflects David’s middle years, in power in Israel; it is reflectively neutral, both admiring and critical. The third wave, 2 Samuel 21–24, surprisingly brings a critical edge to the picture of David. Ambivalence (innocent and not-so-innocent readings) is present in this third wave and must be respected.


Narrative and Storytelling


Pentateuch Beyond Sources: A New Paradigm


Abstract2


The Documentary Hypothesis has lost its dominant position in current pentateuchal studies. A new paradigm has not yet emerged to take its place. Two factors, one economic (the cost of hand-copied manuscripts) and the other textual (the brevity and often incompleteness of textual units), suggest a new paradigm, the text as ‘user-base’—the text as a base from which an intermediary (probably among ‘the wise’) would lead into a theological reflection, or the telling of a story, or whatever was appropriate to the occasion. Such intermediaries would expand a text as needed, would supply whatever supplementary information was needed, and would expand the telling appropriately. The so-called pentateuchal sources are by-and-large compiled chronologically. Three traps of this procedure related to the grasp of meaning are outlined.


The Nature of Biblical Narrative


Summary


Something of a paradigm shift has been in the making for a while in biblical studies. A resolution of tensions between critical and literary approaches is still to be achieved. The focus of this piece is the relationship between oral performance and written text. Central to it is the notion of the ‘reported story’—the outcome of reporting what a story is about. Associated with this is the idea of written biblical text serving as base for oral performance. Many biblical texts look in two directions. Rearward, they look back to the storytelling traditions involved; forward, they look to the stories to be told in the future. The reported story is a base for the storyteller whose job is to retell the story. The reported story preserves the past while preparing for a future telling. The move is from oral (past story) to written (reported story) to oral (future story). A high tradition of storytelling leads to a high tradition of reporting, and serves to foster equally high standards in the future.


The Storyteller’s Role:
Reported Story and Biblical Text


Summary


While the preceding piece treats of both the reported story and the biblical text as base for storytelling, this present piece focuses more on the reported story. In large part, the Pentateuch, the Deuteronomistic History, and the Chronicler’s History are composed of smaller story units. It is these smaller units on which attention is focused, with a priority given to the notion of reported story. The key question to be answered is whether the practice of the reported story existed in ancient Israel and therefore may be visible among our texts. The attribution of a role to the storyteller resolves significant problems in many storytelling texts. For the most part, the difficulties involved in many biblical story-based texts can be entrusted to the good sense of the skilled storyteller.


Women Storytellers in Ancient Israel


Summary


The previous piece dealt with two assumptions: first, that narrative text need not be a story as performed but might be a report of the story; second, that narrative texts were often not a storyteller’s final production but rather a base from which storytelling would begin. This short little piece takes up another assumption: the widespread view that storytellers were usually men. It contains an assumption itself: I assume that palace singers were among the storytellers of ancient Israel. Stories would have been sung rather than not.


Child Sacrifice and God Wrestling:
Genesis 22 and 32


Summary


This piece makes the enormously significant distinction between stories told in mythic time and stories told in historic time. Taken in historic time, the story of Abraham’s being commanded to sacrifice Isaac and the story of God’s wrestling all night with Jacob are correctly called ‘outrageous’. Both two stories are situated in mythic time and that the participants in both are the same, God and Israel. Von Rad’s words about the wrestling story, ‘It contains experiences that extend from the most ancient period down to the time of the narrator,’ are true of both stories. There are times when von Rad’s Lutheran piety can lead him astray. There are times when his instinct is spot on. In this judgement, I believe his instinct was spot on. Trust in God’s commitment is fine, and religious believers entrust themselves to that divine commitment; but we have no idea what it might look like and neither did Israel. For Christians, it is associated in some way with Jesus Christ.


Preparatory Issues in Approaching Biblical Text


Summary


This piece was originally written for a general handbook on Old Testament studies.3 Some ‘how to’ articles are controlled by theory rather than practice. My aim was to avoid this trap. What is written here may initiate people into what this practitioner believes are among the central preparatory tasks of biblical interpretation. ‘Critical’ is the element that separates moderns from their predecessors. The nature of the text (as God’s word?) can be a massive issue; both divine and human texts can claim to impose thought or to invite to it. The nature of the biblical text can only be determined by close observation of the text itself. The biblical text tends to amalgamate, not to adjudicate. It is helpful to realize that we approach texts in much the same way that we approach people. In this context, we need to be aware of the difference between us meeting people and medical professionals meeting patients. It is akin to the difference between reading a text and studying a text. A good model for approaching the study of a text is that of a worker approaching a job. First the worker studies the job: what needs to be done? where is the best place to start? what questions need to be answered and what can be said about the job overall? Then the toolbox is opened and the worker reflects on what tools are likely to be most useful and what order to use them in? After that, it is up to a good worker to get good results. The insights of biblical criticism have been validated over a long period of time. The awareness flowing from these insights and questions will in varying ways shape part of the context within which any interpretation of biblical text proceeds.


Form Criticism (OT)


The Emergence of the Form-critical and Traditio-historical Approaches


Summary


This piece was commissioned for a five volume encyclopedia of biblical studies covering biblical interpretation from the year dot to the present day.4 Authors for the five volumes have been recruited from all over the world. I am particularly proud to have been invited, as a non-German, to do this article on form criticism and tradition history. Despite coming out of a strong form-critical stable (above all, Gerhard von Rad and Rolf Knierim), I am sceptical of the role form criticism has been asked to play in much recent biblical scholarship. The article basically traces form criticism from its beginnings with Hermann Gunkel selectively to the present day with Rolf Knierim. Form criticism has its origins in the conviction that the analysis of sources was a job splendidly well done, which had had its day. Whatever else has been done, the central question of form criticism remains, a question that must always be asked and answered: what sort of text is this? The attempts to move form criticism from an informed intuition to an academic discipline are manifold. If they succeed, the future will not lack for work.


Form-Criticism’s Future


Summary


Form criticism had a meteoric rise in the early part of the twentieth century and fell from favour at its end. If it embodies an essential insight, it will have a future. If form criticism is to regain a place in the armoury of the interpretative arts it needs to be refocused on the lasting insight and value that once contributed to firing enthusiasm for it. For Gunkel, the move to the distant and often non-Israelite oral past may have been liberating, despite its highly hypothetical quality and deep uncertainty; it offered an opening to literary appreciation. The focus away from the present text into a surmised past did not generate enough value for those focused on the final text. Intrinsic to form criticism is a focus on the itself text before undertaking any analysis of the event contained within the text. The second wave of twentieth century form criticism was headed by von Rad and Noth. The task of systematizing OT form criticism was taken up in their different ways by Klaus Koch and Rolf Knierim. Looking back, Gunkel turned to form criticism because, for him, the source criticism (Literarkritik) of his time lacked any meaningful attraction. A later generation turned away from form criticism because, for many, it had been refined to the point of losing all meaningful attraction. If form criticism is to have a future, it will have to focus on two key areas in the study of biblical text. First, what is the nature of this text? Second, what is the shape or structure of this text, its basic components, and their relationship to each other.


Structure Analysis and the Art of Exegesis (1 Samuel 16:14–18:30)


Summary


A central feature of Rolf Knierim’s teaching was the establishment of a Structure Analysis of any text being closely considered. What are the main blocks making up the texts? How do the elements under consideration relate to the other parts of the text? How does meaning flow from all this? Not a list of contents (He entered the room and spoke) but an assessment of formal elements (Introduction to a speech). The problem in this case is that the text in question is a combination of two quite different stories: David, man of faith (God is with me); David, man of ambition (what’s in it for me?). The two, ambition and faith, are potentially compatible; in the text they are not. Would it be respectful of the text to make compatible what the text does not make compatible. So I put one story in roman type (main story and the other in italic (variant). So what is nature of the text? The story of David’s rise to prominence? But there are two stories! Perhaps it has to be: legends of David’s rise to prominence. As such, the biblical text is a base from which the storyteller begins, offering the choices that a storyteller must make in presenting such a story.


Nature of the Bible


Creationism! Utterly Unbiblical


Summary


This piece arose out of a moment of outrage at some claim made for creationism. The complexity of the biblical handling of creation was to the fore. It is quite clear that Israel believed in a creator God, but Israel also had multiple presentations of how that creation was brought about. Israel used its belief in creation to maximum theological effect. Belief in God as creator was a resource for life and prayer. Creationism as a literal interpretation of the Bible is bunk. Literalism can be a bit of a red herring. I take the Bible as literally as it wants to be taken—but it is not always easy to determine how literally it wants to be taken. It is a sad day for us when we allow ourselves to be persuaded to abandon all the theological wealth of the Bible on creation and to believe that when we take the Bible literally we find so insipid a message as creationism.


The Bible’s Basic Role


Summary


We begin with the outcome of a life devoted to the study of the Bible. It may not be a mine of information or instruction, but it may be an invitation to reflection and response. There are two quite different approaches to biblical text. A spiritual approach focuses on reading rather than study, looking primarily to spirituality, prayer, preaching, and so on. A critical approach focuses on study rather than reading, explores the incarnational, probes the foundational, and risks the interpretational. The biblical text does not impose thought on us from outside; it invites us inside ourselves and calls us to reflection. I do not want neon lights, but the soft uncertain illumination that filters through so much of human living. I have a very strong religious faith and I have very deep doubts. I do not find the fact of doubt to be in conflict with the act of faith. I do not look for modern science in biblical texts; I do not look for insights into the meaning of life in recent science. The discoveries and theories of science are fascinating and illuminating. They do not diminish our sense that we and our universe are insufficient. So we seek a cause that is sufficient; the sense of spirit validates our search.


Word of God or Word of God’s People:
The Bible’s View


Abstract5


There is no question that the Bible is the Sacred Scripture of the Jewish faith and the Christian faith. There is the question Why? An obvious answer would begin that the Older Testament is concerned with the origins of the Jewish people, of much of their law, and wise reflections on their lives, besides being the Word of God. The faith of Christian people embraces that and goes on in the Newer Testament to the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ—the story of it in the Gospels and reflection on the meaning of it in much of the rest of the Newer Testament.6 Is that the whole story or is there more to it? ‘The word of the Lord’ or ‘the word of God’ (debar yhwh) has a lot to do with it, but there is an enormous amount of thinking that has to go into that. There is also the fact that verses of the Bible often differ from or contradict one another (my mantra: the Bible often amalgamates, it seldom adjudicates). That involves the invitation ‘Go think’ and that invitation can be offered by our God or by the wise among God’s people. What does that say about the nature of at least substantial parts of our Bible?


The Pentateuch: Guard’s Van or Engine?


Summary


This piece takes the position that the Pentateuch is best understood as the guard’s van rather than the engine in the train of Israel’s traditions. Looking over the Pentateuch’s traditions, right at the beginning there is the massive difference between act and consequence (do the deed, experience the consequence, as a hand placed on a hot stove), which needs no God, no umpire, as in Genesis 3:7, and crime and punishment which needs a God, a judge, as in Genesis 3:14–19. There are so many other things: three locations for Abraham; two for Isaac; Jacob with conflicts all over the place. Things get no better in Egypt. The Sinai traditions are rich in tension. The great Julius Wellhausen in the nineteenth century and Gerhard von Rad both argued that the Sinai traditions were late. But their views did not prevail. A giveaway is that these traditions are about ‘all Israel’ and all Israel cannot be early. Christians can be grateful that the infancy narratives (Matt 1–2 and Luke 1–2) have recently been seen as written after the gospels, presenting in story the understanding portrayed in the gospels. So too for the Pentateuch. The fact of our understanding ourselves and our situation better reveals to us something of who we are—and also something of who our God is and aspects of the story of God’s relationship with us. Seen as Israel looking back on its experiences, the Pentateuch has surprising depth.


Martin Noth and the Deuteronomistic History


Summary


Martin Noth was the father of the Deuteronomistic History, proposing that subject to certain modifications of the text, there was a single unified text from Deuteronomy to Second Kings. An overview presents the unified structure. This unified structure, the house that Noth built, has been subject to the attentions of restorers, rebuilders, and redecorators. An appendix provides the text of the Deuteronomistic History as identified by Noth, with a layout that allows the reader to see the text assumed to be original (aligned left), the deuteronomistic material added to it (indented and italicised), and texts assumed by Noth to be later (aligned right and also italicised).


Rethinking Revelation:
The Priority of the Present Over the Past


Abstract7


In most circles it has long been taken for granted that the composition of priestly material (P) in the Pentateuch dates to around the time of Israel’s exile. With the more recent disintegration of the claim for a Yahwist (J), the trend in biblical circles is to see that the composition of non-priestly material in Genesis 1–11 and beyond could well have come from about the same time. It is difficult to date the composition of most ancestral texts much earlier than the book of Deuteronomy, around the late seventh century (see A Campbell and M O’Brien, Rethinking the Pentateuch, especially page 22, Table 1). Close examination of two texts, Genesis 6:5–9:17 (the Flood) and Exodus 25-Numbers 10 (the Sinai sanctuary), allows the argument to be made that such texts do not portray how it was thought to have been back then, long ago, but rather how God is to be understood in the authors’ day, the time of composition. The experience of their present determines how texts were written for ancient Israel. The experience of the present determines which texts are read by us today. Where revelation is concerned, because the practice of selective reading has existed for a long time, we change nothing in what we do. On the other hand, it may be necessary for much to change in what we say and think.


The Reported Story:
Midway Between Oral Performance and Literary Art


Abstract8


This paper sets out to argue the beginnings of a case for the possibility that some of the Old Testament narrative texts contain neither the record of the oral telling of a story, nor the skilled fashioning of a story as a work of literary art, but, instead, provide the report of a story. Such a reported story would contains the basic elements of character and plot as well as key details, but would pass over much that could be easily supplied from the storyteller’s imagination. Beyond the theoretical possibility, the case has to be argued for the existence of such reported stories in the Old Testament text. To escape the subjectivity of intuitive judgment, argument is based particularly on the absence of elements necessary to the proper unfolding of the plot, elements which are significant but easily supplied or developed. Examples discussed are 1 Sam 18:20–27; 19:11–17; 22:6–19; 2 Sam 3:12–16. The possible recording, in such reports, of variant ways of telling the same basic story is also noted. Examples discussed are 1 Sam 19:1–7; 20:1–42; 24:1–22 (RSV). A particularly evident setting for the reported story would be a major written narrative composed of a considerable number of stories which needed to be condensed from their full oral potential (for example, the Story of David’s Rise). Another setting would be as aide-mémoire for other storytellers. The intention of the reported story, as literary genre, would be to communicate the gist of a story so that it might be recalled or retold.


Past History and Present Text: The Clash of Classical and Post-Critical Approaches to Biblical Text


Summary


Toward the end of the twentieth century, William Johnston wrote:




It is now clear to everybody that the historical-critical approach, however valuable, is woefully insufficient. It alone will not put us in touch with the underlying mystery; it alone will not bring us to those eternal realities towards which the Scriptures point; it alone will not enrich our lives with mysticism.9





The key here is the phrase, ‘it alone’. The historical-critical approach is valuable and often indispensable. It is not the be-all and end-all of biblical study. The historical or incarnational quality of God’s word is essential to most Christian and Jewish belief. It is ultimately an issue of the nature of God’s word. On the one hand, is it written in clear or in code; on the other, is it free of the trammels of human ambiguity or is it richly enmeshed in them?


Relationship to God


St. Ignatius Loyola and God’s Unconditional Love


Summary


I have long been uneasy with faith’s claim of God’s unconditional love for us. Love, yes; unconditional, there’s my unease. Parental love can manage the unconditional. Beside that, whatever we can do, God can do better. Many of us are blessed with unconditional love. Jesus’ love points to the Father’s unconditional love for us. Certainly, the language of an unconditionally loving God is absent from the Spiritual Exercises of St Ignatius Loyola. For feudal soldiers, loyalty was paramount. What does it mean then to say God loves us? How do we talk of love where mutuality is so stretched, where the disparity is as wide as creator and creature? The ‘Principle and Foundation’ at the beginning of the Exercises is surprisingly loveless—devoid of any mention of the word. At the end of the Exercises, there is a final contemplation ‘para alcanzar amor’. The usual English translation was: a contemplation for obtaining love—clearly wrong. More recent translations omit the verb. The meaning in the text is clear: to get a grip on, to grasp the reality of God’s love for us. Primary is God’s love for us; secondary is our response. We do not obtain love; it has been given us. The contemplation invites us to contemplate and realize the love of God that has been given us, not as reward but as free gift—like the sun from above and the waters from a spring (not a trickle but a torrent, like the Jordan at Banias).


God: Judge or Lover?


Summary


There is no more challenging theme in contemporary faith’s struggle for understanding than that of God’s unconditional love for us and its relation to issues of divine justice, anger, and punishment. If God’s love is unconditional, is human life belittled and deprived of worth? We need to look at anger in God and anger at God. Biblical passages include the flood, the desert generation, and Israel’s prophets. Beyond the Bible, for us the question remains whether, if tongue-tied and silent before such mystery, we must also stammer, while aware of the inadequacy of our stammering. The safeguard, both for human honesty and respect for our God, is constantly to be aware of the inadequacy of any language we may use. But speak we must; we can no other. There is anger at God. How dare God be powerless in appalling situations? Theologically appropriate or not, such anger is there. In the silence of mystery, the place for anger at God is ambiguous. The core of Christian faith has always opted for the primacy of the metaphor of God as lover. But the trappings of religious practice have all too often brought the metaphor of God as judge to the fore. To be unconditionally loved by God is no license for lesser living or evil-doing, unless the shallowness of one’s understanding of love is intolerably thin. There is no greater bond than love that knows no bounds.


The Growth of Joshua 1—12 and The Theology of Extermination


Summary


The extermination texts are appalling, but that is not the end of the question. The narrative begun in Joshua 2 offers a presentation in which Joshua’s Israel occupies much of the south by military or political action—with a little bit of help from God. Further developments change this presentation to one in which God’s action gives the whole land to Joshua’s Israel—with a little bit of help from them. The concern of the piece is to explore text, not to eliminate shameful theology. A definitive interpretation is not claimed; possibilities are signalled. One possibility is that an earlier text can be pointed to that is coherent with Joshua 2 and might generate the same level of outrage as the late ninth century Mesha stele from Moab. A second possibility relates to the issue of the extermination texts (Josh 10:28–41 and 11:8b-15). A similar concern (herem, the ban) is clearly expressed in Deuteronomy—but not in terms of extermination. It is possible that extermination is later. The origins of the theology of extermination remain obscure. Why for God’s sake, in Deuteronomy of all places, are the heights and depths so dangerously close?


God, Anger, and The Old Testament


Summary


The God of wrath is an all-too-common stereotype for the God of the Old Testament. The Old Testament’s witness to an unshakably committed God, an unconditionally loving God, is frequently overlooked. Of course, if we believe in a loving God, we can scarcely avoid belief in an angry God. Belief in God’s love for every human being, a love not easily annulled by infidelity, has to go hand in hand with belief in God’s powerful anger. When people anywhere live in poverty or oppression because of the apathy, greed, or prejudice of others, how can one think of God as genuinely loving these people and not think of God as grieved and angered? How much more when people are destroyed by what is evil? It is important to give due place to this anger in God. If we shrink from using the language of God’s anger, we run the twin risks of belittling God’s love and burdening God with responsibility for all that befalls us. In my understanding, love excludes coercion and the perfect love of God is powerless to coerce. Despite Leibniz, we have no guarantee that the world brought into being by God was the best of all possible worlds; we also have no way of knowing whether it was possible to bring into being a better one.


Dei Verbum: Literary Forms and Vatican II—an Old Testament Perspective


Summary


It is the responsibility of historians to determine whether Council documents are a base from which the future might be developed or a culminating crown summing up the preceding developments or a stopgap while a process of theological reflection continued. Which was Dei Verbum and how does it look fifty years later? Most of the documents of Vatican II sought to address the world; those of its predecessors addressed the Church. The ‘pastoral’ qualities of the Vatican II documents means that quite opposed positions can be found within the same document because quite opposed positions could be found within the same Church. Close inspection makes clear that Dei Verbum affirms an overall image of the past and encourages a sure march into the future. An ecumenical Council is not a gathering of learned theologians; it is not a gathering of naïve believers; it is not a gathering of specialist guides to lead the faithful to the future. Far from it. A Council is a mirror of the Church it represents. Where is revelation to be sought? Inside the bureaucracy of the Church or outside the bureaucracy among the believing faithful. Dei Verbum quietly insists on the reverence owed to tradition and equally quietly insists on the openness to the future owed to biblical studies. More than what is said what is not said can be so very revealing. Familiarity with the Council leaves no doubt that battle raged on many fronts between the Curia and the Ecclesia. Echoing Paul VI’s ‘Jamais plus la guerre’ (no more war), the Curia should never again be at war with the Ecclesia. It may take a century of two to work out the balance, but the balance between centre and periphery is essential to the leadership of the Church.


The Good News and The Year for Priests


Summary


In this Year for Priests it is particularly appropriate to reflect on the Good News of Jesus Christ, the unshakeable evidence of God’s love for us, as experienced in the lives of ordinary people, ordained people and priestly people. The core belief of Christianity is that Jesus Christ is God’s presence to the human race, not in the luxury of rulers or the rich, but in an ordinary life, ending in the ordinariness of a Roman cross, the gallows of the day—followed by a most unordinary resurrection. At stake is the understanding of love. Love used of God must be transcendent love, love that transcends all that we know about love in order to be love that is truly God’s. To have meaning for us, however, it cannot betray our human experience of love. The love we experience among humans is love for people who are flawed. That God’s love for us should not be different in this respect is good news indeed. That the God of all our universe should be believed to love each one of us in the ordinariness of our lives is unbelievable good news, unbelievable but not beyond belief—we believe, we rejoice, and we have cause to be so deeply glad. The joy of the priest is to be particularly concerned with a constant witness to that love.


Qohelet the Wise


Summary


The summary of Qohelet’s message was: I’ve tried royalty and religion and neither help; to sum it up: eat, drink, and be merry. Modern translations are more nuanced. But they speak of ‘toil’, as the Hebrew does. Qohelet is addressing an agricultural society where most people’s work was toil, work in the fields. Most of western society is no longer agricultural. Toil has become for us ‘work’. Qohelet’s words, in modern dress, must be: eat, drink, and see the good in what you do. Interpreting slightly, we have: live your life and see the value in what you do. Wise advice surely, and a good mantra for human living.


Reflections Around Frank Gil’s Have Life Abundantly: Grass Roots First


Summary


Earlier in 2014 ATF Press published a book by Frank Gil (a pseudonym), Have Life Abundantly: Grass Roots First, in which Gil abandons the idea of proving God’s existence and seriously challenges two core aspects of the current Roman Church. What is reasonable but cannot be proved can be believed. In the first part of his book, Gil pictures four situations that can support people in their belief (associated with context, instinct, emotion, and reason). What Gil proposes is a view of Christianity that for many of us turns on its head the Christianity we have inherited (and maybe rejected). No more guilt and punishment, no more sacrifice and redemption. In their place, a God who loves, who has chosen to become one of the humans whom God loves—not so much to redeem them as out of love for them. The two core aspects of the Roman Church which he challenges as cancers in the body of the institution are its clericalism and its monarchism (unwieldy word). Clericalism is more widespread than often thought. Clericalism embraces popes, archbishops, bishops, priests—and beyond to the people of God. Gil takes a wholesale approach to clericalism, with moves that are global, simple, and breathtaking: the people of God should seize their part (five sevenths) in the sacramental structure of the Church. Monarchism, with regard to the pope, is dominated by two issues: life tenure and absolute power. Gil has simple suggestions for both. Gil writes wisely about the potential shapes of a future Church. He leaves the details to those whose Church it will be. His emphasis is indeed wise: the ‘grass roots’ (people of God) must grab what can be theirs. It would be unholy folly to wait to be given it.


Some Thoughts for a Theologically Fuller Eucharistic Prayer


Summary


A eucharistic prayer is an odd place for extensive theology, but Frank Gil’s prayer is worth a place in this collection. It echoes threefold gratitude: to our creator, our saviour, and our sanctifier. The creator allows outreach to the universe; the saviour places major emphasis on the Incarnation, God’s becoming human; the sanctifier touches on God’s presence in our midst now. The lead-up to the consecration of bread and wine explores in detail the life of Jesus Christ, from infancy to the final events at Jerusalem. What follows the consecration is the traditional triad of prayers for leaders of the Church, for other people around the globe, and for those praying this eucharist. A final reflection is appropriate.


The core of the core: why did Jesus Christ die on the cross? To live a very ordinary life to the full, in those Roman days with the principles that were his. And why that? Well that raises the biggest, most unbelievable mystery of all—reason enough to water down if not reject Christian faith and reason enough to involve sin by us, so much more tangible than love by God for us. The best available reason I know for the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ: to show us the unbelievable value that God sets on an ordinary human life, shown by living one, and the commitment that God has to us ordinary humans, the love God has for us (see Psalm 8). From the gospel: ‘no one has greater love than this, to lay down one’s life for one’s friends’ (John 15:13). ‘Whoever has seen me has seen the Father’ (John 14:9).
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The Book of Job









Life and Job


(original: God and Bible)


THE BOOK OF JOB IS LEGENDARY as a study in human suffering before God. It deals with two questions. First: do people worship God unselfishly, or only for the benefits they believe in or hope for? Second: when people suffer, what is going on and where is God? I believe these questions are best kept separate.


The first question is handled in prose over a couple of chapters at the start of the book and about half a chapter at the end. God is portrayed in it behaving badly; Job comes out of it with flying colors (1:20 – 22; 2:10). The second question is handled in poetry, as there is great feeling to be expressed; it stretches over almost forty chapters as the core of the book. Retribution theology (the good rewarded, the wicked punished) is assumed by the characters in the book. It is not the central question of the book; held by the friends, it is dismissed by God.


The first of the two questions is asked by the satan. Says God: ‘Have you seen Job? Splendid chap.’ Says the satan-figure: ‘Does Job fear God for nothing?’ (Less formally: does all right out of it, don’t he?) The passage is often described as archaic, an old and traditional tale. The way it is told, it is clearly set in a stylised and archaic setting. But the question is painfully real for any of us today: do we love God unselfishly, or because one way or another we do well out of it—or hope to?


The second question is asked by Job. The first part of the text provides the setting: Job is on his rubbish heap, feeling thoroughly sorry for himself. So his question: ‘Why did I not die at birth? … Why is light given to one in misery, and life to the bitter in soul?’ (3:11, 20). In various forms, it has been asked by thinkers through the ages.


The book gives a clear answer to the first question: ‘Yes, we humans can love God unselfishly.’ Would that the book gave an equally straightforward answer to the second question, but it does not. It settles for the claim of mystery, without blame or hostility; it banishes some common and unhelpful answers. The response of mystery is in speeches given to God and addressed directly to Job (38:1–41:34). The unhelpful answers are banished in a short speech given to God and addressed to Eliphaz on behalf of the three: they were wrong and Job was not (42:7–9).


Following Job’s passionate lament (chapter 3), the three trot out the traditional answers that are still around today and that don’t help us at all. ‘None of us is perfect, Job; you’ve surely done something to deserve it.’ You are surely to blame. ‘Hang in there, Job; it will be all right in the end. In the meantime, put your trust in God.’ Ironic, when we think that in the story it was God who gave the satan-figure a free hand. ‘The wicked always get their come-uppance; that’s the way it is, Job. If you’re not wicked, you’ll be OK in the end.’ If you are not to blame, then be grateful because it will all come out well in the end. ‘Don’t blame God for it’; count on it, ‘you deserved much worse’. No harm in having that lot given the flick. Job resists them vehemently. A poem on wisdom closes off the exchanges (chapter 28). A final discourse from Job himself brings his words to an end (29:1 – 31:40).


Elihu comes on the scene without prior introduction. He angrily lambastes both Job and the three (which may be why he does not feature in the final adjudication). His is a response from the human plane. Basically, he lauds the greatness and transcendence of God; whatever detracts from God is wrong.


The response given God, from the whirlwind or stormwind, takes a different tack (38:1–41:34). Its opening, ‘Who is this that darkens counsel by words without knowledge?’, implies criticism (‘darkens’, ‘without knowledge’) and addresses Job alone (‘this’ is singular; 38:2). The speeches deal with what God does and Job cannot do—‘Job, where were you? … Have you done? … Do you know?’ Basically, Job is out of his depth in his search for clarity (cf especially 31:35–37). Blame or hostility are absent. At the end, Job accepts the criticism: ‘I have uttered what I did not understand, things too wonderful for me which I did not know’ (42:3). The response given God is from the divine plane. Unlike Elihu, it is not about God; it is about human limitedness.


The tone of the divine speeches (38:1–41:34) is inescapably ambiguous—whether omnipotent/transcendent, or overwhelming/bullying, or insight-generating/caring, etc. In many ways, how readers hear Job’s final words will depend on how they have experienced the tone of these speeches. Their inherent openness as to tone means readers’ experience of them is likely to be influenced by factors beyond the text itself. The understanding of God that Job may have come to (as is perhaps the case for Jonah also), if it were touching on the sublime, may perhaps be better not imprisoned in words—left mysterious yet life-giving.


In his conclusion to the exchange with God (42:1–6), Job says: ‘Now my eye sees you’ (42:5). In the book, he hasn’t seen anyone, not since Elihu lapsed into silence. The text has had God speak, not appear; ‘the LORD answered Job out of the whirlwind and said [= Hebrew]’ (38:1). Job has just been listening to about four chapters of divine discourse. What is this sight? What might this mean? The physicality of ‘my eye’ does not sit well with insight alone. The text, like its topic, is obscure; it conceals rather than reveals. Avenues toward an understanding include (a) accepting an appearance (or equivalent) as part of God’s speaking from the storm, or (b) accepting the incomprehensible vastness of God accountable for so much beyond the vagaries of human life, or (c) accepting a move for Job’s experience of God from mediated (indirect; via another) to unmediated (direct; personal). ‘Hearing of the ear’ [literal Hebrew] would normally imply a report of someone else’s experience, while seeing with ‘my eye’ would definitely imply one’s own experience. As avenues, they are possible; in the context, they are perhaps the best we can do.


The end of the book has God say to Eliphaz, as representative of the three: ‘You have not spoken of me what is right, as my servant Job has’ (42:7, 8). We can be comfortable that the friends were wrong we may be puzzled as to where Job spoke about God what was right; it is more what Job said about himself that was right. The views held by the friends, justifying God and demeaning Job, are deemed wrong. Job’s rightness must be contrasted here with the error of the friends. God’s judgment that Job spoke rightly reflects Job’s exchanges with the three; it is not about Job’s response to God. It relates best to Job’s integrity and his refusal to accept the views about God implicit in what is expressed by the three.


The complexity associated with the meaning of the text may mirror the complexity associated with the understanding of the issue. God’s discourse, with the wide sweep of its issues and concerns, claims mystery beyond the human capacity to grasp. In a brief adjudication given God (42:7–9), the views of the three are dismissed, baloney unfit for human consumption; the stance of Job is endorsed.


Structurally, 42:1–6 concludes the exchange with God, accepting mystery and situating Job in relationship with God; 42:7–9 concludes the exchanges with the three, having God adjudicate clearly in Job’s favor. Beyond doubt: first, against the three, Job holds to his innocence and integrity; second, God declares for Job.


The three have produced explanations for Job’s suffering; basically they have blamed Job for it, a view vigorously rejected by Job. The discourse given God emphasizes human limitation. Job admits this limitedness (42:3) and the text reports a changed situation (42:5; for 42:6, see the final note below). Job’s ‘and now’ or ‘but now’ implies something new, a change. Job’s ‘my eye sees you’ implies a relationship—and spells out nothing. The nature of Job’s seeing may escape readers’ interpretation of the text; something of the kind may not be out of reach of believers’ own experience of life. In the text, without a specific theophany, Job’s encounter with God does not claim an experience that is peculiar to Job; it does not exclude the possibility for others of some such perception, seeing God differently. The three, who defended God by blaming Job, are declared not to have spoken rightly of God. Job, who rejected the friends’ view of God and who refused to accept blame for his situation, is declared to have spoken rightly. Inadequate theology is inadequate. Relationship with God in suffering is possible.


God is given two responses, at quite different levels: one of more than four chapters, addressed to Job; one of three verses, addressed to Eliphaz. At a primary level, in two speeches—spoken to Job, reflecting his complaints about his suffering—Job is corrected by God (38:2) and the correction is accepted by Job (42:3). The first speech given God (38:1–39:30) emphasizes divine transcendence over against human limitedness, personified in Job. The second speech (40:6–41:34) addresses the folly of achieving an esteem for human worth by disparaging God (40:8). At another level, a second short response—spoken to Eliphaz, reflecting the exchanges between Job and the three friends—has God reject the views of the three and strongly affirm the stance of Job (42:7–9). The ending of the book, troubling in itself, portrays Job in favorable relationship with God (42:10–17). A comprehensive answer to the issues associated with suffering is not within human reach; the pain of personal suffering does not reflect estrangement from God.


(Note: readers need to be aware of the rich ambiguity of both verses 42:5 and 42:6. Without acknowledging it, most translations give an ‘emended’ version of 42:6. It has long been known that—without emendation, without input from elsewhere, such as context or tradition etc—the first part of the verse cannot mean ‘I despise myself’, ‘I disown what I have said’, or some such equivalent. Modern studies increasingly recognise that the two verbs in the first part of the verse may both bear on the two objects in the second part. So it is possible that the translation may be along the lines of literally ‘I repudiate and am of changed mind about dust and ashes’; as an exit line, more freely, ‘I back off and I’ve had enough of all this ash-heap stuff’. It is highly unlikely that—with the possible exception of Job’s demand for clear explanation—the tenor of an entire book, especially this one, would be reversed in one obscure final verse.)









Job: Case Study or Theology


(original: Psychiatry and Religion)


It was a friend who practises both as psychologist and biblical scholar who pointed out to me that the encounter with a text proceeds on much the same lines as the encounter with a person. I suspect an academic approaches a book in much the same way that a psychiatrist approaches a client. You want a history from a client. So do we from a book. Where did the author study and under what scholars? What is the background to the book: doctoral dissertation or years of mature study? What problem is the client presenting? What insight or impulse drove the author to write this book? What are the client’s circumstances and resources? Who has the author been reading, talking to, working with? The comparison can be pushed quite a bit further, but that is enough for present purposes.


It was a psychiatrist friend who first loaned me a recent book in the Gaskell Psychiatry Series, entitled Job’s Illness: Loss, Grief and Integration. A Psychological Interpretation, by Dr Jack Kahn.1 A glance at the Introduction showed training in medicine and psychiatry. A glance at the Bibliography showed half a dozen translations of the Bible, four entries under Bible Commentaries, nineteen entries on matters Literary, Philosophical and Historical (none of which were seriously biblical), and fifty-seven entries on matters Medical, Psychiatric and Psychological. I restrained my initial impulse to condemn Jack Kahn for hubris, reflecting that what matters is not how many books you read but how well you choose what you read. Had he chosen his commentaries well?


The titles were not encouraging. Bible Commentaries and an Encyclopedia, but no commentaries specifically on the Book of Job. The dates were even less encouraging: 1839, 1902, 1919, and—a little more up-to-date—1947. Regrettably, as far as the date was concerned, the 1947 offering turned out to be that great classic, The Guide for the Perplexed, by Moses Maimonides, dating from 1168. With some indignation, I then wondered what utterly unenlightened press might, in this twentieth century, have published a book on Job, garnished with some of the trimmings of an academic bibliography, but with practically no consultation of any worth-while scholarship on the Book of Job since Maimonides in the twelfth century. Imagine my shock to discover that my unenlightened publisher was no less august a body than the Royal College of Psychiatrists.


There is a value in being open to surprise, as well as to others’ eccentricities. Who knows, freedom from knowledge might generate freedom for helpful insights. But I was not immediately attracted to explore Dr. Kahn’s contribution. There was not even a disclaimer somewhere to indicate that he was aware of the importance of what he was ignoring. Ah well, his book could wait for some unlikely moment of idle leisure. But the fates were against me. A second psychiatrist friend gave me a copy. My reaction—gratitude apart, of course—was one of mild horror: My God, psychiatrists are buying this! They may even read it! Then came Dr Chiu’s invitation to present a paper to this conference. So that did it. My paper had to address the question whether Jack Kahn’s exploration of the Book of Job was legitimate.


The basic issue


I do not want to cast myself in the role of the professional scholar jealously defending specialist territory against the intrusions of well-meaning amateurs. The Book of Job is a work of literature and a classic. It is not burdened with the peculiarities of history and composition which can make some biblical books minefields for the uninitiated. So why should I entertain reserves simply because Jack Kahn’s bibliography is hugely out of balance? In this paper, I am waving a yellow flag of caution about a particular book by a particular psychiatrist who is trespassing on my professional turf. I do so because there is a very delicate flower concealed in that turf, and it would be a great pity to trample on it without being fully aware of what we are doing.


The basic problem inherent in Kahn’s undertaking is reflected in the conflict between the beginning and the end of his first chapter. At the beginning, he quotes from Maimonides, who refers to:




the strange and wonderful Book of Job [whose] basis is a fiction, conceived for the purpose of explaining the different opinions which people hold on Divine Providence … This fiction, however, is in so far different from other fictions that it includes profound ideas and great mysteries, removes great doubts, and reveals the most important truths.2





The chapter concludes:




From a purely psychiatric point of view, it is possible to find in the Book of Job a sensitive and detailed account of the onset, course, and treatment of a mental disorder in which the most prominent feature is depression …


The purpose of this book is to study the illness and the events surrounding it, and to find in the Bible story an account of some of the universal problems of mankind as revealed through critical events in the life of one individual. It is also concerned with the progression of ideas of human identity and the way in which human beings have searched for a harmony between experience of the self and experience of the universe.3





There are two things seriously wrong here, and Jack Kahn skates far too lightly around one and does not seem to be aware of the other.


If Maimonides is right that the Book of Job is a fiction—and modern scholarship would agree with him—and if we take seriously that it presents itself as a third-person narrative about Job, the bulk of which is high flown poetry presented as the speeches of Job, then we must be cautious about finding in it ‘a sensitive and detailed account of the onset, course, and treatment of a mental disorder’. Firstly, the account is not from the patient, but from an author—and a poet to boot. Dr Kahn does not have access to ‘critical events in the life of one individual’. He has access to a third party’s poetry. Surely this is significant for the legitimacy of using this ancient text as a subject for psychiatric analysis. If what we have are the words of a person describing their own experience, some validity would have to be allowed to attempts at interpretation or analysis. But when the words are put in a character’s mouth by an author, we have only the product of creative imagination; there is not the control of present or remembered personal experience. One might always argue that an author must build on some analogous experience—but surely the process is fraught with difficulties and dangers. The risk of using such second-hand expression for diagnostic purposes seems to me to become overwhelming when the text being created is poetry. The whole procedure becomes vastly more insecure when we recognise that it cannot be simply assumed that the author’s intention is to provide ‘a sensitive and detailed account of the onset, course, and treatment of a mental disorder’.


This is the difficulty which I consider Kahn skates all too lightly around. He writes:




For the purpose of this chapter, the Bible text will be considered as recording the words of a living person, and we shall look upon these words as being Job’s own communications about his feelings and experiences.4





In my judgement this is a totally illegitimate procedure. Maimonides said the Book of Job was a fiction; I know of no competent biblical scholar who would disagree. Can we dismiss the reality of the text to say that ‘for the purpose of this chapter’ the Bible text will be considered to be something that it is not.5


These considerations so far concern what might be called the practical difficulties of using a text like the Book of Job for psychiatric diagnosis. There is a theoretical difficulty which is far more serious. If the purpose of the Book of Job is to explore the situation of the sufferer before God by deliberately setting up a limit case of the perfect human being whose suffering cannot be attributed to sin or human imperfection, then the entire endeavour is destroyed by the psychiatric analysis of Job as a flawed and obsessive personality.


This limit case of the totally innocent sufferer is precisely what I understand to be the central purpose of the Book of Job. The figure of Job is set up as one who is completely sinless. The book opens with the description of Job as ‘blameless and upright, one who feared God and turned away from evil’ (Job 1:1). This description is from the author. The taint of evil is kept so far from Job that he is portrayed even offering sacrifice for the possible sins of his children. Notice that this is the point seized on by Kahn to diagnose Job as obsessively scrupulous. But this is the precise opposite of the author’s intention. The author has God repeat the description of Job as ‘blameless and upright, one who fears God and turns away from evil’ (1:8). Even Satan accepts the description, only impugning Job’s motivation. For the author, Job is blameless. Chapter 31, the end of Job’s speeches, is a massive re-emphasis of this point.


Job’s blamelessness is critical to the whole enterprise of the book. The purpose of the book is to explore the situation of the sufferer before God. Job consistently affirms his innocence. His friends equally consistently and ever more scathingly deny it. In a key passage, Job affirms it against them:




Far be it from me to say that you are right;


till I die I will not put away my integrity from me.


I hold fast my righteousness, and will not let it go;
my heart does not reproach me for any of my days (27:5–6).





While God is portrayed reproving Job—‘Will you even put me in the wrong? Will you condemn me that you may be justified?’ (40:8)—which is presumably the reference of Job’s ‘I despise myself and repent’ (42:6), it is quite central to the book to realise that God is portrayed condemning the views of the friends as wrong, while maintaining Job as right.6 God says to Eliphaz:




My wrath is kindled against you and against your two friends; for you have not spoken of me what is right, as my servant Job has … I will accept his prayer not to deal with you according to your folly; for you have not spoken of me what is right, as my servant Job has (42:7–8).





The central message of the Book of Job is that the origin of human suffering is not to be found in the malice of God or in the fault of the human sufferer.


This is the point that Jack Kahn misses. For example, early in the piece, he writes:




Possessions contribute to the image of the self, and when the possessions include family members, obsessional processes may be used in order to preserve their lives and control their fate. The obsessional activity provides a safeguard for the well-being of those who figure closely in the obsessional individual’s life.


Job’s greatness and his perfection are thus connected with his possessions and the lives of his children. The breakdown of his physical and mental integration is associated with the loss of his children and his wealth. Far from being perfect, Job’s personality contained features which in our own culture might be considered to be the precursor of mental breakdown.7





In Kahn’s presentation, Job is the source of his own troubles. He has cracked under the pressure of his own obsessions. As a figure in literature, he is of no help to us in exploring the situation of innocent suffering before God. Instead Job becomes a paradigm of the patient in need of therapy.


The message of the Book of Job


In brief, the message of the book of Job is: there is suffering which occurs in situations where neither God nor the human sufferer is responsible. Job is portrayed as attributing his suffering to God’s hostility towards him and blaming God for it—and Job is portrayed as wrong. God’s hostility, God’s punishment, was not the source of Job’s suffering.8 The friends are portrayed as attributing Job’s suffering to Job’s sin—and they are portrayed as wrong. Job’s sin was not the source of Job’s suffering.


With these two blind alleys eliminated, in the context of the Book of Job there is only one possibility left. We can suffer without having brought it on ourselves by sin and without being estranged from God.


It would be a disaster if we lost the Book of Job as one of the greatest defences of human integrity before God, maintaining the right of the innocent sufferer to be innocent. I fear that Jack Kahn in transforming Job from perfect figure to obsessive perfectionist loses that defender of our integrity.
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5.    I fear that at the base of Kahn’s approach is a conviction not uncommon among those who have not had some experience of serious biblical scholarship. Put brutally, the conviction is that any event mentioned in the text happened, even if perhaps the record of it has suffered some distortion. The question is not seriously entertained as to whether the text intends the event as real, or intends to portray the ‘how’ of its happening. There are other pointers to this elsewhere in Kahn’s book.
For example, when he comes to the question of treatment, Kahn writes: ‘In order to consider Job’s illness in terms of therapy, we must bring in a dimension other than the one in which the story is told. The original framework is the cultural and religious one, and, ostensibly, it concerns a man who was tested by God in a wager with Satan, who survived the test (at least in the first place), and who later rebelled … We shall alter this framework by giving a naturalistic explanation of Job’s experiences, and, for this purpose, we shall treat the religious framework as only part—although a very important part—of the influences which impinge upon the mind of an individual.’ (Kahn, Job’s Illness, 51). But we do not have access to Job’s experiences or Job’s mind, but only to the poetry of the author who situated that poetry within this religious framework.


6.    Note that Job’s ‘I despise myself and repent’ (42:6) cannot be understood as a retraction of the constant affirmations of his innocence. Any attempt to interpret it as such a retraction is negated by the emphatic condemnation of the three friends.


7.    Kahn, Job’s Illness, 15–16.


8.    One could argue that the prologue presents God as testing Job, or at least permitting Satan to test him. But to attribute Job’s suffering to divine testing would be to agree with the three friends (for example Job 5:17–18)—and the epilogue declares they are wrong. There is a tension between the prologue and the poetry. The prologue permits Job’s suffering to result from God’s pride, wounded by Satan’s jibe. There is a sense in which this creates space to allow for the strength of the poetry’s language against God. It is an unresolved tension between prologue and poetry, and it must remain unresolved. To resolve it in favour of the prologue would be to destroy the balance and purpose of the Book of Job.









God And Suffering—‘It Happens’:
Job’s Silent Solution


(original: American Theological Inquiry, 3/1)


Part one: solutions


When looking at suffering intellectually, JL McKenzie concludes with characteristic honesty: ‘We have no answer to the problem.’ He settles as such on ‘an experience of God’ as the ultimate answer (Two-Edged Sword, 237). Some such experience has to be the ultimate answer; there is no other. Nevertheless, I propose that the second section of the initial divine speech (Job 38:39–39:30, some thirty-three verses), may invite us or allow us to move ‘the problem’ to a quite different context. The experience of God is still crucial, but the context is radically other than generally allowed for in the book of Job.


Issues of the shape of the book of Job can wait till Part Two of this article. It is enough for now to say that the speeches given by God (in Job 38–41) are the culmination of the book. There is a strong sense in these speeches, above all concerning creation and the associated material (Job 38:4–38), that Job is not in the same dimension of being as God, that Job has indeed uttered what he did not understand—things too wonderful for him that he did not know (see Job 42:3). However, following these verses there is a major section that may deserve more scrutiny than is usually given (that is, Job 38:39–39:30).


At the end of a course on the book of Job, Hamish Graham, a young doctor about to leave for six months or so in Darfur, drew my attention to this section. His question: Why is so much text given to the animal kingdom? His thought: Is it because the animal kingdom is an amoral realm, one where moral goodness and badness (righteousness and wickedness) play no role? Could this be the case with human suffering—at least occasionally? Is this passage suggesting that, in the exchanges with his interlocutors, Job might be situating his suffering in the wrong context?


The purpose of this paper, then, is to point out that a good case can be made for the possibility that part of the text of Job subtly invites its readers to imagine an alternative context for human suffering, an amoral context, one where the reality of human success or failure, joy or sorrow, is not exclusively associated with the moral quality of human living, with goodness or badness. Space must be allowed for the amoral, for Nature’s lottery of talent, energy, and luck; above all, luck! Where human suffering or success is concerned, it is possible that ‘it happens’; moral causation need not be alleged.


Those who spend time studying the book of Job usually come to the speeches given by God in the final chapters with an expectation that the tensions which have been steadily building will at last be resolved. Initially, Job’s defense of himself matched with his three interlocutors’ defenses of tradition; then Elihu’s defense of God; finally, word from God. The expectation, alas, will not be fulfilled. Few would disagree with McKenzie that the divine speeches are ‘magnificent poetry, but not altogether relevant to the discussion’ (Two-Edged Sword, 236). Finding the wisdom we expect requires serious exploration.1


The opening speech from the storm, attributed to God, is an evident unity. God’s speaking is announced in 38:1, ‘the LORD answered Job’. Job’s reply does not begin until 40:3, ‘then Job answered the LORD’. Reinforcing the strong sense of unity is God’s line of questioning that extends through both chapters 38 and 39. As a concluding coda, God’s speaking is articulated again at the end, ‘and the LORD said to Job’ (40:1).


This evident unity may prevent the reader from seeing that the divine speech is built out of two quite different panels. It comes as a surprise to realise that they are equally balanced in extent, even if the cosmic concerns of the first panel palpably outweigh the zoological concerns of the second.


Despite the balance in extent, the two panels are remarkably different. The first panel has all the weight, first, of creation itself, second, the stabilisation of the ocean, and then associated material of cosmic dimension: dawn; springs of the sea, with death, dark, and the expanse of the earth; light and dark; snow and hail; rain and ice; stars and constellations; the weather in all its mystery. These are all beyond the envelope of this earth—and beyond the grasp of Job.


The change from one panel to the next is sudden: from ‘the waterskins of the heavens’ to prey for beast and bird, lion and raven (Job 38:37–41). The mystery world of the cosmos is left behind and the discourse traipses through the length and breadth of the animal world.


The second panel contains the prey of predators, the birthing of goats and deer, the freedom of wild ass and ox, the thoughtless speed of the ostrich that leaves its eggs unprotected, and the fearsome might of the warhorse. Creating an envelope, highlighting the unity of the panel, it ends with the prey of hawk and eagle. All these are found within the envelope of our earthly world. The hawk may fly high and the ass roam far; all belong with our earth.


The balance needs to be seen. Despite appearances, the gravity of matters cosmic does not receive more treatment than the reality of matters worldly. The difference is surprising. First we will look at the balance; then we will turn to the difference.


Balance


The first element of balance is quite clear. Practically the same number of verses is given to the first panel as to the second. Laying the foundation of the earth extends for four verses (38:4–7). Stabilising the sea extends for another four verses (38:8–11). The associated matters take up another twenty-six verses (38:12–38). The grand total is thirty-four verses. The second panel, the zoological catalog, has thirty-three verses (38:39–39:30).


There is perhaps something perverse in readers (or this reader at least) that creates the impression of greater weight and substance for matters that are largely unseeable and certainly unknowable. The tangible and knowable of the animal realm somehow seems almost trivial by comparison. Frankly, who bothers about ravens and ostriches? Oh, the folly of ignoring what is almost under one’s nose while being vastly impressed by what is thoroughly out of reach.


The number of items constituting the two panels is fluid; for both, the items can be counted in various ways. Allowing for this however, the count is surprisingly similar. In tabular form, it can look like this:


















	Cosmic:


	Zoological:







	1) the foundation of the earth


	1) the prey for lion and raven







	2) the stabilising of the sea


	2) the birthing of goats and deer







	3) the dawn


	3) the freedom of the wild ass







	4) the recesses of the deep


	4) the liberty of the wild ox







	5) the dwellings of light and darkness


	5) the ostrich







	6) the storehouses of snow and hail


	6) the warhorse







	7) the torrents of rain


	7) the hawk







	8) the constellation


	8) the eagle







	9) the weather


	 













The parity is far from perfect, but the balance is inescapably there. The panels have to be seen as two, within the one speech. Neither can be ignored.


Difference


The difference between the two panels is evident in three aspects: first, as already mentioned, the cosmic is outside the envelope of this earth while the zoological is firmly within it; second, the questions addressed to Job are significantly more aggressive in the first panel than in the second; third, Job’s potential in relation to these questions is essentially different.


The first aspect hardly needs further mention. Creative activity, the dwellings of light and dark, the mysteries of snow and hail, rain and ice, the movements of the stars, all these are in the lofty realm that surrounds the earth. They may bring it light and dark, ice and snow, rain and hail, but these elements are brought to the earth—they are not perceived as there already, belonging as part of it.


To the contrary, the animal kingdom is of the earth—even the soaring hawk and eagle. Ass and ox, ostrich and warhorse may be beyond Job’s control, but asses and oxen can be domesticated; the warhorse is under the control of its rider. They are part of the phenomena of the world; they belong on earth.


The second aspect needs attention. It is not a matter of whether the questions put in the speech given by God are heard either as ‘in some way caring’ or alternatively as ‘rather crushing’ (the Hebrew is somewhat less emphatic than the NRSV translation). It is that the first panel’s questions have among them elements that belittle Job. ‘Tell me, if you have understanding’ (v 4). ‘Surely you know’ (v 5). ‘Declare if you know all this’ (v 18). ‘Surely you know, for you were born then’ (v 21). They are found at the beginning of the panel and in the middle, but there is a sense in which they set a tone for the whole. In the second panel, that tone is not repeated; it is not present.


The third aspect correlates with the preceding two. The questions in the first panel are quite clearly beyond any capacity that Job might dream of. He was not there when God laid the foundation of the earth (38:4). He could not possibly know such mysteries as the springs of the sea, the recesses of the deep, or the gates of death. Control of the dawn, of light and darkness, of the weather in all its variety, or the stars and their ordinances are well and truly beyond the limits of human capacity (at the time of Job and still in ours).


The same cannot be said of the questions in the second panel. These questions, in the main, concern what Job does not do and, as matters stand, cannot do. But the key phrase is ‘as matters stand’. Most of them are not in the category of what Job unquestionably could not do. In this, they differ from the cosmic questions of the first panel.


Job does not hunt prey for the lions or provide the raven with prey for its young (38:39–41). But it would not be beyond Job to provide such food if needed. He could always tether a poor beast where the lion would find it or lay out food where the raven would see it. Careful observation would reveal when mountain goats give birth or deer calve. Wild asses and wild oxen can be domesticated. Warhorses have riders. Hawks and eagles have their nests in the lofty fastness of the rocky crag, but their food needs can be provided for.


What has been spelled out here in detail was potentially clear at a first reading. The speech given by God (Job 38:1 – 40:2) is made up of two panels—and they are different.


The meaning of the first panel is articulated in its own text: Job is not in the same dimension of being with God; Job is not in God’s league. ‘If you have understanding’ (38:4). Clearly Job does not have understanding equal to the task. ‘Surely you know’ (38:5, 21). Equally clearly, Job does not know in either case. Both tasks are well and truly beyond this mere man. The other issues in the first panel are in the same category: well and truly beyond Job.


Power is not the issue in panel one. Job has conceded that already and has complained about it from early on in the book (for example, Job 9:4–19). The issue is ultimately one of being. God and Job exist in different dimensions of being (ontologically). What is natural for God is impossible for Job. What is wisdom for God is quintessentially out of reach for Job.


We have seen an essential difference between the first and second panel. The first panel concerns matters that Job could not do in any circumstances. The second panel, however, concerns matters that Job cannot do in the present circumstances. We need to explore whether the difference between the two panels is significant for a fruitful interpretation of the relevant text.


To facilitate imagination and to highlight what is particular to the second panel, it is helpful to envision other forms that the panel might have taken. It is perfectly possible, for example, that after the cosmic realm in the first panel a second panel continued in the earthly realm with issues that lay well and truly beyond Job, with matters that Job could not do in any circumstances.


Numerous examples are available from prophetic texts where actions are claimed for God. Could Job bring about a plague, a groundwater drought, or the destruction of a temple (Amos 7–9)? Could Job claim responsibility for the gift of Israel’s grain, wine, and oil, silver and gold, wool and flax (Hosea 2)? Could Job make the threat to strip Israel of its protective defenses and withhold rain from it (Isaiah 5)? Could Job bring a nation from far away against Israel or be responsible for famine, war, and pestilence (Jeremiah 5 and 28)? Such a second panel in the divine speech is perfectly possible. It would shift from the cosmic to the earthly realm. It would propose issues, as in the first panel, that Job could not do in any circumstances. Within the patterns of Hebrew thought and language it is perfectly possible. What we have in the second panel is by no means the only possibility; it could have been otherwise.


In the divine speech we have, the second panel is not of the same kind as the first; it is not simply a continuation of the first panel of the speech. It is different enough to merit consideration in its own right. Does the difference have meaning?


From the history of the interpretation of the book of Job, it is clear that the second panel can be read as a continuation and reinforcement of the first, developing the same message beyond the realm of panel one. This should be unarguably clear. Competent scholars have read it in that way; so, it can be read in that way. The question is whether ‘that way’ is the only reading.


The questions in the second panel focus attention on the animal realm, akin to the human realm but different from it. The questions ‘Do you know?’ and ‘Can you do?’ focus attention on this other world, a world that is not Job’s. It is a world with suffering and death, with success and failure, with hunger and plenty. But it is an amoral world. The freedom of the ass or the liberty of the ox, the success or failure of the hunting lion or questing eagle are in no way correlated with moral qualities such as goodness and badness.


It is a realm adjacent to the human. It is a realm without the involvement of moral causes, where what happens happens. Does this zoological catalog, drawing Job’s attention to a realm adjacent to his own, suggest a possible reading that Job’s arguments about the justice and injustice of human suffering and pain are being mounted in the wrong context? Then, in the time of the book, we might have suggested the ‘wrong context’ as a possible reading; now, in our own time, we might propose it as a valid reading.


Brought by the catalog to contemplate the animal realm, where the amoral holds sway, is Job invited to contemplate the possibility of an amoral context for human suffering? Goodness or badness does not cause an animal’s fate. Is the possibility to be contemplated that goodness or badness do not always cause a human’s fate, that goodness or badness may not be the sole cause of human suffering or well-being? For completeness’ sake, we might add that the book of Job entertains a third cause: suffering appropriately endured can purify.


In much modern thinking, morality may not affect human fate or human suffering. The possibility is there that ‘it happens’; it is not caused on moral grounds. The question posed to the interpreter of Job is whether the marked difference between the two parts of the divine speech could have been interpreted then, or can be interpreted now, in the direction just indicated.


Two interpretations at least are possible. In the first, panel two reinforces panel one. In the second, panel two adds another perspective to panel one. Panel one is clear; Job is not in the same league as God. Panel two is less clear, but may suggest the thought that, as in the animal world, suffering in the human world may be amoral, divorced from the moral qualities of goodness or badness.


A third reading is also possible: both of the above. The two interpretations complement each other. First, panel two reinforces panel one. Both panels make clear that Job is not in God’s league: for panel one, not in the same dimension of being as God; for panel two, not in the same situation that can be claimed for God. At the same time, however, panel two adds another perspective to that of panel one in adding the potentially amoral aspect of some human suffering, analogous to the animal kingdom.


Two hermeneutical options are present. Might the text have been open to an amoral interpretation in ancient times? Might the text be open to an amoral interpretation in modern times?


That Job is not in the same dimension of being as God is certain; it was certain then and it is certain now. God is not to be thought of within the reduced limits of human capacity or imprisoned within the constraints of human imagination. God’s actions are not to be assessed within the terms of human courts of law (Job’s error!).


Though not certain, it is possible that the human suffering Job argues about with such intensity may, at least on occasion, stem from an amoral context (‘it happens’) rather than a moral one. It may have been possible to conceive of it as possible then, in the time of Job. It is certainly possible to conceive of it as possible now, in our time.


The text that follows in the book of Job does not advocate or give an opening to an understanding of the cause of some human suffering as amoral. Hence the subtitle of this article: ‘Job’s silent solution’.


Job’s reply is general: ‘I am of small account; what shall I answer you?’ (40:4). His second statement is ambiguous: ‘I know that you can do all things, and that no purpose of yours can be thwarted’ (42:2). It can be a confession of difference in the dimensions of being. On the other hand, ‘you can do all things … no purpose of yours can be thwarted’ is readily understood as a confession of divine power. Given Job’s earlier views about divine power (for example, ‘who has resisted him and succeeded?’ [9:4]), this points to silence and submission rather than insight and inner progress. ‘I have uttered what I did not understand, things too wonderful for me, which I did not know’ (42:3) is a direct response to the first panel of the divine speech and does suggest insight and inner progress. However, it is only indirectly relevant to the second panel. In what is to come (Job 40:6–41:4, above all Behemoth and Leviathan), the issue of power is primary: ‘Have you an arm like God, and can you thunder with a voice like his?’ (40:8). Insight and inner progress have little place.


What is clear in the responses noted here (40:4; 42:2, 3) is that the possible role of the amoral in regard to some human suffering is left untouched and undeveloped. Given the climate of the time, it is not surprising that it was left unspoken—if it was understood as a possible solution in the first place. Given the considerations we have discussed, it appears to have been available as an understanding of the text then. It is certainly available as an understanding of the text now. Job does not appeal to this solution; today, however, it may appeal to many.


Part two: structures


Prose begins and ends the Book of Job (prologue and epilogue), while the middle is poetry. A lament by Job gets the poetry under way (Job 3), followed by three rounds of speeches between Job and each of the three ‘friends’ or interlocutors (with the third round incomplete); a poem on wisdom marks the closure of these exchanges (Job 28). After that, three chapters are given to Job himself (Job 29–31); a new figure on the scene, Elihu, is given six chapters (Job 32–37); then YHWH himself (that is, God) is presented speaking to Job from the storm wind (Job 38–41). Job replies, God speaks again and Job replies again. Finally, YHWH adjudicates, and the epilogue ends the book.


In the mid-twentieth century, the book of Job was often seen as a magnificent but mangled piece of literature. The prologue-epilogue was archaic and at variance with the whole. Job 28 and the Elihu material were secondary. The third round of exchanges was incomplete, involving textual disruption and loss, and the Behemoth and Leviathan material was secondary, involving disruption of Job’s single reply to a single divine speech. Over the years since, a strong sense of unity and purpose has been restored to the book. Brief discussion of some aspects is important.


Prologue


Independently of issues of origin, a couple of points are important regarding the prologue-epilogue section of the book. First, the story that is now distributed over the prologue and the epilogue has nothing to do with the central issue of the poetry of the book of Job. It explores the issue whether religious faith can be free of selfinterest. The question raised in the story by the Satan-figure is: ‘Does Job fear God for nothing?’ (1:9). Job is wealthy, thanks to the God Job worships. Strip Job of his wealth and he will curse God (the Hebrew euphemism is ‘bless God’ but the meaning is clear). A second time round, the Satan-figure’s claim is that, stripped of his health, Job will surely curse God. The double climax of the story: in neither case does Job curse God (1:20–22; 2:10). Job’s faith is not motivated by selfinterest. End of argument; end of story.2


The restoration of the unjustifiably disturbed balance of human order is left to the epilogue (42:10–17). Human suffering is involved in the story; Job is stripped of his wealth, his children’s lives, and his personal health. This suffering, nevertheless, is not the point of the story. The story is about human religious faith and human selfinterest.


The human suffering inflicted on Job creates a perfect setting for the poetry of the book, focused on the issue of suffering. Nevertheless, the suffering in the prologue can be a distraction from the suffering in the poetry.


The importance of the issue in the prologue’s story is easily overlooked. Perhaps the question it poses to those of religious faith is too painful for commentators to bring it to the fore. Perhaps the behavior narrated of God is deemed too shameful to be attended to. Whatever the reasons, the importance of the story should not be downplayed.


Second, the narrative presentation of the story highlights the unreality of this trial situation. Leaving other elements aside, the sequence of mishaps is massively unreal. ‘I alone have escaped to tell you. While he was still speaking, another came and said …’ (1:15–16, 16–17, 17–18, 19). Reality has never been so unreal. Readers may be grateful.


Prose/Poetry; Prologue/Epilogue Boundaries


The standard division between the story (prologue and epilogue) and the central core of the book has usually been along the lines of prose and poetry. So the prologue is seen as Job 1:1–2:13 (prose) and the epilogue as 42:11–17 (prose); the central core is then 3:1–41:9 (almost entirely poetry).


Job 42:7–9 is essential to the central core but creates two problems for the prose/poetry division of material. First, the three verses are prose. Second, they involve Eliphaz, Bildad, and Zophar whose arrival was narrated in 2:11–13. The problem is solved by recognising that the prologue (and its story) ends with 2:10 and the central core begins in prose with 2:11–13; it also ends in prose, 42:7–9, thus introducing and dismissing the three, Eliphaz, Bildad, and Zophar, without whom there would be no central core.3


It is also important to recognise that the epilogue is to be understood as restoration of the disturbed balance and not as reward for Job’s piety. The language of reward is absent from the epilogue. ‘The LORD restored the fortunes of Job … The LORD blessed the latter days of Job …’ (42:10, 12). The language and conceptualisation of reward is not present. The balance was disturbed in the prologue—improperly; it is restored in the epilogue—equally improperly.


Job 28


Job 28 is a poem about wisdom; it has no links into the book of Job. Whether it comes from the author of Job or not is unimportant. Its function in the text is important. It marks the end of the series of exchanges between Job and the three. After it, the three are not heard from again. Job has three chapters to himself, Elihu has six, and the exchanges between God and Job all but wrap it up. Job 28 matters as a marker. At the same time, reflection on wisdom in this context is not out of place.


Elihu


The Elihu material is widely regarded as a later addition to the book. Elihu is not named with the three at the beginning, nor is he present at the end (perhaps having spoken negatively of both Job and the three, he has no place in God’s adjudication between them). A compelling reason to view the Elihu chapters as later additions is that in 38:1, after six chapters of Elihu, the text has ‘the LORD answered Job’. It is unlikely that Elihu would have been passed over so lightly.


However, the Elihu speeches take an approach that is otherwise largely absent from the book of Job. Job has defended himself and accused God. The three have defended God from their own understanding of experience, from their inherited tradition, and from their personal conviction. Different from these, Elihu exalts God from the point of view of human perception. This is quite different from God’s inviting Job to see himself from the point of view of divine perception. Elihu’s speeches are variously assessed; however, they add a perception that is otherwise missing.


Behemoth/Leviathan


A standard position in the past was to end the original poetry of Job (prescinding from 42:7–17) with one divine speech (38:1–40:2) and one reply from Job (made up of parts from 40:1–5 and 42:1–6). The material associated with Behemoth and Leviathan (40:6–41:34) was assessed as secondary. More recent studies have moved away from this position, focusing on the present text and evaluating the Behemoth and Leviathan material positively.4 However, the issue of God’s overwhelming power renders this material problematic. The solution to Job’s problem proposed in it is that of God’s superior power rather than that of the difference in dimension of being.


The power theme is introduced at the start: ‘Have you an arm like God, and can you thunder with a voice like his?’ (40:9). It is continued in God’s challenge (40:10–14), in the portrayal of Behemoth (‘its strength is in its loins and its power in the muscles of its belly’ [40:16]), and of the portrayal of Leviathan (especially 41:1–11 [Heb 40:25–41:3]; other examples include such declarations as ‘I will not keep silence concerning its limbs, or its mighty strength’ [41:12; Heb 41:4] and ‘On earth it has no equal, a creature without fear’ [41:33; Heb 41:25]).


The origin of this block of text is immaterial. The assumed dislocation of Job’s sole reply to God is possible. What is troubling, however, is that what is being proposed at the end of the book as part of the solution is precisely what was highlighted by Job earlier in the book as a significant part of the problem—the overwhelming power of God. ‘He snatches away; who can stop him? Who will say to him, “What are you doing?”’ (9:12). ‘The thunder of his power who can understand?’ (26:14). The emphasis on God’s overwhelming power as a solution to Job’s problem—which it is not—appears to be based on a misunderstanding of the initial divine speech, coupled with an inappropriate development of the passage on the warhorse (39:19–25). In this sense, whatever its origin, this block is of secondary value.


Job 42:5


It is symbolically appropriate that this verse is wide open to various translations.5 Its final phrase, however, is crystal clear: ‘but now my eye sees you [NAB: has seen you].’ The difficulty with it is equally clear: nowhere in the text of the book has Job seen God. Job has just listened to a lengthy discourse from God. God spoke to Job: ‘then the LORD answered Job out of the whirlwind’ (38:1; the Hebrew adds, ‘saying’, the equivalent in Hebrew of quotation marks). It would have been so simple to formulate the text as: ‘the LORD appeared to Job in the whirlwind and said’. But the text does not have that.


An appeal to Job’s growth in insight and inner understanding, in the light of all that has just been said, is most attractive. Against this, the corporeality of ‘my eye sees you’ seems to demand something more physical. For lack of something better (faute de mieux), we are left to assume that God appeared to Job and spoke. It is symbolically appropriate that the seeing is unclear. Human seeing of God is seldom clear. Yet the human experience of God is the only ultimate answer for the suffering in human life.


Job 42:6


It is again appropriate that the poetry’s final verse should be opaque. The first part of the verse has two verbs and no object; the second part of the verse has two objects and no verb.6 To the best of my knowledge, the syntactical structure of the verse is unique in the Hebrew Bible.


It has long been known to scholars that, without emendation, the verse cannot bear the meaning usually found in modern translations or even commentaries (that is, ‘I despise myself’ or equivalent).7 It is highly unlikely that Job’s stance should be changed so radically in the profound uncertainty of one opaque verse. It is more likely that, taking the two verbs together and the two objects together, 42:6 is an exit line: ‘I have had enough of this lamentation stuff.’


It is dishonest to translate the verse in the traditional fashion without a note to say that an emendation, a change, has been made to the text. John McKenzie resisted dishonesty fiercely. So should we.
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