CHAPTER 2

The Bible as a source for
philosophical reflection
Shalom Carmy and David Shatz
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<o« INTRODUCTION: ISSUES OF oe
METHODOLOGY

Is the Bible a source for Jewish philosophical reflection? A natural
reaction is that it is. The Bible depicts the character of God, presents
an account of creation, posits a metaphysics of divine providence and
divine interventions, suggests a basis for morality, discusses many fea-
tures of human nature, and frequently poses the notorious conundrum
of how God can allow evil. Surely, then, it engages questions that lie
at the very heart of Jewish philosophy, indeed of religious philosophy
generally. ‘

Yet this categorization of the Bible as philosophy must be quali-
fied. For the Bible obviously deviates, in many features, from what
philosophers (especially those trained in the analytic tradition) have
come to regard as philosophy.

First, the Bible contains, at its very core, a great deal of material
that is not necessarily philosophical: law, poetry, and narrative.

Second, we expect philosophical truth to be formulated in declara-
tive sentences. The Bible yields few propositional nuggets of this kind.!

Third, philosophical works try to reach conclusions by means of
logical argumentation. The Bible contains little sustained argument of a
deductive, inductive, or practical nature, and attempts to impose the
structure of rational argument on the biblical text yield meager profit.

Fourth, philosophers try to avoid contradicting themselves. When
contradictions appear, they are either a source of embarrassment or a
spur to developing a higher order dialectic to accommodate the tension
between the theses. The Bible, by contrast, often juxtaposes contradic-
tory ideas, without explanation or apology: Ecclesiastes is entirely
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constructed on this principle. The philosophically more sophisticated
work of harmonizing the contradictions in the biblical text is left to
the exegetical literature.?

Fifth, much of what the Bible has to say about subjects of manifest
philosophical importance seems primitive to later philosophical sensibil-
ities. For example, the biblical God ostensibly has human form and
human emotions; he regrets his actions and changes his mind (e.g.
Genesis 6:6; 1 Samuel 15:11). Miracles are commonplace, and natural
events like earthquakes and winds are often identified as direct divine
acts. If Jewish philosophy begins with the Bible, cynics might suggest,
it can advance only by casting it behind.

This last problem is at the core of the concerns that Jewish
philosophers have often felt about biblical material. Indeed, an acute
awareness of the gap between the centrality of biblical teaching in
Jewish thought and its apparent philosophical deficiency precipitated
much of the subsequent history of Jewish philosophy. Many will derive
from that history a pessimism about finding philosophy in the Bible.
In particular, the most strenuous attempt ever to wed the Bible to
philosophy — that of medieval thinkers — was of mixed value to biblical
theology, as in many cases it arguably forced biblical texts into an
artificial model.

Beginning with Philo and continuing on through medieval think-
ers like Saadia Gaon and Maimonides, biblical hermeneutics often rested
on the principle that the Bible conveys major philosophical and scien-
tific truths. Biblical discourse, insist medieval rationalists, is not always
to be taken literally. Although biblical portrayals of God and of events
introduce the masses to basic truths — educating and elevating them —
the proper understanding of these texts is available only to those who
enter the realm of philosophy and science. Interpreting the text through
the prism of reason reveals a philosophically impressive and compelling
core. The books of the prophets thus reflect the philosophical acumen
of their authors, though these individuals are philosophers of a special
kind: not only do they perceive intellectual truths, but their faculty of
“imagination” presents these truths in figurative terms and concrete
images (Maimonides 1963, 1.36—7). The showcase example of prophet-
as-philosopher is Ezekiel’s detailed vision of the chariot (Ezekiel 1; 10),
which Maimonides treats as a repository of Aristotelian metaphysics
(Guide of the Perplexed, 3.1-3.8). Other examples abound. In their
analyses of the book of Job, medieval philosophers sometimes take
each character to be espousing a different philosophical position on the
basis and scope of divine providence.’ In the Garden of Eden story,
man represents form, that is, intellect, the essence of a human; woman
represents matter. Man sinned as a result of woman’s promptings.
Hence the story of Eden captures the human predicament — matter
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interferes with the proper exercise of intellect and with the realization
of the human telos.* ' _ "

A telling indicator of the close_conr_lectlon I:fetween philosophy
nd Bible in medieval times is that Maimonides’ Guide of the Perplexed,
:he greatest of Jewish philosophical works, is in mgmﬁcimt measure an
exegesis of the Bible. Gersonides, rerlmt'rmed for his ph:losophlcal an.d
scientific achievements, authored a biblical commentary, as did Saadia
Gaon and Abraham ibn Ezra. An entire exegetical tradition, down to
the end of Jewish life in Spain (Isaac Abravanel) anfi even beyond,
resorted to medieval philosophy — or rei?elle‘-:’l against it.

Opposition to the rationalist biblical interpretation came from
two directions.” Some medieval Jews thought that. the B{ble must be
read with absolute literalness and then tak‘en on faith. If its doctrines,
so understood, conflicted with those of philosophy, so much the worse
for philosophy: philosophy would then have been exposed as heresy
and falsehood. In early modern times, a dlfferent critical response
emerged, one which in effect accused Maimonides and ot}}er medievals
of a colossal anachronism. Spinoza put the charge e.specmlly_ sharply,
proclaiming that any and all attributions of philosophical sophistication
and truth to the Bible and the prophets were fictions (Spinoza 1951);
his subversion of Maimonides’ doctrines, however overstated, mar%{ed
the eclipse of the medieval enterprise. Later efforts to read the Bible
through the prism of Kantian or Romantic philosophy, whether of
rabbinic or academic provenance (such as the commentaries of Rabbi
Samson Raphael Hirsch or Yechezkel Kaufmann’s theory of Israclite
monotheism), could be and were subjected to a hermeneutic of sus-
picion.® _

In light of the clear differences we have outlined between the
Bible and works of philosophy — in style, method, and purpose — and
in light of the checkered history of attempts to read good philosophy
into the Bible, anyone proposing to portray the Bible as a source of
philosophical reflection has to tread very carefully. And yet to claim
that the religious and moral wisdom of the Bible is philosophically
naive is grossly unfair — and not only to believers in divine revelation.
An analogy to ancient philosophy is helpful. Recent work in ancient
philosophy, including Presocratic philosophy, shows a remarkable alert-
ness to contemporary problems along with perspicuous avenues for
solution (see, for example, Barnes 1982); differences in termmolog)j
ought not blind us to the philosophical character of our predecessors
insights. Philosophy in general has been rediscovering its roots of late,
leading to a greater appreciation of centuries past. Although the Bible
serves first and foremost as a record of primary religious experience,
study of the Bible, in its original context and trailing clouds of exegesis,
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evokes fruitful lines of theological reflection that repay philosophical
attention even today.

In the remainder of this chapter we hope to illustrate the possi-
bilities for a meaningful encounter between Bible and philosophy, one
that will accord the Bible its place among the important sources of
Jewish philosophy without exaggerating its analytical character and
without blurring the lines between its formulations of certain problems
or approaches and the formulations utilized by later philosophers.
Needless to say, someone mining for philosophical ore is not likely to
treat biblical texts in the same way that scholars in other fields would.
Consequently, we have to gloss over and bracket a variety of linguistic,
historical, and literary issues that could either complement or under-
mine our suggestions. “The Torah has seventy faces,” but no one can
display all of them at once.”

The purposes and scope of this volume dictate a focus on familiar
biblical sources, texts whose place in the treatment of theological issues
has been hallowed by time: the story of Job, the binding of Isaac, the
Garden of Eden, and others. We do not seek to uncover neglected
corners of the biblical canon with unexpected or oblique implications
for Jewish philosophy.* We are forced to omit some significant matters
that can, and often do, attract reflective philosophical attention, and we
devote little room to philosophical issues implicit in the legal material
that is so central to the Bible. All that having been said, our selection
should amply demonstrate that narrative and poetry and law, no less
than discursive writing, can express and stimulate philosophical think-
ing, a point that is surely abundantly evident to students of literature
and Jewish law respectively.

<@ DIVINE COMMANDS AND < e
HUMAN MORAL STANDARDS

“Is an action right because God commands it, or does God command
it because it is right? Is an action wrong because God prohibits it, or
does God prohibit it because it is wrong?”

These questions, modeled after one posed in Plato’s Euthyphro,
have long stood at the heart of religious reflections on morality. Like
their Muslim and Christian counterparts, Jewish philosophers have
differed sharply over whether there can be a valid morality independent
of God’s law.”

Biblical teaching on the subject confronts us with contradictions.
When patriarchs and prophets ask how God could allow evil, they are
judging God’s conduct by human moral standards. In Genesis 18,
Abraham remonstrates with God not to destroy the innocent of Sodom
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ther with the guilty: “Will you destroy the righteous with the
et d Far be it from you! Will the judge of all the earth not
w1ckt'_t , o'ﬁ;ticep” (Genesis 18:25). If God’s will alone determined right
EXZTCIS:OLg Abraham’s plea and God’s favorable response to it would
;n ::r'lsefes;. God is expected to be moral by human standards. Yet in
£3;:er 22 the very same Abraham rises early in the morning to carry
out God’s command to sacrifice !ns beloved Isaac. No moral scruples

raised either about the seeming command to commit m:lrder or
:f;i)ut God’s having reneged on his promise to Abraham, thrm!gh
[saac you will have seed” (Genesis 21:12). God later commands King
Saul to kill all the Amalekites, “man and woman, infant and suckling,
ox and sheep, camel and ass” (1 Samuel 1 5:3), and wrenches tl}e _kmgshlp
from Saul when he does not comply.! Midrashic and talmudic interpre-
tations of this episode see Saul as questioning God on n:oral grounds
and trying to be “more nghteous. than your creator (Ecclesiastes
Rabbah 7:16; B. Yoma 22b). The blbhc.al evidence, then, is confus1_ng
and contradictory as to whether there is a standard of ethics outside
God’s will and command.!! .

One episode that none the less has assumed a pre-eminent place
in explorations of this issue is the binding of Isaac (Agedah). In Genesis
22:2 Abraham is commanded by God to “take your son, your only
son, whom you love — Isaac — and go to the land of ]E\‘/[(.mah,l and oflfef‘
him up there as a burnt offering”. In his brilliant “dialectical lyric
Fear and Trembling, the nineteenth-century Danish philosopher Seoren
Kierkegaard advanced a reading of the Agedah that has ‘c‘:lon:unated
interpretations of the episode ever since. Abraham is the “knight of
faith,” whose greatness consists in obeying God even while he remains
conscious of the moral imperative in its full Kantian force and majesty.
Abraham was prepared to commit an act .whose religious ‘descrlpnm} is
“sacrifice,” though its ethical description is “murder”. This paradoxical
“teleological suspension of the ethical” characterizes the religious stage.
Note that Kierkegaard’s is not a “divine command” theory of morality
in the pure sense; for Kierkegaard does not reduce moral prescriptions
to divine commands (Seeskin 1990, chapter 5). However, Kierkegaard
recognizes the possibility of conflict between divine commands and
morality, and asserts the supremacy of religious faith in all such situ-
ations.'?

The Kierkegaardian image of Abraham has affected not only
depictions of religious morality but depictions 'of cognitive faith as
well.” His interpretation has become so influential that some modern
readers may be surprised to learn that in its time the reading was novel;
until Kierkegaard the Agedah was not explained in the manner he
suggests (Green 1988, chapters 4, 5). Abraham’s potential conflict need
not be understood as one between obedience to God and adherence to
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morality. It could be — and was — readily analyzed as a potential
conflict between morality, identified with obedience to God, and natural
paternal love. The Rosh Hashanah musaf liturgy asks God to let his
compassion conquer his anger, just as “[Abraham] conquered his com-
passion to do your will wholeheartedly.” Natural feeling for his son,
not rational morality, is what made the Agedab difficult. Other readers
had identified the challenge to Abraham as that of keeping faith that
“through Isaac you will have seed,” despite what God commanded.
Some have rejected the very premise that obedience to God overrides
conventional morality, in the Agedah, on the grounds that God finally
commands Abraham to refrain from the sacrifice (Steinberg 1960,
p- 147; cf. Jacobs 1978, pp. §3—4). At the same time Rabbi Joseph B.
Soloveitchik has pointed to kindred situations in the Bible where no
angel appears to stay the upraised slaughtering knife (Soloveitchik 1994).

The problems raised by our brief discussion of Fear and Trembling
illustrate the pitfalls in extrapolating a modern philosophical doctrine
from an ancient and not explicitly philosophical text. One question is
whether the modern philosophical theory indeed conforms to what the
Bible would have said had it only employed modern formulations: in
other words, would Abraham, or the narrator, have chosen the termin-
ology “teleclogical suspension of the ethical” over the alternatives?
Second, assuming that the philosophical theory is congenial to the spirit
of the text, is it actually implied by the words of the narrative? Some
contemporary approaches deny in toto the pertinence of these ques-
tions; we do not.™

Another well-known, though perhaps overshadowed, text for
illuminating the problem of religion and morality is the Garden of
Eden story. The first instance of a divine command to human beings
is: “And from the tree of knowledge of good and evil, do not eat”
(Genesis 2:17). Why did God enjoin Adam and Eve from partaking of
this tree?

The serpent explains: “For God knows that on the day you eat
from [the tree] your eyes will be opened and you will be like gods,
knowing the difference between good and evil” (3:5). God, insinuates
the serpent, is jealously guarding his own prerogatives of knowing the
difference between good and evil. We may regard the serpent as an
unreliable source of information, and therefore assume that his rationale
is contrived and duplicitous. But the serpent’s claim is partially con-
firmed later in the story: “and the Lord God said, now that man has
become like one of us knowing the difference between good and evil,
perhaps now he will stretch out his hand, eat also from the tree of life,
and will live forever” (3:22).

Thus the serpent’s words contain a large measure of truth. God
prohibited the fruit so that humans will not become knowers of good
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; this mean? If “knowledge of good and evil” is the
and evil. t\(},m;f:k‘io:qsoral discriminations, why would God begrudge this
capacity n beings? And in any case, if human beings would become
o hun::?s of good and evil” only after eating the forbidden fruit, how

knlc:iwthe}r sensib]j’ have been issued a c.ommand to begin Wlth? If
50“ he” implies “can,” then by commanding humans to refrain frpm
::;Eg was not God implying that they already had an understanding
f)f goc:d and evil (right and wrong)? -

Most classical construals of “knowers of good and evil” — knowers
of sexual passion, knowers of sensual temptation, knowers of conveﬁ-
rional moral judgments as dlSlEiﬂCt from knowers of theoretlc_al truths
_ face a challenge from Genesis 3:22.”* The contemporary phllosopheé
Michael Wyschogrod has offered a Rroposal that accounts for 3:22 an
also sheds light on the issue of divine cor.n’fnand morality. Accordlﬁg
to Wyschogrod, “knowers of good and evil” means: beings who make
autonomous judgments of good and evil grounded in their own criteria
of right and wrong (Wyschogrod 1986)." The turning point in ‘human
history was “and the woman saw that thg tree was good for eating and
that it was attractive to the eyes and desirable as a source of wisdom.
She took from its fruit and ate; and she also gave it to her man w1'th
her and he ate” (Genesis 3:6). The words “and the woman saw that [it]
was good” mark the first time tha't anyone other than God saw ghat
[it] was good,” that is, made value judgments. That God had.p.rohlblted
the fruit has no motivational impact on the woman; her decision to eat
or not to eat was based upon her own criteria and standards. While
the introduction of sensuality into her thinking is also a critical part
of the verse, and has been duly stressed by classical exegetes, the main
point for our purposes is that the woman has become an autonomous
judger. Suppose Eve had decided to refrain from eating but did so
because she found the fruit unattractive. This too would have been
wrong, for she would have been just as unresponsive to God’s command
as she is when she decides to eat. The complete lack of rationalization
in God’s original directive alerts us to the heteronomous character of
the command. God gives a command for which he supplies no reason.
Humans should not question it but should obey without understanding
why.

G No wonder that later, when Adam and Eve cover themselYes
because their nakedness now embarrasses them, and Adam then explains
to God that he hid because he was naked, God scolds Adam: “Who
told you that you are naked? Did you eat from' the tree from which I
commanded you not to eat?” (Genesis 3:11). Eating from the tree means
becoming an autonomous judger. If Adam judged that nakedness is
shameful, he must have eaten the forbidden food.”

With this insight we can understand how a command could have
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been issued to beings who supposedly could not differentiate right
from wrong. Adam and Eve always had the capacity to obey or disobey
God’s commands. Free choice was theirs, along with recognition of
what was right (obedience) and what was wrong (disobedience). And
it is the wrong exercise of freedom that constitutes their sin. Yet, in
another sense, namely, appraising autonomously the content of God’s
commands, they still did not “know good and evil.” Eating from the
tree did not cause them to become knowers; rather it represented their
becoming knowers, that is, judgers of good and evil.

Wyschogrod’s explanation of the sin dovetails with a general motif
in Genesis: the drawing and preserving of boundaries (Sykes 1985). In
the ordered sequence of chapter 1, where, until the sixth day, God is
alone in the world, as it were, the boundaries between created things
are clear and distinct. In chapter 2, where the human world and not
the natural cosmos becomes the focus, the lines between the days and
between parts of creation are obliterated in the narration, anticipating
the crossing of lines that will take place in the next chapter. Before sin,
only God categorizes the created universe and only God originates
value judgments of a non-heteronomous nature. When humans sin by
producing their own judgments, God fears that they will now strive to
become immortal as well, usurping another prerogative of the divine.
The human being is therefore banished from Eden.

If we were to stop here, we would leave with the impression that
Genesis does not want humans to make autonomous judgments. But
the continuation of the Adam narrative complicates our response and
suggests an addendum to Wyschogrod’s analysis. In chapter 4, Cain
kills Abel. As in the case of Adam and Eve, God seeks out the sinner.
This time, too, he holds the sinner accountable (Genesis 4:10 ff.). But
this time the sinner is not accused of disobeying a command — the
text mentions no explicit prohibition of murder.”® Rather, he is held
accountable for not “knowing,” for evading the responsibility of apply-
ing his judgment correctly. Cain tries to disclaim responsibility: “I do
not know! Am I my brother’s keeper?” To which God retorts, “What
have you done? Your brother’s blood cries out to me from the earth!”
(Genesis 4:10). In the post-expulsion world, God expects humans to
make moral judgments of their own; concomitantly, they cannot avoid
accountability for the judgments they make. Within several generations
the world is destroyed because of human oppression: as Nachmanides
observes, the sinfulness of social corruption can be grasped independent
of revealed divine injunction.!” The transfer of power to human beings
continues in augmented form after the deluge. When the world is
recreated by the family of Noah after the flood,”® human beings are
given even more prerogatives than before. They may now eat animals
and may now institute capital punishment for the sin of murder
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(Gencsis 9:6). Steadi'ly, their moral prerogatives grow. (For further
development, see Steinmetz 1994.) i o _
True to this expanding autonomy and responsibility, characters in
who evaluate their own or others’ actions apply their indepen-
al reflection. The sons of Jacob kill the Shechemites because
d as a harlot their sister Dinah (Genesis 34:31); the same
brothers blame thems.elves fOf' their callous disregard of Joseph’s pain
when they cast him into a pit (42:41);'coyenants are m.ade and .kept,
reflecting the judgment that they are binding. Societies in Genesis are
built not on prescriptions imposed from without but on moral thinking.
Only at Sinai does God issue a lengthy set of commands (Exodus 19),
and questions about- how to act will no longer be typically .ans:wered
by giving human beings autonomy to judge. Yet even after Sinai, God
responds to moral give-and-take. For example, when the daughters of
Tzelofechad argue that their father’s estate ought not to pass fr_om the
family simply because he_le_ft no sons, God ratifies their claim and
permits daughters to inherit in such circumstances (Numbers 27:1-1 I).
Is there then a final biblical position on the basis of mo_rahty? No
single position is reflected in every pox;t:on. Before the sin, bqn}an
beings are expected to hearken to God’s qomr.nand and not initiate
autonomous moral reflection. That expectation is altered after the sin
and as a result of the sin. Sinai represents the heteronomous imposition
of conduct. But even after Sinai, God is responsive to moral dialectic.

Genesis
dent mor
they had treate

oo THEODICY e

“Is God willing to prevent evil, but not able? Then he is not omni-
potent. Is he able, but not willing? Then he is malevolent. Is he able
and willing, but ignorant of evil’s existence? Then he is not omniscient.”
The Bible does not enunciate the problem of evil with the analytical
precision familiar to readers of Hume (Dialogues Concerning Natural
Religion 10), but it does not shrink from seeking to undersga{ld a}nd
even challenge the ways of God in the face of apparent injustice.
Consternation over evil is a familiar theme in Psalms (13:2; 37; 73), in
the prophetic books of Jeremiah (12:1-2), Isaiah (62—3), and Habakkuk,
in Lamentations, in Ecclesiastes, and of course in the book of Job.
That the prophets frequently raise the problem of evil has import-
ant ramifications. First, it is evident that challenging the justice of God’s
ways is not blasphemous - if it were, the prophets would not have
allowed themselves to engage in it. Abraham even elicits a positive
response from God when he argues that to destroy the innocent of
Sodom with its wicked, as God seemed ready to do, would be unjust
(“Will the judge of all the earth not do justice?”, Genesis 18). Second,
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despite Isaiah’s famous dictum, “My thoughts are not your thoughts,
nor my ways your ways” (Isaiah §5:8) (which played an important role
in Maimonides’ doctrine of attributes, Guide 3.20), the problem of evil
is not dismissed with the glib assertion that “good” as applied to God
does not mean the same as “good” when applied to humans. If such a
resolution were valid, authoritative figures in the Bible would not
persist in raising the question and leaving it unanswered (see Gellman
1977). Finally, the repeated discussions of the problem throughout the
Bible invite another insight, namely, that the biblical writers did not
consider the problem of evil as an analytic conundrum, to be solved
once and for all, but rather as a mystery perennially tugging at the
sensitive theological conscience.”

Because the Bible’s “problem of evil” is situated within a set of
theological presuppositions and a fund of experience, it diverges from
articulations of the problem that are promulgated by philosophers. In
philosophy, the question of evil is usually posed as, “why is there
evil?” The biblical formulation, however, starts with certain background
beliefs: that suffering is usually punishment for sin; that God loves
Israel. In the Bible, therefore, the problem’s formulation is usually
narrower: Why do the righteous suffer while the wicked prosper? or:
How could God allow Israel to suffer and the Temple be destroyed?
In short, why do such-and-such evils befall these people or groups?
Another difference between biblical and philosophical formulations is
that in the philosophical literature evil is often thought to disconfirm
the existence of God, while the Bible does not come remotely near
considering that position. The biblical writers are instead concerned
about the threat that evil poses to belief in God’s goodness or stead-
fastness.

The most elaborate biblical treatment of evil is, of course, the
book of Job. A common approach to biblical theodicy attempts to
derive a conclusion from this book as a whole. Leaving aside some
stubborn obstacles — most notably that God’s wager with the Satan in
the narrative prologue (chapters 1-2) is not alluded to in the denoue-
ment, and the sudden appearance, and disappearance, of Elihu - let us
focus on some key points.

The first is negative. At the end of the work, God chastises the
friends “because you did not speak properly to me as did my servant
Job” (42:7). In other words, God rejects, in whole or in part, their
position. Whatever the differences among the three friends, and what-
ever development occurs in their respective positions in the course of
the dialogue, they are finally united in the conviction that Job deserves
his bad fortune. Whatever the fine points of temperament and argument,
they were determined to uphold the traditional theodicy of justified
retribution at all cost. Job, by contrast, had stridently and consistently
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omplaiﬂed that he was a good man, and that his actions do not warrant
;is fate. He had come close to blasphemy. Yet it is Job who must pray
on behalf of his friends before they can be forgiven. A stronger indict-
ment of the retributivist theodicy could hardly be imagined.

Rabbinic literature was to go beyond the denial of the simple
formula that all suffering is 'punishmer}t for sin by offering a range of
explicit alternative explanations of _evil.” But does the book of Job
provide us with any suc]:t alternative? Or 1is its sole conclusion the
negative one we have outlined? o

If Job contains a positive theodicy, it is presumably to be found
in God’s two speeches (38—41) which lead Job to humility and reconcili-
ation. Alas, the precise philosophical point of these speeches is elusive.
Do they contain an argument from the perfect design of the universe
as proposed by Gersonides in his commentary to these chapters? Or
is it the dysteleological features of creation that enable us to perceive
the numinousness of the divine other, as was influentially asserted by

Rudolf Otto (Otto 1950, pp.77-81)? Are we intended to identify a

discursive solution, or is the resolution the theophany itself (“I had
heard of you by ear, now my eye has seen you”) (42:5), when God
accedes to Job’s existential plea for his tormentor not to hide his face
but to respond to his creature’s anguish (see, for example, Glatzer
1969)?

. 9)The idea that Job’s experience of God is the key to his reconcili-
ation suggests the primacy of the human drama in Job, and this insight
leads us to a distinct philosophical appropriation of the book; we
discover in Job’s ordeal a “theodicy of soulmaking”. Take the problem
of God’s wager with the Satan. God’s rationale is theologically prob-

lematic, to say the least. Can God justifiably make Job a pawn in order

to prove a point? If Job is, at bottom, an exploration of what people
make of suffering, then the dispute between God and the Satan becomes
less capricious. The Satan holds that suffering inexorably corrupts;
faithfulness is a luxury only the prosperous can afford. God says that
suffering can ennoble; faithfulness can be forged in the crucible of
anguish.

Who is right? Ultimately God’s prediction — and Job himself -
will be vindicated by the process of suffering. For the voice of God
and its aftermath are signs of two things: Job’s heightened spiritual
perception and his heightened sense of interpersonal responsibility.
Perceiving God out of the whirlwind is a climactic achievement; “and
now my eye has seen you” (note however 5:17). The end result of Job’s
suffering is that he has the ability to perceive that which previously he
could not perceive. And whereas in the prologue Job brought sacrifices
for his family alone, he has now broadened his concern to include
others — he brings sacrifices for the friends as well (Soloveitchik 1965,
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pp. 37-8). Job has grown through crisis. Hence God was right, the
Satan was wrong.*”

The philosophically reflective student of Job, like the reader of
other biblical texts, would be remiss in abandoning the rich detail of the
text to philologists and literary scholars. We must not create a false
dichotomy between philosophical and literary or psychological read-
ings. Although, as we noted earlier, exegetes such as Maimonides and
Gersonides assign specific philosophical positions to the participants in
the dialogue, it is surely in keeping with the atmosphere of the debate
to emphasize the psychological stance of Job and the other characters.
The book of Job is a veritable phenomenology of faith in a state of
challenge. It spans moments of commitment (13:15), doubt (23:5), self-
pity (19:21), self-confidence (13:18?), and defiance (9:22—3) (Seeskin
1990, p. 173). The friends’ rhetoric may evolve — and their temper may
degenerate — but their faith, in contrast to Job’s, is throughout simple
and simplistic.

By selecting a single passage we can highlight the lively interaction
between philosophical and psychological issues and the suggestiveness
of the exegetical tradition, even when the commentators respond to the
text in categories alien to its original intellectual setting.

In Job’s first answer to Bildad, he addresses God, crying out: “Is
it good that you oppress, that you despise the work of your hands,
and shine upon wicked thoughts? Are your eyes of flesh? Do you see
like man?” (10:3—4). For Nachmanides, Job is accusing God of an
obsessive concern with man’s inner thoughts: Is God like a jealous
lover who must constantly probe the recesses of the creature’s mind
and provoke his potential for rebellion? Gersonides, who denied divine
foreknowledge of contingents, ascribes his own doctrine to Job: God
does not know as man does, that is, he does not know particulars,
hence he cannot be held responsible for Job’s troubles. The Gersonidean
Job proclaims his innocence without expressing resentment: the angry
tone is not Job’s, but rather describes the foul mood which the friends,
who have not understood Gersonides, mistakenly attribute to him.
Rabbi Meir Leibush Malbim, the nineteenth-century exegete, adopts
the more conventional teaching on foreknowledge. On his reading
Job here advances the classic medieval problem of foreknowledge and
freedom: because God is omniscient, and not limited as man’s knowl-
edge is, his knowledge determines man’s actions, and Job cannot be
held responsible for the sins he may have committed.

The philosophical interpretations of Gersonides and Malbim viol-
ate our expectations not only because they are based on anachronistic
theories but also because they presume a pursuit of metaphysical argu-
ment at odds with the existential situation of Job on his dung heap.
What happens, however, when we take Job’s psychological state in full
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s? Remember the context: at the point where we join Job’s
his view of the situation has undergone several changes.

geriousnes
meditation,

From the “patient Job” of the prologue, he has moved to the initial

f chapter 3, a curse that avoids addressing God by focusing

saw himself as a persecuted figure, misunderstood by his friends and
-ﬁoﬁnded by God. By chapter 9, the logic of the discourse has led Job
to see himself as a self divided against itself. His very attempt to
exculpate himself becomes a gesture of rebellion that makes him appear
all the more guilty: “If I wash with snow water, and purify my hands
with lye, then shall you immerse me in the muddy pit, and my very
clothes shall detest me” (9:30-1). In short, he is helpless not only
because his adversary is powerful but because his adversary condemns
him from within, as it were. o

Against this background, the argument at the beginning of chapter
1o reflects precisely Job’s psychological situation. It is not only that
Job’s insistence on his innocence does not belong to him, fueling instead
the fires of his antagonists who undermine his claim to innocence.
Now, he realizes, his very being is not his: he is the handiwork of the
same God against whom he must strive. And Job goes on to portray
eloquently the experience of creatureliness. All this is reminiscent of
Malbim’s interpretation, but stripped of the formal philosophical theor-
izing. The nineteenth-century attempt to read a medieval conundrum
into an ancient text helps us, paradoxically, to capture the existential
import of the original, the moment we learn to avoid being captured
by the formal anachronism.

We have proposed taking Job’s religious growth as the kernel of
a compelling explanation of evil, suggesting a perspective that lives
through the various stages of the poetic portion and emerges at the
other side after God has spoken. However that might be, the text does
not seem preoccupied with preaching this or any other insight as a
“solution” to a philosophical problem; God, after all, never tells Job the
true genesis of his tribulations.* Phenomenology more than theodicy
occupies center stage.

<< FREE WILL AND DIVINE PROVIDENCE e

Philosophers have devoted enormous energy to resolving the seeming
contradiction between divine foreknowledge and human free choice. If
God knows at a certain time that persons will later do particular acts,
how can those persons be said to act freely? And if they cannot act
freely, how can they be morally responsible for their deeds?

As noted in the previous section, this difficulty is not explicitly
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encountered in the Bible; indeed the very notion of foreknowledge
i1s sometimes conspicuously missing. Thus the Bible speaks of God
“regretting” that he had made man, as if he had not foreseen the
corruption that brought about the deluge (Genesis 6:6);° he tests Abra-
ham and the angel proclaims “zow I know that you are God-fearing”
(Genesis 22:12; emphasis added), as if his heart would otherwise have
been hidden from its creator.? Obvious conflicts between divine provi-
dence and human free choice are left unarticulated. God hardens the
heart of Pharaoh and of the Amorite king Sihon (Exodus 9:12; 10:20;
11:10; 14: 4, 8, 17; Deuteronomy 2:30), without concern that owing to
this divine interference these individuals ought not to be held respons-
ible for their acts of rebellion. Again, God declares that he will harden
Pharaoh’s heart “in order to multiply my signs and wonders in the
land of Egypt” (Exodus 10:1; 12:9; see also 7:3). Anyone who deems
free will a value might well be struck by the invocation of God’s greater
glory as a reason for depriving someone of free choice. And we must
not ignore the implications of legal texts. Thus God is assigned causal
agency in cases of unintentional homicide (Exodus 21:13);¥ the com-
mandment to build a guard rail around one’s rooftop “lest someone
fall” (Deuteronomy 22:8) implies that, despite divine foreknowlege, the
victim would not have fallen had proper caution been exercised.s
Exegetes grapple with the implications of these texts, and their pro-
posals may be judged plausible or strained. What is important for us,
however, is that the Bible itself does not address the issues.

At the same time, there is a particular type of tension between
divine providence and human choice, carrying broad implications for
the theology of history, that is often aroused by common reflection on
biblical texts and articulates dilemmas that are often more momentous
existentially than the classical ones.”” God determines the course of
history. He elects certain outcomes. Hence he stage-manages history
so as to bring about these results. What responsibility do human beings
bear for their actions if the outcome is inevitable? What freedom do
they exercise if they are instruments in a divine plan? And does the
fact that God wants the result justify the means chosen by humans to
achieve it? :

These questions come to the surface in the Joseph stories (Genesis
37—50). The brothers of Joseph, jealous of the special treatment he
receives from his father Jacob, conspire to throw him into a pit. He is
then taken by merchants, who sell him as a slave to Egyptians. Soon
he is thrown into an Egyptian dungeon and incarcerated for two years
on a trumped-up charge. By a remarkable sequence of events, Joseph
eventually becomes the viceroy of Egypt. His brothers come to Egypt
to procure food during a famine. Joseph recognizes them, they do not
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recognize him; ]ose.p]'l proceeds to perpetrate a hoax on them. At last
he reveals his identity. ] | k

Interestingly, of all the characters in the story, only one secks to
olve the brothers of guilt — Joseph himself. He does so three times.
ot saddened or angry that you sold me here [or: caused
o to be sold]. For God sent me before you for sustenance” (Genesis
£ «You did not send me here; rather God did” (Genesis 45:8). “You
'4}:'1“ ht ill for me; God thought it for good” (Genesis 50:20). Is Joseph’s
e s orrect as it is generous?

It is hard to tell; the text plants the question in our minds, but
Jeaves us to our own conclusions. To be sure, a quiet critique of Joseph
inheres in the narrative. When ]oseph'asserts that the purpose-of his
being brought to Egypt was to save his brothers from the famine, he
is being short-sighted and somewhat self—mvolved_. Actually, he has
been sent there because Jacob’s descen