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CHAPTER 7. READING ISRAEL S msnon AGAIN :

1. In 1srae1's wisdom llgerature we encoutner the da111ness of 11fe in
ancient Israel. . : : -
" The focus of this 11erature 1s nrre “éh. the,' e .
The focus of this literature is. -more’ on.the" invidaul and the world of the
E everday. Its central concenrs. are’ the emlnently pract1cal quesions,

- ? 7.
2. Israel's w1s oﬁh%%le§traggd1narglyw¥§t %S 11fe aboth

It ragnes form the prcital-and pithy wisdom sayings of the book of Provebs'
through the melancholic relfceicotns about 11f's mysterles in Ecc1e31astes
" to the angulshed and manglfcen ook of JOB. :

't_3. It covefs every t1ug from.sage advice abou thte raisng of ch11drne to deeply reflet1
- reflective thought -aobt the nature of relaity and the meanlng of life.
~distrs v01ces are dlverse and provocatrve._

":<INTRODUCTION

1 Isrel's w1sdom.books are found in the th1rd and flnal d1v31on of the- Hebrew Blble.
' the Writings. , - :
Thls is a mlscellaneous colelctlon datlng primarlly form the postex111c peirod.
: In additon to: the wisdom ‘books :of . Provergs, Eccle31aste and. JOob '
'1n1cues also: the Psalms ‘the" apocalptic book of Daniel, o
"—st01es ‘of. herolc Qeen Estehr and - teh godo Gentle ‘'woman Ruth
. ‘~the erotic lvoe poetyr of te Son of'Songs
- ».—and the hlstr01ca1 books - of I and II Chronlcles, Ezra and Nehemlah

',2 - Wisdom books d1ff1c1to to dge’w1ht prec1son, 1arge1y because they contain no
' ‘refernces to h1stoer1d1a evnets. contemporary w1th the byw1ch thdy mlght be..
dated. _
They do ‘not- refer een to h1stor1ca1 eents form Israel's opast.

3. Wlsedom,liteature g1nds us the postex1lic pe1rod taht ‘began in 539 BCE
o Proverbs in its present form- 1s a postex111c compos1ton put together aournd
500 BCE : Lo

Book of Jo fis most comonly seen ‘as an ex111c or posex111c documetn, though a few
A - schoiars would date i tin. the: seventh century BCE.:
: Book f Eccleases 1s the laest, comoonly dae in the th1rd century BCE.v

' 4. Durmg these &J(urels, the Jemsh peole contlnued to live under the p011tca1
‘control of forelng empies:
j—under the Persian Emjire until its- conaeust fy: Blexander the Great 1n 333 BCE
‘ —and then uder the Hellenlstlc 'Emplres descended form,Alexander.;:

;Jew1sh pol1tc1a1 1ndpendnece was not regalned unt11t he t1me of the Maccabees
~in 164 BCE.,' ' :

. 5 It ‘was. a relglous communlty seeklng to consoldlate its 1dentty and preserve its
: - traditiosn. , o .
, Duglnt -this eprlod of excpetlaonl ac1v1ty, the Pentateuch was put into its
present form.(1nc1ud1ng both cosolidaton and osme . creation: of legal
'd]traditons), the Pentateuch was. ut into its presen borm
~the Prophets as a colelciotn of books tood shape
-and msot of all of the Writings were composed.
It is an Impre551ve 11terary nand rellgous accompllment for a small gorup of peple

6 1sea1's w1sdom tradlotns also 1nc1ude two. books" o : »
' ~Eccle31ast1cus. Th1s ‘book was-written quiete late in ‘the. postex111c pelrod,
’ prdbably between 200 and 180.BCE, and its ‘author' was a Jewish wisdom
o teacher in Jerusalem named Jesus Ben Slra, or Jesus son of Slrach.
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- s The second book ThevW1sdom of Solomon, apocryphal,w1sodm booka was wr1tteneven later,
I ET N 'commonly dated to. ‘the - first. cnetury BCE Its: author is unknown.‘
{:j>” o SUMMARX : : R : ‘
- R s 1 It is ore concerne d w1th the 1dn1vdual It looks at the 1nd1vdau1 as
. embedded w1t1n famlly and: k1nsh1p systems ‘and soc1eaty.;

A Itr 1s not condnerd w1th.Isare1's sacred srtory as a poele or w1th the
: cr1t1csm.and reshap1ng of the soc1a1 order._l

P 2 Its tone . and form are also different. o '
' it ‘does not claim to. be the product. of d1v1en revelalotn but is grounded ing
observatlon of and: refle1codtn.upon hnman experlnce.

3. Wisdom is. 1nlsght based on expelrnce. , :
Wisdom is’ crysta11zed expelrnce——copaact 1n31ghts aobut how to 11ve
' generated by 1ong eplence of the: world.‘

" rrovamss

svl Book has 31 chapters and falls into two main. parts.'zb o
~A—the flrst part (made up of the f1rst nlne chapters) is a ser1es of Myi 'sdom.poems

: —most .of rest of" book is a colelclton of 1ndv1dau1 proverbs-—the short, S
o ' . memorable sah1ngs ‘that give the- book 1t sname. ' :
“f~-not the work of ome person, the plthy provergs the acdumulated sa1ngs of generatons
S ' of w1dosm.teachers. )

i‘(:jf o :'THE WISDOM POEMS IN PROVERGBS 1-9 -page 149
v"vTHE PROVERBS OF CHAPTERS 10-30 page 151
‘aPROVBERGS CHARACERIZED ‘BY ELEGANCE AND HUMOR  page. 152

-L have chosen some proverbs to 111ustrate central themes and others becauseof -their
11ngu1st1c|e1egance and occa51ona1 hnmor. R

'QPROVERBS DEALING~WITH WEALTH AND POVERTY page 154

‘3,'PR0VERBS DEALNG WITH. THE REWARDS OF RIGHT. LIVING» pag¢,1571?"
»PROVERBS AS | CONVENTIONAL WISDOM page.159 R

“‘ ECCLESIASTES page 161

'-’e‘;l For many modern people, Eccle51ases is the. most user—frlendly" book in Hebrew Bible.
i It requlrews of its ‘readers no nowledge of Israel's h1sotry, 1ts language strikes

~ .popele as speka1ng 1mmed1aely to: 11f, and 1ts melanchllc tone seems to f1t the
. modernnspirlt' , . :

2 Its ‘author is "Qoheleth“ wh1ch is ot a name 1n.HebreW'bvut a. t1tle or 1off1ce.
Mostly 11ke1y,-the word means "teachr“-—w1sdom.tacher.. : : '

f 3. The" book is one of the 1atest in the hebrevaible, typ1ca11y dates aroudn 300 to -

L e /250 BCE. S
Eon .~‘Vj,,’Q0HELETH'S TWO CENTRAL METAPHORS '
4 ¥ oo o 1 Flrst is "Van1ty of vaniits: -all 1s van1tY-

- -it is.a repeating refrain troughout. , R : o
Hebrew word. translated. as" vanleyt" is. hebel Hebel 1s connected to. breath,
vapor, mlst, or fog.u Sl . R ) T
= All is. breat, all is. vapor, all 1s mlst all is: fog._
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~Second metaphor—-“cha51ng‘after w1nd" also cucurs freqnelty.f
q‘ it 1s an: 1mage of fut111ty. , :

O THE KING"SSPEECH

Ooheleth .speaks as Klng Solomon. the’ Strategy is br1111ant., v »
“As tradtlonal father of wisdom in Isrel, Solomon had great reputation.
Yet what Solo mon has is declared to be vapor or fog:insubstantial, ephemeral,
unsatlsfy1ng.."A11 is. vanlty and a chasing after w1nd.v

"The nghteous Sometimes do not Prosper', p.ol63
:hThe Specter of Death P- 164 '

Then EOWIE51a§tes is haunted by death. Stressesethe:urter inevitabiityo ofvdeath.

Then How L1ve? P- 165 -

_What then is 11fe about? -
Ooheleth's answer, surprlslngly 31mp1e and brief, is repeated several trmes
: ”jfor emphals. Here are “its. first two - appearnaces.g: :

_Tbere is nothlng better for morals than toe at and drrn, and f1nd '
]engoyment n their toil '

I know that thre is. nothing better for poele then to be happy and enJoy
Athemslevs as long as they live.- Moreover, it is. God's gift that all
*should eat. and drink and take pleasure in a11 the1r t011.'

- READIGN ECCLESIASTES AND HEARIN QOHELETH p. 166
e Borg explains te passage:

For everytlng there is a seasosn, and .a time for every ‘matter under ‘heaven:
‘a time to be born, and a t1me to d1e,..'r :
}Eccles‘ 3: 1-8 '

I, L1ve fully, whatever t1me 1t is. Be present to what is.-

‘His cr1t1que of convent1oanl'w1sdom is similar to what we hear in the wrltlngs
Lao—tzu, a 6th century BCE Chinese wisdom eacher whose teac1ng is. preserved

S in-th Tao—te—chlng. Lik. Qoheleth, Lao—tzu offers a rad1ca1 cr1t1que of
conventloanl w1sdom. »

';2. The way of 11v1ng in accord w1th The Tao is noé’grasp1ng

“The way most of us. live most of tiem—-is way of. grasping.
But - grasp1ng 1s fut11e. It is prlamry source of sufferlng..

- the Mystery of the sacred.
For Qoheleth, God not absent' God is s1mply bébnd all of our attempots to
domestlcate the d1 God.{_‘ :

‘ :;_Hls central metaphors of "chas1ng the w1nd p01nkto the fut111ty of grasing.
we cammot 1ay hld of what which is’ 1nsubstatn1a1 and ephemeral :

p01ntg to te fut111ty of grasplng, Death is also the master teacher whot
us how to ive: | 1
'  "Ir jas vwrrwero foro rW'hoauwod moeunlfn rhN RO FO RO REW Houaw od .
"5deREIN‘ FOR HIS IS: "THE . END OF EVERYONE, 'AND THE. LIVING WILL LAY IT TO
" HEARG.. The heart of the wise is in the hosue of morn1ng, but the heart
of fools is n.the hosue of m1rth. Eccles. 7: 2—4. ,

True w1sdom means carpe ‘diem: "seize the day . Don t miss it; don't- 1et it
Sllp ‘by. unnotlced' don't. 11ve it 1n the fog, don t waste 1t cha31ng the
w1nd. o S PR R

of

._3, Qoheleth's c1a1m‘thta we canot make stralght what God has made crooked p01nts to »

fﬁé For Qohelth, death is ‘not only the spece that haunts convetna1ona1 w1sdom, &:e4g¢
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}vThe wlsdom oJ Qoheleth is thus a- subvers1ve w1sdom.,v¢
. His teal1ng undermlens and subverts "the way taught by conventloanl wlsdom.

Ir is also an alternatlve wlsdom, for 1t po1nts to another wya, one ‘that leads'
bveyond vonvnetlon.. To use a. fam111ar phrase from Robert Frost, the
subver31ve and alternatIve‘w1sdom.of Qoheleht 1s the road less. traveled.

' JOB . , :
f-;The d1alogue and confllct ‘witn Israelfs WlSde trdlton contlnue in the book of Job.
L Rad1ca1 quest1on1ng ‘of conventlonal wlsdom is this document's central. feature——

-a document whose magn1fdent langaue, provocatlve content, and" stunning clis
: climax make it one: of'the most remarkable books in the B1ble.‘f

hJob has recelved extraordlnry accolades. :
: 4mart1n Luther spoke - of 1t as magnlfcnet and sublle as no ohter work of
o Scrpture,' :
- _—Alfred Lrod Ennyson, famous poet of 19th century, called 1t the greatest
- poem of ancient and mdoenr times
~—H1stor1an Thoams Carlyle, said that nothlng ‘that hasever beenwr1tten, in
theBlble or ‘out of 1t, 1s of equal mer1t..'

7-l?369k of Job was- probably wr1tten dur1ng ‘the. Babylon1kanex11e in 6th cnetury BCE.
"f"fj. it beglns ‘with a brief prose prolgoue (first tow chapters) and concldues _
: w1th an even br1efer prose epilogue. (42 7—17)

In bgween is ‘the ‘main body of the book cast in. the form.of poetry and runnlng
: ' almost 40 chapters long (3 1—42 6). v -

-fIt is common to see the book of Job as wrestlng wt1h the problem of 1nnocent
L sufferlng.; ‘ o :
Th1s - common view is. only partly correct. L : :
. 0m one hand, it s true’ that the: ma1n characrer, JOb, suffers 1ntense1y
and does not know why.:he cannot ‘see that he. has done anyt1ng to.
deeserve the 1nten31ty of hlS pa1n and loss.*' PR

}510n other hand ‘1d. o not see that the author prov1des any answer to that
vi,quesion——nor, I am convnced, doe she 1ntend ‘to do ‘50.

HIlS purose, I will suggest, 1s quiete d1fferent. '

‘.iilnhboth t1ems, Job rema1ns fa1thfu1 to God.

Satan then challenges God to a wager. Take aay eveyrthlgn Job has, he says, and
‘see how fa1thfu1 Job 1s¥then.; God. agrees, and the wager 1s on. -

",Job's 1ie of blessedness then ends. : : :
Tne Satan akes it away. In. stage ‘one, Job's flocks are all stlen Ny
An’ stage two, Satan- finclitng JOb w1th "loathsome sores ..;..

fCan 1nterpret book w1th1n framework of quew1ton, whyido;thelrighteous1suffer??;
. Borg. that s not the answer. : R S DRI N
',LBook have antoehr pruopse. '

, Vtaht purose is expessed i nthe qeustlon Satan askks God'"does Job fear God
 for nothlng?“ B . L

ﬂThe qeus1on,is both provocatrve and profound,and it 51ganls the authros s,
.vrpblng of conventional wisodm. " Why" ‘be- regious? What take God serlously9
-'Is 1t bucae erhre s soemglng in it for me’ :
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"~ That is thesansuer'of conventiaOnl rellgous ‘wisdom. Follw this this way— it w111 take you
' go'a gobdiplce,‘ belve in god an Jesus and you 11 g0 to: heaven, or you' 11 prosper

':Satan s que51on leads us- to reflect on ‘the central issue ralsed by the prologue.

is ‘thre such a. thlng as religon unmotlvatred by self—1ntrest?

What would it mean .to take ‘God: serlously not as a means, but as the. ultlamte
end? ; . )

»The_prolgoue has anotehr purose as welll

It sets.up the dailgoe between Job and hls fr1ends taht fllls mosft of the
poetic maln body.‘ i”

Ellphaz, Blldad, and- Zophar arr1ve...the1r purose is to comfort Job.
- s0' shocked are they. at his. miserable appeance tha they 31t on the" groud
w1th h1m i nsielnce for seven days. B :

THE POETIC DIALOGUE BETWEEN JOB AND HIS COMFORTERS P-. 173
~Job's sufferlng is relentless. '
~Job ‘cannot understadn why he is suffer1ng. He knows that he has done noth1ng ~
SO deserve this degree of torment and accuses God of destorylng
‘ the r1ghtoues :as well: as te w1cked. :

. Then Job addresses God- dlrectly. '

Job's Friends" Res osne : :
' The: central ‘issue- shows the 1nadequacy of conventloanl w1sdom.
- The frids,. are, of course, the voice of Isrel's conventiaonl ‘wisdom.
,1f your life's not ging r1ght, 1t s your fault' 1f your 11fe s not
g01ng right, fix it. . .

Conventlaonl w1sdom,whether b1b1c1a1 or secular, offrs an 1nadquate~
: explanaton ‘of sufflenrg, At falls to acocunt for the way the world is order

‘ordred

vviJob's D1a1goue,andEncotenr with God.

Throughout the 1ong central sectlon, Job not. only reJects the wisdom of his
ER friends, but expresss a strong de31re ot meet God face-to-face that he
- might confront God with ‘the unfalrness of hlS sufferlg.

" Job's de31e is granted, but the meetlng turns out: dlfferent than he had
' 1mag1ned dt. ~ono o
~ “The last five chapters conta1n Godfs answer to Job, experssed 1n the
most remarkable nature poetry in thd Hebrew Blble.i

God answers Job " out of the wh1rlw1n

"In a ser1es of rhetor1ca1 aue51tons, God dlsplays the wonders of cratlon
'to Job: - ‘
' —the foudnations of the earth, the sea, the dwe111ng place of
“light,etc etc,'and ultlmately the mythologclal sea monsters - of
: Behemoth and Lev1athan s : ;

The lanaguage is. marvelous, the d1splay magn1f1cent._-_
: . The ‘effedct of the latter is twofold. : ‘ ' '
-On: one hand, the display spekas of the absolute d1fference (though not
' 5,dlstance) between ‘the ‘¢reator. and the created

- On. the other hand, it spaks of the world of undomestlcated nature——the
nonhuman worl of creatlon beond culture——as an eplphany or dlsclosure
of God. . - : v o .

IUThe d1splay stusn Job 1nto smallness and 31lence.“
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"I am of small account, what shall T answer you? :
I lay my hand on my mouth' I ave spoken once, and I.will not answer,
twice, ut; w111 orceed no further.. : :

_»€::> E j‘b'v Then Job does speak to God one mroe t1me His. words are the .climax of the book:
/ o .'I had heard of’ you by . the hear1ng of the ear, but now my eye sees you.
Job. 42 5 . : : : :

Seelng God is class1ca1 language for amyst1ca1 expelrence.
- an 1ntense,.1mmed1ate exp of. the sacred.

‘In many tradtionms, the "vision of God" is- the peack peak of the
rel1g1ous quest. ; o v

Here, 1n the c11max of the book; the author -of -Job presents the
character of Job as hav1ng a flrsthand exp of the sacred. -

"The contrast between hearlng and. seelng is the key to the book's climax.
' ‘What Job had heard was the conventioanl undrstadnkn of God as:
‘_Aconveyed by trad1ton. "No doub t he had: accepted it utnil his time: of
<calam1ty began.ﬁ Then it no longer made snese to him. It did mnot fit
- his: exp, and he was resotlue enough not to agree with those who put it
: forward :
. Now, at the ‘end of | the book. he sees God — he expe1rnces the sacred

In the words of ‘an older translatlon, 'But now my eye beholds you.ﬁ

_ 'Job's exp ofGod .gave h1m no new answers or explanatlons for : the problem of
o 'Ssufferlng.- But ‘his exp. conv1nced him that God was real in sp1te of
”fthe hnman 1nab111ty ‘to.see. fairness 1n ‘the. world

His ex" -0fGod changed him: "Therefoe I melt Ainto nothlngness, and repent
» e T T in dust and ashes,™ he 'said. As his old. constsruciton of the world (and
{f:>»; : A . JLAhlmseflf) melted away, he "repented"——that is, he changed. -

WILLIAM JAMES: f1rsthand and secodnhand rellglon . Do
. ' William James , a cengtruy ago, made a distlncton that perfelctly 111uminates
~ the climax of the book of Job. : W
-.The most bvrilliant and 1nfleunctial Amer1can psychologlst and i
philsopher of his day (brother of novelist.- Henry James),vJames
d1st1ngujlsed between-second- hand and f1rsthand re11gon.
Secodnhand relgon is religon as leaned from others——lt 1s rellgous
‘conventioanl w1sdom.
F1rsthand rellgon is that re11gon that flows form the f1rsthand exp of
Godl : R ERE

Secondhand religon as rellgous convent10an1 w1sdom is. not bad
"It can and does produce ‘good. The Sp1r1t of" God an and does work
throufgh it.. Indeed, secondhand reigon can be a‘sacrament of the sacred.
- ‘But it is'not the same as firsthand re11gfon. "The - ggperlenceof the
: sacred shatters and transforms secondhand religon. ‘ '

Thls d1st1nct10n also helps us to udnerstand the d1alogue and confl1ct w1th1n anclent
; Israel's wisdom traditon. : :
Kisrael's conventoanl wisodm, as seen in: the cumultlave effect of the: book of
Provergs, is secondhand relgon.vrellgon ‘as an. orderly set ‘of teachigns '
‘aout how thlgns re and how th1gns 80. -
- The alternatlve vocie of Israel's w1sodmr—the w1sdom of JOb and Eccle51ates——1s
: grounded in. the exp of god

4::> - The conf1c1t w1t1n Israel's w1sdom trad1ton 1sone of two major . conf1c1ts w1th1n the
Hebrew Bible. g
“The other we have alreadyseen"v the conf1c1t between the 1mper1a1 theology of
Egypt and exodus ‘theology s
- between the rorayl theolgoy of Isael's monarchy and message of Israe s prophts.
The NT cont1nues the story of these conf11cts. e . : ;
"PAU. e PAU " PAU
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ECCLESTASTES

C!j’ 1. Opposite of "wise" is not "ignorant"™ but "foolilsh"

WISDOM AS GOD's gift
TRADitioanl concepiton of wqisdom:
wisdom meant only extraordinary skill or imnsight.

Influence of ISRaels faith: wisdom as GOD"S GIFt.
Yahweh by wisdom founded the earth; b undrstanding he establsihed the

heavens, by is knowledge the deeps broke forth, and the clouds drop down
the dew. Proverbs 3:19-20.

WISDOM is a gift of GOD, NOT A Human achievement:
No wisdom, no udnerstandng, no counsel can avail agianst Yahweh.

THE HROSE is made ready for the day of battle, but the vctory belongs to Yahweh.
Proverbs 21:30-31

ECCLEsiasteswas one of the three boks whoses right to be included in theBible
was seriusly questioend by the rabbis at the COncil of Jammia in about AD 90.
A FAVORAble decison was rendered at that timel butr a strong minority
vote of disapproal was expressed.

THE TIMES OF MAN"S LIFE
Nature of TIME, chapter 3.
He does not speak of time abstractly. RATHER, he wirtes of concrete

times. "For everyting thre is aseason, and a time for every matter
under heaen. 3:1.

0 THE PROBLEM OF DEATH
1. DEAth of indivdiaul bhad not loomed as a serious problm in the early
period of Isarel, for then it was belived that the indidiaul's life
was given meaning by his paricipation in the covenatn community.

TJHE FATHEr lived on in his son, and all gneraitons were bound
together in the psychic solidarity of Israel.

2. Israel was not preoccupied with death.

Ecclesiastes is govnerend by the individualistic spirit of the Hellenistisc
age, rather than b the covenatn thinking of priests and prophets of
Isael.

SEParated from a histoiral communit that beaars life's meaing, the
destiny of indivdual beocmes an acute problem.

3. Man is a mortal being. THRE IS NOTHIGN In him that is immortal or deathless.

THE SHADOW OF DESPATR
1. His skepticism is fundamentally religous.
His conception of God is fundamental to his world-outlook.
He uses the geneeral name ELOHim instead of Yahweh.
THE BASIC tenet of his theolgoy is that GOD IS hidden.
GOD WO reveals himself also concdals himself.
GOD Had revealed is name, but Yahweh also was the Oly One hiddne from human sight.

ECClesiastes writes within the shadow of despair. FOR HIM, GOD IS
transcendent, completley other, separaed form man by an infinite gulf (cf
‘!T’ Nootrher writer puts more emphais on the soveriegnty of GOD. He

orders and contorls, but his soveriegnty is complet ely hidden to human
understanidn (3:10-11; 8:17; 11:5)
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Book of ECclesiastes is a vigorous repudiation of the claim that wise men
can discern te purpose of GOD.
The sages of the book of Proverbs had claimed optimistically that
wisdom, beginning with "the fear of Yahweh" and identify the travelers alou
the way.

BUT ECCLEsiastes iniss ed that wisdom can do none of this, for man's midn cannot
fathom the wisdom of GLD:
When I applied my mind to know wisdom, and to see the busienss that
is done on earth, how neither day nor night one's eyes see sleep; then
I saw all the work of god, that man cabnot find out the work that is dome
under the sun. However much man may toil in seeking, he will not find
it out; even thogh a wise man cliams to know he cnnot find it out.
Ecclesiastes 8:16-17
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Bernhard W. Anderson, Dean and Professor of Biblical Theology, Theological
School, Drew University. 1957. Understanding the Old Testament

O THE BOOK OF JOB page 484
We turn now to the greatest monument of wisdom literature in the OT.

THE IMPATIENCE OF JOB
Strange thing is that many who celebrate Job have only a faint understandin of
what the book is about.
This ignorance is clearest amlng those who refer to the "proverbial patience"
of JOb. In the popular mind, Job is a model of piety-—a man who patiently and
serenely sufferd "the sligns and arrows of outrageous fortuen" without
1soing his faith.

But this portrait holds true only in the Prologue (1:1-2:13)
and the Epilogue (42:7-17)
both of which asre written in prose.

The main part of book is in poetic form, and here Jobv is anything but a paragon
of patience.
He begins by cursing the day of his birth and his spirti gahters the fury
of a tempest as he hurls his protests to God.

Only at the very last, after Yahweh has rebuked him, does he repent of his
wild and impatient charges, lapsing into someitng like the full that follos
follows a storm:

PROLOGUE
1. Narrative tells story of Job, a man renowed for his piety and blessed with the
divine favor that accompanied his righeousness.

But Job's sincerity was suspect to one of the members of the Heavenly
Council—"the Satan". (meansing the Adversary)
In prologue, Satan is an angel in good standing in the Heavmely Council
whose special funciton is to invesrtigate affairs om earth.

2. When Yahweh boastes to the Council about his servant Job, the prosecuting Angel,
suspecitng that Job's service was motivated by self-interest, cynically
asked: "Does JOb ear God for nought?" -
Threupon he made a wager with Yahweh that if Job's prosperity and family were
taken away his faith would be destroyed.
These losses did not shake Job's faith for in his sorrow he patiently murmured:
"Yahweh gave and Yahweh has taken away; blessed be the name of Yahweh."

3. So Satan proposed a mroe severe test.
Job was stricken with loathsome sores form head to foot, making it mecessary
for him to sit alome in city refuse ground. Ignring his wife's advce, he still
refused to "sin with his lips" by cursing God.
Then his three friends—Eliphaz, Bildad, and Zophar--came to comfort him
in his plight.

In the end, according to the epilogue,
Yahweh accepted Job's praeyr and restored to him tiwce as muchas he had before.
And, as in all good folktales, Job lived happil ever after.

THE RELATION BETWEN THE PROSE AND POETRY
‘!j’ Authro shows difference between prose and poetry.
author of narrative uses name Yahweh, whereas autor of poems uses geeral terms for
deity, such as Eloah (God) or Shaddai (The Almighty)
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Narrative is written in charming manner of a folktale,
whereas poetic secitons resemble the wisodm literature in Provergs and

0 Ecclesiastes.

Then Anderson shows how the prose narrative is related to the poetic meditationmns.
page 486.

THE POETIC PATTERN
To summarize, the book of Job falls maturally into the follwoing outline:
1. The prose progloue (1:1-2:13)
2. Three cycles of discussion
a. Job's lament (ch. 3)
b. First cycle:
Eliphaz (chs 4-5)
Job's answer (chs 6-7)
Bildad (ch 8)
Job's answer (chs 9-10)
Zophar (ch 11)
Job's answer (chs 12-14)
c. Second cycle:
Eliphaz (ch 15)
Job's answer (chs 16-17)
Bildad (ch 18)
Job's answer (ch 190
Zophar (ch 20)
Job's answer (ch 21)
d. Third cycle:

Eliphaz (ch 22)
0 Job's answer (23:1-24; 17, 25)

Bildad (25:1-6; 26:5-14)
Job's answer (26:1-4; 27:1-13)
Zophar (24:18-247?; 27:13-237)
Job's answer is displaced by the chapter on wisdom (28)
e. Job"s final defemse (chs 29-31)
3. Yahweh's ansser from the whirlwind
a. The first speech (chs 38-39), followd by Job's submisison (40:1-5)
b. The second speech (40:6-41; 34), followed by Job's repentance
(42:1-6)
4. The prose epilogue (42:7-17)

THE AUTHOR OF JOB, page 488
Date and authorship of poem of Job are exceedingly difficlt to deterine,
for the writer gives us no hint of the historidal circumstances of his
time. Liek Ecclesiastes he displays no interest in the traditioanl
motifs of Israel's faith, such as Yahweh's activity in history or the
election of Israel.
Two assumpitons about authorship:
——one theory, autor was an Edomite, not an Israelite. From land of
Ua (from which Job's friends came) (2:11)
~plausible to assume that author was an Isrelite sage who lived perhaps
in outskirts of Palestine.

O The date of Job is not essential in interpreting the poem, for it deals with a
‘human situation but canot be confiend to any particular time.
In last analaysis, the historidal quesiton is the religous quesiton rasied with
infinite concern. What ist he meang of my life. The poet looked intensively
into the depths of one's man existnece and in so doing exposed the humanquesiton.
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BABYLONIAN JOB
JOB AND OTHER WISDOM LITERATURE 489

O 1. Babylonian Job.
1. Man who was originally rich and influenctial was suddenly stricken with
great illmess and touble.
Bittelry he compaliend that his prayers and sacrifices had seen
in vian. Like Job, he protested his innocmnece.

Oh that I only knew that these thigns are well pelased to a god.
What is good in ome's sight is eveil for a god.

Wah is bad in one's own mind is good for his god.

Who can undrsand the consel of the gods in the mdist of heaven?

Th plan of a god is deep waters, who can comprehend it?

Were has befuddled mankiknd ever leanred what a god's conduct is?

——Liens 33-38; cf. Job 9:1-12

Fijnally, when the hero was on the verge of death, te god Marduk suddenly
rewarded him for his virtue and restoed him to health.

2. Bablyloian "Dialgue about Huamn Misery"
btween a skeptic with, having known nothg but suffeirng, quesitons the
jusitc ef of the gods and a pious friend who dvocates humble surrender
to divien will and faithful erformacne of relgious obligaiotms.

As in the book of Job, the covmersants speak in turn.
The skeptic bvegins, the pious man responds, and so on.

3. From Egypt come other examples of the literary form used in the book of JOb.
"Complaints of the Eloquent Peasant", the poetic discussion is framed betweer
prose and epilogue.

FROM DESPATR TO FAITH

False assumpiton of Job:
—problem of suffering (evil)
—raise philsophical qustion of how absolute goodnss and absoolute power are
" reconciled in the nature of God.

Job does not intent to answer them.

Rather these two assumpitons provide the occasion for probing a much deepr question
namely, the character of man's relationship to God.

1. Job's faith is explored at a muich deeper level
Finally, afte the discusion has ranged thru the whole realmo f exp,
Yahweh gives an answer out of the whirlwind.
2. Job then submits in silence and repents, whereupon his life is put on a new axis.

THE DIALOGUE BETWEN JOB AND HIS FRIENDS

1. Underling the friends' argument is the docirne of rewards and punishments t hat was
widespredad in the wisdom literautre of antiquity.

Accoridn gto this view, virtue was rewarede with prosperity, health, and long
life, and cvncversely, sins were punished by povryt, sickmess, and untimely death.

‘!:, This doctiren was applied to Israel's natioanl history by the Deuteromomic historian.
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1. Dialogue introudced by Job 's lament, one of the most poigant passages inBible.

It expresses the aching misery of existence in language of rare imaginative
power.
Job's death-wish springs form his snse o f the em;itness of lie when he is
estranfged form a meanigful relaiton to God.
Clinging adamantly to his integiryt (27:6; 31:36) he virtually sets himsel
up as jduge of God.
In one mood he wishes tha he oculd escape God's clutch, and in another
he wishes that he could meet God in a fair debate, even as an equal.
Like Prometheus, Job is a titanic figue who doubts, rebels, and
shouts defiance at God.

JOB'S PLEA FOR VINDICTION

1. Throughout his spiritual struggle, Job is tortured by the remoteness and

hiddenness of God-—the God who "hides his face" (13:24).
His poignant cry is:"0 that I knew where I might find him. (23:3)

2. With increasing clearness he sees that a great gulf is fixed between the Creator

and the creature,
and that man is foolish to try to span the chasm (9:32-33)

At times, he admits that the wisdom of God so surpasses the wisdom of men that
men may know God only if God chooses to speak and revdal himsefl.
He knowstaht God is "God and not man".
And by contrast he knows that man is an arth-bound creature, held under the
power of sin wich taints his nature (4:17-21; 14:4; 15:14-16; 25:4-6)
and subject to the dominion of death (4:19; 7:6)

3. Althoguh Job finds no access form man to God, he dares to hope that some day,

somehow, a reconciliation will take palce.
Then the impassable gulf will be bridged, and the contfadicitbn-between God as

“he appears (remote pwoer) and God as he is (near and personal) will be resovled.

Apparently this is the meaing of the well-known passage in which Job affirms
tahrt his Vindicator (Go'el) will restore him to fellowship with God.
I know taht my redeemer (Vindicator) lives, and at last he will
stand upon the earth; and after my skin has been thus destroyed,
then witout my flesh I shall see God, wom I shall see on my side,
and my eyes shall behld, and not another, My heart faitns witin me.
—Job 19:25-27

4. Job's search for the meaning of life has carried him to the very limits of thought,

where momentarily his vison is enlarged.

Howefer, his stance is not cahnged. Still he is concenred primarily with his
own self-fincidicaiton.
Still his quesitons betray his stubborn self-sufficienty, his
deterianton to find the meaning of life on his own termsl

To the very end he asserrts his integrity.

Far be it form me to say that you are right; till I die I will not
put asay my ingegrity from me. I will hold fast my
rightouesness, and will not let it go; my heart does not
repreoach me for any of my days.

—Job 27:5-6.

5. Job's concluidng deense is a long declaraon of the high ehtical standards by

which he has lived, and a vivid portral of the rightoues man (chaapters
29 and 31).
His final word is a ringing challetnme: "Let the Almighty answer me." (31:35)

THE VOICE FORM THE WHIRLWIND
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THE VOICE FROMT HE WHIRLWIND
1. Then Yahweh answers JOb out of the whirlwind--but not in response to
O Job's cry for vindicaiton.

In fact, the speech of Yahweh is not so much an answer as a series
of ironical quesions that make Job's quesitons irrelevant.

The effect of the quesitons is to remind Job that he is a crature
whose finite standards are ineffecive for judign the Creator:
"Who is this taht darknes counsel by words witout kmowledge?
Gird up your loins like a man, I will que31on you, and you shall
declare to me. -——Job 38:2-3.

2. Then follows a superb acocutnof God's work as Creartor, Sustainer, and Provid
God's quesions are desgined to remnd Job of the deity of God and the
humanity of man.

Was Job preesnt at the time of the Creatiom,
"When the morning stars sang together, and all the sons of god
shouted for joy?—Job 38:7

3. Job had been talking as if h e knew exactly how God should rumn the world.
His sense of integiryt had been the basis of his presumtuous claim that
God should have treated him better.
Outraged that he could not square his innocent with his fate, Job had
dared tochallenge and judge his Creator.
His religous quest had been motivated by a Promehtean defiance.

Therefore, Yahweh's answer came in the form of a rebuke-—an overwhelming
reminder that the fierst religous obligation of the creature is to
'!j’ acknowledge and glorify the Creator.

JOB'S REPENTANCE
1. Yahweh's speech raised auestions that Job could noat answer.
Hwe had prsumed toknow too mjch, to be mroe thatn he was.
Silence, he admits that he has no gorund for aruging with Goe (40:1-3)
As his final word, he retraxerts his rash carged and casrts himslef
humbly and repentantly before God:

"Therefore I ahve uttered what I did not udmerstnad,

Things too wonderful for me, which Id id not know

I had heard of thee by the hearing of the ear,

but now my eye sees thee;

therefore I depise myslef, and repent in dust and aahes.——Job 42:3; 5-6)

2. Along with Job's confession of his sin of self—éufficiency went a nmew conscouneess
fellowhisp tith god--not the God of traditonal reliogn,but the "Lving God".

THE KEY TO BOOK OF JOB
it isnot about suffering or the goodness and ommipotence of God.

It is aboutJob's repentace, and the preceding discourses which come to a climax
with the voice from the whirlwind.
From the very first the fudnamental issue is Job's relationship to God.
The climax of the poem occurs at the very end, when a flase relaitonship based
on slef-uufficiency is converted itmo a relationhip of personal trust

and surrender.
!!j) In rhe words of Job, formerly he had heard of God by hearsay——that is, he
was reled to a conception of God recived from traidtiom.
But "now my eye sees thee". Job in the oment of repetnace ws realted
to God himself in an act of erpsomal faith.
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By repudiaitng the smug orhtodoxy of his friends, his life was open to recieve
the gift of God bestows to those who truly seek him with all their heart.

The mysteyrof suffierng is left ratonally unanswered, as it is finally unanswered
in the Bible as a whle.
FOR THE drux of the human prolbem, accoridn gto isarel's faith, is not the fact
of suffierng but the charger of man's relationship to GOD.
Outrside the rlaitonmasip for which man ws created, suffeirng drives men
rto dspair or to the easy sltuons of popular religonmn.

WITHIN THE REALITNSIP OF fith, suffienrg may be fced inthe confidence that man's times

are in GOD"S HAND TAHT That "in everyighg GOD WORKS FOR GOOD WITh those who
love him, who are called according to his purpose." (ROMAN *:@8)

PAU - PAU PAU
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WISDOM'S COSMIC STATUS
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THE PERSONIFICAITON OF WISDOM

of the most important development in the wisdom traditon occurred.
It was to regard wisdom as having a special and an almost
independent status in GOD"S CREATIN.

HAVE noticed that in the book of Proverbs wisdom is personified as

a woman who stands in the market palce, summong men to follow her
ways (Proverb 1:20-22)

THE glorificaiton of wisodm was carried further, as can be seen from
a superb lyric in Provergs (3:13-20),where it is affirmed that wisodm
is the most precious of treasures, for
Yahweh by wisdom founded theearth;
by understanding he established the heavens. ——Proverbs 3:19

1. A HYMN TOwisdom, found in Provergs 8 and 9, depicts wisdom as a distinct

pesonality wo was prsent with Yahweh at the time of Cratiomn.
WISDOm, it is sai,d was created by Yahweh as his first creative act and
was "beside him like a mster workmen" as he did his work.

WHEN HE ESTablishe the heaven,I was thre,

when he drew a cricle on the fce of the deep,

wen he made firm the skies above,

when he estalbished the fontains of the deep

then I was beside him, lke a masterworkman;

and T was daily his dleight,

rejicieng before him always,

rejoicing in hi sinahbited world

and delightning i the ons of men--Proverbs 8:22-31 (in part)

In these cases it is clear that wisodm has acosmic status.

WOISDOM Is or is movng toward beocmiena gyposasis—i.e. a distinc entity.

2. THIS LOFTY CONCeponof widom was sujbeced to a speical delveopmetn inthe

Iasraeite traditon.
In the magnificent hymn to wisdom found in Job 28, it is affirmed taht
wisdom, the plan of the unvierse, is hidden form men.

GOD UNDERSTNADS THE way to it, and he kows its place.

FOIR HE LOOKS TOt he ends of the eart, and sees everyting udner the heavne
WHEN HE ave to the wind its wieght, and meted out the waters by mesaures;
When he made a decree for the rain, and a way for the lightning of the
then he saw it and declared it; thunder
he establsihed it, and searched it out.--Job 28:23-27.

COsmic signficance of wisdom recivcwed even grater attention:
inECCLesiasticus, widom is compared to the breath issuing form the mouth
of GOD_ _An emanation that penetrates all tings:

"I came forth fromt he mouth of the Highest,

and likevapor I ahve covered the earth;
I ahve made my abode in the heights,
and my throne on a pillar of cloud."--ECCLesiasticus 24:3-4

Here, too, it is said that wisodm was created before all things and pured out upon
all that GOD MADE. ECCLEasticsu 1:1-20. '
HWOVER, WISdom is said to ahve found rest only in Isarel, where she was

associated with the TEMLE OFJERUSALem and the Law of Moses.
—Eccleiasticus ;Zﬁ?
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THus wisdom came to be regarded as a semi-independent power-—the agnet of
GOD"S CRAtion and teh intermeidary between GOD AND THE world.

(::3 In the late peirod of Biblcial Judaism, wisdom was understood
in relation to God's redemptionof Isareal.
In ECclesiasticus, wisdom was udnerstood in relaton to GOD"S
redemption of Israel.
by idenifying WISDOM AND TORAH, BROUGht the wisodm liteature into the
central sream of the Moasica TRADITON.
WISDOM was "nationalzied", that i is, related positivley to the
reedemptive activity of god in history.
In oeswe ro falIN WISDIM, one msut keep the commandments of the TORAH.
ECCLESIASTIcus l:%é)

PAU PAU PAU
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47. Isa. 49.14-15.
48. Isa. 40.27-31.
49. Isa. 40.11.
50. Isa. 42.9.

51. Isa. 43.15-19.
52. Echoing Isa. 55.11, and quoting 55.12. ; 7

53.1 owe this wonderful phrase to Verna Dozier, The Dream of God (Cam-
bridge, MA: Cowley. 1991).

54. Mic. 4.3—4. The full oracle in Mic. 4.1—4 is almost exactly paralleled in Isa.
2.24, suggesting that it was widely known in prophetic circles.

55. In the contemporary United States, we see this in the naming of high taxes d 1 l !
as a (and perhaps ) primary political issue. The anti-tax sentiment of our ; RGO n 9 |S ra e S
society is fueled and financed primarily by the wealthy. Can anybody seri-

ously believe that the anti-tax movement serves the interest of the society as ‘ A/ d .
Wisdom Again

a whole, and not simply the narrow self-interest of the wealthy? Unfortu-
nately, many do; elites know how to shape public opinion (and thus the sys-

tem as a whole).
56. “Pharaoh’s household” is a metaphor for those who derive benefits from -

the domination system without being primarily responsible for it or even in

favor of it.
¢ ‘

In Israel’s wisdom literature we encounter the dailiness
of life in ancient Israel. (The focus of this literature is
more on the individual and the world of the everyday
than what we encounter in the exodus and prophetic traditions.
Its central concerns are the eminently practical questions, “How
shall T live?” and “What is life about?”/ :

{Tsrael’s wisdom is extraordinarily rich.. It ranges from the prac-
tical and pithy wisdom sayings of the book of Proverbs through
the melancholic reflections about life’s mysteries in Ecclesiastes
to the anguished and magnificent book of Job. It covers every-
thing from sage advice about the raising of children to deeply re-
flective thought about the nature of reality and the meaning of
life. Its voices are diverse and provocati\g.i/

Introduction

. . | (Tsrael’s wisdom books are found in the third and final division of
~ the Hebrew Bible: the Writings. This is a miscellaneous collection
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dating primarily from the postexilic period. In addition to the wis-
dom books of Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and Job, this section of the
Bible includes the Psalms (Isracl’s prayer- and hymnbook), the
apocalyptic book of Daniel, the stories of heroic Queen Esther
and the good Gentile woman Ruth, the erotic love poetry of the
Song of Songs (sometimes called the Song of Solomon or Canti-
cles), and the historical books of I and II Chronicles, Ezra, and
Nehemiahy

(‘”’f— he Wisdom books are difficult to date with precision, largely
because they contain no references to historical events contem-
porary with them by which they might be datccgj}_rldced, ‘in
striking contrast to both the Law and the Prophets, {they do not
refer even to historical events from Isrdel’s pa/sg History, whether
secular or sacred, is not one of their concerns.?

From ancient times, Israel’s wisdom has been associated with
King Solomon, who reigned in the tenth century BCE. Much of
the book of Proverbs is attributed to him, the book of Ecclesi-
astes claims him as its author, and the apocryphal Wisdom of

- Solomon is named after him. But there is a scholarly consensus
that these books do not come from the time of Solomon. Thus
the connection to Solomon is traditional (as are the connections
between the Pentateuch and Moses and between the Psalms and
Dayid) and without historical significance. ,

{Wisdom literature finds us not in Solomon’s day, then, but in
the postexilic period that began in 539 BCey Though the book of
Proverbs as a collection of sayings no doubt contains some ear-
lier material /il its present form it is a postexilic composition put
together around 500 BCE. The book of Job is most commonly
seen as an exilic or postexilic document, though a few scholars
would date it in the seventh century BCE. The book of Ecclesi-
astes is the latest, commonly dated in the third century BGE

[During these centuries, the Jewish people continued to live
under the political control of foreign empires: under the Persian
Empire until its conquest by Alexander the Great in 333 BCE and
then under the Hellenistic Empires descended from Alexander.
Jewish political independence was not regained until the time of
the Maccabees in 164 BCE;/

Reading Isracl’s Wisdom Agwnin 147

At the beginning of this period, we should imagine the Jewish
community in the land of Israel as very modest in size and
mostly clustered around Jerusalem. The temple in Jerusalem was
the political as well as religious center of the community. Because
theirs was a province in a foreign empire, the Jewish people had
no king, of course. Thus domestic political authority as well
as national-religious identity gravitated to the temple and its
high priest. Qver time, a native aristocracy emerged around the
temple, consisting mostly of families from whom a high priest
had been chosen. The Jewish people were in the process of be-
coming a “temple state” and a “theocracy”—a society ruled by
God through God’s priests and scribal interpreters.

We also need to imagine a religious community seeking to
consolidate its identity and preserve its traditions. During this
period of exceptional activity, the Pentateuch was put into its
present form (including both consolidation and some creation of
legal -traditions), the Prophets as a collection of books took
shape, and most or all of the Writings were composed. It is an
impressive literary and religious accomplishment for a small
group of people.

Israel’s wisdom traditions also include two books found in the
Christian Apocrypha but not in the Hebrew Bible. Thelfirst is
known by several names: Sirach, or the Wisdom of Ben Sira, or
Ecclesiasticus.3/This book was written quite late in the postexilic
period, probably between 200 and 180 BCE, and its author was a
Jewish wisdom teacher in Jerusalem named Jesus Ben Sira, or
“Jesus son of Sirach.} Thef Wisdom' of Solomon, the second
apocryphal wisdom book, was written even later, commonly
dated to the first century BCE (and perhaps even to the early first
century CE). Its author is unlmowgf As part of the Christian
Apocrypha, these two books are seen as sacred scripture by
Catholic, Orthodox, and Anglican Christians, but not by most
Protestants. Though they contain very interesting material, we
will focus on the three wisdom documents included in the He-
brew Bible: Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and Job.

Israel’s wisdom literature is very different in content, tone, and
form from the Pentateuch and the Prophets. Its subject matter, as
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mentioned earlier, is more concerned with the individual. It looks
at the individual as embedded within family and kinship systems
and society, however, so it is not “individualistic” in the modern
American sense of the term. But unlike the rest of the Hebrew
Bible[Tt is not concerned with Israel’s sacred story as a people or
with the criticism and reshaping of the social order,

Its tone and form are also different. It does not claim to be the
product of divine revelation but is grounded in observation of
and reflection upon human experience. Unlike the laws of the
Pentateuch, which are said to have come from God, and unlike
the prophets, who claim to speak the “Word of the LORD” on
God’s behalf, Israel’s wisdom does not claim to be revealed
truth.

Instead[wisdom is insight based on experience. Sometimes, as
in the short sayings of the book of Proverbs, wisdom is crystal-
lized experience—compact insights about how to live generated
by long experience of the world. As the product of the commu-
nity’s experience over centuries, Proverbs is thus to a large extent

Community wisdom.” Ecclesiastes and Job, on the other: hand,
are sustained reflections on experience from the vantage point of
théir particular authors. But all three books are based on obser-
vation of life: they say, in effect, This is what life is like.

As we explore these books, we will not only taste the riches of
Israel’s wisdom tradition, but also become aware of an intense
and probing dialogue—even a conflict—within it. Is life as
simple as knowing the right things to do and doing them? Does
everything work out if you live right? And if life is #of so simple
but much more mysterious, what does that say about the nature
of God, the purpose of life, and how we are to live?

Proverbs

The book of Proverbs has thirty-one chapters and falls into two
main parts. The first part (made up of the first nine chapters) is a
series of “wisdom poems” that might be labeled “in praise of
wisdom.” Most of the rest of the book is a collection of individ-
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ual proverbs—the short, memorable sayings that give the book
its name. Not the work of one person, the pithy proverbs of the
second part are the accumulated sayings of generations of wis-
dom teachc;xh

Whe Wisdom Poems in Proverbs 1-9

“The poems in the first part of the book introduce us to the cen-
tral metaphor of Israel’s wisdom tradition: life as a “way”
“path.” They abound in images related to moving along that
path: walking, running, following, stumbling, falling. The poems
develop the metaphor by contrasting two paths: the wise way
and the foolish way, the path of wisdom and the path of folly.

' Other contrasting pairs are also used: the way of righteousness

and the way of wickedness, the way of life and the way of death.
The book as a whole develops the choice between the two ways.

The foundation and starting place of the wise way is an-
nounced in the first chapter: “The fear of the LORD is the begin-
ning of knowledge; fools despise wisdom and instruction.”* The
phrase “fear of the LORD” does not mean “fright,” as one might
be frightened of a tyrannical ruler or parent. Rather, it refers to
awe, wonder, and reverence in the presence of the One who is
the maker of heaven and earth and the lord of life and death.
The beginning of wisdom lies in taking seriously that we are
dealing with a reality that transcends the world of the everyday,
even as that reality is known in the world of the everyday.

These chapters also introduce us to the personification of
“Wisdom” in female form, commonly called “the wisdom
woman” or “Sophia.” “Sophia” is not only the Greek word for
wisdom; as a woman’s name it better expresses the personifica-
tion than the more abstract and neuter-sounding “Wisdom.”

Wisdom,/Sophia is of inestimable worth. Following her is the
wise way, and that way leads to life, riches, honor, peace, and
happiness:

Happy are those who find wisdom,
and those who get understanding.
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Her income is better than silver,
and her revenue better than gold.
She is more precious than jewels,
and nothing you desire can compare with her.
Long life is in her right hand;
in her left hand are riches and honor.
Her ways are ways of pleasantness,
and all her paths are peace.
She is a tree of life to those who lay hold of her;
those who hold her fast are called happy.5

So important is Wisdom,/Sophia that she is spoken of as hav-
ing been with God at the creation of the world:

The LORD created me at the beginning of God’s work,
the first of God’s acts of long ago.

Ages ago I was set up at the first;
before the beginning of the earth.6

Wisdom,/Sophia offers food and drink. She hosts a banquet of
bread and wine to which she invites all who will come:

You who are simple, turn in here!
Come, eat of my bread, -

and drink of the wine I have mixed.
Lay aside immaturity, and live,

and walk in the way of insight.”

This personification is the first stage of a process whereby Wis-
dom/Sophia becomes a female image for God in Jewish wisdom
literature.® This development is the background for the New Tes-
tament’s use of Sophia imagery to speak about Jesus as prophet

of Sophia and as incarnation of Sophia. It is also the basis for the =

increasing attention paid to Sophia in recent Christian theology.?
There is a second personification in these poems. Namely, the
way of folly is personified as “the strange woman” or “the alien
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woman.” Often portrayed as an adulteress and seductress, she has
an appeal that is described with remarkable literary elegance and
psychological astuteness.10 Not only does she invite people to fol-
low a way, but she mimics Sophia. With the same words, she too
calls people to her house and banquet: “You who are simple, turn
in here!”11 But her way leads to folly, wickedness, and death.

These two personifications symbolize the two ways of which
the book of Proverbs as a whole speaks. Following Sophia and
the way of wisdom leads to life:

For whoever finds me finds life
and obtains favor from the LORD;
But those who miss me injure themselves;
all who hate me love death.12

Following “the alien woman,” on the other hand, leads to
death:

Do not let your hearts turn aside to her ways;
do not stray into her paths.

For many are those she has laid low,
and numerous are her victims.

Her house is the way to Sheol,
going down to the chambers of death.13

To avoid a possible misunderstanding, it is important to em-
phasize that the Jewish tradition did not yet affirm an afterlife.
Belief in a heaven and hell beyond death was still two or three
centuries in the future.!* Thus the two ways—one leading to
life, the other leading to death—are not about eternity (about
heaven and hell), but about two different ways of living #4is side
of physical death.

The Proverbs of Chapters 10-30
We turn now to the collection of individual proverbs that fill the
rest of the book. Generally speaking, proverbs are short, wise
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sayings designed to be memorable. To use a definition attributed
to the Spanish author Cervantes, proverbs are short sentences
founded upon long experience and containing a truth. As obser-
vations about life, proverbs are typically indicative rather than
imperative statements, though an imperative is implied.

One of the best nonbiblical examples of a proverb is “A stitch
in time saves nine.” Short, rhythmical, and using repeating
sounds, it is easy to remember.1®> Moreover, though it uses an
image from sewing, it obviously refers to more than sewing. Fi-
nally, though the sentence is indicative, the imperative is clear:
make the stitch in time.

We can only speculate about the origin of the proverbs col-
lected together in the second part of the book of Proverbs. Some
probably originated within family and village life, others may
have been the product of sages (teachers of wisdom), and some
were borrowed from other cultures.!¢ As a completed collection
in the postexilic period, they may have been taught in schools for
young men of the upper classes. The method of instruction
would have been oral, of course, and we might imagine the
teacher saying the first line of a proverb and the students re-
sponding in unison with the second line.

These proverbs are like snapshots depicting the wise and fool-
ish ways announced in the wisdom poems of the first nine chap-
ters. The best way to understand what they are and how they
‘work is to look at a number of them.

Proverbs Characterized by Elegance and Humor 1 have chosen
some proverbs to illustrate central themes and others because of
their linguistic elegance and occasional humor. In the latter cate-
gory, on a miscellany of subjects:

The words of a whisperer are like delicious morsels; they go
down into the inner parts of the body. (18.8; repeated in
26.22)

Like vinegar on a wound is one who sings to a heavy heart.
(25.20)
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- The legs of a disabled person hang limp; so does a proverb in

the mouth of a fool. (26.7)

Like a dog that returns to its vomit is a fool who reverts to his
folly. (26.11)

As a door turns on its hmges so does a lazy person in bed.
(26.14)

Whoever blesses a neighbor with a loud voice, rising early in
the morning, will be counted as cursing. (27.14)

Like somebody who takes a passing dog by the ears'is one
who meddles in the quarrel of another. (26.17)

Proverbs Dealing with Children and Family A repeated mes-
sage in these proverbs concerns the importance of training chil-
dren in the paths of wisdom. For example:

Train children in the right way, and when old, they will not
stray. (22.6)

Physical discipline is part of this training. One of the best-known
proverbs is “Spare the rod, spoil the child.” Its full form reads:

Those who spare the rod hate their children, but those who
love them are diligent to discipline them. (13.24)

The same theme is sounded in several more passages:

Do not withhold discipline from your children; if you beat
them with a rod, they will not die. (23.13)

Folly is bound up in the heart of a boy, but the rod of disci-
pline drives it far away. (22.15)

Blows that wound cleanse away evil; beatings make clean the
innermost parts. (20.30)

The book of Proverbs also contains a number of sayings about
difficult wives and good wives. These sayings disclose the andro-
centric perspective of the book (and of the Bible as a whole, for
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that matter): there are no sayings about good or difficult husbands.
Mentioned often is the contentious or quarrelsome wife:

A wife’s quarreling is a continual dripping of rain. (19.13)

A continual dripping on a rainy day and a contentious wife are
alike. (27.15)

It is better to live in a corner of the housetop than in a house
shared with a contentious wife. (21.9; repeated in 25.24)

It is better to live in a desert land than with a contentious and
fretful wife. (21.19)

The sages also knew about good wives:

A good wife is the crown of her husband. (12.4)

He who finds a wife finds a good thing, and obtains favor
from the LORD. (18.22)

House and wealth are inherited from parents, but a prudent
wife is from the Lord. (19.14)

The ideal wife is the topic of the acrostic poem that concludes
the book as a whole. She bears a remarkable resemblance to the
“wisdom woman” of chapters one through nine.!”

Proverbs Dealing with Wealth and Poverty The book of Proverbs
has much to say about wealth and poverty. In general, prosperity is
seen as the result of following the wise way. The attitude toward
poverty is more complex. If possible, poverty is to be avoided, of
course. The wealthy are urged to be generous to the poor, but
sometimes the poor are virtually blamed for their poverty. '

Some proverbs are simply observations about the way things
are for the poor, with no value judgment (other than sympathy)
implied: ’ :

The poor are disliked even by their neighbors, but the rich
" have many friends. (14.20)
Wealth brings many friends, but the poor are left friendless.
(19.4)
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If the poor are hated even by their kin, how much more are
they shunned by their friends. (19.7)

Some proverbs recognize that wealth is not good in and of it-
self and that in some circumstances poverty is better:

Better is a dinner of vegetables where love is than a fatted ox
and hatred with it. (15.17)

Better is a little with righteousness than large income with in-
justice. (16.8) .

Better to be poor and walk in integrity than to be crooked in
one’s ways even though rich. (28.6)

Those who trust in their riches will wither, but the righteous

will flourish like green leaves. (11.28)

One saying affirms that both wealth and poverty can be dan-
gerous snares:

Give me neither poverty nor riches; feed me with the food
that I need, or I shall be full, and deny you, and say, “Who
is the LorD?” or I shall be poor, and steal, and profane the
name of my God. (30.8-9)

The poor are to be treated compassibnately. In language that
anticipates Jesus’ parable of the sheep and the goats, what one
does to or for the poor is done to God:18

Those who oppress the poor insult their Maker, but those who
are kind to the needy honor God. (14.31)

Those who mock the poor insult their Maker. (17.5)

Whoever is kind to the poor lends to the LORD, and will be re-
paid in full. (19.17) :

Thus the wise will be generous to the poor:

Those who are generous are blessed, for they share their bread
with the poor. (22.9)
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Whoever gives to the poor will lack nothing, but one who
turns a blind eye will get many a curse. (28.27)

Though none of the sayings directly blames the poor for their

poverty, the frequent association of prosperity with wisdom, dili-

gence, industry, and prudence and of poverty with foolishness,
laziness, and drunkenness comes close. The lazy person (the
“sluggard,” in older translations) is onec of the villains of
Proverbs. In the first part of the book, the lazy person is told to
learn a lesson from the ant: :

Go to the ant, you lazybones;
consider its ways and be wise.
Without having any chief
or officer or ruler,
it prepares its food in summer,
and gathers its sustenance in harvest.
How long will you lie there, O lazybones?
When will you arise from your slumber?
A little sleep; a little slumber,
a little folding of the hands to rest,
and poverty will come upon you like a robber,
and want, like an armed robber. (6.6-11; last three lines

also in 24.34)

Other sayings make the connection between laziness and
poverty:

A slack hand causes poverty, but the hand of the diligent
makes rich. (10.4) '

Do not love sleep, or else you will come to poverty;
open your eyes and you will have plenty of bread.
(20.13) ‘

An idle person will suffer hunger. (19.15)

Drunkenness also leads to poverty:
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The drunkard and the glutton will come to poverty, and
drowsiness will clothe them with rags. (23.21)

More broadly, failure to follow the way of wisdom produces
poverty:

The Lorp does not let the rightéous go hungry. (10.3)

Anyone who tills the land will have plenty of bread, but one
who follows worthless pursuits will have plenty of poverty.

- (28.19)

Misfortune pursues sinners, but prosperity rewards the righ-
teous. (13.21) '

The plans of the diligent lead surely to abundance, but every-
one who is hasty comes only to want. (21.5)

There is some truth in these observations, of course. Laziness
and folly and drunkenness often do produce poverty and want.
But the corollary—that poverty is always the product of these—is
not true, though Proverbs comes close to drawing that inference.

Proverbs Dealing with the Rewards of Right Living The book
of Proverbs affirms with great frequency and confidence that fol-
lowing the way of wisdom will bring rewards. This issuch a cen-
tral theme of the book, and so important for understanding an
ongoing tension within Israel’s wisdom tradition, that I report,
at the risk of tedious repetition, a selection of proverbs extolling
the rewards of virtue. A reminder: these sayings do not have an
afterlife in mind; they are speaking about #kis life.

The LORD’s curse is on the house of the wicked, but God
blesses the abode of the righteous. (3.33)

The blessing of the LORD makes rich. (10.22)

What the wicked dread will come upon them, but the desire of
the righteous will be granted; when the tempest passes, the
wicked are no more, but the righteous are established for-
ever. (10.24-25)
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The fear of the LORD prolongs life, but the years of the wicked
will be short. (10.27)

The righteous will never be removed, but the wicked will not
remain in the land. (10.30)

Righteousness delivers from death. (11.4)

The righteous are delivered from trouble, and the wicked get
into it instead. (11.8)

‘Whoever is steadfast in righteousness will live, but whoever
pursues evil will die. (11.19)

Be assured, the wicked will not go unpunished, but those who
are righteous will escape. (11.21)

The good obtain favor from the LORD, but those who devise
evil God condemns. (12.2) '

The wicked are overthrown and are no more, but the house of
the righteous will stand. (12.7)

No harm happens to the righteous, but the wicked are filled
with trouble. (12.21)

Those who despise the word bring destruction on themsclves
but those who respect the commandment will be rewarded.
(13.13)

The house of the wicked is destroyed, but the tent of the up-
right flourishes. (14.11)

The perverse get what their ways deserve, and the good, what
their deeds deserve. (14.14)

In the house of the righteous there is much treasure, but
trouble befalls the income of the wicked. (15.6)

The LORD is far from the wicked, but he hears the prayer of
the righteous. (15.29)

Commit your work to the LORD, and your plans will be estab-
lished. (16.3)

Those who keep the commandment will live; those who are
heedless of their way will die. (19.16)

The reward for humility and fear of the LORD is riches and
honor and life. (22.4)

Do not envy the wicked, for the evil have no future; the lamp
of the wicked will go out. (24.19-20) '
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One who walks in integrity will be safe, but whoever follows
crooked ways will fall into the Pit. (28.18)
The faithfuil will abound with blessings. (28.20)

Proverbs as Conventional Wisdom The repetition of this theme
has a rhetorical function, of course: the purpose of Proverbs is to
extol the importance of the path of wisdom, and it does this by
affirming again and again, “Follow this way, and your life will go
well.” The cumulative effect of the repetition: Proverbs becomes
a book of conventional wisdom (or at least the most common
way of reading Proverbs turns it into conventional wisdom).

Conventional wisdom is the heart of every culture and of most
subcultures. As I use the term, it always has two defining mean-
ings. On the one hand, conventional wisdom is “cultural wis-
dom” or “community wisdom” or “folk wisdom”: it is “what
everybody knows” (or should know). It is collective wisdom, the
consensus of the culture or community about how life should be
lived. Its subject matter is vast, covering everything from eti-
quette to central values to images of the good life.

Included within “what everybody knows” is the second defin-
ing feature of conventional wisdom: the notion of rewards for
living life right. Not only is this claim that virtue will be re-
warded central to Proverbs, but it is the core of all forms of con-
ventional wisdom, religious and secular: follow this path, and life
will work out for you. Its variations are familiar, as this brief sam-
pling shows:

You reap what you sow.

Work hard and you’ll 'succeed.

Do (or believe) X, Y, and Z and you’ll go to heaven.

People get what they deserve.

What goes around comes around.

Follow the Lord and you’ll be happy.

Follow the American way of life and you’ll reap the fruits of
the American dream.

Lose fifty and pounds and you’ll be happy.
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Conventional wisdom thus leads to a performance-and-

rewards view of life. The quality of our life depends upon our
doing things right. By making this connection, conventional wis-
dom also images life as orderly and, to that extent, under our
control: if we follow #kis path, we will not end up at a dead end.
" There is, of course, truth in conventional wisdom. There are
ways of living that do lead to dead ends. Pride often does go before
a fall. Diligence, industry, honesty, humility, generosity, and in-
tegrity are virtues. Injustice, strife, deceit, and violence should be
avoided. Etiquette can make dining more pleasant.

Not only does conventional wisdom often contain truth, but
we could not live without it. We could not live together in
groups without taken-for-granted expectations about human be-
havior, ranging from the taboo against cannibalism to confi-
dence that people will stop at stop signs.

Moreover, some forms of conventional wisdom are better than
others. One needs only to think of the conventional wisdom of
the Third Reich versus the conventional wisdom of societies
strong in human rights, or conventional wisdom about race in
the United States now compared with that of fifty years ago. So
conventional wisdom and its content matter.

But conventional wisdom has a cruel corollary. If your life fails
to work out, it must be because you have done something
wrong. Trouble is you fault. Just as conventional wisdom about
* the importance of disciplined work can often lead to the poor

being blamed for their poverty, so those for whom life is hard are
often seen (in their own mind or in the minds of others) as re-
sponsible for their hardship.

The problem posed by the corollary of convcntlonal wisdom
brings the central claims of Proverbs into question. Do things
work out if you live right? (Always, or only sometimes?) Are
the righteous rewarded and the wicked punished? (Always, or
only sometimes?) I life fair? (Always, mostly, sometimes, or sel-
dom?)

As noted earlier in this chapter, the wisdom literature of the
Hebrew Bible does not speak with one voice on these issues.
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WVhilc Proverbs is fairly unambiguous, the other two wisdom
books hint at randomness and chance. And if life is not so well
ordered as Proverbs suggests, what does that say about how we
should live? What does it say about the purpose of life? What
does it say about the nature of God?

These are the questions with which the authors of Ecclesiastes

and Job wrestle. [

Ecclesiastes

For many modern people, Ecclesiastes is the most “user-
friendly” book in the Hebrew Bible (and perhaps in the Bible as
a whole). It requires of its readers no knowledge of Israel’s his-
tory, its language strikes people as speaking immediately to life,
and its melancholic tone seems to fit the modern spirit. Almost
uniformly, my students report liking Ecclesiastes.

Its author is “Qoheleth,” which is not a name in Hebrew but
a title or office. Most likely, the word means “teacher”—more
specifically, - “wisdom teacher”—and in this case probably a
teacher who lived in Jerusalem. The title of the book—FEcclesi-
astes—is the Greek word for Qoheleth. Though the words are
thus interchangeable, I will follow the convention of referring to
the author as Qoheleth and the book as Ecclesiastes.

Though Qoheleth writes as King Solomon in the first two
chapters, this is clearly done for rhetorical effect rather than to
reflect actual authorship by Solomon. The book is one of the lat-
est in the Hebrew Bible, typically dated around 300 to 250 BCE.

Scholarly assessment of Ecclesiastes varies greatly. Some schol-
ars find it so unrelievedly pessimistic that they wonder how it
ever got into the Bible. They claim that the author’s skepticism
about generally accepted religious convictions is so thoroughgo-
ing as to suggest that he might as well have been an atheist.
Other scholars greatly admire Qoheleth, not just for his honesty
but for his religious vision. Whether to think of him as a wisdom
teacher gone bad (perhaps “burned out”) or as among the wisest
of the wise is the central issue in the interpretation of this book.
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But before I turn to that, I will identify Qoheleth’s two central
metaphors and look at the themes raised in key passagcs of Ec-
clesiastes.

Central Metaphors
The first central metaphor is “Vamty of vanities: all is vanity.” Not
only does Qoheleth begin and end his book with this thematic
metaphor, but it is a repeating refrain throughout.!® The Hebrew
word translated as “vanity” is bebel. Though sometimes translated
with the quite abstract words “emptiness,” “meaningless,” or “ab-
surdity,” hebel has more concrete literal meanings that are the basis
for its metaphorical meaning in Ecclesiastes: breath, vapor, mist, or
fog. All is breath; all is vapor; all is mist; all is fog. The connotations
are insubstantinlity (one cannot get hold of breath, vapor, mist, or
fog), ephemernlity (insubstantial substances such as vapor come and
g0), and obscured vision (especially if mist or fog is emphasized).
A second metaphor—*“chasing after wind”—also occurs fre-
quently. That phrase is sometimes translated as “herding” or
“shepherding” the wind. It is, of course, an image of futility.

The King’s Speech

The two metaphors named above are central to the opening
speech of the book. From the middle of the first chapter through
the end of the second, Qoheleth speaks as King Solomon.20 The
strategy is brilliant.

As the traditional father of wisdom in Israel, Solomon had an
unrivaled reputation for sagacity. Moreover, he was fabled for
having everything a human being might desire: not only wis-
dom, but power, fame, wealth, reputation, security, possessions,
sensual pleasure. Solomon had everything that the conventional
wisdom of most cultures desires.

Qoheleth imagines Solomon turning to .all of these in his
search for a satisfying life. But they do not satisfy. About all that
conventional wisdom prizes, the verdict is the same: they are
“yanity” and “chasing after wind.” Ten times in the speech, one
or both of the metaphors occur. All that Solomon has is declared

Reading Isvael’s Wisdom Again ) 163

to be vapor or fog: insubstantial, ephemeral, unsatisfying. The
final line of the speech brings the two metaphors together: “All
is vanity and a chasing after wind.”21

The Righteous Sometimes Do Not Prosper
Solomon’s speech is the first stage in Qoheleth’s indictment of
conventional wisdom. The next step is the rejection of conven-
tional wisdom’s central claim: if you follow the path of righ-
teousness—the wise way—you will do well and be rewarded.

In my vain life I have seen everything: there are righteous
people who perish in their righteousness, and there are
wicked people who prolong their life in their evildoing.

There is a vanity that takes place on earth, that there are righ-
teous people who are treated according to the conduct of
the wicked, and there are wicked people who are treated ac-
cording to the conduct of the righteous.

Again T saw that under the sun the race is not to the swift, nor

the battle to the strong, nor bread to the wise, nor riches to

the intelligent, nor favor to the skillful; but time and chance
happen to them all.22

Qoheleth knows that people often suffer from oppression
through no fault of their own; they are simply the victims of
power:

Again I saw all the oppressions that are practiced under the
sun. Look, the tears of the oppressed—with no one to com-
fort them! On the side of their oppressors there was
power.23

Qoheleth’s perception of life’s inequities leads to despairing
statements about whether life is worthwhile at all:

And I thought the dead, who have already died, more fortu-
nate than the living, who are sdll alive; but better than both
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is the one who has not yet been, and has not seen the evil
deeds that are done under the sun.?4

The Specter of Death
Ecclesiastes is haunted by.death. The author returns to the sub-
ject again and again. He does not simply say that we are mortal;
he dwells on that fact, emphasizesit.

Qoheleth stresses the utter inevitability of death. We are no
different from the animals—one fate awaits us-all:

For the fate of humans and the fate of animals is the same; as
one dies, so dies the other. They all have the same breath,
and humans have no advantage over the animals; for all is
vanity. All go to one place; all are from the dust and all turn
to dust again.2s :

He also stresses the randomness of death. Not only are we
fated to die, but the timing of our death is as random as what
happens to fish and birds:

For no one can anticipate the time of disaster. Like fish taken
in a cruel net, and like birds caught in a snare, so mortals
are snared at a time of calamity, when it suddenly falls upon
them .26

The inevitability and randomness of death make our conven-

tional pursuits meaningless. Death comes regardless:

Yet I perceived that the same fate befalls all of us. Then I said to
myself, “What happens to the fool will happen also to me.
Why then have I been so very wise?” And I said to myself
that this is also vanity. For there is no enduring remembrance
of the wise or of fools, seeing that in the days to come all will
have been long forgotten. How can the wise die just like
fools? So I hated life, because what is done under the sun was
grievous to me, for all is vanity and a chasing after wind.2”
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For Qoheleth, the certainty and randomness of death drive an
arrow into the heart of conventional wisdom. Nothing that we
do or have—none of what we spend our lives seeking to achieve,
possess, and control—can forestall death, can alter its inevitabil-
ity or timing. Moreover, when death comes, it takes away every-
thing we have acquired: wisdom, wealth, honor, a good name,
family, possessions. v

Nothing can affect this, says Qoheleth. Neither wisdom nor
righteousness nor goodness nor worship can change either the
inevitability or the randomness of death:

The righteous and the wise and their deeds are in the hand of
God; whether it is love or hate, one does not know. Every-
thing that confronts them is vanity, since the same fate
comes to all, to the righteous and the wicked, to the good
and the evil, to the clean and the unclean, to those who sac-
rifice and those who do not sacrifice. As are the good, so are
the sinners; those who swear are like those who shun an
oath. This is an evil in all that happens under the sun, that
the same fate comes to everyone.28

Qoheleth’s case against conventional wisdom is complete.

The rewards of conventional wisdom do not satisfy; even
‘Solomon, who had them all to a superlative degree, found them

lacking. Reality is not organized in such a way that the righteous

dare rewarded and the wicked punished. Death comes to all, and

.comes randomly. Conventional wisdom, whether in Proverbs or

elsewhere, affirms that reality is orderly. But in Qoheleth’s view,

God has made the world not orderly and straight, but
rooked.?®

Then How Live?

Ifthis is the way things are, what then is life about? What should
we concern ourselves with? Qoheleth’s answer, surprisingly simple
and brief, is repeated several times for emphasis. Here are its first
two appearances:
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Theré is nothing better for mortals than to eat and drink, and
find enjoyment in their toil. This also, I saw, is from the
hand of God. . ..

I know that there is nothing better for people then to be
happy and enjoy themselves as long as they live. Moreover,
it is God’s gift that all should cat and drink and take plea-
sure in all their toil. ' :

In its longest form:

Go, eat your bread with enjoyment, and drink your wine with
a merry heart; for God has long ago approved of what you
do. Let your garments always be white; do not let oil be
lacking on your head. Enjoy life with the wife whom you
love all the days of your vain life that are given you under
the sun, because that is your portion in life and your toil at
which you toil under the sun. Whatever your hand finds to
do, do with your might.30

But even this simple, world-affirming advice is followed imme-
diately by the specter of death:

For there is no work or thought or knowledge or wisdom in
Sheol, to which you are going.3!

Sheol does not mean “hell” as a place of punishment where
some go. Sheol is the land of the dead, where all go.

Reading Ecclesiastes and Hearing Qoheleth

What are we to make of this® As mentioned earlier, there is no
consensus among scholars regarding how to hear Qoheleth’s
message. To some, his pessimism and gloom seem to speak of a
world from which God is absent. His disparagement of life’s
common goals suggests aimlessness. His positive advice sounds
difficult to distinguish from the familiar “Eat, drink, and be
merry, for tomorrow we may die.” Is this really wisdom, or is
this the way the world looks when someone has given up on life?
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As we puzzle about how to hear Qoheleth, let me suggest that
context and inflection make all the difference. I invite you to
imagine three different ways of saying (and thus hearing) the
best-known passage in Ecclesiastes. Because of its length, I will
not quote it all: ‘

For everything there is a season, and a time for every matter
under heaven: .

a time to be born, and a time to die;

a time to plant, and a time to pluck up what is planted;

a time to kill, and a time to heal;

a time to break down, and a time to build up;

a time to weep, and a time to laugh;

a time to mourn, and'a time to dance . . .

a time to embrace, and a time to refrain from embracing . . .

a time to love, and a time to hate;

a time for war, and a time for peace.3?

1: First scenavio. Because the words of this passage became the
lyrics of a popular folksong, most of us have heard them sung.
I can remember some performances that gave the text a moral
meaning, expressing a preference for one-half of each set of op-
posites: zkis, not #hat. The inflection made it clear that his time
(our time) is a time for peace, no¢ war; a time for love, not hate;
a time to heal, #oz kill; a time to dance, zor mourn. However, 1
do not imagine that Qoheleth meant this.

2: Second scenario. Imagine this passage as read by a depressed
Swedish Lutheran pastor in an Ingmar Bergman movie. The
church is almost empty, the cold light of a gray winter morning
makes everything pale and colotless, the voice is flat with de-
spair, and there is virtually no one to hear it. Life is bleak—un-
bearably so—an endless cycle of meaningless repetition. This is
an exaggerated form of some scholarly ways of reading Ecclesi-
astes.

3: Third scenario. Imagine these same words as read by the
Dalai Lama. The meaning would be very different. Not “this
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versus #hat,” and not “everything is meaningless.” Rather: live
fully, whatever time it is. Be present to what is.

This third scenario is how I hear Qoheleth. His critique of
conventional wisdom is similar to what we hear in the writings of
Lao-tzu, a sixth-century BCE Chinese wisdom teacher whose
teaching is preserved in the Tno-te-ching. Lao-tzu’s thought is
similar to that of Buddhism, especially Zen Buddhism. Like Qo-
heleth, Lao-tzu offers a radical critique of conventional wisdom.

The Tao (pronounced “dow”) is Lao-tzu’s word for both ult-
mate reality and “the way” of living in accord with it. Language
cannot capture or domesticate the Tao as ultimate reality, as the
opening line of the Two-te-ching makes clear: “The Tao that can
be named is not the eternal Tao.” The Tao is thus intrinsically
ineffable, “Mystery” with a capital M. The way of living in ac-
cord with the Tao is “not grasping.” The way most of us live
most of the time—the way of conventional wisdom—is the way
of grasping. We grasp not only by seeking to domesticate reality,
but also by seeking those satisfactions that convention urges us
to seek. But grasping is futile. Indeed, in Buddhism, it is the pri-

mary source of suffering.
" The similarities to Qoheleth are striking. Qoheleth’s claim that
we cannot make straight what God has made crooked points to
the Mystery of the sacred. For Qoheleth, God is not absan; God
is simply beyond all of our attempts to domesticate the divine. -

His central metaphors of “all is vanity” (vapor, mist, fog) and
“chasing the wind” point to the futility of grasping: we cannot
lay hold of that which is insubstantial and ephemeral. Moreover,
that which we can momentarily possess is ultimately unsatisfying.

His emphasis on death also fits this way of reading Ecclesi-
astes. For Qoheleth, death is not only the specter that haunts
conventional wisdom, pointing to the futility of grasping. Death
is also the master teacher who teaches us how to live:

It is better to go to the house of mourning
than to go to the house of feasting;
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for this is the end of everyone,
and the living will lay it to heart.

The heart of the wise is in the house of mourning;
but the heart of fools is in the house of mirth.33

The striking poem with which Qoheleth ends the book makes
the same point. Filled with images of aging and decline, it in-
cludes the line, “Remember your grave in the days of your
youth.”3 This injunction reflects not a melancholic, pessimistic
attitude that robs even youth of its joy, but the belief that the
awareness of death teaches us about what is 1mp0rtant in life.
Death is the teacher of true wisdom.

In this context, Qoheleth’s admonition to live the life of sim-
plicity does not sound like a cynical or burned-out “Eat, drink,
and be merry, for tomorrow we may dié”; rather, it comes across
as genuine wisdom: :

Go, eat your bread with enjoyment, and drink your wine

with a merry heart. .. . Enjoy life with the wife whom you
love. . . .'Whatever your hand finds to' do, do with your
might.35

To do whatever you do “with your might” suggests living
strongly, not tentatively; living fully, not holding back. Thus, in
Ecclesiastes, life is not'about pursuing the rewards prorised by
the path of conventional wisdom (religious or secular), but
about living in the present. Seeing the futility of grasping and
the inevitability and yet unpredictability of death drives us into
the present.?6 True wisdom means carpe diem: “seize the day.”
Don’t miss it; don’t let it slip by unnoticed; don’t live it in the
fog; don’t waste it chasing the wind.

And so I see Qoheleth as among the great wisdom teachers of
the world. Ifit is not too bold a claim, I see him as a Jewish Lao-
tzu. I do not think the similarities between Qoheleth’s thought
and Eastern thought are due to cultural contact with Eastern re-
ligions. T doubt that he had any awareness of the Tio-te-ching or




170 THE HEBREW BIBLE

Buddhist teachings. Rather, I think the similarities flow out of
similar reflections on human experience, perhaps even out of
similar experiences of the sacred.

The wisdom of Qoheleth is thus a subversive wisdom. His
teaching undermines and subverts “the way” taught by conven-
tional wisdom. It is also an alternative wisdom, for it points to
another way, one that leads beyond convention. To use a familiar
phrase from Robert Frost, the subversive and alternative wisdom
of Qoheleth is “the road less traveled.”

Job

The dialogue and conflict within Israel’s wisdom tradition con-
tinue in the book of Job. Radical questioning of conventional
wisdom is this document’s central feature—a document whose
magnificent language, provocative content, and stunning climax
make it one of the most remarkable books in the Bible.

Job has received extraordinary accolades. Martin Luther spoke
of it as magnificent and sublime as no other work of Scripture.
Alfred Lord Tennyson, a famous poet of the nineteenth century,
called it the greatest poem of ancient and modern times. An-
other nineteenth-century Englishman, the historian Thomas
Carlyle, said that nothing that has ever been written, in the Bible
or out of it, is of equal merit.3”

As mentioned earlier, the book of Job was probably written
during the Babylonian exile in the sixth century BCE or shortly
thereafter. It begins with a brief prose prologue (the first two
chapters) and concludes with an even briefer prose epilogue
(42.7-17). In between is the main body of the book, cast in
the form of poetry and running almost forty chapters long
(3.1-42.6). The prose prologuec may be an old folktale

- adapted by the author of the poetic body as the framework for

his work.

There is no scholarly consensus about either the relationship
of the prose prologue to the poetic body or the literary unity of
the book as a whole. Some scholars see considerable tension be-
tween the prologue and the poetic body, and some see the poetic
body itself as containing the work of more than one author.
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Without trying to resolve any of these questions, I will treat the
book as a whole in its present form.

It is common to see the book of Job as wrestling with the
problem of innocent suffering. This common view is only partly
correct. On the one hand, it is true that the main character, Job,
suffers intensely and does not know why; he cannot see that he
has done anything to deserve the intensity of his pain and loss.
On the other hand, I do not see that the author provides any an-
swer to that question—nor, I am convinced, does he intend to
do so. His purpose, I will suggest, is quite different.

The Prose Prologue: Chapters 1-2

The prologue introduces the character Job and the situation that
led to his predicament. The first verse reminds us of the “once
upon a time” of folktales about long ago and far away: “There
was once a man in the land of Uz whose name was Job.” The
next two verses tell us that he was a very good and prosperous
man—one who lived the life of wisdom: he was “blameless and
upright, feared God and turned away from evil.” Life was going
well for him. Not only a paragon of wisdom and virtue, he was
blessed with ten children and great prosperity: “seven thousand
sheep, three thousand camels, five hundred yoke of oxen, five
hundred donkeys, and very many servants.” Indeed, he “was the
greatest of all the people of the east.”

‘With that groundwork laid, the prologue then turns from earth
to heaven, where the dramatic action of the book is set in motion.
There, we are told, a meeting is held between the heavenly beings
and God. Among them is a figure called “Satan”—mnot yet the evil
power opposed to-God of later Jewish and Christian tradition, but
aservant of God whose task is patrolling the earth as-a'kind of espi-
onage agent. God brags to Satan about his righteous servant Job: -

There is no one like him on the earth, a blameless and upright
man who fears God and turns away from evil.38

Satan is unimpressed. After all, why shouldn’t Job be faith-

ful—God has given him everything. So Satan says to God:
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. you and restore to you your rightful place. . . . God will not
reject a blameless person.48 '

Zophar, the third friend to speak, is beginning to lose his pa-
tience. Accusing Job of being “full of talk” and “babble,” he
mocks Job and says that Job should suffer more than he already is:

You say, “My conduct is pure, and I am clean in God’s sight.”
But oh, that God would speak and open his lips to you,
and tell you the secrets of wisdom!
Know then that God exacts of you less than your guilt de-
serves.4? '

Like Eliphaz and Bildad, he also suggests that repentance is
the way to get back on God’s good side and bring about a rever-
sal of Job’s misfortune.

Not surprisingly, Job does not find much comfort in all of this.
He calls his friends “worthless physicians” and “miserable com-
forters.” About their wisdom and counsel, he says, “Your max-
ims are proverbs of ashes.”50

The central issue in the long section of the book reporting the
exchanges between Job and his friends is the inadequacy of con-
ventional wisdom. The friends are, of course, the voice of Israel’s
conventional wisdom. Their point of view, perhaps in hardened
form, is the conventional wisdom of the book of Proverbs: the
righteous will flourish; the wicked will wither. The friends draw
the obvious corollary: if you are not flourishing but withering,
you must be doing something wrong. Indeed, the friends are the
voices of conventional wisdom in other times and places as well:
if your life’s not going right, it’s your fault; if your life’s not
going right, fix it.

They also demonstrate the peril of quoting all parts of the
Bible as if they reflect God’s point of view. According to the
book of Job, what Job’s friends say at considerable length re-
flects a point of view that not only the character of Job and the
author reject, but that God also rejects.5! Conventional wisdom,
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whether biblical or secular, offers an inadequate explanation of
suffering; it fails to account for the way the world is ordered.

Job’s Dialogue and Encounter with God Throughout the long
central section, Job not only rejects the wisdom of his friends,
but expresses a strong desire to meet God face-to-face that he
might confront God with the unfairness of his suffering.

Job’s desire is granted, but the meeting turns out different
than he had imagined it. The last five chapters contain God’s an-
swer to Job, expressed in the most remarkable nature poetry in
the Hebrew Bible. God answers Job “out of the whirlwind.” In a
series of rhetorical questions, God displays the wonders of cre-
ation to Job: the foundations of the earth, the sea, the dwelling
place of light, the storehouses of snow and hail, the constella-
tions, clouds and rain and lightning, lions, mountain goats, deer,
the wild ass and wild ox, the ostrich, the war horse, the hawk and
the eagle, and ultimately the mythological sea monsters of Behe-
moth and Leviathan.52

The language is marvelous, the display magnificent. The effect
of the latter is twofold. On the one hand, the display speaks of
the absolute difference (though not distance) between the cre-
ator and the created. On the other hand, it speaks of the world
of undomesticated nature—the nonhuman world of creation be-
yond culture—as an epiphany or disclosure of God.

The display stuns Job into smallness and silence:

I am of small account; what shall I answer you?

I lay my hand on my mouth; I have spoken once,
and I will not answer;
twice, but will proceed no further.53

Then Job does speak to God one more time. His words are
the climax of the book:

I had heard of you by the hearing of the ear,
but now my eye sees you.5¢
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Deoes Job fear God for nothing? Have you not put a fence [a
positive image of protection] around him and his house
and all that he has, on every side? You have blessed the
work.of his hands, and his possessions have increased in the
land.3®

Satan then challenges God to a wager. Take away everything
Job has, he says, and see how faithful Job is then. God agrees,
and the wager is.on.*0

Job’s life of blessedness then ends. In two stages, Satan takes it
away. In stage one, Job’s flocks are all stolen or destroyed, most
of his servants are killed, and his children all die as a house col-
lapses on them. But Job’s response is.impeccable:

Naked I came from my mother’s womb; and naked shall I re-
turn there; the LORD gave, and the LORD has taken away;
blessed be the name of the LORD.#! :

In stage two, Satan (with God’s permission) goes after Job’s
own body, inflicting him with “loathsome sores from the sole of
his foot to the crown of his head.” His possessions gone, his chil-
dren dead, he is reduced to sitting among the ashes, scraping his
sores with a broken piece of pottery. But he remains faithful to
God: “Shall we receive the good at the hand of God and not re-
ceive the bad?” The narrator hardly needs to add, “In all of this,
Job did not sin with his lips.”42 God has won the wager. -

If we interpret the book of Job within the framework of the
question, “Why do the righteous suffer?” the answer provided
by the prologue is very.strange. Job’s suffering was caused by
something that happened completely “over his head”: a wager in
the-heavenly council between God and one of God’s servants. I
doubt that Job would have been impressed with this explana-
tion.. Neither should we be.

Rather, the prologue and the book have another purpose.
That purpose is expressed in the question Satan asks God: “Does
Job fear God for nothing?” The question is both provocative and
profound, and it signals the author’s probing of conventional
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wisdom. Why be religious? Why take God seriously? Is it because
“there’s something in it for me”?

That is the answer of conventional religious wisdom, ancient
and modern, Jewish and Christian, and as found in other reli-
gions. Follow #his way—it will take you to a good place, whether
internally or externally, whether in this life or the next. Its Chris-
tian forms are many: believe in God and Jesus and you’ll go to
heaven, or you’ll prosper, or you’ll have peace of mind, or yow’ll
be fulfilled. All of these turn taking God seriously into a means
to some other end. But Satan’s question leads us to reflect on
the central issue raised by the prologue: Is there such a thing as
religion unmotivated by self-interest? What would it mean to
take God seriously not as a means, but as the ultimate end?

The prologue has another purpose as well. It sets up the dia-
logue between Job and his friends that fills most of the poetic
main body.

Eliphaz, Bildad, and Zophar arrive at the end of the second

chapter; their purpose is to comfort Job. So shocked are they at
his miserable appearance that they sit on the ground with him in
silence for seven days. ’

The Poetic Dialogue between Job and His Comforters
The author has structured the poetic body of the book as a series
of interchanges between Job and his friends. Job speaks, then
Eliphaz; Job speaks, then Bildad; Job speaks, then Zophar; and
the cycle repeats itself three times. Though the language is often
magnificent, the content is quite repetitious. Rather than ex-
positing all three cycles, then, I will provide passages that illus-
trate the depths of Job’s suffering and questioning and the core
of his friends’ responses.

Job’s Torment The portrait of Job in the prologue is responsible
for the proverbial “patience of Job,” a phrase first used in the letter
of James in the New Testament.#3 As we turn now to the Job of
the poetic main body, we will see that he is anything but patient.

Job speaks first. His suffering is so great that he curses the day
he was born:
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Let the day perish in which I was born,

and the night that said, “A man-child is conceived.”
Let that day be darkness! . . .
That night—let thick darkness seize it!
Let it not rejoice among the days of the year. . . .
Yes, let that night be barren:

let no joyful cry be heard init. . . .
Why did I not die at birth,

come forth from the womb and expire? . ..
Why was I not buried like a stillborn child? . ..
For my sighing comes like my bread,

and my groanings are poured out like water.%4

Job’s suffering is relentless. Even sleep gives him no relief:
“When I lie down, I say, ‘When shall T arise?” But the night is
long, and I am full of tossing until dawn”. He accuses God of
giving him no rest:

When I say, “My bed will comfort me, my couch will ease my
complaint,” '
then you terrify me with dreams and terrify me with visions,
so that I would choose strangling and death rather than
this body. :
1 loathe my life. . . .
Will you not look away from me for a while,
let me alone until I swallow my spittle?
Why have you made me your target?4®

Job cannot understand why he is suffering. He knows that he
has done nothing to deserve this degree of torment and accuses
God of destroying the righteous as well as the wicked:

I am blameless; I do not know myself.
1 loathe my life.
It is all the same. Therefore I say, .
God destroys both the blameless and the wicked.
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' When disaster brings sudden death,
God mocks at the calamity of the innocent.

Then Job addresses God directly:

You know that I am not guilty,

and there is no one to deliver out of your hand.
Your hands fashioned and made me,

and now you turn and destroy me.*6

Job’s Friends® Responses Eliphaz, Bildad, and Zophar consis-
tently respond with the same refrain: you must have done some-
thing wrong. They defend the honor of God by reaffirming the
claim that God rewards the righteous and punishes the wicked.
Eliphaz says to Job:

Think now, who that was innocent has ever perished?
Or where were the upright cut off? -
As 1 have seen, those who plow iniquity

and sow trouble reap the same.

Eliphaz, who sees what is happening to Job as divine disci--

pline, offers his advice. If I were you, he says:

I would seek God, and to God I would commit my cause. . . .
God sets on high those who are lowly, -

and those who mourn are lifted to safety. . ..
How happy is the one whom God reproves;

therefore do not despise the discipline of the Almighty. . . .
We have searched this out; it is true.
Hear, and know it for yourself.47

Bildad makes the same point:

If you will seek God and make supplication to the Almighty, if
you are pure and upright, surely then God will rouse up for

s




178 THE HEBREW BIBLE

Seeing God is classical language for a mystical experience: an
intense, immediate experience of the sacred. In many traditions,
the “vision of God” is the peak experience of the religious quest.
Here, in the climax of the book, the author of Job presents the
character of Job as having a firsthand experience of the sacred. I
am persuaded that the author knew this kind of experience in his
own life. I have difficulty imagining how he could have written
the climax as he does if he had not.

The contrast between hearing and seeing is the key to the
book’s climax. What Job had heard was the conventional under-
standing of God-as conveyed by tradition. No doubt he had ac-
cepted it until his time of calamity began.55 Then it no longer
made sense to him, despite the fervent repetition of it by his
well-intentioned friends. It did not fit his experience, and he was
resolute enough not to agree with those who put it forward. But
his rejection of conventional wisdom called everything he had
once believed into question. Now, at the end of the book, he sees
God—he experiences the sacred. In the words of an older trans-
lation, “But now my eye beholds you.”

Job’s experience of God gave him no new answers or explana-
tions for the problem of suffering. But his experience convinced
him that God was real in spite of the human inability to see fair-
ness in the world. ,

His experience of God changed him: “Therefore I melt into
nothingness, and repent in dust and ashes,” he said. As his old
construction of the world (and himself) melted away, he “re-
pented”—that is, he changed.56

A century ago, William James made a distinction that perfectly
illuminates the climax of the book of Job. The most brilliant and
influential American psychologist and philosopher of his day
(and brother of the novelist Henry James), James distinguished
between secondhand and firsthand religion. Secondhand reli-
gion is religion as learned from others. It is religion as a set of
teachings and practices to be believed and followed—in other
words, religious conventional wisdom. Firsthand religion is the
religion that flows from the firsthand experience of God. At the
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end of the book of Job, the main character moves from second-
hand religion—from what he had learned—to firsthand religion:
“I had heard of you with the hearing of the ear, but now my eye
beholds you.”

Secondhand religion as religious conventional wisdom is not
bad. It can and does produce good. The Spirit of God can and
does work through it. Indeed, secondhand religion can be a
sacrament of the sacred. But it is not the same as firsthand reli-
gion. The experience of the sacred shatters and transforms sec-
ondhand religion. . '

This distinction also helps us to understand the dialogue and
conflict within ancient Israel’s wisdom tradition. Israel’s conven-
tional wisdom, as seen in the cumulative effect of the book of
Proverbs, is secondhand religion: religion as an orderly set of
teachings about how things are and how things go. The alterna-
tive voice of Israel’s wisdom—the wisdom of Job and Ecclesi-
astes—is grounded in the experience of God.

The conflict within Israel’s wisdom tradition is one of two
major conflicts within the Hebrew Bible. The other we have al-
ready seen: the conflict between the imperial theology of Egypt
and exodus theology, between the royal theology of Israel’s
monarchy and the message of Israel’s prophets. The New Testa-
ment, to which we now turn, continues the story of these con-
flicts. It does not resolve them, however; if anything, it intensifies
them. It also names the central tensions and conflicts that run
through subsequent Christian history.

NOTES

1. The most accessible introduction to Israel’s wisdom literature is Kathleen
M. O’Connor, The Wisdom Literature (Wilmington: Michael Glazier,
1988). Other books I have found especially helpful are James Crenshaw,
Old Testament Wisdom: An Introduction, rev. ed. (Louisville: Westminster _
John Knox, 1998); Roland Murphy, The Trez of Life: An Explovation of Bib-
Yical Wisdom Literatuve, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1996); Roland
Murphy and Elizabeth Huwiler, New International Biblical Commentary:
Proverbs, Ecclesinstes, Song of Songs (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1999); Leo
Perdue, Wisdom and Creation: The Theology of Wisdom Literature
(Nashville: Abingdon, 1994).
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2. FBora persuasive argument that Isracl’s wisdom tradition is centered in God
as creator, see Leo Perdue, Wisdom and Creation (Nashville: Abingdon,
1994).

3. Usually abbreviated as either “Sir.” or “Ecclus.” Note how close the latter is
to the common abbreviation of Ecclesiastes: “Eccles.”

" 4. Prov. 1.7. : ‘ :

5. Prov. 3.13-18. She is first introduced in 1.20-33, where she speaks like a
prophet.

6. Prov. 8.22-23. The poem, which continues through v. 31, stresses

. Wisdom,/Sophia’s presence with God at the creation: “When there were no
depths, I was brought forth. . .. Before the mountains had been shaped . ..
when God established the heavens, I was there,” and so forth.

7. Prov. 9.4-6; the banquet passage begins in 9.1.

8. Other primary texts in the Jewish wisdom tradition: Sir. 24; Wisd. of Sol.
7.7-8.16, esp. 7.22-8.1, and chap. 10.

9. For my chapter-length treatment of Sophia imagery and its application to
Tesus, see Meeting Jesus Agnin for the First Time (San Francisco: HarperSan-
Francisco, 1994), chap. 5.

10. See the seduction scenario in Prov. 7.6-23. Other relevant texts: 2.16-19,
5.3-14.

11. For her banquet, see Prov. 9.13-18; the invitation is in 9.16.

12. Prov. 8.35-36. ’ '

13. Prov. 7.25-27. See also 2.16-19, 5.3-14, 9.18.

14. The first unambiguously clear affirmation of an afterlife is in Daniel (see
chap. 12), a book commonly dated around 165 BCE. .

15. For a masterful exposition of how this proverb works, see John Dominic
Crossan, In Fragments: The Aphorisms of Jesus (San Francisco: Harper and
Row, 1983), pp. 12-13. . '

16. Notably Prov. 22.17-24.22, a collection that borrows freely from an Egyp-
tian wisdom text known as the Instruction of Amenemiope.

17. Prov: 31.10-31. An acrostic poem ‘is one in' which' each line begins with a
successive letter of the alphabet (in this case, of course, the Hebrew alpha-
bet). :

18. Matt. 25.31-46. The major point of the parable: whatever is done “for the
least of these” (the hungry, thirsty, strangers, naked, sick, imprisoned) is
done to Jesus.

19. Becles. 1.2, immediately following the superscription of the book; 12.8,
ending Qoheleth’s words and preceding the brief epilogue probably added
by an editor.

20. Eccles. 1.12-2.26.

21. Eccles. 1.14,17;2.1, 11, 15,17, 19, 21, 23, 26.

22. Eccles. 7.15, 8.14,9.11. -

23. Bccles. 4.1.

24. Eccles. 4.2-3.

25. Eccles. 3.19-20.

26. Eccles. 9.12. See also 8.8: “No one has power over the day of death.”

27. Eccles. 2.14-17. ’

Reading Isvael’s Wisdom Again 181

28. Eccles. 9.1-3.

29. Echoing Eccles. 1.15. Elizabeth Huwiler; New International Biblical Com-
mentary: Proverbs, Ecclesinstes, Song of Songs (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson,
1999), p. 159, comments that for Qoheleth, human experience is not
“meaningful, controllable or predictable.” She adds, as I also will, that for
Qoheleth human well-being and enjoyment are nevertheless possible.

30. Eccles. 2.24, 3.12-13, 9.7-10. White garments and the act of anointing
one’s head with oil are associated with festive meals. See also 3.22, 5.18-20,
and 8.15.

31. Eccles. 9.10.

32. Eccles. 3.1-8.

33. Eccles. 7.2, 4.

34. Eccles. 12.1-8. Though the first verse is commonly translated “Remember
your Creator in the days of your youth,” several commentators note that the
Hebrew word translated as “creator” more likely means “grave” or “cis-
tern” (as 2 metaphor for “grave”).

35. Eccles. 9.7-10.

36. Thus I hear Qoheleth’s wisdom as positive and not as unrelieved pessimism.
For an equally positive reading, see Kathleen O’Connor, The Wisdom Liter-
ature (Wilmington: Micahel Glazier, 1988), pp. 114-33; see her note 6 on
p- 123 for a citation of negative readings.

37. Cited by Samuel Terrien in The Interpreter’s Bible (New York: Abingdon,
1954), vol. 3, p. 877.

38. Job 1.6-12. Quoted passage is v8.

39. Job 1.9-10.

40. Job 1.11.

41. The first calamities are narrated in Job 1.13-22. Quoted words are from
1.21. .

42. The second stage is described in 2.1-10. Quoted words are from vv. 7, 10.

43. James 5.11.

44. His first speech is in chap. 3. Quoted passages are from vv. 3-4, 6-7, 11,
16, 24.

45, From Job’s second speech, chaps. 6-7. Quoted passages are from 7.4,
13-16, 19-20.

46. From Job’s third speech, chaps. 9-10. Quoted passages are from 9.21-23,
10.7-8. '

47. From Eliphaz’s first speech, chaps. 4-5. Quoted passages are from 4.7-8;
5.8,11,17,27.

48. From Bildad’s first speech, chap. 8. Quoted passages are from vv. 5-6, 20.

49. From Zophar’s first speech, chap. 11. Quoted words are from 11.2-6; sub-
sequent section on repentance and the reversal of fortune it will bring is
from vv. 13-21.

50. Job 134, 16.2,13.12.

51. Explicitly in Job 42.7.

52. Job 38.1-41.34. The display is interrupted by a brief dialogue between God
and Job in 40.1-5; then it resumes.

53. Job 40.4-5.
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54. Job 42.5.
55. Explicitly affirmed in chap. 29, esp. vv. 18-20.
56. Job 42.6. English translations'commonly read “I despise myself” instead of
- “T melt into'nothingness.” But the latter phrase better expresses the mean-
" ing. The meaning of the final line, “I repent in dust and ashes,” is difficult
to express. It does not mean that Job finally realized he was guilty of great
 sins after all; minimally; it means that the experience changed Job.
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Gunther Bornkamm, Jesus of Nazareth

Chapter 3: Jesus of Nazareth

1. Nature of the soruces does mnot permit us to paint a biographical picure of
life of Jeus against the gackground of the history of his people and
his age. :

2. We can draw a rough outline of his 1fe and his work.

—with John the Baptist

—enough from his Jewish background: birth, parents; brothers

—last decisive trnign point in his life: togo to Jersalem with his
disciples in order to cofnrotn thepele thre withis message in face
of the ocming Kingodm of God.

—at the endof htis road is his death on the cross.

These meagre, indisputable facts comprise a very great deal.

PICTURE-OF WORLD JESUS WAS BORN INTO

1. Past and future, detrmine in a unique way the thought, exp and hopes of
Jewwish peple.
This peole finds its God and itslef in the past, in whcih its life
and character were given to it
and in the future, in which its life and its charcter are to bve
restored to it.

It knows no other security. Nothing in the?%esent.
It knows its sole task as that of guarding faithfully this past.
and this future.
RThus the world in which Jesus appears is a world between past and
future; it is so stormgly jdentified with the one andwith the
other that, accoridng to Jewish faith, the immediate preent is
practicallynon—existent.

The whole of life is cuaght in a network of sacred traditoms.
pthpt-Everypne has his palce within a strucutre detemrined and ordered by the
law and promise of god.
tEEerever lvies up to this diven system can claim etenral salvation;
whoever does not is rejected.

All time is tiem between, and as such it is a time of stewrdshi, founded
in God's desion of the past and ooking forwad to God's decison in
the future, which mean salvaiton or destruciton for each omne.

We can now udnerstand the strange picure presented by the historial milieu in
which Jeus lived.
It is comparable to a %31 hardend and bvarren thru its age-long history an
tradtion, yet a velcanic, eruptivegournd, out of hwose cracks and
crevices braks forth agan and again the fire of a burning expectation.

This world comes alive and is immediately present in the story of Jeusus,

as told by the wrtier of th Gospels.
All the cahrcters who encoutner Jesus bear the stamp ofthis world: the
priest, scribe, PHarisee, publica, rich, oor, leahtly, sick, rightoeus
and inner.

Yet all the cahrcters, hoewver grat thier diversity, present a very human

appearnce. In thier encoutner wth Jesusp—they come to htis amazing event,
their meetingiwth Jesus, as fully rela peopole.
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Jesus belogns to this world.
Yet in the midst of it he is unmistakable otehrmess.
This is the secret of his influence and his rejection.

He is a prophet of rthe xcoing kingdom of God
Yet he is. in no way completley cotnaned in this category and differs
from customary ways of a prophet.

Prophet has to produce his credentails; Jesus enver speaks of his
calling

He is a rabbi; but a different kind of rabbi.

he does not only teach in synagaogues, but also in open field, on lake,
duirng his wanderings. And his follwers are a strnage crowd.

Aove all, his manenr of tahcing differs prfoundly form that of other
rabbis.
A rabbi is an interpreter of Scritprue. This leds autority to his office.
Jesus tacing never consits merley in intp of authroitatively given
. sacred ext. The rality of God and autority of his willare always dirctly
present and are fulfilled in hm.

Many of his teacigns: men do not light a lamp and put it under a bushel
(Matt 15)..Jesus drws into the service o fhis message the world of nature
and life of man; everydya esps whicheveyron knows an sarees,witout using the
established sturucutre of sacred tadtions and texts.

Listener is never obliged to look for premise which wuld give meaning to
Jesus' tahcing.

hthis directness is part of the picture of ‘trhe historial Jesus.
-he ears the stamp of htis dirctrness right formthe vrey gegigning
—the imemdiate present is the hallmark of allth e words of Jeus, of his
appearnce andh hsiacitons.
This directness lvies vbetwen past and future.

TO MAKE THE REALITY OF GOD PRESENT

this is the essentail mysteyr of Jesus.

This making presmet ofthe reaity of God signifies teh end of the world im
which it takes place.

This is why the scribes and Pharisees rebel, because theysee Jesus
teaching as a revolutioanry attack upon law and traditon.

This is why the demons. cry out, becuase they sense an inroads ulpon
thiker sphere of power "before the time" (Mt 8:29)

TRhis is why is. own peple think him mad (Mk 3:21).
But this is also why the peole marvel and the saved praise God.
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CHAPTER 4. THE DAWN OF THE KINGDOM OF GOD
"Now after John was arrested, Jesus came into Galilee, preaching the
gosepl of God, and saing: 'The time is fulfilled, and teh kingdom of God is at h:
hand; repent and believe in the gospel Mk 1:14ff) :
(::’ From that time Jesus began to prach saying, "Repent, for the kingdom
of heaven is at hand. Mt 4:17.

Mark in language oe first Christian mission

Matthew in language of first Jewish-Christian community (kingdom of heaven
instead of Kindom of God.
no diffrence in substance: God's kingdom is near. That is the core of
Jewsus messae.

WAHT IS MEANT BY THE KINGDOM OF GOD?
1. Yahweh's kingdom is praised in the psalms 145
All thy works shall give thanks to thee, O Lord; and all they saitns shall
bless thee
They shall speak of the glory of thy kingdom and tell of thy power
Thy kindom is an everlasitng kigndom, and they dominion endures
throuhout all generatisons

Every year the ancietn Israelites celebrated in thier worship Yahweh's
enthronemetn, his ascending to be king of all naitons, his victory over
al his enemies. Psalm xlvii, xciii, xcvi, et)
(s ok
2. Kingdom is alsoan expresson of hope.

The revelaiton of kigndom of God is very essence of hope, which will
find its fulfilment only at the end of tiem.

It is still hidden, still held back, the pweors of evil-—-tribulation

!t:, sin and death—-—are still in control, but the hope of the apearing og

God's kidnogms holds firmly and unerringly to a beleif in his vicotry and
to the certainty of his promise. '

Upon this hope.is bulit the certianty that God is the Lord of this
puzzling world, and willnto always remain afar off, but will revelal
himself nad vidcate his word.

3. Jesus message lives by this same certainty.
For him, to, God's kingodm means God's future and vicotry, overcoing the
powers of devil, a shift form this aeon to the next.
Blessed are you poor: for ours is the kingdom of God
Blessed are you that hunger now; for ou shall be satisfied
. Blessdd are you taht weep now: for you shall laught. Luke 6:20f

Immediately, however, the strikign thing about his preacihg in contrast
to the hopes of the Jews emerges.
No a word does he say eit her to confirm or renw the antioanl
-hopes of his people.

He refuses to anve anting to do with th jolitical Messianic
movt of the Zealots.

His message is much mroe clsely aliled to the apocalyptic, cosmic exepctations
of his day.
Jesus, too, speaks of the day of judgment, soon to dawn violentlay, of
!:j) the end of this world, of the coming of the Son of man, Judge of trhe
World (Mark 8:38; 13:24f)

And yet here, contrast between his message and lae Jewish apocalypticis, is dep a
fundamental. Latter: extravagant flgihts of fancy.
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Jesus gosepk is remakrable for a distinct reticence.
It is not given to any man to know the day and the hour.

q:j’ That is why he refuses to depict in dtail the future world, with its
terrors and its joys.

The only ting that coutns: taht God will reign.

This is the first peculairty of his message.
Its real indvidaulity lies inthe directness——in NT langauge: the aut

~ authroity—-with wich Jesus procais that the kingdom if near and calls for
covnersion.

The kingodm of God is alerady dawning.
Now is the hour of hwich the prohets promsie told: The vblind recive

thier sightg and the alme wlak, lepers are clenses dna deaf hear.
Matthew 11:5

It is happenign now in Jesus words and deeds.
God's vicotry over Satan takes place inhis words and deeds.
and it is in them that the signs of this victory are erected.

"Bit if it is by the ifnger of god that I cast out demons, then the
kingdom of God has come upon you. Luke 11:20

"Kingdom of God is in the midst of you" (Luke 17:20f)

But the sign is not the ting itself.

He himsefl in his own person neither replces nor excludes the kindgom
of Gd, which remains the one theme of his message.

0 2. THE HIDDENNESS OF GOD"S REIGN
1. God's reign is hidden from us, and must be blived and understood in its
hiddenness.

Hidden in the everyday world of the present time,
where no one is aware of what is alrady taking palce.

Of this Jesus speaks in his parables of the kingdom of God.

JEUSUS PARABLES

1. Rabbis use parables to calrify a point inthier teacig and explain the semnse
of a written passage.

Bjt nos so with Jeuss.

2. For him, the parables are the preaching itself
and are not merley erving the purpose of a lesson.
He uses paralbes at making thigns clear.

They make use of the familar world, with all that goe on in the 1lfie
of nat ure and of man.

3. It starts with "which of you..."
it is alwaysa question aimed staight at the hearer himself.
no presuppositon about the hearer. Just him. Thus the hearer is

gripped just where he really is, and the strongest apeeal made
to his understadning.

THE MYSTERY OF THE K KGINDO OF GOD
0 1. And yet in the paragle a msyeyr lies hidden.
teh mystery of the Kingdom of god.

2. This is what is spoken of in the two parables of the msutard seed and
the leaven. Mt. 13:31-33.
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Mustard seed, smallest of all seeds; yet a tree grows from it and the birds
of the air seek shelter in it and nest in it.

Peasant-woman puts only a little lecven in dought, and yet is is
O sufficient to leaven three mesures of meal, which makes a meal for over
one hundred and fifty hungry mouths.

Conclusion: the end comes form the beqginnig.
God's kindgom comes in concealment. A sower goes otu to sow, and his seed
falls by the waysdie, but other seeds fell into good soil and increase yiel

These parables attempto to show: Kingodm comes thru man's effort.
But by itself.
"THE KINGODM OF God is as if a man should scatter seed uon the ground,
and should sleep and rise night and day, and the seed should sprout and gro
‘up, heknows not how. The earth produces of itself, first the blade, |
then the ear, ten the full grain in the ear. Mark 4:26ff).
It is not man's work and effort that bring but the kindgom.
No, jsut as the earth "of itslef" birngs forth furit so the kingdom
. comes by its own power alome. -

We are alwys brought back to this same feature:
the hiddeness, the insignifcance of the beginnig, in hiwch the promise of
what is two come is neverthesss imbedded.

So the bqulning of te kingdom of god is an insighnifcant event in
this time and world. Within tihs time and world it sets an end to both.
For the new worldof god is already at work. p. 74

Warning:
!!j’ if you interpret signs and say, "look there, look here Luke 27:20; Mark
13:21. wants to know too much, vbut is fudnamentally in error about
God and himself.

THE BEATITUTDES, "Blessed are the Poor"
Jesus Beatitudes are nto wisdom saylngs but, like the word of a prophet,
theyare a summons and a promise.

Who are those that are addressed? Blessed are tyou poor, for ours is the
kingdom of God (Lk 6:20; Mt v.3

Since the dauys of the prophets and psalms, "poverty" and "mourning" have had
: thier place i hisotry of Jeiwsh piety. o
Oen group after another cliazmed tem for thier own, to distinguish
thmsleves form the impious and to make sure of God's goodwill toward
tghemslves.

But that ist mnot the group that Jesus. pints to.

As Jesus uses the wrods, poverty and humility have thier original meaning.
THE POR AND THEY THAT MORun are thsoe who have nothing to expect from
the wrold, but who expect everynt from God.
They lok towards God and also cast thesmvles upon God, intheir lvies and in
thie atittude they are beggars before God.

These are people wo are dirvent to the very end of the world and its
possiblitlies: trhe poor, woho do not fit in to the strutucre
O of the world and therfore are rjected by the world; _
—the mourner, for wom the world hlds no comnsolation
—the humble who no lo gner extract recogntion form world
—hungry and thirsty wh canot lvie witout righteoenss that God
alone can promse and proivde
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—the merciful, who witout asking abut rights, open their hears to another

—peacxemakers, who ovrcome might and power by reconcilaiton

-rightoeus, wo are mot equal to the evil ways of the woprld

—-finally the persecuted wh o wtih scorn and pains of deat,are cast bdily out
of the world.

See what God is doing:
GOD WAITS BEYOND THE limit, or rather he no longer waits, but comes to
those who wait for him.
THOUGH HIS KINDGOM BE IN THE FUTUre; yet it breaks even now like a ray of
light uvon tthe darkenss of the oppressed, with "BLESSED AREYOQU."

THE BLESSED Are not enteirng heaven. Menas: GODS KINGDOM COMES TO you.

ALL the beatitudes are directed towards the coming kingdom of GOPD ANd
embraced in ome idea, that God wills to be present with us and will
be with us all.

It is a happening, an event, the gracious action of God.
God will comfort tem; God will satsify tehem, be merciful tot them,
call them his children. he will give them the earth for their inheritance,
will allow them to see hisface; for thier good he will admmsiter his
kingdom. This, his Kingdom is near.
TEREFOR THIS IS A TIEM OF JOYAnd the tie for mourning is past.
Mark 2:19

IN JESUS DAY,-there were band define by stadnars of raditoanl belif.
—ancient convicton that poele of Isreal wre sole objectg of hocie and
promise hda been quesitoned in late Judaism for some time.

—it still existss——even up to the time of growth of CHRISTINA CHRUCH.

—Grups as "Pious", the "SEPARATE" (Pharisees, the “CHIDLREN OF THE
LIFGHT, the"CONGREATON OF THE COVENANT" all sharply divided
form one antoehr...all tired to form the "holy remmant"

Jesus preacing begrays not a trace of all this group.
He does mot gahter ogether the holy and the good, but he is ™A FRIEND
of tax colelctors and sinners (Mt 11:19)

THE MEANTNG BEHIND JEUS SITTING WITH TAX COLELCTOS?SINNERS
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MEANING OF JEUS SITiNG AT TAGLE WITH TAX COLELCTORS AND SINNERS

Thjios called for the mocking and derisive words: "Behold, a glutton and a
drunkard, a friend of tax colelctors and sinners (Mt 11:19)

i form of intimacy.
1. Eating with others is for the Jew the clsoest .
Ther is a natural conenction here with quesitons of homour. That is why th
the quson of whom one invites; to wom threofe one shows this honour,
and how one palces the guests at talbe (Lk 14:7-14) is so important

2. Jeus parables show that the felowship Of the table is, a symbol of.the
closest fellwoship with God, and apicture of that joyful age brought by
the Messiah (Mt. 8:11; Mk 2:15ff

So there can be no dobu that Jeus earlthy fellwohsp with tax colelctors
and sinner has also a storng neconenction with his preacing
of the comgn of the kingdom of God

Story of the healing of the paralytic Jesus says to the sick man: -

"My son, our sins are forgivme." Wny are his opponenes enraged at t?ls.

Not bucase he expresses the idea of the ove of God and the hop? of his mercy,
but cuase he is doing what is God's prerogative. "Why does this man speak
thus? It is blasphemy. Who can forigve sins but God aloen? Mark 2:7)

REPENTANCE AND READINESS (The Callof the Hour) page 82

Jesus call to repentance opens up quite a new horzizon. It is heard in view
of the dawning of the kingdom of God. This gives it its reason and its
ultimate urgency.

"Repent, for the kingdom of heavnen is at hand. Mt 3:2; 4:17)

Repentance now means: to lay hold on the salvation which is alared at hand,

and to give up everyting for it. "The kigndom of heavn is like treeasure
hidden in a field, which a man found and covered up; then in his joy he goes and
sells all tat he has and buys taht field.

Again trhe kigndom of heaven is like a merchant in search of fine pearls, who,
on finidng one pearl f of great value, went and solsd all that he had and

bought it. Mt  13:44-46.

Repentane now means: no longer to make excuses with a tousnad toherwise cogent
reasomn, like the guests who were first invited to the supper; but

to acept the ivnietiaton, to set out, to come. Lk 14:16; Mt22:1ff)

This very call to repentace speaks, too of a decison and an action on God's
part firs,t which comes before all aciton and decison on the part of men.

To accept the invitaiton, to ris eup, to come——that means, of course, :
renunciation, giving up all , offeirng up his life: "Whoeer seeks to gain his 1ife
will lose it, bt whoever loses his life with preerve it. Luke 17:33)
If your eye causes you tos in, pluck it out and throw it from you. Mt 18:8f

|
Salvation and repentace, have now changed palces. Jewish ways: repentace is the
first ting. Now repetnace comes by means of grace. Tjopser who sit at the table
of the rich lord are the poor, the cirppples, the blind and lame.

Repentance, means, humbling oneself before God. "For everone who exaltshimself
will be h mbled, and he who huumbles himself shAll be exalted. Lk 14:11x
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CHAPTER 8. READING THE GOSPELS AGATN

Move from Hebrew Bible to the N.T.
—far more continutiy between the two than later division between the
Judaism and Chx suggests.

-not only is Hebrew Bible part of Christain Bible, but it was
the sacred scripture for Jesus, his folwers, early Christian
movemnt and autors of NT.

For all of them, the Hebrew Bible provided the lanauage of the sacred
imagiantion
that place within psyche in which images of God, God/relationship,
God/hman relatiosnhip reside.

They grew up with Hebrew Bkble and throughout thir lives lived within the
symbolic unvierse comstitued by its words, iamges and storeis.
It shaped thier identity and htier vison, thier semnse of who they were
and their way of seeing, as indivduals and as a community.

Jesus and his early follwoers were all Jewish and saw thesmelves as doing
domething within Judaism, not as foudning a reigon sepaete from Jdudaims.
Paul di dnot regrd himself as covmerting to a new rleigon,
but saw himself as a Jew allof his life.

The word "Christianity" does not occur in the NT.

%)

Yet, a "parign/ of the ways" began to beocme visble near the end of the

first century. Wiy
Several facotrs accoutned for the vidiosn:
—gentile covnersts who 1idid not beocm Jewish
~Roman percpetions of Christian movt as a mnew relgion separte from
Judaism.
A majority of Christians were stillJewish in origin as late
as the middle of third century.

Thus we udnerstand the NT best when we se eit witin the world of first—century

Judiasm, including the wya that world was shaped by the Hebrew Bible.
And we udnerstand early Chx best when we see it as away of being Jewish.

HISTORICAL TRANSITION

1. Jewish people regained thier natioanl independence in 164 BCE after a heroic
war of revolt agianst the Hellenisic Eempire of Antiochus Epiphanes.
The book of Daniel, the latest book in Hebrew Bile, was written
shortly befoe the revolt.

The books of the Maccabees, Jewish documetns in the Chrisitan Apocrypha
but not in Hebrwe Bible, tell sotr of revol and its aftermath.

2. Independence lasted only a cpetry, owever.
In63 BCE, the Jewish omeland was incorpoated into the Roman Empire.
Roman impeiral conrol was administered for awhile by "client kings"
appoited by rome.
The most famous of hese was Herod the Great, who became king in
37 BCE. AT his death”in 4 BCE, his kindom was divided into three
Roamn rule thru prefecrts, r govenrnors, sent from Rome
Th mos tfamous of these was Pontnus Pilarte, perfect from 26 to
36 CE.
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3. During these centuries, great majority of Jews did not live in Jewish
homeland itself,but in the Diaspora (outside of Palestine.)
807 or more lived in Diaspora.

4, Number of jews living in homeland: estiamted at about one million,
whereas four to sic million lived in Diaspora.

5. In the Jewish homeland itself, the first cnetury was a restife and violent
time.
The violence took several forms:
—there wsa the insttional and strucutral violence of Herodian and
Roman rule, inclidng economic and taxaton policies
that depirved mroe and mroe Jewish peasants of thier
ancewtrral landholidns and drove them itno severe poverty,
—there ws the vilenc eof soical bandit,s groups of jews who
attacked and robbed Roamns and welathy of thier own people.]

There was also the violence of armed revoltuiaonry movts.
-In 4 BCE, when Herod the Great died, armed revotls broke out
in most parts of his kinodmg, incding Galilee.

Roman reprisal was quike and brtaul.
Sepphoris, capitalor Galile was burned to the ground and
many of survivors were sold into slavery.

Revolutionary volence simmered througout much of the first
centyr CE, culminating inthe catatrsophic war of revotl agianst
Rome in 66. ,
The Roamns brutaally recongered the Jewish homeland and
destryed Jerusalem and the temple in 70. Witht he
destrcuiton of temple, Jewish sacrifcialworshp ceased.
The temple was never rebuilt, and Judaism changed forver.

an introduciton to the new testament
1. Mosst of 27 docuemtns NT were written between 50 Ce and end of first cnetury.
althoguh a few were written from early to middle second cnetury.
NT writte in one hundre years or less and is the literature of a
sectarian movt numbering only a ewn thousnad people. (7,500)

27 "books" of NT.
2 are only a page long; longest 40 pages.

Documetns fall into 4 cagegores:
—largest is letters of epistles (21, 13 of them to Paul)
-next largest category is gosepels (four)
-last two cateoreis are rpesented by one book each:
—apocalypse (Revelation or APOSlypse of John)
~last is hisotry of movemt (ACrs of Apopstles, or simply Acts)

AN INTRODUCITON TO THE GOSPELS

I. Jesus lived in first third of first century. Born around 4 BCE,
he was executed by Roamns aorund year 30 CE

2. Gospels written in last hid of 1lst cnetury, between 65 and 100 CE
Mark earliest. Names were nt assigned to these
writings until someitme in second cnetury.

3. Historical Jesus and Canonical Jeuss.(after Easter Christ)
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1. Matthew and Luke both used gospel of Mark, incorporating mosts of Mark's
material as well as his narrative strucutre of the publci activity of
Jesus:
a iriod of teaching and healing in Galilee in the north of the coutnry

followed by a journey south to Jerusalmem and death, all occuring within
one year.

2. Matthew and Luke also used an early colleciton of Jesus teacings known
as IIQII .

1. written around 70 CE, the year that Jerusalem and the temple were

reconquered and destroyed by Roman Empire as the Jewish war of revolt
led to its virtually inevitable climax.
That event casts its shadow on  gospel.

Apocalyptic Eschatology
1. See the impact of war and its climax especially in 13th chapter of
Mark.
The chapter begins with a warning of temple's destruciton.
"Do you see these great buildings? Not one stone will be left here
upon another, all will be thrown down."

What will happen to temples will be followed by suffering "such as has
not been from the beginning of creaiton.”

Then in language that refer to second coing of Jesus, the Jesus of
Mark speaks of "the Son of Man coming in clouds with great power
and glory."

When will this happen? Soon.

Thus Mark viewed the events of 70--the suffering of the final

stages of the war, the destruciton of Jerusalme and the temle--as
signs that "the end" was athand.

In short, Mark's gospel has an apocalyptic eschatolgoy. "Truly, I tell
you, thre are some stadning here who will not taste death until they see
the kingdom of God coming with power.

Jesus' Inaugural Scene

The imminence of the kingdom of God is theme of Jesus brief inaugural address
in Mark:

"the tiem is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God is at hand.
Repent and believe in the good news."

Mark's emphasis on the imminence of kingdom, accoutn for little of his gospel.
Instead, much of his gospel is about antoehr majro theme: the way—-—
the "way" or "path" or "eoad" of follwoing Jesus.

Mark opens with a citation from Isaiah 40: "In the wildermess, prepare the way of the
Lord."
The language takes us back to the exile: the gospel of Mark is about a way
of return from exile. The way of return is the way of Jesus.

The story of Jesus journey from GAlilee to Jerusalme is filled with
teacing about the "way" of discileship. That way leads to Jerusalme,
the place of confrotnation with domination system, death, and resurreciton.

As Jesus jourensy o is way, he solemnly spaks three tiems of his own
impendin death and resurrction and afer each invites his disciles to

follow him. For Mrak, the “say" of Jesus is the path of death and
resurreciton.
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The word "Repent"
The way of return comencts to the "Repent"
0 Repentance here does not mean contrition for sin.
Rather, its meanign is rooted inthe exile story: to repent is to
return from exile.
To conenct taht concept back to kingdom of God language: to repent
to embrak on the joruney of return—-is to enter the kingdom of God.

Thus, for Mark, the canonical Jesus calls his follwoers to the way of cross.
the path of death anad resureciton.
The way of Jesus——the way of repentance and rturn from exile——
involves dying t an old way f bieng and bieng born into a enw wya of being

MATTHEW

1. Content poitns to a later-first centurycommunity of Christian Jews in
conflcit with other Jews.
Matthew is both the most Jewish and the most hostile to Judaism.

Hostility to Judaism
1. Jews are referred toa s if separate from Matthew's community.
Matthew intensified Jesus' critcism of scirbes and Pharisees by turning
it into invective. In a lengthy chapte rof condemantion, the
formula "Woe to ouou, scirbes and Pharisees, hypocrites" is sued six times
and scribes and Pharisees are called "blind guides" "blind fools" "ser
serpents and "brood of vipers.

2, To Mark's version of parable of wicked tenants, Mattehew adds a verse
‘!!’ addressed to ledrs of the Jeiwsh peole: "The kingodm of God will be taken
away form you and given to a nation (or peole) producing the fruits of it."

He assigsn responsilbity for Jesus condmenation to the Jewish crowd
and their descendants.

3. The intensity of conflict with Judaism in Matthew reflects the situation

of his community.

After the Roman reconquest of the Jewish homeland, the surviors sought to

consolidate and preserve Jewish idntity in spite of loss of the temple.
Along with the Torah, the temple had been one of the two ceneters of
Jewish prctce and identity. Soon afte rhte temple's destruciton,
the jewish community began to ostracize Jews who followed Jesus
as the messiah, claiing that they were no longer ture Jews.

One of Matthew's central cocnerns is to claim the opposit e:
that his community of Christian Jews is fathful to the tradtions
of Israel. e

Continuity with Judaism
1. Matthew does this by emphasizing continutiy with Jeish tradition.
He quotes Hebrew BVible more than any ohte rgospel-writer.
He quote forty tiems iwth an explicit phrase such as "t is written"
another 21 tiems witout such a phrase.
He traces Jesus genealogy back to Abraham, father of Jewish people
He reports that Jesus dring his lifeitme restricted his mission to Jews
0 : and ordered his discples to do the same.

2. In a saying found in Matthew aloen, Jewsus is said to affirm th endruign
validity of the Law and the Propehts.
"Do mot htink that I have come to abolish teh alw or the proplhets; I
have not come to abolish but to fulfill. Matthew: 5:17-18
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1. He gathers the teacing of Jesus inot five major blocks of mateiral and
concludes each with a similar formula: "When Jewus had finished saing
these tigns...."

The arrangement of Jesus teaching inot five blocks calls to mind the
five books of the PEntateuch.

2. In presenting the story of Jesus birth, Mattahew echoes the story of Moses
birth.
Just as life of Moses was threatneed by Pharao'h's command that all male
Hebrew babies be killed, so Jesus life as an infant is threatened by King
Herod's command that all male infants in area of Bethelemn are to be
Killed.

Mattahew's menaing is clear. Jeus is like Moses, Herod is like Pharaoh,
and what is happenign in and thru Jesus is like a new exodus.

Jesus' Inaugural Scene
1. The Moses typology is also reflected in Jesus' inaugural address.
Matthew condenses and slightly changes Mark's advance summary of Jesus
message to "Repent, for the kingdom of Heaven is at hand." Matth 4:17

2. Sermon on the Mount...distsicntive about Jesus inauguraladdress in Matthew.
Thee chaptrers long, five bloocks of Jesus teacings.
Called "sermon on the MOutn" seeing the crowds, Jesus went up on the
mountian and taught them.
Why does Matthew set teachings on a mounain? Dong so fits his Moses
typology: just as Moses ascended Mt. Sinai to rceive the Torah,
so Jesus now goes up on a mountain to dleiver his teaching.

The five bloics is like the five books of Moses.

LUKE-ACTS 199

1. Gospel of Luke is the first volunme of a two volume work, second of which
is the book of Acts.

2. Luke's gospel narrates Jesus mission to the Jewish peole in the Jewish
homeland; Acts descirbes the sprad of ealry christianity into
the Roman Empire beond the Jewish hoemlad, beginning with Jews of Diaspora
and soon inclding a mission to Gentiles as well.

The gospel begisn and ends in Jeursalem; Acts begins in Jerusalmen and ends
in Rome. Movmetn: from Jerusalem to rome.

The Spirit: Promise and Fulfillment
1. Central to LUke's themaitc construciton is repeated emphasis on the
Spirit of God.
Matrthew and Mark speak of Spriit, but Luke does soe ven more ofen.

Frist two cahpters of Luke narrate Jesus cocnpetion by Sprit, but also repor
that Elizabeth and Zechariah (parents of John the GBaptizer)
are filled with Holy S;irit, as is the aged Simeon.

2. Like Matthew and Mark, Luke reports Spirit descended upon Jeus at his
baptism and led him into the wildnermess.
Then Luke adds antoehr rfernce to Spirit as Jeus begins his public activity:
"Then Jeus, fileld with power of Spriti, returend to GAlilleee.”
Gospel ends with risen Jeus promisign to send Spirt upon his follwers.
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1. Acts opens with a twofld repetitionof JEsus promise of Spirit.
And taht promise is soon fulfilled. IN Jeurslamen on the day of
Pentecost (the Jewish "Festigal of Weeks", held fifty days after
‘!j’ Passover), the Spirit descends onthe commujnity.

2. In trhe rest of ACts, the Sprit is so cmetral that it is virtually the book's ma
main character. :
Nto only does he Sprit gie birth to community at Pentecost, but the Spirit
driects signifcant advances inthe community's mission.

3. Spirt also guides decison of Jeruslam council about whetner to impose
conditons on Gentiles who are joing the movt.

Jesus Inaugural Scne
1. The centrality of th Spirt and a fore—shadowing of Gentile mission are
crystallized in the inaugural scene of Jeus public acvitiy in LUke.

2. Luke repalces Mark's inagural text (The time is fuilled...) with story of
Jesus in the synagogue in Nazareth, his hometown =
The scene begisn wtih Jesus reading a passage form the book of
ISATAH.
Portait of Luke's Jeuss: he is a Spirt anointed social prophet whose
activity is dirclty especially to the poor and oppressed.

3. Jesus speaks about two prophets from JHebrew Bible. Congration didn't like
Jeuss sayign onme of prohet sent to a Syrian lper named Naaman. Crowd
seeks to hurl him off a cliff. But Jesus passed thru thier
midst and went on his way.

!!j‘ Borg writes, "This is not hisotyr, of course."

JOHN

John as Distinct from the Synoptics
1. Chronology.In the synopitcs, Jesus public activity fits into a year;
in JOhn, three to four years.
In synoptics, overturnign tables of money-changers in temple occurs
in last week of Jesus life and is the cause of his arrest;
in John, the ven occurs at the begining of Jeus public acivity.

2. Geography. In synopitcs, most of Jesus publci aciivty occurs in Galileee;
in JOhn, Jesus is more often in Judea and Jerusalem.

3. Jeus message . In synopics, Jesus messae is about the kingdom of God,
not about himslef;
in John, much of its isa bout himslef. "I and Father are one"
"I am" the lifght of world; bread of 1fie; resruedciton and life"
the way and the turth and 1fie.

4. Style of Jeus teacing 1In synopitcs, Jesus taches in parables and short
memoralbe saings;
in John, long and remrkably demnse theolgocal dicourse.

Yet alongside the dense wordiness of discoruses is the riches symbolic
langage about JEs in the NT: Jesusa s the Wrod made flesh,as light
O of the world, etc. etc.

Jesus Inaugural Scene
Jeus publci aciivty in JOhn is a richly symbolic narrative.
Focus is on inaugural deed; not on inaugural address (snynopitcs)
Jeuss chagnes water into wisne at a wedding banquet, etc. etc.




~7- (Borg, 8, 204)

Jesus Inaugural Scene
1. Differs from synoptics, where it is inaugural address; whreas in John

0 it is inaugural deed:

-Jesus changes waer into wine.

-Jesus chagnes water into wine.
Not a miracle, but a "sign"-—signs point beyond thesmlves,they
sign—-ify something and what they signify is their significanced.
Signfy: a wedding banquet.

-Wedding banquet.
the sot festive ocasions in world of lst cenury Palestine, esp in peasant c
class. Banquets comonly lastd seven days Lots of food, etc.

So what is this text wich John places as the iangural scene of Jesus
public acvitify saying?
In Judaism, bvanquet was a frequent symbol for messianic age.
Marriafe also used as a metaphor for relitoanhisp between God and
Israel.

In NT, Jeuss is sometimes spoken of as the bridebroom and community o
followrs as the bride. |

A wedding could symbolzie intimacy of divein-human relaitonship
and marrage brtwen heaven and earth.
Allk this true? 1In any case , it is.clear what Jobn is saing:
the sory of Jesus is about a wedding banquet at which the wine
never runs out.

SELECTED TEXTS: METAPHORICAL NARRATIVES 205

‘:j’ Two kinds of metaphor: intrinsic metaphor and historical metaphor.
INTRINSIC METAPHOR
is shorthand for metaphorical meaings intrisic to story itself.
HISTORICAL ‘
is shorthand for addioanl metaphoricalmeanigns taht flow out of the
specific historial associatosn of language.

Find out distinction with wedding sory
—intrinsic: story of Jesusand wine mever rumns out
~hisriral: assocaiton of anquet andmarriagewedding imagry in Judiasm
and early Chx. . .

- THREE TEXTS
1. Walking on Water
2. Feeding the Multitude
3. Sight tothe Blind

WALKING ON WATER
Intrinsic: has many interpretations
Historical: intp of sea imagery
-Jesus particiaptes in power/authrity of God
post—Easter Jesus is one with God. Jeuss stills storms, takes away one fe
fear, rescues us—and does so becuase he parrticpates in power
of god.

!!!’ Skipping the other two: feeding sight to blind.
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Borg interprets chaning water into wine.
If we focus on the evnet's "happenedness", we miss the message.
‘r” Meanign of this sotry, does not dcepend uopn its "appenedness™
. Instad, it is a "sign". Signs poitn bveond themsveles; they sign-ify
someting and hwat they signify is their signifcance.

So what is the emanig of htis sotry as a "sign"?
primary symbolic feature of the text: a wedding banquet.
1. Weddign banquets wre the most festive occaisons in the world of
first—cnetry Palestine, esp in peasmat class (and Cana
W was a peasant vilalge) Wedding banquets comonly lasted seven days.
They eatured dancing wine and vast qauantity of food

To this metaphorical meakng of a wedding bnaquet can be added

historialc aosciaotns of bvanquet and wedding imagery in Jewish and early

Christian tradtiosn.
In Judaism, a vbnauet was a frequent sybol fot he messianic age.
Marriage was also used as a metaphor for he relianhip betwene Go d
and Islrael.

In NT, Jeus is osoemtiems spoken of as the bridegroom and the commuity
as bride. Book 1f Reevlaiton refers to the marriage supper
of the Lamb (JesusO

A weddign could ths symbolze the intiamcy of divien-huamn relaitonshp
and the amrraige between heaven and earth. It is a common msitecal
symbol, and John is teh msot mystical gospel.

Q!j) SELECTED TEXTS: METAPHORICAL NARRATIVES

Two kinds of metaphor: intrinsic metaphor and historical metaphor
Intrinsic metaphor is hsorthand for the metaphorical menaings intinsic to the
story itself
Histirdal metaphor is shorthand for the addtioanl metaphoriacl meaninsgs that
flow out of speicfic historicla asoaciaton of langauge.

John Dominic Crossan calls stoies like these "parables".
Jewus, he says, told parables aobut God.
The early Christian movt likewise todl parable saobut Jesus.
Hwe ausggests that we ask the folwoignquestion about the stories inthe
gospesls. whether you read the sotyr as hisotry or parable, what is
its meaing——for then, for now, for always?

Borg takes two illustartons:
Walking on Water and Feding Mulittude (pages 207, 209)
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CONCLUSION

Canonical Jeus makes extraordinary claims about him.

—he is ome with God and shares in power/authrity of God

~he is revealtion of God

~he is also the rev of the "way "

-he is the bread o f life who stisifes the deepst hunger of human beings
and the light shining in dakrness who irngs enlighement.

-he liftsus out of death into life

-he is theWord and Wisdom of God embodied in a human life

—he is the disclosure of what a life full of God—a life fileld with the
Spirit—Ilooks like.

This is who jeus is for us as Chisians.
For Chrsitians, these cians shojld not be waered down.
For us as Christians, Jesus is not less than thsi—he is all of this.

And we can say "this is wo Jesus is for us" wthout alsosaying,
"and God is known only in Jesusu"

The gospels——are Chx's primal marratives.

To say this means that these are the most important stories
we kno, and we know them to be decisivley true.

PAU PAU PAU




CHAPTER 8. REDING THE GOSPELS AGAIN

BORG: THE GOSPELS AER AT A very general level "public BIOGRAPHies" accounts
of the puglic life——-the message and acitvity——of Jesus. 189
BORNKAMN: Nature of sources does not permit us topaint a biogrpahical picutre
of th life of Jeuss. BUT WE CAN DRAW ROugh otulien of his 1lfie/work

-with John the Baptist

—enough form his Jewish backgorund: birth, parents, brothers

—last decisive turnign point inhis 1fie: go to Jersalem with his

disciples

—at end of this road is his death on the cross.

These meagre, indusputalbe facts comprise a very great deal.

BORG: In this chapter I foucs on the canonical Jesus. My purose is to illustrate
how to read the gospels in their presnt form as the primal nattavtives
of the early Christian movemnt. page 191

BORG: Mark: apocalypitc eschatology (Marek 13 chapter) all very ture.
BORNKAMN: True, Jesus message is closely allied to the apoclayptic, cosmic expecta-
tions of his day He speias of th day of judgment soon to dawn vioelntly
of the end of htis world, of the comign of the SON OF man,
Mark 8:38; 13:24f

AT THE SAME TIME Jesus is remarkable for a ditinc reticence.
Itr is not given toany man to know the dya and the hours.
THat is why he rfuses to depict in detial the future world, with its
terrors and its joys. THE ONY THING THAT COUnts: that God will
reign.

He proclaims the Kingdom is near and calls for covmersiom.

THE KINGDOM of God is already dwning. Now is the hour of which the prophets
promsie: the blind recieve thier sights; the lame walk, the leprs are clenases
and the deaf hear. Matthew 11:5

It is happening now in Jesus words and deeds.
G0d's victory over SATAN TAKES PLACE in his words and deeds and it is
in them taht the signs of this victory are erected. "But if it is by the
finger of God that I cast our dmeons, then the kingodm of God has come
upon you. Luke 11:20.
Kingdom of GOD Is in the midst of you. Luke 17:20

BORG: THOUGH JESUS OFEN SPOke about the kingdom of God, this passage is Mark's
thematic consstuciton, announcng a major ‘emphais of his gosepl. Yet though
Mark's empahiss on the imminence of the igndom, they accoutn for
surprisgngly little of his gospel's contents. The rest of Mark does mnot
often use the phrase "the kingdom of God". isntead, much of his gospel is abut
antoehr majro major theme: the way. page 194

BORNKAMMN; But Jesus pralbes are about the Kigndom.
In mark: some parables: A swioer went out to sow. Mark 4:3f.
In same chapter 4: The kingodm of god is like this: a man scatters seed on the
land; he goes to bed at ngiht and gets up int hemronign and the seed sprouts
and grows——how, he does not know. THE GROND PRODUCES a crop by itself,....
How shall we pciture the kgindom of GOD. IT is like the mustard-seed,
which is smaller than any seed..bTU ONCE SOWN, IT SPRIGNS up and grows taller.
Mark 4:26ff.

MATTHEW. BORG,HE MENTIOSN THE SERMON ON THE MOUNT. BUT does not develop it further.
page 198
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BORG Concludes chapter with summary of the canonical Jeusus.
"He is one with GOD AND SHARE S INTHEPOWER and authroity of God

—-He is revelaitn of God.
he is the WROD AND WISDOM OF GOD, etc. tc.

THI IS HWO JEUS IS FOR US AS CHRSIAINS...For us as Chrisitans, Jeus is not

less tan this—he is all of this

Tje gpsels; are Cjrosotamotu

s 3ro,a; marratoves/ Tp sau tos ,m ,eams tjat tjseare tje ,pst

The gospels are Chx's primal narratives. Tos asy tyis means that these |

are the most impjortnat storeis we know, and we know them to be decisivley true. j
page 218

BORNKAMN
1. Jeuss belongs to this world Yet in the mids tof it he is of unmistabkle o
otherness. This is t he secret of his influnce and his rejeciton.

2. When we tery to fit htis figure into any of the descriptios and categoies

then prevalent in Judias. its difficult. '

—title of prophet used; yet he is in onway comletley contained in htls
category and differsn from the customary ways of a prophet.
Prophetr has to proudce his credentials, "with cacred prphetic saing
"says the Lord"

Jesus on other hand, never speaks of his calling andnowhere does he use

trhe ancient prphetic formula.

Even less do we find any trc eof that self-jsuitifciaotn tpical of the
apocalypitc visonaires of aler Jduaism, who clima the authrity

of ecstatic states of mind and visions.

’ Jesus refues to sjsuify himsle f and his message in this way.

-he is called a reabbi, who porlciams the divien law, wo teaches in synagogues and
gathers disciples
Jesus doe snot nly each in syngagoues, but open in open f1e1d, on shores
in crowd.
Hisd manner of teacing differs.prpofoundly for tha tof other rabbis.
A rabbi is an interpreter of Scripture.
Thks lends autrtiyt to his office.

Jesus teacing , on ohter hand, never consits merley in intp of an
authritatilvey gaivne sacred text. THE reality of god and autroty of his will
are always dreiclty presnet, and are fulilled in him.

He darws into the erviceof his message the world of nature and life

of man, witout suing estalished strucutre of sacred trraditons and texts.
The listener is never olbiged to look for premises wchi wuld

give eaign of Jesus teahcing, or to relcal theoryh about dociterns and

traditons.

This directenss, ifa nyting, is part of the ictuer of te histroical Jeus.
He beras teh stamp of this dircrtmess right for the very beginning. the immediate
present is the hallmakr of all the words of Jeuss, of his appeaornce and his
actions, ina world hwich, had lsot the presnet, because it lvied
between the past and the future, between traditom and
promises or threats.
Essentail feautre of hisotircal Jeus
Every one of scenes descirbe in Gsopels reveals Jesus astounidng
soveirngty in dealing with sitautions accoridm to the kidn of poeple
he cencouters.
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This is apparent in the numerous teacing and conflcit passages, in which he sees
thru his opponents, disarms thier objcrions, answers their queisotns,
or forces them to anwer them for themsevlvew.

He can make his opponent open his mouth or he can him to silence (Mt 22:34)

He encoutners those who seek help; miraclous powers porceed frm hm, the
sick flock around him, their reliatves and firends seek his help.

Tell story, guest of Simon the Pharisee, and a woman,knwon as a sinner etners, w
wets Jeus fee...Pharisee secretly says ot himsle, "if htis man were a propeht..."
Kesis saus tp jo,. "SO,PM. O JAV SP,ETJOMg tp sau tp upi/////

Jesus says to him, "Simon, I have something to say to you.

They were astonished at his teacing, for he taught hte as one who had
authroity and not as the sscribves (Mk 1:22; Mt 7:29

It is the special cahracter of his message and work, that Jeus is to be found

in his word and in his actioms.

His word is action and event, and his ministry a sign of the reign of God
which is already dawning.

God's spirit is at work in his deeds.

Forgiveness and salvaiton ake place thruhis word for the sick and the sinners,
who came to him or werre broght to himin faith. In Jesush imslef the dawn of
the kingdom of God beocmes a reality.

Thje Messianic character of his being is contained in his words and deeds
and in the unmediatednmess of his historic appearnce.

RESURECTION

There is an undenaible ension betwen the signleness of the Easter message
and the ambiguity and historial prlmes of the Easter narratives Bornkamn 181
sessage pf Ester we ,ist seel om tje EASTER STporoes/
It is the message of Ester we must seek in the Easter stories
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Kee & Young, Understandng the New Testament

Chaptr 2. The Community and its Convictions

(::’ THE CENTRAL REDEMPTIVE ACT
The decisive point in the whle drama of divine redemtpion has now been reached.
Jeus has triumphed over the forces of evil
—and the delvierance promised thru the prophets has become an
actuality.

Both the direction taht human destiny will take and the assurance of

God's ulitmate vicoty over eivl have now been irrevocably establsihed
througfh Christ.

The power of evil willnever agna be so grat, nor the impotence of man
tocombat it so hopelss, now that Jesus has died and risen.

For this comuntiy, Jesusis unique.
Judaism the chosen people has forfeited its right tot he promises
of God
andt he new communtiy is the true Isael and the hier of the
promise.

In the wonderful works taht Jesus performe,d the community recognzied
the power of God.
' To the extent that the rule of Satan was being ovecome, the rule
of God was alrady making iself evidence. As Jeus phrased it,
"If it is by the finger of God that I cast our demonds, then the
kingdom of God has come upon you."

!!j’ It ws the convicotn of the communty taht Jesus did acdomlish his
marvelous acts by the poewr of God a weork thru him, and that
therefore his coming brought abut th dawn of the long-awaited
new age.

To defeat Satan himself, Jeuss had to die as the decisive factor
in the messianic woes that wuld bring in the rule of God.

In Mark's accotn (10:46), Jeus speaks of his coming death as a
ransom , trhe mplicaton bieng that he liberates men by the
sacrifice of himslef.

Only in the act of total dedcaon. to willof God by which Jesus went to the

cross was it posisble for Satmna's stranagehld on the human rce to be broken.
The communty is convcned that the death of Jesus accomplished this, and the
that his resurrectoin demonstratesthat devlerance--salvation——has been
accomplished.

Deathof Jesus meant more than just the destruciton of Satan.
It had great crative signficance as well.
Sacrifical signifcance of Jesus sould be a major theme 1nthe
preaching of ealry community.
The simple kerygmatic statement was, "Christ died for us
(Romans 5:8)

THE CONFIDENT HOPE OF THE COMMUNITY, 60.
‘!j’ The spark taht had fanned into flame the dying zealof disillusioned disciples

was the epxiernce of meeting the resurrectedVhrist.
It wasupon this confrotnation by the Risen Lrod that their authroity
as apostles reted.
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Signifcance of Resurreciton
God, in raisng Jesus form the dead, had attested his approval of the
sacficial death of Jeuss on the cross.

The resurrecton is God's public witness to his deisgnation of
Jesus as Sonof God. :

It is the desisive act of God, demonstaing toa 11 that the rejected Jesus
of Nazareth has been delcared Lord and Christ, trimphing over sin and
death.

The enw age has now begun.
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THE PARABLES...JESUS

1. Jesus method. of tech1ng was analoglcal
"he tried to stimulate men's rmaglnatlon to ‘new 1n31ghts by
~ leading them to draw a comparison between a self—ev1dent truth
‘and atruth’ of - another order of reallty. .

2. The parable form.was 1deally sulted to such a method

WHAT IS A PARABLE? ' ~ :
’ It is a srmple story of an 1nc1dent that may or: may not have actually
_ occurred. - .
“The 1mportant p1nt is that it speaks in famlllar and
lifelike terms, and- conveys some v1v1d 1mpress1on,:some
truth g : ,

A parable achleves its end ony when it serves as a w1ndow thru
‘'which a truth of another order can be seen. :

SOME OF JESUS' SHORTER PARABLES ' >
— "Or what woman, having ten silver c01ns, 1f she 1oses one coin,
. does not light a lamp and sweep the house and seek diligently
until she finds it? And when she was found it, she: calls together
- her friends and neighbors, saying, "Rejoice with me, for I have
found the coin whlch I had 1ost.“~ Luke 15 :8-9.

1. Notice v1v1d and true- to-llfe 51tuat10n-7‘
poor woman loses coin; searched frant1claly for it, and in
~her Joy of f1nd1ng it tells all her frlends. :

- 2. What was it Jesus was seeklng to teach thru this parable7
~Imn Luke, it is- grouped with two other parables that are -
pconcerned w1th the joy of" God when a sinner repents.‘

3. So in this parable Jesus is. saylng that the concern of God for
'~ a sinmner, and his joy over the sinmer's repentance,_ :
is like the concern of th1s woman for her losts coin and her o
»zJoy over its d1scovery., . : o :

EARLY COMMUNITY d1d not ‘always understand the meanlng of parables.
.. 1in part ‘because many of or1g1nal settlngs had been lost 1n oral
transmission -
and rn part because ‘the parable was a challenge to. the 1mag1nat10n

ONE OF THE CHIEF SORUCE OF ERROR 4 ' »
~ was belief that parable were -intended to convey some hldden or
even esoter1c teaching of Jesus. ' .

| And in order to get at the ‘hidden meanlng the early church
' often 1nterpreted the parables allegor1cally. B
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WHAT IS ALLEGORY

y L 1. It is a story in Whlch one set of 1deas is expressed by an
.C:j ' .entlrely different set of ideas. '

And every detail of story has a symbollcal s1gn1f1cance '
and unless the reader knows what ech 'detail symbolzies
he cannot decode the true meanlng of the_story.

EXAMPLE OF ALLEGORIZING IN. THE GOSPELS A
— The Parable of the Sower--a parable of Jesus is followd by
an allegorical interpretaitn.
“The parable itself has all the characterlstlcs of a
genuine parable: :
Mark 4:1-9; Mt 13 1 9 Luke 8 4= 8

1. It is very 11fe11ke story of a sower who ‘sowed graln
most of which failed to. produced but a small amount of
which yielded abundantly. : .

';It strlkes a note of. encouragment and,was apparently
spoken by Jesus at a time when hlS followers had become
dlscouraged over the resutls of h1s mlnlstry.

2.In Mk 4:13- 20; Mt 13 18- 23 Lk 8 ll 15
o “that. follows thls parable 1s placed on the 11ps of
.Jesus hlmself . :

U 3. Here the -mainpoint of the parabvle drops into the
‘,Cj) : : ‘ background and each detail is allegorlzed.

,dThe seed is the word

 each soil is symbol of a type of human response to.
the word

each conditon of'growth symbolllze some human 51tuat1on.

4 This allegorical 1nterpretat1on has- ‘come from early
Chr151tan communlty.

' JESUS SPOKE DIRECTLY

~e.g. in Sermon on Mount where he repeately says,. "but I say
,unto you“ (Mt 5:17-48.

.. He speaks as one -who is under the Immedlate and direct
,author1ty of God .

o 1 Jesus teac1ng is cast in forms that suggest the nece351ty-
for spontaneous and imaginative response.
The' hearer is-required to move form the truth of some
familiar event to-the disclosure of a hlgher truht
w1th which it is compared. -

2. The very form of Jesus teachlng 1s str1kly approp1rate to
its content,
-~ for the heart of all his teachlng is the truth of the
inescapable and immediate presenfce of God whom men can

T - known only in a spontaneous and freley chosen resonse of
<:> R trust. =

3. The or1g1na11ty and un1queness of Jesus teachrng der1ve from
- the intensity of his own awareness ofGod's active presence
" in human history. Where his teaching failed, it was not
‘because of the teaching, but the blindness of his listener
‘to the reallty of te Klngdom of God subJect of all hlS teachin
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54. Job 42.5.
55. Explicitly affirmed in chap. 29, esp. vv. 18-20. .
56. Job 42.6. English translations commonly read “I despise myself” instead of
- “ melt into nothingness.” But the latter phrasé better expresses the mean-
ing. The meaning of the final line, “I repent in dust and ashes,” is difficult
to express. It does not mean that Job finally realized he was guilty of great
 sins after all; minimally; it means that the experience changed Job.
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Reading the
Gospels Again

§fﬁ'},}“§§ We now move from the Hebrew Bible to the New Tes-
% ' tament. There is(Fir more continuity between the two

LR han the later division between Judaism and Christianity
suggci?fNot only is the Hebrew Bible part of the Christian
Bible, Dut it was #he sacred scripture for Jesus, his followers, the
early Christian movement, and the authors of the New Testa-
ment. .

THor all of them—TJesus and those who followed and wrote
about him——fﬁﬁe Hebrew Bible provided the language of the sa-
cred imagination, that place within the psyche in which images
of God, the God-world relationship, and the God-human rela-
tionship reside\They referred to the Hebrew Bible frequently,
sometimes by quoting it but more often by alluding to its stories
and texts dealing with Israel’s past.{lhey grew up with the He-
brew Bible and throughout their lives lived within the symbolic
universe constituted by its words, images, and stories. It shaped
their identity and their vision, their sense of who they were and
their way of seeing, asindividuals and as a community. /
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Though I will follow common practice and use the phrases
“carly Christianity” and “the early Christian movement,” it is
not clear historically when we should begin using the words
“Christian” and “Christianity,” if we mean by that a religion dis-
tinct from ]udaism.\Tesus and his early followers were all Jewish
and saw themselves as doing something within Judaism, not as
founding a religion separate from Judaism, aul did not regard
himself as converting to a new religion, but saw himself as a Jew
all of his life. Most (and perhaps all) of the authors of the New
Testament were Jewish. The word “Christianity” does not occur
in the New Testament.!

TYet a “parting of the ways” began to become visible near the
end of the first century.2 Several factors accounted for the divi-
sion: Gentile converts who did not become Jewish, a growing
concern within Judaism to exclude Jews who saw Jesus as the
messiah, and Roman perceptions of the Christian movement as a
new religion separate from Judaism. But we should not see the
emerging division as a complete divorce or imagine that Gentiles
soon dominated the movement.@&"rccent study suggests that the
majority of Christians were still Jewish in origin as late as the
middle of the third century.3|

Judaism and early Christianity were “Rebecca’s children,”
twin offspring of Israel’s ancestors Rebecca and Isaac, to use the
Jewish scholar Alan Segal’s apt phrase.* Though Rebecca’s twins
were fraternal and not identical, they did have the same mother.

+Thus we understand the New Testament best when we see it
within the world of first-century Judaism, including the way that
world was shaped by the Hebrew Bible. And we understand
early Christianity best when we see it as a way of being ]evvis-ly

The Historical Transition

From Ecclesiastes, the latest of the wisdom books in the Hebrew
Bible, we move forward in time about three centuries. The Jewish
people regained their national independence in 164 BCE after a
heroic war of revolt against the Hellenistic Empire of Antiochus
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Epiphanes. The book of Daniel, the latest book in the Hebrew
Bible, was written shortly before the revolt. The books of the
Maccabees, Jewish documents in the Christian Apocrypha but not
in the Hebrew Bible, tell the story of the revolt and its aftermath.

Independence lasted only a century, however. In 63 BCE, the
Jewish homeland was incorporated into the Roman Empire.
Roman imperial control was administered for a while by “client
kings” appointed by Rome. The most famous of these was
Herod the Great, who became king in 37 BCE. At his death in
4 BCE, his kingdom was divided into three parts ruled by his
sons. In 6 CE, one part—Judea—came under direct Roman rule
through prefects, ot governors, sent from Rome. The most fa-
mous of these was Pontius Pilate, prefect from 26 to 36 CE.

During these centuries, the great majority of Jews did not live
in the Jewish homeland itself, but in the “Diaspora,” a term re-
ferring to Jewish communities outside of Palestine. Estimates
vary, but perhaps as many as eighty percent or more lived in the
Diaspora. The number of Jews living in the homeland at that
time is commonly estimated at about one million, whereas four
to six million lived in the Diaspora.5 Some were descendants of
Jews who had not returned from exile; others had emigrated
more recently. Most Jews living in the Diaspora were urban, and
they and their synagogues provided the primary network for
Christian growth well into the third century. -

In the Jewish homeland itself, the first-century was a restive
and violent time. The violence took several forms. There was the
institutional and structural violence of Herodian and Roman
rule, including economic and taxation policies that deprived
more and more Jewish peasants of their ancestral landholdings
and drove them into severe poverty, turning many into landless
artisans, tenant farmers, or day-laborers and some into beggars.
There was the violence of social bandits, groups of Jews who at-
tacked and robbed Romans and the wealthy of their own people.
(These social bandits were more than just gangs of bandits; the
latter would have been simply outlaws, whereas the former were
more like Robin Hood many centuries later.)
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There was also the violence of armed revolutionary move-
ments. In 4 BCE, when Herod the Great died, armed revolts
broke out in most parts of ‘his kingdom, including Galilee.
Roman reprisal was quick and brutal. Sepphoris, the capital of
Galilee (and only four miles from Nazareth), was burned to the
ground, and many of the survivors were sold into slavery. Revo-
lutionary violence simmered throughout much of the first cen-
tury CE, culminating in the catastrophic war of revolt against
Rome in 66. The Romans brutally reconquered the Jewish
homeland and destroyed Jerusalem and the temple in 70. With
the destruction of the temple, Jewish sacrificial worship ceased.
The temple was never rebuilt, and Judaism changed forever.

An Introduction fo the New Testament

Most of the twenty-seven documents that eventually became the
New Testament were written between 50 CE and the end of
the first century, although a few were written from the early to
middle second century.® Whereas the Hebrew Bible was written
over a period of around eight hundred years and is the literature
of a nation, the New Testament was written in one hundred
years or less and is the literature of a sectarian movement num-

bering only a few thousand people. A recent estimate suggests
that there were only about two thousand Christians in the year
60, by which time Paul’s genuine letters had been written. By
the year 100, when most of the New Testament had been writ-
ten, there were only 7,500 Christians.” It is an impressive literary
production from such a small group.

Tt is common to refer to these documents as the twenty-seven
“books” of the New Testament, and I will sometimes follow
this convention. But to call them “books” is somewhat mislead-
ing. Many of them are very short. (Two are only a page long,
for example, and the longest are only about forty pages in most
English translations.)® Moreover, 2 “hook” in the modern sense
of the term is written for a general public not known personally
to the author.? But all of the New Testament documents were
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~written to persons or communities personally known to the au- |
thors. ‘ ’

These documents fall into four categories. The largest cate-
gory is letters or epistles (twenty-one, thirteen of them attrib-
uted to Paul). The next largest category is gospels (four). The
last two categories are represented by one book each: an apoca-
lypse (the Revelation or Apocalypse of John), and a history of
the movement (the Acts of the Apostles, or simply Acts).

An Introduction to the Gospels®

Among these documents, the four gospels are foundational,
even though they are not the earliest writings in the New Testa-
ment. All of the gentuiine letters of Paul were written earlier, and
much of the rest of the New Testament was written about the
same time as the gospels.

They are foundational because they tell the story of Jesus. Just as
the story of the exodus is ancient Israel’s primal narrative, so the
gospels are the early Christian movement’s primal narratives in
both senses of the word: “foundational” and “of first importance.”

Jesus lived in the first third of the first century. Born around 4
BCE, he was executed by the Romans around the year 30 cE. The
gospels were written in the last third of the first century, between
approximately 65 and 100 CE. The earliest is almost certainly
Mark, and the latest is probably John. Though we call the gospels
Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John, we are not sure who wrote any
of them. The author of Mark did not begin his gospel by writing
“The Gospel according to Mark” at the top. Names were not as-
signed to these writings until sometime in the second century.
For us they are anonymous documents, but presumably their au-
‘thors were known in the communities for which they wrote.11
Although scholarly debate about their more particular literary
form continues, the gospels are at a very general level “public bi-
ographies™: accounts of the public life—the message and activ-
ity—of Jesus. They show little interest in his personal life before

This publig activity began. Two (Mark and John) do not even
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mention Jesus® early years. The other two (Matthew and Luke)
have birth stories, and Luke has a story about Jesus at age
twelve, but that’s all.12

Like the historical narratives of the Bible generally, the gospels
are the product of a developing tradition, containing earlier and
later layers of material and combining history remembered and
history metaphorized. They preserve the Jesus movement’s mem-
. ory of Jesus and use the language of metaphor and metaphorical
narrative to speak about what Jesus had become in their experi-
ence, thought, and devotion in the decades after his death.

As developing traditions combining historical memory and
metaphorical: narrative, they can be read in two different ways.
On the one hand, as virtually our only source of information
about the historical Jesus, they can be read for the sake of recon-
structing'a sketch of what Jesus of Nazareth was like as a figure
of history. On the other hand, they can be read as late-first-
century documents that tell us about Christian perceptions and
convictions about Jesus some forty to seventy years after his
death.

The-first way of reading focuses on “thc historical Jesus”: the
Jesus of the early layers of the developing tradition behind or be-
neath the surface level of the gospels. The second way focuses on
“the canonical -Jesus”: the Jesus we encounter on the surface
level of the gospels in their present form. We do not need to
choose between these two ways of rcadmg the gospels. Both are
legitimate and useful.13

But we do need to be clear about when we are doing one and
when we are-doing the other. When we do not distinguish be-
tween the historical Jesus and the canonical Jesus, confusion re-
sults, and we risk losing both. When what the gospels say about
the canonical Jesus is taken as historical reporting about Jesus of
Nazareth, as both natural literalism and conscious.literalism do,
Jesus becomes an unreal human being, and we lose track of the
utterly remarkable person he was. Anybody who can multiply
loaves, walk on#water, still storms, change water into wine, raise
the dead (including someone who has been dead four days), and
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call down twelve legions of angels from heaven is not a credible
human being. He is not one of us.

Moreover, when what is said about the canonical Jesus is taken
literally and historically, we lose track of the rich metaphorical
meanings of the gospel texts. The gospels become factual reports
about past happenings rather than metaphorical narratives of

present significance. But when we are clear about the distinction

between the historical Jesus and the canonical ]csus we get
both. And both matter.

Most of my previous books on Jesus have focused on the histor-
ical Jesus.}4 In radical shorthand, I see the pre-Easter Jesus as a
Jewish mystic, healer, teacher of unconventional wisdom, social
prophet, and renewal-movement initiator. Thus:I see him as stand-
ing in continuity with the following strands of the Hebrew Bible:

e The experiential stream of the tradition that emphasizes the
firsthand experience of the sacred -

e The exodus and prophetic strands of the tradition, with
‘their emphasis upon social justice and critique of and libera-
tion from domination systems

¢ The critique of conventional wisdom in the subversive wis-
dom of Israel as represented by Ecclesiastes and Job

¢ The affirmation of an alternative social vision and vision of
community that flows out of the above .

I also see Jesus, in radical shorthand, as the Christian messiah.
I think it most likely that the perception of him as messiah (and
Son of God, and so forth) emerged among his followers after
and because: of Easter. By “Easter,” I mean  the experience
among his followers of Jesus as a living reality after his death, and
the conviction that God had exalted him to be both messiah and
Lord. This Jesus—the canonical Jesus—is the ]esus we meet on
the pages of the New Testament.

In this chapter I focus on the canonical Jesus. My purpose is to
illustrate how to read the gospels in their present form as the pri-
mal narratives of the, early Christian movement. I will introduce
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each gospel and then comment more extensively on selected texts.
I will emphasize reading the gospels as metaphorical narratives, in-
corporating a historical approach that adds to the metaphorical
meanings of gospel texts in their late-first-century settings.

The Gospels as Thematic Constructions

As documents written in the last third of the first century in
different Christian communities, the gospels are thematic con-
structions, each with its own distinctive themes, purpose, and
emphasis. As I introduce each, I will not seek to be comprehen-
sive; rather; I will simply highlight its thematic construction.

As I do so, I will integrate the inaugural scene of Jesus’ public
activity in each, to show how the author has constructed ‘it to
crystallize his vision of what Jesus was most centrally about. By
“inaugural scene” I mean the first public words or public deed
attributed to Jesus. In each case, the inaugural address or inau-
gural deed functions as a thematic introduction. Thus it is an
aperture through which we are given an advance glimpse of the
evangelist’s perception of Jesus and his significance.

I begin with the synoptic gospels of Matthew, Mark and
Luke. They are known-as “the synoptics” because they are simi-
lar enough to be seen together (as the root of the word “synop-
tic” suggests). The reason for their similarity: they have written

sources in common. Matthew and Luke both used the gospel of -

Mark,-incorporating most of Mark’s material as well as his narra-
tive structure of the public activity of Jesus: a period of teaching
and healing in Galilee in the north of the country followed by a
journey south to Jerusalem and death, all occurring within one
year. Matthew and Luke also used an early collection:of Jesus’
teachings known as “Q.” Their use of Mark and Q accounts for
the family similarity of the sy‘nopticj gospels. The gospel of John,
as we will see, is very different.

Mark
The gospel of Mark was written around 70 CE, the year that
Jerusalem and the temple were reconquered and destroyed by
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the Roman Empire as the Jewish war of revolt led to its virtually
inevitable climax. That event casts its shadow on the gospel, ei-
ther because it had recently happened or because it was soon to
happen; in fact, Mark has aptly been referred to as “a wartime

gospel.”’15

Apocalyptic Eschatology We see the impact of the war and its cli-
max especially in the thirteenth chapter of Mark, called “the little
apocalypse.” (An apocalypse commonly deals with “the end,”
and the “big apocalypse” is, of course, the book of Revelation.)
The chapter begins with a warning of the temple’s destruction.
As the disciples look at the temple, one exclaims, “Look, teacher,
what large stones and what large buildings!” The Jesus of Mark
then says to him, “Do you see these great buildings? Not one

" stone will be left here upon another; all will be thrown down.”16

The disciples ask when this will happen and what the sign will
be that the time is near. As the little apocalypse continues, the
Jesus of Mark speaks of false messiahs, wars and rumors of war,
nation rising against nation, persecution and betrayal, and finally
says, “When you see the desolating sacrilege set up where it
ought not to be—let the reader understand—then those in
Judea must flee to the mountains.” The phrase “desolating sacri-
lege” echoes the book of Daniel, where that wording refers to a
previous foreign empire taking over the temple and there offer-
ing sacrifice to a foreign god.'” In Mark, the phrase refers to
what has just happened (or is soon to happen) to the temple, an
event that Mark says will be followed by suffering “such as has
not been from the beginning of creation.”

Then, in language that Mark almost certainly understood to
refer to the second coming of Jesus, the Jesus of Mark speaks of
“the Son of Man coming in clouds with great power and glory”:

But in those days, after that suffering,
the sun will be darkened,
and the moon will not give its light,
and the stars will be falling from heaven,
and the powers in the heavens will be shaken.
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Then they will see “the Son of Man coming in clouds” with
great power and glory. Then he will send out his angels to
gather his elect from the four winds, from the ends of the
earth to the ends of heaven.

When will all of this happen? Soon. A few verses later, the
Jesus of Mark says, “Truly I tell you, this generation will not pass
away until all these things have taken place.”!® Thus Mark
viewed the events of 70—the suffering of the final stages of the
war, the destruction of Jerusalem and the temple.—as signs that
“the end” was at hand.

In short, Mark’s. gospel has .an apocalyptic eschatology.l®
Apocalyptic eschatology appears earlier in his gospel as well, in
a “kingdom of God” saying. In the middle of Mark, immedi-
ately after -a passage about the Son of Man coming in glory
with his angels, the Jesus of Mark speaks of the imminence of
the kingdom: “Truly I tell you, there are some standing here
who will not taste death until they see the kingdom of God
coming with power.”20 In other words, some of those still alive
will see this.

Jesus’ Inangural Scene The imminence of the kingdom of God
is the theme of Jesus® brief inaugural address in Mark:

The time is fulfilled,
and the kingdom of God is at hand.
‘Repent and believe in the good news.

Though Jesus often spoke about the kingdom of God, this
passage is Mark’s thematic construction, announcing a major
emphasis of his gospel.. “The time is fulfilled”; the kingdom of
which Jesus spoke is now “at hand.”

Yet though the events of 70 account for Mark’s emphasis on
the imminence of the kingdom, they account for surprisingly lit-
tle of his gospel’s contents. The rest of Mark does not often use
the phrase “the kingdom of God.”2! Instead, much of his gospel
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is about another major theme: the way—that is, the “way” or
“path” or “road” of following Jesus.?2 '

In what is virtually the title of the gospel, Mark opens with a ci-
tation from Isaiah 40: “In the wilderness, prepare #he way of the
Lord.”23 The language takes us back to the exile: the gospel of
Mark is about a way of return from exile. The way of return is the
way of Jesus, as the pivotal central section of the gospel empha-
sizes. The story of Jesus’ journey from Galilee to Jerusalenis filled
with teaching about the “way” of discipleship, which means “fol-
lowing” Jesus on his “way.” That way leads to Jerusalem, the place
of confrontation with the domination system, death, and resurrec-
tion. As Jesus journeys on his way, he solemnly speaks three times
of his own impending death and resurrection and after each invites
his disciples to follow him.2¢ For Mark, the “way” of Jesus is the
path of death and resurrection.

The emphasis on a way of return connects to the final element
in Jesus’ inaugural address in Mark: “Repent.” Repentance here
does not mean contrition for sin, as it often has in later Christian
theology. Rather, its meaning is rooted in the exile story: to re-
pent is to return from exile. To connect that concept back to
kingdom of God language: to repent—to embark on the journey
of return—is to-enter the kingdom of God.25

Thus, for Mark, the canonical Jesus calls his followers to the
way of the cross, the path of death and resurrection. The way of
Jesus—the way of repentance and return from exile—involves
dying to an old way of being and being born into a new way of
being. Taken literally, it is the path of martyrdom, which may
have been an issue when Mark was written.26 Taken metaphori-
cally, it refers to the internal process at the center of the way of
Jesus and the life of discipleship.

Matthew

Matthew’s gospel is written about ten to twenty years later than
Mark’s. Its content points to a late-first-century community of
Christian Jews in conflict with other Jews. Of the synoptic gospels,
Matthew is both the most Jewish and the most hostile to Judaism.
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Hostility to Judnism Jews are referred to as if separate from
Matthew’s community. Synagogues are “their” synagogues, for
example2? Matthew intensifies Jesus’ criticism of scribes and
Pharisees by turning it into invective. In a lengthy chapter of con-
demnation, the formula “Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hyp-
ocrites!” is used six times, and scribes and Pharisees are called
“blind guides, “blind fools,” “serpents,” and “brood of vipers.”28

To Mark’s version of the parable of the wicked tenants,
Matthew adds a verse addressed to the leaders of the Jewish
people: “The kingdom of God will be taken away from you and
given to a nation [or people] producing:the fruits of it.”2% He
adds to Mark’s account of the trial of Jesus the scene of Pilate
washing his hands of the blood of Jesus and thus declares Pilate
to be innocent of Jesus’ death. Instead, he assigns responsibility
for Jesus’ condemnation to the Jewish crowd and their descen-
dants: “All the people answered, ‘His blood be on us and our
children.””30 Ever since Christianity became the dominant reli-
gion of Western culture, the words have been a text of terror for
Jewish people. - :

The intensity of the conflict with Judaism in Matthew reflects
the situation of his community. After the Roman reconquest of
the Jewish homeland, the survivors sought to consolidate and
preserve Jewish identity in spite of the loss of the temple. Along
with the Torah, the temple had:-been one of the two centers of
Jewish practice and identity. Soon after the temple’s destruction,
the Jewish community began to ostracize Jews who followed
Jesus as the messiah, claiming that they were no longer true
Jews. One of Matthew’s central concerns is to claim the oppo-
site: that his community of Christian Jews is faithful to the tradi-
tions of Israel. :

Continuiry with Judwism Matthew does this by emphasizing
continuity with Jewish tradition. He quotes the Hebrew Bible
more than any other gospel-writer. Not counting allusions or
echoes, he quotes forty times with an explicit phrase such as “It is
written” and another twenty-one times without such a phrase.3!
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He traces Jesus’ genealogy back to Abraham, the father of the
Jewish people. He reports that Jesus during his lifetime restricted
his mission to Jews and ordered his disciples to do the same: “Go
nowhere among the Gentiles, and enter no town of the Samari-
tans, but go rather to the lost sheep of the house of Israel.”32

In a saying found in Matthew alone, Jesus is said to affirm the
enduring validity of the Law and the Prophets, the two divisions
of the Hebrew Bible regarded as sacred by Jews by the first cen-
tury: - »

Do not think that I have come to abolish the law or the
prophets; I have not come to abolish but to fulfill. For truly
I tell you, until heaven and earth pass away, not one letter,
not one stroke of a letter, will pass from the law until all is
accomplished.3?

In addition, Matthew uses a Moses typology to construct his
gospel. Matthew uses ninety percent of Mark as he writes, and to
Mark’s narrative he adds the teachings of Jesus as collected in Q, as
well as some material not found in either Mark or Q. But he does
so in a distinctive way. Namely; he gathers the teaching of Jesus
into five major blocks of material and concludes each with a similar
formula: “When Jesus had finished saying these things. . . . 7% The
arrangement of Jesus’ teaching into five blocks calls to mind the -
five books of the Pentateuch. \

In presenting the story of Jesus’ birth, Matthew echoes the
story of Moses” birth. Just as the life of Moses was threatened by
Pharaoh’s command that all male Hebrew babies be killed, so
Jesus’ life as an infant is threatened by King Herod’s command
that all male infants in the area of Bethlehem are to be killed.
Matthew’s meaning is clear. Jesus is like Moses, Herod s like
Pharaoh, and what is happening in and through Jesus is like a

‘new exodus.

Jesus® Inangural Scene The Moses typology is also reflected in
Jesus® inaugural address. On a superficial level, Jesus’ first public
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words in Matthew are virtually the same as those in Mark.
Matthew condenses and slightly changes Mark’s advance sum-
mary of Jesus’ message to “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is
at hand.”35

But we encounter what is distinctive about Jesus’ inaugural
address in Matthew in the next scene: the famous “Sermon on
the Mount.” Three chapters long, it is the first of the five blocks
~of Jesus® teachings in Matthew. It begins with the beatitudes
(“Blessed are the . . .”) and concludes with a parable contrasting
two ways: one way is the wisdom of building your house on
rock; the other way is the folly of building your house on sand.3¢
In between, the sermon describes the “way” of Matthew’s com-
munity, sometimes contrasting it with “what was said to those of
ancient times.”37 These three chapters contain some of the most
striking and radical teachings of Jesus.

They are called “the Sermon on the Mount” because of

Matthew’s narrative introduction: “Seeing the crowds, Jesus
went up on the mountain and taught them.”38 Matthew is re-
sponsible for locating this teaching on a mountain; some of it is
also found in Luke, where it is spoken “on a level place” and
commonly called “the Sermon on the Plain.”3® Why does

Matthew set this teaching on a mountain? Doing so fits his Moses -

typology: just as Moses ascended Mt. Sinai to receive the Torah,
so Jesus now goes up on a mountain to deliver his teaching.

Thus Matthew constructs the inaugural scene of Jesus’ public
activity to disclose one of the central themes in his portrait of
Jesus: Jesus is one like Moses.40 Together with Matthew’s fre-
quent quotation of the Hebrew Bible and his structuring of
Jesus® teaching into five blocks like the five books of Moses, the
inaugural scene suggests that his gospel functioned like the Pen-
t;atéuch for his community. It was their foundational document,
combining their primal narrative (the story of Jesus) with teach-
ings about the way of life that flowed out of taking Jesus seri-
ously. This is the way Matthew and his community told and
understood the story of Jesus.

Yet though the gospel of Matthew functioned for that com-
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- munity like the Pentateuch, it did not replace the Pentateuch. As

mentioned earlier, according to Matthew 5.17-20, every letter
and stroke of the Law and the Prophets remained valid. Matthew
was not a supercessionist.#! Rather, by presenting Jesus as the
fulfillment of prophecy and as one like Moses, Matthew claimed
the traditions of Israel for his community. He did not set out to
prove that Jesus was the messiah; he and his community already
believed that. Instead, in a late-first-century setting of conflict
with' other Jews, he claimed that the traditions of Israel belonged
to his Christian Jewish community, not to “the scribes and Phar-
isees.” In Matthew, we see an early stage of “the parting of the
ways” that ultimately led to Judaism and Christianity as separate
religions. But for Matthew and his community, it was still an
intra-Jewish struggle.

Luke-Acts

Like Matthew, Luke was most likely written a decade or two
after Mark and includes material from both Mark and Q. Unlike
Matthew (and unlike any other gospel), the gospel of Luke is the
first volume of a two-volume work, the second of which is the
book of Acts. The two volumes together are an intricately inte-
grated thematic construction. :

Luke’s gospel narrates Jesus’ mission to the Jewish people in
the Jewish homeland; Acts describes the spread of early Chris-
tianity into the Roman Empire beyond the Jewish homeland, be-
ginning with Jews of the Diaspora and soon including a mission
to Gentiles as well. The gospel begins and ends in Jerusalem;
Acts beginsin Jerusalem and ends in Rome.#? The movement of

~ Luke’s two volumes is thus from Jerusalem to Rome.

The Spirit: Promise and Fulfillment Central to Luke’s thematic
construction is repeated emphasis on the Spirit of God. Though
Matthew and Mark also frequently speak of the Spirit, Luke does
so even more often. The first two chapters of Luke not only
narrate Jesus’ conception by the Spirit, but also report that
Elizabeth and Zechariah (the parents of John the Baptizer) are
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filled with the Holy Spirit, as is the aged Simeon, who praises
God after he sees the infant Jesus in the temple.43

Like Matthew and Mark, Luke reports that the Spirit de-
scended upon Jesus at his baptism and led him into the wilder-
ness. Then Luke adds another reference to the Spirit as Jesus
begins his public activity: “Then Jesus, filled with the power of
the Spirit, returned to Galilee.”44 Near the end of the gospel, the
final words of the dying Jesus are, “Father, into your hands I
commend my spirit.”45 The gospel ends with the risen Jesus
promising to send the Spirit upon his followers: “I am sending
upon you what my Father promised; so stay here in the city
[Jerusalem] until you have been dothed with power from on
high.”46 ’

Acts opens with a twofold repetition of Jesus’ promise of the
Spirit.#” And that promise is soon fulfilled. In Jerusalem on the
day of Pentecost (the Jewish “Festival of Weeks,” held fifty days
after Passover), the Spirit descends on the community: -

They were all together in one place. And suddenly from
heaven there came a sound like the rush of a violent wind,
and it filled the entire house where they were sitting. Di-
vided tongues, as of fire, appeared among them, and a.
tongue rested on each of them. All of them were filled with
the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other languages, as
the Spirit gave them ability.48

The gift of “other languages” enabled Jews from many nations
and languages who were living in Jerusalem to understand the
speakers.4®

This text is full of rich symbolism. “Wind” and “fire” are clas-
sic images for the Spirit in the Hebrew Bible. The gift of univer-
sally- intelligible language deliberately echoes the story of the

Tower of Babel in Genesis, in which humanity was fragmented

into language groups. The coming of the Spirit is the reversal of
Babel, the beginning of the reunion of the human community.
Then Peter speaks and interprets the descent of the Spirit as the
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fulfillment of God’s promise for “the last days”: “In the last days
it will be, God declares, that I will pour out my Spirit upon all
flesh.”s0

In the rest of Acts, the Spirit is so central that it is virtually the
book’s main character. Not only does the Spirit give birth to the
community at Pentecost, but the Spirit directs significant ad-
vances in the community’s mission: Philip’s conversion of an
Ethiopian eunuch, Paul’s conversion, Peter’s conversion of a
Roman centurion named Cornelius,” Paul and Barnabas’s ‘com-
missioning for their first missionary journey, the directive to Paul
to take the gospel to Furope, and more.5!

The Spirit also guides the decision of the Jerusalem council
about whether to impose conditions on Gentiles who are joining
the movement. In words that have been the envy of church com-
mittees ever since, the council concludes, “It has seemed good
to the Holy Spirit and to us. . . .”52 In addition, Luke frequently
writes dbout the community and individuals as filled ‘with the
Spirit.53 Thus in Acts, the same Spirit that conceived, €mpow-
ered, and guided Jesus now does the same within the Christian
community as it spreads from Jerusalem (the center of the Jew-
ish world) to Rome (the center of the Gentile world).

Jesus’ Inaugural Scene The centrality of the Spirit and a fore-
shadowing of the Gentile mission are crystallized in the inaugural
scene of Jesus’ public activity in Luke. Luke replaces Mark’s inau-
gural text (“The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God is at
hand. Repent . ..”) with the story of Jesus in the synagogue in
Nazareth, his hometown.5* The scene begins with Jesus reading a
passage from the book of Isaiah, the first words of Jesus’ pubhc
activity in Luke:

The Spirit of the Lord is upon me,
because God has anointed me to bring good news to the
poor,
and has sent me to proclaim release to the captives
and recovery of sight to the blind,
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to let the oppressed go free,
to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.55

This is a remarkably apt summary portrait of Luke’s Jesus: in
the rest of the gospel, he is a Spirit-anointed social prophet
whose activity is directed-especially to the poor and oppressed.

As the inaugural scene continues, Jesus speaks about two
prophets from the Hebrew Bible who were sent to Gentiles:
Elijah to a widow at Zarepath in Sidon, and Elisha to a Syrian
leper named Naaman. The crowd in the synagogue who a few
* verses earlier had heard him gladly now turns on him and the
people seek to kill him by hurling him off a cliff. But Jesus
“passed through their midst and went on his way.”

This is not history, of course. We are not to think that Jesus’
mission began with his neighbors in Nazareth trying to kill
him—an attempt that anticipates his eventual execution. Rather,
like the inaugural addresses in Matthew and Mark, the whole
scene is a thematic construction created by Luke.56 It announces
in advance the theme of Luke-Acts as a whole: the mission of
Jesus to Israel in the gospel and the extension of that mission to
Gentiles by the early Christian movement in Acts. All of this is
the work of the Spirit: the same Spirit that anoints Jesus at the
beginning of his mission goes on to anoint the Christian com-
munity at Pentecost at the beginning of its mission. For Luke,
the Spirit active in Jesus continues in the mission of the commu-
nity. By implication, then, the community is to continue Jesus’
activity in the world.

John

The awareness that John (also called “the Fourth Gospel”) is
very different from the synoptic gospels is a foundation of mod-
ern study of the gospels. But the awareness itself is not modern.
Clement of Alexandria, an early Christian theologian writing
around the year 200, distinguished John from the other gospels
and called it “the spiritual gospel.”
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John as Distinct from the Synoptics The differences between
John and the other gospels include the following:

s Chronology. In the synoptics, Jesus’ public activity fits into a
year; in John, three to four years. In the synoptics, over-
turning the tables of the moneychangers in the temple oc-
curs in the last week of Jesus’ life and is the cause of his
arrest; in John, the event occurs at the beginning of Jesus’
public activity.57

o Geggraphy. In the synoptics, most of Jesus’ public activity
occurs in Galilee; in John, Jesus is more often in Judea and
Jerusalem.

o Jesus’ message. In the synoptics, Jesus’” message is about

the kingdom of God, not about himself; in John, much

of it is about himself. Declarations such as “I and the

Father are one” and “Whoever has seen me has seen the

Father” are found in John, as are the familiar “I am” say-

ings: I am the light of the world, the bread of life, the res-

urrection and the life, the way and the truth and life, and
so forth.

Style of Jesus® teaching. In the synoptics, Jesus teaches in

parables and short memorable sayings; in John, long and re-

markably dense theological discourses. John is very

“wordy,” as my students say.

[-]

Yet alongside the dense wordiness of the discourses is the richest
symbolic language about Jesus in the New Testament: Jesus as the
Word made flesh, as the light of the world, as the Lamb of God, as
the bread of life, as the true vine, as the door, as the good shep-
herd. John also uses a set of dualistic symbols to present the signif-
icance of Jesus and his work: darkness/light, below/above,
flesh /spirit, death/life, falsehood/truth, earth/heaven. He also
sometimes uses the term “the world” to refer not simply to the cre-
ated order, but to a negative way of being, just as he often uses the
phrase “the Jews” as a negative symbol (about which I Wlll say
more later in this chapter).58
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Though both the synoptics and John are a mixture of history
and symbol, in John metaphorical narrative dominates history
remembered and historical memory. Of course Jesus of Nazareth
as a historical figure lies behind John, but he is further removed
than in the synoptics. Put positively, John is the most symbolic of
the gospels. : '

Jesus’ Inangural Scene Thus it is not surprising that the inaugural
scene of Jesus’ public activity in John is a richly symbolic narrative.
Rather than an inaugural address as in the synoptics, it is an inau-
gural deed: Jesus changes water into wine at a wedding banquet.5°
The story is well known: Jesus, his mother, and his disciples are at
a wedding in Cana, a village in Galilee; the wine runs out; Jesus
changes a large amount of water into very good wine. Indeed, the
steward, thinking that the groom has provided the wine, says to
him, “BEveryone serves the good wine first. . . . But you have kept
the best wine until now.” This, John says, was “the first of Jesus’
signs” and “revealed his glory, and his disciples believed in him.”

The text reports a miracle, of course: the transformation of a
large quantity of water (120 to 180 gallons) into wine. But if we
focus on the event’s “happenedness,” we easily become dis-
tracted and miss the point. We then wonder if such a thing could
really happen; and if we think it could and did, we then marvel
about what Jesus did on a particular day in the past. But the
meaning of this story does not depend upon its “happenedness.”
Instead, it is a “sign,” as John puts it. Signs point beyond them-
selves; to use a play on words, they sign-ify something, and what
they signify is their significance.

So what is the meaning of this story as a “sign”? What is its
significance? A number of its details have caught the attention of
scholars: the odd exchange between Jesus and his mother; the
detail that the water was “for the Jewish rites of purification”;
the anticipation of Jesus’ death.6® Though these details matter,
they should not divert attention from the primary symbolic fea-
ture of the text: a wedding banquet.

Wedding banquets were the most festive occasions in the
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world: of first-century Palestine, especially in the peasant class
(and Cana was a peasant village). Wedding banquets commonly
lasted seven days. They featured dancing, wine, and vast quanti-
ties of food. The normal peasant diet was meager: grains, vegeta-
bles, fruit, olives, eggs; and an occasional fish. Meat and poultry
were infrequently eaten, since people were reluctant to kill the
few animals they had. But at-a wedding banquet, there were co-
pious amounts of food of all kinds.

Given the above, what is this text—which John places as the

inaugural scene of Jesus’ public activity—saying? What is Jesus

about? What is the gospel—the good news—of Jesus about?
John’s answer: it is about a wedding banquet at which the wine
never runs out and the best is'saved for last.

To this metaphorical meaning -of a wedding banquet can be
added historical associations of banquet and wedding imagery in
Jewish and early Christian traditions. In Judaism, a banquet was a
frequent symbol for the messianic age. Marriage was also used as
a metaphor for the relationship between God and Israel.6! In the
New Testament, Jesus is sometimes spoken of as the bridegroom
and the community of his followers as the bride.62 The book of
Revelation refers to “the marriage supper of the Lamb” (Jesus)
and ends with a vision of the New Jerusalem descending from the
sky “prepared as a bride adorned for her husband.”¢3 A wedding
could thus symbolize the intimacy of the divine-human relation-
ship and the marriage between heaven and earth. It is a common
mystical symbol, and John is the most mystical gospel.6*

Did John intend to build all of these meanings into his inaugural
scene? There is no way of knowing. But it is the nature of
metaphorical language to convey more meanings than the author
intended. In any case, it is clear what John is saying: the story of
Jesus is about a wedding banquet at which the wine never runs out.

Selected Texts: Metaphorical Narratives

We move now from seeing the gospels as thematic constructions
to reading individual texts as metaphorical narratives. As we do
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so, we will attend to two levels or kinds of metaphor: intrinsic
metaphor and historical metaphor.6>

- Intrinsic metaphor is shorthand for the metaphorical meanings
intrinsic to the story itself—the meanings that occur to a reader
sensitive to the language of metaphor prior to taking into ac-
count (or even knowing) the specific historical associations of
the language. Historical metaphor is shorthand for the additional
metaphorical meanings that flow out of the specific historical as-
sociations of the language.

I illustrate the distinction by returning briefly to the story of
the wedding at Cana. The intrinsic metaphorical meaning of that
story is that Jesus is about a wedding banquet at which the wine
never runs out. The historical metaphorical meanings are those
additional meanings that flow out of knowing about the specific

"associations of banquet and marriage/wedding imagery in Ju-
daism and early Christianity. - ' é

The texts I have selected for this section of the chapter are all,
in my judgment, purely metaphorical narratives. I do not think a
particular historical event in the life of Jesus lies behind any of
them, even though I think all of them speak: powerfully and
truthfully about the significance of Jesus and his vision. '

Using different language to make the same point, John
Dominic Crossan calls stories like these “parables.” Jesus, he
says, told parables about God. The early Christian movement
likewise told parables about Jesus.66 He suggests that we ask the
following question about the stories in the gospels: “Whether
you read the story as history or parable, what is its meaning—for
then, for now, for always?”6”

Walking on Water .

The story of Jesus walking on the water is one of only two mira-
cle stories found in both John and the synoptics.58 With small
variations, the details are remarkably similar in Mark and John. It
is night, and the disciples are rowing across the Sea of Galilee in
a small boat by themselves. There is a strong wind, the sea is
rough, and they make little headway. Then they see Jesus walk-
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ing on the sea. Initially, they are terrified. But he says to them,
“Jt is I—do not be afraid.” Then they are safe.

Intrinsic Metaphorical Meanings What metaphorical meanings
are intrinsic to the story and not dependent on either the “hap-
penedness” of the story or the specific historical associations of
the imagery? As with any good metaphorical story, the meanings
of this one cannot be reduced to a single understanding. I pro-
vide a short list of possible meanings—a list whose purpose is not
to be comprehensive but to illustrate metaphorical -thinking.
There is nothing special about my list; generating it required no
scholarly expertise. You are invited to reflect on the story to see
what other intrinsic meanings occur to you.

» Without Jesus, you don’t get anywhere.

e Without Jesus, you’re at sea and in the dark.

o Following Jesus may put you in difficult situations.
e Jesus takes away fear.

@ Jesus comes to you in distress.

o Jesus stills storms.

I think I see some sermon possibilities here.

As Matthew narrates this story, he adds an episode: Peter
walks on the water as well. After Jesus says, “It is I, have no
fear,” Matthew tells us:

Peter answered him, “Lord, if it is you, bid me come to you
on the water.” Jesus said, “Come.” So Peter got out of the
boat and walked on the water and came to Jesus; but when
he saw the wind, he was afraid, and beginning to sink he
cried out, “Lord, save me!” Jesus immediately reached out
his hand and caught him, saying to him, “O man of little
faith, why did you doubt?”%?

I strongly doubt that Matthew’s point is literal: if you have
enough faith in Jesus, you can literally walk on water. Rather, his
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point is metaphorical, and the intrinsic metaphorical meanings
might include the following: .

o Without faith in Jesus, fear takes over.

e Without faith in Jesus, you sink.

o. With faith in Jesus, you can walk on water (mctaphoncally)

o When you’re sinking, call out, “Lord, save me!”—and he
~will. :

Historical Metaphorical Meanings Additional meanings can be
added to the above if we factor in the specific historical associa-
tions of sea imagery in the Hebrew Bible. Those associations
were ominous. The sea was a mysterious and threatening force
opposed to God. Thus, when the ancient Hebrews wanted to
stress God’s power and authority, they spoke of God’s mastery
over the sea. The authors of the book of Psalms exclaimed, “You
rule the raging of the sea; when its waves rise, you still them,”
and “The sea is God’s, for God made it.”70 In the book of Job,
the voice from the whirlwind declares that it was God who “shut
in the sea with doors” and said to it, “Thus far you shall come,
and no farther, and here shall your proud waves be stopped.””!

Indeed, the plight of the disciples echoes a psalm that may

~ have'been the model for the gospel story:

The stormy wind lifted up the waves of the sea.
They mounted up to heaven, they went down to the depths.
The courage of those in the boat melted away in their
calamity;

they reeled and staggercd like drunkards,

and were at their wits’ end.
Then they cried to the LORD in their trouble,

and God brought them out of their distress;
God made the storm be still,

and the waves of the sea were hushed.
Then they were glad because they had quiet,

And God brought them to their desired haven.”2
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So what more do we see and hear in the gospel story by being
aware of the historical associations-of the imagery? The primary
additional meaning is christological. The story’s portrait of Jesus
walking on the water and calming the waves makes the claim that
Jesus participates in the power and authority of God: that which
was said about God in the Hebrew Bible is now said about Jesus.

Finally, the disciples of Jesus were sometimes a symbol for the
Christian community, and a boat was an early Christian symbol
for the church. This suggests that the story is also about the rela-
tionship between Jesus and the church.

The story thus witnesses to what the post-Easter Jesus had be-
come in the life of early Christian communities: one with God. The
canonical Jesus is one who stills storms, takes away our fear; rescues
us—and does so because he participates in the power of God.

Feeding the Multitude
The second miracle story found in both the synoptics and John
is the feeding of five thousand people with five loaves and two
fish.73 In both, the story is remarkably similar, and its basic out-
line is familiar. Jesus, the disciples, and a crowdare in the coun-
tryside (the synoptics call it “a lonely place™), and the crowd has
nothing to eat. The disciples cannot imagine that feeding
them—as Jesus wants to do—is possible and ask, “Shall we go
and buy 200 denarii worth of bread?”7# Instead, five loaves
and two fish are found. According to Mark, Jesus then took
the food, “looked up to heaven, and blessed, and -broke the
loaves and gave them to the disciples to set before the people.”
According to John, “Jesus took the loaves, and when he had
given thanks,” he distributed them to the crowd himself. All ate
and were satisfied. Afterward, twelve baskets of food were left
over.”5

Here the similarities between John and the synoptics end. Un-
like the synoptics, John uses the storyas a springboard for a long
discourse by Jesus.”6 Its subject matter is one of the “I am” state-
ments attributed by John to Jesus: “I am the bread of life.” Be-
cause John’s interpretation of the feeding story is significantly
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different from that of the synoptics, I will treat the two interpre-
tations separately. ‘

The Synoptic Story: Intrinsic Metaphorical Meanings Again I
invite you to reflect on the metaphorical meanings intrinsic to
the story. As I did so myself, the following occurred to me:

e Without Jesus, you go hungry.

s With Jesus, there is more than enough.

o Feeding the multitude matters to Jesus.

o Jesus commands his followers to feed the multitude.

o Jesus® followers resist feeding the multitude: How is it pos-
sible, they ask?77 ’

Though the narrative is metaphorical, real food for real people
mattered to Jesus. :

The Synoptic Story: Historical Metaphorical Meanings The his-
torical metaphorical associations with the Hebrew Bible are espe-
cially rich in this story. The principal association is with Israel’s
primal narrative, the exodus story. Just as God fed the Israelites
with manna from heaven as they journeyed through the wilder-
ness, so now Jesus provides bread in the wilderness. The exodus
story is happening again. Just as Second Isaiah viewed what was
happening in his time as a new exodus, so now the gospels view
what .is happening in Jesus as a new exodus.”8 And though the
feeding part-of the exodus story is emphasized, the fuller story is
also called to mind: Jesus is like Moses, the leader of Israel who
liberated his -people from bondage and deprivation in imperial
Egypt and brought them to the promised land.

Jobn’s Story: Intrinsic Metaphovical Meanings In the long dis-
course and dialogue following the story of the feeding, the Jesus
of John says, “I am the bread of life” and “the bread of God”
that “comes down from heaven and gives life to the world.””?
Jesus himself is that bread; people are to eat him. The language
in John becomes even more graphic:
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Unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink his
blood, you have no life in you. Those who eat my flesh and
drink my blood have eternal life. . . . For my flesh is true
food and my blood is true drink.80

Obviously, John’s story uses the language of metaphor. If
taken literally, this passage would smack of cannibalism. So what
are the intrinsic metaphorical meanings of eating Jesus’ flesh and
drinking his blood?

The imagery of eating and drinking connects to a central reli-
gious metaphor for our deepest human yearning: hunger, and the
closely related metaphor thirst. There are those who hunger and
thirst for God, for justice, for meaning, for life. For John, Jesus is
the answer to that hunger: Jesus himself is the bread of life who
satisfies our hunger. Eat this bread and you will never be hungry:
“I am the bread of life; whoever comes to me will never be hun-

~ gry.” The next line of the verse invokes the thirst metaphor: “And

whoever believes in me will never thirst.”8!

The metaphors remind us of the Christian eucharist, of course.
But one should not reduce their meaning to the bread and wine of
the central Christian sacrament. Although John’s language adds
resonances of meaning to the eucharist, to see this language as con-
veying simply “Eat the bread and drink the wine of the eucharist”
flattens the varied metaphors into a single prosaic meaning.

The metaphors also connect to the wisdom literature of
Israel, especially to the banquet of Wisdom/Sophia in Proverbs:
“Come, eat of the bread and drink of the wine I have mixed!”82
For John, Jesus is the incarnation not only of the Word of God
but also of the Wisdom of God. To take Jesus in, to digest Jesus,
is to partake in Jesus as the Wisdom of God.

Jobn’s Story: Historical Metaphorical Meanings The metaphors
also connect to the mysticism of John’s gospel. Eating and
drinking Jesus is the way of becoming one with Jesus: “Those
who eat my flesh and drink my blood abide in me, and I in
them.”83 By taking in and digesting the flesh and blood of Jesus,
we live in Jesus and Jesus lives in us: we become one with Jesus.
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Abiding or dwelling in Jesus is also the theme of another mysti-
cal metaphor in John: Jesus as the true vine and his followers as
branches. The branches are joined to the vine and depend on the
vine for their life. They are to bear fruit; and the fruit, John tells
us, is love: just as Jesus abides in God’s love, so Jesus’ followers
are to abide in his love. Thus the consequence of having Jesus
within and being in Jesus is to “Love one another as I have loved
you.”8¢ And part of loving one another is feeding the multitude.

The implicit connection between the feeding of the five
thousand and the exodus story is made explicit in John. In his
discourse, John explicitly refers to Israel’s ancestors being fed
with manna in the wilderness. But John’s point is not simply
-similarity to the exodus; he also emphasizes contrast. While
Jesus “gives life to the world” as “the bread of life,” the manna
of the exodus did not give life: “Your ancestors ate the manna
in the wilderness, and they died.” What Moses gave them was
not the true bread from heaven.85 But Jesus is “the true bread”
and “the living bread,” and “whoever eats of this bread will live
forever.”86

Thus in John the point is not really that Jesus now feeds
people in the wilderness as God did in the exodus story. The
point, rather, is that Jesus provides that which was not provided
in the time of the exodus: living bread. .

Sight to the Blind
I have already commented briefly about two synoptic “sight to

the blind” stories as metaphorical narratives that also reflect his--

tory remembered.8” Here I will focus on a story in John’s gospel
that deals with Jesus giving sight to a man blind from birth. I
leave unaddressed the question of whether this particular healing
happened. For a metaphorical reading, the question does not
matter.

John devotes the whole of his ninth chapter to the story and
its aftermath. The first part of the chapter narrates the healing it-
self. Jesus gives sight to the man “born blind” by making a paste
of clay and spittle and spreading it on his eyes. The second part
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concerns the interrogation of the once-blind man and his par-
ents by “the Pharisees” and “the Jews.” The response -of the
man’s parents to the interrogation is cautious and careful, be-
cause, we are told, “they were afraid of the Jews; for the Jews
had already agreed that anyone who confessed Jesus to be the
Messiah would be put out of the synagogue.” Then the formerly
blind man is interrogated again, and when he unambiguously af-
firms that Jesus is from God, he is driven out of the synagogue.88

Intrinsic Metaphorical Meanings The intrinsic metaphors in
this story are “light” and “seeing.” As John often does, he makes
the intrinsic metaphors explicit. He does so in words attributed
to Jesus and the blind man:

Jesus: “I am the light of the world.”
The blind man: “Once I was blind, but now I see. . . . Jesus
opened my eyes.”8

The metaphors connect to a major theme of John’s story of
Jesus: Jesus is the light who brings enlightenment. One chapter
before this blind-man-healed story, some of the same language is
used: “I am the light of the world. Whoever follows me will
never walk in darkness but will have the light of life.”90

This theme is prominently announced in the elegant prologue
to John’s gospel. The Word (and Wisdom) of God that became
incarnate in Jesus is the life and light of all people:!

The light shines in the darkness,

and the darkness did not overcome it. . . .
The true light which enlightens everyone

was coming into the world.??

Darkness and light, blindness and seeing, light and enlighten-
ment—these are archetypal religious metaphors common to
many traditions. Though the imagery is used in the Hebrew
Bible, the archetypal associations are more important for our
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purposes than the specifically historical associations.®3 “Being in
the dark” and “blindness” are frequent cross-cultural images for
the human condition, just as “light,” “seeing,” and “enlighten-
ment” are images for the deliverance from that state of affairs.

Enlightenment as an archetypal religious metaphor belongs to
a mystical way of being religious. Outside of the Jewish and
Christian traditions, the best-known enlightenment experience is
the Buddha’s mystical experience. Such an experience leads to
seeing everything differently. It is not simply an intellectual or
mental “seeing,” as when we say, “Oh, I see what you mean.”
Rather, enlightenment as a religious experience involves commu-
nion or union with what is; an immediate “knowing” of the sa-
cred that transforms one’s way of se¢ing. :

So it is in John: enlightenment is a central metaphor for salva-
tion. To have one’s eyes opened, to be enlightened, is to move
from the negative pole of John’s contrasting symbols to the pos-
itive pole. To move from darkness to light is also to move from
death to life, from falsehood to truth, from life in the flesh to life
in the Spirit, from life “below” to life “from above.”*

To be enlightened is to be born “from above” and “of the
Spirit”—in other words, to be “born again.” Thus the “born
again” experience in John is an enlightenment experience.?®

The language of enlightenment connects to John’s emphasis
‘upon knowing God. For John, such knowing is the primary
meaning of “eternal life”—not a future state beyond death but
an experience in the present. To know God is eternal life: “This
is eternal life, that they may know you, the only true God.” Of
course, for John, the true God is known in Jesus, and so the sec-
ond half of the verse continues with “and Jesus Christ, whom
you have sent.”%6 For John, the Christian enlightenment experi-
ence is knowing God in Jesus.

Historical Metaphorical Meanings In the judgment of most
scholars, the interrogation in the second part of John 9, with its
language of being “put out of the synagogue,” points to the his-
torical context in which the gospel was written: late in the first
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century.9” A synagogue, of course, was a local Jewish assembly of
teaching and worship. In that world, being “put out” (expelled)
from . the synagogue was far more serious than being expelled
from a Christian congregation or denomination is in our world.
Whereas we can simply find and join another church, those who
were expelled from the synagogue were no longer considered
Jews (or at least not acceptable Jews). In a traditional society
where most people lived their entire life in the same village or
town, this was a powerful social sanction. Those who were ex-
pelled faced social ostracism: among other things, expulsion dis-
rupted relationships within families and with neighbors and
made marriage to “proper” Jews difficult or impossible.
Followers of Jesus were not threatened with expulsion from
the synagogue during his lifetime. At the earliest, this happened
a decade or two after the destruction of the temple in 70. John 9
thus not only suggests an approximate date for the gospel but
also points to the historical situation with which John and his
community were dealing: bitter conflict between Jews and Chris-
tian Jews. As it did in the gospel of Matthew, this conflict shapes
John’s story of Jesus. In particular, it accounts for John’s use of
“the Jews” as a negative symbol of disbelief. And worse: though
“the Jews” claim to have Abraham and God for their father, they

" are neither Abraham’s children nor God’s children. Rather—and

somewhat shockingly—the Jesus of John says, “You are from
your father the devil.”?8 The conflict situation helps us to under-
stand this language, even as we must also regret and reject it.

Jesus as “the Way”
Jesus said, “I am the way, and the truth, and the life; no one
comes to the Father except through me.”?? ’

The last text we shall explore is also from John. It is troubling
to many mainline Christians in our time because of how it has
commonly been heard and read through the Christian centuries:
it has been the classic “proof text” for Christian exclusivism—the
notion that salvation is possible only through Jesus, and thus
only through Christianity.
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Intrinsic Metaphovical Meanings Although this text, like the
others we have looked at, has specific historical relevance, it also
has universal meanings. We gain access to those meanings by
paying attention to the metaphor at the heart of the text: Jesus is
“the way.” A way is a path or a road or a journey, not a set of be-
liefs.100

So Jesus is “the way.” But what does this metaphor, applied to

a person, mean? More specifically, what is Jesus’ “way” in John’s
gospel (or what is “the way” which Jesus is)? The answer is
found in the movement or dynamic of the gospel as a whole as
well as in a single verse:

o In the gospel as a whole: From the inaugural scene onward,
Jesus® way leads to his death—which is also, for John, his
glorification.101 The way to life in the presence of God is
through death. ,

o In a single verse: The Jesus of John says, “Very truly I tell
you, unless a grain of wheat falls into the earth and dies, it
remains just a single grain; but if it dies, it bears much
fruit,”102

In short, for John the way or path of Jesus is the path of death
and resurrection understood as a metaphor for the religious life.
That way—the path of dying to an old way of being and being
born into a new way of being—is the only way to God.

The same point is made in a story I once heard about a ser-
mon preached by a Hindu professor in a Christian seminary sev-
eral decades ago. The text for the day included the “one way”
passage, and about it he said, “This verse is absolutely true—
Jesus is the only way.” But he went on to say, “And that way—of
dying to an old way of being and being born into a new way of
being—is known in all of the religions of the world.” The way of
-~ Jesus is a universal way, known to millions who have never heard
of Jesus. .

The way of Jesus is thus not a set of beliefs about Jesus. That
we ever thought it was is strange, when one thinks about it—as if
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one entered new life by believing certain things to be true, or as
if the only people who can be saved are those who know the
word “Jesus.” Thinking that way virtually amounts to salvation
by syllables. Rather, the way of Jesus is the way of death and res-
urrection—the path of transition and transformation from an old
way of being to a new way of being.

Finally, the language of incarnation, so central to John, is cru-
cial for understanding the threefold affirmation of this verse:
Jesus is not only “the way,” but also “the truth, and the life.” In-
carnation means embodiment. Jesus is the way—Jesus is what the
way embodied in a person looks like. Jesus is the truth—TJesus is
what the truth embodied in a person looks like. Jesus is the life—
Jesus is what life (real life) embodied in a person looks like. Tak-
ing Jesus seriously is not about a set of beliefs but about a person
in whom we see embodied the way, the truth, and the life. ‘

Historical Mesaphorical Meanings As in John’s gospel gener-
ally, though “I am the way, and the truth, and the life” is attrib-
uted to Jesus, it does not go back to Jesus himself. Rather, it is
the product of a later stage in the developing tradition and was
perhaps created by the author of John himself.

One key to reading this text is to set it in the historical context
of John’s gospel: a situation of bitter conflict in which John’s
community of Christian Jews was experiencing sharp social os-
tracism from non-Christian Jews. As a result, some of John’s
community may have been tempted to retarn to their commu-
nity of origin.

In that setting, John wrote these words. He was thinking not
of all the religions of the world, but of the synagogue across the
street. He was saying, in effect, Stay within the community of
Jesus. Don’t go back to the way you left behind. Jesus is the way;
that way isn’t. :

Even as we understand the text this way, it is important not to
turn it into a rejection of Judaism, as if other religions might be
all right, but not Judaism. In short, reading the verse in histori-
cal context relativizes it. It is not an absolute pronouncement
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about all other religions or about all other forms of Judaism for
all time; rather, it is a pastoral exhortation in a particular histori-
cal setting.

Conclusion

The gospel portraits of the canonical Jesus make extraordinary
claims about him. He is one with God and shares in the power
and authority of God. He is the revelation of God. He is also the
revelation of “the way,” not only in John but also in the synop-
tics. He is the bread of life who satisfies the deepest hunger of
human beings and the light shining in the darkness who brings
enlightenment. He lifts us out of death into life. He is the Word
and Wisdom of God embodied in a human life. He is the disclo-
sure of what a life full of God—a life filled with the Spirit—Ilooks
like.

This is who Jesus is for us as Christians. Some modern Chris-
tians have been uncomfortable with these claims because they
seem to partake of Christian triumphalism. But for Christians,
these claims should not be watered down. For us as Christians,
Jesus is not less than this—he is #// of this. And we can say “This
is who Jesus is for us” without also saying “And God is known
only in Jesus.”

The gospels—as particular documents, as a collection of docu-
ments, and as individual stories within them—are Christianity’s
primal narratives. To say this means that these are the most im-
portant stories we know, and we know them to be decisively
true.

NOTES

1. The word “Christian” does occur, but only three times: I Pet. 4.16 and Acts
11.26 and 26.28. Formed from the Greek or Latin word for “messiah,” in
this early usage it meant a follower of Jesus as the Jewish messiah. Thus it
did not yét mean a member of a new religion. See Michael J. Wilkins,
“Christian,” The Anchor Bible Dictionary, ed. David Noel Freedman (New
York: Doubleday, 1992), vol. 1, pp. 925-26.

2. The phrase “the parting of the ways” echoes the title of a fine book by
James D. G. Dunn, The Partings of the Ways: Between Christinnity and Ju-
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daism and Their Significance for the Character of Clomtmmty (Philadelphia:
Trinity Press International, 1991).

3. Rodney Stark, The Rise of Christinnity (San Francisco: HarpchanFranc:sco,
1997), chap. 3.

4. Alan Segal, Rebeccn’s Childyen: Judmism and Ghristianity in the Roman
Worid (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1986).

5. Stark, The Rise of Christinnity, p. 57.

6. Typically dated to the early second century are I and II Timothy, Titus, and
IT Peter, with the last commonly seen as the latest book of the New Testa-
ment.

. Stark, The Rise of Christianity, chap.- 1.

. The two shortest documents are Philemon and Jude.

. See the illuminating comments of Eugene Boring, Revelation (Louisville:
Knozx, 1989), p. 6.

10. Excellent accessible introductions to the gospels include Mark Allan Powell,
Introduction to the Gospels (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1998), and W. Barnes
Tatum, In Search of Jesus, rev. ed. (Nashville: Abingdon, 1999).

11. We are virtually certain that none was written by any of the twelve disciples
or other eyewitnesses. There is a strong scholarly consensus that Matthew
and John were not written by disciples named Matthew and John. With
Mark and Luke, a reasonable (though not decisive) case can be made that
they were written by people named Mark and Luke, in part because there
was no particulatly good reason for second-century Christians to name the
gospels after these men if they were not the authors. Neither Mark nor Luke
was among the twelve disciples, nor was either an eyewitness to the public
activity of Jesus.

12. Moreover, most mainline scholars see the birth stories and the story of Jesus
at age twelve as metaphorical narratives. Historically speaking, they are thus
legendary, even though as metaphorical narratives they make significant af-
firmations about Jesus.

O 00\

'13. Thus I reject the either-or choice that has marked a fair amount of Jesus and

gospel scholarship: that only the historical Jesus matters or only the canoni-
cal Jesus matters. Bozh matter. For a vigorous presentation of the case for
the primacy of the canonical Jesus, see Luke Timothy Johnson, The Renl
Jesus (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1995). For my summary of the
two positions in the history of scholarship, see Jesus in Contemporary Schol-
arship (Valley Forge, PA: Trinity Press International, 1994), chap. 9.

14. My understanding of the historical Jesus is described most fully in the fol-
lowing books: Conflict, Holiness, and Politics in the Teaching of Jesus (Harris-
burg, PA: Trinity Press International, 1998; first published in 1984); and,
all published by HarperSanFrancisco: Jesus: A New Vision (1987), Meeting
Jesus Again for the First Time (1994), and, with N. T. Wright, The Meaning
of Jesus: Two Visions (1998). The last one in particular also treats post-Easter
perceptions of Jesus within the early Christian movement.

15. Dating Mark to the late 60s or early 70s is widely accepted. I owe the phrase
“swartime gospel” to Daryl Schmidt, The Gospel of Mark (Sonoma, CA:
Polebridge, 1990).
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16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

Mark 13.1-2. A historical comment: I think it is likely that the historical
Jesus did address threats to Jerusalem and the temple as the center of the
. native domination system, just as many of the classical prophets of the He-
brew Bible warned of the destruction of the kingdoms that they addressed.
Thus my position is not that Mark has created these warnings but that Mark
has composed his thirteenth chapter with the events of the Jewish war in
mind. In short, Mark may be using historical material here, even as he ap-
plies it to his own time.

Mark 13.4 and followmg Quoted passage is 13.14, echoing Dan 9.27,

11.31, and 12.11. In Daniel, the foreign empire is the Hcllemsuc Empire of
Antiochus Epiphanes IV; his desecration of the temple around 165 BCE
sparked the Maccabean revolt. Some scholars, including the well-known
German scholar Gerd Theissen, have argued that clements of Mark 13 may
have originated in connection with the crisis of 40 CE, when the Roman em-
peror Caligula-planned to have a statue of himself erected in the temple in
Jerusalem. See Theissen, The Gospels in Context, trans. Linda Maloney (Min-
neapolis: Fortress, 1991), pp. 125-65. I regard this as possible (maybe even
plausible), even as I also think it is clear that Mark is applying this language
to the events of 70.

The first and longer quoted passage is Mark 13.24-27; the quoted phrase
within it is taken from Dan. 7.13-14. The second quoted passage is Mark
13.30.

When speaking about “apocalyptic” and “eschatology,” terminological
problems abound. Here I use “eschatology” as a fairly broad umbrella term
to refer to “the end of things”; adding the adjective “apocalyptic” refers to
an eschatology that sees “the end” as imminent, dramatic, and brought
about by divine intervention.

Mark 9.1, immediately following the Son of Man saying in 8.38. Mark 9.1
occupies a strategic place in the gospel, either as the end of the first half or
as the beginning of the second half. Note that it is followed immediately by
the story of Jesus’ transfiguration, in which the same voice that declared
Jesus to be God’s beloved Son at the beginning of the gospel in the story

- of Jesus’ baptism (Mark 1.11) is heard again: “This is my Son, the

21.

22,

.23,
24.

Beloved” (Mark 9.7, in the context of 9:2-8). Just as the first half of Mark
begins with a declaration ‘of Jesus’ identity at his baptism, so the second
half begins with a declaration of his identity at his transfiguration.

In addition to Mark 1.15 and 9.1, only eleven more times in words attributed
to Jesus in Mark: 4.10-12 (the “mystery” of the kingdom); 4.26-29, 30-32
(two ‘brief parables of the Kingdom); six sayings in Mark 9 and 10 (9.47;
10.14, 15, 23, 24, 25); 12,34; and 14.25. Comparisons: Matthew has thirty-
six “kingdom of God” sayings attributed to Jesus, and Luke has thirty-two.
Behind all three English words is the Greek word bodos, used frequently by
Mark.

Mark 1.3.

The central section of Mark is 8.27-10.45 (or 8.22-10.52, if the two stories

of blind men regaining their sight—stories that frame the section—are in- g

cluded). John Donahue, in Harper’s Bible Commentary (San Francisco:
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25.

26.

27.

28.

29.
30.

31.

32.

Harper & Row, 1988), p. 984, highlights the section’s centrality by compar-
ing the construction of Mark’s gospel to the design of a‘Roman triumphal .
arch: the side panels point to what is most central, the panel in the middle of
the arch. Mark’s central section is the middle panel. The three predictions of
Jesus® death and resurrection are Mark 8.31, 9.31, and 10.33-34.

All of Marl’s sayings about entering or being in the kingdom of God are
found in his central section: 9.47; 10.14, 15, 23, 24, 25.

Shortly before Mark was written, the first persecution of Christians by the
Roman Empire ‘occurred. Instigated by the emperor Nero in 64, it hap-
pened in Rome itself, and apparently not elsewhere. Though we do not
have any specific evidence of persecution and martyrdom of Christians in
connection with the Jewish war of revolt against Rome, it is plausible to
think that it happened.

Matt. 4.23,9.35. In 7.29, Matthew refers to “their” scrlbes. See also Matt.
6.2 and 6.5, where those in synagogues are called “hypocrites.”

Matt. 23. The formula occurs in vv. 13, 15, 23, 25, 27, 29. “Blind guides,”
“blind fools,” “blind men,” and “blind Pharisee”: vv. 16, 17, 19, 24, 26.
“Serpents” and “brood of vipers”: v. 33. “Child of hell”; v. 15. Luke
11.37-52 contains some of the same material, and thus Matt. 23 is based on
Q; but in Luke (and Q), the criticisms are specific indictments and not
broadside invective.

Matt. 21.43.

Matt. 27.24-25. These verses are a Matthean editorial addition to Mark’s
account of the trial. So also is Pilate’s wife’s dream in 27.19, which declares
Jesus to be a righteous man.

See the excellent excursus on Matthew as interpreter of scripture in Eugene
Boring’s commentary on Matthew in The New Interpreter’s Bible (Nashville:
Abingdon, 1995), vol. 8, pp. 151-54.

Matt. 10.5; see also 15.24. Matthew is not against a mission to the Gentiles,
but he attributes the command for such a mission to a post-Easter setting:

. Matt. 28.18-20.

33.
34.

35.

Matt. 5.17-18.

The five blocks of teaching material are Matt. 5.1-7.27, 10.5-42, 13.1-52,
18.1-35, and 24.3-25.46. The formula is found in 7.28,11.1, 13.53, 19.1,
and 26.1.

Matt. 4.17. Matthew’s use of “kingdom of heaven” instead of “kingdom of
God” here and elsewhere in his gospel requires a brief comment. Whereas
Mark and Luke consistently use the phrase “kingdom of God,” Matthew
substitutes “heaven” for “God.” But Matthew does not mean a kingdom in
another world after death, or heaven as afterlife. Rather, the substitution is
another reflection of his continuity with Jewish tradition: out of reverence
for God, he seeks to avoid using the name “God” and so substitutes
“heaven” as an alternative (incidentally, he uses the plural: kingdom of zhe
beavens). Matthew’s piety has unfortunately led centuries of Christians to
think that the center of Jesus’ message was the kingdom of heaven under-
stood as afterlife. But Jesus’ focus was on the kingdom of God, which is not
at all the same as heaven.
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36. Matthew’s nine beatitades are in 5.3-12; Luke has four in Luke 6.20-23.
The parable of the wise and foolish builders at the end of the Sermon on the
Mount is in Matt. 7.24-27.

37. The contrasts-are called “the antitheses” of the Sermon on the Mount, and
are in 5.21-48. '

38. Matt. 5.1-2. The Sermon on the Mount as a whole is in Matt. 5-7.

39. Luke 6.17. The Sermon on the Plain is in Luke 6.20-47.

40. For Matthew, Jesus is more than this. He is also, for example, the messiah
and Son of God. My-concern here is not to present Matthew’s christology
as a whole, but simply to illustrate how Matthew’s Moses typology is re-
flected in Jesus’ inaugural address. :

41. A supercessionist is one who thinks that Israel and the Jewish people were the
people of God until the time of Jesus but no longer are, and that Christians
are now the people of God (in other words, that Christians have superseded
Jews as God’s “chosen”). Much of conventional Christian belief throughout
the centuries has been supercessionist, conseiously or unconsciously, though
most often without using that label. In our time, supercessionism has been
explicitly rejected by the Catholic Church and by many mainline Christians,
including most mainline Christian theologians.

42. A “roadmap” of the spread of early Christianity in Acts is programmatically
stated in Acts 1.8: the risen Christ just before his ascension says to his fol-
lowers, “You will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria,
and to the ends of the earth.”

43, Luke 1.35, 41, 67; 2.25-27.

44, Tuke 4.14. References to the Spirit descending at Jesus’ baptism and lead-
ing him into the wilderness (both paralleled in Mark and Matthew) are
found in 3.22 and 4.1.

45 Luke 23.46. It is unclear whether we should understand the words to mean
that the Spirit that had gnided and empowered Jesus during his life now re-
turns to God, or whether the statement is simply a confession of trust in
God as Jesus dies. Both meanings are possible.

46. Luke 24.49. Luke goes on to end his gospel with the story of Jesus’ ascen-
sion, which he speaks of as having occurred the night after Easter. Then
Luke begins Acts with another story of Jesus’ ascension—this one some
forty days later. The two ascension stories are a bit of a puzzle, especially
since they are set forty days apart. Perhaps the contradiction suggests that
Luke does not see the ascension story as reporting a literally factual event.

47. Acts 1.5, 8. The Spixit is also mentioned in v. 3.

48. Acts 2.14.

49. Thus this is quite different from “speaking in tongues” (glossolalin) as re-

\ ported in the churches of Paul, where what is heard is unintelligible lan-
guage: In Acts, the gift is universally intelligible language.

50. The story of the first Christian Pentecost continues through Acts 2.41.
Quoted words are from 2.17, an approximate citation of Joel 2.28.

51. Acts 8.29,9.17, 10.19, 13.2, 16.6-7.

52. Acts 15.28.

53. Examples in addition to those already cited: Acts 2.38, 4.8, 4.31, 6.3, 7.55,
8.15-17,9.31,10.44, 11.15,11.24, 13.9,19.2-6, 19.21, 20.22-23, 21.11.
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54. Luke 4.16-30. .

55. Luke 4.18-19, quoting Isa. 61.1-2 and 58.6.

56. To avoid a possible misunderstanding, let me add that to say that the inan-
gural addresses were constructed by the evangelists does not mean that the
evangelists made them up out of nothing. Jesus really did proclaim the king-
dom of God, and Jesus did say much of what is included in the Sermon on
the Mount. But portraying “the kingdom of God is at hand” and the Ser-
mon on the Mount as the inaugural addresses of Jesus is the product of
Mark and Matthew. So also here in Luke: historically speaking, Jesus was a
Spirit-ancinted prophet who proclaimed good news to the poor, and so
forth. But Luke 4.16-30 is a Lucan product.

57.John 2.13-22; Mark 11.1-10, with parallels in Matt 21.1-9 and Luke
19.28-38. S

58. For an accessible and illuminating treatment of John’s contrasting symbols, see
Robert Kysar, Jobn: The Maverick Gospel, rev. ed. (Louisville: Westminster/
Knox, 1993), pp. 58-77. For comments about John’s treatment of “the
Jews,” see my section later in this chapter on John 9.

59. John 2.1-11. Immediately preceding it is the preparation for Jesus’ public
activity in the first chapter: the witness of John the Baptizer and Jesus call
of his first disciples.

60. John 2.3—4, 6. The “hour” in the phrase “My hour has not yet come” (v. 3)
refers in John to the hour of Jesus’ death.

61. In the Hebrew Bible, see Hos. 2.14-20, Isa. 54.5, Jer. 2.2. See also Song of
Songs; its erotic love poetry has been understood from ancient times as a
metaphor for the God-Israel and divine-human relationship.

62. See, for example, Mark 2.19-20, John 3.29, II Cor. 11.2, Eph. 5.21-32.

63. Rev. 19.7-9,21.2. '

64. The story of the wedding at Cana may also have metaphorical associations
with the wine of the Christian eucharist. Just as later in the gospel Jesus pro-
vides bread when there is no bread, here he provides wine.

65. Because I am not aware of standard terminology for these two kinds of
metaphorical meaning, these are my own terms. ' -

66. John Dominic Crossan,. A Long Way from Tipperary (San Francisco:
HarperSanFrancisco, 2000), pp. 136, 168. Crossan is thus using the word
“parable” with a broader (but defensible) meaning than its normal mean-
ing. Normally in gospel and Jesus scholarship, the word “parable” refers to
an oral form of speech used by Jesus: a memorable short story that is not
factually true whose purpose is to invite the hearer into the world of the
story and then to see something in light of that story. In an important sense,
parables are “fictions”; they do not report something that happened. But
they are nonetheless “true” fictions. Crossan’s point is that the more spec-
tacular “miracle stories” might be thought of the same way.

67. From the published description of a lecture he gave on the feeding of the
multitude at Trinity Cathedral in Portland, Oregon, in September of 2000.

68. Mark 6.45-52, Matt. 14.22-33, John 6.15-21. The ‘synoptics (but not
John) also have a second “sea” story: the stilling of the storm in Mark
4.35-41 = Matt. 8.23-27 = Luke 8.22-25. In this story, Jesus is with the
disciples in-the boat, but asleep. When a storm comes up and the boat is in
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86. John 6.32, 51.

inki s . ish-
danger of sinking, they call out to him, “Do you not care if we are peris 87. See chap. 3 above, p. 45-46.

ing?” He then stills the storm.
69. Matt. 14.28-31; the full story in Matthew is found in 14.22-33. 88. John 9.22, 34-35.
70. Ps. 89.9,95.5. 89. John 9.5, 25, 30.
g . 90. John 8.12.

. Job. 38.8, 11.
71.Job. 388, 91. Though John’s prologue refers explicitly only to “the Word of God” and

72. Ps. 107.25-29. ‘
73 ]:hn 6.1-14: Mark 6.30-44 = Matt. 14.13-21 = Luke 9.10-17. Mark and not to “the Wisdom of God,” I use both here because, as many scholars
' . ’ ) e : ) have pointed out, the two phrases are close equivalents in John: what John

L Matthew al iracl h Luk d John di
. N oif fc?c‘;in gs ?Oﬁrzglzscgggpirﬁ%zias'i’_ﬁ;o:f d M:ti.c f; 3 21_()39? © says about the former is also said about the latter in the Jewish wisdom tra-
74. A denarius was a unit of money (a coin) commonly understood to be a day’s 9 ;lcl)?:;nl' 59

wages. Hence the NRsv translates the phrase “six months’ wages.” g . «
75. Among the few variations: only IohnEI’n entions that the five loaves and two : 93. Imagery of darkness and light is used in passages such as “The people who
walked in darkness have seen a great light; those who lived in a land of

fish are supplied by a boy. In John, Jesus himself distributes the food; in the . A A .

synoptics, the disciples do. The striking similarities include the same num- c‘{cep darkness:on them has‘hght shi ncd‘ (Tsa. 9'2)’, ‘Avise, shine ﬁ?r your

bers throughout: five loaves, two fish; five thousand people; two hundre d light has”comc (Isa. 60.1); “Your Worfi is a lamp to my 'fcet and a light to

denarii worth of bread; twelve baskets of food left over. Moreover, in both myp ath” (Ps. 119‘10i)' Imagery of blmgincss and 31§h tis used, for Sxam-

John and the synoptics, this story is followed immediately by the story of ’ ltjtlxe, mn thcsfe f; ss{‘;%;s‘; ,l{hl? ZYCS Ofth‘ej blgd shsaél ;c;e g sa. 35.18); ;lh?
Kin ; AP 1 hol thi e eyes of the shall be opened” (Isa. 35.5); “You that are blind,

Jesus walking on water. These similarities have led some scholars to ink look up and see™ (Isa. 42.18); “Bring forth the people who are blind, yet

that the.author of John knew one of the synoptic gospels or, alternatively, " . .
that both John and the synoptics knew a cgmmon “signs source.” It is also have eyes” (Tsa. 43.§). In all of these cases, blindness and secing are used
possible that a common oral tradition used by both John and Mark may ac- metaphorically, not literally.

94. See earlier in this chapter.

count for the similar details. . .
95. The “born again” or “born from above” text is the story of Jesus and

76. Joha 6.22-59. Nicodemus in John 3.1-10. It is interesting to note that the story begi
77. B C k] ful St f thi . AL Tip- \if it A—1U, n al story begins
or Crossan’s poweriu’ exposition of this point, sc¢ ong Way from Tip with Nicodemus coming to Jesus “by night”—that is, he is in the dark.

perary, pp. 167-68. T condense it to its essentials. Jesus tells the disciples, 96. John 17.3.

“You give th i .” But “they al j t him.” They vir-
ou give them something to eat.” Bu €y almost jeer at um whh 97. Persuasively argued about thirty years ago by J. Louis Martyn in History

tually have to be forced “kicking and screaming, as it were,” into the X ; . 14
process. “It is the duty of the disciples, the Twelve, the Church to make and Theology in the Fourth Gospel (Nashville: Abingdon, 1968), it is now
y ) widely accepted by Johannine scholars.

sure that food is distributed fairly and equitably to all. And, the Church is
very reluctant to accept that responsibility. . . . Reluctant then, reluctant gg ?6;110112168'3 1-59, esp. 39-44.
. Jo 6.

now. This [the story of the feeding of the five thousand] is a parable not il » 1 th . . . .

about charity, but about justice, about the just distribution of the material : 100. Wa’y or path, as.n'otcd In the previous chgpter, 52 central image in the

bases of life, about the sharing of that which is available equitably among ; Jewish “ﬂqum tradition. It s also a central image in Mark (as well as the
' other synoptics), as argued in this chapter: to follow Jesus is to follow him

all.” :
78. See chap. 6 above, p. 136. . on bis way.
i & 35,48 33, : 101. The death of Jesus is anticipated already in John’s inaugural scene, the

79. John 6.35, 48, 33. . :

80 ;ghg 653 55 wedding at Cana; “my hour” in v. 4 refers to Jesus’ death.
. .53, 55.

81. John 6.35. The thirst metaphor is also found in the story of Jesus and the 102. Jobn 12.24.

Samaritan woman at the well in John 4.1-42. There Jesus speaks of “living
water” (vv.-10-11) in “contrast to the water from Jacob’s well and says,
“Everyone who drinks of this water [from Jacob’s well] will be thirsty again,
but those who drink of the water that I will give them will never be thirsty”
(vv. 13-14).

82. Prov. 9.5. See chap. 7 above, p. 150.

83. John 6.56.

84. John 15.1-12.

85. John 6.49, 32; sec also 6.58.
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CHAPTER 9. READING PAUL AGAIN

1. Next to Jesus, Paul is most important indivdual in birth of what became Chx.
More of NT documetns were written by him than by any other person.
And, more than anybody else, he was responsible for the spread of the
Jeus movt into the Gentile world.

2. Primary sources:
Paul wrote 7 of the 13 letters atributed to him
I Thessalonians, Galatians, I and II Corinthians, Philemon,
Philippians and Romans

not written by Paul: Colossians, Ephesians and ITI Thessalonians
not by Paul: "Pastoral Epsiteles, I and II Timony thad Titus.

ON THE DAMASCUS ROAD
The decisive event in Paul's life was his exp of the risen Christ on the road
to Damascus. Before Damascus, he was a zealous persecutor fo the Jesus
movt; afterwad, he became its foremost apostle.

His life-changing exp happened around the year 35, abut five years after
Jesus exeuciton.
Find fulles accoutn in ACts 9.

I have begn with story of paul on Damascus Raod in part because that exp
was the truning point in his life, but also because I am convinced that we
best understand Paul when we tkae his religous exp serously as our
starging point for udmerstanding his message.

THE PRE-DAMASCUS PAUL: HIS LIFE
1. He was brilliant
Conversion cagnes the way one sees, but it does not make ome brighter

2. He was also passionately committed to Judaism. Gal 1:14
2. At soem time in his life, Paul learned a trade. He became a tentmaker,
which invovled making tents and awnings out of leather and cloth.

THE POST-DAMASCUS PAUL: HIS LIFE
1. He was a Jewish Chjrist-Mystic
A mysitc is a paritcular type of religous persomality. Mystics do not
simply believe in God; they know God.
The defining core of mysticism is thus expereinetaial: mystics have
direct, vivid, and typiclaly fregent exps of the sacred.

Here, he reeflect the consciusness of a mysitc. In Galatians, he uses
classical mysitcal lanuge that poitns to a mystical identity——the death
of an old self and the birth of a enw self spoken of as Christ living

in him: "I hae been crufcifed withChrist; it is no longer I who live, but
Christ who lives in me. Gal 2:19-20

Thus Paul was not just a Jewish mysitc, but a Jewish Christ-mystic.

AN APOSTLE AND MISSIONARY OF JESUS
1. Paul's life as a missionary of Jesus lasted about 25 years.
Paul's life as an apostle was often arduous, filled with controversy, and
marked by suffeirng. II Cor 11:23-28.

PAUL"S LETTERS
1. Pajl's leters were an integral part of his life as an apostle and
community-founder.
His letters are "covnrsations in context"-—covnersations with communites
he founded in the conext of his life as an apostle of Jesus.
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Content of his letters has ilttle to do with what he thinks most important
and more to do with specific issues arising witin hnis communites.
The agenda for Paul's letters is set not by him but by them. e.g.
whetrher women should be veiled in Christian gathers
whether one may eat food that has been sacrificed to idols

THE POST-DAMASCUS PAUL: HIS MESSAGE
1. I do not think that Paul replaced the message of Jesus with his own.
Rather, I think that he addeded to the message of Jesus his own post-Ester
and post=Damascus convcitgosn and conclusions.
Liek otehr majre fiures in the biblcial traditon, he conveys a m
essaage that has bvoth reiougs and ;oliticla meanings, both spirutal
and soical dimensions.

CENTRAL THEMES OF PAUL'S POST EASTER MESSAGE
First: for Paul, the central meaing of his exp of the risen Christ was "Jesus
is Lord"
Both affimraitons——Jesus lives and Jesus is Lord.

Jesus as Lord (Greek, kyrios, pronounced" ku-rios)
For Paul, "Jesusis Lord" is the primary confession of Jesus' significance
and status. Phil 2:9-11

In the first cenury, "LOrd" kyrios had a range of meaings along a
"spectrum of dignity" Borg lists 4 such meanings.

By saying Jesus is Lord—has other meaign: Caesar is not Lord.
Recent schoalrship shows an anti—imperial theolgoy at the
center of Paul's understanidn of the lrodship of Christ.
Religon and politsc are comgined for Paul. Thus affiramtion
claims both our reliogus and our politcla loyalties.

SECOND: "IN CHIRST"
1. Thje short phrase "in Christ"™ is one of the two most important
metaphors Paul uses for his vison of the Crhistian life.
The other is "justificaiton gby grace" (will come to it later)

Dialectical side of Paul:
Contrast between: life in Adam; and Life in Christ.

Life in Adam
1. Life in Adam is one of Paul's primary metaphors for the human
condition. Life in ADam is the life of separaiton or
estrangement from God.

2. It is also the life of sin and deat, which Paul says came into
the world thru Adam. Life in Adam is life udmer the
dominionof sin, Sin contrsls us, we are not free.

"I do not udnerstand my own actosn For I do not do what I
want, but I do te veryting I hate."

We do worng thigns because sin rules over life in Adam.
Life in Adam thus combines cetnral iamges for the human condtion
in the Hebrew Bible: sin, dath, exile, and bodage.

Life in Christ
This is life: to be free, mo logner emslaved to the dominon of simn
and death. "Freedom" is for Pual one of the most central
characreristics of the Christian life. It means being reconciled wi
wtih God and thsu brings the end of exile.




-3— (Borg,Chap 9, 247)

To be "inChrist"™ is to be amew creation:
"Whoever is in Christ is a newe creation. Everytng old has
passed away; see, everytging has become new. IICor 5:17-18

THE WAY FROM LIFE "IN ADAM" to LIFE "IN CHRIST"
1. For Paul, the new way of life is created by God thru Christ.
And teh way one parrticipatres in thta new way of life is by dying wtih
Christ and being raised with Christ.

"] have been crufcified with Christ." Thsu the old Paul has died,
and a new reality lives within Paul; "It is no lgomer I who live, but Christ
who lives in me."™ GAl 2:19-20.

2 In Roamsn, paul develops Jesus death and resurrectrion as a metaphor
for the way transiton form Adamic existnece ot life in Christ.
All this leads to te ritual of baptism.

Tob e bapized symbolzies and ritaully emboides dying to an old way of
life and being resurrected into a new wya of life: Rom 6:3-4

3. The metapor of ding to an old way of bieng is also central to Paul's
ethics of trmasformatin. "preesnt your selves as a lving sacrfice,
holy and acdeptable to God. Rom 12:1-2

4, In Philippians, Paul writes, "Let the same midn be in you that was in
Christ Jeus." He ten speaks of Jesus death on the corss as involving
self-emptying, humlbing and obedience utno death, followed by Jesus
exaltation.

This ist he pattern Paul commends to his community for thier own
lives. Phil 2:5-11

5. Becoing "in Christ" invovles a new idetnty, a new say of seeing, and a
new way of living.

THE SOCIAL IVISON OF LIFE "IN CHRIST"

1. Life inChrist also has concreete social implciatons.
The klnew humanity in Christ subverts and negates the social boudnaires
that mark conventional human existence. ‘
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