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Preface to the Combined Edition

The two authors of this book taught at Victoria College in the Univer-
sity of Toronto throughout their careers, Northrop Frye from 1939 to
1991 and Jay Macpherson from 1957 to 1996. Frye was a towering figure
in modern criticism, author of more than thirty books, including the
influential Fearful Symmetry: A Study of William Blake, Anatomy of Criti-
cism: Four Essays, and The Great Code: The Bible and Literature. Macpherson
has long been known as one of Canada’s finest poets, author of The
Boatman and Welcoming Disaster, and as a scholar learned in both Classi-
cal mythology (Four Ages of Man) and in patterns of romance in Euro-
pean and North American literature (The Spirit of Solitude: Conventions
and Continuities in Late Romance).

Though very different in style and person, Frye and Macpherson
were both unusually committed, effective teachers. Much of their schol-
arly writing emerged from their work as university lecturers and was
designed to help student readers and others. This present book is
quintessential Frye and Macpherson. The underlying scholarship is
extensive and deep but the presentations of Biblical and Classical myths
are readily accessible to any attentive learner. The texts are as fresh as at
the time of their first deliveries, in oral and in written forms respec-
tively. The apparatus now made available with each author’s work is
up-to-date, unobtrusive, and judiciously chosen, to help interested read-
ers go further in the areas of mythological and cultural studies that
most interest them. The illustrations and maps, chosen by Jay Macpher-
son and Margaret Burgess, are simple, informative, and elegant.

Biblical and Classical Myths: The Mythological Framework of Western
Culture is the result of particular circumstances and collaborations. I am
general editor of the Collected Works of Northrop Frye, a thirty-three-
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volume scholarly edition being published by the University of Toronto
Press. As editor of volume 13 of this project, Robert D. Denham pub-
lished in 2003 Northrop Frye's Notebooks and Lectures on the Bible and
Other Religious Texts. In response to enthusiastic external and internal
readers’ reports on Denham’s manuscript, Ron Schoeffel and Bill
Harnum, senior officers at the Press, asked us to make available in a
paperback edition the famous Frye lectures on the Bible. This request
accorded exactly with my thinking about the Frye materials. For more
than fifty years the lectures, constantly changing, influenced many
hundreds of students and moved them to a state of cultural conscious-
ness they had not previously imagined; I was one of those lucky ones.
But I had an additional idea: to complement the lectures with
Macpherson’s retelling of the Classical myths. This would give a rich
account of the two long-interwoven mythologies of the Western world,
indicated in the subtitle of this book and chosen because it is the name
of the course that Frye and Macpherson co-taught for some years,
beginning in 1973-74. The Press liked the idea of the combination and
Macpherson readily agreed to help. She has worked assiduously pre-
paring this book for publication, interrupting her own research as she
did so. She and I have received expert, detailed assistance from Marga-
ret Burgess, also a co-teacher (later) of Frye’s lecture course, and a most
knowledgeable, helpful member of our editorial staff.

In a period of human history in which numerous cultures jostle
together daily, sometimes creatively and sometimes with fiercely de-
structive results, it is important to understand the traditions of Western
culture, as it combines and recombines with others. This book is dedi-
cated to that end.

Alvin A. Lee
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Symbolism in the Bible

Northrop Frye

EDITED BY ROBERT D. DENHAM






Foreword

The text given here is that of a series of twenty-four lectures Frye
gave in his course entitled “The Mythological Framework of West-
ern Culture” in 1981-82. The lectures, transcribed by Anis George
and edited by Michael Dolzani, were originally printed in spiral-
bound booklets that accompanied the videotapes of Frye’s lectures,
entitled The Bible and Literature: A Personal View from Northrop Frye,
a series conceived and produced by Robert Sandler. These booklets
included extensive teaching guides for each of the videotapes,
prepared by Professor Dolzani, who was Frye’s research assistant
at the time. The thirty programs in the video series, each twenty-six
minutes in length, were issued by the Media Centre at the University
of Toronto. Frye had originally asked Sandler if he would be the
writer for a TV Ontario series featuring Frye on literature, based
on the model of Jacob Bronowski’s The Ascent of Man and Kenneth
Clark’s Civilization. This project fell through, but Sandler, after having
sat in on Frye’s Bible lectures, eventually persuaded the Media Centre
at the University of Toronto to videotape the lectures. Sandler then
edited the lectures, sometimes deleting material to fit the half-hour
format and at other times dividing material from two different
lectures for a single video. The full texts of Frye’s twenty-four lectures
are, however, printed in the teaching manuals, and these are repro-
duced in what follows. The titles of the lectures either follow those
of the study guides or are adaptations of them. On six occasions
two units in the video series were derived from one lecture, the twenty-
four lectures thus resulting in thirty programs. Typographical errors
have been silently corrected; emendations to the text have been
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listed at the end of the lectures as published in volume 13 of the
Collected Works, Northrop Frye's Notebooks and Lectures on the Bible and
Other Religious Texts, but have been omitted from the present paperback
edition. It should be emphasized that the copy-text is not from a
retranscription of the tapes of the lectures themselves, but is an edited
version of the transcription made in the early 1980s. Emendations and
editorial changes to the text are therefore not necessarily alterations of
what Frye said but of the printed transcription of the lectures.

Courses on “The English Bible” had been offered at Victoria College
from the time the Department of Religious Knowledge was estab-
lished in 1904-5, when two-hour-per-week courses were options in
both first and second years. By 1930-31 when Frye was a second-year
undergraduate these had been extended to courses in all four years—
one hour a week in first year, two hours a week in second year,
and three hours a week in third and fourth years for students in the
Pass Course, and one hour a week in all four years for students in
the Honour course. Frye’s first experiments with teaching in this
area were conducted under the auspices of the Student Christian
Movement over a period of four years. In the early 1940s he con-
ducted small discussion groups on “Mythology and Symbolism of
the Bible,” “Revelation,” “Comparative Religion,” and “Symbolism in
the Book of Revelation.” Sometime in the mid- to late-1940s Frye
began teaching a course on “The English Bible” under the auspices
of the Religious Knowledge department. Once established, the course
continued more or less unchanged until 1966-67, when it was listed
as “Symbolism in the Bible.” In 1970-71 after the Department of
Religious Studies was formed the course was described as “a study
of the Bible based on the conception of its imaginative and doctrinal
unity, and approached through an examination of its recurrent themes
and images. Some attempt will be made to indicate how its traditional
view of the Bible has influenced the poetry and thought of the West-
ern world.” The final major transformation of the course—although
not necessarily of Frye’s own lectures—occurred in 1973-74 when he
was joined in a co-teaching arrangement by Jay Macpherson. At this
time the course was changed to “The Mythological Framework of
Western Culture.” Macpherson added a sequence of lectures on Clas-
sical mythology to run parallel with Frye’s on the Bible. She was
succeeded by Marguerite Stobo, who filled in for Macpherson in
1978-79 and then took over from her in 1980-81; and Marguerite
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Stobo was in turn succeeded by Margaret Burgess, who taught
with Frye from 1987-88 until his death in 1991 and to whom I am
indebted for this information about the Bible course—and for much of
the wording.

Robert D. Denham
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Biblia Pauperum 2: NATIVITY
(Luke 2)

Moses and the burning bush Aaron’s rod
(Exodus 3) (Numbers 17)



An Approach to the Bible and
Translations of the Bible

My part of this course is a study of the narrative and imagery of the
English Bible; and to clarify what I am trying to do in it, it might be
worth sketching in a background of the history of the course, to explain
why I started giving it in the first place.

It goes back to my days as a junior instructor, when I found myself
saying to the head of my department here that I found some difficulty
in getting my students to understand what was going on in Paradise
Lost, which I was trying to teach. And the difficulty was obviously a
lack of knowledge of the Bible. My chairman said, “Well, how do you
expect to teach Paradise Lost to people who don’t know a Philistine from
a Pharisee?” I was tempted to answer that given the middle-class status
of my students, that particular distinction would perhaps not be too
important for them. ButI didn’t often talk that way to my departmental
chairman, and 1 said, “Well, what do I do?” And he said, “You offer a
course in the English Bible.”

Well, in those days religious knowledge was a college subject at
Victoria and Trinity and St. Michael’s. University College also had
religious knowledge courses, but it had to give them euphemistic titles
like “Near Eastern Studies” or “Oriental Languages” so that Queen’s
Park would not be frightened into thinking that a college with an
interest in God was drawing money from the province.!

The courses naturally differed a great deal. If you went to St. Michael’s
you got St. Thomas Aquinas exclusively, with perhaps a course or two
in St. Augustine for dessert: so that the religion courses were rather
enclosed in the various colleges. When the university Department of
Religion was organized, I was able to go on teaching the course within
the department. But then, under the new regulations, it became a half-
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course, and as I think half-courses are nothing but a nuisance for
students, I asked colleagues to give a course on Classical mythology as
well, and so to round out and expand the original idea of the course,
which is to provide for students, whether their main interest is litera-
ture or not, some knowledge of the cultural traditions that we’ve all
been brought up in and which we are all conditioned by every time we
draw a breath, whether we realize it or not.

It took me some time to hit on the right formula for a course in the
Bible. I consulted the curricula of other universities, and found that
they gave courses called “The Bible as Literature,” which involved
chopping pieces out of the Bible like the Book of Job and the parables of
Jesus, saying, “Look, aren’t they literary?” That approach violated all
my instincts as a critic, because those instincts told me that what a critic
does when he is confronted with any verbal document whatever is to
start on page one at the upper left-hand corner and go on reading until
he reaches the bottom right-hand corner of the last page. But many
people who have attempted to do that with the Bible have flaked out
very quickly, generally somewhere around the middle of Leviticus.

Part of the reason is that the Bible presents the appearance of being,
not a book, but a small library of books, a miscellany of various texts:
the suggestion is almost that there is no such book as the Bible. In fact,
the word “bible” itself comes from the Greek ta biblia, which is plural:
“the little books.” So the possibility arises that “the Bible,” as we call it,
is only a name we give for convenience to a pile of books that have got
bound up in one cover.

So I had to go on to the next stage, which was to establish that there
was a genuine unity in the Bible, and that that unity was of two kinds.
The first was a unity of narrative. As I've said, not everybody gets
through the Bible from Genesis to Revelation; but anybody who does
will discover that the Bible does at least have a beginning and an end. It
starts quite logically at the beginning of time with the Creation, it ends
quite logically at the end of time with the Apocalypse, and it surveys
the whole of human history—or the part of history that interests it—in
between, under the symbolic names of Adam and Israel.

So the narrative unity of the Bible, which is there in spite of the
miscellaneous nature of its content, was something that I stressed. And
that concern for narrative seems to me to be distinctive of the Bible
among other sacred books. In the Koran, for example, the revelations of
Mohammed were gathered up after his death and arranged in order of
length, which suggests that revelation in the Koran pays no attention to
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narrative continuity—that’s not what it is interested in. But the fact that
the Bible is interested in it seems to be significant for the study of
literature and for many other reasons.

The second way in which the Bible is unified is through a number of
recurring images: mountain, sheep, river, hill, pasture, bride, bread,
wine, and so on. They echo and re-echo all through the Bible and are
repeated in so many ways as to suggest that they have a thematic
importance: that they are actually building up some kind of intercon-
nected unity. The present course is really based on this conception of
the unity of the narrative of the Bible and the unity formed by its
recurrent imagery.

The only form of the Bible that I can deal with is the Christian Bible,
with its Old and New Testaments, however polemical those names may
sound. In the first place, it’s the only version of the Bible I know
anything about, and in the second place it is the one that has been
decisive for Western culture through the Middle Ages and Renaissance
to our own time.

The Old Testament was of course written in Hebrew, except for a few
passages in the later language Aramaic, which replaced Hebrew as a
spoken language and was probably the language spoken by Jesus and
his disciples. In Hebrew, only the consonants are written down, so that
all the vowels are editorial. Therefore, the establishing of the text of the
Hebrew Bible took quite a long while, and was still going on in New
Testament times. Some centuries before that, it had been translated into
Greek for the benefit of Jews living in the city of Alexandria in Egypt.
The number of translators was traditionally seventy, and so the Greek
translation of the Hebrew Old Testament has been called the Septuagint,
usually abbreviated LXX. The Hebrew text in the form in which we
have it was established later—it’s called the Masoretic, the scholarly or
traditional text established by rabbis and scholars working mainly
around the environs of Lake Tiberius in Galilee. So the Septuagint is in
many respects older than the Hebrew text that we have, and sometimes
preserves more primitive readings.

The New Testament was written in Greek by writers whose native
language probably was not Greek. The kind of Greek they wrote was
called koine, the popular Greek which was distributed all through the
Near Eastern countries as a kind of common language. The writers of
the New Testament may have been familiar to differing degrees with
the Hebrew text of the Old Testament, but when they quoted from
the Old Testament they tended to use the Septuagint. And that is the



10 Symbolism in the Bible

beginning of a principle which is rather important for the history of
Christianity. In any sacred book, there is enough concentration in the
writing, and enough attention paid to it by those who accept it as
sacred, for the linguistic characteristics of the original language to be of
great importance. Any Jewish interpretation or commentary on the
Hebrew Old Testament inevitably takes great care to study the linguis-
tic nuances of the Hebrew original, and similarly with the Koran, which
is so bound up with the linguistic characteristics of Arabic that in
practice the Arabic language has had to go everywhere that the Islamic
religion has gone.

In contrast, Christianity as a religion has been dependent from the
beginning on translation. After the New Testament period, the centre of
power in the Western world shifted to Rome, and with that shift came
the need for a Latin translation of the Bible. The Latin translation that
appeared was known as the Vulgate, that is, the one in common use.
The translation was made by St. Jerome, in what may well be the
greatest effort of scholarship ever achieved by a single man. For the
next thousand years, the Vulgate Latin Bible was the Bible as far as
Europe was concerned. There was very little knowledge of Greek or
Hebrew through the Middle Ages, and the Vulgate was for the most
part as far as anyone could go in reading the Bible.

Already in the Middle Ages, the question had arisen of translating
the Bible into the vernacular (or modern) languages. It was resisted by
authorities of the Church establishment, partly because the issue very
soon got involved with reform movements within the Church. One of
these reform movements was led in England by John Wyclif, a contem-
porary of Chaucer in the fourteenth century. His disciples, working
mainly after his death, produced an English translation of the entire
Bible, which was of course a translation of the Vulgate Latin text, not of
the Greek and Hebrew. Nevertheless, the Wyclifite Bible became the
basis for all future English translations. In the sixteenth century, the
Protestant Reformation broke out in Germany under Luther, and one of
Luther’s major efforts to consolidate his position was to make a com-
plete German translation of the Bible, which became among other
things a cornerstone of modern German literature.

Similar efforts were made in England. Henry VIII, you remember,
declared himself to be the head of the Church, but didn’t want to make
any alteration in Church doctrine, so he amused himself in his later
years by executing Protestants for heresy and Catholics for denying his
claim to be head of the Church. Thus, William Tyndale, the first person
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to work on the translation of the Bible into English from Greek and
Hebrew sources, was a refugee and had to work on the Continent.
Eventually he was caught by Henry’s goon squad and transported back
to England, where he was burned at the stake along with copies of his
Bible. Henry VIII, with that versatility of intention which is often found
in people who have tertiary syphilis, had begun his reign by being
called “Defender of the Faith” by the Pope, because he had written a
pamphlet attacking Martin Luther—that is to say, his minister Sir Tho-
mas More had written it but Henry had signed it. However, as “De-
fender of the Faith,” he changed his mind about what faith he was
going to defend, and in the last years of his reign the English Bible in
the hands of various other translators, including Miles Coverdale, had
become established as the official Bible for the Church of England of
which he was now the head.

" Well, in Queen Elizabeth'’s reign, there were two Bibles. One was
very largely the product of the right-wing establishment in the Church
of England, and was called the Bishops’ Bible. The other was a Puritan
Bible, which again had been produced by refugees on the Continent
during Queen Mary’s reign. It was called the Geneva Bible but is
sometimes called the “breeches Bible” because in the story of Adam
and Eve it is said that after the fall they knew that they were naked, and
so they tried to make for themselves what the King James Bible refers to
chastely as “aprons” but the Puritan Bible calls “breeches.” The Bish-
ops’ Bible was the one that was approved of during Elizabeth’s reign:
the Geneva Bible was not. The objections against it were less to its
scholarship, which was very thorough, than to its marginal notes, which
were very copious, and which set out the infallible rightness of the
Puritan position and the madness and obstinacy of everyone who
opposed it. But both circulated in England, and Shakespeare is believed
by scholars to have used—almost certainly by mere accident—the Bish-
ops’ Bible for his earlier plays, and the Geneva Bible for his later ones.

Elizabeth died in 1603. Her successor, King James VI of Scotland,
moved to London to become King James I of England. King James was
the son of Mary, Queen of Scots, who was of course Roman Catholic. He
had listened to a lot of Puritan sermons in his youth, and this condi-
tioned him in favour of the more right-wing establishment. In fact “No
bishop, no king” was one of his mottoes: he believed that the episcopal
system was essential to the monarchy. However, his real motto was
“Blessed are the peacemakers,” and he thought that he would try to
achieve some kind of reconciliation between the Episcopalian right
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wing and the Puritan left wing: at that time the Puritans did not form a
separate Church but were a group within the Church of England. His
way of achieving reconciliation was the time-honoured way of calling
a conference, which met at Hampton Court in 1604, and after a few
weeks broke up with the usual theological hair-pulling. But before it
did so, it had passed one very important resolution, which was that
there should be an authorized English translation of the Bible, to be
done by a committee of scholars who would represent both Episcopa-
lian and Puritan scholarship. These scholars worked on their transla-
tion for seven years, and when it finally appeared in 1611 it was known
as the Authorized Version, because it was, as the title page says, “ap-
pointed to be read in churches.”

It is also often called the King James Bible. And please do not refer to
it as the “St. James Bible.” King James was a remarkable person in many
ways: he was a poet, he was a literary critic, he was a diplomat, he was
an anti-tobacco pamphleteer, he was strongly homosexual, he was in all
probability a bastard, but he was not a saint.

The Authorized Version held the field, and nobody else attempted
another version of the Bible except the Roman Catholics, who again
had to be working outside the country on the Continent. They had
done a translation of the New Testament early in Elizabeth’s reign, and
by also translating the Old Testament produced the complete version
known as the Douay Bible, because it was completed at Douay in
Flanders. It was finished in 1609, which was a little late for the transla-
tors of the 1611 Bible to make much use of it. In contrast to the King
James Bible, the Douay Bible is based on the Vulgate, which the Roman
Catholic Council of Trent in the sixteenth century had declared to be the
authentic version of the Bible, and had stipulated that any Catholic
translation of the Bible into English would have to follow the Vulgate
original.

The sequence of English Bibles culminating in the King James Bible
goes back to the Wyclif Bible, which again was a translation from the
Vulgate. After 1611, scholars like Milton or Sir Thomas Browne usually
continued to quote the Vulgate in Latin, but the use of the English Bible
naturally grew as the language grew.

The King James Bible is the one I want to use for this course. I have
various reasons for that. It is the most familiar and the most accessible
version, and more importantly, the translators of the King James Bible
were not out to make a new translation; they were out to make a
traditional one.
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There have always been two tendencies in Biblical scholarship, though
they have often converged. One is the analytical tendency to try to
establish what the original text says, which is the basis of the critical
tradition. The other is the attempt to translate the Bible in accordance
with what a consensus of ecclesiastical authorities has declared the
meaning to be. Most copies of the King James translation in ordinary
circulation omit two very important things; and I would like you to
procure, if you possibly can, a version of the Bible which contains them
both, as this Cambridge edition which I have does. The two things that
are usually omitted are, first of all, the sequence of books known as the
Apocrypha, which I will explain in a moment; and secondly, the Ad-
dress to the Reader with which the King James translators prefaced
their book. The Dedication to King James, which is almost invariably
preserved in copies of the Authorized Version, is only a perfunctory
piece of rhetoric, but the Translators to the Reader is a very careful, very
lucid, very honest statement of what the translators were trying to do
and what their policy in translating was. And they say almost at once
that rather than to make a brand new translation, they were trying to
produce a version of the Bible that would be in general agreement with
the whole tradition of Biblical translation.

What that means in practice is that the King James Bible is a Bible
very close to the Vulgate tradition: therefore it comes very close to the
Bible with which everyone in England before 1611 was familiar. And
that is the main reason I want to use it.

The differences between Roman Catholic and Protestant translations
of the Bible have been, I think, greatly exaggerated and are mainly
confined to a number of technical terms having to do with the organiza-
tion of the Church. The disputes turn on whether the word episcopos
means “bishop” or “apostle”; whether the word ecclesia means “church”
or “congregation.” There are perhaps half a dozen words of that kind,
which we will not be concerned with in this course. We are concerned
with the imagery of the Bible, with words like “mountain” and “river”
and “sheep” and “body” and “blood” and so forth, words which are so
concrete that no translator can possibly get them wrong. So there aren’t
any major difficulties in translation or variety of translation that we
need to be worried about.

The great prestige of the King James Bible in literature is largely due
to the fact that it was an authorized version appointed to be read in
churches. That is, its rhythm is based on the spoken word, and while
there are a great many lapses, the ear of the King James translators for
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the spoken word was extremely acute. And because of that the Autho-
rized Version has held the field even against more scholarly modern
translations.

The oral basis of the King James Bible, the fact that this translation
was intended primarily to be read aloud, accounts for many of its
features, such as the practice of printing every sentence as a separate
paragraph, which makes sense for public reading. The result is that the
Authorized Version has established itself as part of our oral heritage:
the sounds, the cadences of that translation keep echoing through our
minds whether we realize it or not.

It was not until the latter part of the nineteenth century that the need
for revised versions began to make itself felt, and even then the prestige
of the King James Bible rather overshadowed them. There was a British
Revised Version in 1885, and an American Standard Version in 1900:2
both of them, from the literary point of view, were flops. They made
very limited headway, partly because the genuine scholars on the trans-
lating committee were always being outvoted by the old fuddy duddies
opposed to any change whatever; and, more important, they fell foul of
the principle of translating that it is not the scholarly knowledge of the
original that makes a translation permanent, but sensitivity to one’s
own language. These translators, in attempting a kind of middle course
between the language of the early seventeenth century and the spoken
language of 1885 and 1900, fell between two stools. For example, there
is a phrase that is repeated very frequently through the Old Testa-
ment—"Yahweh Sabaoth”—which in the King James version is “The
Lord of Hosts,” a magnificent phrase. The American Revised Version
renders this “Jehovah of Hosts.” Now that is a mistranslation, even if it
is more accurate than the King James version. If you doubt that it's a
mistranslation, just try it out on your eardrum. “Jehovah of Hosts”
reveals a profound insensitivity to English as a spoken language, and
no translation that makes a boner like that has any chance of surviving,.

Various other translations appeared later in the twentieth century.
The Revised Standard Version of 1952 is one that I refer to a good deal
myself. If you pick up the annotated version, which is annotated by
Bruce Metzger of Princeton for the Old Testament, I forget just who for
the New,? you get an extremely valuable book that has very unobtru-
sive comments and footnotes. The New English Bible—which is more
British than the RSV, which is largely American scholarship—came out
in 1970. And the leading Roman Catholic Bible at present is called the
Jerusalem Bible. As I say, I would like to use the King James Bible for
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my own quotations, and I would like to feel free to refer to the Apocry-
pha as well, so it would be an advantage to have a Bible that includes it.

The Apocrypha is a group of fourteen books which were almost
certainly written originally in Hebrew. But the word “apocrypha” means
“hidden” or “concealed”: the “cryp” part of it is from the same root as
our words “crypt” and “cryptic’—things hidden away. And what
was hidden in this case was the Hebrew original. When the rabbinical
scholars of the early Christian centuries were making up their canonical
books, they excluded the books that had no Hebrew original. Conse-
quently, those survived only in Greek texts or, in one case, a Latin one,
though in later years archaeologists have recovered some parts of the
Hebrew originals.

St. Jerome, when he made his Vulgate translation of the Bible into
Latin, translated the books of the Apocrypha, but he put them in a
separate section. The Church of Rome, however, overruled him on this
point, and so Roman Catholic Bibles even today have the books of the
Apocrypha along with the books of the Hebrew Old Testament. The
Apocrypha was also a part of the 1611 enterprise, and was translated
along with the Old and New Testaments. But the Protestants tended to
go back to St. Jerome’s practice of keeping the Apocryphal books sepa-
rate, and as a result they dropped out of most Protestant Bibles in
ordinary circulation. In reading earlier English literature, however, you
have to keep in mind the fact that the books of the Apocrypha were
quite as familiar to readers in England as the books of the Old and the
New Testaments. For example, in Shakespeare’s Merchant of Venice,
which is an extremely Biblical play, Shylock hails Portia as a “Daniel
come to judgment” [4.1.23], meaning that she is a very good lawyer. But
Daniel does not appear as a lawyer in the Book of Daniel: he appears as
a lawyer only in a couple of books in the Apocrypha: the story of
Susanna [vv. 44-63], and the story of Bel and the Dragon.*

The books of the Old Testament, the books of the New Testament,
and the fourteen books of the Apocrypha make up what we ordinarily
call the Bible. There are a number of other peripheral books that didn’t
make it into either the Bible or the Apocrypha, some of which have a
good deal of interest in their own right. For example, there is a collec-
tion of writings named the Pseudepigrapha, which is Greek for “false
writings,” because they were ascribed to venerable figures who assur-
edly did not write them. It’s true that a great many of the books in the
Bible itself are pseudepigrapha in the same sense, but that is another
kind of question. These books are very largely prophecies about the end
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of the world. They were written in the last three centuries before the
Christian era, and are almost certainly Hebrew and Jewish in origin.
The best known of them are two books ascribed to the patriarch Enoch.
Enoch is referred to in the Book of Genesis as the great-grandfather of
Noah [5:18-29]. He is supposed to have written a long apocalyptic
prophecy that was accepted in the early Church as authentic. There is a
reference to it in the New Testament, in that curious little epistle known
as the Epistle of Jude, the second to last book in the New Testament [vv.
14-15]. There is a quotation from the Book of Enoch that speaks of its
author as the seventh in descent from Adam [60:8], which Enoch is
according to the Genesis genealogies. But it very soon became clear that
the Enoch of the Old Testament could not possibly have written this
book, so it fell out of favour and disappeared from Western Europe,
turning up again in Abyssinia around 1790 in an Ethiopian version.
There is a Second Book of Enoch which turned up thirty or forty years
later than that in south Russia, and various other books of the same
kind in this collection. Some of them are classics in their own right,
like the Testament of the Three Patriarchs and the Sayings of the
Fathers. A man called R.H. Charles has edited the Apocrypha and the
Pseudepigrapha of the Old Testament in two volumes, and that is the
version to refer to if you want to know more about them.

There are also a number of writings that didn’t get into the New
Testament canon. Some of them might very well have done so: there are
two letters by Clement—St. Clement, who was a leader in the early
Church—and there are a few others of the same quality. But for the
most part, a number of apocryphal writings exist that in the Middle
Ages were accepted, yet which modern historical scholarship has re-
jected entirely as having any claim to authenticity. But as long as they
were accepted, they had an important cultural influence. For example,
if you read Middle English, you'll find there are many references to the
“harrowing of hell.” Jesus after his death is supposed to have de-
scended to hell and rescued all the people who were destined for
salvation, starting with Adam and Eve and ending with John the Bap-
tist. This is accepted as a part of the gospel in, for example, Chaucer, but
it is entirely apocryphal. It goes back to a book called the Gospel of
Nicodemus, or sometimes the Acts of Pilate. It is an interesting book,
but as a gospel it’s a fraud, unacceptable as having any historical basis
at all.

And then there are a number of infancy gospels, which elaborate
legends about the childhood of Jesus. In one of them, Jesus is out
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making mud pies and one of his little pals comes along and interferes
with his play, so the infant Jesus strikes him dead. The dead child’s
mother comes to complain to the Virgin Mary, and the Virgin Mary says
to Jesus, “Now look, you shouldn’t go around killing people, it is bad
for public relations.” So the infant Jesus says, “Oh well, all right.” And
so he goes back and brings the little boy back to life again and goes on
with his mud pies [Gospel of Pseudo-Matthew 26]. In another part of
the same book, he is represented as being somewhat bewildered that
the other children didn’t want to play with him [chap. 29]: and so these
books go prattling on and on, with the inventiveness of second rate
minds. At the same time, it is as gospels that they, for example, assign
an ancestry for the Virgin Mary and make her daughter to St. Anne.5 St.
Anne was the patron saint, I believe, of the province of Quebec—Ste
Anne de Beaupré.® There was a famous shrine there, until it was real-
ized that there is no historical evidence for the existence of St. Anne,
nothing in the Bible about her at all: so the title was transferred to John
the Baptist. In any case, these books have been edited by a man named
Montague James, who calls them the New Testament Apocrypha. M.R.
James was the headmaster of Eton College: he wrote some excellent
ghost stories and was also a Classical scholar.

There are also two secular writers to whom I may be referring quite
frequently. One was a Jewish philosopher living in Alexandria in Egypt
during the time of Jesus, known to posterity as Philo Judaeus. He was a
Platonic philosopher who attempted to derive the doctrine of Forms in
Plato from the account of Creation in Genesis: and while there is a good
deal of straining to make interpretive points in his books, they are also
full of interest for anybody who is interested in the Biblical pattern of
imagery. Also, there is a great Jewish historian, Josephus, who lived at
the time of the Roman destruction of Judaea and who wrote a book
called Antiquities of the Jews, which covers much the same ground as the
Old Testament but adds a great deal of detail in the later period. He is,
for example, fascinated by King Herod, who turns up at the beginning
of the New Testament, and a great deal of his book is devoted to Herod
and his doings. He has a later book called Wars of the Jews, which deals
with the final struggles against the Roman power. And he is, again,
invaluable as a historical authority for the Old Testament period.

We don’t know much about the Gnostic gospels because they survive
only in the works of the orthodox Christians who attacked them. And
of course there were political reasons why the orthodox opponents’
books survived but the Gnostic books themselves didn’t. But their
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opponents did quote fairly liberally from them, so one can learn a good
deal about the Gnostics. The best introduction to Gnosticism is by Hans
Jonas: it’s called The Gnostic Religion. But there were pagan and Jewish
Gnostics as well as Christian ones: it was a pretty widespread move-
ment. I'll be coming to the Gnostics later in this course and will deal
with some of the issues they raised.
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David receives Abner
(2 Samuel 3:6-21)

Biblia Pauperum 3: EPIPHANY
(Matthew 2:1-11)

Solomon receives the Queen of Sheba

(1 Kings 10:1-13)
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Biblia Pauperum 4: PRESENTATION OF CHRIST IN THE TEMPLE
(Luke 2:22-39)
Purification after childbirth Samuel dedicated to temple service
(Leviticus 12) (1 Samuel 1:24-8)
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The Shape of the Bible

The narrative sequences in the Bible that I was speaking of are of a type
that make it very difficult to answer the question, Are they histories or
fictions? In fact, it might be said that what is distinctive, almost unique,
about the Bible is the fact that that question cannot be directly answered
at all.

Every sequence in words, just by virtue of the fact that it is a se-
quence, is a verbal structure in which the words have their own pat-
terns and their own forms. It is impossible to describe anything with
definitive accuracy in the outside world by means of words, because
words are always forming their own self-contained patterns of subject
and predicate and object. They are continually shaping reality into
what are essentially grammatical fictions.

It doesn’t matter whether a sequence of words is called a history or a
story: that is, whether it is intended to follow a sequence of actual
events or not. As far as its verbal shape is concerned, it will be equally
mythical in either case. But we notice that any emphasis on shape or
structure or pattern or form always throws a verbal narrative in the
direction we call mythical rather than historical. To give you an ex-
ample, the Book of Judges is a sequence of stories about leaders who
were originally tribal leaders, but the stories have been edited to present
the appearance of a united Israel going through a series of disasters
and restorations. The actual heroes are different each time—Gideon,
Jephthah, Samson, Samuel—and the stories told about them naturally
differ in content. But they're all set inside a similar framework: Israel
deserts its God, and the result is disaster; an enemy moves in, conquers
the country or invades it; the Israelites think better of their infidelity,
turn back to their God again; a deliverer or a judge is sent, who brings
them back to a position roughly where they were before.
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Now that gives us a narrative shape or pattern that we would get
either in a history or in a work of literature: roughly a U-shape. And
that U-shaped pattern is the typical shape of the structure we know as
comedy. If we look at comedy, we find that a situation is presented
which gradually becomes more ominous and threatening and forebod-
ing of disaster to the characters with which we are sympathetic. Then
there’s a kind of gimmick or sudden shift in the plot, and eventually it
moves towards a happy ending where everybody gets married, and the
hero and heroine’s real life is assumed to begin after the play is over.
That is why the heroes and heroines of so many comedies are in fact
rather dull people. The main character interest is thrown onto the
blocking characters, the parents who’ve forbidden them to marry, for
instance.

That curve is also the containing narrative shape of the Bible, because
the mythical shape of the Bible, if we read it from beginning to end, is a
comic one. It’s a story in which man is placed in a state of nature from
which he falls—the word “fall” is something which this diagram indi-
cates visually.” At the end of the story, he is restored to the things that he
had at the beginning. Judaism focuses upon the story of Israel, which in
the Old Testament is to be restored at the end of history, according to
the way the prophets see that history. The Christian Bible is focused more
on the story of Adam, who represents mankind as falling from a state of
integration with nature into a state where he is alienated from nature.

In symbolic terms, what Adam loses is the tree and the water of life.
Those are images that we’ll look at in more detail later. On practically
the first page of the Bible we are told that Adam loses the tree and the
water of life in the garden of Eden. On practically the last page of the
Bible, in the last chapter of the Book of Revelation, the prophet has a
vision of the tree and the water of life restored to man. That affinity
between the structure of the Bible and the structure of comedy has been
recognized for many centuries and is the reason why Dante called his
vision of hell and purgatory and heaven a commedia.

We owe our great tragedies very largely to the Greek tradition, which
has a different outlook. The Bible is not very close to tragedy: when it
deals with disaster, its point of view is ironic rather than tragic. While
there are many reasons for this, the main one is that in a typical tragedy
there is a hero who embodies certain qualities which suggest the super-
human, and the Bible recognizes no such hero except for Jesus himself.
The Crucifixion would be the one genuine tragic form in the Bible, but
that of course is an episode in a containing comedy.
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And this U-shaped pattern of loss and return and deliverance is
found all the way through the Bible. It’s not only the overall containing
form, but appears in many parts of the Bible that have nothing to do
with history. It is, for example, the containing form of the story of Job,
who is in a state of prosperity, loses everything he has, and at the end of
the story is restored to what he had before. It is also the containing
shape of Jesus’ parable of the prodigal son [Luke 15:11-32]. It's perhaps
interesting to notice that of these loss-and-return stories, the prodigal
son is the only version we have in the Bible where the decision to return
is a voluntary act of the chief character himself. All the others depend
on a human confession of helplessness and a divine intervention.

A fact which links onto that is that the central nation of the Bible story
is Israel, and the most important historical fact about Israel is that the
Israelites were never lucky at the game of empire: the land of Israel was
simply a highway between Egypt and the Mesopotamian kingdoms. In
the entire historical record, there are only two very brief periods of
relative prosperity and independence: the period of David and Solomon
and the period just following the Maccabean rebellion, about a century
before the time of Christ. The reason was the same in both cases: one
world empire had declined, and its successor had not yet arisen. The
period of David and Solomon came between the decline of Egypt and
the rise of Assyria, and the period of the Maccabees and their succes-
sors came between the decline of Syria and the rise of Rome.

So we find that history is always in itself a problem for the Biblical
narrators. They are surrounded by kingdoms that are prosperous and
powerful and, although awfully wicked, that seem to get away with it.
Most of the Biblical writers are writing within an Israel which desper-
ately longs to have this kind of power and influence and prosperity,
and would certainly regard it as a mark of signal divine favour if it ever
did have it. But throughout the Biblical story, mostly it doesn't.

We can look at the story of Israel, mythically, as a sequence of falls
and rises. Sometimes the rise is only to a change of masters, but still,
that U-shaped pattern is the way in which the story of Israel is told
throughout the Bible. Now, to mention all of these falls and rises at once
would be confusing, so I'll select six, in honour of the days of Creation.
We start of course with Adam, who is thrown out of Eden and told to go
and till the ground, which is cursed in order to make it more difficult.
And so, from the garden, we are turned out into a wilderness. To that
symbol of the wilderness, two other images are added. One is the
image of the sea, which turns up in the story of Noah's flood. The other
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is the symbol of the heathen city. The first person born outside the
garden of Eden is Cain, the eldest son of Adam and the murderer of
Abel. He is then sent into a far country, and there he founds a city. That
city has always been a puzzle to readers of Genesis, who are reading a
narrative which seems to imply that there were only three people alive
in the world at that time. But what is interesting is the assumption that
cities are the earliest form of human settlement, rather than villages or
hamlets or isolated farms.

Cain goes out to what is called the land of Nod. We don’t know
where that is, but it looks as though it were somewhere in Mesopotamia.
We'll pass over the story of the flood for the moment, but the first
conspicuous upward movement is the one associated with Abraham,
who lives in a heathen city called Ur in Sumeria and is drawn out of
there by God and promised a land in the west. And from this the
patriarchs succeed: Abraham’s son is Isaac; Isaac’s son is Jacob, whose
later name is Israel. This period seems to be very largely a pastoral one
associated with flocks and herds, essentially a ranching economy. But
then Jacob (Israel), as a result of a complicated story about his son
Joseph, goes down into Egypt.

Now this is the great archetypal event, so to speak: it’s the one from
which all the others take their form and model. The Israelites did
nothing wrong in entering Egypt; in fact, they were welcomed there.
But after a century or two, there arose a pharaoh who determined to
exterminate them by genocide, and the result was the Exodus. The
Exodus, under the leadership first of Moses and then of Joshua, takes
them back to the Promised Land. But this time the economy is more of
an agricultural one. They are promised a land flowing with milk and
honey [3:8], and neither of those is a vegetable product: but the symbol
of the Promised Land, when they get there, is a big bunch of grapes
[Numbers 13:23-4]. We are told that, with some reluctance, they settled
down to an agricultural life, dependent on the crops and on the harvest
and vintage.

The crucial event of the Exodus was the crossing of the Red Sea. The
Israelites got across it safely, but the Egyptian army pursuing them was
drowned in it [Exodus 14]. So the demonic image of the sea recurs in
the story of the Exodus, and that is followed of course by forty years’
wandering in the wilderness.

There follows the period of the judges, and eventually the Israelites
find themselves in bondage to many of the surrounding kingdoms, of
which the most powerful and important were the Philistines. The Phi-
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listines were probably a Greek-speaking people from Cyprus, and they
gave their name, somewhat ironically, to Palestine. By this time, we are
getting towards the period of the Trojan War, which is a legendary
reconstruction of a period of history in which the Egyptian Empire was
declining and was constantly being attacked by sea pirates, most of
whom were allied to the Greeks. The armour of the Philistine giant
Goliath, which is described in the Book of Samuel [1 Samuel 17:5-7], is
rather like the armour of the Homeric warrior. So we're speaking of the
period around 1200 to 1100 B.c.

This is followed by a renewed prosperity, where the great leaders are
David and David’s son Solomon. Here the imagery shifts to urban
imagery. David’s great feat, from the Biblical point of view, was to
capture the city of Jerusalem and to make it the capital of his kingdom.
Thus, Jerusalem becomes the central image of this phase of Israelite
history, along with the temple on Mount Zion built by his successor
Solomon.

Solomon is a curious example of the way in which legend and history
are interwoven in the Bible. The historical Solomon was not a wise man,
but a weak and foolish and extravagant man who spent seven years
building a temple, thirteen years building his own palace, and who
then, at the suggestion of some of his seven hundred wives, amiably
built two or three more temples to other gods. Well, that’s fair enough:
historically, Solomon was probably not a monotheist at all. But the
memory of his taxation for all these buildings was very bitter, and not
long after his death, when his son proposed to continue his policies, he
instantly lost ten-twelfths of his kingdom, which split into a Northern
Israel and a Southern Kingdom of Judah. After that, it was only a matter
of time until another captivity. The great Assyrian war machine rumbled
across western Asia and destroyed the Northern Kingdom around 722
B.C. The Southern Kingdom, Judah, had a respite for a little while, but
eventually King Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon came and sacked Jerusa-
lem, and the Israelites, now the Jews, were carried away into captivity
in Babylon.

The Babylonian captivity lasted about seventy years, until Babylon
itself was destroyed by the power of Persia. The first great king of
Persia, Cyrus, one of the few authentically great men of the ancient
world and a tremendous legendary figure both in Greek literature and
in the Bible, permitted—in fact, according to the Bible, encouraged—
the Jews to return and rebuild their temple [2 Chronicles 36:22-3; Ezra
1:1-3] . There are two returns prominently featured in the Bible, one of
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them towards the end of the sixth century, around 516 B.c., and a later
one about a century later under Ezra [7-10] and Nehemiah [2:5 ff.].
There were probably others, but symbolically we need only one return,
which focuses on the image of the rebuilt temple.

There follows something of a blank. Consecutive Old Testament
history stops with the destruction of Jerusalem in 586 B.c., and we have
only fragmentary glimpses of the Persian period. You remember that
the Persian Empire was destroyed by Alexander the Great, who gets
very little attention in the Bible, although the great Biblical historian
Josephus has him welcomed into Jerusalem by the high priest with
many expressions of mutual esteem.® But Alexander’s empire of course
fell apart instantly after his death. Judah was eventually attached to the
largest chunk of it, the Seleucian Empire, with its headquarters in Syria.
Finally, around 165 B.c., there arose the persecution of the non-Helle-
nized Jews by the king of Syria, whose name was Antiochus and who
gave himself the name of Epiphanes, which means “the Glorious.” But
when he wasn't listening, his courtiers altered it to Epimanes, “the
Lunatic.” Antiochus seems to have regarded the Jewish religion as a
personal insult, and his persecution was so ferocious that it provoked
the rebellion of a man of the priestly tribe of Levi, whose five sons, all of
whom were also very actively engaged in the rebellion, are known as
the Maccabees.

Eventually the Maccabees gained a certain degree of independence
for the country, perhaps the most important event symbolically being
not so much the rebuilding of the temple as the purification of it. What
Antiochus had done that was particularly outrageous to Jewish feelings
was to put a statue of the god Apollo in the Holy of Holies,? the most
sacred part of the temple. Therefore, on the anniversary of this sacri-
lege, the temple was purified by Judas Maccabeus [2 Maccabees 10:1-
9]. The independence won by the Maccabees lasted until the legions of
Rome, headed by Pompey, again came rolling over from Asia Minor
and entered Jerusalem in 62 B.c.. That is the historical situation which
we meet at the beginning of the New Testament.

In A.p. 70, Jerusalem was sacked and looted by the Emperor Titus. In
A.D. 135, the Emperor Hadrian expelled all the Jews from their home-
land and changed the name of Jerusalem to a Latin name—Aelia
Capitolina—and simply eradicated all geographical traces of the Jewish
people. At this point, Jewish and Christian versions of this U-shaped
narrative diverge. The Christian interpretation is that Jesus came to
achieve all these symbols of peace and prosperity in a spiritual form. In
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the Jewish belief, that has still to happen, and there has to be also a
literal return of the Jewish people to their homeland.

I wouldn’t say that this pattern was cyclical. The Bible doesn’t like
cyclical views of history. The reason it doesn’t is that a cycle is a ma-
chine, and a cyclical view of history means a machine turning, some-
thing impersonal. Such a view would be part of that perverse tendency
on the part of mankind to enslave himself to his own inventions and his
own conceptions. Man invented the wheel, and so in no time at all he’s
talking about wheels of fate and wheels of fortune as something that
are stronger than he is. That's the Frankenstein element in the human
mind, an element which is part of original sin.

The Bible, while its approach to history is a very oblique one, never-
theless has a very strong, even passionate interest in historical sense.
And in history, as we know, nothing ever exactly repeats. Every situa-
tion is a little different, but what happens is a kind of growing consoli-
dation of these images. So that the image of the final restoration of
mankind that we get in the Book of Revelation is not a simple return to
a simple garden of Eden, but incorporates the imagery of cities and of
harvests and vintages as well. I think that at every phase we get a new
aspect, symbolically, of the ideal human life, which is first thought of as
a garden where man lives entirely on tree fruits. Then, as history goes
on, it incorporates these elements of human work, these elements by
which man transforms his environment into something with a human
shape and a human meaning. And with the conception of the rebuilt
temple, you have the element of time added. It becomes something that
takes place in time as well as in conceptual space.

Well now, if we look at this manic-depressive chart,!” we notice that
symbolically there is a certain affinity among all the categories on the
top. They are all symbols for the home of the soul, for the ideal situation
of human life. Similarly, all the categories at the bottom are recurring
symbols of the bondage and tyranny of human history. We've been
dealing with the principle of myth at some length, but the next thing we
have to do is to invoke another principle, which is the principle of
metaphor.

Metaphor is the grammatical figure which says “this is that.” If you
look at the forty-ninth chapter of Genesis, which is Jacob’s prophecy of
the twelve tribes of Israel, you'll find a number of metaphors of that
kind: Joseph is a fruitful bough; Naphtali is a hind let loose; Issachar is a
strong ass; Dan shall be-a serpent in the way [vv. 22, 21, 14, 17]. Now
that is the grammatical form of the metaphor, in which there are two
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categories, A and B. They are said to be the same thing, although they
remain two different things. Therefore, the metaphor is illogical; or,
more accurately, it is insane. That is, nobody can take metaphor seri-
ously except the people mentioned in the speech of Theseus in A
Midsummer Night’s Dream, the lunatic, the lover, and the poet [5.1.7-8].
The Bible is so full of metaphors because it is so intensely poetic.

We'll find later how many of the images of the Bible, and even how
many of the central doctrines of the Bible, or the central doctrines of
Christianity which evolved from the Bible, can be grammatically ex-
pressed only in the form of metaphor. In the doctrine of the Trinity, for
example, one equals three. Or, one is three and three are one. The
doctrine of the real presence is that the body and blood are the bread
and the wine. Jesus, in Christian doctrine, is man and God. All of these
are metaphorical in grammatical expression, and they are all statements
that completely transcend, or whatever they do, the world of logic. In
logic, A can only be A. It can never be B.

We are told in the New Testament by Paul and others that the Bible
has to be understood spiritually—pneumatikos—and the word “spiritu-
ally” means a good many things in the New Testament. But one thing it
always means, and always has to mean, is “metaphorically.” In Revela-
tion 11:8 we are told of a martyrdom of two witnesses in the last days,
as one of the prophecies of what is going to happen at the end of time.
And the verse reads: “And their dead bodies shall lie in the street of
the great city, which spiritually is called Sodom and Egypt, where also
our Lord was crucified.” That is, spiritually, metaphorically, Sodom,
Egypt, and the earthly Jerusalem are all the same city. And similarly,
in the symbolism of the Bible, Egypt, Babylon, and Rome are all
symbolically the same tyranny. And the Pharaoh of the Exodus, the
Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon, and the persecuting Caesars of Rome, of
whom Nero is particularly the type, are metaphorically or spiritually
the same person.

But, of course, they are the same person in a way which does not
commit you at all to any literal belief in reincarnation or “there’s that
man again.” That is, Antiochus and Nero and Nebuchadnezzar and the
Pharaoh of the Exodus are all spiritually the same person. And simi-
larly, the garden of Eden, the Promised Land, Jerusalem, and the temple
on Mount Zion are all interchangeable spiritually, the same image of
the soul’s ideal and the soul’s home. The reason this conception is so
centrally important in the Christian Bible is that Jesus continually talks
about his spiritual kingdom, which he makes quite clear has nothing to
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do with overturning the Roman Empire. And that is why the word
“spiritual” is so much stressed in the New Testament.

I don’t mean individual or subjective. The word “spiritual” is some-
thing which normally we approach in a rather individual and subjec-
tive way, but there’s a very strong social interest in the Bible which is
part of its historical interest. In the New Testament, Paul, for example,
speaks of a moment of private illumination that he had. At the end of
the second Letter to the Corinthians, he’s extremely apologetic about
it, and talks about boasting, which is something he dislikes doing
[12:1-12]. He also talks about it very vaguely. He’s not sure whether it
happened to him or to somebody else. And what he’s thinking of, I
think, is that a religion which is aimed purely at individual illumination
is something of a cop-out. What he is trying to proclaim is a social and a
revolutionary thing as well. He wants the world, not individuals here
or there, to wake up.
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Images of Paradise: Trees and Water

I was speaking last day of a number of ups and downs in a chart that
looked like the Loch Ness monster: of Israel rising to a certain ideal
level, and then dropping to a level of bondage or invasion or exile. And
I suggested that the categories on top and the categories on the bottom
are all metaphorically identical with one another. One has to under-
stand the extent to which the Bible relies on metaphorical identifica-
tion. Metaphor in the Bible is not an ornament of language: it is the
controlling mode of thought, and metaphor is a statement which gram-
matically reads, “this is that.” As all statements that two things are the
same thing while being two things are illogical, or rather antilogical, we
have to take into consideration too, as one of the important things about
the Bible, that it is not using a language of logic or predication. It is
using a language which it has in common with poetry, but using it for a
slightly different purpose.

I said that there was, first of all, a story at the beginning of the Bible
according to which Adam was placed in the garden of Eden and was
then thrown out of it into the wilderness. We can call this, if you like,
the paradisal form of existence. On the ideal side we have the apocalyp-
tic: “apocalypse” means “revelation.” The last book in the Bible is
Apocalypsis Iohannis—the Apocalypse, or Revelation of John. What the
Bible has to reveal is, among other things, an ideal mode of living,
which exists in various categories. The first category that’s presented
to us is the paradisal one, which is given us in the form of a garden or
oasis. The paradisal is represented as the world that God made to put
man into, rather than a world which achieved its form through hu-
man effort. And of course, for desert dwellers, the oasis, with its trees
and water, would be the perfect image of providential creation, of
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something provided for man, without man’s needing to do anything
about it.

All these images in the Bible have both a group form and an indi-
vidual form. The individual form of this garden or oasis imagery is the
imagery of trees and water. We are told that there were two trees in the
garden of Eden—the tree of life and the tree of knowledge of good and
evil. There are certain complications there that we’ll come to later: they
would be metaphorically the same tree in two different areas or catego-
ries of existence. But we can say that there is the tree of life and the
water of life. The water of life is not explicitly called that in the Genesis
account. But it is quite clear that that is what it is from the use of the
image elsewhere in the Bible. There are several interesting things about
this. The account in Genesis doesn’t speak, as I say, explicitly of the
water of life, but it does speak of rivers.

There are two accounts of Creation in the Book of Genesis. The one
with which the Bible begins is a much later account: it’s known as the
Priestly account, and is a kind of semi-philosophical cosmogony. A
much earlier account begins in chapter 2, verse 4, beginning with the
paragraph, “These are generations of the heavens and of the earth.” The
way you tell it from its predecessor is that the word for God suddenly
changes. In the first chapter of Genesis we read, “In the beginning, the
Elohim created the heavens and the earth.” That word “Elohim” is
plural. The “im” ending is a regular Hebrew plural: and so it would be
theoretically possible, though very bad scholarship, to translate the
opening verse of Genesis as “In the beginning, the gods created heaven
and earth,” a fact which greatly amused Voltaire when he learned it.
But the fact had been known for many centuries before him, and St.
Augustine had explained the plural form as referring to the Christian
Trinity—which isn’t very much better as scholarship.!! But actually, the
“im” is what is known as an intensive plural, a plural of majesty or
impressiveness. When somebody told an off-colour joke in the presence
of Queen Victoria, she said, “We are not amused,” meaning the British
Empire as represented by Queen Victoria: that was the use of an inten-
sive plural.!?> And so you get the plural form of God used in the first
chapter of Genesis. Then in the second chapter, beginning in the fourth
verse, the name for God shifts to “Yahweh.” Nobody knows how it was
pronounced: it’s four Hebrew letters. As you perhaps realize, in Old
Testament Hebrew, only the consonants are written down, and all the
vowels—or practically all the vowels—are editorial. The result was that
in reading from the Scriptures in public worship, this word “Yahweh”
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was regarded as too secret to be pronounced so a different set of vowels
was substituted from the word “Adonai,” which means “Lord,” and
that gave you a hybrid form that would be something like “Jehovah”
and, by way of Luther’s German Bible, that got into English as the
normal anglicization of this word “Yahweh.”

It is only in this second account that you get much emphasis on the
story of the garden, the oasis. We are told that there was a river which
watered the whole garden. It’s spoken of as a single river in chapter 2,
verse 10: “And a river went out of Eden to water the garden; and from
thence it was parted, and became into four heads.” Then the four rivers
are listed. Two of them are the Euphrates and Tigris of Mesopotamia.
The word “Mesopotamia” means “the land between the two rivers.”
And the third, the Gihon, apparently is the Nile.!3 The fourth one is
more mysterious. According to the Jewish historian Josephus, who
lived in New Testament times, the fourth river was the Ganges [Antig-
uities of the Jews, 1.1.3]: he probably meant the Indus. But in any case,
you have then a garden stretching from Egypt to India, which would
provide a fair amount of space for two people to wander in. And it is
watered by four rivers that are explicitly said to have one source.

In fact, the Creation, in the Yahwist (or Jahwist) account, begins with
the watering of the garden in verse 6. “But there went up a mist from
the earth, and watered the whole face of the ground.” The word “mist,”
though it’s a fairly accurate rendering of the Hebrew word, doesn’t
make much sense in this context. The Septuagint, the Greek translation,
has pege, “fountain,” and the fountain is something that recurs through-
out the imagery of the Bible.

What is interesting is the assumption that there are two seas under
the earth—a sea of sweet, or fresh water, and a sea of salt water. After
all, it’s a matter of common observation that fresh water is under the
ground, because it comes up in springs and in wells. Therefore you
have, scattered through the early books of the Bible, various references
to a sea of fresh water under the ground. It is this sea of fresh water that
waters the garden of Eden.

In the Ten Commandments, the second commandment forbids the
Israelites to make an image of any god, including the god of the waters
under the earth. That suggests by implication that there must have been
other people living near the Israelites who did have such gods and did
have statues and temples erected in their honour. The Sumerians, who
are the beginning of Near Eastern civilization, had such a god, by the
name of Enki. He was, like many fertility gods, an unwearied seducer
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of female divinities. But he also seems to have been something of a
protector of the human race, and speaks up for it when the equivalent
of the flood story turns up and the gods propose to destroy humanity.

The kingdom which replaced Sumeria was the kingdom of Akkad, a
Semitic kingdom that spoke a Semitic language and took most of its
mythology over from Sumer. They also had a god of the sweet waters,
which they called Abzu. Some people have tried to connect it with the
Greek word “abyss.” His consort Tiamat was the goddess of the bitter
waters, the salt waters. According to the Akkadian creation poem, Abzu
was killed and his consort Tiamat, now a widow, decided to revenge
herself on the gods. The gods were terrified of her, except for the hero
god Marduk. Marduk killed Tiamat, split her in two, and made the
heavens out of half of her body and the earth out of the other half.

That story of the Creation beginning with the dragon-killing is some-
thing that the Hebrew authors of the Old Testament were quite familiar
with, though they used it as poetic imagery, not as a matter of belief.
Even the late account of Creation in Genesis 1 with which the Bible
begins has some faint echoes of an earlier account where the Creation
was the result of a victory over a dragon. Genesis begins, “In the begin-
ning God created the heaven and the earth. And the earth was without
form, and void”: tohu wa bohu. “ And darkness was upon the face of the
deep.” The word “deep” is tehom. And the scholars tell us that those
Hebrew words are connected etymologically with the proper name
Tiamat, the goddess of the bitter waters. The Biblical account of Cre-
ation makes it out of a chaos, which is a more philosophical version of
the salt sea: nevertheless, the sea remains an image of chaos all through
the Bible.

In addition to the fresh water sea under the ground, there is also
assumed to be a source of fresh water up in the sky, much higher up
than the rain clouds. In the first chapter of Genesis we are told that after
the creation of light there was a creation of a firmament, that is, a sky
which divided the waters below from the waters above [vv. 3-7]. Those
waters above the heavens are referred to later in Psalm 148. Only once
in history did these two bodies of water, above and below, prove
destructive: that was when, at the time of Noah's flood, they poured in
to reinforce the rains and the bursting out of the sea, and helped to
drown the world. In Genesis 7:11[-12], “In the six hundredth year of
Noah'’s life, in the second month, the seventeenth day of the month, the
same day were all the fountains of the great deep broken up, and the
windows of heaven were opened. And the rain was upon the earth
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forty days and forty nights.” The windows of heaven suggest a source
of water above the rain clouds. If you look at that Psalm that I men-
tioned earlier, Psalm 148, in the fourth verse: “Praise him, ye heavens of
heavens, and ye waters that be above the heavens.” Well, it’s a matter of
common observation that the rain clouds are below the heavens. And
the implication of there being water above, or behind the windows of
heaven, indicates another dimension of water. So that you are, first of
all, presented with a conception of a water of life which is both above
and below, and that leads to the suggestion that the water of life that is
being talked about here is not quite the same thing as ordinary drinking
water. In other words, the suggestion is that man could live in water
like a fish: there would be a state of existence in which water does not
necessarily drown, in which man can live in water as one of his own
elements.

All through the early books of the Bible, particularly in the account of
the Exodus, the wanderings in the wilderness, the water supply was
naturally a matter of life and death, so there are a great many references
to trees and water. One of the most important contrasts in Biblical
imagery is the contrast between living water and dead water. The great
weakness of the King James Bible as a translation is its fondness for
rationalized translations, or what the funeral service calls the “comfort
of a reasonable religion”: consequently, it is much less metaphorical
than the actual Bible is and will say things like “springing water,”
where the Hebrew original has “living water.”

The first event in the Bible, then, is the expulsion from Eden and the
loss of the tree of life and the water of life. In Genesis 3:22-3, “And the
Lord God said, Behold, the Man is become as one of us, to know good
and evil: and now, lest he put forth his hand, and take also of the tree of
life, and eat, and live for ever: Therefore the Lord God sent him forth
from the garden of Eden, to till the ground from whence he was taken.”
That’s a rather strange verse—that verse 22. It has God addressing an
assembly of other gods, and speaking as somebody actually terrified of
the power that man has now acquired through his knowledge of good
and evil. In fact, he’s so terrified he can’t even finish his sentence. And
the sense of losing the tree of life, at any rate, and by implication the
water of life, is certainly very strongly marked in its emphasis.

That is the first event. If you look at the last event in the Bible, that is,
in Revelation 22, the very last chapter of the last book in the New
Testament that begins, “And he shewed me a pure river of water of life,
clear as crystal, proceeding out of the throne of God and of the Lamb. In
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the midst of the street of it, and on either side of the river, was there the
tree of life, which bare twelve manner of fruits, and yielded her fruit
every month: and the leaves of the tree were for the healing of the
nations.” So the opening incident in the Bible is man’s loss of the tree
and water of life. The closing incident of the Bible is his regaining of the
tree and water of life. And you notice that the river of life is described as
the “street”: that is, it has become an element in which man can live.

Now, at this point, I want to introduce a principle which is going to
be very central in this course, which is that of the New Testament’s
attitude to the Old Testament. The New Testament’s view of the Old
Testament is that it presents what is essentially a prophecy of what is
going to happen later, namely, the coming of Christ. And consequently,
everything that happens in the Old Testament is a type of something
that happens in the New. What happens in the New Testament explains
the Old Testament happening, and therefore it’s called an antitype.

If you look, for example, at Romans 5:14, Paul says, “Death reigned
from Adam to Moses, even over them that had not sinned after the
similitude of Adam’s transgression, who is the figure of him that was to
come.” The Greek word that Paul uses, translated “figure” here, is the
word typos. The Latin rendering in the Vulgate is forma, but the King
James Bible has “figure” because, for the most part, it was the word
figura that had come to be the Latin equivalent of the Greek word typos,
from which we get “type.” And so what Paul is saying is that Adam is a
type of Christ. And elsewhere he speaks of Christ as the second Adam
[1 Corinthians 15:45-7].

If you look at 1 Peter 3:21, “The like figure whereunto even baptism
doth now also save us,” here again is the word “figure,” but the Greek
word is not typos, but antitypos—antitype. And what Peter is saying, or
what the First Epistle of Peter is saying, is that the Christian rite of
baptism is the antitype of the saving of Noah’s family from drowning.

That means that the New Testament is, among other things, a dense
mosaic of allusions to the Old Testament. That’s particularly true of
some books, of the Book of Revelation and the Epistle to the Hebrews,
but there’s hardly a passage in the New Testament—I suspect that there
is not a single passage in the New Testament—that is not related in this
type-antitype manner to something in the Old Testament.

Consequently, that passage at the end of Revelation about the tree
and water of life being restored to man must come from something in
the Old Testament too. You'll find it in the very middle of the Bible, in
Ezekiel 47:7. Ezekiel represents himself as being in Babylon during the
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captivity, and his prophecy is directing the Jews returning from the
Babylonian captivity to their homeland to start by rebuilding the temple.
The last eight chapters of the Book of Ezekiel are a detailed vision of the
proper worship of God being re-established in the forsaken and aban-
doned temple.

By the time of chapter 47, the temple has been pretty well rebuilt. The
angel who was showing him this prophecy also shows him the rebuilt
temple, and says that as soon as the temple was complete, a spring of
water bubbled up from the threshold and formed a river which flowed
eastward. Now a river that arose on the hill of Jerusalem and flowed
eastward would flow into the Dead Sea. And the Dead Sea, which is so
salty that nothing can live in or around it, is a consistent image of dead
water all the way through the Bible. We are told that this fresh water,
running into the Dead Sea, will bring it to life. In verse 8, “Then said he
unto me, These waters issue out toward the east country, and go down
into the desert, and go into the sea: which being brought forth into the
sea, the waters shall be healed.” I think that he has here a sense, not
merely of the Dead Sea being turned into fresh water, but of all salt
water being turned into fresh water. That is picked up by the author of
Revelation, who says, at the beginning of the twenty-first chapter, just
as the final vision begins, that heaven and earth were “passed away;
and there was no more sea.” And again, one has to think of that meta-
phorically. What the author of Revelation is saying is that in the final
Apocalypse, there is no more Dead Sea, that is, there is no more dead
water. That is, there is no more death.

In Ezekiel’s vision, you notice that, along with the river, there comes
a growth of trees along its bank. In verse 7, “Now when I had returned,
behold, at the bank of the river were very many trees on the one side
and on the other,” which suggests that metaphorically the tree of life in
Eden is not so much a single tree as all the trees. He says that these trees
are also trees of life in verse 12, “By the river upon the bank thereof, on
this side and on that side, shall grow all trees for meat, whose leaf shall
not fade, neither shall the fruit thereof be consumed: it shall bring forth
new fruit according to his months.” “Meat” in 1611 meant any kind of
food. And all that is picked up and quoted by the author of Revelation.
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Parody and Manifest Demonic:
Trees and Water

I was speaking about the structure of imagery of the Bible, and was
saying that the imagery tends to split into two opposed categories. One
I'm calling the apocalyptic or the ideal, the one that’s associated with
the garden of Eden, with the Promised Land, with Jerusalem and the
temple, with Jesus’ spiritual kingdom. The other I am calling the de-
monic: it’s what is associated with the heathen kingdoms of tyranny—
Egypt and Babylon, and, in the New Testament, Rome.

Now that means that the whole of Biblical imagery tends to fall into
these two sharply opposed categories, and that there is no image in the
Bible which does not have both an apocalyptic and a demonic context:
or at any rate, which may not have both. There is no image in the Bible
which is necessarily always demonic or always ideal. In other words,
there is no natural image. A serpent, for example, is usually a sinister
image in the Bible because of its role in the garden of Eden story, but it’s
a quite genuine symbol of wisdom in most of the religions and my-
thologies of the world, and is used that way by Jesus as well—“Be ye ...
wise as serpents” [Matthew 10:16]. Therefore, whether an image be-
longs to one category or the other depends on the context, but that
context is never very difficult to determine.

I was dealing with the various levels of imagery, and we’d started
with the paradisal. I said that the great symbol for that was the oasis,
which has, in particular, two images—the tree of life and the water of
. life, which we traced through the Bible. If you look at the Book of
Psalms, for example, the very first Psalm applies the same image to the
private and individual life. The righteous man, we are told, “shall be
like a tree planted by the rivers of water” [v. 3]. The same images recur
through the New Testament as well. As we tried to show, they contain
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the entire action of the Bible, being the first things that man loses at the
opening of the narrative and the last things that he regains at the end of it.

It follows, therefore, that these paradisal images would also have to
have their demonic counterparts. The complication here is that there
are two kinds of demonic imagery in the Bible. In the first place, there is
the odd paradox of a fact that the only kingdoms that are consistently
successful and prosperous are the evil kingdoms. It is Egypt and Assyria
and Babylon and Tyre which have the kind of power and prosperity-
that Israel itself desperately longed to have, and would have regarded
as a mark of divine favour if it had had it. So the prosperity of the
heathen kingdoms forms a category of imagery that we can call the
parody demonic, which has all the qualities of the real thing except
permanence. There is also the manifest or the you-just-wait demonic,
which is what all this prosperity and success will eventually and inevi-
tably turn into sooner or later.

We saw that the water of life was associated with four rivers, two of
which were the Euphrates and the Tigris of Mesopotamia. The third is
usually identified with the Nile in Egypt, and the fourth possibly, as
Josephus suggests, with India (the Ganges or the Indus). Clearly,
their parody demonic images would be the Nile, the Euphrates, and the
Tigris as they came to be in history. They are the rivers that gave pros-
perity and success and fertility to Egypt, to Babylonia, and to Assyria.
Nineveh is on the Tigris, and Babylon is on the Euphrates. To that, you
could add the commerce and shipping in the Mediterranean and the
Persian Gulf, which increased the success and prosperity of the
Mesopotamian kingdoms and also of Phoenicia. Phoenicia occupied
the northwest part of Israelite territory, and in contrast to the Israelites,
who never consistently held a port on the Mediterranean, they were
great seafarers and traders. And so these rivers of history are the water
of life for these heathen kingdoms. They sustained their prosperity and
their commercial prestige and their fertility, which is an important
recurring image of a slightly different category.

There’s been a great deal of work done on the Bible and its relation-
ship to comparative folklore and mythology. The general underlying
assumption is that there’s nothing in the Bible that can’t be found in
some form—or to which some analogy cannot be found—in some
mythology or folklore elsewhere. But we could reverse the axiom and
say that there is nothing really essential in the folklore or mythology of
any civilization whatever that cannot be found in some form in the
Bible. If we do reverse the axiom in that way, we’ll find a great many
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images in the Bible which are parody images of very widespread myths.
One of these is the “world tree.”

The “world tree” is sometimes the same thing as the ttee of life, and
as such, it belongs to mythologies far older than the Bible. As it devel-
ops in mythology, it comes to be a form of what is called the axis mundi,
the vertical aspect of existence. Its roots form the lower world below
this one, and its fruits and branches are in an upper world above this
one. The surface of this world has usually been, in mythology, a middle
earth, with an upper world in the sky and a lower world underground.
The axis mundi or world tree extends all through these three worlds,
and in more sophisticated developments, the planets are the fruits
hanging from its branches. You'll find it practically everywhere you
look, from Norse mythology, where it is called Yggdrasil, to nursery
tales like Jack and the Beanstalk.

So we're not surprised to find that when the prophets start denounc-
ing the apparent prosperity of Egypt or Assyria or Babylon, they will
use an image of this kind in a parody context. Look, for example, at
Ezekiel 31. This is an oracle against Egypt which applies to Egypt the
same image that is applied to Assyria. The story of Assyria was a
particularly dramatic one for the Old Testament writers. Nineveh, the
capital of Assyria, was the greatest city of the ancient world, and
according to the book of Jonah, it was a three-day’s journey to cross it
from its western suburb to its eastern one [3:3). And yet, quite sud-
denly, Nineveh just vanished. It disappeared under the sands, where it
remained until the middle of the nineteenth century. Almost immedi-
ately after it was destroyed, it was impossible for anybody else even to
find the site of the world’s greatest city. So the suddenness with which
heathen power could vanish almost overnight was naturally a favourite
theme of prophecy.

Ezekiel says, in 31:3[, 5]: “Behold, the Assyrian was a cedar in Leba-
non with fair branches, and with a shadowing shroud, and of an high
stature; and his top was among the thick boughs. ... Therefore his height
was exalted above all the trees of the field, and his boughs were multi-
plied, and his branches became long because of the multitude of wa-
ters, when he shot forth.” Now, here is a parody description of a world
tree, identified with the Assyrian power, which is nourished by the
water of life fertilizing its roots. And in verse[s] 8[-9]: “The cedars in the
garden of God could not hide him: the fir trees were not like his boughs,
and the chestnut trees were not like his branches; nor any tree in the
garden of God was like unto him in his beauty. I have made him fair by
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the multitude of his branches: so that all the trees of Eden, that were in
the garden of God, envied him.” But, of course, the Assyrian kingdom
falls with a great crash. In verse 16, there’s a significant comment: “I
made the nations to shake at the sound of his fall, when I cast him down
to hell with them that descend into the pit: and all the trees of Eden ...
shall be comforted in the nether parts of the earth.” The great Assyrian
tree has fallen to the level of the vanished garden of Eden before the
beginning of history.

There is probably a fairly specific allusion there to Assyrian mythol-
ogy, because you find the world tree on Assyrian monuments. In the
much later Book of Daniel there’s a very similar tree associated with
Nebuchadnezzar and the power of Babylon. The language used about
that tree is even more explicitly a description of a world tree, an axis
mundi. In Daniel 4:20[-2]: “The tree that thou sawest, which grew, and
was strong, whose height reached unto the heaven, and the sight thereof
to all the earth: Whose leaves were fair, and the fruit thereof much, and
in it was meat for all; under which the beasts of the field dwelt. ... It is
thou, O King, that art grown and become strong: for thy greatness is
grown, and reacheth unto heaven, and thy dominion to the end of the
earth.” The world tree is here explicitly said to reach to heaven and to
be visible from all over the world.

That is the image, then, of temporary prosperity, and it is contrasted
with the manifest demonic, which is the more direct parody of the ideal
image. What we get, then, as the main units of the manifest demonic,
are the tree of death and the water of death.

Now as I said earlier, the most obvious and dramatic image of the
water of death is the Dead Sea, because it is quite literally dead water in
which nothing lives—too much salt in it. And traditionally, though not
explicitly, the evil cities of Sodom and Gomorrah were destroyed by fire
from heaven and sunk under the Dead Sea. Similarly, the Red Sea is
also an image of the water of death, largely for political reasons. At the
time of the Exodus the Israelites crossed the Red Sea, but the Egyptian
army was drowned in it, so that symbolically and metaphorically Egypt
is sunk under the Red Sea, as Sodom and Gomorrah are under the Dead
Sea.

Ezekiel directs an oracle against Tyre, the great commercial city of
Phoenicia, and says that eventually Tyre will turn into a rock [26:4, 14].
The words “Tyre” and “rock” are very close together in Hebrew—they
make a pun—and the rock will be, again, sunk under the sea. So the
image of the kingdom sunk under water, which is what happened of
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course to the whole of the earth in the time of Noah’s flood, is an image
of the demonic water of death.

Now, remember that metaphorical thinking is not logical thinking.
What you are dealing with when you are thinking in metaphors is not a
world of solid blocks or obstacles, not a world of nouns that can be
kicked around by verbs: it’s a world of metaphors, and metaphorical
imagery is a world of forces and energies which often modulate into
one another. And so the tree of life in the garden of Eden before the fall
may be thought of as a tree in a garden, or it may be thought of as all the
trees in the garden, or it may be thought of as the body of the unfallen
Adam himself. And that imagery of the divine man, or the man with
the divine destiny who is metaphorically identical with the tree of life,
runs all through the Bible, and accounts for a very central metaphorical
expression. That is the Hebrew word “Messiah,” of which the Greek
equivalent is “Christ.” And what that word means is “the anointed
one,” the person who has been confirmed as a royal figure by an
anointing ceremony which symbolically and metaphorically identifies
him with the tree of life. That is, assuming that something like olive oil
or a vegetable oil or a tree oil of some kind would be used in the
anointing ceremony, because I doubt that they would use petroleum in
such an instance.

The identification of the Messiah with the tree of life remains fairly
constant throughout the New Testament. I say New Testament, because
in the Old Testament the word “Messiah” simply means a legitimate
ruler, whose right to rule has been confirmed by some anointing cer-
emony, whether real or assumed. King Saul, who was rejected, is still
called the Lord’s anointed, the Messiah, and, once, a person outside the
Israelite community altogether, King Cyrus of Persia, was called the
Lord’s anointed by Isaiah {45:1]. But by the time of Jesus, with the
Maccabean victory still fresh in the Jewish mind, there was a good deal
of speculation about a figure called the Messiah, and that figure is of the
type that theologians call eschatological: that is, a figure concerned
with the ending of history and the evolution of man out of time into
some other kind of existence entirely.

Thus came the question, Who is the Messiah? And that, of course, is
still the question that divides Judaism and Christianity. But what I'm
concerned with at the moment is not that, but the metaphorical identifi-
cation with a tree of life.

In the story of the Exodus, the water of death has two aspects. It is in
the first place the water that drowns the Egyptians, and in the second
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place the water from which the Israelites escape, becoming a nation by
doing so. Similarly, the flood of Noah is an event in which everybody
gets drowned except the family of Noah, which escapes by floating on
top of the flood with the ark. That is carried over into the Christian
symbolism of baptism, where again the same ambiguous imagery oc-
curs: symbolically and metaphorically, the person who is baptized dies
in one world and is reborn in another.

If we apply such a principle to the imagery of trees, the tree of death
would be represented by such a thing as the barren fig tree that would
later crucify Jesus at the time of the Passion [Matthew 21:19-21]. The
tree of the knowledge of good and evil is clearly a sinister tree as far as
the results of eating it are concerned. And this tree of knowledge quite
clearly has something to do with the discovery of sex as we know it.
That is, as soon as they ate of the tree of knowledge, Adam and Eve
knew that they were naked. This inspired a feeling of shame, which
meant that the present, rather frustrating experience we know as sexu-
ality came into the world when man fell into a lower state of being. And
so, if Adam before his fall was metaphorically a tree of life, then after
his fall, he would metaphorically be a tree of death, or of moral or
sexual knowledge.

We find as one of the laws written in the Book of Deuteronomy;, for
example, in Deuteronomy 21:22[-3]: “And if a man have committed a
sin worthy of death, and he be to be put to death, and thou hang him on
a tree: His body shall not remain all night upon the tree, but thou shalt
in any wise bury him that day; (for he that is hanged is accursed of
God).” And again, the symbol of the tree of death, which is under the
curse of God, like the barren fig tree cursed by Jesus, is here associated
with a hanged criminal.

Now, what is true of the word “sea,” which is both a symbol of death
and a symbol of renewed life, depending upon whether one is looking
at it from the Egyptian or the Israelite point of view, is true also of the
cross, which is a tree of death insofar as it expresses the human reaction
to God, and a tree of life for members of Christianity. So we’re not
surprised to find, perhaps, that Paul quotes this law of Deuteronomy
and applies it to the Crucifixion. In Galatians 3:13: “Christ hath re-
deemed us from the curse of the law, being made a curse for us: for it is
written, Cursed is every one that hangeth on a tree.” This is all part of
symbolism that is consistent in the New Testament of the Messiah or
Christ figure as simultaneously a figure of triumph and transcendence
and also a victim, a scapegoat figure.
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As we'll see later, there are many Old Testament prototypes (as
Christianity interpreted them) of the Jesus of the Gospels. One of them
is King Solomon, the king who built the temple and was traditionally
the teacher of wisdom. Solomon, however, was only one of David’s
many sons. David had another son called Absalom, who rebelled against
his father. His manner of death is described in 2 Samuel 18:9[-10]: “And
Absalom met the servants of David. And Absalom rode upon a mule,
and the mule went under the thick boughs of a great oak, and his head
caught hold of the oak, and he was taken up between the heaven and
the earth; and the mule that was under him went away. And a certain
man saw it and told Joab, and said, Behold, I saw Absalom hanged in an
oak.” And so David’s general, Joab, came up to him and thrust darts
into his side and killed him while he was hanging on the tree. Well,
Absalom’s curious helplessness in what seems a relatively easy situa-
tion to get out of perhaps indicates a certain ritual element in his death.
Traditionally, he was hung from the tree by his beautiful golden hair,
reminding one of certain cults connected with the oak tree and the
mistletoe, where a human sacrifice would be initiated by cutting the
mistletoe, the golden emblem from the branches of an oak. But how-
ever that may be, the symbolism of Absalom hanging on a tree and
having darts thrust into his side is something as essential to the story of
Jesus as the aspect of the “King of kings and Lord of lords” [Revelation
19:16].

Well, then we find that Israel goes through the three stages that I
mentioned earlier [Lecture 2], the pastoral stage, the agricultural stage,
and the urban stage. These are all images of a nature which is trans-
formed by human effort and energy into something with a human
shape and a human meaning. What man really wants is what his work
shows that he wants, whenever he gets a chance to work, and doesn’t
have to waste his life making war or feeding a parasitic class. When he
gets a chance to work, he is transforming the animal world into a world
of flocks and herds; the vegetable world into a world of crops, of
harvest and of vintage; and the world of stones and minerals into a
world of cities and buildings and highways.

Let us take for example the pastoral world. The Bible invariably uses
the sheep as the typical apocalyptic or ideal animal. I suggested in one
of my books that the reason for that is that sheep societies are perhaps
more like human societies than those of any other animal: because the
sheep is gregarious, stupid, and easily stampeded.! It is consequently
the appropriate animal to describe in pastoral metaphors—words like
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“pastor” and “flock” still survive in language about the Church. But as
far as pure metaphor is concerned, there’s no earthly reason bulls and
cows should not be as appropriate images as sheep.

Here we have to consider the importance and influence in the Bible
of what one might call negative ritual: the fact that the Israelites are so
frequently forbidden to do things quite obviously because their neigh-
bours did them. For example, we are told many times in the Mosaic
code: Thou shalt not seethe (i.e., boil) a kid (i.e., a baby goat) in his
mother’s milk [Exodus 23:19, 34:26; Deuteronomy 14:21]. That is the
basis for the Jewish kosher rule about not mixing milk and meat dishes.
But boiling a kid in his mother’s milk is not something that would
occur to anybody off the top of his head: so it looks as though it must
have been a fertility rite on the part of the neighbouring Canaanites,
from whom the Israelites were required to separate themselves.

Similarly, the bull was a favourite fertility image in neighbouring
countries, and for that reason is regarded with some suspicion as an
appropriate emblem for the faithful and obedient Christian. In the Old
Testament, for example, there is a story in the Exodus that while Moses
was absent conversing with God on Mt. Sinai, his brother Aaron, the
high priest, led the tribes of Israel into idolatry by making a golden calf
as an idol [Exodus 32:1-6]. “Calf” there means bull. That is a type of the
later split in the kingdom between the ten tribes of Northern Israel and
the tribe of Judah, when the king of Northern Israel, Jeroboam, set up
local shrines with the emblem of a golden calf, again meaning abull, as
indicating departure from the line of religious orthodoxy [1 Kings
12:28-9]. And in New Testament times, the great rival of Christianity
through the Roman Empire was the religion of Mithraism, where the
chief event of the year was a celebration of the birthday of the sun on
December 25. Mithraism went everywhere with the Roman Empire: a
Nazi bomb falling in London exposed a Mithraic temple during the
war, and if you go to Rome, one place that you should definitely not
miss is the church of San Clemente, where there is a series of four or five
churches of different periods, and a Mithraic temple lying at the very
bottom of the whole structure. The great emblem of Mithraism was the
bull, and its great rite was the sacrifice of the bull, which was a repeti-
tion of an original creation myth, and forms again an exact parallel of
the Christian sacrifice of a lamb who is, according to the Book of
Revelation, “slain from the foundation of the world” [13:8]. It is this
affinity of the bull with heathen kingdoms that knocks it out as a
normal image of a pastoral world; and in effect, one can almost class it
as a parody demonic image.
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Sexual Imagery: The Bride and
the Bridegroom; The Great Whore and
the Forgiven Harlot

We’ve been looking at various categories of Biblical imagery: the
paradisal and then, below that, the organization of the animal world.
The first gives us the garden of Eden, and the second the pastoral
world, more particularly the sheepfold. Of course, pastoral and garden
imagery have overlapped, both in Biblical and secular literature, all
through the history of human imagination. It’s easy to see in such
things as the 23rd Psalm, “The Lord is my shepherd,” how the pastoral
ideal and the paradisal ideal really blend together and form the same
thing.

I'll be filling out various stages of this table as we come to them.
There is, however, the intervening category of the human world, which
is a much more complicated one. Now if we ask what is the ideal
human form for existence, we find that there is no simple or single
answer, because our answers keep shuttling between a social ideal and
an individual one. That is, the human ideal is a paradoxical mixture of a
belonging and an escape.

According to Jean-Paul Sartre, “hell is other people,”'® but I'm not
sure that Sartre wanted to spend the whole of eternity by himself.
Similarly, Andrew Marvell can write a poem, The Garden, in which he
suggests that the fall of man really began when a stupid and blundering
God created Eve in order to be a companion for Adam. And as he says,
“Two Paradises 'twere in one / To live in Paradise alone” [ll. 63-4]. But
you cannot think of a human ideal consistently either in social terms or
in individual ones. So we seem to be in a deadlock, and the only
solution is that human life, like Greek nouns, seems to have a dual as
well as a singular and a plural.

Thus we have the individual life, the sexual, erotic relation between
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two people, and the social. The sexual relation is given an emphasis in
the Bible which, like so many things in the Bible, is unintelligible in
anything but metaphorical terms. We are told that in the sexual rela-
tion, two people are actually the same person while remaining two
people, which is not possible, but is therefore the cornerstone of Biblical
imagery. Thus, the ideal of human life becomes an ideal in which the
sexual relationship has become the pattern for the identification of the
individual and the social.

The imagery of a wedding, of the union of the bridegroom and the
bride, is one of Jesus’ favourite images for the apocalyptic or ideal
world. It is essential to realize that in this case, the bride is actually the
entire body of Christian followers. In the Book of Revelation, this bride
is identified with Jerusalem [21:2], or Israel, meaning the people of God.

That suggests, first of all, that sexual imagery has relatively little to
do with the actual relations of men and women. Thus, in this relation-
ship where Christ is the bridegroom and the bride is the people of
Christ, it follows that Christ is symbolically the only male. He is also
symbolically the only individual, the only person with a right to say “I
am.” That means that the souls of the people of God, whether they are
souls of men or of women, are all symbolically female and make up a
single bride figure.

Now again, metaphorical thinking is not logical thinking, and we
have to proceed to make a series of identifications that we would find
it hard to follow in other contexts. The Song of Songs is a series of
wedding songs in which both the bridegroom and the bride are pre-
sented: they both have their songs. The opening verse says: “The song
of songs, which is Solomon’s.” Now there is no more reason for ascrib-
ing the authorship of the Song of Songs to Solomon than there is for
ascribing it to the Witch of Endor. But the poem is symbolically associ-
ated with Solomon because the symbolism expands from songs about a
rural wedding where the bride is called “sister,” which is the conven-
tional Oriental term for the loved one, into a symbolic wedding of the
king with the land over which he rules.

That is why the bride describes herself as “black but comely” [1:5]:
that is, she represents the black fertile soil of the land. We are told that
her body is to be compared to various aspects of the country: her nose,
for example, is “as the tower of Lebanon which looketh toward Dam-
ascus” [7:4], which might seem to be a rather doubtful compliment to a
bride whose charms were less symbolic. But the wedding of the king
and the fertile land is an image for what the word “testament” itself
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indicates. The word that we translate as “testament,” which is berith in
Hebrew and diatheke in Greek, means a covenant or a contract, specifi-
cally the contract between God and his people Israel. So that Solomon
and his bride, the Shulamite woman of the Song of Songs, expand by a
further range of symbolism into the relationship of God and his people,
which is why in Christian typology the Song of Songs was interpreted
as a song of the love of Christ for his bride, his people. Of course,
Christianity was a big-city religion which expanded from one city to
another, and consequently the image of the black fertile land is not as
immediate in Christianity as it is in Judaism. But the same symbolic
shape is nevertheless there.

If you look at Isaiah 62:4, you see the same prophecy being applied to
the restored Israel: “Thou shalt no more be termed Forsaken; neither
shall thy land any more be termed Desolate: but thou shalt be called
Hephzibah, and thy land Beulah: for the Lord delighteth in thee,
and thy land shall be married.” “Married” is the meaning of the word
“Beulah.” And the image of the land married to its king expands into
the image of the people of God married to its God.

In the demonic world, the demonic counterpart of the bride would
be the figure described in the Book of Revelation as the Great Whore,
and the male figure of whom she is the mistress would be the figure
who in the New Testament is described as Antichrist, the figure op-
posed to Christ. Just as the bride is identified with Jerusalem, so the
Whore would be identified with the heathen city of Babylon.

In Revelation 17:2, she is the figure, “With whom the kings of the
earth have committed fornication, and the inhabitants of the earth have
been made drunk with the wine of her fornication.” And then in verse
5: “And upon her forehead was a name written, Mystery, Babylon the
Great, the Mother of Harlots.” And later on, in verse 9, she is associated
with seven mountains which are clearly the seven hills of Caesarean
Rome, so that Babylon and the Rome of the persecuting Caesars are
symbolically the same demonic city, where the power opposed to that
of Christianity is established.

It’s important perhaps to realize that the word “whore” in the Bible
almost always refers to a theological and not a sexual irregularity. One
person who is associated with whores in the Old Testament is Jezebel,
the wife of Ahab, and that is not because she is supposed to have
cuckolded King Ahab—the narrator of Kings could hardly have cared
whether she did or not—but because she introduced the worship of
Baal into Israel [1 Kings 21].
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The reason for the epithet, apart from the symbolic contrast to bride,
is not just that it’s abusive, but that it has a more specific reference to the
custom in Canaanite religion of maintaining prostitutes in the temple,
which is a practice that the Israelites in Deuteronomy are forbidden to
have anything to do with, but which was obviously extremely familiar
to them. Tamar, for example, in Genesis, disguises herself as a cult pros-
titute in order to get back her inheritance as a forsaken wife [38:1-30].
The story would be unintelligible if the practice were not familiar to
Israel as well as to the surrounding nations.

Antichrist in his turn is the secular ruler. And as a society grows from
a tribal community into a nation and from a nation into an empire, the
ruler of the empire tends to think of himself as the ruler of the world.
The Bible does not regard the world ruler as necessarily an evil person,
but he rules over the kind of world in which, sooner or later, one of his
descendants is going to become so. Jesus’ axiom about spiritual and
temporal authority, “Render to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s, and
to God the things that are God’s” [Mark 12:17] runs into a difficulty as
soon as Caesar begins to claim what is due only to God, that is, divine
worship. It’s only when he does that that he becomes the Antichrist
figure referred to both in one of Paul’s letters [2 Thessalonians 2:3—4]
and in the Book of Revelation itself.

In the Book of Revelation, the Antichrist is characterized by a cipher,
the number 666 [13:18]. Ciphers of that kind usually turn on the fact
that the letters of the alphabet were also used as numbers: and there has
never been a cipher in history solved as often as that one has been. It
has been solved in Hebrew; it has been solved in Greek; and it’s been
solved by Robert Graves in Latin. And it always spells out the name of
Nero, who is the type of the persecuting emperor. He was the first
emperor to institute a persecution of Jews and Christians, according to
Tacitus, in order to have somebody to blame for the burning of Rome.
And although the author of Revelation probably lived under a later
emperor, Nero is still the type. As the type, he is spiritually, that is,
metaphorically, identical with other persecuting figures in the Bible,
such as Antiochus, who is the villain in the Book of Daniel, the Pharaoh
of the Exodus, and Nebuchadnezzar.

There is a more comprehensive picture of female figures in the Bible
that we might look at at this point.  have been dividing images into the
apocalyptic, or ideal, and the demonic. Those are a contrast. There are
also intermediate figures, who represent human nature in the sense
that they are neither wholly evil nor wholly ideal, but are imperfect
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figures undergoing the process of redemption. You can divide the fe-
male figures of the Bible into two groups, the maternal and the marital,
that is, the mother figures and the bride figures.

The ideal maternal figures include the Virgin Mary and a mysterious
woman who appears at the beginning of Revelation 12, and who is said
to be a woman “clothed with the sun, and the moon under her feet, and
upon her head a crown of twelve stars.” She is a Queen of Heaven, like
so many maternal goddesses, but she is also described as the mother of
the Messiah, like the Virgin Mary. So there are really three accounts of
the birth of the Messiah in the New Testament: the one in Matthew,
which has the wise men and Jesus born in a house; the one in Luke, the
pastoral one, which has the shepherds and Jesus born in a manger; and
this account in chapter 12, which is so obviously mythical and meta-
phorical that it has never succeeded in getting on our Christmas cards.

In the intermediate, or analogical, category you have the specifically
human mother, who of course is Eve, “our general mother,” as Milton
calls her [Paradise Lost, bk. 4, 1. 492], the representative of humanity
going through sin and redemption; and also Rachel, who, though only
one of the wives of Jacob or Israel, is symbolically the mother of Israel
and is so referred to in Matthew in connection with the Slaughter of the
Innocents [2:18]. Ideal bride figures would then include the bride of the
Song of Songs and the Jerusalem bride, who appears at the end of the
Book of Revelation, chapter 21, where it is said that she is “the holy city,
New Jerusalem,” descending to earth “as a bride adorned for her hus-
band” [v. 2].

Now there doesn’t appear to be a demonic maternal figure, but this
blackboard demands one.l” We often find that if the Bible does not
supply what is needed diagrammatically, it will invariably be supplied
by later legend. So later legend obliged by constructing the figure of
Lilith. Lilith is mentioned in Isaiah 34:14—the King James version calls
her a “screech owl,” which is one of the bad things that the Authorized
Version is continually doing, that is, making rationalized translations.
But in later legend, Lilith became the first wife of Adam. There are two
accounts of Creation in the Book of Genesis, and the effort to reconcile
those two accounts wound up by giving Adam two wives, the first one
being Lilith and the second Eve. Lilith, we are told, was the mother of
all the demons and the fallen angels. Being that, she had a very flourish-
ing career in Romantic literature: she appears in Goethe’s Faust and as
the heroine of a romance of George Macdonald,® and in many other
places.
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The demonic marital figure is of course the Great Whore of Revela-
tion, identified with Babylon as the other bride is with Jerusalem, and
with such Old Testament prototypes as Jezebel introducing the cult of
Baal. It follows therefore that there needs to be an intermediate marital
figure, and that that intermediate figure would represent the human
race going through the process of sin and redemption.

We have said that the word we translate “testament” has the primary
meaning of a covenant or contract between God and his people. The
contract is represented as something drawn up with Israel by God’s
initiative. It is also represented as a contract which God could break but
won't, because of his nature, but as a contract which man, strictly
speaking, cannot break but is forever trying to break. So symbolically,
the female figure of this category would be the Forgiven Harlot, the
bride figure who is unfaithful to her Lord but who in spite of that is to
be forgiven and brought back again. That harlot figure appears in
various parts of the Old Testament, in Ezekiel for example, chapter 16,
verse 3: “Thus saith the Lord God unto Jerusalem; Thy birth and thy
nativity is of the land of Canaan; thy father was an Amorite, and thy
mother an Hittite ...” and so on: the whole chapter goes on to describe
the unfaithfulness and forgiveness of Jerusalem. The Canadian poet
James Reaney has a poem called Rachel which is in effect a very beauti-
ful and very eloquent paraphrase of this chapter in Ezekiel.!® The same
image turns up later in Hosea, where Hosea is ordered by God to marry
two harlots, one after the other [1:2, 3:1]. These represent the apostasy
of both north and south Israel.

The same figure turns up in the New Testament as the woman usu-
ally identified as Mary Magdalene. There is an anonymous woman in
the seventh chapter of Luke described as a sinner whose sins are for-
given because “she loved much” [v. 47]. Mary Magdalene appears in
the next chapter of Luke, and is generally identified with her. A similar
female, who has the same symbolic role whether she is the same person
or not, has firmly established squatter’s rights on the opening of the
eighth chapter of John. She is actually a bit of floating folklore associ-
ated with Jesus, and in the early manuscripts she appears in various
places. The modern translators of the Bible, who are much more distin-
guished for scholarship than for common sense, try to get her out of
John 8 and put her in an appendix, but nevertheless she’s still there. She
represents perhaps one of the most eloquent and moving episodes of
the gospel, the woman who, because she was a harlot, is condemned to
be stoned to death. Jesus interferes and suggests that those who have
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never committed any sins at all might take the lead in throwing the
stones. Hence, in paintings of the Crucifixion, you usually see the cross
of Christ flanked by two female figures, the Virgin Mary and Mary
Magdalene, one in blue and the other in red.?

In a polytheistic mythology, you can have the maternal figure and the
bridal figure identified. That is, you can have a female goddess figure
who is both the mother of a god and, later on, his mistress. You find that
in the cults associated with dying gods in Mediterranean countries.
And you have such counterparts as the relations, say, of the Virgin
Mary and the infant Jesus with the relations of Venus and Cupid in
Classical mythology, where Venus is the mother of the God of Love and
can also be a bride figure. In Christianity, however, the two figures of
the mother and the bride obviously have to be separated, although they
are still very close together symbolically. The bride of the Song of Songs
for example is described as “a garden inclosed” and “a fountain sealed”
[4:12]. Or, as the Vulgate says, hortus conclusus, fons signatus. And the
“garden inclosed” and the “fountain sealed” have always been tradi-
tionally identified with the Virgin Mary, who from one symbolic point
of view is the bride of the Holy Spirit as well as the mother of the Logos.
We are also told that Christ is the Son of a Father who is a spiritual
Father, and that his death reconciles man with the Father.

Now if you constructed a demonic parody of all that, you would get
something very close to the story of Oedipus, who kills his father and
makes a wife out of his mother. The status of the Oedipus story as a
kind of demonic parody of the Christian story was striking enough for
the poet Yeats to construct an elaborate theory of history according to
which civilizations of Oedipus and civilizations of a Christ figure alter-
nate all through time, one being tragic and heroic, the other comic and
altruistic.?! But it’s perhaps easier to see the Oedipus story as either a
demonic parody of the Christian story, as it is in some aspects, or as an
intermediate analogy of it, as it is in certain other aspects. In the story of
the creation of Adam for example, the older story which begins in the
second chapter of Genesis, the Yahwist account as it’s called, Adam is
made from a female, adamah, or mother earth. And when, after the fall,
he goes back to the ground from which he was taken, he returns to that
earth-mother after making the break with his Father. So the Oedipus
legend is not quite removed from the story of Adam itself.

This account of the human symbolism in the Bible is of course closely
linked to the account of city symbolism, because the city is the emblem
of the people or the group. So if you go to the urban image, you have
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Jerusalem on the one side and Babylon on the other. That brings us up
again against the question of the ambiguity between the social image
and the individual image.

Now there’s another dimension of this relation of the social to the
individual which we’ve already run into. We saw that the paradisal
imagery of the Bible is in the first place a garden and in the second place
a single tree, a tree of life. That leads to a general principle of imagery in
the Bible, to a special kind of metaphor where the individual is identi-
fied with the class or group of things to which it belongs. That is the
type of metaphor that I sometimes call a royal metaphor, because it
underlies one of the most pervasive of human institutions, the institu-
tion of kingship. We’ve already seen how the king, Solomon, inevitably
interposes himself in the symbolic expansion of the Song of Songs.
Similarly, Elizabeth II can draw crowds wherever she appears, not
because there is anything remarkable about her appearance, but be-
cause she dramatizes the metaphor of society as a single body. That has
been the function of the king in all ages, to represent in an individual
form the unity of his society.

The corporate or class image, like the city, would also be, on the
principles of this royal metaphor, identified with a single building. That
building would most naturally be the house consecrated to the city’s
god, in other words, the temple. Thus the city is the bride and the
temple is the bridegroom.

We are told several times in the Gospels that the temple is to be
identified with the body of Christ. In the Gospels, Jesus is represented
as saying, “Destroy this temple, and in three days I will raise it up”
[John 2:19]. The narrator adds that he was speaking of the temple of his
body. The author of Revelation, in describing the New Jerusalem, is
very emphatic that there was no temple therein, because, as he ex-
plains, the place of the temple has been taken by the body of God
[21:22]. There is, consequently, in this metaphorical symbolism, the
unity of the bridegroom and the bride in which all the buildings of the
city are one building, the house of many mansions. And the corre-
sponding demonic image is of course the Tower of Babel.



Biblia Pauperum 10: TEMPTATION OF CHRIST
(Matthew 4:1-11)
Esau sells birthright Fall of Adam and Eve
(Genesis 25:21-34) (Genesis 3:1-7)
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Biblia Pauperum 11: RAISING OF LAZARUS
(John 11)
Elijah raises widow’s son Elisha revives child
(1 Kings 17:17-24) (2 Kings 4:8-37)
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Pastoral and Agricultural Imagery

I was speaking of the pattern of imagery in the Bible and of its various
categories, and particularly of the way in which three phases of his-
tory? are reflected in Biblical imagery. And we saw that it is a character-
istic of this type of image that the group form and the individual form
are metaphorically identified with each other.

The ambiguity of the symbolism attached to the Messiah is that in
each category he is regarded as both master and victim, as the shepherd
of the flock and at the same time the sacrificial lamb. In the same way,
his human function is that of a king, but he’s a spiritual king, and in the
physical world he is only a mock king put to death. In the urban phase
we saw that the city is identified with the bride, Jerusalem, and the
temple that is the house of the god in the middle of the city is identified
in the Gospels and in the Book of Revelation with the body of Christ.
Jesus says in the Gospels: “Destroy this temple, and in three days I will
raise it up” [John 2:19]. And the Book of Revelation was insistent that in
the New Jerusalem there is no temple because the Body of Christ has
replaced it [21:22].

There are various ramifications of this imagery that we need to look
at. For one thing, the archetypes, so to speak, the original models of
these three phases of Israelite civilization, are established before the
time that Israel appears on the historical scene: that is, before the time of
Abraham. Almost the first story of the Bible is the story of the rivalry
between the two sons of Adam, Cain and Abel. Cain is a farmer and
Abel is a shepherd.

Disputes between a farmer and a shepherd are thousands of years
older than the Bible. They go back to Sumerian times, but usually in
Sumerian times it’s the farmer who has the best of the argument, as
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would be very natural for a country that’s dependent entirely on irriga-
tion and is primarily an agricultural country. But in the Old Testament,
the original pastoral relationship of wandering herds is idealized as the
time when Israel was united with its God, and we find that idealizing of
the pastoral life in the 23rd Psalm, in the imagery of the Good Shepherd
attached to Christ, and elsewhere.

Abel was murdered by Cain. He was a shepherd and his offering, we
are told, was accepted by God; whereas Cain was a farmer, and his
offering of the firstfruits of the crops was not accepted. We are not really
told why this is so, but it establishes the types of a later liturgical
pattern. The primary sacrifice is the sacrifice of the lamb, and that is the
one that is first laid down for us in the story of Abraham’s command to
sacrifice his son Isaac, where at the last minute he is stopped from
doing so and a ram is substituted [Genesis 22:1-14]. That story indicates
that for Israel the sacrifice of a lamb is to replace the sacrifice of a son or
of a human being.

And that is confirmed later on by the story of the Passover, which is
the primary rite in the Jewish liturgy. The Passover offering is the
offering with blood, which is the fundamental reason, at least insofar as
there is a reason, why Abel’s sacrifice is acceptable and Cain’s is not.
Eventually of course, the farmer’s offerings of firstfruits were added,
and the calendar developed three major festivals: the Passover, which is
pastoral in imagery; the festival of the harvest, which developed into
the Jewish and Christian Pentecost; and the vintage festival, which
became the Feast of Booths and, eventually, of the New Year in Judaism.
But this imagery of harvest and vintage becomes established rather
later, and apparently the story of Noah has something to do with the
establishing of an agricultural pattern of life.

That is, after the flood Noah institutes a tremendous massacre of
animals in honour of God, and God, we are told, highly approves of the
smell: he says, that smells pretty good: I'd better take the curse off the
ground that I put on it at the time of Adam’s fall. Then he promises
Noah that there will be an unfailing cycle of seed time and harvest
[Genesis 8:21-2], the basis of an agricultural program of life. So Noah
turns into a farmer.

His first accomplishment—human nature being what it is—is to
discover wine and get drunk [Genesis 9:20-1]. But nevertheless, the
harvest and the vintage remain apocalyptic symbols, along with the
symbolism of the Good Shepherd and of the city. And if we look
through the Gospels we see very frequently how fond Jesus is of these
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metaphors of harvest and vintage for the coming of the Last Day, and
the extent to which the animal elements of body and blood are identi-
fied with the corresponding vegetable ones of bread and wine. That
comes into the pattern of the Eucharist that Jesus is recorded as estab-
lishing at the Last Supper, where he specifically identifies the wine with
his blood [Matthew 26:27-8; Mark 14:23-4; Luke 22:20].

After the pastoral period of the patriarchs, Israel descends into Egypt.
There, God promises Moses from the burning bush that he will lead his
people into a land flowing with milk and honey [Exodus 3:8], which are
not vegetable products. But what they eventually come into is a Prom-
ised Land in which they enter upon an agricultural economy. That of
course meant that they were exposed to what the Old Testament writ-
ers regarded as contamination from the agricultural rites of the sur-
rounding peoples.

It is with a certain amount of reluctance that Israel enters the Prom-
ised Land and embarks on an agricultural economy. If you look, for
example, at Joshua 5:12: “And the manna ceased on the morrow after
they had eaten of the old corn of the land; neither had the children of
Israel manna any more; but they did eat of the fruit of the land of
Canaan that year.” Corn is seventeenth-century English for any kind of
grain. And the first symbol of Canaan was an enormous bunch of
grapes which the spies brought back from the Promised Land [Num-
bers 13:23-7]. In fact the word “Canaan” itself means more or less “the
red land,” and its Greek equivalent is phoenicia. It is supposed to have
derived its name from another source, the purple dye from the murex
shell fish. But the association of redness with the earth and the agricul-
tural economy is fairly consistent throughout the Bible.

As for the urban life, the Israelites are represented first of all as
apparently desert dwellers like the Bedouins. Yet their leaders, Abraham
and Moses, are described as having come from the cities, one from
Mesopotamia and the other from Egypt. There even seems to be some
evidence that the word “Hebrew,” which used to be a somewhat pejo-
rative term when used by outsiders, originally meant something more
like “proletariat” than the conventional name for a people. And cer-
tainly that is the role in which they appear in Egypt.

In any case, they are compelled to live beside neighbours with agri-
cultural rites. I mentioned the law about not boiling a kid in its mother’s
milk [Lecture 4], suggesting that it was a negative ritual, something that
the Israelites were forbidden to do because their neighbours did it.
That is true also of the various agricultural cults which had to do with
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encouraging the fertility of the soil by various rituals founded on the
principle of sympathetic magic. That is, if you want it to rain, you pour
water on the ground: that kind of imitation by magic and a ritual is the
basis of what might have been called the dying-god cult.

I take the phrase “dying god” from Frazer, who investigated this
question back in the 1890s.2? His thesis has been refuted so often that it
is now time for it to come back into style again. He speaks of many
Mediterranean religions as having been founded on the cult of a god
who was fundamentally a god of the fertility of the earth, and more
particularly of the vegetable fertility, though it is connected with ani-
mals as well. He was as a rule a male god, though there are exceptions,
such as Persephone in Greek religion; and he is represented as related
to a female principle of whom he is sometimes the son, sometimes the
lover, and sometimes the victim. He has various names in various
countries. His name in Babylonia was Tammuz; in Syria, Adonis; in
Asia Minor, Attis; in Egypt, Osiris; in Greece, Dionysus or sometimes
Hyacinthus.

Now the myth associated with this god usually tells of his death. He
is a victim either of the female principle he’s attached to or of some-
thing representing the dead or sterile part of the year. Thus Adonis is
killed by a boar who apparently represents the winter. In Ezekiel 8:14
we are shown one of the central rites of these dying god cults. Ezekiel
represents himself as being in Babylon along with the captive Jews, and
as being shown in a vision what is happening in the temple of Jerusa-
lem. The death of the god was each year ceremonially and ritually
mourned by a group of women who represented the female principle of
the dying god; and the female goddess represented in her turn the
continuing fertility of the earth, which remained dormant throughout
the winter or the late part of the summer. It was the chorus of women
representing this female principle—the mother or the mistress, which-
ever she was thought of as being—that formed a central part of the
ritual for the dying god. In verse 14, the angel who is showing Ezekiel
all this in a vision “brought me to the door of the gate of the Lord’s
house which was toward the north; and, behold, there sat women
weeping for Tammuz.” That is, they were carrying on the cult of the
dying god. That ritual maintained itself in surrounding countries down
to the time of Christ; and even in the very late Book of Daniel, the
persecution of the Jews just before the Maccabean rebellion is associ-
ated with the cult of the god beloved of women, that is, Tammuz or
Adonis [11:37, RSV].
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The cult was extremely common all over the Mediterranean. You
can’tlook in Classical literature without seeing that. Theocritus of Sicily
has an idyll on the festival of Adonis [Idyll 15]; and the cult of Attis,
whose female principle was Cybele, was transferred to Rome during
the Punic Wars of Hannibal, largely for political reasons. There it took
the form, as most of these cults did, of a three-day spring festival. On
the first day, an effigy representing the god was hung on a tree, and the
effigy was supposed to die. The second was the day when the god was
absent from the world, and the priests lashed themselves into orgiastic
frenzies and castrated themselves as part of their sacrifice to their god:
there’s an ode of Catullus about that, which is a very powerful and very
terrible poem [Carmen 63]. And then on the third day there was a ritual
procession to the marshes or somewhere where the reborn god was
supposed to be discovered.

There were other rituals of the same general type, connected with
promoting the fertility of the soil. Again the women took the initiative
in these cults, and would grow plants in pots and bring them along by
forced growth. They would then throw the pots with the plants in them
into the water as a rain charm. These were known as gardens of Adonis,
and the throwing of the plants into the water was a regular part of the
fertility ritual. You would expect the Hebrew prophets to take a very
dim view of this practice. If you look at Isaiah 17:10-11: “Because thou
hast forgotten the God of thy salvation, and hast not been mindful of
the rock of thy strength, therefore shalt thou plant pleasant plants, and
shalt set it with strange slips: In the day shalt thou make thy plant to
grow, and in the morning shalt thou make thy seed to flourish: but the
harvest shall be a heap in the day of grief and of desperate sorrow.” So
the gardens of Adonis were obviously familiar to the Israelites, and the
prophet here is attacking the practice as something that has nothing to
do with the Israelite religion.

One of the great confrontations between the two cults is that between
Jehovah and the fertility god Baal of the Syrians on the top of Mount
Carmel. There is a great contest between Elijah and the priests of Baal as
to which god is capable of bringing rain. 1 Kings 18 contains a wonder-
ful scene in which the priests of Baal first of all knock themselves out
trying to get their god to deliver rain out of an absolutely cloudless sky.
And Elijah makes fun of them in the most approved charitable manner
in verse 27: “And it came to pass at noon, that Elijah mocked them, and
said, Cry aloud: for he is a god; either he is talking, or he is pursuing, or
he is in a journey, or peradventure he sleepeth, and must be awaked.”
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“Pursuing” is a euphemism which means, perhaps he is making water
after all. But the priests are thereby moved to greater and greater efforts.
In verse 28: “And they cried aloud, and cut themselves after their manner
with knives and lancets, till the blood gushed out upon them.” This is
sympathetic magic again: if you prick yourself and the blood flows, it
suggests that what you need very badly at that point is rain.

Similarly, in Hosea 7:14—only here the King James translation lets
you down, because the King James translators didn’t know very much
about dying god cults—“And they have not cried unto me with their
heart, when they howled upon their beds.” Then the King James Bible
has: “they assemble themselves for corn and wine,” but that’s wrong.
What Hosea is saying is that they gashed themselves for corn and wine:
that is, they cut themselves until the blood flowed.

Now the root of all this, which you can trace in the Bible also, is that
the firstfruits of the crop should be offered to the god. It is assumed that
the god, like the God of Noah, lives off the smell of the offerings: and he
has to be fed first, otherwise disaster will result. Some of these cults
seem to involve an original cult where the sacrificial victim was a
human being. The human being might have been the leader of a society,
the divine king, according to Frazer, or his eldest son, or later on, a
criminal or a prisoner taken captive in battle.

And so we find a certain sequence of sacrificial victims. The original
victim would be the divine king himself. That is, the king would be
regarded as containing within himself the fertility of the land over
which he rules, so that it would be only common sense to put him to
death as soon as his strength begins to fail, because his virility and the
fertility of his country are bound up together by sympathetic magic.
But if you're going to put him to death as soon as his strength fails,
there’s no sense letting all that divinity go to waste; and so there could
be a ritual banquet at which his body was eaten and his blood drunk, so
that the divine essence passed into the body of his worshippers.

Well, whether that rite ever existed or not as an historical fact could
not matter less. The point is that it is symbolically the right one to have
there at the beginning of the sequence. Then follows the sacrifice of the
king’s eldest son, because it leads to a certain amount of social insecu-
rity—for reasons I don’t need to go into—if you keep putting a king to
death as soon as his strength is alleged to fail. That is the stage recorded
in the story of Abraham’s order to sacrifice his son Isaac, an order
which at the last moment is rescinded and the sacrifice transferred to
the ram.
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This is incorporated into the Israelite code, in the list of command-
ments given in Exodus 34. This is a set of commandments much older
than the more familiar Ten Commandments in Exodus 20. Verse 19
says, “All that openeth the womb is mine; and every firstling among
thy cattle, whether ox or sheep, that is male.”?* Then it goes on to say
that “the firstling of an ass thou shalt redeem with a lamb: and if thou
redeem him not, then shalt thou break his neck. All the firstborn of thy
sons thou shalt redeem” [v. 20]. That is, every firstborn son is techni-
cally an offering to God. But the actual sacrifice is not to be carried
through: he is to be redeemed, usually by a lamb, that being the pattern
established in the story of Abraham and Isaac and in the story of the
Passover.

We can see at work here the principle that offering to God as a
sacrifice what you most want yourself gets to be inconvenient after a
while, so various substitutions are made. In fact, it is one of the motifs
in Greek mythology associated with Prometheus. Prometheus’ real sin
was in persuading men that the gods didn’t want any of the real meat
when they offered a sacrifice: they’d be quite content with the entrails
and the offal. And they were not. And so, every so often there comes the
feeling that the deity wants the full payment and without cheating.

We get an example, which is ascribed again to one of the surrounding
nations, in 2 Kings 3:2[6-]7. Here Israel is attacking the central city of
Moab, one of the neighbouring enemies—“neighbour” and “enemy”
were practically the same word in the ancient world. And we are told
that “when the king of Moab saw that the battle was too sore for him, he
took with him seven hundred men that drew swords, to break through
even unto the king of Edom”—who was his ally at the time—"but they
could not. Then he took his eldest son that should have reigned in his
stead, and offered him for a burnt offering upon the wall. And there
was great indignation against Israel: and they departed from him, and
returned to their own land.” So when he is in a desperate situation, he
makes the original offering of his own eldest son that should have
reigned in his stead. And the last sentence is very clearly a clumsy
editorial effort to conceal the fact that in the original story the stratagem
worked, and the Israelites were in fact driven off.

The sacrifice of human beings in that context is what is prohibited in
the Bible. Archaeologists have discovered an inscription by this King
Mesha of Moab who sacrificed his eldest son, and it’s obvious from that
inscription that his piety towards his god Chemosh was just as authen-
tic as the Israelite piety towards Jehovah. But that was how his mind
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worked and how, in some context, the Israelite mind would have
worked too: we are also told that after Jericho was taken by Joshua, a
curse was put on the city that whoever rebuilt it would have to sacrifice
his eldest son at the beginning and his youngest son at the end of the
rebuilding of the city. Which is a terrible curse: the only thing is that
trade routes are much more important than children; and Jericho is
apparently one of the world’s oldest inhabited sites. So the city was
rebuilt, and the person who rebuilt it sacrificed his eldest son to begin
the operation and his youngest son to finish it [1 Kings 16:34].

I suspect that the original cannibal feast, which is original in the
sense of being symbolically original, may not have actually been prac-
tised by any society. I think human beings only tend to cannibalism
when they run out of other supplies of protein. And even a ritual
banquet as solemn as that one would be might not have been carried
through in quite so literal a way: we don’t know. In any case, the
Israelites were extremely familiar with the cult of human sacrifice,
particularly the sacrifice of firstborn sons. And although that is con-
demned, they are much more neutral on the question of a sacrifice
which is to fulfil a vow or a sacrifice of a prisoner taken in a war. That
may be a sacrifice not merely acceptable to God but actually demanded
by him. We find such a story in the Book of Judges, in the eleventh
chapter.

We notice that in the commandment in Exodus 34, female animals,
whether animal or human, are lawfully ignored. But in the story of
Jephthah, it says that he made a vow to sacrifice to God the first thing
he saw when he came back from his battle if he won the battle. Notice
that the psychological basis of sacrifice is very frequently a bargaining
basis. The formula is do ut des, I give that you may give. That is what
prayer in Homer, for example, very largely consists of. It consists of
reminding the gods very pointedly that they have been very well fed by
the hero’s sacrifices in the past, and if they wish the supply to be
continued, they’d better come through with some more victories. This
is a typical folk tale of a rash-vow type, where Jephthah says he will
sacrifice the first thing that comes to meet him returning from the battle
if he’s victorious. And of course, the first thing to meet him is his only
daughter.

In 11:37[-8], his daughter says that he has to go through with the
sacrifice, seeing that he has made the vow. “And she said unto her
father, Let this thing be done for me: let me alone two months, that I
may go up and down upon the mountains, and bewail my virginity, I



68 Symbolism in the Bible

and my fellows. And he said, Go.” Then, at the end of the chapter, we
are told that it was a custom in Israel that the daughters of Israel went
yearly to lament the daughter of Jephthah four days in the year. So
there are two things to notice there: one is her virginity, which makes
her the unblemished and consequently acceptable sacrificial victim;
and the other is the fact that she becomes the centre of a cult of mourn-
ing women. So the original religion associated with this story is clearly
something much older than the Mosaic Code.

If you look at the Book of Zechariah, the second to last book in the
Old Testament, right at the end in 12:10[-11]: “And I will pour upon the
house of David, and upon the inhabitants of Jerusalem, the spirit of
grace and of supplications: and they shall look upon me whom they
have pierced, and they shall mourn for him, as one mourneth for his
only son, and shall be in bitterness for him, as one that is in bitterness
for his firstborn. In that day shall there be a great mourning in Jerusa-
lem, as the mourning of Hadadrimmon in the valley of Megiddon.”

Now Hadadrimmon is simply another fertility god of this type,
whose cult took the form of his death’s being mourned by a group of
women. One thing that is interesting about this prophecy in Zechariah
is that the phrase “they shall look upon me whom they have pierced”
[12:10] is quoted in the Gospel of John [19:37], which means that the
authors of the Gospels were thoroughly familiar with the symbolism of
dying god cults, and incorporated that symbolism into their accounts of
the Passion. You remember that Jesus is followed to his execution by a
mourning chorus of women, whom he addresses as “daughters of
Jerusalem” [Luke 23:28].

In the Book of Micah, which is in the middle of the minor prophets,
there is another reference which contains a verse often regarded—I
think with considerable justification—as one of the great moral break-
throughs in history. In 6:6[-8], Micah says: “Wherewith shall I come
before the Lord, and bow myself before the high God? shall I come
before him with burnt offerings, with calves of a year old? Will the Lord
be pleased with thousands of rams, or with ten thousands of rivers of
0il? Shall I give my firstborn for my transgression, the fruit of my body
for the sin of my soul? He hath shewed thee, O man, what is good; and
what doth the Lord require of thee, but to do justly, and to love mercy,
and to walk humbly with thy God?”

Now what is fascinating about that seventh verse is that the question
of whether one should not fall back on the original demand of the
firstborn son as the sacrificial victim was still familiar enough for the
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prophet to refer to it as a moral problem. Of course what he was saying
was that this whole bargaining basis of sacrifice, of making a reparation
for something he’d done wrong and so forth, is utter nonsense and that
one has to get to a new level of apprehension altogether. But before he
says that, he says that it is possible that people around him are still
wondering whether, in the event of a sufficiently difficult situation,
they ought not to fall back on the original rite.
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Biblia Pauperum 12: TRANSFIGURATION
(Matthew 17:1-13)
Abraham and the three angels Three young men in the furnace
(Genesis 18:1-22) (Daniel 3)



Biblia Pauperum 13: REPENTANCE OF MARY MAGDALENE

David repents
(2 Samuel 12:1-25)

(Matthew 26:7-13; partly legendary)

Miriam repents
(Numbers 12)
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The World of Angels;
Leviathan, Dragons, and the Antichrist

I was speaking about some of the sacrificial images in the Bible associ-
ated with its agricultural symbolism, which form part of the general
table of imagery we’ve been dealing with. We’ve said that these sym-
bols on the idealized side have both a group form and an individual
form. Now in that table, all of these categories are metaphorically
identical with one another, and the group form and the individual form
are united by what I’ve been calling the royal metaphor, the metaphor
which combines identity as with identity with. So that the individual
and the group forms are likewise identified: the garden and the tree of
life are essentially the same thing.

In the New Testament, Jesus is represented explicitly, when institut-
ing the Eucharist, as identifying the bread and wine of the Eucharist
supper with his own body and blood, as both a human and an animal
victim: the shepherd giving his life for the sheep, and the sacrificial
lamb, which is the antitype of the Passover. Now the statements in the
New Testament are too explicit for historical Christianity to avoid,
considering what these metaphors mean in that context. And of course
any consideration of a principle like that in historical Christianity leads
eventually to persecution and heretic burning and everything else. But
such things merely muddle the actual picture of what'’s going on. There
have been various doctrines: the Roman Catholic doctrine, which is the
pure metaphor, that the bread and wine of the host are the body and
blood of Christ; and the Lutheran consubstantial theory that the bread
and wine are the body and blood of God because God is universal, and
so on. These are all conceptualized or rationalized translations of a
metaphor into another kind of language. Unfortunately there’s a very
strong smell of intellectual mortality about these rationalized transla-
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tions: sooner or later they disappear and we're right back to the meta-
phor. Nobody can deal with a metaphor except by something like Saint
Patrick’s shamrock expounding the doctrine of the Trinity. The actual
statement is a metaphor, and the function of the metaphor is to release
the imagination by paralysing the discursive reason. It’s like the koan
in Zen Buddhism. The general tendency in historical Christianity is, so
far as is possible, to consider these other metaphorical identifications as
“just” metaphors. That is in keeping with the rationalistic distortions of
Biblical imagery, which is essentially a metaphorical structure.

The identification of the categories with one another is clear enough:
the city is described as Jerusalem, the bride adorned for her husband
[Revelation 21:2], and consequently identified with the human cat-
egory. And if all the buildings in a city are one building—a house of
many mansions [John 14:2]—it follows that all the buildings are one
stone. Consequently, you find in Biblical imagery the body of Christ
identified with the one stone. There’s a verse in the Psalms saying, “The
stone which the builders refused is become the head stone of the
corner” [118:22]. That’s quoted three or four times in the New Testa-
ment [Matthew 21:42; Mark 12:10; Luke 20:17; Acts 4:11; 1 Peter 2:7]: it
obviously was a very important verse to them. But the cornerstone of
the temple is again part of this metaphorical structure. And as this is a
world in which nothing can ever be dead, it follows that the stones are
as much alive as anything else.

In the Book of Revelation, the churches are told “To him that over-
cometh will I give ... a white stone” [2:17]. But the white stone there has
a metaphorical connection with the man’s body. We are told later on
that an angel came out who was clad in what the King James Bible calls
“white linen” [15:6], but “linen,” again, is a rationalized translation,
because there’s far better textual evidence for lithon, stone. Conse-
quently, you have to include a dimension of symbolism in which human
beings are also, as the Epistle of Peter says, lively stones [1 Peter 2:5].

We've already seen various identifications of the body of Christ with
the tree of life, as in the word “anointed,” and various other explicit
references. That gives a special importance in the Gospels to those
metaphors where Jesus says, “I am the vine, ye are the branches” [John
15:5], “I am the door” [John 10:9], “I am the Way” [John 14:6], and so on.
These metaphors “1” are insisting on the metaphorical identification of
all these categories of reality in the world that he’s talking about—his
spiritual kingdom.

This isn’t all the universe, of course. There is also the world between
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God and man, the spiritual world. The group form of the spiritual
world consists of angels or messengers. Now the function of angels in
the Bible is of some interest and importance. In the hierarchy of exist-
ence they are above human life, but in the Apocalypse, all these catego-
ries are not a hierarchy anymore: they are all interchangeable, and
consequently all equal. Therefore, there are some sharp warnings in the
New Testament against the dangers of worshipping angels [e.g., Rev-
elation 19:10, 22:9]. Angels are fellow creatures of man: their function is
that of messenger, and they are not to be regarded with the feelings of
adoration that one would reserve for God.

.The question is, where does the imagery of angels come from? And
the obvious answer is that it comes from “up there.” That is, the imag-
ery of this world is derived from the categories of ordinary existence,
and the categories of ordinary existence are permeated by the concep-
tions of up and down. You can raise all kinds of both theological and
scientific objections to such a story as that of the Ascension of Christ in
the first chapter of Acts, where he sails up into the air and “a cloud
received him out of their sight” [v. 9]. We are by no means the first
generation to ask, Well, where did he go from there? Did he just sail into
outer space, or what? The answer is that this is the mythological uni-
verse, and there is no outer space in the mythological universe. In the
universe of nature, there is no such thing as up or down: in the mytho-
logical universe, there is nothing else. _

And so, the tendency to think of hell as “down there” and of heaven
as “up there” is built into our mythological ways of thinking. I think as
long as the human body has a top and a bottom it’s likely to be read into
the symbolism of the mythological universe that man lives in. The
temple, for example, in all the nations surrounding Israel, the holy
building, the ziggurat in the Mesopotamian or Persian cities, was thought
of as a tower stretching from earth to heaven, and as, consequently, a
connecting point between man and God. I imagine that the basis for the
imagery is the human body. The spatial difficulties in the matter, of
course, do give trouble in rationalizing the imagery, but as long as it
remains metaphorical it doesn’t have to be rationalized.

Consequently, the only place for the imagery of the angels to come
from is the sky. Now there are two levels of the sky: the upper level,
which is the fire level, and the lower level, or the air level. The fire level
is derived from the sun and the stars, the fiery bodies in the sky. The
other level is the level of clouds and the air and birds.

There are two kinds of angels mentioned in the Bible, the seraphim
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and the cherubim, and in later iconography they were associated re-
spectively with tongues of flame and with birds in the sky. Later ico-
nography got very elaborate and developed a system of nine orders of
angels, but they retained those two as the spirits of love and contempla-
tion. In medieval pictures where angels appear, you will see the sera-
phim coloured red and the cherubim coloured blue.

The seraphim come into the vision of Isaiah in Isaiah 6[:6-7], where
again the seraphim were associated with fire: they take a hot coal off the
altar and put it on the prophet’s lips to make him articulate. The
cherubim are seen in Ezekiel’s vision at the beginning of the Book of
Ezekiel of a curious vehicle that has wheels within wheels and is drawn
around by four living beings: that is, angel figures which have the
forms of a man, a lion, an ox, and an eagle. Those four living beings of
Ezekiel’s vision reappear in the Book of Revelation, where they are seen
surrounding the throne of God [4:6-9].

From a Christian point of view, what Ezekiel saw was the Son or
Word of God. Consequently, these living creatures that drew his chariot
could be typologically identified with the writers of the four Gospels,
who carried the message of Christianity all around the world. And so, if
you look again at medieval pictures of Christ, you will usually see these
four living beings in the corners, representing the four Gospels—
Matthew the man, and Mark the lion (as you will remember if you've
ever been to Venice, which is under the patronage of Saint Mark), Luke
the ox, and John the eagle. The opening words of the Gospel of John,
“In the beginning was the Word,” are regarded as the most sacred
utterance in Christianity, and it is very largely because of that that
churches still have lecterns in the shape of an eagle.

The group of angels is, of course, all one Spirit, later considered to be
the Holy Spirit, the third person of the Trinity. And so there are two
aspects to the imagery of the Holy Spirit also: fire imagery and cloud,
air, and bird imagery. He is associated with tongues of flame descend-
ing from the sky like lightning, and also with the wind and birds,
typically the dove, which has been the chosen bird just as the sheep has
been the chosen animal.

The dove has a reputation for chastity that I think would soon be
exploded with any careful observation of them. As a matter of fact, I
suspect that the reason for choosing them is precisely the opposite:
doves were the birds that were sacred to Venus, and whether it’s Chris-
tian love or pagan love, the dove’s qualifications for being the typical
bird of love are always in the foreground. We are told in the Synoptic
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Gospels that at the baptism of Christ, the spirit of God in the form of a
dove was seen descending on him. Jesus says to Nicodemus, “The
wind bloweth where it listeth” and goes on to associate wind and spirit
[John 3:8].

You notice that quite a lot of things happen to the four elements in
apocalyptic imagery. We’ve already dealt with the water of life: we’ve
said that the description of the garden of Eden seems to assume a fresh-
water sea below the actual salt sea and waters above the heavens which
are much higher up than the rain clouds. So the suggestion is that man
is in the middle of the water of life, and that in a higher state of being,
he could live in the water of life, which has a good deal to do with the
fishing imagery connected with Christianity and the identification of
Jesus with the fish in some contexts.

Similarly, it’s a world where the inanimate no longer exists, where
the stones are alive, so that earth becomes a part of a living world. It
follows, therefore, that there must be a fire of life as well as a water of
life, and that all of these elements can be seen as living in the fire of life
in the apocalyptic vision. The fire of life is a fire that burns without
burning up. At the beginning of the Book of Exodus, Moses sees a bush
burning, which nevertheless doesn’t burn up. This puzzles him, so he
turns aside to see why: it turns out to be the place of the theophany, of
the revelation of the future of Israel. The burning tree is also symbol-
ized by the candlestick so important in Jewish ritual—and in Christian
too, in another context.

When John the Divine, in the Book of Revelation, has a vision of the
city of Jerusalem, he sees it as glowing with gold and precious stones
[Revelation 21:10-21]. He takes that from the account of the building of
Solomon'’s temple. The account of Solomon’s temple, by the narrator of
the Book of Kings, says that nobody thought of silver in those days;
they only put gold on [1 Kings 10:21], and several centuries later we
have the same thing in the Book of Chronicles where the author is using
the Book of Kings as a source [2 Chronicles 9:20], but is so far away in
time from what he’s describing that it’s become a kind of romantic fairy
tale. The Chronicler tells you that the temple of Solomon, though in its
dimensions a rather modest building, actually was constructed with
something like twenty tons of gold [2 Chronicles 9:13]. Similarly, in the
Book of Revelation, the New Jerusalem is described in terms of gold,
and as having twelve gates which are each one a precious stone or jewel
[Revelation 21:18, 21]. That in its turn is the antitype of the breastplate
of the high priest Aaron, which contained the twelve precious stones
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for the twelve tribes of Israel [Exodus 28:15-21]. So this city, glowing
with gold and precious stones, is not there because the narrators are
vulgar, and it’s not there solely to be the antitype of certain things
mentioned in the Old Testament. The gold and the precious stones are
there to suggest a city burning in the fire of life: a city which is con-
stantly burning, but is not burning up. The fire is an image of life and
exuberance and energy, but not of torment or destruction.

If you set a bird on fire, you'll get of course a phoenix, which is not in
the canonical Bible except for a reference in the Book of Job, which the
cautious King James translators have rendered something like “sands”
[29:18]. But the phoenix comes into folklore very early, both in the
books surrounding the Bible, the Pseudepigrapha, and in Classical
mythology from Herodotus on, and the bird that burns and rises from it
to be a bigger and better phoenix consequently becomes an image of
the Resurrection. The phoenix appears on the coat of arms of Victoria
College. It ought to represent the Faculty of Theology, but again the
original designers were more cautious and put it there as a symbol of
medicine: they knew that that at least might do you some good. There’s
also a wonderful poem by an Elizabethan poet, a Jesuit, Robert
Southwell, who was martyred—tortured about a dozen times by the
secret police, and finally killed. His poem called The Burning Babe is a
poem about Christmas Day, in which the rising sun is identified with a
burning babe who is the newborn Christ.

I don’t know how familiar you may be with Mozart’s Magic Flute,
which is built on a symbolism that’s said to be derived from Free-
masonry, but at the very end of the story the hero goes through the final
ordeal, which is the ordeal of water and fire. And evidently the assump-
tion is that he acquires, symbolically at least, the power to live in all
four elements and not simply on earth and in air.

I've been constructing a table of imagery in which in each category
one has an idealized or apocalyptic and a demonic side. There is the
paradisal imagery of trees and water, and on the demonic side the
wasteland imagery of dead trees and dead water. There are angels, with
their imagery derived from the fire world of heavenly bodies, and the
air world of birds, and on the demonic side there are fire demons, the
jack-o-lanterns, will-o’-the-wisps over marshes, and spirits of storm
and tempest.

On one side we have Christ, who is the unifying figure of the
apocalyptic world, and opposite him Antichrist, the world ruler who
demands divine worship. The latter is, of course, a figure that is pre-



78 Symbolism in the Bible

Christian: it’s in the Old Testament as well. Its types are the Pharaoh of
the Exodus, Nebuchadnezzar, who destroyed Jerusalem, and Antiochus
Epiphanes, the persecutor of the Jews just before the Maccabean rebel-
lion. And the imagery carries on into the New Testament period, where
the type of the persecutor is Nero, although a predecessor of Nero,
Caligula, also expressed a strong desire to place his statue in the Holy of
Holies. In the animal category, there is the sheepfold, with the sheep
and the lamb as the typical animals of the apocalyptic world, as in the
23rd Psalm and elsewhere; and opposed to that there is the beast of
prey, the sinister animal, of which perhaps the best example is the
dragon. The dragon is a particularly useful demonic animal not just
because of its antisocial habits of breathing fire and eating virgins, but
also because it doesn’t exist, and is consequently an admirable animal
for illustrating the paradox of evil, which is a very powerful moral force
in human life as we know it, but in the apocalyptic world becomes
simply nothingness, simply cannot exist at all. And that, perhaps, is
why the author of Revelation speaks of the dragon as the beast that
“was, and is not, and yet is” [17:8]. That last “is” in Greek is parestai,
which means continuing for the time being.

There is a myth in which Creation takes the form of a dragon-killing.
The Hebrews were quite familiar with the story: they constantly em-
ployed it, and by no means always in a demonic context. They used it
simply as poetic imagery, that is, not as a myth that they believed to be
factual, but simply as decorative. The dragon of chaos has various
names in the Bible, but the most common is the name Leviathan and
sometimes Rahab.

And the leviathan is portrayed as, again, an image of chaos, of the
still uncreated which survives in the human world incarnate in the
heathen kingdoms of Egypt and Babylon and Rome.? In Ezekiel 29[:3-
5]: “Thus saith the Lord God; Behold, I am against thee, Pharaoh king of
Egypt, the great dragon that lieth in the midst of his rivers, which hath
said, My river is mine own, and I have made it for myself. But I will put
hooks in thy jaws, and I will cause the fish of thy rivers to stick unto thy
scales, and I will bring thee up out of the midst of thy rivers, and all the
fish of thy rivers shall stick unto thy scales. And I will leave thee thrown
into the wilderness, thee and all the fish of thy rivers: thou shalt fall
upon the open fields; thou shalt not be brought together, nor gathered: I
have given thee for meat to the beasts of the field and to the fowls of the
heaven.” Now here, the prophet is prophesying to the Pharaoh of
Egypt, whom he identifies with the dragon which is also the River
Nile—"my river is mine own.” And remember that on the principles of
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metaphor, a monster in the sea is the sea. And whatever the origin of
this dragon might be—a crocodile or whatever you like—still, a croco-
dile in the Nile metaphorically is the Nile. So that the prophet is saying
that the dragon will be hooked and landed and thrown into the open
fields, which is metaphorically the same thing that John is saying in the
Book of Revelation when he says that in the last day “there was no more
sea” [21:1]. Because to hook and land a sea monster is metaphorically to
bring up the sea as well.

In Isaiah 27[:1]: “In that day the Lord with his sore and great and
strong sword shall punish leviathan the piercing serpent, even levia-
than that crooked serpent; and he shall slay the dragon that is in the
sea.” The next verse seems to have no logical connection with it: “In
that day sing ye unto her, A vineyard of red wine.” But it's more logical
than it looks, because the hooking and landing of Leviathan is also the
destruction of the sterile and the chaotic in the world, and conse-
quently, a great outburst of fertility would follow it. We come much
closer to the centre of this kind of imagery if we turn to Isaiah 51[:9-10]:
“Awake, awake, put on strength, O arm of the Lord; awake, as in the
ancient days, in the generations of old. Art thou not it that hath cut
Rahab, and wounded the dragon? Art thou not it which hath dried the
sea, the waters of the great deep; that hath made the depths of the sea a
way for the ransomed to pass over?” Now here the prophet adopts as a
poetic image the account of Creation as the dragon-killing; and we’ll
come to verses in the Psalms that praise God for having brought Cre-
ation into existence by destroying the dragon of chaos.

Then he says that God twice won this victory over the dragon. He did
it the second time at the crossing of the Red Sea, where the dragon was
Egypt. And now he’s calling upon God to make a third exhibition of his
power, and this third is the Day of the Lord, to quote the King James
version of it, which the prophets are constantly referring to as that time
in the future when Israel will be restored and those who have been,
well, listening to the prophets will be happy, but the vast majority of
people will be anything but happy. The prophecy of the Day of the Lord
is in practically all the prophets, and it is here connected in imagery
with the two great victories over chaos and evil, the victory at the
original Creation and the victory at the creation of the nation of Israel.

The most eloquent of all these prophecies of the Day of the Lord is in
the prophecy of Zephaniah, which is the ultimate basis for the medieval
hymn Dies Irae. It’s a mad, magnificent poem, and has been incorpo-
rated into the Requiem Mass, but its origin is in these Day of the Lord
prophecies.
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Demonic Parodies and
the Hero from across the Sea

I've been constructing a table of imagery in which each category has
both an idealized or apocalyptic side and a demonic side. Above the
paradisal category in this table is the spiritual world, whose two angelic
orders are derived from the two levels of the upper regions of the
heavens. The imagery of fire spirits is derived from the sun and the
stars, that of the air spirits from the clouds and wind and birds of the
lower sky; and this distinction is reflected in the later iconography of
the seraphim and the cherubim, which are painted red and blue, and to
whom attach the imagery of tongues of flame and of wind and birds.

In the demonic parody of this situation, the spirits would again
derive from the different regions of the sky. Traditionally, the demonic
spirits live in a kind of prison of heat without light, and this imagery of
hell as a place of fire, which is derived from the New Testament, largely
again has the same kind of origin. And the air spirits in their turn are
the demons of storm and tempest.

Ariel and Puck in Shakespeare are derived, not from the conception
of spirits inhabiting an upper region, but from a conception of elemen-
tal spirits. There were four kinds of elemental spirits: the fire spirits are
salamanders, the air spirits are sylphs, the water spirits are undines,
and the earth spirits, the gnomes, are the kobolds. Shakespeare takes
the old word “puck” and applies it to a character in A Midsummer
Night's Dream, Robin Goodfellow, the Puck. A puck, in Shakespeare’s
day, was the kind of fire spirit that is called an ignis fatuus, that is, the
phosphorescent light over marshes that people going astray in the dark
would take for habitations. Ariel, as his name indicates, is an air spirit
or sylph, although in earlier magic and legend the word “ariel,” which
means “lion of God,” is usually an earth spirit. Puck is a mixture of fire



82 Symbolism in the Bible

spirit and air spirit, and Ariel is an air spirit, but they are not demons.
They belong to an intermediate fairy world that is neither demonic nor
apocalyptic. It is significant perhaps that these two characters in
Shakespeare both act under orders from an older and more responsible
person. They are mischievous but not evil.

As I said, evil spirits inhabit the upper air as well, and in astrological
speculation there are malignant planets and malignant settings, or
positionings, of planets and signs, and St. Paul in Ephesians 2:2 speaks
of the devil as the prince of the power of the air. All this demonic
imagery, of fire spirits and air spirits, the phosphorescent lights and the
ignis fatuus and the demons of storm and tempest, now survives only in
the playful symbolism of Halloween—of course, there was a time when
it was not playful at all. The popular imagery of witches is also derived
from some such source.

In pastoral imagery there is the sheepfold, and in the parody de-
monic category the beast of prey. In the manifest demonic there is more
particularly the dragon, and the dragon in the form of the leviathan
who is a sea serpent or a sea monster, and who is sometimes called
Rahab. In the human world, you have the Antichrist and whore figures,
who are opposed to the Christ and bride figures; and just as the bride is
called Jerusalem, so the whore is called Babylon. By the principle of
metaphor, the demonic categories are all identical, so that the city of
Babylon, the Whore of Babylon, and Nebuchadnezzar are to be identi-
fied with sinister animals like the dragon and leviathan, or with these
fire or storm demons.

The reason they are so readily identifiable is that, while all images on
the ideal side can be identified in Christian imagery with the body of
Christ, there cannot be a demonic divinity. No demonic principle can
exist on the divine level: one may call himself a god, he may be wor-
shipped as a god, but he can’t be a god. Consequently, these sinister
cosmological figures, these sea monsters and dragons, are identifiable
with the rulers of heathen kingdoms, and can be identified also with
the gods that the heathens worship. But their root is a political root,
because the actual godhead cannot be present on the demonic side.

Thus, Biblical symbolism asserts of heathen kingdoms what many
people today would claim is true of both sides, that the reality is politi-
cal and that the religious is the projection. The gods of Egypt are
metaphorically identical to the Pharaoh of Egypt, but the Pharaoh is the
reality, though of course in Egyptian religion he in fact was the reality
because he was an incarnate god.
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I suggested that in this world of sinister animals, as we go further out
into the manifest demonic, the desert places in the ruins which are the
wasteland, we begin to approach a world where we can’t say where the
sinister animals stop and the evil spirits begin. If we look, for example,
at Isaiah 13, we are told that Babylon eventually, like Sodom and
Gomorrah, will become a ruin or a wasteland. In verse 21: “But wild
beasts of the desert shall lie there; and their houses shall be full of
doleful creatures; and owls shall dwell there; and satyrs shall dance
there.” Verse 22: “And the wild beasts of the islands shall cry in their
desolate houses, and dragons in their pleasant palaces: and her time is
near to come, and her days shall not be prolonged.”

Well, the King James translators have made a valiant effort with these
words, many of which don’t occur elsewhere in the Old Testament.
And consequently their renderings of them are sometimes little better
than guesswork. For we can’t tell where the animal stops and the evil
spirit begins. The doleful creatures are the tziim who are the dwellers in
the tziyya, the dry places. In a parable of Jesus, an unclean spirit passes
through dry places seeking for rest and finding none [Matthew 12:43;
Luke 11:24]. The two dead times of the year, depending on the climate
involved, are the winter or the late summer after the crops are har-
vested, when there is no more rain: it’s that time of year particularly
that is thought of as presided over by the god of death—the time of the
waterless places.

I said previously [Lecture 3] that in many mythologies which are
older than the Biblical one, the Creation takes the form of the killing of a
dragon or a monster, as in the creation hymn of the Babylonians, the
hymn that begins with the words, enuma elish, “when on high,” and
which tells how the god Marduk killed the monster of chaos Tiamat
and split her in two, and made heaven out of half of her and earth out of
the other half. I said that this conception of the act of creation as a
dragon killing was known to the writers of the Old Testament, who
used it as a poetic image, though not as a canonical story. And I pointed
out various references to Leviathan or to Rahab in Isaiah and Ezekiel in
which these monsters are identified with the power of Egypt and
Babylonia.

In the Gospels, the ability of Jesus to command the raging of the
waves and the storms of the sea is a point very early made about him in
the Gospel of Mark [4:37—41]. This repeats the original act of Creation as
the bringing of life and order and stability out of chaos. In Psalm 89:9,
this process is presented in the form of the killing of a dragon named
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Rahab: “Thou rulest the raging of the sea: when the waves thereof arise,
thou stillest them.” Verse 10: “Thou hast broken Rahab in pieces, as one
that is slain; thou hast scattered thine enemies with thy strong arm.”
And if you look back at Psalm 74:13: “Thou didst divide the sea by thy
strength: thou brakest the heads of the dragons in the waters.” Verse 14:
“Thou brakest the heads of leviathan in pieces, and gavest him to be
meat to the people inhabiting the wilderness.”

Now here again is the conception that we glanced at in Ezekiel 29,
where ‘the dragon is identified with the river Nile, the source of the
fertility of Egypt. It is prophesied that in the last day, Jehovah will hook
and land Leviathan and throw him into the wilderness. As the levia-
than in the form of the Nile River is the source of Egypt’s fertility and
therefore the source of food in Egypt, it follows that the body of Levia-
than thrown into the wilderness becomes food for the nation of Israel,
which is inhabiting the wilderness. And so the legend arises, which is
still known in Judaism, that in the day of the Messiah Israel will have
the flesh of the leviathan to eat.

One of the oldest stories in the world is the story of an aged and
impotent king who rules over a wasteland. That king had been around
for hundreds of thousands of years before there was any writing. He is
still there in Wagner’s Parsifal, and he will keep going until the end of
time. He already represents a number of metaphorical identifications:
that is, he goes back to the identity of the virility of the king with the
fertility of the land over which he rules; and it’s because he is old and
impotent that his land is a wasteland. The wasteland is ravaged by a sea
monster, who is another symbol of sterility and waste and impotence.
The sea monster demands human victims for his dinner, and the vic-
tims are chosen by lot. For a while, all goes relatively well: people don’t
particularly mind that one of their inhabitants is disappearing every
day; but when the lot falls on the king’s daughter, things begin to get
serious. She nevertheless has to be tied to a rock and left there to await
the monster’s coming. At that point, the youthful hero arrives from the
sea, kills the dragon and frees the young lady, marries her—is given her
in marriage by her grateful father—and becomes the next king by
marrying the king’s daughter. This story is so old that it goes back to
the custom of mother-right, where inheritance is through the female
line. This was the practice in Egypt, and was a great encouragement to
incest, because obviously what the Pharaoh had to do to legitimize his
power was to marry his sister.

Anyway, this is the story behind the St. George legend and the Per-
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seus legend in Greek mythology. It is easy to see in it the overtones of a
myth of renewal of the seasons, the old king, the wasteland, and the sea
monster all being images of sterility, the winter, and cessation of all life;
and the young hero coming from over the sea, killing the dragon, and
marrying the daughter being identified with the renewing powers of
the spring. This was in fact acted as a folk play in England. The actual
choice of St. George as the patron saint of England comes from the
Crusades; but the symbolism of St. George and the dragon was already
very well established: Spenser in the first book of The Faerie Queene has
already identified the St. George and the dragon story with the similar
patterns in the Bible.

If you turn from the New Testament to the story of Christ as recorded
in later Christian art and legend, you notice that they make certain
alterations, or rather additions, to the New Testament story. The gen-
eral progression of events through which Christ goes in the Bible is,
first of all, that he is in heaven; then that he creates the world, because
in the Book of Genesis, God said, “Let there be light,” and there was light:
in other words, the creative agent is the Word that speaks. Then there
comes the Incarnation, or the entry into the world of flesh, and then there
is the death of Christ on the cross. He descends to the lower world, and
then follows the “harrowing of hell.” He returns to the surface of the
earth in the Resurrection, and after forty days ascends back into heaven.

Now, there’s a considerable foreshortening of time in this sequence:
an infinity between life in heaven and the Creation, something like
4,000 years between the Creation and the Incarnation, about thirty
years between his birth and his death in this world, and three days and
three nights (that is, by our counting, two nights and one day) between
his death and his Resurrection, forty days to the Ascension, and then
back to eternity.

You notice also that of these eight stages, two are really not there in
the New Testament. There are a few vague hints of a descent to hell, but
the New Testament evidence for this motif is very weak [Ephesians 4:9—
10]. And the “harrowing of hell” does not belong in the Bible at all: it
was added to Christian legend by an apocryphal work called The Acts
of Pilate, or the Gospel of Nicodemus, which was accepted during the
Middle Ages as at least semi-canonical. According to the Gospel of
Nicodemus, Jesus, after his death on the cross, descended into hell on
the Saturday between Good Friday and Easter; and from hell, he ex-
tracted all the souls that were destined to be saved, from Adam and Eve
down to John the Baptist.
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What is interesting from our present perspective about the quest of
Christ is the imagery with which it is presented by painters. In pictures
of the descent of Christ to hell, hell is often presented as the open
mouth of a monster: Jesus walks through the open mouth of this mon-
ster, whose body is the body of hell, and then returns with the re-
deemed behind him. In the interests of general decorum, he is assumed
to be returning by the same route by which he entered. But of course
other routes are possible, and one is strongly hinted at—in fact much
more than hinted at—at the end of Dante’s Inferno.

In any case, this iconography incorporates into the Christian legend
the St. George and the dragon symbolism, where Jesus has the role of
St. George, hell is the dragon, and the recreation of the world takes the
form of redeeming mankind from death in hell, which is metaphori-
cally identical with the dragon. Similarly, the heroine of the story, the
king’s daughter who gets rescued, is the bride of Christ, the Christian
Church, corresponding to Andromeda in the Classical story. It follows
therefore that the aged and impotent king who is her father is the first
Adam, that is, human nature in its fallen and impotent form. Such a
structure underlies T.S. Eliot’s The Waste Land, where a figure from the
Grail romances called the Fisher King, an aged and impotent king who
sits by the sea “fishing, with the arid plain behind me” [l. 425], is
identified as the first Adam.

Now, if we start thinking mythically and metaphorically about this
story, rather than logically, the principle of metaphor will take us quite
a long way. When the sea monster coming out of the sea is sterility and
death and chaos, it follows that he must be the whole world, the whole
scene of that story, its setting in the state of death. In other words, if
we go on thinking metaphorically, we can see that Andromeda or the
heroine must already have been swallowed by the monster; and in
order to save her, the hero would have to walk down the open throat of
the monster just as Christ is represented as doing in the “harrowing of
hell” paintings.

If you look at the book of Jonah, you'll find that Jonah is a prophet
who is told to go and prophesy to Nineveh, one of the heathen king-
doms, and tell its people that if they don’t mend their ways, they are in
for it. Now it’s all very well for Isaiah and Ezekiel to do this sort of thing
when they are safe in Israel, but Jonab, if he has to go to Nineveh, might
get in a lot of trouble. Jonah has no taste for martyrdom, and conse-
quently gets a ship and proceeds in the opposite direction upon the
Mediterranean Sea. Well, it’s an inviolable rule of romance that if you
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go to sea in the Mediterranean, your ship is going to be wrecked: so
Jonah's ship, before long, is subjected to a tremendous storm. The
sailors draw lots to see who is responsible, and it appears that Jonah is,
so they toss him overboard. And the Lord “prepared a great fish to
swallow up Jonah” [1:17]. He is inside the fish three days and three
nights—again, it's two nights and one day by our counting—and is
coughed up again onto dry land. Now, with the amount of coaching in
metaphor which you have had in this course, you should be able to see
that the sea and the storm and the monster and the foreign country
which Jonah goes to are all metaphorically the same thing—and the
same place. And what this same thing and same place are is quite
explicitly stated in the Book of Jonah itself. In 2:1[-2]: “Then Jonah
prayed unto the Lord his God out of the fish’s belly, And said, I cried by
reason of mine affliction unto the Lord, and he heard me; out of the
belly of hell cried I, and thou heardest my voice.” Well, the word
translated as “hell” here is sheol, the grave: so Jonah is where he says he
is, in the world of death.

Christ descending into the belly of a monster for three days and three
nights following his death on the cross is the antitype of which the story
of Jonah is the type; and Jesus in the Gospels accepts the story of Jonah
as a type of his own Passion where he says, “as Jonas was three days
and three nights in the whale’s belly; so shall the Son of man be three
days and three nights in the heart of the earth” [Matthew 12:40].

There is no heroine in the Jonah story. But Psalm 87:4 says, “I will
make mention of Rahab and Babylon to them that know me: behold
Philistia, and Tyre, with Ethiopia; this man was born there.” We can see
the implications of this verse if we remember that for most of the Old
Testament period, the people of Israel were living in the middle of a
heathen power. It was sometimes Babylonian, sometimes Assyrian,
sometimes Persian, sometimes Greek, sometimes Roman, but they were
always in the middle of a heathen power metaphorically identical with
the body of Rahab or Leviathan. So if we ask what corresponds to the
already swallowed Andromeda, it’s the bride, the people whom the
hero goes down into the monster to rescue. If we ask where we are in
relation to Leviathan, the answer clearly is that we’re inside him: we’ve
all been swallowed by him. In Old Testament imagery, the primary
identification of Leviathan is with the heathen kingdoms: but all king-
doms are more or less heathen. And so again, these monsters expand
until they become essentially the world that we are all living in and
want to be delivered from.
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We begin to understand now why there is so much about fishing in
the Gospels, and why Jesus is so persistently associated either with a
fish or with a dolphin, which has a reputation for saving people out of
water. The salvation out of water comes into the story of Peter on the
Lake of Galilee, again with the same general overtones. The world in
which we live is mythologically a subterranean world or a submarine
world, depending on which element we choose. So from one point of
view the flood of Noah has never receded. There’s an old puzzle about
what happened to the fish at the time of the flood. One of the simplest
and most direct answers is that we are the fish. We didn’t drown, but we
have had our oxygen supply severely curtailed.

I'll wait to deal with the Book of Job later, but right now there is one
thing we should look at, a long speech by God to Job, which ends with
two lyric poems in praise of Leviathan and, according to tradition,
another great hulking brute, Behemoth. I say “according to tradition”
because behemoth is the intensive Hebrew plural of a word for “beast.”
Thus, because of that, the translators of the New English Bible think
that there is only one animal involved. But traditionally there have
always been two animals, a land animal and a sea animal. Likewise,
there are two dragons, one from the land and the other from the sea,
which appear in the Book of Revelation. Behemoth and Leviathan are
also mentioned in the Apocrypha, in the Book of Esdras [2 Esdras 6:49].
These two animals correspond to the demonic world thought of either
as subterranean or as submarine, though the one does not exclude the
other.

In chapter 40 of the Book of Job, there is the poem on Behemoth as
traditionally rendered; in chapter 41, the poet turns to Leviathan. The
fact that these monsters can be pointed out to Job means that at the end
of the poem, he is outside them and able to contemplate them. The
implications of that statement will take us quite a while to reach, but I
wish to end merely with the suggestion that these two monsters have
cosmological dimensions as well as political ones, in which they repre-
sent the world as the prison of time and space that encloses us.



Biblia Pauperum 15: CLEANSING OF THE TEMPLE
(Matthew 21:12-13)
Darius approves rebuilding of Judas Maccabaeus cleanses Temple
Temple (Ezra 5-6) (1 Maccabees 4:36-59)
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Biblia Pauperum 16: PLOTTING AGAINST JESUS
(Matthew 26:1-5)
Joseph'’s brothers deceive Jacob Absalom conspires against David
(Genesis 37:12-35) (2 Samuel 15:1-12)
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The Double Mirror:
Exodus and the Gospel

I've been building up a pattern of imagery in the Bible, and the pattern
of imagery is necessarily somewhat static as I outline it. But of course
the Bible is a narrative as well as a structure of imagery: things happen;
and I think we are at the point now where we need to examine some of
the narrative structures in the Bible as well.

Now you remember that in almost the first lecture [Lecture 2] we
suggested that the history of Israel in the Old Testament presents a
series of falls and rises where Israel turns to apostasy and gets into
trouble, is invaded or conquered by another country, is then sent a
deliverer after the Israelites have changed their minds, and is brought
back to something approximating its former state. And this you might
represent as a U-shape of falling and rising. That U-shape is found
everywhere in the Bible, not only in the historical parts, but in such
things as the Book of Job and Jesus’ parable of the prodigal son.

We saw that there was a series of these narrative movements, and
that the first historical one, that is, the one following the “fall” out of the
garden of Eden, is the descent into Egypt and subsequent deliverance
of Israel. That sequence is the model for all the others. The captivity and
the return from Babylon are thought of simply as a repetition of the
deliverance from Egypt. Over and over again, in the Psalms and else-
where, Jehovah says, “I am the Lord thy God which brought thee out of
the land of Egypt.”

Jehovah has actually been described by a German scholar as the “out-
of-Egypt-bringing-God,” which is the kind of thing Germans do. The
deliverance from Egypt therefore is the model for everything else that
happens. Part of the reason is that although usually the descent is an
error or a sin—that is, an apostasy—on the part of Israel, this is not true
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with the Exodus account. The Israelites seem to have done nothing
wrong, as far as we can see, in entering Egypt. But once they got there,
the Pharaoh changed from the one to whom Joseph was an advisor to a
later Pharaoh who was determined on genocide.

Once again, the Biblical account is a story, not a history, and it is not
the historical Egypt that is the “furnace of iron” [Deuteronomy 4:20]
from which Israel is delivered, but the spiritual Egypt. The deliverance
from Egypt, which is where the history of Israel properly speaking
begins, is the theme of the Book of Exodus. Now in a sense, the de-
scent—whether it’s caused by apostasy or not—is really not an event at
all. If it's caused by infidelity to God, it’s a pseudo-event; it’s a failure to
act. The deliverance, consequently, is the one thing that happens. As the
Exodus is the model for every deliverance in the Old Testament, we can
say that, metaphorically, the Exodus is the only thing that really hap-
pens in the Old Testament. Hence, in the Christian Bible, the Exodus
would be, more than any other event in the Old Testament, the type of
the most important antitype of Christianity, that is, the Resurrection of
Christ.

I've tried to show that the progression of events in the Old Testament,
although it deals with historical material, is not anything that we would
call a history. Similarly, the life of Christ as portrayed in the Gospels,
though it is the life of a real person, is not presented in any recognizable
form of biography. The life of Christ is presented as the antitype, as the
real form, the real meaning, of the story of the Exodus.

We begin with the story of the birth of the hero where life is threat-
ened. That is a story very much older than the Bible: it was told about a
Mesopotamian king, Sargon, centuries before the time of the Exodus.
The story of Moses is that his birth was a threatened one: the Pharaoh of
Egypt says that all male Hebrew children that are born are to be killed,
which corresponds to the Slaughter of the Innocents in the New Testa-
ment, the two characters involved being the Pharaoh of the Exodus and
Herod.

Now as a matter of fact, there were various massacres of children
ordered by Herod, and one of his own sons was killed in one of them.
The Emperor Augustus when he heard the news, remarking on the fact
that Herod, although he was not a Jew, nevertheless observed the
Jewish dietary laws, said that it was obviously much safer to be Herod's
pig than Herod’s son. But in any case, one of these slaughters of inno-
cents is identified with a particular slaughter from which Jesus escapes,
just as Moses escapes in the earlier account.
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You notice the similarity of Moses’ being concealed in what is called
an ark, a kibotos, and Jesus’ being born in the manger. And then you
remember that in the Gospel account, Jesus is taken to Egypt by Joseph
and Mary. In the earlier account, Moses grows up in Egypt, and the
names “Joseph” and “Mary” recall the “Joseph” who led the Israelites
into Egypt in the first place and the “Miriam” who was Moses’ older
sister. In fact, there is a sura of the Koran that identifies the “Miriam” of
the Exodus story with “Mary” of the Gospels [19:28]. Naturally, Chris-
tian commentators on the Koran say that this is ridiculous: but we must
remember that the Koran is speaking from a totally typological,
ahistorical point of view; and from that point of view, the identification
makes sense.

According to Matthew, Jesus was taken to Egypt to get him out of the
way of Herod, but also to fulfil the prophecy in Hosea: “Out of Egypt I
called my son” [11:1, RSV]. It is quite clear that Hosea is talking about
Israel, so that again the fact is established that the life of Jesus is being
presented as an individualized form of the Exodus.

Moses organizes the twelve tribes of Israel and Jesus gathers twelve
disciples. The crucial event of the Exodus is the crossing of the Red Sea,
where the Egyptian army is drowned, the event in which the nation of
Israel is born, so that the story of Israel symbolically starts with the
passing over the Red Sea. The corresponding event in the life of Jesus is
the baptism in the Jordan, where he is recognized audibly as the Son of
God. It is at the baptism that the two oldest Gospels, Mark and John,
begin: the infancy stories of Matthew and Luke are later material. I
don’t mean that John is the oldest Gospel as we now have it, but that
the kernel of it is in fact older.

There follows the forty years” wandering in the desert, as, immedi-
ately following the baptism, Jesus wanders forty days in the desert, the
period which is commemorated in Lent and which was the period,
according to the Synoptic Gospels, of the Temptation. By withstanding
the Temptation, Jesus fulfils the law, which was also the reason for the
forty years in the desert for the Israelites.

The law is received from the top of a mountain. So, in Matthew, is the
Sermon on the Mount, which contains the kernel of so much of the
gospel. And if you look carefully at the Sermon on the Mount, you will
see that a great deal of it consists of a commentary on the Ten Com-
mandments. There is also the miraculous provision of food, similar to
the miraculous feedings during the ministry of Christ.

The Old Testament types of Judas are Korah, Dathan, and Abiram,
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the people who are swallowed up in the earth because they led rebel-
lions [Numbers 26:9-10]. The type of the Judas story is not so much in
the Exodus as in the prophecy of Zechariah. In 11:12[-13], God is
represented as breaking his contract with his people: “And I said unto
them, If ye think good, give me my price; and if not, forbear. So they
weighed for my price thirty pieces of silver. And the Lord said unto me,
Cast it unto the potter: a goodly price that I was prized at of them. And
I took the thirty pieces of silver, and cast them to the potter in the house
of the Lord.” Those two themes, the potter’s field and the thirty pieces
of silver, are connected in this prophecy of Zechariah, in which God is
represented as being betrayed by his people and sold for thirty pieces of
silver, which according to the Book of Exodus is the symbolic price of a
slave [21:32].

In Numbers 21[:6], there is an account of a rebellion of the Israelites
against their leadership. And the Lord, who is always on the side of the
establishment, “sent fiery serpents among the people, and they bit the
people; and much people of Israel died.” Verse[s] 8[-9]: “And the Lord
said unto Moses, Make thee a fiery serpent, and set it upon a pole: and
it shall come to pass, that every one that is bitten, when he looketh upon
it, shall live. And Moses made a serpent of brass, and put it upon a pole,
and it came to pass, that if a serpent had bitten any man, when he
beheld the serpent of brass, he lived.” In the Gospel of John [3:14], Jesus
refers to this lifting up of a serpent in the wilderness as a type of his
own Passion. In other words, the brazen serpent on the pole is an Old
Testament type of the Crucifixion, and is accepted by Jesus as such. The
dead body of Christ on the cross is symbolically the body of the serpent
of death and hell which Christ leaves behind him. Or as Michael ex-
plains to Adam in Paradise Lost: “But to the cross he nails thy enemies, /
The law that is against thee, and the sins / Of all mankind” [bk. 12, 1.
415-17]. Thus, the natural body dies on the cross and rises a spiritual
body: the analogy is the serpent that sheds its skin.

We are then told that Moses dies in the wilderness. He climbs a
mountain from which he can see the Promised Land, but he has already
been told he cannot enter it because of the fact that he performed one of
his miracles in a fit of bad temper [Deuteronomy 32:48-52, 34:1-6], so
his successor Joshua is the one who invades and conquers Canaan.
Now the hidden link in the typology here is that Joshua and Jesus are
the same word: “Jesus” is simply the Greek form of “Joshua.” Conse-
quently, the conquest of the Promised Land is the same thing as Jesus’
opening up of the spiritual Promised Land in his conquest over death
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and hell. From the point of view of Christian typology, the fact that
Moses dies in the wilderness means, among other things, that the law
alone, which Moses personifies, cannot redeem mankind. Thus, when,
at the beginning of the Gospel of Matthew, the angel Gabriel tells the
Virgin Mary to call her child Jesus, or Joshua, the typological meaning
is that the reign of the law is now over, and the assault on the Promised
Land has begun.

Now this is the long version. There is also a short version, and the
short version is even more important typologically. You remember that
I gave you an account of the quest of Christ in the Bible that had him
descending metaphorically from the sky down to the surface of this
earth in the Incarnation: then came his death on the cross, descent to
hell, harrowing of hell, return to the surface of this earth, and the
Resurrection and the Ascension back to heaven again. Now that can
split in two, if you like, and what we’ve been dealing with is very
largely the parallel between the Exodus story and Christ’s life in the
upper air, that is, his descent to the Egypt of this world, his ministry, his
death, and his Resurrection. But then there is this whole underworld
sequence which takes the three days and two nights of the Easter
weekend. That sequence corresponds to the crux of the Exodus ac-
count, which consists of three main events. One is the Passover; the
second is the passing through the Red Sea; and the third is the reaching
of the other side. These correspond in the Gospel account to the Cruci-
fixion and death; the descent to hell, which is usually given in subterra-
nean rather than submarine imagery, but is still the same imagery; and
the Resurrection from the tomb on the third day.

I brought in a translation of an Easter hymn by St. Ambrose, which
dates from the fourth century a.p. And it says: “For these are our
paschal solemnities, in which the very lamb is slain, by whose blood the
doorposts of the faithful are made holy. This is the night in which thou,
Lord, didst first lead our fathers, the children of Israel, out of Egypt and
make them cross the Red Sea on dry foot. This is the night in which
Christ broke the bonds of death and rose again as a victor from hell.”
There’s another hymn of the sixth century: “Protected from the destroy-
ing angel on the eve of the Passover, we have been snatched from the
harsh rule of Pharach. Now Christ is our Passover, the lamb that was
sacrificed. Christ is risen from the grave, returning as a victor from
hell.”?® The typology on which those hymns are based is this parallel-
ism between the killing of the lamb as the sacrificial victim, which saves
the life of the Hebrew children; the descent to hell, where the Egyptian
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firstborn were all killed, and later their army was drowned in the Red
Sea; and then the passing through the sea, the deliverance from the
water to the other side.

The Gospels could hardly insist more strongly than they do on the
parallelism between the feast of the Passover and the time of the Cruci-
fixion of Christ. That's written all over the Passion accounts in all the
Gospels, and it contrasts rather strikingly with the determination of the
time of Jesus’ birth. There is no New Testament evidence whatever
about what time of year Jesus was born, and as far as we can see, the
Church seems to have been content to take the winter solstice festival
from other religions. The great rival of Christianity in the early days
was Mithraism, which was a sun-god religion; and in Mithraism, the
most important event of the calendar was the winter solstice, the birth-
day of the sun, which was celebrated on the twenty-fifth of December.
There are many reasons why the winter solstice date is a very good one
for Christmas as well, but it’s just possible that the fact that there’s no
Gospel authority for it accounts for the fact that Christianity has never
established anything more than squatter’s rights on Christmas. It’s
been a pagan festival from the very beginning,.

I'm trying to get out from under that either/or dilemma, which I
don’t believe in. I think that it seems utterly clear that the Gospel
writers are trying to tell us something: they are not trying to prevent us
from knowing something else. But what they are trying to tell us is
what, from their point of view, really happened. Now, a historian tries
to put you where the event was. If he’s talking about the assassination
of Caesar, he tries to make you see what you would have seen if you'd
been present at the assassination of Caesar. But if you’d been present at
the Crucifixion of Christ, you might not have seen what the Gospels
portray at all, because what you would have seen might have missed
the whole point of what was really going on. You and I would have
seen only a mentally unstable political agitator getting what was com-
ing to him.

I don’t think the Gospels are very interested in reliable witnesses. The
only witnesses they care about are the early group of primitive Chris-
tians that formed around the Resurrection. They disregard the normal
kind of historical evidence, accounts of travellers coming by and that
sort of thing. That’s what a biographer would pick, but the Gospel
writers are not biographers. Mostly, the people like Thomas who wanted
evidence were told to read the Scriptures, that is, the Old Testament.
With Thomas, of course, the desire for visible and tangible evidence of
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the Resurrection was granted [John 20:24-9]. But Thomas was also told
that if he hadn’t bothered with that kind of evidence, he might have
understood the Resurrection more clearly. What I think that means is
not that an uncritical attitude is closer to the truth thana critical one: I
think what it means is that the more trustworthy the evidence, the more
misleading it is.

The point that I want to return to when we come to the Book of Job is
that no serious religion ever tries to answer anybody’s questions, be-
cause in any serious or existential matter the progress in understanding
is a progress through a sequence of formulating better questions. An
authoritative answer blocks off progress; it blocks off all advance. The
answer consolidates the assumptions in the question, and brings the
process to a dead stop. That is what I mean when I say that the more
trustworthy the evidence, the more misleading it is. Trustworthy evi-
dence means a kind of authority that stops you from asking any more
questions.
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Biblia Pauperum 17: CHIEF PRIESTS PAY JUDAS
(Matthew 26:14-16)
Joseph sold to Ishmaelites Joseph sold to Potiphar
(Genesis 37:23-8) (Genesis 37:36)



10

The Metaphor of Kingship

I was speaking of the parallel between the Exodus events and the
events in the gospel. And I was saying that the life of Jesus is evidently
being presented to us in the Gospels as a progress of the spiritual Israel
in the form of an individual. Now that means of course that in terms of
type and antitype, the story of Israel in the Old Testament, which is
the story of a society, is a type which has as its antitype in the New
Testament the story of an individual.

That leads to the form of metaphor in which the individual is identi-
fied with the group. I have previously suggested that there are two
forms of identification [Lecture 7]. There is in the first place identity
with, the kind of identification that you get in the ordinary metaphor. If
you look at Jacob’s prophecy of the twelve tribes of Israel in Genesis 49,
you will find a series of metaphors of that type: “this is that.” That is,
“Joseph is a fruitful bough,” “Naphtali is a hind let loose,” “Issachar is a
strong ass,” and so on [vv. 22, 21, 14]. In that form, the this-is-that form
where two things are said to be the same thing and yet remain different
things, we have the ordinary poetic metaphor, which is, as I said earlier,
not simply illogical but antilogical, because two things could never be
the same thing and yet remain two things.

There is also the identity as, which is the basis of all ordinary cat-
egorical thinking, where you identify an individual by placing it within
a class. If somebody who has just come in from Mars comes into my
office and says, “What’s that brown and green object outside your
window?” and I say “That’s a tree,” I am identifying the individual
object he’s pointing to with the class to which it belongs. That is, I'm
identifying it as a tree.

There is a third kind of metaphor which unites the antilogical iden-
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tity with and the categorical identity as; and that is the kind of metaphor
that you have when you identify all the trees of Eden with the tree of
life, and all the cities of the world either with Jerusalem or with Babylon.
And it is that peculiarly powerful and subtle metaphor which you get
by identifying a thing as itself and also with its class that the metaphor
of kingship belongs to. That is why kingship is one of the most perva-
sive of human institutions.

The society that went furthest in identifying the entire society with
and as the king was ancient Egypt. If you look at, say, the Tutankhamen
collection, you would say to yourself that it would be absolutely incred-
ible that all that labour and expense went into the constructing of the
tomb for a pharaoh. We’d never believe it without direct evidence. And
yet, when we understand how very pervasive royal metaphors are in
Egypt—that Pharaoh is not only a king, he is an incarnate god, identical
with the god Horus before his death and with the god Osiris after it,
and that he was called “the shepherd of his people”—it becomes more
conceivable. And unlike the Hebrew practice, he was high priest as
well as king. So it is possible that the ordinary Egyptian found an
identity for himself within the mystical body of Pharaoh which was of a
kind that our mental processes simply cannot recapture.

There is something of that feeling in the typical king figure of the Old
Testament, who is usually identified either with David or Solomon and
who is not spoken of as an incarnate god but as somebody under the
special protection of God and in a special relationship to him. In Psalm
2, for example, you have an imagery attached to the king which is more
common among the Semitic peoples of Western Asia. In verse 7: “I will
declare the decree: the Lord hath said unto me, Thou art my Son; this
day have I begotten thee.” This of course is taken in a much more
precise sense in Christianity [cf. Acts 13:33; Hebrews 1:5], but in this
context, the king is being regarded as chosen of God, and therefore the
son of God. He is, strictly speaking, the adopted son of God, but the
ceremony of adoption is symbolized by the physical term “begetting”:
“This day have I begotten thee.” That gives the king a special connec-
tion with divinity on the one hand and with his people on the other;
because by the principles of metaphor, the king does not represent his
people, he is the people in the form of a single body, which is why the
conception of the line of David is so central in the Messianic imagery of
the Bible.

This 2nd Psalm is one of the two psalms—the other one is Psalm
110—which were of greatest importance to the New Testament writers
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in defining their conception of the royalty of Jesus. They used the term
“begotten” to mean that Christ is the Son of God, proceeds from the
Father, and is the only element or aspect of experience that is not a
creature. Everything else has been created, but Christ was not created;
he was begotten. That's the Christian reading of it, and it is an even
more intensive identification than is, I think, intended in the 2nd Psalm.

Now we remember that the typical narrative structure in the Bible
was of a U-shape where, in the Old Testament, the society of Israel
usually starts in a position of relative peace or prosperity, does some-
thing wrong or meets with a hostile ruler as it did in Egypt, and
plunges into a state of bondage or servitude from which it is delivered.
Now, if the king is his people in an individual form, it follows that the
legendary kings of glory, David and Solomon, don’t exhaust the meta-
phorical imagery of the king. The king also is his people in their shame
and humiliation.

The Book of Lamentations has to do with the sacking of Jerusalem by
Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon and the carrying away of the people of
Israel into captivity. And we are told that the unlucky last king of Judah,
whose name was Zedekiah, had his eyes put out by Nebuchadnezzar.
In 4:20: “The breath of our nostrils, the anointed of the Lord, was taken
in their pits, of whom we said, Under his shadow we shall live among
the heathen.” Now that phrase “breath of our nostrils” could hardly say
more explicitly than it does that the king is not a representative of his
people, but is his people in an individual form.

Of course, Israel spent most of its time during the Old Testament
period in a state of humiliation and foreign conquest. Consequently, the
king figure has a good deal of this kind of imagery attached to him. I
was speaking of the Semitic peoples of Western Asia, who had some-
what similar attitudes to kingship. Even when those kings were strong
and successful, they would have to go through certain ritual ceremo-
nies in which they assumed the opposite role. We are told that in Baby-
lon at the time of the New Year festival a king, such as Nebuchadnezzar,
would go through a ceremony of ritual humiliation, have his face
slapped by the priest and that sort of thing, and then his title would be
renewed for another year. Nebuchadnezzar was a strong and successful
monarch: but if this ceremony were omitted, it might provoke the
jealousy of his tutelary deity.

So we're not surprised to find that rather similar imagery is some-
times attached even to the glorified kings of Israel. 2 Samuel 6 describes
not only an episode from the very successful and glorious reign of King
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David, but also the particular episode which, from the Biblical writer’s
point of view, was the greatest moment in David’s life, the moment at
which the ark of the covenant, which had gone through the desert with
the Israelites, was brought into Jerusalem—because the greatest mili-
tary feat of David’s reign was the capture of Jerusalem and the making
of that city the capital of Israel. In verse 17: “And they brought in the
ark of the Lord, and set it in his place.” You have to watch out for
seventeenth-century locutions in the King James Bible: “his” there is
the genitive case of “it.” In other words, the word “its” did not exist in
the English language when the King James translators were at work; or
if it did exist, it was only coming into being as a neologism, which no
respectable person like a Biblical scholar would use. That’s why the
translations have to twist all around corners sometimes to avoid the
word “its,” as in Psalm 19[:6]: “There is nothing hid from the heat
thereof” instead of saying “There is nothing hid from its heat.” So here,
“his place” means “its place.”

“And they brought in the ark of the Lord, and set it in his place, in the
midst of the tabernacle that David had pitched for it.” David showed
his sense of the importance of the occasion by, in the first place, holding
a communal meal—in verse 19, he gave to everybody in Israel a cake of
bread and a piece of flesh and a flagon of wine—and also by dancing in
front of the ark with all his might. His wife, Michal, who is Saul’s
daughter, sneered at him as having made an exhibitionistic fool of
himself in front of the servants [v. 20]. David’s answer is very interest-
ing from our present point of view: he says, in verse 22: “And I will yet
be more vile than thus, and will be base in mine own sight: and of the
maidservants which thou hast spoken of, of them shall I be had in
honour.” He is speaking of the necessity of his own humiliation, evenin
his own eyes, as a part of his royal responsibility. So you can under-
stand from that how it was that David got to be the traditional author of
the Psalms. In the Psalms you get phrases like “I will praise the Lord,”
where the “I” is the author of the hymn, but also all the singers of the
hymn. That is, the individual and the group are not linked in any
logical relationship at all: they are identified. And it makes the identifi-
cation that much more vivid and intense if the “I” who speaks as the
author of the hymn is, in fact, the king. That certainly would account
for the number of psalms that are associated with David and yet are
confessional psalms which express the need for forgiveness, or the
need for deliverance, or a need of rescue against the slanders of en-
emies, and that kind of thing. All these are things which the king goes
through as the individuality of his people.
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I think you’ll find this kind of metaphor used wherever you find
royalty and the institution of kingship, or at least the equivalent of
royalty. I remember seeing a movie about forty years ago which had
to do with a group of émigrés from revolutionary Russia: They were
arguing with a Communist in the revolutionary Russian government,
and one of them said, “What the Tsar was is something that you could
never begin to understand. He was Russia.” That is an example of the
royal metaphor being used in its full weight. There are even hymns to
Stalin in later Russia which apply the same imagery to him, because of
course anything that can be applied in a religious context can also be
applied in an Antichrist context. The only mark of any genuine distinc-
tion in Hitler was the seriousness with which he took his Antichrist
role, in identifying himself as the individual who was Germany. You can
find the royal metaphor, like every other image, in either an apocalyptic
context or a demonic one. And you can get it also in any society which
has accepted that view of royalty, kingship, leadership, dictatorship, or
whatever it is, whether it’s explicitly religious or not.

Of course, the theory of democracy, insofar as it has a theory, is of a
somewhat different kind. The metaphor of kingship is one which can
be very appealing in certain contexts, and extremely regressive and
sinister in certain other contexts. If Queen Elizabeth II were to go by on
Charles Street,” you would all be rushing to the window, not because
there is anything unusual in her appearance, but because she enables
you to see yourselves as a group in the form of an individual. There is a
particular intensity or even a pathos about a figure who has acquired
that status purely by accident, as a result of birth, and hasn’t any
executive power. That is the kingship metaphor as an attractive icon.
But of course there are many other contexts where the kingship meta-
phor is a very dangerous idol, and it is because of the dangers in it that
democracy has replaced the ritual humiliation of the king with the
annual election in which, according to the theory, if you get enough
individual imbecilities added together, you get a collective wisdom.

There can be other metaphors of individuality. The person is the most
direct and the most intensive form of metaphor, because a person is of
the same category as the people. Whereas if you identify yourself with
the flag or with something which is really a metaphor for a person, you
are using a secondary metaphor. Legally, there is such an entity as a
Crown, but if Joe Blow were to walk along Charles Street carrying a
crown, it would not arouse more than a casual interest on your part.
That’s a secondary metaphor. The primary metaphor is the one which
is of the same category as ourselves.
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The most eloquent passage anywhere in the Bible containing this
identification of the king with his people in moments of humiliation
comes from what is called the Second Isaiah. Isaiah 40-55, because he is
writing many centuries later than the Isaiah who appears in the begin-
ning of the book, represents himself in fact as writing during the Baby-
lonian captivity. The prophecies of the Second Isaiah revolve around a
conception that scholars call the “suffering servant,” and the pronoun
suggests that he’s talking about an individual person.

In 53:3: “He is despised and rejected of men: a man of sorrows, and
acquainted with grief: and we hid as it were our faces from him; he was
despised, and we esteemed him not.” The distinction is quite clearly
drawn between the “he” and the “we.” That is, the suffering servant is
spoken of as an individual, and the “we” represents the society that has
rejected him. But the point is, that even in the act of rejection, the
individual is the identity of the society that has rejected him.

This identification probably goes back to the ritual described in
Frazer’s Golden Bough. Whether it was actually a ritual at the very
beginning of human society or whether Frazer was writing a piece of
science fiction doesn’t really matter. But in the original rite as he de-
scribes it, the central figure of the community is regarded as both divine
and human. And because he is that, the tribe’s success is bound up with
him. Consequently, you can’t have an unsuccessful or humiliated god-
man, or the tribe would go to pieces. So when he shows signs of losing
his dominance, you put him to death, eat his body, and drink his blood;
and thereby he passes into the bodies of his worshippers and creates a
single body out of them. His successor is immediately appointed, and is
cheered up in this office by having his predecessor’s blood smeared
over him. However, as I say, I don’t know to what extent that is more
than a reconstruction. What is behind it is this metaphorical identifica-
tion of group and individual, society and king, and the fact that the
death or humiliation of the king figure is something into which our
own identity is drawn.

In the Exodus—Gospel parallel, the Joshua who conquers the Prom-
ised Land is the type of Jesus, who has the same name, and who
achieves the conquest over death and hell. Joshua, in his conquest of
Canaan, fights against certain enemy kings, and after winning the
battle and capturing these kings, he hangs them on trees and then
buries them and rolls great stones against the tomb. Similarly, we are
told that the successor of the glorious David who captured Jerusalem
was the equally glorious Solomon who built the temple: but David also
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had a son called Absalom who rebelled against his father, and who was,
in fleeing from David’s armies, caught by his hair in a tree; and who
hung there until David’s general came up and thrust darts into his side
[2 Samuel 18:9-15]. In telling the story of the Passion of Christ in the
Gospels, the Gospel narrators needed the imagery of the defeated kings
of Canaan and the defeated Absalom as much as they needed the
opposing figures of Joshua the conqueror and Solomon the king of
wisdom hailed by the wise men.

Now this process of the humiliation of the king, at the bottom of the
U-curve, is something that can be expressed symbolically in ritual. As I
remarked earlier, it would make for political instability if you went
through with that Frazer rite in its unadulterated form. When man is
required by religious contract to give everything he most wants himself
to God, it’s a natural tendency—and in most contexts an extremely
healthy tendency—for man to say, “The hell with this,” and put in a
substitute instead. Similarly, in the Mosaic law there is a very clear
conception of the people of Israel celebrating at their New Year the
same kind of ritual humiliation that Nebuchadnezzar would have gone
through in Babylon. But it is not here associated with a royal figure; it is
purely a matter of ritual, and of sacrificial victims chosen for ritual.

Now you remember that the “suffering servant” in Isaiah is de-
scribed as “despised and rejected.” That is, he is not simply a person
who bears our griefs, but also a person driven out of the community:
“we esteemed him not” [53:3]. And I've already suggested, I think, the
significance for Christianity of the fact that Christ was the kind of
prophet that no society could put up with. So there are these two
aspects of the Passion: one is that of being the pure victim put to death;
the other is that of being an exile sent out into the desert.

In Leviticus 14, there is a ritual to be observed by the priest if there is
a suspected outbreak of leprosy. The priest is to take two birds and, in
verse 50, “He shall kill the one of the birds in an earthen vessel over
running water.” And the other bird, in verse 53, is to be let go “out of
. the city into the open fields.” So you avert a plague of leprosy by
choosing two sacrificial victims, of which one is to be killed, the other
sprinkled with its blood and driven out or exiled.

The underlying symbolism of this ritual becomes clearer in chapter
16 in the ceremony for the Day of Atonement. We saw that in the New
Year festival in Babylon the king went through a rite of humiliation.
This is the corresponding rite for the people of Israel, and here again
there are sacrificial victims, in the form of two goats. And again, one of
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the goats is killed, and the other is to be driven away from the people,
symbolically carrying all the sins of the community on its head into the
wilderness. The King James translators here came up with one of the
most ingenious and inspired mistranslations in history and said, this
goat is to be sent as “a scapegoat into the wilderness” [Leviticus 16:10],
thereby giving the English language an essential word. It is not what'
the text says. The text says that this goat is to be driven out “to Azazel,”
who is the demon of the wilderness. The goat is sent to the devil; or,
more precisely, to Azazel, the devil of the wilderness. And obviously,
this is a development of a rite in which the original goat would actually
have been offered to Azazel. There’s a passage in Leviticus, another’
chapter further on, that indicates that [17:7]. This corresponds again to
elements in the Passion, where Jesus is both killed on the cross and,
immediately after, descends to the kingdom of the devils.

But there is another aspect of the same imagery. We are told that at
the time of the Passion there were in fact two prisoners, Jesus and a
robber named Barabbas, whose name is quite interesting because it
means “son of the father.” And Pilate said to the crowd, “It’s your cus-
tom to release a victim at the Passover feast. So choose one of these”;?
and they chose Barabbas to be released. But as I say, it’s symbolically
clear that Jesus has both roles.

The rejection theme comes also into the context of mockery. A great
deal is made of the fact that although Jesus was a genuine king, even if a
king of the spiritual kingdom, he was given royal attributes by his
persecutors in a context of mockery: hence the crown of thorns, and the
reed put in his hands, and the inscription over the cross: “THIS IS THE
KING OF THE JEWS” [Luke 23:38].
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King, Priest, and Prophet

I was speaking of the relation of the Exodus story in the Old Testament
to the shape in which the life of Christ is presented in the Gospels, and
was saying that the account of Jesus in the Gospels is not a biography
and not conceived as one, but is a setting forth of the life of a person
who is the spiritual Israel in an individual form. One rather striking
thing about Hebrew society in Old Testament times is the very clear
recognition of the difference between spiritual and temporal authority.
That recognition is fairly late, and originally the king must have had a
great many priestly functions, as well as his royal functions: the asso-
ciation of the Psalms with David goes back to that. You can see also
from such things as Solomon'’s prayer at the dedication of the temple
that the king was originally assumed to be somebody with important
priestly functions. But for the most part the priestly authority and the
royal authority were distinguished. The Israelites embarked on monar-
chy with a great many misgivings. But the role of the priesthood is
set out in the instructions given to Aaron, the archetypal priest in the
Mosaic code.

In other countries, such as Egypt, the king was always the high priest
as well, but that was not true of the Old Testament period. And this
division of authority between priest and king is accompanied by a
certain autonomous authority given to the figure of the prophet. The
three elements of authority, of prophet, priest, and king, are, however,
all associated with the figure of Jesus in various symbolic ways.

I've spoken of Jesus’ role as king, which means he’s both the king of
glory like Solomon in the temple and also the king of exile and humilia-
tion like Zedekiah and in the symbolism of the “suffering servant” in
Isaiah. The Queen of Sheba coming to hear the wisdom of Solomon is
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the Old Testament type, in the Christian reading, of the Magi coming to
the infant Christ: the connecting link is the prophecy in Isaiah 60:6:
“The multitude of camels shall cover thee, the dromedaries of Midian
and Ephah; all they from Sheba shall come: they shall bring gold and
incense; and they shall shew forth the praises of the Lord.” But, of
course, Jesus as the Messianic figure is associated with all three of these
aspects of authority; and there are certain figures in the Bible that have
a symbolic importance for that reason.

If we look, for example, at Genesis 14:18, we learn that after Abraham
came back from a successful foray, he was greeted by a figure called
Melchizedek, who is said to be the priest of El Elyon in Salem. Now,
“Salem” is probably Jerusalem. “El Elyon” means, more or less, “the
most high God.” And “Melchizedek” means “the king of righteous-
ness,” or “the righteous king”; and he is here said to be the priest of El
Elyon. He greets Abraham, pronounces a blessing on him, and brings
forth bread and wine. If Salem is Jerusalem, then this figure, who is the
priest of a god very readily identifiable with the Biblical Jehovah, El
Elyon, the most high God, seems to be introduced to establish Israel’s
claim to the city of Jerusalem, which it didn’t actually possess until the
time of David.

In the 110th Psalm, a psalm which was always regarded by Christian
typology as an extremely important psalm in setting forth the royal
functions of the king: “The Lord said unto my Lord, Sit thou at my right
hand, until I make thine enemies thy footstool” [v. 1]. And in the fourth
verse: “The Lord hath sworn, and will not repent, Thou art a priest for
ever after the order of Melchizedek.” So here we have the priest,
Melchizedek, identified with the royal figure, David. In the very late
Old Testament period, the Maccabean rebellion was led by a priest
named Mattathias, who was of a priestly family of the tribe of Levi and
who had several sons that came to power one after the other, first
Judas Maccabeus, then Jonathan, and then Simon. Because they came
from a priestly family, all of these brothers as they came to leadership
were made high priest. Simon, the third one, was also made high priest,
but he took on a good many of the attributes of royalty as well, because
he achieved independence for Judah, and his successors formed a
dynasty where the kings were priests. Thus, for a very brief time, a little
over half a century, before the time of Christ, the royal and priestly
functions were united. And for that reason a great many scholars think
that Psalm 110 originally referred to Simon Maccabeus. One scholar has
proposed to work out an acrostic with Simon’s name spelled out in it,”
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but I don’t have enough expertise in Hebrew to know whether he is
right or not. I can merely say that most scholars think he isn’t.

The Melchizedek figure becomes prominently associated with Jesus,
and in the Epistle to the Hebrews in the seventh chapter [v. 2] the
author of Hebrews etymologizes his name in the way I did a few
minutes ago, as “king of righteousness in the city of peace,” connecting
“Salem” with the word “shalom.” He makes him, again, a prototype of
Christ, as uniting the functions of king and priest in a figure of both
spiritual and temporal authority.

The function of a prophet seems to be peculiar to the West Semitic
nations in Asia, and represents an authority that is extremely difficult
for any society to absorb. Nobody wants a prophet around. Kings and
priests are all right, because they represent an established authority,
and most of the prophets in the Old Testament were very well broken-
in functionaries of either the court or the temple. Those who were not
had a long record of persecution and martyrdom.

In the time of Jesus Scripture, that is, what we call the Old Testament,
was not in its complete form: the status of some books was still undeter-
mined. But in general, the Torah, the first five books of Mosaic law, was
regarded as sacrosanct, and so were most of the historical and pro-
phetic books or what are called the Former Prophets and the Latter
Prophets in the Hebrew arrangement: so that the Scriptures in Jesus’
day were the law and the prophets. The symbolic names attached to
these two elements of the Bible were Moses, representing the law, and
Elijah, representing the prophets. At the same time, although Moses is
the secretary of the law, he is explicitly described in Deuteronomy
[34:10] as a prophet, and his functions are quite clearly discriminated
from those of the priest Aaron, his brother.

Still, Moses and Elijah become the symbolic figures of the Old Testa-
ment, and in the Septuagint arrangement of Old Testament books,
apart from the Apocrypha, the Old Testament ends with the book of
Malachi, as it does in the King James Bible. If you look at the last two or
three verses of Malachi, you'll see that Malachi winds up the Old
Testament from this point of view by an exhortation to remember
Moses and to wait for the rebirth of Elijah before the coming of the
Messiah. Verse 4: “Remember ye the law of Moses my servant, which 1
commanded unto him in Horeb for all Israel.” Verse 5: “Behold, I will
send you Elijah the prophet before the coming of the great and dreadful
day of the Lord.” Moses and Elijah are thus regarded as the continuing
pillars of Scripture. At the beginning of the New Testament, you meet
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the figure of John the Baptist; and according to Jesus’ own statement,
the prophecy of Malachi that Elijah will come again was fulfilled by the
coming of John the Baptist [Matthew 11:14].

At the same time, when John the Baptist is asked if he is Elijah, he
says that he is not. Now, there is no difficulty there, unless you want to
foul yourselves up over a totally impossible conception of literal mean-
ing: reincarnation in its literal there’s-that-man-again form is not a
functional doctrine in the Bible. At the same time, metaphorically,
which is one of the meanings of “spiritually” in the New Testament,
John the Baptist is a reborn Elijah just as Nero is a reborn Nebuchad-
nezzar or Rameses II. So it is not surprising that the great scene of the
Transfiguration in the Gospels should show Jesus as flanked by Moses
on one side and Elijah on the other—that is, the Word of God with the
law and the prophets supporting him. Again, that has its demonic
parody in the figure of the crucified Christ with the two thieves flank-
ing him on each side.

If you turn to the Book of Revelation, chapter 11, it begins with the
commandment to the author to measure the temple of God. Then he
speaks of two witnesses in verse[s] 3[4]: “And I will give power unto
my two witnesses, and they shall prophesy a thousand two hundred
and threescore days, clothed in sackcloth. These are the two olive trees,
and the two candlesticks standing before the God of the earth”. The
reference there is to the Book of Zechariah, which has a vision of a
Messianic figure flanked by two olive trees and two candlesticks [4:1-
3]. So here again the author of Revelation has introduced the Messianic
figure flanked by two witnesses, as he calls them, which is one of the
meanings of course of the word “martyr.”

Then he goes on to tell us that these two witnesses are martyred in
the last days, and it is quite clear from his description of them that they
again represent Moses and Elijah. In verse 6: “These have power to shut
heaven, that it rain not in the days of their prophecy”—that is what
Elijah said, you remember, breaking the drought on Mt. Carmel [1
Kings 17:1]—“and have power over waters to turn them to blood, and
to smite the earth with all plagues.” That of course is Moses, striking
Egypt with plagues. Then they will be killed—verse 8: “And their dead
bodies shall lie in the street of the great city, which spiritually is called
Sodom and Egypt, where also our Lord was crucified.” Metaphorically,
the demonic city is Sodom and Egypt, which both are sunk under the
sea, and also the earthly Jerusalem, which had probably been sacked by
the Emperor Titus shortly before this book was written.
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There is a certain confusion in the New Testament and elsewhere
between Moses and the figure in Genesis, the great-grandfather of
Noah, who was called Enoch, and who is said not to have died; and you
remember that Elijah went up in a chariot into heaven, so that tradition-
ally Enoch and Elijah were the two people who didn’t die. Enoch has
some role to play here, although he has quite obviously been replaced
by Moses. The thing is, that in Deuteronomy, there is clearly a certain
ambiguity about the death of Moses. There is a suggestion at the end
that Moses also did not die, at least didn’t die as other men do. In
Deuteronomy 34:5: “So Moses the servant of the Lord died there in the
land of Moab, according to the word of the Lord.” Verse 6: “And he
buried him in a valley in the land of Moab, over against Beth-peor: but
no man knoweth of his sepulchre unto this day.” We're not quite sure
what the antecedents of these pronouns are, but it looks as though God
himself buried Moses. It became later a test of faith for people to believe
that Moses was the author of the account of his own death, writing with
one hand and shovelling with the other, but I don’t know if we need
that.

Howsoever, a legend grew up, already established by New Testa-
ment times, that Moses was, in the technical term, assumed, that he
didn't really die; and that curious little Epistle of Jude, which is tucked
in just before the Book of Revelation, speaks of a dispute between
Michael and Satan over the body of Moses [v. 9]. So evidently the point
of the author of Revelation is that anybody who is said not to have died
has to come back and do it before the end of all death.

For Paul, the sacrament of baptism was a symbol of two things, a
symbol of the fact that everybody without exception dies and a symbol
of the fact that nobody has to die. That is, every part of you that can die
is better off dead. And the part of you that doesn’t die is the part that
goes through the Red Sea to the dry land on the other side. Paul is
certainly emphatic that it is possible to participate in things like the
Resurrection before physical death. But again, it’s a matter of what is
mortal and what is not. There is, incidentally, no doctrine that I know of
in the New Testament like that of Plato, which says that the soul is
immortal by nature. I think the Biblical attitude is rather that immortal-
ity is something that is created by the power of God, but is not some-
thing inborn in man by his nature as a human being.

The Platonic idea, of course, also goes with the notion of the soul,
which is thought of in terms of the metaphor of “in.” Human con-
sciousness feels that it is inside a body that it knows next to nothing



114 Symbolism in the Bible

about, and so it adopts figures like those of a bird in a cage or a prisoner
in a cell to express it. Then, at death, the soul separates from the body:
but although the doctrine of the soul certainly influenced Christian
theology to a very considerable extent, I don’t think it’s a Biblical doc-
trine; I think it’s a Greek one. As far as I can read it, the centre of
Christianity is not the salvation of the soul, but the Resurrection of the
body.

All the languages relevant to the Bible distinguish between the soul
and the spirit. In Hebrew, they are usually nephesh and ruach; in Greek,
they are psyche and pneuma; in Latin, they are anima and spiritus; and
you have similar distinctions in modern languages, as in English be-
tween soul and spirit, and German Seele and Geist, and so on.

Paul, in speaking of how to read the Bible, in 1 Corinthians, 2:14-15,
says: “But the natural man receiveth not the things of the Spirit of God:
for they are foolishness unto him: neither can he know them, because
they are spiritually discerned.” Verse 15: “But he that is spiritual judgeth
all things, yet he himself is judged of no man.” He’s discriminating
there between the spiritual man, the spiritual body, the pneumatikos,
and what the King James version translates as the “natural man.” But
the King James version is struggling with the fact that there is no
adjective in English for “soul” corresponding to “spiritual.” Because
what Paul says is the soma psychikos for “natural man,” the man with the
soul; in other words, Paul is drawing the essential line not between the
physical body and the soul, but between the soul and the spirit. And
the soma psychikos, the soul-body complex, seems to be a part of what he
means elsewhere by “flesh and blood” as distinct from “spirit,” which
is of course a metaphor from “breath” and expresses the sense of a life
which includes the bodily life.

As he calls it natural, I suppose he means that he’s thinking of the
soul as part of the whole mortal complex in the human makeup. Else-
where, I think in Thessalonians, he tells his correspondent that he prays
for his body and soul and spirit [1 Thessalonians 5:23], so evidently he
does have a three-tiered conception. By the soul he seems to mean
something like consciousness, which human beings have by virtue of
the fact that they are human beings. That is something that a man does
have by nature.

It is a matter of our habitual categories of expression. We think of, for
example, life after death. Now the word “after” is a metaphor indicat-
ing that we are still clinging to our ordinary conceptions of time; or we
say, “is there something beyond”: that’s a metaphor from space, mean-
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ing that we are still clinging to our metaphors of space. The notion of
something like the ego surviving indefinitely in something like time, in
something like a place, is, I think, a slightly hazier notion than the New
Testament is thinking of.

Jesus’ teaching centres on his conception of the spiritual kingdom.
We experience time in such a way that everything is either past or
future. But when Jesus says something like “before Abraham was, I
AM” [John 8:58], in a remark like that, time simply vanishes and you
have to think in terms of a pure present, which is not in accord with our
normal mental categories. And if that is true of the past, it must also be
true of the future. While undoubtedly many of the early Christians
thought of the Second Coming as simply a future event which would
take place for the benefit of the faithful, perhaps next Tuesday, I think a
rather subtler conception of time than that is involved both in Jesus’
teaching and in the mind of the author of Revelation.

For Paul, the real individuality is the spirit, and the spirit is Christ in
man. In other words, Christ is the genuine individuality of each indi-
vidual. Without that, man is still primarily generic, primarily a member
of a species. The spiritual life would, if it is a spiritual body, naturally
include the soul as well as the body. He distinguishes later in Corinthians
between the spiritual body of the Resurrection and the natural body [1
Corinthians 15:44]. So the natural body apparently includes the soul, or
consciousness or whatever was incorporated in the conception of soul.
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Biblia Pauperum 20: CHRIST RETURNS TO THE DISCIPLES
(Matthew 26:37-45)
Foolish virgins Fall of rebel angels (Isaiah 14:10-15;
(Matthew 25:1-13) Luke 10:18; Revelation 12:9)
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The Question of Primogeniture

There are patterns in the Bible whereby the Messianic figure, who is
Jesus in the Christian Bible, has absorbed the Old Testament types of
authority, including the prophet, the priest, and the king. And yet, as
we saw all along, these attributes of authority are accompanied by
other attributes, those of a suffering victim, and both seem to be essen-
tial to the rounding of the figure.

There is one pattern in the Bible that recurs so often that it must
obviously be very deeply connected with the narrative and imagery of
the Bible. In the life of Israel, as also in the surrounding nations, the
ordinary rule was that of primogeniture. That is, the eldest son usually
inherited the title, if there was a title, the property, or the general rights
of succession. That is something which of course has run all through
human history, and the nations that have observed it are often more
successful than the nations that haven’t. In France, there was the ten-
dency for aristocratic families to divide up their property among their
various sons, whereas in England it was the eldest son who got every-
thing, with the result that the younger son had to go into business, and
eventually built up a bourgeois family which made so much money
that he was able to buy out his elder brother’s descendants. That is
perhaps an aspect of the pattern that’s not wholly missing from the
Bible either. But we notice how often the firstborn son is explicitly
passed over in favour of a younger brother.

The very first man born, according to the Biblical story, was Cain,
who represents the agricultural economy, which the Hebrews idealized
much less than the pastoral one. So the firstborn son of Adam, Cain,
becomes the first murderer through the death of Abel. He also becomes
an exile, is sent out and founds cities. I think I’ve touched on the fact
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that the Cain stories come from a variety of sources, so no one needs to
ask the question of where Cain found the people to put in his city. But
it’s the dispossession of the eldest son, and the fact that the line of
succession goes through the third son, Seth, that is the important thing.

Then we have the story of Noah, who curses one of his sons: he is not
said to be the eldest son, but the same pattern is clearly recurring. The
story ends in the transfer of the curse of Noah’s son Ham to Canaan, a
story which rationalizes the treatment of the Canaanites by the Israel-
ites. Abraham has a son Ishmael, and Ishmael is sent in exile into the
desert. Sarah, Abraham’s wife, is told that she will have another son. As
she is long past menopause, she thinks that this is impossible and
bursts into a laugh. Well, God was somewhat miffed at this, but he was
relatively good-natured about it, and Isaac is born at an impossibly late
age and is called by a name which means “laughter.” So Isaac is the one
who succeeds to the inheritance. Isaac has two sons, the hunter Esau
and the rancher Jacob. Jacob, whose name is later changed to Israel, is
again the younger son with the line of succession going through him.
Esau is gypped out of it through some extremely dubious manoeuvres
on Jacob’s part, many of them connived at by his mother. Jacob has
twelve sons, the eldest of them being Reuben. But Reuben is done out
of the patrimony because he committed the worst crime that it is
possible to commit in a patriarchal society, which was that of approach-
ing one of his father’s women. It was not his own mother, although
there is an Oedipal theme in the background; but nevertheless he is
pushed out of the inheritance, which passes to the fourth son, Judah,
and the eleventh son, Joseph. Of Joseph’s two sons, Ephraim and
Manasseh, again the elder son Manasseh is passed over and the pre-
ference given to Ephraim.

In all of these cases, the law of primogeniture is set aside, and the.
inheritance goes through a younger son. If one asks why this theme
should be so emphatically repeated in the early books of the Bible, the
answer seems to have something to do with the fact that so much
human anxiety is bound up with the straight line of succession, prefer-
ably through the eldest son. If you look at Shakespeare’s history plays,
for example, you will see how intensely the anxiety of continuity is
built into society, how intensely the preserving of the legitimate line of
succession seemed to the people of Shakespeare’s day part of the neces-
sary order of things. Consequently, the passing over of the natural heir
for a younger one symbolizes the opposite, the direct intervention by
the deity into human events.
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In all these cases, we have the straight primogeniture situation of
the elder son passed over for a younger son. But you can expand the
pattern into other forms where it becomes more suggestive. For ex-
ample, the Israelites entered on monarchy, as I remarked earlier, with
many misgivings. The first king chosen was King Saul, and although he
is said to have been chosen by God, the judge Samuel was very grumpy
about surrendering the authority that he would lose by the choosing of
a king. He never liked Saul and was out to do him in from the begin-
ning. Still, there is also a suggestion that Saul was the popular choice
and that consequently too much of the popular will was involved in
selecting him as king. In any case, Saul is rejected and set aside. He and
his son Jonathan are killed in a great victory of the Philistines, and the
line of succession is passed over from Saul to David, a person of quite
obscure parentage who is nevertheless explicitly pointed out by God to
Samuel as representing the line that he is going to establish. Now from
that time on, the law of primogeniture goes from David without change.

David’s son and successor of course was Solomon; Solomon’s was
Rehoboam. As I have previously remarked [Lecture 2], the great leg-
endary figure of wisdom, Solomon, was actually so weak and so foolish
and so extravagant a king that when his son Rehoboam proposed to
carry on his policies, he instantly lost five-sixths of the kingdom as the
ten tribes in the north revolted and set up their own king. Well, it
appears to the Deuteronomic narrators of the Book of Kings that it was
somehow wrong to upset the line of David. That was partly of course
because Jeroboam, the king of the Northern Israelites, refused to have
anything to do with the Jewish claim that all worship should be centred
at Jerusalem. He realized that that would simply make his kingdom a
vassal kingdom of Judah, and so according to the historians, he set up a
local cult of golden calves or bulls, which was regarded as idolatrous.

But the line goes straight through David until the destruction of
Jerusalem by Nebuchadnezzar, and from that time it can still be traced.
It is an unquestioned assumption in Messianic times, that is, in post-
Old Testament and early New Testament times, that the Messiah would
be sprung from the line of David, and that he would in fact be born in
David’s birthplace of Bethlehem.

We find this same pattern of an older person or generation set aside
in favour of a younger generation elsewhere too. For example, the
actual redemption of Israel by the Exodus is split between Moses and
Joshua: Moses, remember, dies in the desert, and it is his successor
Joshua who achieves the conquest of the Promised Land. That transfer
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of the work of redemption from one figure to another fits this same
pattern, where Moses, though the greatest prophet of Israel, as he is
called, is nevertheless set aside for the crucial act. Similarly, even David,
the most glorious figure in the Old Testament, is set aside as far as the
building of the temple goes, and is told that that is to be reserved for his
SuCCessOor.

You can find different traces of that pattern in the wandering in the
desert, which took forty years. The reason it took forty years to cover so
relatively small a space was that the first generation, we are told, was
hardhearted and disobedient, so that God resolved that the entire gen-
eration that had entered the desert from Egypt would have to die in the
desert, and that a new generation would be allowed to enter the Prom-
ised Land. So Moses, to some extent, represents the entire generation of
Israel which he led into the desert, all of whom had to die before a new
generation would enter the Promised Land. In the 95th Psalm there is
the verse, “Unto whom I sware in my wrath that they should not enter
into my rest” [v. 11], which is a verse quoted by the author of Hebrews
[3:11] for reasons of his own that we’ll come to in a moment.

After the Babylonian captivity the same pattern is picked up by
Jeremiah, who says the old generation and its contract with God has been
destroyed and abrogated. A new contract will be made with the new
generation, an inner or spiritual contract which will be the new covenant
or, as you might translate, the new testament [31:31-3]. Of course, Chris-
tianity promptly seized on this prophecy of Jeremiah as referring to its
own teachings. And again, the author of Hebrews quotes Jeremiah on
that conception of a new covenant or a new testament [8:8-10].

There are many examples, therefore, of this pattern of setting aside
the oldest son or older generation and making them either exiles or
victim figures. In Exodus 4:22, God is represented as saying, “Israel is
my son, even my firstborn.” Anybody belonging to Israel who had read
through the Bible might feel a chill in his heart at those words, because
it’s the most ambiguous blessing, according to the general fate of first-
born sons in the Bible.

Here again, one has to take into account the law which we’ve already
referred to in connection with the doctrines of sacrifice of the Old
Testament [Lecture 6], that every firstborn male is theoretically to be
sacrificed to God and is to be redeemed with a lamb instead, the law of
Exodus 34:19[-20]: “All that openeth the womb is mine; and every
firstling among thy cattle, whether ox or sheep, that is male ... all the
firstborn of thy sons thou shalt redeem.”
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We've already gone into the practice of sacrificing the eldest son as a
particularly desperate attempt to attract the attention of one’s god, as in
the case of Mesha of Moab, who offered his son as a burnt offering on
the wall when he was besieged by Israel [2 Kings 3:27]. But in the
general context of the symbolism attached to firstborn sons, one would
expect Israel to be passed over and to become either an exiled figure or
a victim figure. And as a matter of fact, that is precisely the inference
that Paul draws in what is probably the earliest of his letters, the letter
to the Galatians. If you can find Galatians 4:21: “Tell me, ye that desire
to be under the law, do ye not hear the law? For it is written, that
Abraham had two sons, the one by a bondmaid, the other by a
freewoman. But he who was of the bondwoman was born after the
flesh; but he of the freewoman was by promise. Which things are an
allegory.” The Greek word is allegoria, and it’s very important, I think,
that Paul is telling you explicitly that he reads the Old Testament
allegorically. “For these are the two covenants; the one from the mount
Sinai, which gendereth to bondage, which is Agar” [4:24]. That’s the
mother of Ishmael and the first wife of Abraham.* “For this Agar is
mount Sinai in Arabia, and answereth to Jerusalem which now is, and
is in bondage with her children. But Jerusalem which is above is free,
which is the mother of us all” [4:25-6].

Well, from the point of view of Judaism, of course, Paul’s interpreta-
tion of the story of Abraham could hardly be more preposterous. He is
saying that Judaism belongs to Ishmael, who represents the wandering
Bedouin tribes outside Israel. Isaac represents the New Testament, the
new covenant of Christianity. But the author of Hebrews makes the
same claim, that Christianity is in fact the inheritance promised to
Israel.3! In both Paul and the author of Hebrews, there is a polemic
streak which identifies the legalism which Christianity is supposed to
transcend with Judaism. So far as I can see, that is not part of the
teaching of Jesus, but it is certainly written into some parts of the New
Testament.

Now this being born of the flesh and being born of the promise
means that the eldest son, Ishmael, represents the normal, natural
succession by primogeniture, where the right passes from the father to
the eldest son; and that Isaac, being born of the promise, is the result of
a deliberate divine intervention into human affairs. If you turn in the
New Testament to the accounts of the Nativity in Luke, you will find
that the New Testament counterpart or antitype of the birth of Isaac is
attached to John the Baptist, who again is born at an impossibly late



122 Symbolism in the Bible

period of his mother’s life. His father does not believe that this can
happen, and is therefore struck dumb until the child is born [Luke 1:5-
25,57-79].

Now it is clear that Jesus is the firstborn son of his family. He is quite
explicitly said in the New Testament to have brothers [Matthew 13:55],
but there is no doubt from the Gospel account that he is the firstborn of
his family. And he is a devoted sacrificial victim partly in consequence
of being so.

If we look at the opening of the Gospel of Matthew, we see again this
curious paradoxical relationship of the line of descent with the divine
intervention which passes over the line of descent. You can’t have it
both ways except in the Gospel of Matthew. Well, you get the same
thing in Luke in a different form, but Matthew begins with a genealogy
of Jesus from Abraham to Joseph the husband of Mary, of whom was
born Jesus who is called Christ. Now the purpose of that genealogy is to
show that Jesus conforms to the pattern of a Messianic figure in being
born of the line of David. Matthew sums up his genealogy in verse 17
and counts fourteen generations. Then he begins verse 18, “Now the
birth of Jesus Christ was on this wise,” and proceeds to tell the story of
the Virgin Birth, according to which Joseph is not Jesus’ father at all,
and the entire genealogy from Abraham is pointless.

The way to overcome these apparent difficulties and contradictions
in sacred stories was provided by the discovery of continuous prose. In
continuous prose, if you only write enough sentences, any statement
can be reconciled with any other statement whatever. You just have to
put in enough intervening sentences, which will eventually connect A
with Z. So we’re not surprised to find that many hundreds of volumes
have been written reconciling the difficulty in these two accounts of the
descent of Christ in Matthew; and as it would take a lifetime to read
through all these books, it is much simpler to assume that the difficulty
has been somehow or other taken care of. But if you go back to the
Gospel of Matthew, you can see that he just leaves a gaping, yawning
paradox; and the paradox is in fact part of his whole conception of
Christ, who is born after the flesh like Ishmael but also after the prom-
ise like Isaac. So that his birth in the line of David—he is occasionally
addressed as the son of David in the Gospels—fulfils the law of primo-
geniture, but his actual birth represents a divine entry into history. So
that you have in addition to the horizontal line of hereditary succession
the vertical line of divine entry into the pattern of human life.

There is another story of a very late birth, which begins 1 Samuel and
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describes the birth of Samuel. We're told that his mother Hannah had
prayed for a son for a long time, until it became reasonably clear that, in
the normal course of events, she would not have one. She had made a
vow that is in accord with the whole symbolic pattern of the Bible, that
if she had a son, she would devote him as a sacrificial victim to the
service of the Lord; but that of course meant putting him in the temple
as a priest, rather than carrying out the original sacrificial ritual [1
Samuel 1].

Samuel is born, and Hannah sings a song of triumph that is very
interesting, because one of the things it stresses is that this birth at a
late, late age is a symbol of the continuously revolutionary activity of
God in human affairs, of God’s intervening with special acts which
upset all the normal standards of procedure and hierarchy.

The Song of Hannah is in chapter 2[:1-10], and the theme of the
reversal of social fortunes in 1 Samuel 2:6[-8]: “The Lord killeth, and
maketh alive: he bringeth down to the grave, and bringeth up. The
Lord maketh poor, and maketh rich: he bringeth low, and lifteth up. He
raiseth up the poor out of the dust, and lifteth up the beggar from the
dunghill, to set them among princes, and to make them inherit the
throne of glory.” So that this revolutionary activity of God, which
means a complete overturning of social standards, where the poor are
raised up to become rich and powerful, is something symbolized by the
birth of Samuel at that late stage of his mother’s life.

In the New Testament, if you look at the beginning of the Gospel of
Luke, you find again the story that I referred to about the birth of John
the Baptist, which picks up and repeats the theme of late birth. The
birth of Jesus is not said to be a late birth of the same kind, but again a
triumphant hymn of thanksgiving is ascribed to the Virgin Mary at the
time of the birth of Christ, the hymn which we know as the Magnificat
[1:46-55]. The Magnificat has obviously been influenced by, if not mod-
elled on, the Song of Hannah, and repeats this theme of social overturn.

In Luke 1:46: “And Mary said, My soul doth magnify the Lord.”
Verse[s] 51[-53]: “He hath shewed strength with his arm; he hath scat-
tered the proud in the imagination of their hearts. He hath put down
the mighty from their seats, and exalted them of low degree. He hath
filled the hungry with good things; and the rich he hath sent empty
away.” That overturn of society, which is repeated in some of Jesus’
parables, like the parable of Dives and Lazarus [Luke 16:19-31], indi-
cates again this vertical movement down into human society and up
again, overturning its values.
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The Bible is thrown into the form of a narrative which, as I have so
frequently remarked, resembles the general structure of comedy;, in that
it passes through tragic events but passes out of them again into a final
deliverance. It follows therefore that we don’t look to Biblical culture
for patterns of great tragedy. The Biblical view of man does not accom-
modate that conception of the semi-divine hero which gives such tre-
mendous power to Greek tragedy. So one doesn’t really find tragedies
in the Bible. The Book of Job is very often classed as a tragedy, but it’s
not one, at least not according to the Greek pattern.

What you do find is that certain nodes, so to speak, of the tragic form
around these rejected and passed-over figures, who have often been
made exiles or victims for no fault of their own that they can possibly
discern. There is, for example, Cain’s bewilderment at the fact that his
offering was not accepted, whereas his brother Abel’s was; and he’s not
very convinced by the rather bumbling answer he gets from God [Gen-
esis 4:5-7], which has probably gone through several editorial expurga-
tions in any case. So the state of mind which leads him to murder Abel
is at any rate intelligible. But the Biblical focus on such scenes is ironic
rather than tragic. It is only if you are willing to stop and look between
the lines for a moment that you can see certain tragic patterns poten-
tially taking form.

Similarly with Ishmael driven out into the desert to starve with his
mother [Genesis 16:5-8], and Abraham’s feeling of—regret is too mild a
word—but he says to God, “O, that Ishmael might live before thee!”
[Genesis 17:18]. It is a terrible blow to him to lose a son at a time of
culture when the preserving of the line of succession meant infinitely
more than it does now.

Even one of the purposes of the story of Isaac, apart from his connec-
tion with the Passover and the redeeming of the eldest human child by
a lamb, is to indicate that Isaac is being adopted into the line of suc-
cession by being at least potentially a sacrificial victim of his father. The
story of Abraham and Isaac is the theme of some of the most powerful
and eloquent of the medieval mystery plays, and it owes its pathos and
its eloquence partly to the audience’s realization that this story of
Abraham and Isaac is being set in a larger framework in which the God
who commands the sacrifice actually has later to sacrifice his own son
and to carry it through without any reprieve. Similarly with the cry of
Esau when he finds how callously he’s been treated and thrust out of
the inheritance, and that the blessing has gone to the younger brother:
“Bless me, even me also, O my father” [Genesis 27:34]: he becomes at
that moment, as I say, a potentially tragic figure.
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In the story of Saul, who is another person first chosen and then
rejected, you have what comes nearest, I suppose, to being the one great
tragedy of the Bible. Because Saul, in the first place, is a man of heroic
stature and proportions—he is said to be head and shoulders over
every other man in Israel, he is an able king, and he seems to be a
decent and humane one. But he is under some kind of curse according
to which he could do nothing right. We can see that his inability to do
anything right has a good deal to do with the jealousy of Samuel, but,
then, Samuel seems to have a remarkably unpleasant God on his side.
When King Agag is taken as a prisoner in warfare, Saul spares Agag out
of ordinary human decency: he is bound and helpless and a prisoner.
Samuel says that this is a mortal offence to the God who demanded
Agag as a sacrificial victim; and therefore Samuel hews Agag in pieces
before the altar of God. He says that God can never forgive Saul for this,
because God is not a man, that he should change his mind. It’s the only
time in the Bible where God is spoken of as unforgiving [1 Samuel 15].
And so the narrator at this point, by sheer consistency and blundering,
has added the one element to the story of Saul that makes it a genuine
tragedy: that is, the suggestion of malice inherent in the divine nature.
Normally, there is no room for that in the Bible. In Greek culture, where
you have a polytheistic religion, you can have any number of vicious
and bad-tempered gods. They are drawn from nature, and they reflect
the irrational and amoral qualities of nature. But you very seldom get it
in the Bible: it is perhaps only in this one passage that one does.

Absalom has again the rudimentary makings of a tragic hero [2
Samuel 18]. His beauty is stressed in the narrative, and certainly David’s
mourning over Absalom is in the general tonality of tragedy; but there
again, the moral slant, the moral emphasis in the narrative, is so strong
that the sense of the fall of a semi-divine hero, like the crash of a great
oak tree, which you get in the great tragedies of Ajax or Prometheus, is
rather muffled and muted. It's one of the inevitable ironies of royal
succession that Absalom finally represents. But he is certainly an ex-
ample of the passing over of one for another.

You may find this a bit of a digression, but it’s rather curious how at
the time of the Romantic movement in the nineteenth century all these
exiled figures come back again as tragic heroes. Byron writes a tragedy
on Cain, and Moby Dick begins with the sentence, “Call me Ishmael,”
and Saul and Esau and others are Romantic favourites. It has some-
thing to do, I think, with the nostalgia for a passing aristocracy, the
sense of the rightful heir who has been driven into the desert.

You can carry back the pattern of the two brothers rather further than
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the Bible itself warrants if, for example, you think of Satan as the
original firstborn son of God who is set aside for the younger son,
Christ; and in fact, if you look at the fifth book of Paradise Lost, you can
see exactly that scene: the jealousy of the older brother at being sup-
planted by this upstart of a younger brother, who, for reasons totally
mysterious to him, has been preferred. Byron, who wrote a poem on the
tragedy of Cain, also wrote a poem called The Vision of Judgment, in
which Lucifer comes back to look at the Heaven constructed by the
younger Son; and we’re not surprised to find that Lucifer in Byron’s
poem is an icily polite aristocrat, and that, while his Messianic younger
brother does not appear directly, he is clearly running a much more
bourgeois establishment, where people like King George III can feel at
home.

The emphasis in the Judas story is an ironic rather than a strictly
tragic one. He hangs himself, and comes to the same kind of end as a
tragic hero, but the emphasis is so strongly on the feeling that he got
what was coming to him that there isn’t so much of the sense of the fall
of the hero. The tragic combines the heroic and the ironic, and in the
Judas story I think you have only the ironic.

The expulsion of Adam from paradise is again another example of
God'’s passing over the elder son—that is a point that Paul again seizes
on. The first Adam is the rejected Adam, and the second Adam in Christ
is the deliverer; but of course in this case the first Adam and the second
Adam are the same person because of the Incarnation [1 Corinthians
15:45-9]. Consequently, the tragedy of Adam’s expulsion from paradise
is an example of the Bible’s passing through a tragic episode on its way
to a comic conclusion. Similarly with the Crucifixion of Christ, which is
certainly a tragedy, but is followed immediately by Resurrection. The
annulling of a line of succession by a new choice and a new action is
again one of the elements that give to the Biblical narrative that curious
revolutionary quality which is part of our own cultural inheritance.



Biblia Pauperum 21: BETRAYAL OF CHRIST

(Matthew 26:45-52)
Joab slays Abner Tryphon’s treachery
(2 Samuel 3:22-30) (1 Maccabees 12:39-52)
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Biblia Pauperum 22: CONDEMNATION OF CHRIST

(Matthew 27:24)
Daniel accused

Jezebel threatens Elijah
(1 Kings 19:1-3) (Daniel 6)
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Biblia Pauperum 23: MOCKING OF CHRIST

(Matthew 27-31)

Ham mocks Noah’s nakedness
(Genesis 9:20-7)

Children mock Elisha
(2 Kings 2:234)
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Biblia Pauperum 24: CHRIST BEARING CROSS
(John 19:17)
Isaac carries wood Widow of Zarephath (Sarepta)

(Genesis 22:3-9) (1 Kings 17:1-16)
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Biblia Pauperum 25: CRUCIFIXION
(Matthew 27:33-54)
Sacrifice of Isaac Brazen serpent (Numbers 21:4-9;
(Genesis 22:1-14) John 3:14-15)
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Genesis: In the Beginning

Last term, I was concerned with trying to build up a unified picture of
the narrative and imagery of the Bible, and the emphasis consequently
was on its imaginative unity, the unity as revealed by the myth and
metaphor that form its structure. But the Bible’s disregard for unity is
quite as impressive as its observance of it: it’s just as possible to look at
it as a large miscellaneous heap of badly established texts. Everything
that could possibly go wrong with a book has gone wrong with the
Bible at some stage or other in its history. So the Bible, therefore, is a
unity which has passed beyond unity. It's not a matter of its having
failed to achieve it, but of its having got past it to something which
includes it.

There are two senses, in other words, in which we can use the word
“imperfect.” We can think of it as a limited or inadequate quality which
falls below perfection, or we can think of it, as the tenses of the Hebrew
language suggest, as the difference between the perfected, that which is
finished and complete, and that which is still continuous and alive. The
Bible has tried to present its unified message in that deliberately imper-
fect way: I'll try to show you something of that in the ending of the
Book of Revelation, which as I said is a remarkably open ending for a
book of that length.

Now what I want to do this term is to examine a series of what seem
to me to be phases in what the Bible has to say, phases of what is
traditionally called revelation. It's a rather tricky business to try to
understand what the Bible means by revelation, because in the course
of centuries, we have eventually realized that its revelation is not the
communicating either of historical knowledge or of scientific and natu-
ral knowledge. At the same time, revelation does seem to imply the
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communicating of some kind of knowledge, and the real nature of that
knowledge is what I want to examine.

It seems to me that there is a progressive sequence in the Bible of
stages, not so much of revelation itself, as of the understanding of it.
First, Creation; then revolution, which is the Exodus from Egypt; then
law, which follows the Exodus; then wisdom, or the individualizing of
the law; then prophecy: those five stages all have their centre of gravity in
the Old Testament. There are two others with their centre of gravity in the
New Testament: the gospel, and the Second Coming or Apocalypse. That
will be our general outline for this term, which means of course that we
have to begin with the conception of Creation in the Bible as it’s set out at
the beginning of Genesis and referred to elsewhere.

There are certain questions that obviously come to mind when you're
reading the Biblical account of Genesis. One is, why is there such an
insistence on days of the week, and why does the Bible talk about the
first, the second, and the third day before the sun was created to
measure time? Another one is, why is the account of Creation in the
Bible so intolerably patriarchal? The creating God in the Bible is as-
sumed to be male, which obviously must be a metaphor, because he is
the creator of both male and female. We are also told that at the begin-
ning of things, the first woman’s body was created out of the body of
the first man, in a violent reversal of everything that has happened
since. For questions like that, there are always immediate answers: the
emphasis on the seven days was put in to rationalize the law of the
Sabbath, and the emphasis on the maleness of the creating agent was
put in to rationalize the doctrines of male supremacy in ancient society.
Now I have no doubt that those answers are true as far as they go. They
don't go far enough to be very interesting, so I'm going to ignore their
truth and try to get a little further.

First of all, in the beginning—the Hebrew simply says, in beginning,
beresheth—God created the heaven and the earth. Now one of the first
questions that’s likely to come to a child’s mind is, What happened
before that? Or, more accurately, what was God doing sitting around all
that time before making the world? Saint Augustine said that what God
was doing before Creation was preparing a hell for those who asked
questions of that kind:® which perhaps tells you more about Saint
Augustine than it does about God. But to be told that we should not ask
a question of course merely increases its urgency in any healthy mind.

So what took place before the Creation? Well, in the first place, that
question has got fouled up with the category of time, because the
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category of time is the fundamental way in which we perceive reality.
Considering that the category of time is divided into three dimensions,
the past, the present, and the future, that none of these dimensions
actually exists, because the past doesn’t exist any longer, and the future
doesn’t exist yet, and the present never quite exists at all, it seems a
funny way to grasp reality. But that’s the way we do grasp reality: we
grasp it with a category which is totally nonexistent.

Further, you will see if you try it that it is entirely impossible to think
of the beginning of time. You can talk about a beginning of time, talk
about it forever, but you cannot actually think of the notion. A begin-
ning of time is unthinkable. Consequently, all notions of the eternal in
religion which mean endless time are notions which have not got clear
of the category of time. Popular Christianity tells us that after death we
live forever either in heaven or in hell, meaning endlessly in time. But
in saying eternal when you mean endless time, you are not getting clear
of the category of time at all. Jesus uses the term aionios, which the King
James Bible translates as “everlasting”; and if you think carefully about
that word “everlasting” as a translation for aionios, you'll see that it’s a
little masterpiece of question-begging. “Everlasting” means persisting
indefinitely in time.

However, early Christianity discovered that Christianity would be
much more saleable if you perverted its good news into bad news, and
in particular if you put at the centre of your teaching the doctrine that
after death, unless you did what you were told at this moment, you
would suffer tortures for eternity, meaning endlessly in time. Every
system of organized priestcraft has had a doctrine of that kind, and the
only thing to be said in favour of it is that it makes sin creative: that is,
we owe a great deal more to the people who went on sinning in spite of
it than we do to the people who tried to restrain sin by threatening it.
But that is merely an example of what John Bunyan says, that the
mouth of hell is open at the gate of heaven,?® and that turning God into
the devil is one of the commonest of all theological errors. So whatever
the word “eternal” means, try to think of it as something that tran-
scends the category of time altogether, and then you’ll get a little closer
to what the Bible is talking about.

So, negatively, that brings you to a partial and tentative answer to the
question, Why does the Bible insist on an absolute beginning? Clearly,
it is trying to assert that the category of time is not the ultimate cat-
egory, and that the activity of God as the Bible understands it in Genesis
cannot be put on the same level as this moving belt of past, present, and
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future that we experience as time. The doctrine of an absolute begin-
ning, which is something you cannot think of as long as you are talking
about the category of time itself, is there to indicate that the Creation
comes out of a world which is above time.

In the seventeenth century, the age of Galileo and Newton, Biblical
scholars, including Newton himself, were gravely explaining to each
other that the Creation probably took place in 4004 B.c., probably at the
spring equinox, probably around ten in the morning. So the discoveries
in the nineteenth century in geology, which eventually pushed the age
of the earth back to about two billion years, if not three—but as the
government will be saying in the future, what’s a billion?—made an
impact that was out of all proportion to their importance. But scientists,
of course, like anybody else, find that they can’t get along without
creation myths; and eventually we have a Big Bang creation myth,
which says that the world exploded, oh, say fifteen billion years ago or
thereabouts, and has been scattering in all directions ever since.

Well, that’s fine: what happened before that? And you immediately
are up against the fact that as long as you are thinking of the order of
nature, the conceptions of beginning and end do not apply. But we
begin and we end, and because of what Thomas Pynchon calls creative
paranoia in the human consciousness* we insist that because we begin
and we end, beginnings and endings must be much more deeply built
into the scheme of things. And so we start out the Biblical creation myth
with an absolute beginning, associated at the end of Revelation with an
absolute end.

The first phenomena of Creation were light and sound; and in one of
Chaucer’s poems, an eagle picks up the poet and takes him on a flight
to the House of Fame, and keeps talking the whole time, which makes
Chaucer very nervous because he is held in the eagle’s mouth, and he
doesn’t want the eagle to drop him. The eagle gives him a long speech
on the nature of sound and of words, and he says, among other things,
“Sound is naught but air abroken” [The House of Fame, 1. 765], that is,
words are air. It’s a traditional enough association.

My point here is that the Creed speaks of God as having made all
things visible and invisible, and there are systems of thought, including
some Christian ones, which assume that there are two orders of exist-
ence, one invisible and the other visible, and that the invisible world is
a higher order of reality. That doesn’t seem to be the way the Bible
thinks of things at all. As soon as you start trying to think of things that
you can’t see but know exist, the first thing you would think of would
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be the air. You can’t see the air. If you could, you could see nothing else.
You'd be living in a dense fog, and fog is in fact an extremely important
metaphor in the Bible, as we’ll see when we get to the Book of
Ecclesiastes. It’s the basis of the word which is translated in that book as
“vanity.” And in a sense, paradoxical as it sounds, we don't really see
light either, as distinct from seeing a source or a reflection of light. What
we see is symbolically and metaphorically fire, the source of light,
rather than light itself. So the Bible doesn’t think of the invisible world
as a superior order. It thinks of it as that by means of which the world
becomes visible: that is, the invisible world is the medium of the visible
world. It is the emptiness that permits things to exist. The twentieth-
century philosopher Heidegger says that the first question of philoso-
phy is, Why are there things rather than nothing?®®> And he eventually
winds up with the answer that, if there were not nothing, there would
be no things.

God is invisible for the same reason that air is invisible. If he were
directly visible, well, then he would have been an entirely different
metaphysical setup: but when Isaiah says that he saw the Lord high
and lifted up [6:1], or when Ezekiel has the vision of the chariot [1:15-
21], they mean that they see a source of visibility, just as when we look
at the sun we see the source of visibility. That’s what I mean by the
doctrine of the invisible in the Bible, that the invisible is the medium by
which the world becomes visible. If God were not invisible, the world
would not be visible; that is, God would not then be a Creator.

Now I've said that myth and metaphor, rather than the historical and
doctrinal, are the basis of literal meaning in the Bible. So the question
arises, what is the metaphorical kernel, let us say, of this conception of
beginning? It might be, as I suggested a few moments ago, the meta-
phorical kernel of getting born: we begin when we join a continuum of
living creatures, and we end when we drop off it. But actually, a much
clearer metaphorical basis is that of the experience of waking up in the
morning, where you dismiss a dark, chaotic, confused world. You
simply abolish that world, and, with the help of your alarm clock, you
enter a world which you consider for practical purposes more real,
though any philosopher could tie you in any number of knots about its
reality. Still, as far as you're concerned, it’s the real world, and you get
up and get dressed. This metaphorical kernel of abolishing a world of
chaos and finding a world which for practical purposes is your real
world in front of you is as close as we get to the experience of an actual
beginning.
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Now, I previously said that many creation myths begin with a hero-
god killing a dragon, who represents the chaos of the world before the
Creation, and I've cited the Babylonian poem Enuma Elish, where
Marduk, the hero-god of Babylon, kills the sea monster Tiamat, chops
her in two, makes heaven from half of her and earth from the other half.
We have tried to suggest that this dragon fight, which is referred to
many times in the Old Testament, lies closely behind the account of
Creation in Genesis. One reason why it is not mentioned there is that
the dragon by this time is being conceived in negative terms as pure
inertness. That is, you don’t have to kill the dragon: the dragon is death,
and to kill death is to bring to life.

And I suspect that it is this immediate connection with the experi-
ence of waking up that accounts partly for the metaphor of days in the
Creation. Of course, there are historical and cultural reasons. There’s
the law of the Sabbath. The law of the Sabbath itself derives probably
from an original lunar cult, and in a sense, the symbolic or metaphorical
moon is older than the sun. A tribe of desert wanderers would find that
the sun was a killer, and that the moon was a friendly guide on their
night journeys, and hence they would be very apt to make a friendly
deity out of the moon. There are many traces of a very early lunar cult
among the Hebrews in pre-Biblical times, and one of these traces is the
emphasis on the numerical unit of seven days of the week, which
marks the phase of the moon. In the Gospel of John, the Word of God is
spoken of as a light shining in darkness [1:5], and of course a light
shining in darkness suggests the moon, or a bright star like the star of
Bethlehem, rather than the sun. So the moon is to that degree a more
eloquent symbol of beginning even than the sun. We're told that words
like “hallelujah,” which have to do with the praising of God, were in
pre-Biblical times connected with new moon festivals and with the
greeting of the new moon in the sky. The three-day rhythm of the old
moon, the dark night, and the new moon has woven itself very intri-
cately into the Christian Passion symbolism.

And so, as I say, I think it is the metaphorical connection between the
idea of a beginning and the experience of waking up that accounts for
the emphasis on the day, which begins, you'll notice, with the evening,
“And the evening and the morning were the third day” [Genesis 1:13],
and so on, even though the machinery to regulate days did not appear
until the fourth day.

So far I've been talking about the account of Creation in the first
chapter of Genesis. That comes from what scholars call the Priestly
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narrative, which is much the latest of the major documents that make
up the first five books of the Bible. A second and much older account of
the Creation begins in Genesis 2:4: “These are the generations of the
heavens and of the earth when they were created, in the day that the
Lord God made the earth and the heavens.” The one that comes first is
the later, the more philosophical account, where Creation is thought of
metaphorically as the creation of dry land out of the waters: that is,
chaos is metaphorically identified with the waters or the face of the
deep, and practically the first act of the Creation is a separating of the
dry land from the sea. In the older account, you begin with a universal
drought, and the creative act starts with what the King James Bible calls
a “mist” in verse 6 but which in the Septuagint is pege, “fountain,”
which makes a great deal more sense.

Now if you examine creation myths across the world, you will find
that certain recurring types seem to sort themselves out, and one very
common kind of creation myth is the sexual creation myth, which says
essentially that the world came to be in the first place in the same way
that it still comes into being in the springtime, when lambs are born
from sheep, and new seeds sprout out of the ground. You have in that
kind of myth a sexual creation myth, and it is essentially a myth which
accounts for the origin of life, for the beginning of things that live,
animals and plants. They first came into being in the same way that
they still do. Now in the world that we know, everything that lives has
been born from a female body, and so in mythology the sexual creation
myth is very frequently and very naturally associated with some kind
of earth-mother. This earth-mother has both a cherishing and a sinister
aspect: cherishing because everything comes to birth from her body,
and sinister because everything that dies returns to her body. She is
both the womb and the tomb of all forms of life, the mother of life and
the mother of death. There is no rule without many exceptions in
mythology, but that is a very common type of creation myth.

Now you'll notice that that creation myth has underlying it the
notion of an endlessly turning cycle. The new life comes in the spring.
What was before that? There was the winter. What was before the
winter? The last spring, and so on back. It's a myth which conforms to
the facts of nature to the extent that it does not try to answer the
question about an absolute beginning. Sexual creation myths turn on
the question, Which came first, the chicken or the egg? and there is no
answer to that question. You simply go back in an endless cycle of time.
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I've tried to show in my analysis of its imagery and narrative that the
Bible strongly resists this conception of cyclical fatality. It talks more
about absolute beginnings and absolute ends, and this tendency goes
back to the particular kind of creation myth that it has. In the Bible, the
creation myth is an artificial one. That is, the world originally was
made. In a play of Bernard Shaw’s, somebody quotes the Horatian tag
that poets are born and not made. Somebody says that that’s a silly
thing to say because everybody’s born and not made. But not according
to the Book of Genesis: everything at first, including the first man and
woman, was made, and the cycle of birth was instituted later. Just as it
is natural to associate a sexual creation myth with an earth-mother, so it
is natural to associate this artificial creation myth with a sky-father. It is
easy to think of God as a father because he’s a mysterious being who
goes to his work in some office to which you can’t follow him, and
doesn’t nurture his children. I've spoken of the Biblical resistance to the
idea of cyclical fatality, and the mother is the parent that we have to
break from in order to get born. The creation myth of the Bible associ-
ates this conception of the break from the mother, in this case the earth-
mother, with that cycle that goes around and around forever without
ever stopping.

Then again, I said that the sexual creation myth was a myth about
living things, whereas, if you put some kind of mythmaking Robinson
Crusoe into a landscape by himself and took all his social conditioning
away from him—it isn’t possible, but we could think of it experimen-
tally—and said, now you produce a creation myth, the kind of creation
myth he would produce would depend on whether he was looking up
or looking down at the point at which you’ve released him. If he were
looking down, he would see the cycle of animals and plants coming out
of the ground in the springtime, the sap moving in the trees, the new
lambs being born, and so forth; and that would condition him in the
direction of an earth-mother, a sexual creation myth. But if he looked
up, he would see the sun going across the sky, and what was unmistak-
ably the same sun coming back again the next morning. So if he looks
down to the cycle of animals and plants, he sees what Plato would call
the cycle of the different, because the new life is never the same as the
old life. The flowers that bloom in the spring are never the same flowers
that bloomed the previous spring. But up in the sky, there is the sun
with its daily recurrence, the moon with its slower recurrence, and
eventually the planets with theirs; and that suggests something more
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like planning and intelligence. Hence, the artificial myth tends to be-
come associated with the upper cycle, the cycle of the same rather than
of the different.

The cycle of the same suggests a sense of planning and intelligence
and ordering. That is, this sexual creation myth suggests what Spinoza
would call the natura naturans, nature as a living organism; whereas,
what you collect from the movements of the sun and moon in the sky is
rather the sense of natura naturata, of nature as a structure or system,
where all things return to their sources.3¢ It depends, of course, on the
social organization that man belongs to. The notion of a sky-creator is
said to be an extremely ancient one, but in early or primitive societies,
this sky-creator doesn’t do anything. He leaves the government of the
world to inferior beings, a pattern that reflects a kind of tribal organiza-
tion of society. But when you get into more highly developed societies
like the late Roman Empire, you find that all the effective gods have
retreated into the sky, and that a connection is then formed between the
sense of a natural order and a moral order.

If you are in a cycle that goes around without stopping, then you are
in a sense an embryo: there’s a bigger womb that you never escape
from; and what’s more, this endlessly turning cycle is, when you analyse
it closely, a mechanical symbol. The Hebrew word for embryo is golem,
and in Jewish legend the golem became a mechanical monster like
Frankenstein’s. This means that Jesus’ emphasis on the Father has a
great deal to do with this sense of an order higher than that of time and
with the sense of the urgency about waking up into this order above
time and above the area of mother nature. That’s what Christianity calls
Resurrection.
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Genesis: Creating the Sexes;
Exodus: A Revolutionary Heritage

I've suggested that while there is a great variety of creation myths, if
you look at the creation myths of Mediterranean countries in the gen-
eral cultural orbit of the Bible, you find certain typical forms emerging.
One of these we described as the sexual creation myth, which simply
assumes that the Creation was the beginning of the natural cycle. While
there are many exceptions in mythology, one very natural figure for this
kind of creation myth to focus on would be an earth-mother. And that
seems to be, as far as we can see, the common type of creation myth in
the east Mediterranean countries, in pre-Biblical times at any rate.

The one that we find in the first chapter of Genesis is an artificial
creation myth, where the world is originally made, rather than simply
coming into being, and where the focus is a sky-father, rather than an
earth-mother. I've suggested that one significant element in that contrast
is that an earth-mother or sexual creation myth is simply the cycle of
nature and the seasons extended, but that in the Bible there is a belief in a
historical process, a sense of time going somewhere and meaning some-
thing, which involves a revolt against all cyclical conceptions of reality.

A cyclical conception of reality is essentially the deification of a kind
of machine: that is, it illustrates the ineradicable tendency of the human
mind to invent something and then abase itself in front of it. No sooner
has the human mind invented the wheel than it starts inventing projec-
tions of a wheel of fate or a wheel of fortune, of something ineluctable
and mysterious and stronger than man himself. It seems ironic that
these projected images should almost invariably be taken from man’s
own inventions.

Anyway, the first chapter of Genesis, the later or Priestly account of
Creation, seems to think in terms of a cosmos as emerging from chaos,
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and as being associated with an awakening of consciousness that seems
to be symbolized in the emphasis on the metaphor of days of a week.
The second, or Jahwist account, which begins in the second chapter, is
much older, and not all the old sexual mythology has been eliminated
from it. The second account begins with the watering of a garden, and
we’ve already seen a suggestion in the Song of Songs and elsewhere of
the garden as the bride’s body. It’s in this older account that Adam is
made from the dust of the ground, adamah, which is a pun in Hebrew,
and adamah is feminine. So there’s a sense in which Adam had a mother
as well as a divine father.

What is more important in this contrast for us at the moment is this: a
sexual creation myth focused on an earth-mother has no problem with
the conception of death, because it is a myth which concerns, very
largely, living things, animals and plants, all of which die. In a sexual
creation myth death is built in. It is not only an inevitable part of the
myth; it is in some respects the only element that really makes sense of
it. But we suggested that the artificial myth thinks more in terms of sky
metaphors, of the sun that sets in the evening and comes up again as
the same sun the next morning. The bodies in the sky—the sun, the
moon, the planets—are not living things in the same way, though they
may be deified, as animals and plants are, and they suggest also a sense
of planning and of intelligence, a control of affairs in which the same
recurring phenomena are brought back.

So it’s clear from this and from many other considerations as well,
that in the Biblical account of the Creation, God could have created only
a perfect and model world in which there could be no death or sin or
misery or pain. That is the reason we are told in that account in the first
chapter of Genesis that God made something and then saw that it was
good. As Bernard Shaw says in one of his essays, “What would he say
now?”¥ The answer is of course that he would say, according to the
traditional Christian interpretation, “This is not the world I made. This
is the world you fell into, and it’s all your fault, and not the least little
bit my fault. See Paradise Lost, books 1 to 12.”

Now obviously we can only get to that interpretation by doing a
certain violence to the Biblical account. For one thing, it is traditional—
you'll find it in Paradise Lost as well as elsewhere—that everything we
find inconvenient in nature, from mosquitoes to earthquakes, is the
result of a fall in nature which accompanied or was part of the original
fall of man. But that is of course pure reconstruction: there is nothing
about a fall of nature in Genesis. It is said that God cursed the ground,
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but he removed the curse after the flood, so that doesn’t count either.

The essential point is that it is a matter of belief in Judaism and
Christianity that the original world created by God must have been a
model world: consequently, an artificial creation myth must have an
alienation myth like that of the fall of man to account for the difference
between the world as such a God must have made it and the actual
world that we're living in now.

Of course, this implies that the perfect or model world was made
primarily for man’s benefit: that is a belief which has obvious psycho-
logical links with paranoia. But as Thomas Pynchon remarks in his very
remarkable novel Gravity’s Rainbow, man cannot live except in a para-
noid state. He has only the choice between creative and destructive
paranoia. So it is not the fact that the world was created for man'’s sake
which is the difficulty, but simply that for an artificial creation myth
which assumes an intelligent and planning God, one needs, to com-
plete it, the myth of the fall of man.

The fall of man is described very obliquely in the Book of Genesis.
There are two trees, we are told, a tree of life and a tree of knowledge;
according to the principle of metaphor, they are clearly the same tree.
The forbidden tree has a cursed serpent crawling limply away from it
on his belly; and as the serpent is very frequently a sexual or a phallic
symbol, one would expect that the tree of life, in an original version of
the story, would have had an erect serpent climbing up through its
branches, as it still does in certain symbolic systems, like those of
kundalini yoga in India. Elsewhere, too, the serpent is the symbol of
wisdom, so that the knowledge that man gained by the fall through the
subtle serpent, the deceiving serpent, must have been in some respects
an illusory knowledge.

It is also of course a knowledge which has something to do with the
discovery of sex as we know it, because as soon as the knowledge was
acquired, Adam and Eve knew that they were naked and looked around
for clothing. Thus, the original unfallen state is apparently conceived as
being a sexual ideal of a kind that we have since lost the key to. The
Freudian psychologist Jacques Lacan speaks of the “myth of the lost
phallus” as being one of the most widespread of human conceptions,®
and it certainly seems involved in the Genesis account as well.

I'm passing over, for the moment at any rate, the flood story, which in
a sense completes the account of the fall of man, and would like to go
on to the next phase of Biblical revelation, the phase known as Exodus,
or the revolutionary phase.
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In the first chapter of Exodus we are told that the Hebrews had
entered Egypt under the patronage not merely of Joseph as the advisor
to the Pharaoh but of the Pharaoh himself. That is consistent with what
we find all through the Bible, that the world ruler is not necessarily
thought of as an evil or wicked man, but simply as one who rules over
the kind of world in which sooner or later a successor of his will be evil.
The Pharaoh who welcomed the family of Jacob into Egypt was a
benevolent pharaoh, but in the course of time there was a pharaoh who
“knew not Joseph” [1:8] and attempted to get rid of the Hebrews by
genocide. The first Persian monarchs, Cyrus and Darius, are spoken of
with the greatest respect, but before long we have Ahasuerus in Esther,
who attempts another pogrom of genocidal proportions. At the time of
the Roman Empire, Paul insists that “the powers that be are ordained of
God” [Romans 13:1], but in no time at all we have Nero and the other
persecuting Caesars; and although Alexander the Great is represented
by Josephus as being welcomed into Jerusalem by the high priest
[Antiquities of the Jews, 11.8.4], in the course of time, the Syrian Seleucian
Empire produced Antiochus Epiphanes.

In many respects, the account in the Bible might have been simpler if
it had begun where the story of Israel in effect begins, with God appear-
ing in a burning bush to Moses. Moses in Egypt, having escaped from
the original massacre of Hebrews and having been brought up as an
Egyptian, looks over the landscape and sees a bush burning, yet with-
out burning up. The emphasis is on the ear rather than the eye: the fact
that the bush burns without burning up is merely there to attract
Moses’ attention; but it is the voice that speaks from within that is
important.

Now if you begin the story there, you have immediately wiped out
that whole dreary chess game that is known traditionally as theodicy.
That is, how are you going to reconcile the existence of a perfectly good
God with a horribly bad world, and yet without involving the good
God in the bad world in any causal way? It’s a problem of white not to
move and win: a silly problem, I think, and a made-up one. The scene
that begins the Exodus story is much more intelligible. Here, there is a
situation of tyranny and exploitation going on to start with: the first
datum is injustice, tyranny, and exploitation. God then announces that
he is giving himself a name and a highly partisan role, and is going to
enter history on the side of the oppressed classes. Never mind how you
got into this situation: how you get out of it is the important thing.

So Moses grows up and gathers Israel around him, and there occurs
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the story about the plagues, the hardening of Pharaoh’s heart, and then
the crossing of the Red Sea, the event which separated Israel from
Egypt. All through the rest of the Bible this separation of Israel from
Egypt is one of the major tonalities, a theme which comes back again
and again and again. And it is a matter of the highest importance for
our understanding of our own cultural traditions that the tradition we
have derived through Judaism and Christianity from the Bible has this
revolutionary factor which the Exodus story gives to it. All the charac-
teristics of the revolutionary mind are adumbrated right there, and you
find most of them repeated in Marxism today.

One of those characteristics is the belief in a specific historical event
as the starting point. That is, the story of Israel begins with Moses and
the Exodus, and the story of Christianity begins with the birth of Christ.
It doesn’t begin with the Essenes or anything else that might have
looked vaguely similar. The story of Communism begins with Marx
and Engels and not with Fourier, Owen, St. Simon, or any of the other
utopian socialists. Islam begins with Mohammed and the flight from
Mecca to Medina.

That historical consciousness is something that I have stressed al-
ready, because it gives to us the typological way of reading the Bible
that I have been concentrating on in this course. As I tried to explain,
typology is not a form of allegorical interpretation: it is a theory of
history, or more accurately of the historical process, one which says that
in spite of all the chaos and confusion in human events, nevertheless
those events are going somewhere and meaning something, and that
eventually something will happen which will indicate what their mean-
ing is. That is what is distinctive about the Biblical tradition and is what
that tradition has contributed to modern theories of history, both pro-
gressive and revolutionary. It is something which, so far as I know, is
confined to that tradition. I don’t find it in the Orient or in the classics.

Another characteristic of the revolutionary tradition is the dialectical
habit of mind, in which everything that is not for us is against us, so
that all the middle ground is progressively eliminated. The Hebrews
made their great contribution to our own cultural traditions, as is the
wont of human nature, through their least amiable characteristic. It was
not their belief that their God was true that became influential: it was
their belief that all other gods were false. That conception of false god
again is something that would have been almost unintelligible to, say,
an educated Greek or Roman. A Greek merchant travelling in Babylon
would naturally commend himself to the gods of Babylon before going
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to sleep. And we can see various traces in the Old Testament of an
original belief, ascribed to other people such as the Syrians, that there
was nothing nonexistent about other peoples’ gods.

I think I may have called your attention to a passage in the Book of
Kings in which the Syrians say among themselves when they’re going
to war with Israel, “Well, Israel is a hilly country; consequently, Jehovah
must be a God very good at hill fighting. If we can only get the Israelite
army out of the hills and onto the plain, then we’ll clean up on them.”*
And of course this resulted in disaster, because Jehovah, thin-skinned
as ever, took offence at the notion that he wasn’t equally good in
valleys. Similarly, if you look at the Trojan War, you'll see that when the
Trojans are defeated, the Trojan gods are defeated with them, and have
to be taken by Aeneas to Italy to get refurbished for another period of
power. All that is extremely remote from something like the contest
between Elijah and the priests of Baal on Mount Carmel [1 Kings 18:17-
40], where the object is to prove, not that Jehovah is stronger than Baal,
but that Baal does not exist at all. He is not really a god, but a figment of
the human imagination. That dialectical separation between the God
and no god is something which seems to have come in with the teach-
ings of the prophets, and which again is almost unintelligible to a
polytheistic mind.

I think I mentioned earlier that in a tribal organization of society, the
gods are local epiphanic gods. Like the nymphs and the satyrs and the
fauns of later mythology, they are immediate deities of trees and stones
and mountains. When tribes are organized into nations, the gods be-
come an aristocracy, and usually sit on tops of mountains. When the
nations grow into world empires, where the ruler thinks of himself as
the ruler of the world, then you do get a kind of monotheism in which
all the effective gods retreat into the stars except usually one supreme
god. All through history you find this type of monotheism associated
with world rulers: with an early pharaoh of Egypt, Akhenaton, who
practically wrecked his empire in quest of his one god, and the early
rulers of Persia, Cyrus and Darius, who were very fervent and devout
monotheists. But that kind of imperial monotheism is totally different
from the revolutionary monotheism of the Bible.

Imperial monotheism is a very eclectic religion that tends to identify
local cults with the service of the supreme god, as they are all the same
god anyway. A liberal-minded person in the late Roman Empire, for
example, might even go to the point of collecting gods, and would have
no objection whatever to having statues of Jehovah and Jesus in his



148 Symbolism in the Bible

collection. That is, he would think of any number of gods equally as
ways of reaching the truth of one God. That is again an attitude of
mind that is totally opposed to the kind of monotheism one finds in
the Bible, where God has a specific name and a specific role in history,
and is not simply a god in whom every other conception of deity may
be absorbed.

Another feature of the same revolutionary mentality, I think, is the
tendency to do precisely what the Israelites did, to build up a sacred
book, and to mark it off clearly from other books that are apocryphal or
secular or in some other respect peripheral. The conception of a sacred
canon is something that seems to have grown up uniquely with the
Israelite tradition. It’s possible that there is a scene in the Bible that
catches the moment of its birth. In 2 Kings 22, we have one of the last
kings of Judah, and one of the few kings that the narrator approves of.
One of the first things he does is to repair the temple, and in the course
of repairing the temple, a document is found, the book of the law. In
verse 8: “And Hilkiah the high priest said unto Shaphan the scribe, I
have found the book of the law in the house of the Lord. And Hilkiah
gave the book to Shaphan, and he read it.” Then they report this fact to
the king, verse 11: “And it came to pass, when the king had heard the
words of the book of the law, that he rent his clothes.” And then he said,
verse 13: “enquire of the Lord for me, and for the people, and for all
Judah, concerning the words of this book that is found: for great is the
wrath of the Lord that is kindled against us, because our fathers have
not hearkened unto the words of this book, to do according unto all that
which is written concerning us.” Now what is of special significance in
this passage is the king’s conviction that it was a matter of the highest
importance for the people as a whole to know the contents of a written
document. We're a long way from democracy here, but democracy is
founded on the basis of public access to documents, so you can see
history turning a rather decisive corner at this point. Such a book
would have to be in the first place a law book, because it is the laws
which are almost invariably regarded as sacred, as of divine origin and
as something that it concerns everyone to know.

Now it’s been practically the only thesis in Biblical scholarship that
the majority of Biblical scholars are agreed on that this book of the law
which was then discovered either was or was very closely related to the
existing Book of Deuteronomy. And that means, therefore, that the
Book of Deuteronomy was the germ, the core, out of which the entire
canon developed. It was probably later than that that the priests began
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to conflate the older accounts which they already had in temple records,
and which survive in such things as the earlier account of Creation and
the Genesis stories. The authors of Samuel and Kings are known as the
Deuteronomic historians because they follow the general dialectic of
Deuteronomy in their historical attitudes.

The Book of Deuteronomy itself seems to have been influenced by
the writings and teachings of prophets who came before it, or at least
before the time of its discovery. That seems to leave us with the conclu-
sion that such people as David and Solomon had never heard of Moses,
that the notion of the contract at Mount Sinai which gave the Israelites
the law is a post-Deuteronomic idea and grew up some time after this
discovery of the book by Josiah in the seventh century B.c.

The notion of a canon, of books that seem to belong together as
especially sacrosanct, seems to be taking shape. We don’t know very
much about the way it operated, but that it was there seems inescap-
able. And there’s a curious symbolic contrast between the fact that the
successful and prosperous empires of Egypt and Babylon and Assyria
produced the great temples, whereas the Israelites, who were never
lucky at the game of empire, produced a book. To the people who
wanted the kind of success that Assyria, Persia, and Babylon had,
production of a book must have seemed a good deal like a booby prize.
But if you think of the relative durability of a book and a monument,
you'll see that the facts are very different.

There’s a wonderful scene in the Book of Jeremiah where Jeremiah's
secretary is reading to what is practically the last king of Judah a
prophecy of Jeremiah consisting very largely of denunciations of the
king’s very foolish and obstinate policy of resistance to Babylon. We're
told that it was a cold day, and there was a fire burning in the room in
the palace. Every so often, the infuriated king would cut a piece off the
scroll with his knife and throw it in the fire [36:20-32]. Well, that means
that it was a papyrus scroll, because if it had been parchment, it would
not only have bankrupted the prophet, but it would also have been
tough enough to spoil the king’s gesture. But we have the contrast
between the prophecy of Jeremiah, entrusted to the most fragile and
combustible material that the ancient world produced, and the king’s
palace, built presumably out of the stones of Solomon'’s palace, which
had taken him thirteen years to build. After 2500 years, not the slightest
trace remains of the king’s palace, whereas the book of Jeremiah re-
mains in reasonably good shape.

The contrast between producing a book which can be wiped out by
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the merest breath of accident and the great stone monuments that are
there to endure forever and actually crumble in a few years, is rather
like the difference between life and death perhaps, because any form of
life can also be snuffed out very quickly.

The final item in this list of revolutionary characteristics I'm discuss-
ing is the tendency to regard your near neighbour, who is separated
from you only by a very slight heresy, as a much deadlier and more
detestable enemy than the agreed-on common enemy. Early Christian-
ity, for example, didn’t so much attack the pagans as the Gnostics or the
Arians, whom they called pagans. In a Marxist struggle for power today,
the people attacked are not capitalist reactionaries: it is the Trotskyites
or supporters of the Gang of Four who are called agents of the bour-
geois counter-revolution. And with Judaism similarly, there is a much
greater bitterness against the Northern Kingdom for its secession, and
later on with the Samaritans who occupied the same place, than there is
against, say, the Persians.

The word “canon” is an interesting one. In the prophecy of Ezekiel,
Ezekiel is told to take a reed and measure the temple of God [chaps. 40—
2]. The word for reed is ganeh, and it’s from that word ultimately,
through Greek intermediaries, that we get our word “canon.” And so
symbolically, at least, there seems to be some connection between this
symbol of measuring the temple and constructing a verbal canon. If
you look at the eleventh chapter of Revelation, you will see that it
begins with the angel giving the narrator a reed like a rod and telling
him to measure the temple of God. Immediately following is the ac-
count of the martyrdom of the two witnesses who, as we saw, are
connected with Moses and Elijah, the two pillars of Scripture, the
symbolic law and prophets.
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Law: Ordering a Society

I've been dealing with two phases of the Biblical revelation: first of all,
with the Creation, and the conceptions of fall and deluge that are part of
that complex; then with the revolutionary spirit that crystallizes around
Israel in Egypt, and during the Exodus from Egypt. What follows, the
third stage, is the stage of law, which for Judaism became the crucial
one. The first five books of the Bible in Judaism are called the Torah, a
word which is often translated “law,” although it means something
much broader than that.

The shape of the New Testament turns on its conception of itself as a
reformulation of the notion of law in the Old Testament. What one finds
in Paul and the Epistle to the Hebrews particularly is a conception of
the gospel as having set man free from the law. The legal material in the
Old Testament is usually divided into three groups, the judicial, the
ceremonial, and the moral; and one of the first controversies in the
Christian Church was over the question of whether the first generation
of Christians, who were all Jews, would be subject to the ceremonial
law or not. You can read about that in the Book of Acts, where Paul is
the main spokesman for the view that the gospel breaks with all three
aspects of the law. Of course, Christianity immediately set up a ceremo-
nial law of its own; and although Paul says twice that circumcision is
nothing [1 Corinthians 7:19; Galatians 5:6, 6:15], the Church in his day
was saying something much more like, baptism is practically every-
thing—and Paul himself supports that view. Similarly, the day of rest
simply shifts from Saturday to Sunday. It isn’t a question of getting rid
of a ceremonial code, but of adopting a new one.

There was a good deal of controversy in Christian theology as to how
much of this law one got set free from; and there were views that while
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the judicial part—the years of jubilee [Leviticus 25:8-12], that sort of
thing—and the ceremonial code were not binding on Christianity, the
moral law as set out in the Ten Commandments still was. Luther makes
it a cardinal principle of his teaching that the Christian gospel makes a
break with all three; but one has to understand what is meant by that.
What he means by it is that the law becomes internalized, and conse-
quently becomes something beyond the reach of a legal code. To say
that the gospel set one free of the law doesn’t mean breaking the law. It
doesn’t mean criminal action, because you don’t get set free from the
law by breaking the law: you get more fouled up with it than ever. You
get free of the law by transforming it into an internal principle. As a
result, the principles in the teaching of Jesus are concerned with the
inner state of mind rather than with the social consequences of action.
And so in his commentary on the Ten Commandments that forms a
part of the Sermon on the Mount, the negative formulation “don’t kill”
becomes a positive enthusiasm for human life; and “don’t commit
adultery” becomes a habitual respect for the dignity of the woman; and
“don’t steal” becomes an enthusiasm for sharing goods. In all this, of
course, there was nothing that a legal code could be formulated to
touch. If you think for example of the seven deadly sins as they were set
out in the Middle Ages—pride, wrath, sloth, envy, avarice, gluttony,
and lechery—those were regarded as the mortal sins, the deadly sins
that destroyed the soul; but not one of them necessarily ends in, or
results in, criminal or antisocial acts.

That is, in the teaching of Jesus, the conception of sin is totally
unintelligible except in a religious context. It is not antisocial behaviour,
nor is it anything that a law can regulate. So the transmutation of the
law into an inner state of the soul leads to a much stricter and more
intensive morality: if you tried to legalize the teachings of Jesus, for
example, you would get the most frightful tyranny, because the things
that offend your own self-respect are usually things that are of too fine a
mesh for any kind of legal code to catch.

There are aspects of this question of law which are of some interest.
For one thing, the conception of law is, in general, moral. The moral is
the category which to some degree includes the judicial and ceremo-
nial. It relates to the observances that God is represented as prescribing
for Israel, laid down on top of a network of social obligations, customs
and penalties, and so on. There is also the conception of natural law.
Both principles are called “law,” but they really have nothing to do with
each other. Yet the whole Biblical tradition, and Western culture in
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general, has revolved around a strained and illegitimate pun on the
word “law” as meaning, first of all, the morality of human action, and
secondly as meaning the observed phenomena of nature.

Now in the moral sphere you have a commanding personality—
God—and you have those who have the choice of obeying or disobey-
ing. If that is law, then what we call natural law has nothing to do with
law, because laws of the phenomena of nature cannot be broken. You
don’t break a law of nature, you only manifest it. If you're standing on
the edge of a precipice and jump over, you don’t break the law of
gravitation. You merely manifest the law of gravitation, and the law of
gravitation breaks you. There could be no question whatever of feeling
that you have a choice of obeying or disobeying a natural law; and in
the course of time, we’ve come more and more to feel that nature is an
impersonal order.

Now, we derived this illegitimate association of law both with hu-
man moral behaviour and with the phenomena of nature through a
kind of conspiracy between the Biblical and the Greek aspects of our
cultural tradition. In Greek polytheistic religion, the gods had separate
personalities, and consequently could fall out and disagree. The most
obvious example is the Trojan War, where, to give them their Roman
names, Juno, Minerva, and Venus turned up all together in front of
Paris with a golden apple and said, “We want you to give this to the
most beautiful of the three of us.” So he had to choose one out of the
three; and the other two said, “Well, to hell with you,” and went off and
took the Greek side in the Trojan War; whereas poor old Venus or
Aphrodite, who, being what she was, had no talent for fighting at all,
was the only one left on the Trojan side.

She did, according to the Iliad, try to get into the melee on one
occasion, and one of the Greek warriors, Diomedes, gave her a whack
over the wrist, which bruised it; and she went squalling back to Olympus
and said to her father Zeus, “Now look at what that awful man did to
me: you've got to do something to him.” And Zeus said, “Well you got
just what you deserved: you have no business on a battlefield. You
have to leave that to Athene, who knows how to wear armour” [bk. 5,
11. 334-430].

So in a polytheistic religion you obviously have to have something
overruling these clashes of divine wills; and there are suggestions that
the will of Zeus is being manifested no matter how the gods and
goddesses disagree. But that’s hardly consistent, because at one time,
when it looks as though the Trojans are about to win over the Greeks,
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Hera, or Juno, who is on the Greek side, seduces Zeus by getting him
into bed, and so put out of action. Zeus manages to scramble out of bed
in time to help the Trojans, whom on the whole he prefers. But it is clear
that while Homer does say from time to time that the will of Zeus is
being accomplished, he is also saying that there is another force which
has already determined what is going to happen, a force that is superior
to the will of Zeus in power and that Zeus must obey. This force is the
conception that we often translate very badly as “fate.” It is really a
conception derived from the sense of the regularity and invariability
of natural law. Thus, we get most of our scientific tradition from the
Greeks because they had a polytheistic religion. The power to overrule
the clashes of divine wills in fact became the germ of the conception of
natural law. And, as men are put there to serve the gods, and to behave
more or less as the gods want them to, moral and natural law become
associated even in the Greek tradition.

One place where they are so associated with particular eloquence
and power is in the last of Aeschylus’ three plays about the murder
of Agamemnon, and about the revenge taken on his mother by
Agamemnon’s son, Orestes. In the third of those plays of Aeschylus,
The Eumenides, there are two levels of balance or order. There is first the
purely mechanical level, represented by the Furies, who are pursuing
Orestes to avenge his murder of his mother. Actually, it was a good
thing that Orestes did murder his mother: she had it coming to her. But
that couldn’t matter less to the Furies, who had been given orders that
when this kind of thing happens, they automatically take vengeance.

The whole thing comes into a court of the gods; and eventually the
goddess of wisdom, Athene, explains that one has to consider certain
aspects of equity in the situation. That introduces a superior moral
principle. But it is also part of a conception of an order in which men
and the gods and nature are all involved. The gods ultimately have to
ratify the order of nature: otherwise they’ll lose their divinity and
become something else. Therefore, in the Greek tradition, moral and
natural law here become united.

In the Biblical tradition, the same thing happens, but for quite differ-
ent reasons. There is also a contract involved; but in the Biblical version,
nature is not a party to it. Therefore, there is no order of nature that is
thought of as representing or manifesting an aspect of law. In the
Biblical tradition, the same God controls both the moral and the natural
orders. That means in effect that there is no natural law as we under-
stand it, except as the functioning of nature under God’s permission.
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The law of gravitation works because God wants it to, but strictly
speaking, in the Biblical tradition there is no way of distinguishing a
natural event from a miraculous one except by the rarity of the miracle.

If the same God controls both, and if his will is manifest in both moral
and natural orders, then in both moral and natural orders you have a
commanding personality and an agent who can either obey or disobey.
In the nineteenth century, Nietzsche made his famous statement that
God is dead. That statement, in spite of all the attention it has aroused
even in theology, is still subordinate to Nietzsche’s main purpose,
which was to demonstrate that there is no personality in charge of
nature, that nature consequently has no option of obeying or disobey-
ing, and that all such notions are pure superstition.

The Eumenides ends almost as though it were a comedy. That is, the
Furies acquire the name of Eumenides, which means “the kindly spir-
its,” because they are absorbed into a higher and more just conception
of law that considers the factor of equity; Orestes is acquitted, and the
whole play ends in an atmosphere of serenity. But in the whole context
of Greek thought and of Aeschylus’ dramatic form, I don’t think that
that calm and serene conclusion really turns the trilogy of Agamemnon
into a comedy. What it does is to render a vision of an interlocking order
in which man, the gods, and nature are all involved; and it is that sense
of interlocking order which lies behind Greek tragedy. It doesn't lie
behind the Bible, and that is one reason Christian tragedy is a difficult
form—something of a tour de force when it does appear—and often its
success, in Shakespeare for example, is the result of such devices as
making the setting pre-Christian in King Lear.

The conception of tragedy in Greek literature rests on the notion of
hubris, or hybris. You usually see it spelled with a “u,” but that’s just
illiteracy.4’ This act of hybris is an act of aggression that upsets the
balance in the order of nature that the gods are there to ratify. Conse-
quently, because it upsets the balance, a counterbalance must be set up,
which is what is called nemesis. The action of aggression and counter-
balance is symbolized by the scales, the emblem of justice, and is what
makes the tragic conclusion not merely morally intelligible but almost
physically intelligible. In fact, one of the earliest and profoundest of all
Greek philosophers, Anaximander, said that getting born was an act of
hybris, and death was its nemesis, the re-establishing of the balance in
the scheme of things.4!

One of the words in Greek drama that we translate as “fate” is moira.
As I say, it’s a very crude and approximate translation: it means more
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than that. At the opening of the Odyssey, Zeus is represented as saying,
“It’s too bad that men are so ready to blame the gods for their own
disasters, because for the most part they bring their disasters on them-
selves.” The example that he gives is that of the man who murdered
Agamemnon, Aegisthus: he, Zeus says, went hyper moron, beyond fate
[bk. 1, 1l. 549, Loeb]. And because he went beyond fate, fate had to
catch up: it had to make the counterbalancing movement that de-
stroyed Aegisthus.

I think that tragedy arose in Greek literature at a certain period,
largely in connection with the notion of justice or dike, as it’s called,
where the poets were concerned with this Greek interaction of gods
and men and the order of nature. And so tragedy, which dramatized
that interaction, really fitted the fifth-century period in Athenian cul-
ture. But as it manifests a very fundamental fact about the human
situation, it is consequently a structure that can work in any culture,
although it is more difficult if the assumptions are Christian ones. As I
say, Shakespeare sometimes adopts special devices: because King Lear is
pre-Christian, the characters keep swearing by Apollo and Jupiter and
other gods that the audience knew didn’t exist. Even as attentive a
student of Shakespeare as Samuel Johnson says that Shakespeare’s
tragedies are almost miraculously clever stunts, almost a tour de force,
and that his instinctive and temperamental bent was for comedy.*?
Whether that is true or not, it is true that most religions tend towards
some kind of goal for which the literary model is comedy. Greek reli-
gion was one of the very few exceptions that I know of.

There’s another by-product of this that is perhaps worth looking at. If
you look at the shape of the Biblical story, you can see what we have
been pointing out all along, that man is thought of as living on two
levels, as a man and as a creature of God. There is the level reached by
Adam in the garden of Eden before the fall of man; and there is the
lower level, represented by the fall and by all human history since. The
higher level manifests itself in things like resurrection and apocalypse.

It follows, then, that in the Christian era there were two levels of the
order of nature. The lower level was the level which man fell into, the
level of physical nature, a level to which the animals and plants seem to
be fairly well adjusted. But man before the fall, in the garden of Eden,
was in the state in which God intended him to live. That is an upper
level of nature, the true level of human nature. In teaching Milton’s
Paradise Lost, I've often had occasion to notice how the description of
the life of Adam and Eve in the garden of Eden makes them seem like a
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couple of suburbanites in the nude, preoccupied with their own sexual
relations and with domestic details of housekeeping and gardening.
Adam looks in the sky and says, “There’s an angel up in the sky”; and
Eve says, “How nice, maybe he’ll stay to lunch,” which he in fact does.
He can’t eat anything in paradise except a fruit salad, but then he likes
fruit salads. He explains how, being an angel, he can eat without the
bother of excretion, which his skin pores take care of [bk. 5, 11. 308-505].
All of that has, naturally, aroused ridicule among some of Milton’s
readers. But the point is that Milton thought of Adam’s life in the
garden of Eden as the state in which God intended man to live; so that,
therefore, man'’s original state was civilized. There are no noble savages
for Milton until Adam has fallen. Adam turns into a noble savage after
he’s fallen; but before that, he was on the level of human nature.

Thus, there are two levels of nature, one appropriate to man, the
other to beings without consciousness. It follows that many things are
natural to man that are not natural to animals, and many things are
natural to animals that are not natural to man. It is natural for man to
wear clothes, to be in a state of social organization, to have degrees of
rank, and so on. And so, as Edmund Burke was still insisting in the
early nineteenth century, on the human level, nature and art are really
the same thing.*3 It is natural to man to be in a state of art.

In Milton’s Comus, Comus is an evil spirit who captures a virtuous
lady and holds her immobile in a chair, then tries to seduce her. His
argument for seduction rests on the analogy with physical nature. The
animals, he says, don’t show the least self-consciousness or sense of sin
about sexual intercourse: what’s holding you up? And the lady tells
him, in effect, that on her level of nature, chastity is what is natural to
her.

On this basis, the question, What is natural to man? has a completely
circular answer. What is natural to man is natural on the level of human
nature, and the level of human nature is what custom and authority
have decided to be the level of human nature. Homosexuality, for
example, was often said to be condemned because it is unnatural: the
animals don’t do it. That is, it was asserted that the animals didn’t do it,
and they didn’t examine animals very closely to see whether it was true
or not. But the argument doesn’t work on this upper level. There, what
is unnatural is what the voice of custom and authority has decreed to be
unnatural. There is nothing that you can define as inherently unnatural.
In the Reformation, many Protestants took the position that nothing
was wrong unless the Bible forbade it. And the Bible obligingly comes
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through with condemnations of most vices, but it forgets polygamy. It
never once condemns polygamy, or suggests that there’s anything wrong
with that state of social organization. As the voice of custom and au-
thority was determined to have a monogamous society to keep the
sexual instinct properly regulated, it had to fall back on a conception of
natural law for that one thing. But as I say, the argument is totally
circular. We don’t know what is natural to man as long as we are
working on these two levels of nature. What we have inherited since
the eighteenth century, coming very largely from issues raised by
Rousseau, is the question, Does this upper level of custom and author-
ity represent the reality of human nature, or is it merely the facade
which a structure of power has thrown up? We're still trying to figure
out the answer to that one; but what I'm trying to get at is its origin: it is
the shape of the Biblical myth that seems to imply that there are two
levels of the natural.

Since the fall of Adam, man has been born into this middle world, the
world of physical nature, the world to which animals and plants are
adjusted but to which he is not. So he’s confronted from birth with a
moral dialectic. Either he moves up as close as he can to what was
intended to be his state, or he goes down to the level of sin, which is a
level that the animals cannot reach. Everything that is good for man—
law and morality and education and virtue—all those things are agents
that tend to raise man from the physical level he was born in to the
human level he belongs in. Milton explicitly defines education as the
attempt to repair the fall of our first parents; and he is referring to
secular as well as to religious education.

Another inference from the Biblical story that Western culture has
adopted is the conception of what is called “original sin.” Original sin
arises from the fact that man is born into a world which is alien to him:
it really arises out of the fact that man is going to die. His consciousness
is, before it is anything else, a consciousness of death. And so, in man,
as he is born in this alien world, there is a force of inertia pulling him
down. It was out of that general view, not out of the specific doctrine,
which came much later, that Jeremiah said that the heart is desperately
wicked [17:9].
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Biblia Pauperum 28: HARROWING OF HELL (apocryphal, but cf.
Psalm 107:8-16; Hosea 13:14; Ephesians 4:9-10; 1 Peter 3:18-19)
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Law and Revolution;
Wisdom: The Proverb

I was speaking of the stage of law, and of a peculiar inheritance which
that has bequeathed to Western civilization, by which we have as-
sumed that the observed operations of nature and the obligations in-
curred in human society are both forms of law, although they actually
represent totally different things. In nearly all societies, the laws are
accompanied by myths explaining that they are of divine origin. In the
Enuma Elish epic, for example, the story is that of the creation of the
world. After Marduk has killed the dragon of chaos and formed heaven
and earth from her body, the poem goes on to deal with the founding of
Babylon and with the establishing of the laws there. It goes directly
from the creation myth to the myth of the origin of law because law is
naturally conservative, and a myth about its origin would naturally be
concerned with the establishing of order out of an original chaos. In the
Oresteia, which I mentioned last day, the origin of the law court of
Athens, the Areopagus, is connected with resolving the feud in the
house of Atreus, which had climaxed with Orestes’” murder of his
mother in revenge for his mother’s murder of his father.

In the Bible, however, law follows immediately upon a revolutionary
phase. The Israelites rebel against Egyptian authority. They eventually
escape from Egypt and become a separate nation in the desert, and it is
in the desert that they receive the law. The fact that in the Biblical myth
the stage of law follows the stage of revolution has a significance that
we have to look at.

A nation which has gone through the experience of a revolution is
often one in which the sense of participation on the part of the people is
very strong. And so, there is a curious ambiguity in what happens. If
you take for example the American Revolution, when Tocqueville came
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to America in the nineteenth century and looked at it, one of the things
that struck him most forcibly was the sense of popular participation
and involvement with the social order, and with what has since been
called “the American way of life.” That does not mean of course that
there is a close connection between the revolutionary experience and
the reign of law as such, because the moral of a successful revolution is:
“violence pays.” Hence, a great deal of lawbreaking and violence might
be a quite normal outgrowth of the revolutionary experience.

What Tocqueville felt, however, was that this sense of participation
and involvement with the American national experiment might even-
tually produce another kind of tyranny, a kind of tyranny that would
not be imposed from above, but would extend within. It would be of a
kind which, with the hindsight of another century, we would call
totalitarian.

Now, whether that is true or not, you can see, I think, if you follow
the narrative of the story of the Exodus, that the progression from the
revolution against Egypt, the Exodus, to the imposing of the law, is
accompanied by a strong sense of this total participation and involve-
ment in the new national experiment with the new community of
Israel.

Now, in the first place, a successful revolution, once it establishes its
authority, frequently becomes very strongly repressive about any fur-
ther revolutions. The thirteen colonies revolted in the eighteenth cen-
tury, but they fought a civil war a century later over the issue of
whether there should be any further revolutions or separations. In the
story of the Exodus, we are told that there were many rebellions within
the Israelite community in the desert. They were tired of living in the
desert; they were tired of this inane pastry that God kept raining down
from heaven to feed them; and many of them wanted simply to go back
to Egypt. The community of Israel in the desert is presented as a
theocratic dictatorship under the direct eye of God. God of course is the
perfect counter-revolutionary because he always knows when there’s a
conspiracy against him. And so we read in the Book of Numbers about
the rebellion of Korah and his fellow conspirators, Dathan and Abiram,
who were swallowed up by the earth [Numbers 16:1-35]. We read of
murmurings among the children of Israel, and of God’s sending fiery
serpents among them to bite everybody who complained [Numbers
21:4-6).

Moses in this situation has the role of a field commander who is on
the inside track to the supreme command headquarters: he goes and
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reports to his superior officer and issues communiqués about his people’s
morale, and at times will take responsibility for what Israel does wrong.
I have a friend who came back from the Italian campaign in the Second
World War saying that the most perfect description of that kind of
campaign that had ever been recorded was the story of Moses in the
desert. Very concerned about his people’s morale, in constant touch
with his supreme commander, issuing orders about the next move and
the next encampment, and all the time he hasn’t the faintest notion
where the hell he is or how he got there or where he’s going or why he’s
there in the first place. That sense of a total organization, along with the
kind of confusion that only a military atmosphere can induce, is some-
thing that runs all through the early books of the Bible.

When we reach the Book of Joshua, we find another modulation of
the same kind of thing. If you look at the seventh chapter of Joshua,
here we are told that the Israelites take a Canaanite stronghold known
as Ai; and God's rule is that everything that they take from a plundered
and sacked city shall be devoted to him as a sacrifice. But there is one
person among the Israelites who decides to keep something back for
himself: his name is Achan. The result is that the next time the Israelites
attack a Canaanite stronghold they get taken to the cleaners. Joshua
says to God, “Now what'’s this? After all, we're supposed to win this
war.” And God says, “Yes, I know, but you stole something from me at
Ai, and you’ve got to look after that before anything else can be done.”
So they draw lots, and the lot falls on Achan. In verse([s] 24[-5], “And
Joshua, and all Israel with him, took Achan the son of Zerah, and the
silver, and the garment, and the wedge of gold, and his sons, and his
daughters, and his oxen, and his asses, and his sheep, and his tent, and
all that he had: and they brought them unto the valley of Achor. And
Joshua said, Why hast thou troubled us? the Lord shall trouble thee this
day. And all Israel stoned him with stones, and burned them with fire,
after they had stoned them with stones.” In other words, Achan’s
whole family was wiped out with him. The line of thinking is that such
a person as Achan represents a cancer in the community, and the cancer
has to be cut out.

There you get a glimpse of the terrorism of an incorruptible society,
and the fact that a society set up in such a way is something that
humankind can endure for only a very short time. Corruption is an
essential aspect to social living, because the people who take advantage
of corruption are not invariably the criminals, but also those who find
this kind of omniscient purity a trifle exacting to live under.
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Naturally, you would expect the same kind of thing to recur in the
primitive Christian community; and the New Testament counterpart
to the story of Achan is in the Book of Acts, the fifth chapter. “But a
certain man named Ananias, with Sapphira his wife, sold a posses-
sion, And kept back part of the price, his wife also being privy to it,
and brought a certain part, and laid it at the apostles’ feet. But Peter
said, Ananias, why hath Satan filled thine heart to lie to the Holy
Ghost, and to keep back part of the price of the land?” [vv. 1-3]. And
Ananias and Sapphira are struck dead for their atavistic bourgeois
habits, and for running counter to the perfect communism of primi-
tive Christian society.

Well, the stage of law, when it follows a revolution, is often accompa-
nied by purges. The story of Achan is an excellent example of a purge,
because the entire family of Achan is wiped out with him. But eventu-
ally, God decides that the purge, if it's going to be effective, has to be
total. And so he lays it down that all the old-line revolutionaries, that is,
all the people involved in the Exodus from Egypt, would have to die off
in the wilderness, and that a new generation would have to grow up
before they could enter the Promised Land. That is in the Pentateuch
itself, but it’s also referred to later in Psalm 95:11. I refer to that because
it’s quoted in the Epistle to the Hebrews [3:11] and becomes an impor-
tant Christian argument as well. “Unto whom I sware in my wrath that
they should not enter into my rest.” The Christians of course elaborated
this argument symbolically, and said that the first generation that came
out from Egypt, all of which had to die off, represented Judaism, and
that the next generation, which was allowed to enter the Promised
Land, symbolized Christianity.

After the return from Babylon, the same symbolic theme is repeated
by Jeremiah, in Jeremiah 31:31-3: “Behold, the days come, saith the
Lord, that I will make a new covenant with the house of Israel, and with
the house of Judah: Not according to the covenant that I made with
their fathers in the day that I took them by the hand to bring them out of
the land of Egypt; which my covenant they brake. ... But this shall be
the covenant. ... After those days ... I will put my law in their inward
parts, and write it in their hearts; and will be their God, and they shall
be my people.” So that Jeremiah is applying to the return from Babylon,
which he’s prophesying, the same principle, that the old covenant, or
the old testament, is to be done away with, and a new covenant, or a
new testament, which will be an inward matter, a spiritual matter
rather than a matter of ordinances, will replace it. And Christianity, of
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course, promptly applied this prophecy to its own teachings, and called
its own gospel the New Testament.

The next stage on from law, if you're ready for me to make that
transition, is the stage of wisdom. The root of wisdom, as it is presented
in the Bible, is the individual absorption of the law, the law as permeat-
ing the individual life, and as transferring from the community to the
individual the law’s sense of logical consistency, the obedience to cer-
tain principles, and a continuity in observing them. This appears in
some of the Psalms, for example that long one, the 119th, which is so
long because it’s an acrostic poem with every section of it beginning
with a successive letter of the Hebrew alphabet. The general tHeme of
that psalm is the individual’s confession that he loves the law, and that
the lJaw has become a motivating part of his own nature. From there, we
develop towards the more primitive conception of wisdom, which
is that of practical sense. You can see glimpses of this conception of
wisdom as practical sense if you look, for example, at the Odyssey.
Ulysses is the crafty man of many devices, and when he comes back to
Ithaca, he spends almost an entire book telling a completely fictitious
yarn to a very faithful old servant of his, the swineherd, in which he
represents himself as a Cretan and tells a story about himself totally at
variance with everything else in the Odyssey [bk. 14]. There’s one place
where he’s really stuck in a corner, and according to Homer, on this
occasion he told the truth, not because he loved the truth—in fact, it
hurt him like hell to have to tell the truth—but there was really no help
for it. There was nothing else he could do.#

For it was such devices that got him out of tight spots, as when he
told the Cyclops Polyphemus, who asked for his name, that his name
was “nobody,” outis [bk. 9, 1l. 380—4]. He is guided in all his affairs by
the one goddess who is consistently friendly to him, and that is the
goddess of wisdom, Athene. Athene on one occasion appears to Ulysses
and says, “You know, I've got a lot of respect and affection for you: you
are so superbly crooked. You're such a wonderful liar. And you're very
like me, because among all the gods and goddesses, I hold the preemi-
nence for subtle devices” [bk. 13, 1. 350-66, 387-9]. And so we see that
even the goddess of wisdom goes back to one of the most ancient catego-
ries of gods, the trickster god. And it’s Athene who gets him back to
Ithaca by a series of disguisings and by putting false appearances on him.

Well, that kind of practical sense is really a search for the means
which from day to day does preserve your balance and your sanity and
your well-being. Closely connected with this is the literary genre of the
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proverb. The proverb is very ancient, and nearly all the ancient king-
doms of the Near East, Egypt and Sumeria and Babylonia, cultivated
the proverb very extensively. ‘

There are two general kinds of proverbs, depending on their social
context. There’s the proverb addressed to people who do not have
great advantages in birth or wealth. These proverbs are counsels of
prudence. They tell you how to get along without antagonizing your
superiors: you have to be polite to them, you have to study their moods
and make sure you operate on them when they’re in the right mood.
But when it comes to your inferiors, don’t be insolent or arrogant to
them because you never know, they may become your superiors some
day. And that is a form of proverb which has always been popular: it’s
still going strong in Benjamin Franklin in eighteenth-century America;
it's still going strong in Sam Slick in nineteenth-century Nova Scotia.*
Whenever Haliburton at the end of his sketches writes down a proverb
that he thinks is particularly wise and shrewd, he prints it in italics.
That is again a sign of popular literature, and the proverb and very
closely allied fable are the two literary genres that come nearest to being
what we might call democratic. The most celebrated collectors of fables,
Aesop and Phaedrus, were both slaves.

There is another type of proverb. It is very similar as far as content
goes, but is rather a series of maxims handed down by a king to his son
to emphasize the continuity of the principles of order in society. This
kind is found in ancient Egypt, and some of this ancient Egyptian
proverbial material reappears many centuries later in the Book of Prov-
erbs in the Old Testament. The context it is placed in is different, but it
is recognizably the same set of proverbs. This pattern of the father’s
handing on the accumulated wisdom of his years to his son is some-
thing that goes on all through literature. You'll find it in Hamlet when
Laertes is about to leave for Paris and Polonius reaches into his mental
filing cabinet and pulls out the accumulated wise saws which Laertes
must remember when he’s in Paris.

It was still surviving in the eighteenth century when Lord Chester-
field wrote a series of letters to his son. Lord Chesterfield was a para-
gon of elegance and politeness and courtesy: his son was a lout. Lord
Chesterfield felt that if he wrote enough letters to him he might make
something better of him, and as a result we have the letters of Chester-
field to his son, which, according to Samuel Johnson, combined the
morals of a whore with the manners of a dancing master.4¢ But that’s
perhaps not too uncommon in that genre.
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That leads us to another aspect of wisdom, which is that wisdom
traditionally is something that depends on the accumulated experience
of a community, and therefore is especially the property of the elders
and seniors. Therefore, the virtue of wisdom goes along with the re-
spect for the authority of the elders, and for the transmission of their
principles in as unchanged a form as possible.

You notice that in the Book of Proverbs, which was assigned to King
Solomon, there’s a verse about “Chastise thy son,” which is a verse that
has probably been responsible for more physical pain than any other
sentence ever written.*’ But it’s consistent with this whole conception
of wisdom. Wisdom is what the elders know: the young people must
be broken in to it. The elders are wiser because they have had more
experience in that wisdom of prudence that maintains their stability
from one day to the next.

Thus, wisdom is dominated throughout by the anxiety of continuity,
the feeling that the same things ought to persist in as unchanged a
pattern as possible. It’s the kind of thing that makes our continuous
institutions, like the law courts and the churches, so sacrosanct: the
feeling that the continuity of the institution represents something supe-
rior to the individual, who drifts in and drifts out of life. And that is
perhaps the normal functioning level of most societies, where the su-
preme law is the law of tradition and custom, of doing things the way
they have been done. In some teachings, like those of Confucius in
China, these precepts of wisdom are carried to very great lengths.
There’s a very popular story in the Near East which is called The Story of
Ahikar. The “h” is some kind of Near Eastern gargle that I don’t know
anything about. It isn’t quite “Ahikar,” but that will do. Ahikar, accord-
ing to the story, is a counsellor of a king of Nineveh in Assyria, and so,
naturally, an elderly man. He’s a very wise and trusted counsellor; but
he has no son, so he adopts a nephew. The nephew turns out to be a
scoundrel who plots against his father and denounces him to the king
of Nineveh as a traitor. The king of Nineveh orders his execution, and
Ahikar is taken off by the executioner to be murdered.

But the executioner, as happens in so many romances, finds he can’t
go through with it, and lets him go. Ahikar escapes to Egypt and there
becomes a trusted advisor of the Pharaoh of Egypt. Meanwhile, the
king of Nineveh finds himself getting into difficulties without his coun-
sellor and says audibly at a council that he wishes he had his Ahikar
back again. At that point, the executioner speaks up and says, “Well,
it just so happens that I did let him go: he is in Egypt and is now a
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counsellor there.” So the king of Nineveh says, “Offer him anything,
but bring him back here.”

So Ahikar comes back to Nineveh and is reinstated. He then proceeds
to take the most terrible revenge on his nephew and adopted son. He
sits him down and keeps reciting one proverb after another to him, an
appreciable number of them naturally concerned with the inadvisabil-
ity of ingratitude. After several hundred of these proverbs, the nephew
says, “Well, I think I've got the point now: couldn’t you let me off the
rest of them?” But Ahikar keeps on placidly reciting proverbs, until, so
the text demurely informs us, the nephew blows up and bursts.48

Well, with a story like that, of course, you can’t miss. You have the
authority of the elders; you have the dangers of trusting anybody
under thirty; you have the hundreds and hundreds of proverbs to
improve the mind of the reader who consults the story. And so we're
not surprised to find that the story of Ahikar has embedded itself in all
the literatures of the Near East. It is quoted in the Old Testament, and
the Book of Tobit in the Apocrypha concerns a man who is said to be the
nephew of Ahikar [1:21], thereby establishing a link with another popu-
lar tale. It is said to be echoed in the New Testament, though some
scholars disagree with that. Ahikar found his way into Greek literature
under the name of Aesop; and there’s even a sura in the Koran which
bears his name, or at least another version of his name, although the
Koran for the most part is even less interested in secular literature than
the New Testament, which is saying a good deal.

So there you have, perhaps, the typical social attitude which goes
with the more primitive forms of wisdom: the prudent trusting to
experience, the taking of short views, and getting around the next
corner. Even some of the aphorisms in the Sermon on the Mount seem
to spring out of the same cultural root. When Jesus says, “Take no
thought for the morrow” [Matthew 6:34], he means a great many other
things, but one of the things he means is: take short views, and do the
immediate practical thing which you know will keep your balance for
. the time being. It's a pragmatic counsel, and later becomes the basis of
the more contemplative and disinterested attitude that we think of as
typical of the wise man.

The proverbs, you notice, are an extremely popular and widely read
form. There seems to be something about the proverb that stirs the
collector’s instinct; and there are many books, including two or three
books of the Bible, which are essentially collections of proverbs. The
Book of Ecclesiasticus in the Apocrypha is said to be a collection of
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proverbs made by the editor’s grandfather, which he has inherited and
has added to.

This collecting of proverbs also occurs in non-Biblical literature. In
the Anatomy of Melancholy, for example, Burton says that among the
cures for melancholy, which he is treating as a disease, there are certain
consolatory proverbs, or what he calls remedies against discontent. It's
true, he says, that nobody was ever helped in the least by any of these
proverbs, but nevertheless, I've made my collection, so you're going to -
get it. And for the next sixty pages we have Burton’s remedies against
discontent in the form of his collection of proverbs [pt. 2, sec. 3].

The proverb is popular partly because it is believed to be a valid
maxim of conduct. At this point you can see the distinction establishing
itself between wisdom and knowledge. Knowledge is of the actual:
wisdom is rather a sense of the potential, a sense, rather, of the kind of
thing that one should know. The wise man is not necessarily the man
who knows the answer, but the kind of person who knows potential
situations, who knows the way to deal with the kind of thing that may
happen.
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Wisdom: Playing before God;
Ecclesiastes: Vanity of Vanities

I was speaking of the development of the conception of wisdom in the
Bible, and of its being in its more elementary forms the individualizing
of the law that appears in Psalm 119 and various other Psalms, speak-
ing of the love of the law and of its permeation of the individual life.
That leads to a sense of wisdom as founded on a sense of social continu-
ity, and in particular of its being embodied in institutions. The continu-
ity and the dignity of the institution is greater than that of the individual;
and a great deal of our sense of wisdom is still bound up with a sense of
continuity as embodied in institutions of the nation, university, church,
and law courts.

Wisdom as continuity of institutions goes back to the fact of a social
contract, to the fact that we belong to something at least nine months
before we are anything. Consequently ninety-five per cent of what our
lives are going to be is already predestined in the instant of conception:
we were all predestined to be middle class twentieth-century Canadi-
ans before we were born. That sense of continuity is also embodied in
many conceptions of education. I was speaking of the curiously penal
quality of education down to our own century, which is not founded
really on sadism so much as on the sense that the existing tradition or
custom is that to which the individual has to be assimilated, and if the
individual does not succeed in accommodating himself to it, then so
much the worse for him.

On that basis, wisdom is distinguished from knowledge, knowledge
being knowledge of particulars, and most of those particulars being
derived from nature, from the objective world, from human society, or
from whatever else is objective to the person being educated. Wisdom
is rather a sense of the potential, a sense of the ability to deal with the
kind of situation that may emerge, and from this emerges a more subtle
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conception of wisdom. The primitive basis of wisdom is the acceptance
of the permanent continuities of society. But society isn’t permanent,
and it isn’t continuous: things happen. So the question arises, What is
the quality of mind that deals with changes in society or with unfore-
seen circumstances?

If you look at the conception of wisdom as dominated by an anxiety
to preserve the continuity of doing things as they have been done, you
can see that in many societies, such as Confucian China, that can be a
very powerful basis of ethics. And yet, if you look at the history of
Israel, with that manic-depressive chart of ups and downs that I drew
for you at the very beginning of this course, you will see that that is a
different kind of sequence altogether. A person who is going to live in
that society needs something a bit more than a sense of the preservation
of tradition and custom: because one moment you may be in a rela-
tively independent and prosperous country; the next moment, you may
be in a country which is occupied by an enemy, where your social
circumstances and status may be totally different.

And so you will find yourself living in a very insecure world, and
will find that you have to rise above this fixation on continuity with the
past and realize that what is continuous from the past is a more flexible
thing. That is the difference, precisely the difference, between religion
and superstition. Superstition is persisting in a thing out of habit with-
out investigating whether it is worth persisting in or not. There is
continuity in wisdom, and there is consistency in behaviour as one of
the sources of genuine human dignity; but of course there is always
inorganic consistency, a persisting in things out of what is really an
automatic habit.

If you look at the Book of Proverbs, in the seventh and eighth chap-
ters particularly, you find the conceptions of wisdom and folly symbol-
ized by two women, wisdom represented by a wise woman and folly
by a harlot. Wisdom speaks in the beginning of chapter 8 of Proverbs:
“Doth not wisdom cry? and understanding put forth her voice? She
standeth in the top of high places, by the way in the places of the paths.
She crieth at the gates, at the entry of the city, at the coming in at the
doors. Unto you, O men, I call; and my voice is to the sons of man” [vv.
1-4]. Verse 12: “I wisdom dwell with prudence, and find out knowl-
edge of witty inventions.” Here, wisdom is being spoken of as the
power out of which knowledge emerges, as an attitude of mind that
drives one to seek knowledge, even though one realizes that the knowl-
edge itself is not at all what one is after.

Verse[s] 14[-15]: “Counsel is mine, and sound wisdom: I am under-
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standing; I have strength. By me kings reign, and princes decree jus-
tice.” Thus, wisdom is associated also with the permanence of author-
ity, when the authority is embodied in justice. And as she goes on, it
becomes clear that wisdom is essentially a preservation of the commu-
nity; and that the distinguishing characteristic of folly is its tendency to
turn its back on the community, to be self-seeking, to regard the ego as
the basis of all one’s interest.

If you look at chapter 9[:1-5]: “Wisdom hath builded her house, she
hath hewn out her seven pillars: She hath killed her beasts; she hath
mingled her wine; she hath also furnished her table: She hath sent forth
her maidens: She crieth upon the highest places of the city, Whoso is
simple, let him turn in hither: as for him that wanteth understanding,
she saith to him, Come, eat of my bread, and drink of the wine which I
have mingled.” Thus, wisdom calls to people to partake of a communal
meal of bread and wine, symbolizing again the actualizing of a commu-
nity; because in the long run the basis of the wise individual is the wise
community. It is that aspect of wisdom, of which the social and the
individual cannot be separated, that genuine wisdom is addressing.
Then in verse 13, there is the contrasting figure, the foolish woman who
represents folly. Her sales pitch begins with the same formula as that of
the wise woman. Verse[s] 16[-17]: “Whoso is simple, let him turn in
hither: and as for him that wanteth understanding, she saith to him,
Stolen waters are sweet, and bread eaten in secret is pleasant.” That is
the sense of egocentric knowledge, of the possession that nobody else is
to have, the secret knowledge which is being associated in the Bible
with folly.

In the latter part of chapter 8 in Proverbs, wisdom, still being personi-
fied as a woman, goes back to the beginning of Creation, when she was
presumably a child, and says in verse[s] 22[-4]: “The Lord possessed
me in the beginning of his way, before his works of old. I was set up
from everlasting, from the beginning, or ever the earth was. When there
were no depths, I was brought forth; when there were no fountains
abounding with water.” Then she goes on to describe the process of
Creation, and herself as a part of the process of Creation; because in the
Biblical theory, wisdom is an essential part of the creative act. In it,
wisdom is again spoken of as female, as a daughter of God, present
with him at the time of the Creation.

In verse 31, she says, “Rejoicing in the habitable part of the earth; and
my delights were with the sons of men.” That’s the King James, but
the King James Version is an extremely weak form of the tremendous
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Vulgate phrase that has haunted the imagination of Western Europe
for centuries, which doesn’t say “rejoicing,” but comes much closer to
what the Hebrew means, and says “playing”; and speaks of wisdom as
ludens in orbe terrarum, playing throughout the earth. That notion of
wisdom as playing before God at the time of the Creation I think throws
an entirely new light on the more subtle forms of wisdom that are
taught in the Bible.*

If you distinguish work and play, I think you may see that work is
energy expended for a further aim in view; whereas play is the expres-
sion of energy for its own sake, or the manifestation of what the end in
view is. A tennis player or a chess player may work very hard to win a
match or to improve his game, but what he is doing when he actually
comes in contact with chess or tennis is playing. As I have tried to show
in dealing with Biblical imagery, the images of the revealed world in the
Bible are the images of human work: the city, the garden, the sheepfold,
the farm, and so on. But the word “play” as associated with wisdom is
the living in a way which is a manifestation of these forms when they
are completed. Whenever a thing exists as an end in itself, rather than
as a means to a further end, that thing is associable with play rather
than with work. That is why even such terrible and horrifying works as
King Lear and Macbeth can still be called “plays”: because they manifest
the way human life is as it is, and are not presented to you with any
further end in view.

The wisdom playing before God at the Creation again suggests a girl
child; so that while the Greek goddess of wisdom is a woman in plate
armour with a petrifying gorgon’s head on her shield, the Biblical
conception of wisdom is something much more like a little girl with a
skipping rope. And it’s arguable, I think, that that is a far more convinc-
ing picture of genuine wisdom, of the expression of energy for its own
sake. Certainly it is closer to Matthew’s vision of the infant Christ as the
goal of the journey of the wise men.

While wisdom is unattained, it doesn’t follow that the thing which is
unattained is essentially unattainable. It is certainly true that the history
of Israel recorded in the Old Testament is not a history of continuous
wisdom. But it is possible to attain it, if only for brief moments at a time.
The Bible insists all the way through that wisdom is not something you
get or something you have: it is something that you are; and conse-
quently its basis has to be an existential basis. In the hymn to wisdom in
the twenty-eighth chapter of Job, for example, it says in verse 14: “The
depth saith, It is not in me: and the sea saith, It is not with me.” That is,
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it is not something you can find, it is not something that is “there.” It
begins in a “here” consciousness, and genuine wisdom is defined at the
end by the fear of the Lord and the departure from evil. As I say, the
basis is an existential basis, and that kind of life is nowhere presented as
unattainable, difficult as it is to attain it.

The primitive conception of wisdom is the permeation of the indi-
vidual life by the communal tradition and prudence. But there are
different degrees of absorption of that: and complete absorption comes
at the point of complete spontaneity. That is why I said that the figure of
wisdom in the Bible suggests the little girl with the skipping rope, and
why Jesus places a child in the middle of his disciples, not as a symbol
of uncritical intelligence, but as a symbol of genuine wisdom, where the
absorption has gone to the point of complete spontaneity. There are
many Eastern religions, like Taoism in China and some aspects of Zen
Buddhism, that also stress the recovery of the child’s spontaneity, that
complete integrity of the rhythm of thinking and of doing, as the goal of
what they are teaching. In practically all of our ordinary life, action
comes first, and thinking about the action comes a second or two later,
as in T.S. Eliot’s The Hollow Men, where the shadow falls between the
idea and the response [pt. 5, 11. 5-23]. That split second of time between
acting and thinking about acting is part of what is meant, in Christian-
ity at least, by the fall. It’s the shadow thrown over life that is bound up
with the passing of time, and that makes it so difficult for us to live the
purely spontaneous life exhorted by the Sermon on the Mount, where
the comparison is drawn with lilies of the field [Matthew 6:28].

I think that in Paul’s argument, one works for a further end in view,
but that is not the central thing that he’s talking about, because that
becomes a kind of donkey’s carrot. You chase a retreating goal, and
eventually find that the means don’t lead to the end because the means
replace the end, and eventually you lose sight of the end. Certainly
some of the things that the New Testament means by faith correspond
to what the Book of Proverbs means by wisdom: it’s the same integrity
of action and reflection on the action, the process no longer schizo-
phrenic but the activity of a conscious being. That is why the Book of
Proverbs says, “I wisdom dwell with prudence, and find out knowl-
edge of witty inventions” [8:12]. I think the sound of that in English is
right: I don’t know how close it is to the Hebrew. But the sense of
creativity is, I think, included in the whole conception of wisdom.

If we turn to the Book of Ecclesiastes, we get a little closer to a fuller
treatment of the conception of wisdom. The word Ekklesiastes is an
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attempt to render in Greek the Hebrew word which means preacher,
koheleth, and the Preacher, who identifies himself with the legendary
Solomon, actually lived many centuries later than the actual King Solo-
mon. He is also, like so many wise men, a collector of proverbs; but he .
has a kind of touchstone, a phrase which is translated in the King James
Bible as “Vanity of vanities; all is vanity,” which he applies to all the
proverbs that he collects and quotes, and which means: practically all of
this is baloney anyway, and you don’t need to take it too seriously.

The phrase “vanity of vanities” is from the Hebrew way of forming
the superlative, as in the holy of holies, or Song of Songs. The word
“vanity” has a metaphorical kernel which means “fog” or “mist”; from
there it developed a derived sense of “emptiness,” and it’s from the
sense of “emptiness” that the Vulgate gets the word vanitas, which is
the source of the King James “vanity.” So that to put the essential
position of Ecclesiastes into the form of its central paradox, one would
say that all things are full of emptiness.

I think that there is no book in the Bible worse served by its transla-
tors than the Book of Ecclesiastes, and the King James Bible is I think
particularly misleading. A translation of anything is likely to be, and
certain to be if it’s a translation of the Bible, much more homogeneous
than the original. The King James Bible is extremely good when it
comes to the solemn and rather sombre eloquence that you get in so
many of the prophets and the legal parts of the Pentateuch. But the
closer the Bible comes to expressing a distinctively human tone, the
further the King James goes astray, not so much in its rendering of the
sense as in its thythm and its sound. When you get to Paul, for example,
with his very lively conversational style and his abundance of commer-
cial and business metaphors, you often find that modern translations
are really closer to the mood of Paul than the King James, simply be-
cause they are modern—simply because the kind of English we speak
now is closer to the kind of Greek that Paul spoke.

Ecclesiastes is a very late writer, and so his style is on the whole much
less oracular than the earlier parts of the Old Testament. For example, if
you look at chapter 2, verse 3, the King James Bible says, “I sought in
mine heart to give myself unto wine, yet acquainting mine heart with
wisdom.” Now what that means is that the Preacher went through a
stage in which he tried to be a sensible Epicurean. That is, he tried to get
pleasure without hangover, so he experimented in drinking without
getting drunk. But when that is presented in language that sounds like
something out of an oraison funébre by Bossuet, the reader is badly
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misled, not so much about the sense of what he’s saying as about the
tone.

And so, when you read in the commentaries that the author of Ec-
clesiastes is really an old, pessimistic man who is tired of life, (a) throw
the book in the basket, and (b) read the Book of Ecclesiastes again,
because you are being totally misled about the actual emotional atti-
tude of a shrewd and humorous and tough-minded writer. Being tired
of life is the very last thing he is, and in fact being tired of life is the one
disease for which he has no remedy to suggest. You should get rather
the impression of somebody determined to tear off all the veils of
illusion and superstition that keep repressing our mental processes. We
often speak of being disillusioned as something that leaves us feeling
dismal. But of course we shouldn’t feel dismal if we get disillusioned:
we ought to feel as though we’ve been let out of jail. [llusions are a
prison.

There was a time when we went to school to learn the three R’s. But
we now go to learn the three A’s: anxiety, absurdity, and alienation.
That is the primer of twentieth-century man: if a person knows the
meaning of those three words, he knows all the wisdom that the twenti-
eth century can teach him, which, God knows, is little enough. Anyway,
the author of Ecclesiastes is aware of all these three A’s, and he tells
you how to get through them. Most of it, of course, consists simply of
ignoring them; but there are other things to do as well.

I think I've said before, in commenting on the imagery of the Bible,
that in the Bible as in other works, you find the world divided between
visible and invisible reality. There are many thinkers for whom the
invisible world forms an order of reality superior to that of the visible
world. In commenting on Creation, I've suggested that while the Bible
recognizes an invisible world, it doesn’t think of it as a superior order of
reality. It thinks of the invisible world rather as the means by which the
world becomes visible. That is, if you start to think of things that you
can’t see but know to exist, the first thing you might think of is the air.
You can’t see the air because if you did, you could see nothing else. If
you could see the air, you would be living in a dense fog or mist, which
is one of the metaphorical meanings of this word “vanity.” You can’t see
the air because its being invisible enables you to see what is not air. In
the account of Creation at the beginning of Genesis, the first things
created are light and the firmament, that is, the basis of vision and
sound. Because there is a sense in which you don’t see light either: you
see a source or reflection of light.
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Thus, when the author of Ecclesiastes speaks of vanity, he has in
mind a conception rather like what some Oriental religions are talking
about when they speak of the void—shunyata I think is the Buddhist
term. That is, everything is there, but everything is in nothingness. The
objective world is neither there nor not there. It is rather a forest that
man has got lost in, and his schedule of behaviour is connected with
finding a way out of it. If he is oppressed by the objectivity, by the
thereness of the forest, he will find himself tramping around in a circle,
which is the inevitable symbol of lost direction. If on the other hand he
assumes that the forest is not there, he will very soon find himself
bumping into trees. So to find the way out, you have to steer a middle
course. There is something in the forest which is there, and something
which is not there. When you find a wedge between those two things,
you've started to find your way out.

That, I think, is what the author of Ecclesiastes means primarily by
vanity. It means that he is abandoning all the things that I've called
donkeys’ carrots: for one thing, the value judgment that wisdom is
better than folly. He says that he decided that wisdom was better than
folly; then he found that that was vanity, because the wise man and the
fool both die, so there’s no advantage in wisdom. “Then said I to
myself, this also is vanity” [cf. 2:15]. That is, once you stop with the
notion that there is no difference between wisdom and folly, you're in
as bad a muddle as you are when you assume that there is a difference.
If I can give an example of what is meant here, we may say of the village
saint and the village sinner in a small community that the saint is the
better man than the sinner, and that all our moral standards would
collapse into chaos unless we assumed that the saint was the better man
than the sinner; and that if they were both threatened with peril or
disaster, the saint would be the more important man to save. That’s all
right, except that the saint himself would be very unlikely to take such
a view, and would certainly in a crisis be more likely to try to save the
sinner than to save himself. Consequently, the axiom of his behaviour is
not at all that sanctity is better than sinning: he has got to a position
where “this” and “this not” are equally meaningless. That is the basis of
the ethic of the Book of Ecclesiastes, which is very close to that of the
Sermon on the Mount.
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Then went Satan forth from the presence of the Lord
(William Blake, Illustrations of the Book of Job, pl. 5)
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Job: A Test

I would like to approach the Book of Job at this point in the course as a
work that pertains to the categories of both wisdom and prophecy. If
you look at the sequence of books of the Old Testament in the King
James order, that is from Genesis to Malachi, with the Apocrypha in a
separate section, you see an order which is derived from the Septuagint
translation—the Hebrew order is a much more schematic one—and it
seems to be pure accident that it actually makes its own kind of sense.

The books from Genesis to Esther are concerned with three themes:
law, history, and ritual; the closing one, Esther, is a story which explains
the latest of the Hebrew rituals to be established, the feast of Purim. The
second half of the Old Testament, from Job to Malachi, is concerned also
with three different themes: with poetry, prophecy, and wisdom. In that
order, which as I say may be pure accident but still is an order, Job
would occupy the place of a poetic and prophetic Genesis. It deals with
the theme of how man was plunged into his present alienating situa-
tion, but deals with it in terms of poetry and prophecy and wisdom
rather than of law and history and ritual.

When Milton, after pursuing the English Revolution of the seven-
teenth century through four of its stages, was finally checkmated com-
pletely by the restoration of the monarchy, he settled down to ask
himself why the bid for liberty among the English people had met with
so inglorious a failure, and why the great Exodus which had been
undertaken in 1640 should have ended, in his phrase, with “a captain
back for Egypt.”>! That was why he told the story of the fall of man,
which is based on the Christian conception of original sin, the notion
that man, being born in a state of mortality, is conditioned from birth
with a kind of inertia that makes it impossible for him to achieve any of
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the things that he really wants to do without divine assistance. Man
says he wants freedom and—still paraphrasing Milton—thinks he wants
freedom, but as a matter of fact, he does not want freedom: and if he
gets it, it is only because freedom is something that God is determined
he shall have.>?

Well, the story of the fall of Adam is a story of a breach of contract,
which has always made it dear to the heart of theological lawyers,
because it provides them with what passes for an explanation of the
human situation. Why do we live in a world where we all die, and
where we suffer various inconveniences ranging from earthquakes to
mosquito bites? The answer in the Book of Genesis is: well, it was like
this: many years ago, a hungry girl long past her lunch time reached for
an apple on the wrong tree, and as a result, all this has taken place. The
answer is insane, it's psychotic, but then, so is most theology; and at
any rate, it is a kind of answer. The advantage of studying the Book of
Job is that it deals with the same question: how has man come to be in
this alienating situation? But there is no contract; there is no alleged
explanation. There is no quasi- or pseudo-historical element in it. It is
given simply in purely imaginative terms.

When I was dealing with wisdom, I said that wisdom is conceived in
the Bible existentially as more of an attitude of mind than as anything
connected with knowledge, because knowledge is specific: it is knowl-
edge of this or that; whereas wisdom deals more with the potential. We
think, for example, of Jesus as a wise man, but not necessarily as a
knowledgeable man: that is not the point about him. Wisdom, we said,
was the conception of law in individualized form, the way in which law
permeates society.

Prophecy, we found, was an individualizing of the revolutionary
spirit which seems to be peculiar to the Biblical tradition. The prophet is
typically a figure who is isolated because of the unpopularity of the
message he brings, and who is very frequently persecuted. He is a
figure whose authority no society knows how to deal with, because
society by itself has no standards for distinguishing an authority above
the law from an authority below it. That is, the prophet who denounces
society cannot be distinguished from the troublemaker or the subver-
sive, and not only in the Hebrew tradition, but in Greek culture as well.
As the figure of Socrates reminds us, most societies have difficulty
distinguishing the authority of prophecy.

Consequently, the assumption arose very early in both Judaism and
Christianity that the age of the prophets was over; and this assumption
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was accepted with a great deal of relief. In medieval Europe, for ex-
ample, there was a High King and a High Priest, a Pope and an Em-
peror. But there was no place for prophetic authority as such; and the
fates of such people as Joan of Arc and Savonarola indicate the same
difficulty that society has always had. The liberty of prophesying was
one of the things that the Protestant Reformation was supposed to be
all about, but Protestantism can hardly be said to have succeeded in
establishing a prophetic authority. That is, its prophets never strayed
very far away from pulpits: they were not really a distinct class from the
priesthood. Nevertheless, that position of the prophet as an isolated or
alien figure who has an authority very difficult for his own society to
accommodate enters into the structure of the whole Bible.

The moral significance of the life of Jesus has been traditionally
assumed to be his perfect conformity to a moral code, as the one man
who did not sin. But perhaps equally important is his significance as a
figure that no organized or established society could possibly have
tolerated. That is, the Christian teaching about who crucified Christ is
not that the Romans or the Jews or whatever people happened to be
there did, but that you and I did, and that all human societies without
exception are involved in the Crucifixion of Christ. That sense of the
figure who was negatively as well as positively outside history is some-
thing that has to be taken into account in trying to see what the impor-
tance of prophecy is. Society, in order to preserve itself, has to assume
the priority of its interests to those of any individual; and what the high
priest Caiaphas says in the Gospel of John, “it was expedient that one
man die for the people” [cf. 18:14], is a statement that has been echoed
by every human being without exception at some point or other. I want
to approach Job primarily as an example of a book of wisdom which
cannot be satisfactorily understood without some reference to this con-
ception of prophecy as well.

The Book of Job is relatively late among Old Testament books, 1
suppose around 300 B.c. It seems to be dramatic in construction: there
are even things in it that remind us of certain things in the great
tragedies, such as having the catastrophe announced by a messenger,
though it is extremely unlikely that the author of Job was thinking of
any kind of theatrical presentation. In fact, it is unlikely that he had
seen a theatre or knew what a theatre was. It is more likely that the
particular idiom in which Job is cast is, insofar as it is dramatic, some-
thing of an accident, because the dramatic form to which it is closest is
not so much that of acted plays, whether tragedies or comedies, but to
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the Platonic dramatic form of the symposium, the discussion in which
certain themes are pursued from different points of view.

The story is an ancient folk tale; and this ancient folk tale, which is in
prose, appears at the beginning and at the end of the Book of Job that
we have. But the author of Job simply cut the tale in two with a pair of
scissors—that is, if scissors had been invented by that time: I'm a very
sloppy scholar in some respects—and between the first and the second
half put this enormous expansion of the theme which is the book that
we know.

According to the story, then, we begin with Satan in the court of God,
and that, at once, is unique. It's not just that it’s a tremendous act of
poetic originality that has haunted the imagination of every great poet
ever since, down to Goethe’s Faust and beyond. It is also because it
illustrates something I've mentioned before, that in the account of
Creation at the beginning of Genesis God is said to have separated the
light from the darkness and the firmament from the chaos, the deep. So
you can think of darkness and chaos as outside the Creation, and
therefore as enemies of God. But the Creation actually incorporated
darkness as an alternate to light, and it incorporated chaos in the form
of the sea, as distinct from the land. Consequently, we can also think of
chaos and darkness as incorporated dialectically within Creation, and
as creatures of God rather than enemies. In most of the prophets, the
forces of chaos and darkness are thought of as God’s enemies, as
certainly Satan is. But in the Book of Job, and there alone, both Satan
and the powers of darkness are treated primarily as creatures of God, as
things which he tolerates within his Creation.

We've already seen that a legal metaphor runs all through the Bible,
and that it is appropriate therefore that we should speak of the end of
all things as a Last Judgment, as a trial in which God is thought of as the
judge, in which there is a defendant and a prosecutor. The role of the
prosecutor is the traditional role of Satan. The word means “adversary,”
and his primary function is that of the accuser of mankind. The Greek
word diabolos, which is the origin of our word “devil,” originally meant
or included the meaning of the person opposed in a lawsuit.

So all through the Book of Job, this metaphor of a trial and a judge is
hovering in the background. If you were killed in a feud, the person
whose duty it was to avenge your death would be called your go’el or
avenger, and the same word could be applied to someone who would
go bail for you if you were accused, or who in general would take the
part of the accused person. In the Book of Job, Job expresses his own
confidence that he has such a defender. In Job 19:25, he says, “I know
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that my go’el liveth.” The King James translation is “redeemer,” which
is perhaps an overly Christianized translation: but the general sense is
that he is sure that there is somebody on his side in this lawsuit. Then
the question is, who is his accuser, and much more important than that,
what is he being accused of? Because if there is anything particularly
nightmarish about a tyranny or a rule of terror, it is the possibility of
being arrested and held without being told what the charge is. That is a
situation that one finds in Kafka’s novel The Trial, and almost all of
Kafka’s writings form an extended commentary on the Book of Job.

And so Job says, Why hasn’t my adversary written a book? Why
hasn’t he stated the case against me? [cf. 31:35]. That is of course the
question to which the poem mainly addresses itself. First of all comes a
disaster which wipes out his family, his goods, and his possessions—all
but his wife, and his wife turns against him as well. Then comes
another disaster, which takes the form of boils. We are told in the
opening scene that Satan is taking his usual part of prosecutor, and is
telling God that according to the code of the Book of Deuteronomy and
elsewhere, he has really set things up in such a way that he can’t lose. If
it is in man'’s interest to obey the law and to follow the precepts of God,
then man is an incredible fool if he does not do so. And if it is true that
the good man is always rewarded, and that it is only the bad man who
is punished, then God has really created a race of automata who are not
free beings at all. God says, Well, maybe that’s true: but there is one
man called Job, and I think that he would stick to me no matter what
happened [cf. 1:18]. And Satan says, All right, let’s try. And so the
disasters fall.

At that point, Job’s three friends come to see him. The three friends
have become proverbial as stupid and unimaginative people. We get
this impression partly from Job himself, who says, “Miserable comfort-
ers are ye all” [16:2]; and so we tend to think of them simply as replicas
of Satan in the lower world, and as carrying on the whole process of
accusation. On the other hand, whatever one thinks of them, they are
certainly not fair-weather friends. They have nothing to gain from
coming to see Job in his utter destitution. In chapter 2, the last verse
ends, “So they sat down with him upon the ground seven days and
seven nights”—that’s the ritual period of mourning—"and none spake
a word unto him: for they saw that his grief was very great” [v. 13]. And
so, if we are tempted to think of the three friends as stupid and un-
imaginative, we should not forget either those seven days of silent
sympathy.

At the same time, the three men, while they are devout, pious, and
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eloquent men—they are all fine poets—still are very heavily condi-
tioned by their own understanding of the law and the way it operates:
that if you obey the Deuteronomic code, you will be happy and pros-
perous, and if you don't, you'll be miserable. Job is quite clearly un-
happy and miserable: so he must have done something to break the
law. They begin to suggest this more and more deviously as time goes
on: there is even a suggestion that Job might have done something
unconsciously, as Oedipus did in Greek drama. But it is also said that
Job has taken care of unintentional offences by the sacrifices that he has
made before he fell into this state of things. And in any case, Job
eventually begins to understand what they are saying; and he feels
outraged, not because of the imputations of divine justice, but because
what he is really saying is that what has happened to him does not bear
any kind of sane relationship to anything he could conceivably have
done. If it is a question of punishment for wrongdoing, the situation is
utterly insane, and raises more questions than it could possibly solve.

The three friends and Job remain devout and pious men. Conse-
quently, the one explanation that never once occurs to them, and never
possibly could occur to them, is the one that has already been given to
the reader: namely, that Job is not being punished at all, but that he is
being tested for something. And the reason it couldn’t have occurred to
them is that the bet with Satan suggests that God has a stake of his own
in the matter. That just doesn’t come into their conception of the uni-
verse anywhere. But we have in fact been told that God is actually
risking something, and risking it on Job’s fidelity. In the kind of view of
God that both Job and the friends have, he could never be as vulnerable
as that in his relationships with human beings.

The discussion reaches a deadlock, and we’re told that these three
men cease to answer Job because he was righteous in his own eyes
[32:1]. That is an extremely unfair comment to make about Job, and is
perhaps expressed only from their point of view. Then Elihu comes in.
Elihu is a later writer’s addition: he came two or three centuries later
probably. He says he is a young man, and consequently is following the
custom which says that the old fools have to speak until their senility is
fully exposed, and then he will get into the discussion himself. How-
ever, though he is a fine and eloquent poet, he doesn’t really add much
to the argument: he really just sums it up again. Job lets this go by
without any comment at all, partly because it is a later addition. Then
God himself enters the discussion, and speaks to Job out of the whirl-
wind.
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Now at first we are deeply disappointed in what God says. He is a
pretty fair poet too: he’s not as good as Elihu, but he begins by saying,
“Who is this that darkeneth counsel by words without knowledge?”
[38:2]. If he means Elihu, he’s a bit ungrateful, because he’s cribbed a
great deal of his speech from Elihu. But in any case, his speech seems to
consist of a number of rhetorical questions, all of which, as they say in
Latin grammars, expect the answer “no.” The questions are all to the
same effect: Were you around when I made the world? Do you know
how it was made? No? Then why are you questioning the justice of my
ways? And Job says, “Yes, Lord, I know nothing, and you know every-
thing.” Whereupon God says, “Well, that’s better,” and proceeds to
restore to him everything that he had before.

Now, if that is what the Book of Job actually means, then we can only
conclude that some bungling and terrified poet took over the conclu-
sion and spoiled what was originally one of the great visionary dramas
in the world’s history. That is the view of it that Bernard Shaw takes
when he speaks of the ignoble and irrelevant retort of God at the end of
the book.® Bernard Shaw also has a story called The Black Girl in Her
Search for God, where a young African woman armed with a big stick
goes out to find God. The first god she meets is the God of Noah'’s flood,
who makes thunderous noises at her, so she whacks him over the head
with her knobkerrie and he disappears. Then she meets a god who
says, Now I do love to have my creatures argue with me, so I can tell
them how much wiser I am than they are. Do you have any questions?
She doesn’t ask any questions, she just whacks him over the head and
he disappears. Well, this is a conceivable view of the Book of Job. I don't
think it is the right one: but if the King James Bible is right when it puts
in its marginal headings at the top of the page that “God convinceth Job
of ignorance,” then it seems to be almost the only moral that we can
take from the story. So maybe we should retrace our steps a bit.

In this speech of God, there is the series of rhetorical questions that I
mentioned, followed by two lyrical poems at the end: at least I am
going to assume that there are two. They are about two fabulous mon-
sters that we have met already in the imagery of the Bible, a land
monster named Behemoth and a sea monster named Leviathan. The
New English Bible notes that behemoth is simply the intensive plural of
the word for “beast” in Hebrew, and consequently, it reduces them to
one, to Leviathan only, but I am going to ignore that. Traditionally, there
have always been two, a land monster and a sea monster: you'll find
them referred to even as early as 2 Esdras in the Apocrypha [6:49].
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God says in 40:15, where the two great hymns start, “Behold now
behemoth, which I made with thee,” and then goes on to talk about
Leviathan in chapter 41. The two animals seem to have developed out
of the kernels of the hippopotamus and the crocodile. That is, they are
both Egyptian animals, and it is perhaps significant that Job, although
he observes the Israelite law, comes from Uz in the kingdom of Edom,
and so is strictly speaking outside the jurisdiction of the Biblical coun-
tries.

But we remember that the account of the Creation at the beginning of
Genesis, where God creates light from darkness and the firmament
from chaos, is a later development of what was originally a dragon-
killing myth, and that the dragon-killing myth has been referred to
many times in the Old Testament, though always as a poetic myth
rather than as a matter of belief. And we see that of these two creatures,
Satan and Leviathan, one appears at the beginning of the poem, the
other at the end of it; and that everywhere else in the Bible, Satan is the
enemy of God, and Leviathan the dragon who is to be hooked and
landed in the last day. But here, Satan is a tolerated guest in the court of
God. And I imagine that Goethe sums up the feeling of Job rather
accurately in his Prologue in Faust, where Mephistopheles walks out of
heaven saying to himself, I like to talk to the old boy now and again; it is
really very decent of him to talk to me [1l. 350-3]. Similarly, Behemoth
and Leviathan are not spoken of here as enemies of God, or as outside
his order. God is pointing to them with something of the nervous
admiration of an artist, saying, Look, Job, aren’t they splendid, aren’t
they wonderful? I made them, you know: don’t you like them? And if
you think of them in that context, you'll see that it is not really a
problem in the poem that we hear no more about Satan, and that at the
end of the poem, God makes no reference to the original deal that he
made with Satan. According to our table of demonic symbols which we
drew up last fall, Satan and the leviathan are metaphorically the same
thing, but are simply seen from different points of view. And by point-
ing out these two monsters to Job, God is implying, or at least the
author of the poem is implying, that Job is outside them. He must be
outside them, or he couldn’t see them. You remember that we are
mythologically all born inside the belly of the leviathan, and that the
whole fishing imagery of the Gospels is connected with that fact.

So it’s possible that Job is getting a genuine enlightenment and is not
being told just to shut up. Further, if the conventional understanding of
Job were right, that Job is merely being bullied by God into silence, then
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his three friends must have been right about God all along; because
their point of view throughout has consistently been that God rewards
the righteous and punishes the disobedient. And if that doesn’t hap-
pen, then all we can say is that the ways of God are mysterious and too
high for us to understand. As I say, if that is the meaning of the poem as
a whole, then the friends’ conception of God is vindicated. But God
says explicitly that the friends are wrong in what they said about him.
What they said is forgivable—they are welcomed into the community
at the end—but what they have said is wrong. Another thing which
seems clear is that if Job had suffered in silence all the way through the
poem, there would have been no revelation either to him or to anybody
else at the end. It is only because Job yells bloody murder that there is a
Book of Job at all. Job’s protests, his loud demands to know why this
has happened, are the kind of things which indicate the integrity that
God insisted he had from the first.
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Let the Day perish wherein I was born
(William Blake, Illustrations of the Book of Job, pl. 8)
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Job and the Question of Tragedy

I was looking at the Book of Job, and suggesting that because the
dramatic form is closer to the Platonic symposium than it is to the
typical tragedy or comedy, we often tend to assume that the Book of Job
is a problem; and of course a problem is something that ought to have a
solution. I think there are many wrong things about looking at Job as a
problem, even though that is the point of view of Job himself and of the
four people who are talking with him.

I suggested that, in the first place, Job is not being punished for
anything, but is being tested for something, that God himself appears
to have some kind of stake in the matter, as seems indicated by his
colloquy with Satan at the beginning; and while it is no doubt true a
priori that God knew the outcome in advance, we shouldn’t let our-
selves get too tangled up with ordinary conceptions of time. If God
foreknows the end of an action, then it is just like a fixed horserace.
There is something about it which is not quite genuine, and even
Milton in Paradise Lost fell into that difficulty. But certainly the Book of
Job does not impress us as a fixed race, as something which has been all
worked out in advance.

One of the principles involved has to do with the relation of question
and answer. When you answer a question, you accept the assumptions
in the question, so that the answer, if it is a satisfactory answer, consoli-
dates the mental level on which the question is asked. If it is the answer,
it also annihilates the question. If you ask me where the nearest tele-
phone is, I can accept the assumptions in the question, answer it, if I
know where the nearest telephone is, and consequently annihilate or
abolish that particular problem which the question symbolizes. But if
you ask me, Where is God? I can say only that conceptions of “where”
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do not apply to God, and that the only way of answering such a
question is to refuse to answer it. I cannot answer the question because
I cannot accept the assumptions in the question. It’s one of those Have
you quit beating your wife? questions, in which the matter of accepting
the assumption in the question is primary.

Now it is for that reason that no serious religion ever attempts to
answer questions. Because seriousness, whether it is in religion or in art
or in science, is a matter of proceeding steadily to better and more
adequate questions. In religion, the questions that you raise are not
answered except in the most perfunctory ways because, if you think
about it for a moment, you will see that to answer such a question as,
Why do innocent people suffer? or, Why is there evil in a world created
by a good God? really cheats you out of the right to ask the question,
and certainly blocks your further advance. It prevents you from refor-
mulating a question with rather better assumptions in it, and so pro-
ceeding in the way the human mind does proceed in dealing with very
large and serious issues, by trying to make the assumptions in the
questions it asks more and more adequate.

There is a very touching story about Gertrude Stein that on her death
bed, feeling that she was going, she called over her lifelong friend Alice
B. Toklas and said, “Alice, what is the answer?” And Alice said, “Well,
Gertrude, I'm afraid we don’t know that.” Gertrude Stein thought this
over, and said, “Well, then, what is the question?”> That, I think, is
something of what is involved in the argument of Job. If you are
looking for an answer to a question or for a solution to a problem, then
you start this dreary chess game of whether God is or is not doing the
right thing, which of course leads to a superego starting to scream that
of course he must be and you're a wicked blasphemer for questioning
it; and another part of your mind remains quiet and doesn’t comment,
but is not convinced.

Another aspect of this problem is that if there is an answer, you will
never get out of the world of the question. The answer of God at the end
of the Book of Job has, as I said last day, been very much criticized as a
kind of bullying and hectoring response. But suppose there had been
an explanation which took you back to the beginning to the original
scene with Satan in heaven. Then you would have had a God who said,
Well, you see, Job, it was like this. And a God full of glib explanations
for what happened would be more contemptible than even a bullying
or hectoring God would be. If there is one thing the Book of Job cannot
end with, it’s God producing out of a hat a number of satisfactory
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explanations for the problems which have been worrying you. Job
hasn’t got problems, he’s got tragedy and misery and boils. Intellectual
problems or questions with answers do not get very close to where he is.

If a scientist is conducting a dialogue with nature, and nature doesn’t
say anything, somebody has to fill in the silence. That somebody is
obviously the scientist, who is driven by the silence of nature to keep
reformulating what he is investigating and observing. Now this is not
quite what happens in the Book of Job, because here there is a dialogue.
Job is in the world of time, which you can represent by a horizontal line.
When we live in the world of time, we’re being dragged along this line
backwards, with our faces to the past and our backs to the future. And
so, naturally, any question like, How did this happen to me? or, Why
did it happen to me? is instinctively, according to all our normal mental
processes, thrown backwards into the past. We're really asking ques-
tions about the origin or the cause of what happened. Well, the origin or
cause of what happened to Job can only have been the origin or cause of
everything that has ever happened—in other words, of the Creation
itself. And everything follows from that original act of Creation.

What God appears to be saying to Job is, You weren’t around when I
made the world; therefore you don’t know what’s in my mind. There-
fore you shouldn’t be questioning the judgment of my ways. What I
think he may actually be saying is something like this: You were not
around at the time of the Creation. You were trying to find your way
back there, to understand what has happened to you. Don't try it.
There’s no answer there. I'm not there, or at least no part of me is there
that you can get hold of. And bound up with that, first of all, is the fact
that how Job got into this mess is far less important than the question of
how he is to get out of it. And secondly, that all you can see of a divine
purpose when you're looking along the horizontal line, back to the
beginning of time, is that of fatality or causation; and those are pretty
chilly attributes of a God who is represented as taking an active interest
and concern in Job’s situation.

That is why the speech of God ends with the two poems on Behe-
moth and Leviathan, which look irrelevant to the problems of Job’s
boils and miseries and dead daughters but are actually less irrelevant
than they may seem. We saw in our analysis of the imagery and narra-
tive of the Bible that Leviathan, used as a poetic image in the Bible,
expands into the entire world of time and space in which we are living,
a world in which Satan has a good deal of control. We are all born inside
the belly of the leviathan, which is why there is so much about Jesus as
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a fisherman in the Gospels. And for God to point out these two mon-
sters to Job at the end can only mean that Job is outside them. And
because he is outside them, he has been delivered from their power.

Let’s look at the final chapter, the forty-second chapter, just at the end
of the speech of God. “Then Job answered the Lord, and said, I know
that thou canst do everything, and that no thought can be withholden
from thee. Who is he that hideth counsel without knowledge? therefore
have I uttered that I understood not; things too wonderful for me,
which I knew not. Hear, I beseech thee, and I will speak: I will demand
of thee, and declare thou unto me. I have heard of thee by the hearing of
the ear: but now mine eye seeth thee. ... Wherefore I abhor myself, and
repent in dust and ashes” [vv. 14, 6].

The tone seems to be one of unquestioning submission—Yes, Lord,
you know everything; I know nothing; you’ve got all the trump cards
in your hand, and have had from the beginning, and so on. And yet I
think we shouldn’t be taken in too much by this Oriental manner of
speaking, because Job also manages to say a few other things. He says,
“I will demand of thee, and declare thou unto me” [42:4] He still retains
the right to speak and even to argue with his Creator.

And then he says, “I have heard of thee by the hearing of the ear: but
now mine eye seeth thee” [v. 5], which is a tremendous statement to
make, because all through the Bible, the doctrine that God cannot be
seen is invariable. The closest we get is Isaiah’s saying that he saw God
high and lifted up in the temple. There is a very ancient legend that
Isaiah was put into a hollow log and sawn in two on the charge of
having claimed a direct vision of God. Yet this is what Job is claiming.
There is only one reference to the Book of Job that I know of in the New
Testament, and that is in the Epistle of James, where James says, “Ye
have heard of the patience of Job, and have seen the end of the Lord”
[5:11]. And that picks up the same metaphor—”I have heard but I now
see.” Of course, in James, there is still a Christian sting in the tail: what
James’s readers have seen is the coming of Christ; and that can hardly
be within the historical context of the Book of Job itself.

Let’s go on to the end of the folk tale, in chapter 42. “And it was so,
that after the Lord had spoken these words unto Job, the Lord said to
Eliphaz the Temanite, My wrath is kindled against thee, and against thy
two friends: for ye have not spoken of me the thing that is right” [v. 7].
Therefore he commands a sacrifice. And in verse 10, “And the Lord
turned the captivity of Job, when he prayed for his friends.”

God is traditionally regarded as a trinity of power and love and wis-
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dom. There’s a great deal about the power and the wisdom of God in
the Book of Job, and it seems curious that there should be so little about
love. Various people have adapted the Book of Job, including William
Blake in the series of illustrations that he did at the end of his life, and
Archibald MacLeish in his play ].B., and it is interesting to notice that
Blake and MacLeish make the same alteration in the story of Job: they
both make Job’s wife faithful to Job throughout, and they both carica-
ture the friends. In Blake, the three friends are simply incarnations of
moral virtue, which for Blake means something like a lynching mob.
And in J.B., Job’s three friends come to see him only because they are
spiritual vampires attracted by the smell of misery. In other words, the
notion of a Job cut off even from his wife is too tough for reasonably
kind and humane people like MacLeish and Blake to take in. Similarly,
they can come to terms with the friends only by thinking of them as
malignant.

While it is true that for Job not to have even the support of his wife
during this trial is tough enough, it is more important that this is the
only place where an image of love would naturally emerge. Likewise,
he has dismissed his friends as “miserable comforters” [16:2], and yet
we are told that the Lord “turned the captivity of Job, when he prayed
for his friends” [42:10]. So that perhaps the love which is based on the
love of these three blundering and blinkered and yet utterly well-
meaning old buffers is perhaps closer to genuine love than any other
image that would be available to the poet.

In any case, the redemption of Job is the same thing as the re-
establishing of his community. We are apt to forget, perhaps, that this
drama is not being carried out in solitude. Job is a patriarch of the
whole society in the background. That society disappears from the
foreground of the action during most of the book, but it comes back
again into existence at the end. “And the Lord turned the captivity of
Job, when he prayed for his friends: also the Lord gave Job twice as
much as he had before. Then came there unto him all his brethren, and
all his sisters, and all they that had been of his acquaintance before, and
did eat bread with him in his house: and they bemoaned him, and
comforted him over all the evil that the Lord had brought upon him:
every man also gave him a piece of money. ... So the Lord blessed the
latter end of Job more than his beginning: for he had fourteen thousand
sheep, and six thousand camels, and a thousand yoke of oxen, and a
thousand she asses. He had also seven sons and three daughters. And
he called the name of the first, Jemima; and the second, Kezia; and the
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name of the third, Keren-happuch. And in all the land were no women
found so fair as the daughters of Job: and their father gave them
inheritance among their brethren” [42:10-15].

Now, in your experience of drama, you notice that it is characteristic
of tragedy that it points to the inevitable. Because it points to the
inevitable, it points to the credible as well. Even if you don’t believe
that Hamlet actually saw the ghost of his father, or that Macbeth saw
the ghost of Banquo, you can still understand what state of mind
Hamlet and Macbeth were in. Tragedy normally does not conceal any-
thing from the audience. That is, we know who murdered Hamlet’s
father and Banquo, and we know what lago’s honesty amounts to,
though the characters on the stage do not. That is why tragedy is
always associated with irony, a perspective in which the audience sees
more of what is happening than the actors in the play do. And so, when
the tragic ending comes, it impresses us as inevitable, and we say to
ourselves, yes, that is the kind of thing that can and does happen. That
is how we reconcile ourselves to a tragic ending, through the fact that
this portrays things as they can and sometimes do happen.

In a comedy, what we often get is some card up the writer’s sleeve,
some gimmick that he’s thought up whereby the action is suddenly
twisted from approaching complications and trouble into a happy end-
ing. What happens in the ordinary New Comedy that was the tradition
behind Shakespeare is that boy wants girl; girl is a slave or, that is, she’s
a prostitute; boy’s father says, Nothing doing. It then turns out that the
girl was kidnapped or stolen by pirates in infancy and is really the
daughter of somebody respectable, so that the hero can marry her
without loss of face; and boy gets girl.

Well, in this comic action, there is a gimmick produced to which a
normal reaction is to say that this kind of thing doesn’t happen in
ordinary life. But it happens in plays, and is rather nice when it does
happen. Accepting it, therefore, is based on your own preference for a
happy ending, but not on your sense of probability in the scheme of
things. Fate specializes in practical jokes in bad taste: fate very seldom
pulls out a card from the pack to help you.

So, reading the Book of Job, we are reading a drama which has
always been classified with the world’s tragedies, and yet it is techni-
cally a comedy by virtue of the fact that everything is restored to Job at
the end. We can understand Job’s miseries and trials: there is nothing
about that which violates our sense of the probability of what happens
in life. But can we actually accept his quite sudden restoration to
prosperity? That is what is incredible.
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Now, in the first place, there is a rule in comedy expressed in the title
of one of Shakespeare’s plays, All’s Well That Ends Well. That’s the only
title in Shakespeare with a predicate, and it is a statement that is true of
the structure of comedy. But it is utter nonsense as a statement about
human life. The reason it is true of comedy is that when a comedy ends
well, that is traditionally the beginning of the real lives of the young
people who get married at the end. But in real life, it is silly to say that
all’s well that ends well. Even in a society as patriarchal as Job’s, a man
who had lost three beautiful daughters would not be completely con-
soled by three brand new daughters, no matter how beautiful or how
impressively named: it’s not a matter of consoling a child for a broken
toy by giving him a new toy. The loss of the daughters would be a
permanent scar on his existence.

So there are several possibilities here. One is the possibility that if we
had seen Job in the middle of his restoration to prosperity, we might not
have seen fourteen thousand sheep and a thousand she asses and three
beautiful daughters at all. We might have seen nothing but a beggar on
a dunghill. And yet that beggar on that dunghill would have seen
something that we have not seen, and would know something that we
do not know. Of his three new daughters, one of them, Keren-happuch,
has a name that means a box of eye shadow. She might not be there at
all. And so, the credibility of the restoration of Job would have to
involve different levels of existence.

The most ordinary image for two levels of existence comes from
waking up in the morning, where we get rid of a dream world simply
by abolishing that world. Something of that might be happening here:
perhaps Job has wakened up from a nightmare world of loss and boils
to find that it was only a dream. But if it were only a dream, then the
end of Job is so discontinuous from the main action of the poem that
there is hardly any point in the main action of the poem at all. So that’s
facile; it will hardly do.

I think that when you go back to the speech of Job, you get an
impression that some kind of confidential look, almost a wink, seems to
have passed between Job and God at that point, and that Job knows
something in that instant from which we are excluded. What is it that
Job knows that we don’t know? The answer is that by definition we
don’t know, and that’s not helpful. Nevertheless, it is something that
the statement that he is seeing God, the restoration of all his goods, the
re-establishment of his family and community, are all images for.

I've spoken of the form of tragedy, and tragedy is a form that people
seem to have a constant itch to wish to explain. Early critics read in
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Aristotle the statement that the tragic hero must have hamartia, and
nobody quite knows what that means, but it's the ordinary word in the
New Testament for sin. Consequently, Aristotle has often been inter-
preted as proposing an extremely moralistic theory of tragedy, that the
tragic hero must have done something wrong, so that what he does is
morally intelligible. But if you think of the tragedies that you know,
you'll see that that won’t work. The particular thing called tragedy that
happens to a tragic hero does not depend on his moral status. He may
be as good a man as Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar or as good a woman as
Bernard Shaw’s Joan of Arc or Shakespeare’s Desdemona. Or he may be
as bad a person as Shakespeare’s Richard III or Macbeth. But the par-
ticular thing called tragedy that happens takes no account of that.

I think what Aristotle means partly by hamartia is being in a certain
place which is especially dangerous or exposed; and very often the
qualities that put you in such a place are the qualities of exceptional
heroism. Because, after all, an oak tree is much more likely to be struck
by lightning than a clump of grass. Cordelia in Shakespeare’s King Lear,
for example, does nothing wrong to deserve her banishment and her
eventual hanging. She is just standing in a particular spot, and the
lightning strikes that spot.

Similarly, one of the issues raised by the story of Job is the issue
connected with the word “property,” which in Aristotle means that
which is proper to a man, that which is really an extension of himself.
And so one of the questions raised by Job’s disasters is, How much
can a man lose of what he has before it begins to affect the identity of
what he is? That question is answered in a rather brusque way, per-
haps, by God'’s remark to Satan that he has to spare Job’s life. He can
take everything he has, but he must leave what he is. In that situa-
tion, the identity of Job is being isolated. It's being cut off from his
possessions, because it is still a question raised by Satan as to whether
Job is not really a creature of his possessions, of his prosperity and his
riches, rather than a creature of God. After he has passed the test, his
goods are restored to him, because that question no longer means
anything.

The argument of Job and his friends builds to a climax in the begin-
ning of chapter 26. It looks as though an editor, or perhaps even the
original author, has cut down the proportions of the dialogue here,
because his scheme was originally to have the three friends all speak in
turn. But in this round of speeches, the second man, Bildad, has a very
curtailed speech, and the third man doesn’t speak at all. But Job an-
swers, and his answer carries on until the end of chapter 31, after which
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it is said that the “three men ceased to answer Job, because he was
righteous in his own eyes” [32:1].

Now, as we have already suggested, it’s only from the comforters’
point of view that he is righteous in his own eyes. The speech of Job
himself is really the climax of the whole book as far as Job is concerned.
It is his statement as a bewildered but still articulate victim of disaster,
and there are insertions in it that make it longer perhaps than it needed
to be, such as the hymn in praise of wisdom in chapter 28, which is
probably a later interpolation; but Job’s speech, from chapters 26 to 31,
seems to me the most tremendously noble and impressive statement
that I know of in literature of what can only be called the essential
dignity and responsibility of human nature. Job does not claim virtue,
he does not claim that he must have been unjustly treated: he has
stopped all that kind of noise, and says merely that he wishes he knew
what the charge against him is, if there is a charge; and he ends, at the
end of chapter 31, in the closing verses that begin at verse 35, “Oh that
one would hear me! behold, my desire is, that the Almighty would
answer me, and that mine adversary had written a book. Surely I
would take it upon my shoulder, and bind it as a crown to me. I would
declare unto him the number of my steps; as a prince would I go near
unto him. If my land cry against me, or that the furrows likewise
thereof complain; if I have eaten the fruits thereof without money, or
have caused the owners thereof to lose their life: Let thistles grow
instead of wheat, and cockle instead of barley. The words of Job are
ended” [vv. 35-40].

It is the voice of a responsible ruler, like Oedipus of Thebes: there is a
famine in the country; Oedipus is king; therefore he is responsible. So
he must consult an oracle to find out why there is a drought. In the case
of Oedipus, of course, the outcome is very different. He is told by a
prophet that he has murdered his father and slept with his mother, and
that the gods are offended. He says, But I didn’t know anything about
this, and the prophet says, Well, that’s just too bad. But in the Book of
Job, you have the same willingness to assume responsibility, the same
essential dignity which is possible only to a conscious nature. Job is
doing what he can with the gifts of consciousness and intelligence. In
ending on that tone, he makes it clear that God has won the wager, that
Job’s integrity is still there and still untouched. After that, you don’t
need Satan any more.

What follows is the speech of Elihu, which as I say is a later interpola-
tion. Elihu is a young man, and his following the three old men repre-
sents a kind of social cycle of moral condemnation which goes on and
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on. But Job lets Elihu’s speech go by without commenting on the fact
that he’s extremely cocksure. Elihu says things like, “Suffer me a little,
and I will shew thee that I have yet to speak on God’s behalf” [36:2], as
though God had hired him as a lawyer. Job makes no comment on the
arguments of Elihu: he’s heard it all before, it’s all true, and it’s all
nonsense. He's waiting for a different kind of voice altogether. And
eventually, out of the whirlwind, the voice comes.

Then the Lord answered Job out of the Whirlwind
(William Blake, Illustrations of the Book of Job, pl. 13)
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I have heard thee with the hearing of the Ear but now my Eye seeth thee
(William Blake, Illustrations of the Book of Job, pl. 17)
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Job and Restored Humanity

I was dealing with the question in the Book of Job about the actual tone
of the speech of God at the end, and questioning whether he is really
the heavy blustering tyrant that he may seem to be on first reading, and
that he has often been called by commentators on the book. There does
seem to be a hectoring and bullying quality to some of the things he
says, as in 40:7: “Gird up thy loins now like a man: I will demand of
thee, and declare thou unto me. Wilt thou also disannul my judgment?
wilt thou condemn me, that thou mayest be righteous? Hast thou an
arm like God? or canst thou thunder with a voice like him?” [vv. 7-9].
This is the kind of thing that puts people off a bit. And yet, if you think
of the context, the situation is assumed by Job’s friends to be a situation
in which God must be justified because he’s God, and in which Job
therefore must be unjustified.

Throughout the argument there runs the primitive superstition, which
at the same time is very difficult to eradicate in the human mind, that if
you're unlucky, then you must somehow or other have done something
wrong, and that the unlucky are to be avoided, just as people carrying
an infectious disease ought to be avoided. In Homer’s Odyssey, for
example, Aeolus, the god of the winds, gives Odysseus a favourable
wind, but his treacherous companions let the wind out of the sack and
the voyage ends in disaster. So Odysseus goes back to Aeolus and says
that through no fault of his own he’s run into bad luck. And Aeolus
slams the door in his face, and says that an unlucky man is hated by the
gods, and he’ll have nothing more to do with him [bk. 10].

But I think that one of the things that God is expressing in this speech
is the fact that you don’t get anywhere in this situation by simply
reversing it. If you just turn it inside out, and make it a drama in which
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Job is the noble suffering hero, and God is malicious and malignant,
you've got a quite comprehensible dramatic situation. It doesn't fit the
opening postulates of the poem very well, because a situation like that
would identify God with Satan, and that, as I have had occasion to
point out in this course already, is something that theologians are
perpetually doing, one of their favourite amusements. But in the open-
ing of Job, God and Satan are quite carefully distinguished, and even if
Satan disappears from the rest of the action after the second chapter, the
distinction is still in the reader’s mind.

Around the time of Christ, there were various philosophers known
as the Gnostics. There were Christian Gnostics and Jewish Gnostics and
pagan Gnostics. We know the Christian ones best of the three, because
they were so elaborately refuted by the orthodox, who quoted large
passages from their writings to show how wrong they were. They were
a large and influential party, just about as old as Christianity itself, and
are referred to in the New Testament several times [e.g., 1 Timothy
6:20]. But the Christian Gnostic view was that the creator of the uni-
verse and the God of the Old Testament, Jehovah, could only have been
an evil God; and it was from that evil God that Jesus had come to
deliver us. The Christian Gnostic view, then, would have led to the
complete elimination of the Old Testament, and of the Jewish tradition,
from the Christian heritage.

That is one element in Christian Gnosticism. What I am even more
concerned with, and what I think is even more significant from the
point of view of Job, is the pagan Gnostic position, which was really an
attack on the order of nature. The Gnostic view in paganism was that
the order of nature was a hopeless bungle, that nature is something
totally alien to man. Consequently, it could only be, once again, the -
creation of an evil being; and man has to fight his way out of this alien
nature as best he can.

There is a very strong attack made on the pagan Gnostics by the
Neoplatonic philosopher Plotinus, who attacked them for holding what
seems to us a most utterly obvious point. They said all men are broth-
ers—including the base, as Plotinus adds contemptuously—but that
men are not brothers to the stars [Enneads, 2.9.18). In other words,
Plotinus’ case was that the order of nature must be thought of as
created perfect, and that man’s destiny is to fit himself into this order,
not to break away from it. So the Gnostics are actually raising a pretty
important issue and pressing it very hard.

Although this is several centuries later than Job, I am raising the
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point here because it is something that glints in the background of its
whole situation. The same situation turns up many centuries later in
Shelley’s poem Prometheus Unbound. Here, Prometheus bound to the
rock is an image of suffering and martyred man; and Jupiter the sky-
god is the cruel malevolent being that keeps man in that state of suffer-
ing and martyrdom. Some time before the poem opened, Prometheus
has pronounced a speech in defiance of Jupiter, including a curse on
Jupiter which is repeated soon after the poem begins. At that point,
Prometheus says, Well, I'm sorry I made that curse, and recalls it [1.303—
5]. Everybody, including Earth, thinks that Prometheus has quit, has
given in to the malevolent being, and they think it’s all up with every-
body forever. But what has happened is the exact opposite. Prometheus
has realized that his defiance of Jupiter, his cursing of Jupiter, is in fact
the only thing that keeps Jupiter in business; so that when he recalls the
curse, Jupiter simply disappears.

Now I'm not sure how clearly I can convey the point in relation to
Job, but obviously a continuously defying Job would be keeping a
whole Satanic part of Creation in business. Hence, Job’s surrender at
the end is not a simple surrender. If you look at 42:6, he says, “Where-
fore I abhor myself, and repent in dust and ashes.” Now, most Western
readers of that verse would take it to mean that Job was simply saying
that man is always evil, and God is always good, and consequently that
the best man can do is to abhor himself, and try to be as much unlike
himself as possible. But somebody trained in an Oriental religion might
read it very differently. He might read “I abhor myself” more as mean-
ing, I no longer consider what I call ‘myself,” an ego, as any reality at all,
and I am withdrawing from it.

There is a remark I may have quoted already from Rimbaud. Rimbaud
says in one of his letters, “Je est un autre”: I is somebody else.® And that
may be Job’s final discovery—that the person he’s been calling Job, the
Job ego, is in fact not there; and that you don't see with your eyes, you
see through your eyes: your eyes are merely a lens. You don’t think
with your brain, you think through your brain: your brain is a filter or
an amplifier, or something of that kind, for the consciousness. And you
don’t live as the ego: it’s another kind of consciousness altogether that
lives through it. It's something of that kind of intuition that comes to
Job at the end.

The sense of the subject as the perceiving ego is a kind of perspective
we’ve been born with; and yet there are all kinds of experiences which
make us realize that we are not in fact the starting point of our own
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experiences. For one thing, we are social beings before we are indi-
vidual ones: we belong to something before we are something. Conse-
quently, our individual egos are rooted in the society we belong to.
Whenever we begin to use our consciousness, we find that we can be as
objective to ourselves as anything else can be. The central teaching of
nearly all higher religions has been precisely that point: man does not
discover who he is until he gives up the notion that he is himself.

Thus, consciousness incarnated an individual, but is not confined to
the individual. It’s the discovery of the realms of consciousness beyond
the individual that all the teachings of salvation and enlightenment in
all the religions are directed towards. The principle that the ego per-
ceives only what is vague and hazy and general, and that what per-
ceives the specific and particular is something universal in the perceiver,
is, I think, an awareness that a great many religions come to focus on.

In Greek tragedy, the hero is very often a god himself, like Prometheus,
or a demi-god like Hercules, or is somebody of divine descent, or he is
somebody whose nature is somehow half divine and half human. As
the action of the Greek tragedy unfolds, its dialectic tends to separate
him from anything like a divine destiny. Well, of course that can’t
happen in a Biblical tradition. You can’t have, in the Old Testament at
any rate, a human being who is in part divine. Consequently, Job is not
in the position of the tragic hero in a Greek tragedy. For one thing, he
can’t make any noble or heroic gesture: you can’t make a heroic gesture
if you have to stop and scratch a boil. And the fact that his courage is of
the kind that expresses itself in patience and endurance is bound up
with the fact that he is not to begin with the typical tragic hero of the
Greek kind, who is at least partly divine in nature. So it’s a matter of
achieving a fully realized humanity; and one of the things that the Book
of Job is saying is that a fully realized humanity is redeemable.

I was saying that the shadow of the malevolent or malignant Creator
appears in the background of the Job problem; but the postulates of the
poem itself really rule that out. There isn’t a malignant Creator there,
because we have already been shown the distinction between God and
Satan. And that, of course, takes us into the heart of the tragic perspec-
tive in Job.

If you've read the Shakespearean tragedies with any attention, you
must have often noticed how characters in tragedy assume sources for
tragedy that are much more mysterious than any that you can actually
see. For example, in Romeo and Juliet, Romeo speaks of his mind misgiv-
ing him that there is some consequence still hanging in the stars [1.4.107].
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~ He speaks as though a kind of tragic fate were being woven for him in
the patterns of the stars. When he hears the false news that Juliet is dead
he says, “Is it e’en s0? Then I defy you stars” [5.1.24], and makes his
own resolve to kill himself. But we who look at the play don’t feel that
we need any astrological explanations for the deaths of the young
lovers. They have a perfectly comprehensible cause in the idiotic family
feud of the Montagues and the Capulets. Similarly, Gloucester, after
he’s been blinded, says, “As flies to wanton boys are we to the gods;
they kill us for their sport” [4.1.38-9]. And yet Gloucester’s miseries
have been caused by the treachery of his bastard son Edmund, and by
the brutality of Cornwall, who has put his eyes out. Again, the source of
Gloucester’s tragedy is perfectly human and comprehensible, and there’s
no need to postulate the existence of malicious gods.

Outside Shakespeare it’s the same thing. In Tess of the D'Urbervilles,
the final paragraph says, “Justice was done and the President of the
Immortals had ended his sport with Tess.” But that’s only a literary
flourish which Hardy puts in to show how well-read he was; because
actually nothing happens to Tess in the story that does not have a quite
specific locatable cause in human malice or arrogance or stupidity.

The general principle to which that leads is that the only mystery isin
the existence of evil itself: there’s no mystery about its effects. It is that
mystery of the origin of evil that Job keeps circling around; and the
nearest that we get to it as readers is in the speeches of Satan in the
presence of God.

We have there, as we have so often in the Jewish and Christian and
Islamic religious traditions, the sense of God as being in charge of the
order of nature, but without interfering in it. There’s always something
of a very human feeling that if we were God, we would work harder to
earn our keep; that if we were in charge of what happened, we wouldn’t
make such appalling bungles as God appears to be making. But all
these questions focus on the question of the origin and the existence of
evil itself.

So in the foreground, on what I regard as a relatively superficial level
of the argument, we have this alleged problem of faith and doubt. Job
trusts in God, and his trust is vindicated: whereas, if he had doubted, he
would not have been vindicated. But one wonders whether looking at
Job as a problem with a solution really gets us very deeply into it. In any
case, what appears to be obvious is that Job is vindicated partly because
he does protest, and consequently, that doubt is not the enemy of faith.
Doubt is the dialectical opposite of faith, and it is an essential part of
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faith. A faith which never doubts is not worth having. It’s in the dialec-
tic of faith and doubt that the reality of faith emerges. The enemy of
faith is not doubt, but rather the sheer insensitivity of mind that doesn’t
see what all the fuss is about.

And so, we have to go from this intellectualized problem of faith and
doubt down to the deeper existential problem. Here the virtue is hope
rather than faith, and the opposite of hope is not doubt, but despair.
Again, despair is not the enemy of hope but the dialectical complement
of hope, the thing that hope must fight against if it’s to attain its reality.
And so, Job goes through the depths of despair. It is because he does so
that the hope is sustained at the end.

There’s a poem of Emily Dickinson’s about hope in which she says,
“Could Hope inspect her Basis / Her Craft were done— / Has a ficti-
tious Charter / Or it has none—" [Poem 1283, 11. 1-4]. That is, hope is
simply the will to believe the impossible, and without its basis in fiction
or illusion, there could be no such virtue. There’s a good deal of truth in
that, perhaps. What it amounts to is the question of illusion and reality.
All through the story of Job, there is the irreducible reality of Job’s
isolation, his misery, his boils, all the disasters that have happened to
him. And at the core, the illusion that there is something on his side,
though he doesn’t quite know what. At the end of the poem, we have
the reversal of these relations of reality and illusion: the miseries all
vanish into illusion, and Job’s hope, whatever it is, is the one that
becomes a reality.

Perhaps I could try to explain that by an analogy; and this might
throw a light on what I was saying earlier about withdrawing from the
ego as the source of our knowledge of reality. We tend to approach
things on the assumption that reality is what is out there, the thing that
stares back at us when we stare at it; and that illusions are the subjective
things that we have inside ourselves. But now, if we go into a theatre
and watch a play, we are at once confronted with an objective illusion.
That is, what is on the stage is an illusion, but it’s just as much objective
as any other datum of sense experience. There’s no reality behind that
illusion. You can crawl around the dressing rooms and the wings in-
definitely without finding any reality behind it. If you ask where the
reality is, the nearest you come to an answer is that it is the mood
generated in the audience by the play. So that the experience of entering
a theatre turns your ordinary experience of reality and illusion inside
out by presenting you with an objective illusion and a subjective reality.

The reason that happens in a theatre is that it is part of the human
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creative world. Thus, you begin to realize that a serious view of the
world is impossible until you begin to recognize an element of unreal-
ity in what is objectively there, an element of illusion in the unchange-
able world around you, and at the same time an element of reality in
illusions and wishes and fantasies about what might or could or should
or ought to be there instead.

That is where the serious view of the world begins in which human
creativity can operate. So that what is restored to Job at the end of the
poem is in a considerable measure the world of what Job has recreated
by his own endurace.



Biblia Pauperum 31: CHRIST APPEARS TO MARY MAGDALENE
(John 20:11-18)
Darius finds Daniel living The Bride finds the Beloved
(Daniel 6:18-23) (Song of Solomon 3:1-5)



Biblia Pauperum 32: CHRIST APPEARS TO THE DISCIPLES
(Luke 24:3649)
Joseph revealed to his brothers Return of the Prodigal Son
(Genesis 45:1-15) (Luke 15:20-4)
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Biblia Pauperum 33: DOUBTING THOMAS
(John 20:24-9)
An angel appears to Gideon Jacob wrestles with the angel

(Judges 6:11-24) (Genesis 32:24-32)
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The Language of Proclamation:
Style and Rhythm in the Bible;
The Gospel: Rewriting the
Commandments

In approaching the part of the Bible that has its centre of gravity in the
New Testament, I want first of all to make some observations about the
style and rhythm of the Bible. The King James translation has been a
great deal praised for its simplicity, and that simplicity certainly exists.
But there are two kinds of simplicity. One is the democratic simplicity
of one person writing for other people in as lucid a way as he can, so
that he is not putting any barriers into his reader’s path. But there is
another kind of simplicity, a simplicity of authority that is most clearly
present in such things as military commands. The officer’s orders in an
army have to be as straightforward in their syntax as possible—what
literary critics call paratactical—and they have to be given in the fewest
possible words, because soldiers will not hang themselves on barbed
wire in response to a subjunctive mood or a subordinate clause. If there
is adjustment or explanation to be done, it is for subordinates to do it.

The simplicity of the Bible throughout is the simplicity of the kind of
authority that comes from being unquestionably the boss of the opera-
tion. It comes through in the laws, where it is the voice of divine com-
mandment itself. And it comes through in the wisdom literature, because
the wise man is speaking with the authority of tradition behind him. It
comes through in prophecy, because the prophet’s function is to say,
“Thus saith the Lord.” And of the discourses of Jesus, it is noted that he
spoke as one having authority [Matthew 7:29; Mark 1:22]: one notices
that quite frequently what he says begins, “Ye have heard that it hath
been said unto you ... But I say unto you ... ,” and that is that.

So the style of the Bible is a rhetorical style, but it employs a special
kind of rhetoric. There are two aspects to rhetoric. On the one hand, it is
an orator’s attempt to persuade an audience, and on the other hand, it
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is a study of the figurative use of language; because oratory normally
makes use of the standard figures of speech, like metaphor and antith-
esis, and is continually falling into rhythms like Lincoln’s “of the people,
by the people, for the people” or Churchill’s “We shall fight on the
beaches, we shall fight in the hills.” The study of figures of speech was
part of the school training of Shakespeare and his contemporaries and
was the best possible training for poets, as well as for people who were
going into the church or the law and who would naturally need to be
effective speakers.

But the Bible’s rhetoric is of a special kind, and scholars have given it
the name kerygma, which is a Greek word meaning “proclamation.”
That proclamation is the core of what the Bible says: that is, it answers
the existential question of what one should do to be saved. We notice,
again, that this proclamation has the unquestioned authority of a divine
origin.

The earliest of the prophets who seem to have recorded their prophe-
cies was Amos, who lived in the eighth century B.c. Amos prophesied
in the Northern Kingdom, and as the prophets were very strong sup-
porters of the worship of Jehovah, his criticisms of royal policy were
not very popular. So he was approached by an official of the North
Israelite court and asked if he please wouldn’t go down and prophesy
to Judah instead of to Israel, because they were much wickeder in
Judah and needed it much more. Also, he then wouldn’t be bothering
the North Israelite king or the court.

Amos says, in chapter 7, verse[s] 16[-17]: “Now therefore hear thou
the word of the Lord: Thou sayest: Prophesy not against Israel, and
drop not thy word against the house of Isaac. Therefore thus saith the
Lord: Thy wife shall be an harlot in the city, and thy sons and thy
daughters shall fall by the sword, and thy land shall be divided by line;
and thou shalt die in a polluted land.” The prophet may be right or
wrong, and he may be reasonable or unreasonable, but the thing he
does not do is hedge.

That voice of authority, which is heard constantly through the Bible,
is still there in the Pauline epistles, where Paul makes a sharp distinc-
tion between what he says which he knows is the voice of God and
what he says from himself, which he warns his readers is not to be
taken with the same degree of authority.>

But we notice that there are different levels on which this authority
is expressed. In the Ten Commandments, for example, there are com-
mandments like, “Thou shalt not kill” [Exodus 20:13]: as we say now,
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period. There is no qualification of any kind. The Hebrew just says,
“Kill not.” There is no provision to be made for justifiable homicide or
killing in self-defence or going to war or executing criminals, although
those things are taken care of in other parts of the Mosaic code; because,
after all, the commandment is addressed to people who want to kill so
desperately that they couldn’t even understand an unconditional pro-
hibition of killing, much less obey it. But the point is that it is in that
totally unconditional prohibition, “Kill not,” that we hear the ring of
authority most clearly. Now that means that there may be a difference
in level between a law and a commandment, and that the command-
ment not to kill cannot be a law, because all that it means in the legal
sense is, “Private murder is wrong because it’s unpredictable and it
upsets established social authority but going to war or executing crimi-
nals, there’s nothing wrong with that. In fact, it’s really something quite
splendid.” That is the legal meaning of the commandment. And yet one
is left with a kind of uneasy feeling in the back of his mind that there
might possibly be some kind of community or state of being where
“Kill not” actually meant “Kill not.”

There’s a poem of Blake’s called Auguries of Innocence which consists
of aphorisms; and at the opening of the poem, we're told of the various
things that befall people who ill-treat animals: “A Robin Red breast in a
Cage / Puts all Heaven in a Rage” [1l. 5-6], and later on in the poem,
“He who the Ox to wrath has movd / Shall never be by Woman lovd.”
[1. 31-2] One’s first reaction on reading that is to say that it is nonsense:
that possibly it ought to be true that people who abuse animals should
be unloved by women, but as a matter of experience, it is not in the least
true. They are much more likely to be admired by them. If someone had
said that to Blake, he would have said, “I never said that that was true
of the state of experience.” The poem is called Auguries of Innocence: that
is, prophecies of an innocent world in which people who abuse and
torment animals have no real place in the human community. Possibly
the Ten Commandments are different from many of the laws of the
Book of Deuteronomy and elsewhere in that they are really auguries of
innocence. In other words, they describe a world which is not the world
we live in, but which nevertheless is the genuinely human world.

When you turn to the Gospels, you find that Jesus is continually
commenting on or quoting the books of the law, the first five books of
the Old Testament. He is asked what the greatest commandment is and
he quotes from Deuteronomy [Matthew 22:37; Mark 10:30; Deuteronomy
6:5]. The Sermon on the Mount is in very large part a commentary on
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the Commandments, but is emphasizing a positive element which is
grammatically not in the Exodus formulation. The Commandments in
Exodus are given a negative form: don’t kill, don’t commit adultery,
don’t steal, don’t bear false witness. In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus
says in effect, “The commandment says, ‘Don’t kill’; but what that
really means, positively, is a genuine enthusiasm for human life. The
law says, ‘Don’t commit adultery.” But what that really means, posi-
tively, is a habitual respect for the dignity of women. And ‘Don’t steal’
really means an enthusiasm for sharing your goods with those who
need them more.”

What that kind of commentary is doing is bringing out the aspect
that I've called the “commandment aspect” as distinct from the aspect
of legalism. That is the basis of the distinction in the New Testament
between law and gospel, which is not a distinction between one reli-
gion and another. As I've said earlier, nowhere in the New Testament is
the legalism which it condemns identified with Judaism. Similarly,
legalism and what is meant by the gospel are simply two aspects of
what may be the same verbal formulation: they are simply different
attitudes towards them.

Now, if we drop the question of the Old Testament and just think of
law in its ordinary secular sense as the set of rules by which a society
orders itself, we notice that in the secular context of law, the crucial
difference is between what is done and what is not done: it is the act
that either observes or breaks the law. From the point of view of the law,
therefore, in this secular context, a man is an honest man who has not
actually been convicted of stealing. But naturally no society can hold
together if it has as vague a sense of morality as all that. There has to be
a very much tighter sense of personal integrity even in the secular
sphere.

The emphasis in the gospel teaching is at the opposite extreme from
that of secular law, because it throws the entire emphasis on the state of
mind rather than on the action; and in a sense, a wrong action is only
wrong because it manifests a wrong state of mind. That is, the seven
deadly sins, the mortal sins that destroy the soul, as they were classified
in the Middle Ages, were pride, wrath, sloth, envy, avarice, gluttony,
and lechery. Not one of those sins necessarily results in criminal or
antisocial actions. Sin is not error or wrongdoing or antisocial behaviour:
the word “sin” has no meaning outside of a religious context. Sin is the
attempt to block the will of God, and it has no meaning otherwise, no
social or moral meaning.
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Adultery in the Middle Ages would have been regarded as a subdivi-
sion of the deadly sin of lechery; but lechery could take many forms
which would hurt nothing except the state of mind of the person
himself. It may be immoral, but it is not criminal. Various people have
tried to make it criminal, but that is another corollary of the teaching of
the gospel: that when you interpret things that the gospel condemns as
illegal, and start passing laws against them, then you’ve got the most
fantastic tyranny. That’s the situation that Shakespeare sets up in Mea-
sure for Measure, where the hero is condemned to death because he’s
betrothed or legally married, but hasn’t the public declaration of his
marriage, and therefore falls under a remarkably unenlightened law
that provides the death penalty for sexual licence. So the distinction is
that these conceptions of law in the gospel are rooted in the state of
mind of the individual and not in social welfare.

Thus, the emphasis is thrown on the state of mind of the individual,
and recurrently throughout the Christian tradition there has been an
attempt to incorporate the gospel in legislation: that has resulted, as I
say, in the most frightful tyranny. The situation is really the one out-
lined in Plato’s Republic, where Socrates erects the pattern of the just
state, which would be unmitigated hell to live in, and then, at the end of
the ninth book, says, “Do you think any such state could exist?” Those
that aren’t drunk or asleep by that time simply shudder and say, “Heav-
ens no.” Socrates says, “Well, neither do I, but the wise man will always
live by its laws, no matter what actual society he may be in” [Republic,
592a-b]. That is the conception behind the gospel, the conception of a
spiritual kingdom of which we are citizens and follow its laws, but
which cannot be incorporated into actual society in the form of legisla-
tion. Thus, Paul throws the strongest possible emphasis on the state of
mind which he calls justification by faith, as distinct from the person
who attempts to add himself up, to calculate his worth, so to speak, in
legal terms as a matter of what he does.

You remember the chart that we began with in this course, including
first of all the garden of Eden, then the Promised Land, then the city
and the temple of Jerusalem and Zion. In the New Testament period,
these have become a spiritual kingdom which has dropped its connec-
tions with history and a specific society. When I say it has dropped its
connections with a history and with a specific society I mean, among
other things, that it has disappeared from the world of time and space,
and that its conceptions of the ultimate categories of existence take us
beyond those normal ultimate categories of time and space.
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One of the things that Jesus says about the kingdom of heaven is,
“The kingdom of heaven is within you”: entos hymon [Luke 17:21].57 The
New English Bible, which seems to be very unhappy about this remark
for some reason, translates it as “among you” and gives four alterna-
tives in the margin which, I daresay, seems to imply, We don’t know
what the hell it does mean. The reason is that, as everywhere in the
Bible, we have to remember that the faith of the translator has a great
deal to do with the translation he makes; and if you regard psychologi-
cal truths as the profoundest truths, then you will prefer the word
“within”: the kingdom of heaven is within you. But if what you want is
a social gospel, then you will say, “The kingdom of heaven is among
you,” and the New English Bible translators obviously had a social
conscience, because they prefer to say “among.” The Gospel of Thomas,
which was not discovered until 1945 but is a collection of sayings of
Jesus, says, “The kingdom of heaven is inside you and it is outside you”
[v. 3], which makes a good deal of sense, I think. It seems to me that the
statement in Luke, “The kingdom of heaven is entos hymon,” may mean
“within you” or it may mean “among you”: those are subordinate
meanings. The central meaning is, it is here, and not there. In other
words, it transcends our normal sense of space; because everything in
our ordinary experience of space is there. We live in an alienated world
that keeps receding from us, and everything that we point to, even the
middle of our own backbones, is still there. If we want to arrive at a
conception of here, we have to draw a circle around ourselves so that
here is inside it. And yet, here is obviously the centre of space. If you
apply the same categories to time, you find yourself in the middle of the
same paradox of reality and illusion. Time is the fundamental category
by which we perceive everything: we perceive nothing that is real
except in time. And yet time as we ordinarily experience it consists of
three unrealities, a past that doesn’t exist any longer, a future that
doesn’t exist yet, and a present that never quite exists at all. So we get
our fundamental reality out of a threefold illusion. And yet, we feel that
now is the centre of time, just as here is the centre of space. But again, as
with space, the only way we can get at it is to draw a circle around the
very near past and the very near future and say that “now” is some-
where inside it.

It is this sense of the genuineness of here and now that gives us what
we might call a real present and a real presence. Now of course that’s a
rather heavy dose for people to take, so you find over and over again
that religious and theological works are shot through with ordinary
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conceptions of time and space. In religion, there is a use of two words in
particular, the word “eternal” and the word “infinite.” Now practically
whenever everybody uses those words, they mean by “eternal” indefi-
nite time, time that goes on and on and on and on and on and never
stops. Similarly, by “infinite” they mean space that just goes on and on
and on and never stops. I think what those words actually mean in
religion is something more like the sense of the reality of now and the
sense of the reality of here. But of course, the notion of a world that
went on and on and on in time and never stopped, which would be
unending happiness for the virtuous and unending torment for the
wicked, was a notion that made something very unpleasant in human
nature say “yum-yum.” Consequently, you get doctrines of heavens
and hells extending indefinitely in time, which were adopted primarily
because they were powerful political levers.

Another reason there is so much emphasis on heavens and hells is
that in Jesus’ teaching, the fundamental reality of things was a division
into his spiritual kingdom of heaven and the world of unending tor-
ment that man keeps constructing for himself. In his teaching, there are
no realities except those of the spiritual kingdom and that which is
without, which is outside the spiritual kingdom. But contingent exist-
ence as we know it in time is a mixture of the two things, and so there is
the parable of the wheat and the tares: that this world is a very badly
sown wheat field which is full of weeds [Matthew 13:24-30]. It’s no use
trying to dig out the weeds and leave the wheat in ordinary existence.
That is why there is also an emphasis in the Gospels on the spiritual
kingdom as immediate. Again, the general religious tendency was to
keep postponing it into the hereafter, into the life after death. But Jesus’
emphasis is consistently on its immediacy. That takes one into an area
where history can be seen as forming a kind of shape and as having
reached a kind of fulfilment. Now in our ordinary experience of history,
that never happens: history just keeps on going. That was a great
puzzle, we gather, to some of the earliest Christians, who assumed that
what Jesus meant was that there was going to be a tremendous fire-
works show that would descend on us next Tuesday and would turn
the sun into darkness and the moon into blood, and would put an end
to history as we’ve known it. That didn’t happen. So it’s obvious that
that fulfilling of history must go on somewhere else.

The implication, then, is that there are two levels of knowledge, and
the thing which is described as knowledge of good and evil entered the
world and became the legalism that the New Testament condemns.
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This vision of legalism descending from the knowledge of good and
evil is the one that engenders the legal metaphor that runs all the way
through the Bible, and which thinks in terms of trials and judgments
with defenders and accusers. We’ve seen that even Job is confident that
he has a defender, a go’el, who will take his part. Then he wishes that his
diabolos, his accuser, had written a book and stated the case against him.
But having read the first two chapters of Job, we can see that while this
legal vision is utterly natural and inevitable to Job, it is nevertheless not
quite the one that’s there.



Biblia Pauperum 34: ASCENSION
(Acts 1:4-12)
Enoch taken up Elijah’s ascent
(Genesis 5:24; Hebrews 11:5) (2Kings 2:1-13)
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Biblia Pauperum 35: PENTECOST
" (Acts2)
Moses receives the law Fire consumes Elijah’s sacrifice
(Genesis 24:12-18) (1 Kings 18:17-40)
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Revelation: Removing the Veil

I've been dealing with various phases of what is traditionally called
revelation in the Bible, and it seems to me that what we said at the
beginning of the course about the way the Bible is arranged, with its
Old Testament providing the types, in the Christian reading, of the
antitypes of the New Testament, is a principle that applies here as well.

First of all, the conception of Creation in the Bible provides the sense
of an intelligible and controlled order: and the reality to which that
points is the redemption of the people of God from a state of tyranny
and exploitation. So in that sense, the Exodus is the antitype of the
Creation; and in references to bringing Israel up from Egypt, it is
spoken of as really the completion of the work of Creation itself, as for
example in Isaiah 51[:9-10], where God is addressed as having de-
stroyed the dragon of chaos at the Creation and then destroyed the
force of tyranny with the deliverance of Israel out of the sea.

The Exodus gives to the Biblical religions that curiously revolution-
ary quality which Judaism and Christianity and Islam all have to some
degree; and we saw that a nation which has gone through that kind of
revolutionary experience becomes a nation with a very strong sense of
its own corporate unity because of the experience which its people have
shared. Thus, law becomes really the antitype of the birth of Israel at the
deliverance from Egypt, or the reality to which it points.

Law, of course, is a social thing, and consequently is approximate and
incomplete until it is incorporated in the attitude of the individual; and
we saw that wisdom in the Bible was thought of as essentially the
individualization of the law.

Then we saw that wisdom is a way of life which looks for continuity
and stability, persistence in the same line of conduct, and faces the
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future with a mental attitude described in the Vulgate as prudentia,
prudence, the stabilizing of future contingency by past experience. And
that, we saw, was something that leads to a much more radical concep-
tion, a conception of prophecy, which individualizes the revolutionary
feeling just as wisdom does the law, and sees man as at the bottom of a
U-curve, between his original state and his final deliverance.

Then again, it is prophecy in particular that is regarded in the Chris-
tian Bible as fulfilled by the gospel because, whereas for Judaism the
book that Christianity calls the Old Testament is essentially a book of
the law, in Christianity the Old Testament is primarily a book of proph-
ecy; and the prophecy is regarded as fulfilled by the gospel, which is
the account of God himself in human form going through this U-curve
that we described earlier: that is, as descending through the Incarnation
into the level of human experience and rising from that again in the
Resurrection.

I had to complicate my account of the gospel by talking about the
different attitude to time which it seems to me to require. Part of my
reason for stressing that is that our notions of time still are apt to persist
unchanged; and there’s a great deal of advantage in an attitude which
keeps its antitypes still in the future. As long as they are as yet unful-
filled, it is in a sense easier to trust to them. That is, Christianity was
confronted very early with the dilemma that the redemption of man-
kind was supposed to have taken place, and yet history seemed to go
on very largely unchanged. There is no difficulty about that as long as
you remember that two conceptions of time are involved: but if you've
only got one conception of time, it is a problem. So concurrently with
the conception of the gospel, we have the notion of the gospel itself as
being fulfilled in a Second Coming, which puts an end to history as we
have known it. Now actually, that is at least metaphorically true of the
gospel itself, because one central fact about the conception of Jesus in
the New Testament is that he is both master and servant, and symboli-
cally, the dialectic of history ends at the point at which the master and
the servant become the same person.

The relation of the first coming to the Second Coming is again por-
trayed in that image that we found at the end of the Book of Job: “I have
heard of thee by the hearing of the ear: but now mine eye seeth thee”
[42:5]. That is, the gospel is essentially an oral teaching, and a great deal
of emphasis is thrown on the hearing of the Word. The physical appear-
ance of Christ is in curious contrast to the things that he says: his
utterances are gathered up and recorded with great care, but the fact
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that he was bound to resemble some people more closely than others
could never have been anything but an embarrassment to the Church,
and so we adopted that vaguely Italianate compromise as our visible
conception of Christ. But the Apocalypse is essentially an opening of
vision, and the phrase that appears very near the beginning of the Book
of Revelation is that every eye shall see him [1:7].

Now what they see, of course, is the Word made an object of vision
rather than something listened to. I previously remarked, I think, on the
fact that the Book of Revelation is a dense mosaic of allusions to the Old
Testament [Lecture 3]: Ezekiel and Daniel and Zechariah and Isaiah are
made the stuff and texture of the vision that is portrayed in the Book of
Revelation itself. The author of Revelation seems to have been closer to
the Hebrew text of the Old Testament than most of the New Testament
writers, and so when he says that he saw this in a vision on Patmos, the
statement is not a contradiction of the fact that his book is a dense
mosaic of allusions to Old Testament imagery. In the terms that he was
trying to present, there is no difference between what he sees in vision
on Patmos and what he sees in the text of Ezekiel or Zechariah, because
what he is seeing is primarily for him the meaning of the Word of God.
That is why there is such an emphasis on vision in the book, although
Revelation is not at all a clearly visualized book. There have been many
illustrators that have struggled with its seven-headed and ten-horned
dragon, and their testimony is unanimous that the Book of Revelation
is not technically visualized. What is thrown into a pattern and more
or less projected on a screen is the structure of imagery in the Bible
presented as a single unity.

And just as the conception of the relation of the gospel to prophecy
relates the present event in the Gospels to the past, so the conception of
the Apocalypse relates it to a future. There has always been in what one
might call populist Christianity a strong hankering for a dramatic end
to history to come at a very short time in the future, which will end time
as we have known it.

The popular conception of time in Christianity is perhaps one of
its least attractive features. The seventeenth century with Galileo saw
mythological space replaced by scientific space, and the Church man-
aged to survive that: we discovered that we could live without the
metaphor of God as up there in the sky. The remark of Khrushchev,
when the early Russian astronauts started exploring outer space, that
they didn’t find any trace of God up there,%® didn’t really come with
very much of a disastrous impact on any of the Western religions: we're
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past that particular structure of metaphor and don’t need to project it
any more.

But at the very time when that revolution in space was ‘occurring,
we had Archbishop Ussher in seventeenth-century England explaining
that the world was created in 4000 B.c. and would last for six thousand
years, when the seventh millennium would begin. Consequently, be-
cause there had been an error of four years, the millennium will start in
1996. I think that most of us are resigned to the high probability that the
millennium will not start in 1996: in other words, we’ve gone past the
metaphor of time just as we got over the metaphor of space in connec-
tion with the existence or activity of God. During the nineteenth cen-
tury, various millennial sects used to gather on top of a mountain to
wait for the end of the world. But the irony of their situation was
revealed by the existence of the mountain itself, which had been there
for millions of years and had every prospect of staying there for several
million years more. So that is why I put the emphasis I do on the
necessity of transcending our regular notions of time and space in order
to understand what the Bible is talking about. When it talks of time, and
says that the kairos, the crucial moment of time, is at hand, it is not
talking about the ticking of a watch.

The word “apocalypse,” the name of the last book of the Bible, is the
Greek word for revelation. That is why the book is called Revelation
in English translation, and what John at Patmos sees in the book is a
panorama of certain things in human experience taking on different
forms. The sun is turned into darkness and the moon into blood, there
are horses riding across the world, there are huge dragons emerging
out of the sea, and the most fantastic events are taking place; but these
are the repressed images of a persecuted people coming to the surface,
and they are its consciousness of what is occurring. So one wonders if it
is possible to go a step further and suggest that man creates what he
calls history in order to conceal what is really happening from himself.
What applies to the apocalyptic vision in Revelation may also apply to
the story of Jesus in the Gospels. The Gospels are a fulfilment of proph-
ecy: therefore they can hardly be history as we understand history. We
think of history as trying to put the reader where the events were.
History tells the reader what he would have seen if he’d been present,
say, at the assassination of Caesar. But what the Gospels tell us is rather
something like this: if you had been present on the hills of Bethlehem
in the year nothing, you might not have heard a chorus of angels. But
what you would have seen and heard would have missed the whole
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point of what was actually going on. Thus, the antitypes of history and
of prophecy as we have them in the gospel and the Apocalypse give
you not what you would have seen and heard, or what I would have
seen and heard, but what was actually going on, which we don’t have
the spiritual vision to reach to.

The Bible ends in Revelation 22[:16-17]: “I Jesus have sent mine angel
to testify unto you these things in the churches. I am the root and the
offspring of David, and the bright and morning star. And the Spirit and
the bride say, Come. And let him that heareth say, Come. And let him
that is athirst come. And whoever will, let him take the water of life
freely.” Then we go on to a caution of the type that one often gets in
sacred books, saying, you are not to add to or take away from a single
word of what is written in this book [v. 19]. Now, the superficial mean-
ing of “this book” is apparently just the Book of Revelation, but the
more I study it, the more convinced I am that the author of the Book of
Revelation is quite deliberately making his book a coda or conclusion to
the entire canon. I don’t know how much he knew about the canon in
his day, nor do I think it matters, but I think that “this book” has
perhaps a much wider reference than the Book of Revelation. He says of
“this book” that nothing is to be added or taken away: in other words,
this is it. There is no more. This is where the Bible ends. You notice that
it is a remarkably open ending.

“The Spirit and the bride say, Come. Let him that heareth say, Come.
Let him that is athirst come. And whoever will, let him take the water of
life freely.” The suggestion seems to be that the Bible reaches in its
closing words, not an end, but a beginning. And that beginning is in the
mind of the reader. So that the Apocalypse, in its turn, becomes a type.
In that case, what is its antitype? If you look over that list,” you'll see
there’s only one thing it can possibly be, and that is where we started,
with a new creation: which is how Paul describes the gospel in Romans
and elsewhere.

In Milton, for example, you have a great many prose writings and of
course all his poetry devoted to the general principle that the Bible
must be given an authority independent of the Church, so that the
Church does not interpret the Bible, or at least its interpretation is not
definitive. Instead, Christianity takes the form of a dialogue between
the Word of God and the Church. And yet, while Milton places the
authority of the Bible higher than the authority of the Church, he also
places the authority of what he calls the “Word of God in the heart,”%
that is, the reader’s comprehension of the Bible, higher than the Bible
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itself. That sounds as though he were setting up a standard of what is
called private judgment over against the whole of history and tradition.
But that’s not the way Milton was thinking at all. For him, it is in the
long run not the ego, not the individual “I,” that reads the Bible at all
but the Holy Spirit within the reader. And that of course, being a Person
of God, has a unity that transcends that of the individual reader.

The important thing is the reversal of perspective which takes place
in the reader’s mind—or should take place in the reader’s mind—when
he reaches the end of the Bible, which is also the beginning of his life.
Bernard Shaw remarks about the mousetrap play in Hamlet that Claudius
is enthralled by the play, not because it’s a great play, but because it’s
about him.®! That is true also of the Bible: that its meaning is de te fabula,
the story is about you.% And the recreation of the book in the reader’s
mind is the end at which it is directed. Therefore, the Creation spoken
of in Genesis is not for us primarily the beginning of nature as such, but
rather the beginning of conscious understanding, where the primary
defining limits are the beginning and the end, and it winds up with this
divine Creation which God made and saw to be good being recreated in
the reader’s mind.

The new Creation will actually incorporate the whole sequence: it
would start certainly as a revolution in the reader’s mind, and would
also encapsulate the whole sequence down to the Apocalypse itself. It's
obvious that if these are all types of antitypes in a single process, they
all have to be an essential part of the conclusion. For there can certainly
be no sense of a new Creation without a revolutionary expansion of
consciousness.

This new Creation is not in the egocentric mind, is not in the indi-
vidual mind. It’s in the mind of the individual reader as a member of a
community, and it’s in the community as a community within the Holy
Spirit, the Person of God. I keep coming back to Milton because he
seems to put these things very lucidly: that is how Milton explains in
his day why Christianity becomes a revolutionary force in history. It
becomes a revolutionary force by trying not to. Society is usually a
pyramid of authority with one man at the top. The community, united
in the understanding of the word of God, is a four-square community,
where everybody is free and equal by their faith. Therefore, every
structure of society has to come to terms with this indigestible cube in
the middle of it, and eventually has to adapt to it. The gospel begins by
dividing spiritual and temporal authority: Jesus says, “Render to Cae-
sar the things that are Caesar’s, and to God the things that are God’s”
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[Mark 12:17]. The trouble is that there comes a point at which Caesar
demands what is due only to God, that is, divine worship. As soon
as that happens, the four-square community becomes a revolutionary
force.

It might not be theoretically true that a counter-revolution is impos-
sible in a new Creation. But when Adam was made a part of the
Creation, he was hitched onto an infinite power. He had the free will to
break away from that, and consequently, it is the redemption out of
bondage that has to be the antitype of Creation. It is that because the
Creation included a falling away from Creation, and in the new Cre-
ation one is again hitched back on to the eternal, infinite power that
began it. It would depend of course on the role that you ascribe to time:
if ordinary historical time continues to be the central fact of our experi-
ence, there is still the possibility of the falling away again. In fact, we
see it happening constantly. But the whole Christian scheme as ex-
pounded by Milton and everybody else has a considerable dislike of
the closing of the circle which one finds in Oriental religions with the
conception of reincarnation. In the Christian odyssey, the one idea is to
get back home like Ulysses; but like a baseball player, you have to go
around the circle to get there, and when you get home, it isn’t quite the
same place it was when you left it. And so there is a kind of gap, a kind
of spark between the Creation at the beginning and the new Creation at
the end. If you close the gap, and make it a completed circle, then you
have the Hindu conception of reincarnation as repeating itself at differ-
ent times through history.

I think that probably every cycle is just a failed spiral, and that
history and nature collapse into cycles because they are too lazy to start
again at another level. Yet there is the level by which one starts at
Genesis and ends in Revelation, and that is followed by what happens
in the reader’s mind after he does that, which is an experience at a
different level, and so on up. But that’s something the Bible feels it’s not
its business to expound.
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Biblia Pauperum 36: CORONATION OF THE VIRGIN
(not Biblical—from 12th century; cf. Biblia Pauperum 40)
Solomon seats Bathsheba on his Ahasuerus makes Esther queen
right hand (1 Kings 2:19) (Esther 2:17)
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Biblia Pauperum 37: DOOMSDAY
(Ecclesiastes 3:17 ; 2 Timothy 4:1)
Judgment of Solomon David condemns the Amalekite
(1 Kings 3:16-27) (2 Samuel 1:1-16)
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Biblia Pauperum 38: THE DAMNED TAKEN TO HELL
(Matthew 5:29)
Dathan and Abiram Sodom and Gomorrah destroyed
(Numbers 16) (Genesis 19:23-8)



23

Revelation: After the Ego Disappears

I've been distributing an analysis I've made of the Book of Revelation. I
don’t know whether everybody has a copy or not: I tried to see that
there were enough.

[Revelation Chart]%?

(Prologue, 1:1-9)
First Epiphany: Son of Man, 1:10-20)
First Commission to Author, 1:11

FIRST SERIES: THE SEVEN CHURCHES AND THE SEVEN REWARDS

NNk LN =

. (Ephesus) Tree of Life, 2:1-7

. (Smyrna) Crown of Life, 2:8-11

. (Pergamos) Hidden Manna & Name on White Stone, 2:12-17

. (Thyatira) Morning Star & Power over Nations, 2:18-29

. (Sardis) White Garments & Name in Book of Life, 3:1-6

. (Philadelphia) Pillar in Temple; Name of God Inscribed, 3:7-13
. (Laodicea) Sitting on Throne, 3:14-22

Second Epiphany, 4

First Hymn, 4:8-11

Third Epiphany: The Lamb Unseals the Book, 5
Second Hymn, 5:9-14

SECOND SERIES: THE CALAMITIES OF THE SEVEN SEALS

1.
2.
3.

Conqueror on White Horse, 6:1-3
Red Horse of War, 6:4
Black Horse of Famine, 6:5-6
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4. Pale Horse of Death, 6:7-8

. Cry of Martyrs & Giving of White Robes, 6:9-11

6. Earthquake, Darkening of Sun, Moon, Stars, 6:12-17
Fourth Epiphany: Sealing of Israel, 7
Third Hymn, 7:12

7. Silence & Incense Ritual, 8:1-5

w

THIRD SERIES: THE CALAMITIES OF THE SEVEN TRUMPETS
. Hail & Fire: Third of Trees, 8:6-7
. Mountain in Sea: Third of Sea Blood, 8:8-9
. Wormwood Star: Third of Waters, Polluted, 8:10-11
. Sun, Moon & Stars Darkened, 8:12-13
. Opening of Abyss: Locusts & Scorpions, 9:1-12
. Loosing of Angels of Euphrates, 9:13-21
Second Commission, 10
Third Commission, 11
Fifth Epiphany: Martyrdom of Witnesses, 11:3-19
Fourth Hymn, 11:15
7. Opening of Temple: Vision of Ark of Covenant, 11:19

AU WN =

FOURTH SERIES: THE CENTRAL APOCALYPTIC VISIONS
1. Birth of Messiah, 12:1-6
2. Casting out of the Dragon, 12:7-17
3. Rising of the Dragons of Sea & Earth, 13
4. Vision of the Redeemed, 14:1-5
Fifth Hymn, 14:34
5. Messages of Three Angels, 14:6-12
Fourth Commission, 14:13
6. The Final Harvest, 14:14-16
7. The Final Vintage, 14:17-20
Sixth Epiphany, 15
Sixth Hymn (Song of Moses), 15:3—+4

FIFTH SERIES: THE PLAGUES OR VIALS
. Plague of Boils, 16:1-2

. Sea Turned to Blood, 16:3

. Rivers Turned to Blood, 16:4-7

. Heat from Scorched Sun, 16:8-9

. Darkness from the Seat of the Beast, 16:10-11

. Drying of the Euphrates; Frogs; Armageddon, 16:12-21

N U A WN =
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7. Plague of Air; Fall of Babylon; Judgment of Whore, 17-18

Seventh Epiphany, 19:1-10
Seventh Hymn, 19:14
Fifth Commission, 19:9

SIXTH SERIES: THE SEVEN LAST THINGS
. Conqueror on White Horse, 19:11-18
. Capture of Beasts, 19:19-21
. Binding of Satan, 20:1-3
Millennium, 20:4-6
. War with Gog, 20:7-10
. Last Judgment, 20:11-15
. Descent of Jerusalem, 21-22
Sixth Commission, 21:5
Seventh Commission, 22:10
(Epilogue), 22:18-21

NSO Uk LON =

SEVENTH SERIES: THE UNDERLYING SYMBOLIC PATTERN

Category Apocalyptic Form
1. Divine A. God Enthroned in Heaven
B. Everlasting Gospel (14:6)
2. Spiritual-Angelic  A. Seven Spirits before Throne
B. Morning Star
3. Human A. Son of Man
B. Bride
C. White Garments
D. Cry of Martyrs
4. Animal A. Lamb
B. Four “Beasts” around Throne
5. Vegetable Tree of Life
6. Mineral A. Jerusalem

B. White Stone

7. “Chaos” (Water-  A. River of Life
World)
B. Sea of Glass
C. Cup of Water of Life

Demonic Form (or
Form of Wrath)
Synagogue of Satan
Mystery (17:5)

Seven Hills of Rome
Wormwood Star

Divine Caesar
Great Whore
Scarlet & Purple
Cry of Kings

Dragon, etc.
Four Horsemen

Harvest & Vintage

Babylon, etc.
Milistone

River of Dragon
(12:15-16)

Lake of Fire (20:15)

Cup of Blood of
Death
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Every passage in the Book of Revelation is a dense mosaic of allu-
sions to and echoes from the Old Testament. The author is particularly
indebted to the Book of Ezekiel, I think, and in Jewish mysticism there
is a whole literature which took off from the openirtg vision in Ezekiel
of the chariot with the four wheels. It was called Merkabah mysticism,
and the Book of Revelation is perhaps the only Christian example of
it—I don’t know. In any case, it presents itself as having been written by
someone called John, distinguished from the apostle of that name by
the title theologos, the Divine, and he is said to have seen this in a vision
at Patmos where he was exiled.

I think that if you look at the book in the way that I have tried to do
you find that there are recurring sequences arranged in groups of
seven, some of which are related to each other. If you look, for example,
at the third series, the calamities of the seven trumpets, and compare it
with the fifth series, the plagues or vials, you'll see that there are a good
many parallels between the two. The parallels between them are partly
accounted for by the fact that they are both based on the conception of
the plagues of Egypt as something that will recur in the last day. I also
try to locate the seven commissions to the author, and the seven hymns
and the seven epiphanies, the spread-out visions he has; and if you find
my analysis over-schematized, I can only say that I think the Book of
Revelation is an over-schematized book, and that its extraordinary
insistence on the numbers seven and twelve may have the significance
that, by that time, seven was the number both of the planets and of the
days of the week, and twelve was the number both of months of the
year and of the signs of the zodiac; consequently, seven and twelve
represent particularly a world where time and space have become the
same thing.

There are, as I see it, six series of seven events, corresponding possi-
bly to the six days of Creation, and being all comprehended in the
seventh day of contemplation, which is the characteristic of the world
beyond time.

I have previously spoken of the historical passages of the Bible as
not being concerned with history as we know it, and as not concerned
to adopt the ordinary criteria of history that we should look for in
Thucydides or in Gibbon or in somebody who is quite explicitly writ-
ing history. That is because the Bible is concerned with another kind of
action in human life altogether, and that other kind, which the scholars
call Heilsgeschichte, sacred history, deals with the repeating events, or at
least with the repeating aspects of events, which indicate the universal-
ized meaning of history as distinct from the particular events which



236 Symbolism in the Bible

are the concern of the historian. For the ordinary historian, of course,
everything in history is unique. No action exactly repeats in exactly the
same circumstances. But the kind of history that you find for instance in
the Book of Judges does show you the same situation recurring with
different contexts each time in order to bring out a more universal
pattern. So this form of Heilsgeschichte, which is also used for presenting
the life of Christ in the Gospels, is concerned not with the past, which is
dead, but with the past used as material for a present vision.

Now, what applies to the past applies also to the future. We are told
by many scholars that everybody in the first generation or so of Chris-
tianity expected the end of the world at any time, and interpreted this
as a literally future event, something that would happen about next
Tuesday and would bring about the end of history as we know it. But
it’s possible that Biblical prophecy has the same oblique reference to the
future that it has to the past, and that the future, like the past, is being
assimilated into a present vision.

It is, I think, significant that many people, many great theologians,
including John Calvin, have never known what to do with the Book of
Revelation: it never struck them as a book they could make any sense
out of. One person described it as a book which either finds a man mad
or else leaves him so. That is of course quite comprehensible if you
struggle with the wrong kind of literalism in reading it. In fact, one
might also say the book is designed to drive you mad if you approach it
with that kind of literalism in mind.

For many centuries it was accepted as a prophecy of the future
troubles of the Church; and that meant that sinister symbols, such as
the Great Whore and the dragon and the beast and the Antichrist
figure, could be identified in any century by any commentator with
whatever he happened to be most afraid of at the time. In Dante’s
Purgatorio, for example, the beast and the whore are identified with the
Avignon Papacy and the King of France [canto 32]. In some of the
Protestant polemic of the Reformation, they were identified with the
Roman Church, considering that body as a continuation of a perse-
cuting Roman Empire, with the Pope as an Antichrist figure, and the
Whore of Babylon identified with the Roman Catholic Church. In the
eighteenth century, Blake identified the beast and the whore with a new
development which he saw taking place in his own time which he
called Druidism, and which we should call something more like totali-
tarianism, the kind of state dictatorship which is designed to crush all
freedom and imagination out of human society.
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But it is better not to think in terms of relating some kind of future to
the author of the book at all. We might take an example from one of the
Oriental literatures: there’s a very remarkable scripture of Tibetan Bud-
dhism whose English title is The Tibetan Book of the Dead. This is founded
on a conception of reincarnation: when a man dies, a priest goes and
reads this book in his ear. The corpse is supposed to understand what is
being read to him, and he is being told that he is going to see a long
series of visions or epiphanies of gods, first peaceful ones and then
wrathful ones, and that these are his own repressed thoughts coming to
the surface, having been released by death. He is not to think of himself
as in any way subject to their power: he has created them himself, and if
he could only understand that, he would be delivered from them. He is
adjured in every paragraph of the book to do the right thing, to become
mentally conscious and deliver himself from the wheel of death and
rebirth. And then the priest says resignedly, “Well, you probably missed
it again, so now you’ll have this other vision, and don’t miss it this
time.”

Well, that is in a different context. But the relationship is not so unlike
what is being revealed in the Book of Revelation. The Book of Revela-
tion is presenting you the ordinary material of Biblical prophecy, the
overturn of society and the tremendous calamities of nature when the
sun is turned into darkness and the moon into blood, the great earth-
quakes and famines and plagues and swarms of locusts and all the rest
of it. But these are things which I think the writer is suggesting are
going on all the time: it's just that our ordinary processes of sense
perception screen them out, and that man creates what he calls history
as a means of disguising the Apocalypse from himself. So that Revela-
tion, I think, is intended to mean exactly that this is the revelation of
what is underneath what we think we are seeing.

We begin with the address to the seven churches of Asia, and you
notice again the emphasis on what I've mentioned in connection with
apocalyptic symbolism of the living stone [Lecture 7]. The reward for
those who are faithful is a name engraved on a white stone, but the
name engraved on the white stone is a symbol of the identity of the
person himself: that is, the redeemed are transformed into stones in the
temple, and as the temple is the body of Christ, the stones are as much
alive as human beings are: in fact, they are themselves human beings.
Similarly, later on in the book, an angel comes out, clad in a garment
which the King James Bible translates as linen [15:6]. But there is much
better textual authority for lithon, stone; and so it’s clear that the city of
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gold and jewels that emerges at the end of the vision is intended to
represent a city burning in the fire of life, in which the gold and
precious burning stones are living and immortal beings. They burn, but
they don’t burn up, and the fire is not a torturing fire but an expression
of their own spiritual energy, like the halo on a saint.

At the end of the third series, we have the opening of the temple, and
the vision of the ark of the covenant. The word “ark” is connected with
a recurrent image throughout the Bible that is made only by translation.
In the Hebrew text, Noah'’s ark and the ark of the covenant are entirely
different words, but the Septuagint uses the same word for both, kibotos,
and the Vulgate uses arca for both, and that is where English gets its
“ark.”

So there occur sequences of historical cycles—“from ark to ark,” to
quote Robert Graves’s Christmas poem—where you begin and end
with a world sunk in water.® First of all, there is Noah’s ark, which
represents the end of one cycle, the antedeluvian civilization, and this
seed containing all the forms of new life carried on top of the deluged
world. Then we begin the Book of Exodus, where Moses escapes the
slaughter of Hebrew firstborn by being concealed in an ark or chest in
the bulrushes near the River Nile. Then Israel goes through the Red Sea
and brings the ark of the covenant through the desert. And as I ex-
plained earlier [Lecture 10], the greatest triumph of David’s reign, from
the narrator’s point of view, comes when he is bringing the ark of the
covenant into Jerusalem [2 Samuel 6:1-19], which is symbolically, you
remember, the highest point in the world; so that the ark of the cov-
enant in the city of Jerusalem, and later on in the temple, is between
heaven and earth, just as Noah'’s ark resting on Mount Ararat was also
on the highest point of the world.

The New Testament begins with Christ born in the manger. In paint-
ings of the Nativity you find an ox and an ass, which come from the
opening of Isaiah [1:3], which speaks of the ass knowing his crib, his
phatne, the same word that is translated as “manger” in the Gospel of
Luke. That is a reminiscence of Noah's ark with the animals in it, and it
is also the crib enclosing the infant of threatened birth, like the ark of
Moses. So the opening of the temple and the vision of the ark of the
covenant in the Book of Revelation complete that sequence of cycles
built around this conception of the small chest which is the sacred
place.

In the fourth series, the central apocalyptic vision, we get first of all
an account of the birth of the Messiah. This account is the third one to
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appear in the New Testament, and as I said earlier [Lecture 5], it’s the
one that is so frankly and obviously mythical that there is no possibility
of our ever getting it on our Christmas cards: it’s simply one that has to
stay by itself. It presents the birth of the Messiah under the myth of the
birth threatened by a dragon that tries to eat the child. Those central
visions end with the last harvest and the last vintage, which are the
bread and the wine of a demonic Eucharist—that is, demonic in the
sense that it is the expression of the wrath of God rather than of the
communion with God: man does not eat the bread and the wine; man
becomes the bread and the wine and is eaten by the powers of death.
The vintage in particular, the identification of wine and blood, has a
ready-made association with warfare. The imagery again is derived
from Isaiah 63[:1-6], the image of the blood-soaked figure treading the
winepress of wrath in the last day. That is a vision which came into the
American consciousness through the hymn called the “Battle Hymn of
the Republic,” and the title of a book like The Grapes of Wrath indicates
how deeply it has entered American consciousness.

You notice that in the sixth series, there is a prophecy of a millen-
nium, which is nevertheless not the last thing to happen. The view of
time in the Bible seems a remarkably childish one. In fact, it seems
almost unbelievable that in the century of Galileo and Newton, the
seventeenth century, there could still be archbishops working on the
chronology of the Bible and deciding that the Creation of the world
took place in 4004 B.c., and that consequently the world will come to an
end in 1996. The six thousand years of history correspond to the six
days of Creation, and the millennium corresponds to the Sabbath, the
seventh day. It takes the form of a thousand-year rule of the Messiah.
After that, the fun starts, and in 2996 we begin the war with Gog and
the Last Judgment.

Now, what that amounts to, I think, is that the author of Revelation is
trying to incorporate the whole dimension of time into his vision. So I
think that the author of Revelation, in trying to describe the end of
things, is also trying to put the entire category of time from Creation to
the end of the millennium within a framework which actually tran-
scends it. It is after the millennium that events take place which are ina
sense the end of time, because they mark the progression of the human
mind from the category of time to the eternal or spiritual world that is
something else altogether.

We notice if we turn to the end of Revelation, the end of chapter 22,
that when the final separation of things into a world of life and a world
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of death has been accomplished, and the tree and the water of life given
to man in the beginning are now restored to him, there is finally the
separation into a world of life and a world of death, and naturally
nothing survives in a world of death. And in 22:10: “And he saith unto
me, Seal not the sayings of the prophecy of this book: for the time is at
hand.” Two things in there: one of them is the conception of what might
be called—I’'m really using the word as a kind of coinage—an apocryphon,
a secret book, the secretness being symbolized by the seals. There are
references in Old Testament prophecy to a book which is sealed, laid up
to be read and used when the time comes to read it. And a great deal of
the vision of the Book of Revelation has to do with the removal of the
seals of revelation, that is, the powers of repression or whatever it is
that keeps you from seeing what is going on. The conception is of a
book which is secret, not so much because it is kept secret as because
the mind of the reader insists on making it a secret.

If you find that difficult to understand, there is a possible example: if
you're the type of mentality that wants to censor books because you
believe them to be evil, then you try to remove them from people so
they can’t get hold of them. And if you want something that really does
reveal the whole depth and power and horror of evil, you go to some-
thing like Shakespeare’s Macbeth. But the way to censor Macbeth is not
to remove it from people, but to prescribe it for high schools. There, a
self-imposed censorship is turned on it, you see, and makes of it a secret
book. Similarly with the visions of the Book of Revelation, where the
author symbolizes the fact that he is communicating revelation by the
image of the seals being torn off a scroll, one after the other, the powers
of repression being removed. Then he is told finally, “Now that you've
written your book, don’t seal that, because the time is at hand” [cf.
22:10]. The word “time,” kairos, is a special word for time. It originally
meant the notch of an arrow, and now means time in the sense of a
special moment, as distinct from chronos, which is clock time. Kairos is
the moment at which there is a passage opened from time into some-
thing above time; and that is what is meant by this recurring phrase in
the Book of Revelation, “The time is at hand.”

And then proceeds the commission to the author. Verse[s] 12[-13]:
“Behold, I come quickly; and my reward is with me, to give every man
according as his work shall be. I am Alpha and Omega, the beginning
and the end, the first and the last.” It seems that while Christianity uses
the term “Word” in a very special sense when it talks about the “Word
of God,” nevertheless it is connected with our more ordinary uses of the
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term “word.” Here, God is being described as the Alpha and the Omega,
that is, the beginning and the end of all verbal possibilities, the totality
of all the things that it is possible to express with words.

And then, verse[s] 16[-17]: “I Jesus have sent mine angel to testify
unto you these things in the churches. I am the root and the offspring of
David, and the bright and morning star. And the Spirit and the bride
say, Come. And let him that heareth say, Come. And let him that is
athirst come. And whosoever will, let him take the water of life freely.”
So that, although this is the end of the Bible, it is a remarkably open
end. The implication seems to be that there are two kinds of apocalypse
or revelation that he is talking about. One is the panoramic apocalypse,
the things which you see in vision as the powers of repression come off
your sense perception, and which, because it is panoramic, you see as
objective to yourself. Then there is the possessed vision, the vision of
the entire Bible that passes into your mind as soon as you have read the
last word. That is what Milton calls, in his treatise on Christian doc-
trine, “the Word of God in the heart”:% that is, the Bible possessed by
the reader. And to that he gives a much higher authority than he gives
to the Bible as book.
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(Job 1:4-5)

Biblia Pauperum 39: CHRIST GATHERS THE BLESSED
(Matthew 24:31; Psalm 68:19; Ephesians 4:1-16)
Feast of Job’s children Jacob’s dream

(Genesis 28:10-15)



Biblia Pauperum 40: REWARD OF THE BLESSED SOUL
(Revelation 2:10)
An angel summons John the Evangelist

to the heavenly Jerusalem
(Revelation 21:9-10)

The Bride is crowned
(Song of Solomon 4:7-8
[Vulgate])
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The Language of Love

In the traditional use of words, there is a verbal structure, known as A,
and a body of phenomena, B. Whenever you read anything, your mind
is simultaneously going in two directions, centripetal and centrifugal.
In the first place, you're trying to establish a context out of what you
read: you're trying to find out what this word means here. At the same
time you are recognizing the word or words as having conventional or
generally agreed-on meanings in a world outside the book. So your
mind is simultaneously seeking out what is in effect your memory of
what those words mean. Now at a certain point, you may become
aware that these meanings, these conventional meanings in the world
outside, are forming a structure which is parallel to the structure of
what you're reading. When that happens, what you are reading is
descriptive in intention: its intention is to set up a verbal counterpart to
whatever the words are describing. And in descriptive writing of this
sort, the criterion of truth emerges. That is, truth here means truth of
correspondence. You have a verbal structure A, you have a body of facts
B, which it is describing, and if your verbal counterpart is a satisfactory
replica of the body of facts it is describing, then you say it is true.

But sometimes you find that there is no external pattern which the
words are describing at all. You are simply establishing a context and
reading a structure of words for its own sake, and all the conventional
meanings flow back into that verbal structure. That is a sign that what
you are reading is literary in intention: and when the intention is
literary, the criterion of truth by correspondence does not apply.
Aristotle explained that by saying that the poet makes no particular
statements, and it is only particular statements that can be true or
false. The poet tells you things which are universally true and are
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therefore self-contained: so that with literary structures there is a
barrier between A and B.

Then you find that literary structures can work on the emotions and
on the imagination with a very peculiar degree of power. And eventu-
ally you realize that words can achieve descriptive truth only to a very
limited extent. As long as you have one word, like “iron” or “silver,” or
any concrete term like that, it may be connected more or less perma-
nently and definitively with something in the outside world which is
described. But as soon as you have two or three words, you have
started to elaborate a grammatical structure, and a grammatical struc-
ture is a fiction. It turns its back on the world outside and sets up its
own conceptions of subject, predicate, and object. And so when you are
discussing the truth as a verbal structure, you have to allow for the fact
that the words conveying this truth are conveying it within their own
self-contained structures. You might try to get out of it by saying the
subjects and predicates and objects are in fact built into the nature of
external reality. But eventually you discover that they are not.

The difference between these two kinds of structures could be illus-
trated by the difference between the words “story” and “history,” which
at one time were the same word. A history is a verbal structure which is
supposed to be parallel with a body of events in the world outside. The
historian makes particular statements, and they are judged as to whether
they are true or false. In the story there is no such systematic external
reference. The story is told for its own sake. Now applying this prin-
ciple to the Bible, you find that the traditional view of the Bible is that
the Bible is related to a group of phenomena external to it, historical
events or concepts or doctrines, and that the Bible is literally true in the
sense that it is a definitively accurate verbal counterpart of historical
events outside it. That is what is often meant by the word “revelation,”
which means that something behind the Bible is shining through the
Bible on the reader, who is here.

Now that view that the Bible is literally true in the sense of transmit-
ting with definitive accuracy a body of phenomena behind it, was
originally intended to exalt the Bible to a uniquely sacrosanct position.
But by curious paradox it turned out to do exactly the opposite: that is,
it turned the Bible into a servomechanism, into something which is
subordinate to something else which is not the Bible. Now what is
behind the Bible is not simply a record of historical facts or of doctrines,
but ultimately, according to those who have been most deeply con-
cerned with it, the presence of God. And traditionally in Christianity,
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the phrase “Word of God” is applied both to the Bible and to this thing
which the Bible transmits as a revelation, the person of Christ.

At the same time, when you examine the language of the Bible, you
begin to suspect that it was never intended to be a replica of facts
outside itself, because words can express that kind of truth only vaguely
and approximately, as we’ve just seen. What words do most powerfully
and most accurately and most persuasively is to hang together. When
we look at the words of the Bible, we find that they do not have the
qualities that we would expect from definitively lucid descriptive writ-
ing. That is, although nobody would call the Bible a poem, nevertheless
it is full of poetic language, of figures like metaphor and simile and
metonymy and hyperbole, all the elements of language that relate
words to one another instead of to a world outside. Therefore, what the
Bible seems to be doing is insisting on its own authority and autonomy
as a work. It is cutting us off from anything which is behind itself, and
whatever it is presenting, it is presenting as something inside itself. As
long as we think of the Word of God as a book transmitting the Word of
God as the Person of Christ, as something outside it, then the two
aspects of the phrase “Word of God” are simply illogically and ungram-
matically related. But if what the Bible transmits is not separable from
the Bible, then at least it makes grammatical and logical sense.

Now along with that traditional view of literal meaning came the
view that the writers of the Bible were writing essentially from dicta-
tion: that they were essentially holy tape recorders who were writing
through some kind of external impulse over which they had very
limited control. Now if there is one thing that the scholarship of the
Bible seems to have established beyond any reasonable doubt, it is that
authorship counts for very little in the Bible. We have always tradition-
ally thought, for example, of the author of the third Gospel as Luke; but
with the possible exception of the first four verses of Luke, there isnot a
word in the Gospel of Luke of which Luke is in any modern sense the
author. According to what is still the general theory, Luke used Mark
and another document of the sayings of Christ which the scholars call
Q, which he shared with Matthew, and he also has some material of his
own, some of the parables and some of the hymns, like the “Magnificat”
and the “Nunc Dimittis,” which he is most unlikely to have been the
original composer of. So that Luke, like practically all the books in the
Bible, is an edited, compiled, composite document.

And so if the Bible is to be regarded as inspired in any sense what-
ever, sacred or secular, then all the glossing and all the editing and all
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the redacting and all the splicing and all the editing processes have to
be taken as inspired too, because there is no way to distinguish the
voice of God from the voice of the Deuteronomic redactor.

This kind of editing and compiling and conflating is a highly con-
scious and deliberate practice. So whatever the authors of the Gospels
were doing, they were certainly not working in a trance. They were
working with their minds extremely agile and alert. There isn’t a page
of the Bible where the editing process is not utterly obvious. In the first
five books of the Bible, there are four or five major documents generally
distinguished by the different uses they make of the word “God”: one
of them is called the J account, because it refers to God as Jahweh, and
another is called an E account because it refers to God as Elohim: and
then there’s a Priestly document and so on. And we also notice that
certain editorial changes occur. In the book of Samuel we are told that
God was angry with David and therefore tempted him to take a census
so he would have an excuse for bringing a famine on him [2 Samuel
24:1]. Well, the Chronicler, who was basing his work on Samuel but
writing later, is uncomfortable with this, and so changes “God” to
“Satan,” so that it was Satan who tempted David to take the census [1
Chronicles 21:1]. And in Mark, which is almost always regarded as
earlier than Matthew and Luke, Jesus looks around the crowd “with
anger” [3:5]. Matthew and Luke transcribe this sentence, but they leave
out the words “with anger” [Matthew 12:13; Luke 6:10]. The conception
of a God superior to anger is obviously taking shape. There are hun-
dreds and hundreds of signs of editing and glossing in the Bible of that
kind.

Then of course there is also what has been forming very largely the
bulk of this course, the tremendous amount of self-reference within the
Bible, of typological structure, which says the only proof that the gospel
story is true is that it fulfils the prophecies of the Old Testament, and the
only proof that the prophecies of the Old Testament are true is that they
are fulfilled by the gospel, that in other words all evidence is hermeti-
cally sealed within the Bible itself. There is no evidence worth anything
that Jesus had any historical existence outside the New Testament; and
it’s obvious that the writers of the New Testament preferred it that way,
because they could easily have collected such evidence if they had
wanted it. They didn’t want it.

What I'm suggesting is that what the Bible means literally is what it
says. That is, the answer to the question, What does the Bible literally
mean? is always the same. The Bible literally means just what it says.
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But there are two ways of applying that answer. One is to make an
immediate jump from what the text of the Bible tells you to what you
guess about the historical event, or whatever, behind it. The other is
simply to accept the Word in the Bible and gain your understanding of
its meaning in the way that we gain understanding of all meaning,
through its context in the Bible itself. And so the presence of God comes
to us not in the form of a history transmitted through a book, but in the
form of a story in which the book itself is autonomous and definitive.

The only time you can take the word “literal” seriously is when you
read something in the same way that you read a poem, where you
accept every word that is given to you without question but do not
make any premature association between every word and something in
the world outside. That is, your whole attention is directed towards
putting the words together. And that is why, as I tried to explain in
commenting on the Book of Revelation [Lecture 23], while the Bible
does come to an end, and quite a well-marked end, it is nevertheless a
remarkably open end. It adds a few verses at the end saying, this is it,
there are no more books. Just before that, there is the invitation to drink
of the water of life, which means that the reality beyond the Bible is not
behind the Bible but in front of it, and starts in the reader’s mind.

The reader in his turn is one of a society of readers. The point of view
that I'm trying to express has nothing original about it. It's the view, for
example, of John Milton, who speaks of the Word of God in the reader’s
heart as having an authority superior to that of the Bible itself. And if
you say to Milton, Well then, how do you avoid the chaos of private
judgment, of every individual reader setting himself up as the judge of
what the Bible says? Milton would say that the reader is not an ego,
he is not a self-contained individual; he is a man with a socially and
culturally determined consciousness; and behind that consciousness,
according to Milton, there is the real reader of the Bible, who for Milton
is the Holy Spirit. Whatever one thinks of that as a doctrine, neverthe-
less the general principle is I think true, that by eliminating what critics
call the referentiality of the Bible, you are at the same time eliminating
what is private and egocentric and subjective in the reader’s mind. It
would take another course to explain that sentence fully, but the point
is that when you have a structure of words of this kind, the ordinary
gap in experience between the subject, who is here, and the object,
which is there, disappears. You have something in the middle that
becomes both subjective and objective.

The Bible is a structure of fiction and a structure of syntax, I think,
rather than of meanings. When the Bible becomes an instrument of
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social authority, as it was through the Middle Ages and the Reforma-
tion period, then it becomes extremely important to enclose the Bible in
an interpretation which will provide people with the right way of
understanding the Bible. And they understand the Bible through this
interpretation, or else. But the interpretation is really one of the ob-
stacles a society puts in to deflect us from the reality of what it is. It's as
though you had a kernel of a nut and then went around looking for a
shell to put it in, which is an extremely perverse approach to nuts. But
that’s what happens when you have an artefact like the Bible and then
look for an interpretation to put around it as a means of imposing
uniformity and authority on society.

The Bible occupies socially and culturally a privileged position among
other books, but the principles don’t work when you put the Bible into
a nonprivileged position. They won’t work when you put it into a
privileged position either, unless the same essential principles work for
any work which is an artefact. The language of the Bible is fundamen-
tally what the German theologian Rudolf Bultmann calls kerygma, which
is a Greek word meaning “proclamation.”® That is, the language of the
Bible is rhetorical language, and rhetoric always uses the figures of
speech that you find in poetic language. But it’s rhetoric of a very
particular and unique kind. It’s not the orator’s rhetoric which is de-
signed to persuade you of something. The word “proclamation” sug-
gests that within this typical structure there is something which is not
yourself, that you have to fight with the way Jacob fought with the angel.

Now the language in which this proclamation is contained is the
language of myth, and by myth, as we saw, we meant the self-contained
narrative unit, the story, rather than the narrative unit related to some-
thing else, or the history. Bultmann decided to talk about demytholo-
gizing the Bible, which is like removing the skin and bones from the
body. I don’t understand the twentieth-century attraction for these
antiseptic-sounding words beginning with “de.” I don’t know why
Bultmann speaks of demythologizing the Bible when he means
remythologizing it. And I don’t understand in literary criticism why
Derrida speaks of deconstruction when what he means is reconstruc-
tion. But that’s just original sin.

The kerygma or proclamation of the Bible is not the same thing as a
literary story in the way that Homer is a literary story, but it is conveyed
in that language. It is impossible to demythologize the Gospels because
every syllable of the Gospels was written in myth.

It’s notable that in the later parts of the New Testament like the
Pastoral Epistles, which are made out of Pauline materials after Paul’s
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death, the Bible is getting sufficiently self-conscious to talk about itself;
and in the New Testament the Word of God is spoken of as though it
were a dialectic. That is, Jesus said he came not to bring peace but a
sword [Matthew 10:34], and similarly the Word of God is spoken of as a
two-edged sword, and as dividing the word of truth [Hebrews 4:12].
But that kind of dialectic seems to be very different in its application
from the usual aggressive or thesis dialectic, the argument dialectic
which you have in so many philosophers, and there are no true rational
arguments in the Bible. There are passages in the Epistle to the Hebrews
that look like them, but they all turn out to be various disguises for
proclamation. The Bible is not interested in arguing, because if you
state a thesis of belief you have already stated its opposite; if you say, I
believe in God, you have already suggested the possibility of not be-
lieving in him. In that kind of dialectic, every statement is really a half
statement which needs its opposite to complete itself. And so that’s not
what is meant—I don’t see how it can be what is meant—by saying that
the Word of God is a dividing thing.

What I think it divides are the two elements of reality as they are
exhibited in the New Testament, the elements that we call heaven and
hell, the kingdom of life, the kingdom of death. It is that which is
divided, and divided by an eternal separation. That means that the
language of the Bible has to be a language which somehow bypasses
argument and refutation. And again, it is very like the language of
poetry, because, as Yeats says, you can refute Hegel but not the Song of
Sixpence.®” You can’t argue the poetic statement because it is not a
particular statement. It is not subject to verification. So that is why, I
think, the Bible presents what it has to say within a narrative and
within a body of concrete images which present a world for you to
grasp, visualize, and understand. The end that it leads you to is in
seeing what it means rather than in accepting or rejecting it, because by
accepting it you have already defined the possibility of rejecting it.

So the Bible uses the language of symbolism and imagery because
the language of symbolism and imagery, which bypasses argument and
aggressiveness and at the same time clearly defines the difference be-
tween life and death, between freedom and slavery, between happiness
and misery, is in short the language of love, and to St. Paul, that is likely
to last longer than most other forms of human communication.

That’s it. Thank you for your attention.
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Note on the Illustrations

The Biblia Pauperum or “Bible of the Poor” circulated in manuscript
during the Middle Ages; like a few other religious works, it began to be
published in blockbook form in the Netherlands, especially between
1460 and 1490. As these decades see the end of Gutenberg’s career (d.
1468) and the rise of printing from movable type, the blockbook, with
each page imprinted from a single carved-out wooden block, looks
from the present-day viewpoint like a transitional form between manu-
script and modern printing; but for the purpose of the Biblia Pauperum,
that of drawing out the central and permanent truth of the Bible’s mass
of stories, this laborious method uniting the sculptural and the simulta-
neous has its own appropriateness.

Asisindicated by another of its titles, Typos et Antitypos Veteris et Novi
Testamenti, “Type and Antitype of the Old and New Testament,” the
book lines up the “types” or prefigurative images from Old Testament
history with their fulfilments in forty episodes usually from Christ’s life
and actions in the New Testament. (Frye discusses many of these types:
see “Typology” in Index 4, also the chapter “Typology 1” in his The
Great Code.) Each page offers a framed triptych or three-panel design:
centrally an episode from the life of Christ, flanked, usually, by corre-
sponding Old Testament scenes, with, above and below, Old Testament
prophets as witness and corroboration. The surrounding text (Latin in
most versions but German in this one, printed in Nuremberg in 1471)
indicates the relevant passages from the Old Testament story, with
verses from the prophets and a few added explanatory lines.

The horned Moses in nos. 6, 18, 25, and 26 requires a note. Where in
the AV after Moses spoke with God on Mount Sinai his face shone (or
sent forth beams [RV]), the Vulgate translates “his face was horned”
(Exodus 34:29-35).
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The title—perhaps once a nickname—Biblia Pauperum is not to be
literally understood, as the books cannot have been cheap and “the
poor” could not read; they were perhaps aids to meditation.

This version was reprinted at Weimar in 1906, and is used courtesy of
Robarts Library, University of Toronto. Useful books on the Biblia
Pauperum are:

Henry, Avril. Biblia Pauperum: A Facsimile Edition. Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell
University Press, 1987.

Labriola, Albert C. and John W. Smeltz. The Bible of the Poor: A Facsimile
and Edition of the British Library Blockbook C.9 d.2. Pittsburgh, Penn.:
Dusquesne University Press, 1990.

Where there is a choice among Gospel writers, the New Testament
passage noted here (except for nos. 31, 32, 34) is the first, not necessarily
the fullest, account in the sequence of the four.

1 Eve and the serpent (Genesis 3:1-7); ANNUNCIATION (Luke 1:26-38);
Gideon'’s fleece (Judges 6:36—40)

2 Moses and the burning bush (Exodus 3); NaTIvITY (Luke 2); Aaron’s
rod (Numbers 17)

3 David receives Abner (2 Samuel 3:1-21); EpIPHANY (Matthew 2:1-
11); Solomon receives the Queen of Sheba (1 Kings 10:1-13)

4 Purification after childbirth (Leviticus 12); PRESENTATION OF CHRIST
IN THE TEMPLE (Luke 2:22-39); Samuel dedicated to temple service
(1 Samuel 1:24-8)

5 Rebecca sends Jacob to Laban (Genesis 28:11—46); FLIGHT INTO EGYPT
(Matthew 2:13-14); Michal helps David escape (1 Samuel 19:9-17)

6 Moses and the golden calf (Exodus 32); EGYPTIAN IDOLS FALL (apoc-
ryphal: cf. Schneelmelcher 1:464-5); Dagon falls before the Ark (1
Samuel 5:1-5)

7 Saul has the priests killed (1 Samuel 22); MASSACRE OF THE INNO-
CENTS (Matthew 2:16-18); Athalia kills the princes of Judah (2 Kings
11:1)

8 David returns after Saul’s death (2 Samuel 2:1 ff.); RETURN FROM
EGYPT (Matthew 2:19-23); Return of Jacob (Genesis 32-3)

9 Israel crosses Red Sea (Exodus 14:15-31); BAPTISM OF CHRIST (Mat-
thew 3:13-17); Scouts bring grapes from the brook Eshcol (Numbers
13:17-27)

10 Esau sells birthright (Genesis 25:21-34); TEMPTATION OF CHRIST (Mat-
thew 4:1-11); Fall of Adam and Eve (Genesis 3:1-7)
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Elijah raises widow’s son (1 Kings 17:17-24 ); RAISING OF LAZARUS
(John 11); Elisha revives child (2 Kings 4:8-37)

Abraham and the three angels (Genesis 18:1-22); TRANSFIGURATION
(Matthew 17:1-13); Three young men in the furnace (Daniel 3)
David repents (2 Samuel 12:1-25); REPENTANCE OF MARY MAGDALENE
(Matthew 26:7-13; partly legendary); Miriam repents (Numbers 12)
Women of Israel greet David (1 Samuel 18:6-9); ENTRY INTO
JERUSALEM (Matthew 21:1-11); Sons of prophets honour Elisha (2
Kings 2:1-15)

Darius approves rebuilding of Temple (Ezra 5-6); CLEANSING OF THE
TEMPLE (Matthew 21:12-13); Judas Maccabaeus cleanses Temple (1
Maccabees 4:36-59)

Joseph's brothers deceive Jacob (Genesis 37:12-35); PLOTTING AGAINST
JEsus (Matthew 26:1-5); Absalom conspires against David (2 Samuel
15:1-12)

Joseph sold to Ishmaelites (Genesis 37:23-8); CHIEF PRIESTS PAY JUDAS
(Matthew 26:14-16); Joseph sold to Potiphar (Genesis 37:36)
Melchisedek meets Abraham (Genesis 14:17-20; Hebrews 7:1-5);
LAST SUPPER (Matthew 26:17-30); Fall of manna (Exodus 16)

Ahab sentences Micaiah to prison (2 Kings 22:1-38); CHRIST IN
GETHSEMANE LEAVES THE DISCIPLES (Matthew 26:36); Elisha mocked
for his prophecy (2 Kings 6:24-7:20)

Foolish virgins (Matthew 25:1-13); CHRIST RETURNS TO THE DIS-
cipLEs (Matthew 26:37—45); Fall of rebel angels (Isaiah 14:10-15;
Luke 10:18; Revelation 12:9)

Joab slays Abner (2 Samuel 3:22-30); BETRAYAL OF CHRIST (Matthew
26:45-52); Tryphon'’s treachery (1 Maccabees 12:39-52)

Jezebel threatens Elijah (1 Kings 19:1-3); CONDEMNATION OF CHRIST