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PROLOGUE

THE AUTHOR, THE READER, AND THE PROFESSIONAL NOT-KNOWER

Writing and Un-Writing

I once wrote a book about the Book of Job, and then I un-wrote it. I made
arguments, and then, raising objections, I dismantled them. I ended up
with a blank page, with nothing to show. This was true to my experience
with the book, and yet, at the same time, so untrue. The blank page bris-
tled with the residue of an encounter which its blankness did not reveal.
Something had happened between us, not nothing. To speak to this expe-
rience, it became necessary to inquire into the nature of the relationship
between texts and their readers and to think anew about the kind of
meaning a book about the Book of Job might construct and convey. In
this prologue, then, I think about the dominant modes of reading in bibli-
cal studies, and attempt to puzzle out where my experience of reading the
Book of Job fits in this paradigm, looking for points of consonance and of
dissonance. My aim is to explain how and why the book that follows both
is and is not a blank page.

The Author in Biblical Studies

Much of the work done in biblical studies has, as its goal, the location
of the authors of biblical texts, as if what we biblical scholars have been
hired to do is to form search-parties that will scour the caves and hills of
ancient Israel to bring back the missing authors, dead or alive.! Or, if we
cannot locate the exact author of a particular text, our task is to at least
garner enough information about him? to be able to construct an ‘Identikit

1 In fact, a biblical author, when we find him, will most certainly be dead. But we,
possessing the text he left behind, will be able to boil it in water and so concoct an elixir
which, being decanted down his throat, will have power to revive him.

2 In this prologue I will refer to writers using masculine pronouns, and to readers using
female pronouns. I realize that this is somewhat problematic, but, as I am female and the
author of the Book of Job was most likely male, it is also accurate within the limits of this
situation. My main motivation, though, is, to avoid having to spell out “his or her” every
time I want to use a pronoun.
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drawing’ which can then guide our reading of the text, as if without such
a guide we cannot read what we have in hand. Explaining the dominant
mode in which biblical studies is done, John J. Collins writes,

What these [historical critical] methods have in common is a general agree-
ment that texts should be interpreted in their historical contexts, in light
of the literary and cultural conventions of their time. ... [This] sets limits to
the conversation, by saying what a given text could or could not mean in
the ancient context. A text may have more than one possible meaning, but
it cannot mean just anything at all.3

So it is that James Barr, using an ‘Identikit drawing’ of the author of Genesis 3,
argues that Adam could not have been created immortal. He writes,

The natural cultural assumption is the opposite: to grow old and die with
dignity...was a good and proper thing, to which Adam no doubt looked
forward.#

Similarly, Kathryn Schifferdecker writes of the Book of Job,

[T]he ancient Israelite reader must have understood the divine speeches
to be the answer to Job’s situation. ... The book does indeed have an ‘end,
whether contemporary readers appreciate it or not.>

Granted, in both these examples, it is the ancient reader and not the author
who is reconstructed. Yet, at the same time, the author is understood to be
so similar to his readers that if his readers’ expectations can be recovered,
the author’s intentions can be reconstituted from them. This is in marked
contrast to our own, ‘contemporary’ relationship with the text, as noted
by Schifferdecker. Whereas the expectations of ‘contemporary readers’
can only skew the meaning of the text by misunderstanding the author’s
intentions, ancient readers’ expectations accurately reflect these. Biblical
scholars, therefore, by discovering ancient reading communities, in effect
discover their texts’ authors—(this is what I mean by the construction of
an ‘Identikit drawing’)—and reveal to ‘contemporary readers’ the way in
which the text must be read if it is to be understood correctly.

3 John J. Collins, The Bible After Babel: Historical Criticism in a Postmodern Age (Grand
Rapids and Cambridge: Eerdmans, 2005), 4, 10.

4 James Barr, The Garden of Eden and the Hope of Immortality (London: SCM Press,
1992), 5.

5 Kathryn Schifferdecker, Out of the Whirlwind: Creation Theology in the Book of Job
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2008), 11.
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Even many so-called ‘literary’>—as opposed to mainstream historical
critical—readings of the Bible have the discovery of the author’s identity
as their central agenda. David J.A. Clines, in his book Interested Parties,
while lamenting that “the tendency of biblical criticism has been to attend
only—or at least primarily—to the writing... of the texts” and insisting
that, by contrast, “Writers and readers of the Hebrew Bible are equally the
focus of this book,” goes on to describe his own project as

asking about authors as producers of texts, about their social, class and gen-
derlocations...not...about ‘real’ authors, but about ‘implied’ authors—the
authors whom the extant texts presuppose.”

Clines differentiates this from the project of historical criticism by point-
ing out that, whereas historical criticism starts from outside the text, con-
structing the author in order to be able to read the text, he will start from
inside the text, constructing a picture of the author based on the text he
has created. Yet, Clines goes on to support his argument that the Song of
Songs could only have been written by a man for a male audience with
the fact that “[t]here is no evidence for female literacy in ancient Israel,”
a historical detail if ever there was one. Collins points out that the results
arrived at by historical scholarship “are always provisional... [for] new
evidence is constantly coming to light,” and it seems possible that, in the
same way, Clines’ argument might be called into question by new find-
ings about female literacy in ancient Israel. Clines constructs his ‘implied’
author by looking at the text, but this ‘implied’ author looks suspiciously
like the historical author constructed by the historical critics; he is not a
‘real’ individual, but, then, neither are most of the authors constructed
by historical critics; Clines’ author, like theirs, is an ‘Identikit drawing,” a
composite reflection of his community.

Stephen Moore and Yvonne Sherwood argue that literary theory, which
was imported into biblical studies from English literature, has taken a
particularly historical turn there, in line with the discipline’s established
priorities. “[R]eader-oriented theory,” for example,

6 1 have placed literary in quotes, because, in practice, these approaches are defined
over against the dominant historical critical mode: a literary approach is anything that is
not historical critical (though Collins also insists that historical criticism is not “the totali-
tarian monolith that some of its critics make it out to be,” After Babel, 3).

7 David J. A. Clines, Interested Parties: The Ideology of Writers and Readers of the Hebrew
Bible, J[SOTSup 205 (Sheftield: Sheffield Academic, 1995), 16-17.
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has tended to assimilate automatically with the discipline’s inbred obses-
sion with the historical author and the historical reader, who, even when
ceremoniously renamed the Implied Author and the Implied Reader, are
still implicitly shackled to their hypothetical historical contexts, causing
reader-response criticism in biblical studies to become an exercise in his-
torical criticism performed in a wig and dark sunglasses.®

This, in fact, seems to be what is going on in Clines’ Interested Parties.
Clines admits, “The disadvantage of my scheme is that it...assumes that
the text is somehow typical,” but counters, “I do believe that most texts
are typical, and that therefore this text is likely to be a typical text.”®

Robert Alter, whose book, The Art of Biblical Narrative, is described
by Moore and Sherwood as “the best-received foray to date by a ‘secular’
literary critic into biblical studies”® approaches the biblical text some-
what differently, but with the author and his intentions still in view. Alter
insists that literary analysis of the Bible

cannot be based merely on an imaginative impression of the story but must
be undertaken through minute critical attention to the biblical writer’s
articulations of narrative form...[as demonstrated in] the artful use of lan-
guage, ... the shifting play of ideas, conventions, tone, sound, imagery, syn-
tax, narrative viewpoint, compositional unity, and much else.!

Alter is not in search of the author’s identity, ‘implied’ or otherwise, but
he does want to lay hold of this author’s intentions. Inquiring into how
he wrote, Alter intends to discover what he meant, just as the historical
critic hopes to arrive at the author’'s meaning by inquiring into the when
and where of his situation. These approaches—both literary and historical
critical—are sensible and, taken together, can give us a more complete
picture of the text’'s meaning.

On the historical critical side, it makes sense to say that the more one
knows about the culture in which a piece of writing was produced, the
better chance one has of understanding the author’s meaning. On the lit-
erary critical side, it makes sense to say that close attention paid to the
techniques and mechanisms by which a text has been produced can yield
a better understanding of what the author wanted to convey. If a literary
critic were to point out a shortcoming in the historical critical approach,

8 Stephen D. Moore and Yvonne Sherwood, The Invention of the Biblical Scholar: A Criti-
cal Manifesto (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2011), 101-02.

9 Clines, Interested Parties, 95.

10 Moore and Sherwood, Invention, 93.

11 Robert Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative (New York: Basic Books, 1981), 12.
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it might be that because no individual is ever entirely the product of his
or her circumstances, those circumstances cannot be supposed to fully
explain or interpret any given text. Moreover, such an approach assumes
that a writer will never say anything culturally new or different; he can
only ever toe the line and maintain the status quo. Or rather, although he
may perhaps speak against the conventions of his culture, he can never
say anything tangential to that culture; his utterance must match his cul-
tural context. So it is that, in Barr’s estimation, the author of Genesis 3
could not have written an immortal Adam, and, in Schifferdecker’s esti-
mation, the author of the Book of Job could not have written a God at all
lacking in the ability to speak definitively. This, though, underestimates
the force of the personal, subsuming the individual under the collective of
his culture, which need not be the case. The unusual is not, after all, the
impossible, and writers, the argument might be made, are often unusual.
‘Anachronistic’ ideas, unlike objects, can legitimately be held by individu-
als, if not by entire communities. At the same time, however, the histori-
cal critic might point out that literary critics are overly confident about
their ability to understand the narrative and syntactic methods used
by the authors of ancient texts. It is all very well to speak of close attention
to such details, but if one cannot pay correct attention because of a lack of
cultural knowledge, one’s attempt to read, however focused, will not yield
true insight into the text or true understanding of the author’s message.
Therefore, as both types of criticism have something to add in the search
for the author and his intentions, and both have flaws which the other
approach can check, it seems that both are necessary as we attempt to
understand what the biblical authors were trying to convey.!?

The Reader in Biblical Studies

Yet, concomitant with the central importance of the search for biblical
authors and their intentions in biblical studies is a certain reticence on

12 Clines’ approach in Interested Parties, though technically a literary approach, might
be seen as fitting somewhere in between the traditional historical-critical approach and
the literary approach of Alter, starting as it does with the text, but using historical details
to help explain what the text contains. Yet, although I have written above that literary
and historical critical approaches can check each other’s methodological shortcomings,
Clines’ approach does not seem without flaws, as noted above. Is it possible that the com-
bined use of these approaches results in a compounding of their flaws rather than a can-
celing out?
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the part of the reader. Moore and Sherwood comment on the “epistemo-
logical decorum” of biblical studies in which

[T]he model of the good reader is the commentator. This self-effacing reader
does not write but, as his name implies, merely comments. He is a civil ser-
vant of the biblical text. He is a patient laborer in the textual field ... so deep
into the text as to be all but invisible ordinarily. For hundreds of pages at a
time, there’s little or nothing in his own text to indicate that it was written
by a living, breathing human being. ... He lives vicariously through the text
and willingly under its thrall.!3

As the tone of this passage indicates, Moore and Sherwood find it prob-
lematic that biblical studies relegates readers to such a peripheral posi-
tion, and I agree with them. Indeed, their description of biblical studies’
appropriation of reader-response criticism, quoted above, also demon-
strates their sense that biblical studies’ privileging of author’s intentions
has negative consequences for would-be readers: even ways of reading
that have as their goal the privileging of the reader end up privileging the
author, as real flesh-and-blood readers are exchanged, by swift sleight-
of-hand, with ideal readers who only serve to reflect the hypothetical
author. Only those readers who are identical to biblical texts’ authors
need apply, and ‘Contemporary readers’ simply do not have the neces-
sary qualifications.

Why, though, should this preference for authors over readers be prob-
lematic? After all, aren’t authors in control of the meanings inherent in
their own texts? Moreover, as Robert Morgan points out, “[W]e usually
want to understand a text because we think the author is worth hearing,
not because we think we can do something creative with it.”*# For Clines,
in Interested Parties, however, the discipline’s focus on the author’s mean-
ing over the reader’s response is problematic because it prevents readers
from being critical of those biblical texts that propound values different
from their own. Subservient to the author’s intentions, the reader cannot
critique those intentions. Clines, rejecting the ‘epistemological decorum’
of biblical studies, whereby readers must efface themselves from the read-
ing process, insists that readers must assert themselves to critique objec-
tionable claims asserted by the text. He writes,

13 Moore and Sherwood, Invention, 13.
14 Robert Morgan, with John Barton, Biblical Interpretation (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1988), 6.
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To be truly academic... biblical studies has to be truly critical...about the
Bible’s contents, its theology, its ideology. And that is what biblical studies
has notoriously not been critical about at all. To be critical, you have to take
up a standard of reference outside the material you are critiquing.!>

I don’t disagree. I want, though, to think about the reader and her involve-
ment with the text in a different way. In Clines’ formulation, the meaning
of the text is fixed—it means what it means, and what it means has to
do with its historical situation, which is what the text, after all, implies—
and the reader’s role is to respond from her own position. What I want to
think about is the reader’s role in the creation of the text's meaning.

Here, though, I am back at the question raised above. Aren’t writers
the ones who have the right to say what their writings mean? And isn’t
it common sense to assume that the way to understand a text is to get
at the author’s intentions for the text, what the author intended to com-
municate? It is surely common sense, and yet, Morgan, while pointing out
that, in general, “[W]e take this grasping of the author’s...intentions as
the norm for understanding,” goes on to concede that “[t]here are impor-
tant cases where this is not what matters most, and biblical interpretation
may be among them.”¢ Continuing, Morgan makes the claim that when a
text is ancient and its author is dead,

The balance of power and moral rights then shifts to the interpreters. They
are the masters or judges of meaning now, for better or worse. The inter-
preters are never mindless servants of the text, or midwives at the birth or
communication of meaning. They are human agents with their own aims,
interests, and rights. Texts, like dead men and women, have no rights, no
aims, no interests. They can be used in whatever way readers or interpret-
ers choose.l”

This, I think, is intended (!) to shock us with its brutality, and it does. Mor-
gan follows this heartless assessment of the defenselessness of the dead by
detailing how and why some readers might choose to treat these deceased
individuals with respect, writing,

If interpreters choose to respect an author’s intentions, that is because it
is in their interest to do so.... They are reading a particular text on the
assumption that the author is worth hearing and therefore respect autho-
rial intention. There are other reasons for interpreters making authorial

15 Clines, Interested Parties, 109-110.
16 Morgan, Interpretation, 5.
17 Thid., 6-7.
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intention, or (better) the grammatical meaning which is assumed to rep-
resent the author’s intention, into the norm for the text's meaning....
[I]t is important for a community to reach agreement about the meaning of
such shared texts as its laws. Authorial intention or grammatical meaning
provides a norm which makes possible both a determinate meaning and a
rational argument between conflicting interpretations.!8

In other words, just as one can do whatever one wants with a dead body—
it is helpless, after all—so one can do whatever one wants with a text once
its author is dead, but, just as there are good reasons for treating a dead
body with respect, so there are good reasons for respecting the intentions
of the dead author. So, although Morgan allows that is it is possible to do
whatever one wants with a text, such behavior, he asserts, is hardly com-
mendable, not least because if we cannot agree on where a text's mean-
ing resides, it becomes difficult to talk about the text. “In the privacy of
their minds or studies individual interpreters can do what they like with
a text and make it mean what they like,”’¥ Morgan says. The text and the
interpreter are, after all, consenting adults, and, what’s more, the text’s
parent isn't around to lay down the law, so text and interpreter may do
what they like behind closed doors, but what gets brought out in public
ought to conform to certain societal norms. The general public deserves
some consideration.

I take Morgan’s point. Collins makes a similar assertion, albeit less bru-
tally, about the value of agreeing on a common way of assessing the mean-
ing of texts, writing,

Scholarship is a conversation, in which the participants try to persuade each
other by appeal to evidence and criteria that are in principle acceptable to
the other participants. This model of conversation has served the academy
well and is not something that should be lightly abandoned.2°

If the author’s intention, or the intention implied by the way in which the
text has been put together, is not the baseline for meaning, how are we
to judge between different interpretations? On what basis can we make
claims for the superiority of one interpretation over another? Collins wor-
ries that, when authorial intention is taken out of the picture, the conversa-
tion which is the model for scholarship, “disintegrates. .. into a cacophony
of voices, each asserting that their convictions are by definition preferred,

18 Tbid., 7.
19 Tdem.
20 Collins, After Babel, 11.
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because they are their convictions.”?! In such a situation, how is scholar-
ship to advance? How are we to know more about the texts to which we
have devoted ourselves? How will we be able to speak more conclusively
about what they mean?

It’s Complicated

I am sympathetic toward this concern. It seems a legitimate worry. Of
course we want to know more, and we want to be true to the texts we are
reading. Writing this book about the Book of Job, I have really been trying
to write a book about the Book of Job. I have not been trying to do some-
thing illicit behind closed doors. The ‘writing and un-writing,’ mentioned
in the opening paragraph of this prologue has to do, I think, with trying
to do the right thing by the Book of Job.?2 And yet, I do think that readers
have a bigger role to play than that acknowledged by traditional scholar-
ship. The relationship between readers and texts is complicated. Morgan
acknowledges that “however powerful the author’s act of creation, the text
lies impotent until it also comes into contact with a human reader,”?® and
readers have different commitments and concerns which they bring, wit-
tingly or unwittingly, to act of reading.

David Clines and J. Gerald Janzen both point out that readers’ identities
have a valid role to play in how texts are interpreted. Clines writes,

All readers of biblical texts...bring their own interests, prejudices, and
presuppositions with them. While they would be wrong to insist that the
Bible should say what they want it to say, they would be equally wrong to
think that it does not matter, in reading the Bible, what they themselves
already believe.... [For] interpretation...is... the mutual activity that goes
on between text and reader.24

Similarly, Janzen writes,

Interpreters. .. must divine the meaning of.... the book...in the context of
their own reading of existence. The diversity of interpretations matches the
diversity which is displayed in our respective interpretations of existence.

21 Tbid., 161.

22 More about this later.

28 Morgan, Interpretation, 269. Morgan, in fact, does get at the complicated relation-
ship between texts and readers, however distasteful he finds some readers’ disrespect for
the dead.

24 David J.A. Clines, Job 1-20, Word Biblical Commentary 17 (Dallas, TX: Word Books,
1989), xlvii.
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All positions, nihilist and absurdist no less than affirming and covenanting,
are irreducibly confessional.?>

I think these observations are correct, and yet, I wonder if Clines and
Janzen do not oversimplify the issue somewhat. They make it seem as
if the reader is fully in control of the way she reads. She believes cer-
tain things, and knows she believes them,?6 and these beliefs overtly
influence what she takes the text to mean. So it is that Clines goes on to
undertake four readings from different subject positions, none of which
is his own,?” which I find somewhat problematic. Sherwood points out
that, in general in biblical studies, those readers who are permitted not
to efface themselves from their commentary on the text are those whose
“subject positions and sites of difference... are.... widely acknowledged to
demand respect.” Here, Sherwood is talking specifically about those who
have the right to criticize the Bible, that is, to engage in a very particular
kind of readerly non-effacement. At the same time, her claim that only
those “whose judgement demands respect” are allowed to be critical of
biblical texts illuminates something potentially problematic in Clines’ and
Janzen’s descriptions of how Bible readers read. She writes,

Would it be too much, I wonder, to mount such critique in the name of no
particular subject group but in the name of something infinitesimally small
(and unprotected) such as a single I...?28

This T to which Sherwood refers is not predefined or predetermined—it
is simply T—whereas the reading positions acknowledged by Clines and
Janzen are positions in which that T is already defined by its beliefs, com-
mitments, and behaviors. None of the readers Clines impersonates is an
‘1 They are all cardboard cutouts in the shape of an ‘1" What is dangerous
here, what threatens to keep the real reader from really reading, is the
idea that the only way to resist the ‘epistemological decorum’ whereby

25 J. Gerald Janzen, Job, Interpretation (Atlanta: John Knox Press, 1985), 228.

26 In Interested Parties, by contrast, Clines focuses on the subconscious desires which
inform writing and reading, while at the same time claiming that these desires, unknown
to the writer and his original readers, can easily be elucidated by the critic.

27 The subject positions are: Feminist, Vegetarian, Materialist, and Christian. Clines, Job
1—20, xlvii-lvi. Some of these may describe positions Clines does occupy—I do not really
know—but that none of them is really his own is indicated by the fact that they can be
separated out from who he is. In Interested Parties, by contrast, he writes, “Perhaps you do
not even want to know what unexpressed reasons I have for writing this book, and perhaps
I could not tell you most of them even if I wanted to.” Clines, Interested Parties, 24—25.

28 Yvonne Sherwood, Biblical Blaspheming: Trials of the Sacred for a Secular Age (forth-
coming Cambridge University Press, 2012), 122.



THE AUTHOR, THE READER, AND THE PROFESSIONAL NOT-KNOWER 11

one must make oneself invisible in relation to the text, is to become such
a cardboard cutout, trumpeting one’s commitments and affiliations and
allowing them to stand in for the ‘I’ that one actually is.

Edwin Good and Mieke Bal do a better job, I think, of talking about
the complexity of the relationship between text and reader. Good writes,
“The work stands before us, not as an... object to which we apply analy-
sis...but as a living voice. .. with which we enter conversation.”?® Simi-
larly, Bal writes, “The text is not an object upon which we can operate; it is
another subject that speaks to us.”3® Good and Bal, here, are less focused
on the identity of the reader, and more focused on the nature of texts;
it is because of what texts are that readers become involved in the act
of reading them. These descriptions have the advantage of not defining
in advance what the interaction between text and reader will look like.
Readers are surely less typical than Clines supposes, or at least I would
like to think so. For Good and Bal, both text and reader possess ‘a living
voice,’ and they engage each other in an unpredictable, ongoing conversa-
tion. That the text is ‘a living voice,” and ‘a subject that speaks’ is quite a
different assessment from that arrived at by Morgan, for whom the living
parties are the author (who, if dead, is alive only if the reader will respect
him enough to treat him as such) and the reader: “A text has no life of its
own,”3! he writes. But I am inclined to agree with Good and Bal on this,
and not with Morgan.

The text lives. It may live, as Morgan points out, only because its author
has given it life, but it lives nonetheless. It lives because it exceeds its
author’s intentions, even his unconscious intentions, at least as these are
teased out by Clines in Interested Parties, where the author is foolishly
blind to prejudices that are easily seen by everyone else. When Gabriel
Josipovici speaks of the necessity of “trust[ing] that language will help me
to discover what it is I need to say,” for “only by speaking can one discover
what it is one wants to say,”3? he is noticing this tendency of utterances (or
texts) to exceed their authors’ intentions. The author is not necessarily in
control of his output from the outset. Rather, his intentions are revealed
to him as he creates his text, as he, in fact, reads what he has written.

29 Edwin M. Good, Irony in the Old Testament (Sheffield: The Almond Press, 1981), 32.

80 Mieke Bal, Death and Dissymetry: The Politics of Coherence in the Book of Judges (Chi-
cago and London: The University of Chicago Press, 1988), 240.

81 Morgan, Interpretation, 269.

82 Gabriel Josipovici, The Book of God: A Response to the Bible (New Haven and London:
Yale University Press, 1988), 163.



12 PROLOGUE

To know what he means, the writer must himself become a reader. He
may be the ideal reader, but that he has to read in order to discover his
meaning indicates that he is not, in fact, identical to the writer. The text
exceeds its writer.

Here, though, am I simply back at the idea that the ‘grammatical mean-
ing’ of the text discloses the author’s implied intentions, even if the actual
author would not recognize those intentions as his own, and that those
implied intentions should be viewed as the baseline for understanding
the meaning of the text? This is not what I mean to imply! What I am
trying to get at is the way in which the text might be said to be ‘a living
voice,” and suggesting that a sign of its liveliness might be the capacity it
has for telling its author what he meant. If the text is ‘a living voice,” this
does not mean that we should not try to ‘get to know it’ by paying atten-
tion to its articulations. Of course we should. But it also means that the
text is capable of saying different things, both to different people and to
ourselves at different moments. How the text responds depends on how
we engage it in conversation, but how we engage it depends on how the
text engages us. It is a give-and-take.

Bal tries to puzzle out how this give-and-take works and what its impli-
cations for objective scholarship are. She begins by claiming that “Inter-
pretation is necessarily a reader’s response brought to a text; it is, at most,
an interaction, at least, a purely subjective act,” but goes on to write that,
in this conversation with the text, “If we shout too loud, so that the other
is reduced to silence, we will lack arguments to make our case.” It is this,
then, that checks interpretation, making it so that a reader cannot claim
that the text means just anything. If other interpreters cannot hear the
text at all in a given reader’s interpretation, then it may be that the reader
is “shouting too loud.” She continues, “It is not a matter of empirical proof;
it is a matter of plausible interaction.”® Bal’'s formulation shows some
loose ends. She acknowledges that she makes claims for the text’'s mean-
ing, over against other reader’s claims, while at the same time recognizing
that reading is a subjective act, while at the same time trying to show how
one might adjudicate between different readings on the basis of their rela-
tive merit. Collins finds her argument incoherent,3* but I like what she
does. She shows her thinking on the page,?® and, although it doesn’t quite

33 Bal, Death and Dissymetry, 238, 240.

34 Collins, After Babel, 14-15.

35 T have to confess that this is very like how I write, so it is no wonder that it ‘speaks’
to me.
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add up, its very failure to add up is a fitting testimony to the complexity
of the subject, and, in that respect, it is true.

‘Quod Scripsi, Scripsi’: The Reader as Writer

Collins, as noted above, is concerned that if the author’s intentions are
no longer viewed as normative for the assessment of an interpretation’s
merit, the orderly, scholarly conversation by which biblical studies has
been characterized will descend into a cacophonous chaos of competing
voices. I wonder, though, whether his fears are justified.36 Is it really true
that scholars will have no grounds by which to converse with each other if
the biblical authors are not given the final word on the meanings of their
texts? I just don’t think so. Biblical studies is not, after all, rocket science.
By this, I don’t mean that it isn’t difficult, but that it, literally, is not rocket
science. It has different aims, different possibilities. In rocket science—
or any science, for that matter—progress is desirable. Making a better
rocket is the goal, or at least knowing more about how rockets work.3? In
biblical studies, though, this kind of progress need not be the goal. Collins
assumes, it seems, that the scholarly enterprise has, as its goal, knowing
more about the biblical texts; he is concerned to find the best way to go
about knowing more about these texts, and historical criticism seems the
best way of doing this. Fair enough. But what if another goal were pos-
sible? It seems to me that a valuable way of thinking about scholarship
might be to view the goal not as knowing more about the texts, but of
doing more with them, using them to know more. In this formulation, we
begin with the text, using it for its capacity to spark ideas and engender
thought, but elucidating the meaning of the text itself is not the final goal
of the endeavor.

Although in Interested Parties, Clines is able to construct the implied
author and his intentions from the text, elsewhere Clines insists that the
intentions of the author of the Book of Job are unknowable, writing, “Quod
scripsi, scripsi (‘What I have written, I have written’) is the only answer

36 Perhaps they are. Perhaps this cacophonous chaos has already taken control of the
discipline, and Collins is trying his best to contain it. Yet, at the same time, Collins does
acknowledge that “It is not the case that the postmodernists have captured the field. Far
from it,” Collins, After Babel, 3, a concession that Moore and Sherwood point to as evi-
dence that fear of ‘Theory’ outweighs its actual influence in biblical studies, Moore and
Sherwood, Invention, 9.

87 0Of course, I know nothing about rocket science, so I could be totally off on this.
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we can glean from the author when we inquire after his intentions,”38 An
author’s ability to make this claim—“Quod scripsi, scripsi’—is what dis-
tinguishes his position most obviously from that of the reader. The author
is free to write how and what he wants. Readers, by contrast—or at least
readers who are abiding by the prevailing ‘epistemological decorum’ of
biblical studies—are not free. I am bound to the text before me—in this
case the Book of Job—in a way that its author was not. Whereas he needed
no reason for writing what he wrote, I must have a reason for writing what
I do about his book. He was free, but I am bound. He is a gentleman, and
I am his servant. I want, however, to challenge this model. I want to be
free as the author of the Book of Job is free. If he can say “Quod scripsi,
scripsi,” I want to able to say it too. But what right do I have to do this?

Moore and Sherwood point out that literary critics, as contrasted wih
biblical scholars,

can regularly be found engaging the performative and risky power of words,
almost as if they are willfully confusing the job description of the critic with
that of the writer.39

Although part of Moore and Sherwood’s point is that this is what biblical
scholars, in general, do not do, they make the comparison precisely for the
sake of showing that this is what biblical scholars might do, and, indeed,
Moore and Sherwood’s description of the literary critic who confuses her
role with the role of the writer provides a useful approach to how I under-
stand my role as a biblical scholar. If critics can be found “confusing the
job description of the critic with that of the writer” this must be precisely
because there is the potential for a significant amount of overlap between
the two jobs, in biblical studies as well as in English literature.

It is not enough to speak of the necessity for readers not to efface them-
selves from their interactions with biblical texts, although this already
goes against the grain of biblical studies’ ‘epistemological decorum.” That
is, it is not enough to speak of ‘readers.’ Critics and scholars*® are readers,

38 David J. A. Clines, “Quarter Days Gone: Job 24 and the Absence of God,” in God in the
Fray: A Tribute to Walter Brueggemann (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1998), 253.

39 Moore and Sherwood, Invention, 111.

40 Moore and Sherwood point out that, according to the self-naming conventions of
each discipline, their academics are literary critics and biblical scholars; a biblical scholar
is not a biblical critic, and a literary critic is not a literary scholar. According to Moore
and Sherwood, this is because, “Whereas literary critics after the New Criticism could
think unrestrainedly in terms of unmediated, immanentist, intimate reading, biblical
scholars had to continue, self-consciously and emphatically, to separate what they did
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but they are also writers. This is important and makes a difference to how
we understand the possibilities inherent in our work. It means that the
author of the text under consideration is not the only author in the house.
If there is a privilege that comes from being an author, it belongs not only
to the biblical author but to the scholar whose writing is inspired by that
author. Who has author-ity?" We both do. We meet as equals, and not as
gentleman (or king) and servant (or slave). This means that the writing
performed by the scholar has value in and of itself and does not derive
its value solely from its transmission of the text that it is studying. That
is, ideas or insights which are generated in the interaction between the
scholar and the text cannot be judged only on whether they accurately
represent the biblical author’s intentions, but must be judged for them-
selves: Are they interesting? Do they get at something new? Do they seem
plausible—not just as interpretations of the text—but as ideas which
might be ‘et loose’ to play in the larger world of ideas? This is biblical
scholarship, in that it takes the biblical text as its starting point, but it
differs from ‘mainstream’ biblical scholarship in that it does not take that
text as its ending point. The scholar writes her own text.
Morgan, as noted above, argues that

we usually want to understand a text because we think the author is worth
hearing, not because we think we can do something creative with it.#2

It seems to me, though, that these options are not mutually exclusive.
Doing ‘something creative’ with the text hardly means that we have
ignored the text. Instead, we have paid attention to it and then made use
of it, acknowledging that the text is not an end in itself. Indeed, Chris-
topher Rowland argues that artists’ responses to the Bible ought to be
regarded as genuine exegesis writing,

from a Protestant-Romantic, pious communion with the text. Their work had to be clearly
marked as work—as other than the subjective, self-indulgent, personal, private, pietistic,
devotional, pastoral, homiletical, or confessional.” Moore and Sherwood, Invention, 77.

41 T get this way of identifying the ‘author’ in ‘authority’ from Moore and Sherwood,
who write of the “Enlightenment Bible’s” project: “Identifying which (human) hands had
produced the different strands of text became the focus of scholarly industry, but the rela-
tionship of this question to that of the text’s author-ity over the reader was left largely
unexamined.” Ibid., 102.

42 Morgan, Interpretation, 6.
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I have become convinced that what we have in many works of art is an
attempt to present in another medium the total meaning of the text.... It is
thus a different kind of exegesis.*?

If this is, in fact, the case, it seems that scholars, too, might legitimately
engage with the text in this imaginative way. The boundary between the
artist and the scholar need not be fixed or insurmountable, because, as
argued above, there is already a great deal of overlap between what they
do. Morgan goes on to claim that “[a] Bible that can mean anything means
nothing.”#* This is a catchy phrase, but I do not know that it is true. It
seems based on the presupposition that it is actually impossible to learn
anything new from the Bible: if we don’t want to end up with no meaning,
we need to agree in advance about the meanings we will accept, because
agreement is what is most important. But, if we expect our interactions
with biblical texts to yield new ideas, then it cannot be true that the pro-
liferation of these new ideas automatically reduces the book’s meaning
to nothing. The ideas are there. We can point to them. They exist, and
are not nothing. Instead of meaning nothing, I would argue that a Bible
that can mean anything has the potential to mean everything. It is in the
generation and exploration of new ideas that progress is made, not merely
in the explanation of the text.

Carol Newsom, in her article “Bakhtin, the Bible, and Dialogic Truth,”
suggests that an enterprise which she terms “playing Dostoevsky to the
Bible”—by which she means bringing the various worldviews contained
within the Bible into contact to allow them to quarrel and dialogue with
each other—might be a useful way for scholars to engage the Bible. This
enterprise, Newsom explains,

would be a project which would self-consciously go beyond what the texts
explicitly say to draw out the implications of their ideas as they can be
revealed in dialogue with other perspectives.*®

43 Christopher Rowland, “Re-imagining Biblical Exegesis” in Religion, Literature and the
Imagination, ed. M. Knight and L. Lee (London and New York: Continuum International
Publishing Group, 2009), 141.

44 Morgan, Interpretation, 13. Morgan is actually talking about the need for groups to
agree on how they will use texts, which, in and of themselves, do not mean anything. Col-
lins quotes this sentence in After Babel (p. 16), but presents it in a less nuanced way.

45 Carol A. Newsom, “Bakhtin, the Bible, and Dialogic Truth,” Journal of Religion 76
(1996), 305.
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What Newsom has in mind is an intra-biblical dialogue, which may be
why, in her own book on Job,*¢ despite her use of a Bakhtinian approach,
she does not ‘play Dostoevsky’ to the text in quite this way. Instead, there
she insists that any new interpretation must be “rigorously answerable to
the text in a nonarbitrary fashion,”#” instead of going “beyond what the
text explicitly says.” But I want to grab Newsom’s idea and make use of it
for my own purposes.*® I want to insist that if biblical texts can be forced
into dialogue with each other, and, in this, can be made to say things
that, on their own, they would not say, scholars as readers and writers
can engage in the same kind of dialogue with the texts they study, push-
ing them beyond their ‘natural’ limits, drawing out their implications, and
seeing what kinds of ideas get generated in the encounter.

Bal and Good both use the metaphor of the ‘conversation’ to describe
what goes on between texts and their readers. I think this metaphor is
helpful, but I want to propose another metaphor, not to supplant theirs,
but to accompany it. I want to say that the text is available for use, not as
an “object to which we apply analysis,” but as a space for thinking in. As
readers, we enter into the Book of Job. We find the walls papered with its
characters’ utterances; we find themes— about suffering, righteousness,
creation, and so on—dangling like mobiles from the ceiling; we find wild
animals swooping and prowling; we feel the air, here thick with mois-
ture, bristling with the crack of thunder, and there dry and calm. Walking
around this space, we interact with what it offers for inspiration. We enter
the space as readers, and, living there, we become writers. We converse
with the text, and, out of this conversation, comes a new text which, in
turn, presents itself as a new space for thinking in.

Job’s Ambiguity

I want to push this idea—of the text’s availability for use—still further,
and suggest that misuse is impossible. It seems to me that when we read
a text we are entitled to take what we can get. If what we get is an insight
into the conclusive meaning of the text, about which everyone agrees,

46 In this book I will sometimes use italicized Job as shorthand for the Book of Job,
whereas Job, without italics, will always refer to the character.

47 Carol A. Newsom, The Book of Job: A Contest of Moral Imaginations (New York: Oxford
University Press, 2003), 16.

48 T am a writer. I can do this.



18 PROLOGUE

well and good. But if what we get is something else, an idea, an insight,
perhaps about the text, but nothing particularly conclusive, or perhaps
about ourselves or the world, why shouldn’t we take that, too? If we get
something the author intended, fine, but if we get something the author
didn’t intend, let’s take it anyway. I do not think texts are like natural
resources that can be over-exploited to the point of exhaustion. However
much we mine the Book of Job, we are not going to run out of the Book
of Job. It will not turn limp on us, its marrow sucked out, leaving only a
floppy, papery shell, with no meaning left in it. Or, rather, if this were to
happen, it would be because its meaning had been fixed, proclaimed once
and for all, and the mining operation shut down in the name of preser-
vation, or the Job space’ roped off with velvet cords, so that it became
impossible to actually enter it to see what might happen there. This, it
seems to me, is where misuse comes in; it has more to do with no use
than with overuse.

Moreover, Job’s renowned complexity and ambiguity make it particu-
larly suited to this kind of use. Clines points out that in his 1989 commen-
tary he has “listed more than a thousand books and articles that profess
to state the unequivocal answers of the book of Job to such questions [the
knottiest questions about the meaning of life].” He continues, querying,
“Can they all be right? If they cannot, is it because their authors were
incompetent, or might it be that there is something about the book that
lends itself to many divergent interpretations?”4® The answer to the last
question is presumably, “yes.” Similarly, Peggy Day observes, “The book
of Job seeks to inspire thought, to endorse complexity, ambiguity, and
paradox...and because of this very dialogue between the work itself and
its audience it is in the final analysis multivalent.”5° For these reasons,
Newsom ends her Bakhtinian reading of Job by advising readers “to go and
reread the book in the company of others who will contest your reading,”>!
for only by engaging with other readers who read the book from different
perspectives and arrive at different interpretations can one hope to get at
the truth of the thing.

I think this is correct. And yet, these scholars (perhaps with the excep-
tion of Day), seem to imply that the book’s multivalence is revealed
primarily when individuals compare their interpretations and not to indi-

49 David J.A. Clines, “Deconstructing the Book of Job,” in What Does Eve do to Help? and
Other Readerly Questions to the Old Testament (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1990), 106.

50 Peggy L. Day, An Adversary in Heaven (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1988), 70.

51 Newsom, Book of Job, 264.
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viduals interacting with the book on their own, for each reader’s iden-
tity will determine how she understands the book. I am who I am, which
means that I can only read the book in one particular way, but you are not
me, and so you read the book differently, and when we get together and
compare notes we should be aware that the book’s complexity allows for
differing interpretations and should listen politely to each other’s point of
view instead of coming to blows over the meaning of the book. It seems to
me, though, that the book’s multivalence—the un-pin-down-ability of its
meaning—exists not just when readers get together, but for the individual
reader as she reads the book. I may approach the book in a particular way
because of who I am, but the fact that I have a point of view does not guar-
antee me a fixed or unambiguous interpretation of this complex book.

The book may offer itself to one interpretation, only to duck out of
the noose at the last moment, leaving its befuddled interpreter—mouth
agape in mid-sentence, slack rope in hand—watching it caper across the
field emitting peals of laughter at its escape. This, at least, has been my
experience with the book. I have, at various times, ‘figured the book out,’
only to follow my argument through and discover that I am now mak-
ing the opposite argument from the one I started with. Sherwood tells
of similar difficulties experienced with the Book of Jonah, referring to
her production of “Several crumpled and binned readings,” leading to
a recognition of her inability to make sense of the text without leaving
“loose threads hanging.”5? At times, Job’s capriciousness and its concomi-
tant willingness to participate in philosophical thought-play has seemed
delightful; at other times, the fact that the book seems unwilling to ever
finally yield its true meaning to me has been depressing. (“I am throwing
my youth away on the Book of Job, a book that, let’s face it, is never going
to commit,” I have sometimes thought, melodramatically, casting a wist-
ful glance over the borders to the greener country of Qohelet, where the
wine is flowing and everyone’s beard is dripping with oil and at least they
are having fun.)53

The impossibility of being conclusively ‘right’ about the Book of Job is,
in fact, the impetus behind my need to find another way of thinking about

52 Yvonne Sherwood, A Biblical Text and its Afterlives: The Survival of Jonah in Western
Culture (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000) 230.

58 ‘The grass is always greener.” I know. Sherwood writes of her initial attraction to the
Book of Jonah, which, although it presented itself as “a crackable code... the most simple,
GCSE-level and cartoonish of the prophetic texts,” turned out to be no such thing. Sher-
wood, Jonah, 230.
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how to read it and write about it. So, although I have written above that
the book’s ambiguity and complexity make it well suited to being used as
a ‘space for thinking in,” as described above, in fact Job is the model for this
kind of space. I have read Job in this way, because I have found it impos-
sible to read it in any other way, and this kind of reading has seemed to
permit a more fruitful interaction than reading for authorial intentions
and a hard-and-fast ‘correct’ interpretation. I acknowledge that this pro-
logue is an exercise in apologetics. But what can one do? Above, I quoted
Morgan’s assertion that, although “[i]n the privacy of their minds... indi-
vidual interpreters can do what they like with a text and make it mean
what they like,”>* scholarship intended for public consumption must
adhere to certain norms. In reading and writing, though, the private and
public are inextricably mixed. What one does ‘behind closed doors’ can-
not help but affect one’s public interaction with the text. Moreover, I do
not know that one can help what goes on in one’s private readerly space.
One reads; one responds. One cannot, after the fact, retract that response.
Bal writes that “[t]exts trigger readings. That is what they are: the occasion
of a reaction.”>> Something happens when we read, and if we are not true
to that happening—even if, perhaps, it should not have happened—we
are not true to the text.

Newsom, having, perhaps, similar difficulties with Job’s ambiguity,
describes her own Bakhtinian approach as better suited to the nature of
the text—or to exploring certain aspects of the text—than the historical
critical approach.56 Yet, Newsom, while recognizing that “The Book of Job
lends itself...to being read in light of shifting philosophical and herme-
neutical assumptions” and praising the book’s adaptability as “truly not to
be regretted, for it is what gives the book its perennial value,” also insists
that any new reading of the book “should be rigorously answerable to the
text in a nonarbitrary fashion,”>” as noted above.

These are stern words, hammering home the necessity of treating the
book responsibly—rigorous, answerable, nonarbitrary—but I wonder
about the purpose of such rigorous answerability. What is its goal? Is
it to get at the ‘real’ meaning of the text and the author’s ‘true’ inten-
tions? If so, I want to know how this approach differs from those used

54 Morgan, Interpretation, 7.

55 Mieke Bal, Lethal Love: Feminist Literary Readings of Biblical Love Stories (Blooming-
ton: Indiana University Press, 1987), 132.

56 Newsom, Book of Job, 22.

57 Ibid., 3, 16.
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in the “thousand books and articles that profess to state the unequivocal
answers [to] the book of Job” described by Clines. Surely those scholars,
too, sought to be rigorous, answerable, and nonarbitrary, and, by doing so,
believed that their interpretations would be nonarbitrary, and yet their
sheer volume points to their arbitrariness. Moreover, which text is it to
which one is to be so answerable (and not just ‘answerable’ but ‘rigorously
answerable,” with no weak, arbitrary link)? Is it the text before one, in its
‘final form,’ or some other, earlier, more authentic text? Is a reading of Job
which excises chapter 28 or Elihu’s speeches or the prologue and epilogue
more answerable to the text in a less arbitrary fashion than one which
includes them, or vice versa? Furthermore, who is to arbitrate between
the arbitrary and the nonarbitrary? The text itself? Perhaps. And yet, the
inherent ambiguity of a text like the Book of Job makes this arbitration
difficult. I do not know that job will stand still long enough to be chiseled
with these tools.

My own assessment of Job, as a space for thinking in, allows for a looser
approach, in which the responsibility for being answerable to this capri-
cious text is relaxed. Moreover, it seems to me that to take what we can
get from a text—whatever we can get, and as much of it as we can lay our
hands on—may, in fact, be a way of taking the text very seriously. We may
not be able to say what the text means in any kind of nonarbitrary way,
but we can point to an array of meanings radiating out from it, meanings
which have meaning for us.

The Will to Be Right and the Value of Being Wrong

Frank Kermode gets at something like this in his essay, “The Uses of Error,”
in which he reflects on the contrast between Georges De La Tour’s paint-
ing “Job Visited by his Wife” and this event as depicted in the Book of Job.
The painting, he observes, seems based on its painter’s misunderstand-
ing of the book’s euphemistic use of the word ‘bless,” for, in it, Job’s wife
is portrayed as acting with tender pity towards her husband. Kermode
writes, “So far as I can make out her gesture could mean either ‘depart’
or ‘bless’...but either of these seems more likely than ‘curse.’ "8 Yet, Ker-
mode muses, although it is probably true that Job’s author really meant

58 Frank Kermode, “The Uses of Error,” in The Uses of Error (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1991), 428. Incidentally, Kermode calls this essay a sermon, which is how
it was originally delivered.
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‘curse,” and not ‘bless,” his use of one word and not the other has opened
up an ambiguity, even if the author did not mean to be ambiguous, and
this ambiguity is useful; it allows us to think about things we might not
think about without it. Kermode writes,

The history of interpretation...is to an incalculable extent a history of
error... It arises because we want to have more of the story than was origi-
nally offered, or we want to see into the depths of that story ... and when we
try to go beyond it we may err, but sometimes splendidly.>®

De La Tour’s painting is an example of precisely this kind of ‘splendid
error.” We would not wish it to be other than it is; we would not wish it to
be “rigorously answerable to the text in a nonarbitrary fashion.” It might,
of course, be argued that art is one thing and scholarship is another. The
artist is free to do as he pleases, but the scholar has to follow certain
rules. Here, though, we are back at the distinction between the writer
and the scholar as discussed earlier in this prologue—he is free, but I am
bound—a distinction already rejected on the grounds that scholars are
writers too.

Making a similar point about the usefulness of error and the value of
being wrong, Alan Cooper writes,

I would liken the book of Job to a tangram, one of those puzzles with pieces
that fit together in countless ways... [and] no combination can be said to
be ‘right’ or ‘wrong’. And the purpose of the exercise is to learn—about
shapes, colors, and forms and, of course, about one’s own way of handling
and responding to them.50

That is, the book’s complexity and ambiguity are such that one can do
a great number of things with it, and it is the doing that matters, or, as
I have put it above, the fact that one is putting the text to use, and not
whether the outcome of this use is right or wrong, for the standards by
which to judge whether one is right or wrong are simply not available, as
noted above. Moreover, what comes out of this encounter, however right
or wrong, may be similarly useful.

There is, however, one aspect of Cooper’s claim that troubles me some-
what. At the risk of appearing to contradict the argument I have just been
making, I have to confess that I balk at his claim that “no combination

59 Tbid., 431.
60 Alan Cooper, “Reading and Misreading the Prologue to Job,” Journal for the Study of
the Old Testament 15 (1990): 74.



THE AUTHOR, THE READER, AND THE PROFESSIONAL NOT-KNOWER 23
can be said to be ‘right’ or ‘wrong.”” Or, perhaps, what I balk at is my own
claim, related to his, that it does not matter whether one is right or wrong.
This gives the impression that one may simply read the book any which
way, and, after a casual glance at its pages, settle on its meaning and be
done with it. This is not what I mean. Perhaps, after all, I have gone too
far, overstating my position for the sake of argument, and, in the process,
making a fool of myself.6! This is, after all, a book about the Book of Job
and, in it, I do pay attention to the pages I have before me. I want to take
the text seriously. I want to say things about it that are true. I want, in
short, to be right. And in this book I argue for my own readings of job,
demonstrating how they are answerable to the text, pitting them against
others’ interpretations. I emerge triumphant from the encounter, and
then, acknowledging the text’'s ambiguity, point out the weakness in my
argument and allow an alternate reading to take shape amidst its ruins.
It is, in fact, because I want, so desperately, to be right, that I am willing
to acknowledge that I am wrong, again and again. Instead, however, of
binning those wrong readings, as Sherwood says she did while writing
her Jonah book, I have let them lie, uncrumpled, but showing the seeds of
their undoing, juxtaposed with alternate readings.

This kind of being wrong is valuable, because it is true to the ambigu-
ity of the text. Perhaps, then, I am back, with Newsom, claiming that any
reading must be “rigorously answerable” to the text. Still, I kick against
this language, which does not seem to convey what I am trying to say.
The difference, perhaps, is that I am trying to be answerable to what the
text does, recognizing the impossibility of being ‘rigorously answerable’ to
what the text says, this saying being so fraught with ambiguity as to defy
any attempt at certainty. I try to be right, but I must be wrong, and so
I try again. As a biblical scholar, I am not a professional ‘knower,” having,
as a result of my studies, more and more reliable information, an accu-
mulation of facts about the object of my studies. Rather, at least where
the Book of Job is concerned, I am a professional ‘not-knower.” This ‘not-
knowing’ bespeaks a rigorous engagement with the text, a willingness to
occupy the Job space’ and to keep working in the Job mines.’ I do not
have facts to offer, but questions and possibilities. And, in the end, “Quod
scripsi, scripst.”

61 See, for comparison, my assessment of Elihu in Abigail Pelham, “Job as Comedy,
Revisited,” Journal for the Study of the Old Testament 35 no1 (2010): 89—110.



CHAPTER ONE

CREATION IN THE BOOK OF JOB: READING BACKWARDS AND
FORWARDS FOR QUESTIONS AND POSSIBILITIES

Questions and Answers about Creation

The Book of Job is an exploration of creation. It inquires into the nature
of the created world and the identity of its creator. It asks how the cre-
ator originally went about the task of creating and how the creation is
maintained into the present. Finally, it wonders about the relationship
between the creator and what he or she has made.

I say that the book ‘explores, inquires, asks, and wonders, but, in real-
ity, it is a text filled not with questions but with statements. Its characters
do not wonder about the nature of the world; they claim to know what
the world is and should be like, and they speak out of this certainty. Even
Job, in the throes of a suffering that has unmade the world as he knew it,
has claims to make about the essential features of the world as it should
be. Job insists that the world-as-it-ought-to-be has been overthrown and
replaced with a kind of anti-world, in which the opposite of everything
that ought to be is true.! Job’s friends, by contrast, perceive no disrup-
tion of this status quo. Yet, even while vehemently disagreeing with each
other about the state of the world as it is, in the course of a debate which
occupies the bulk of the book Job and his friends flesh out between them
a vision of the world-as-it-ought-to-be that they, for the most part, share.
This is not to say that Job and his friends are not profoundly troubled by
the fact of Job’s suffering; they recognize that it poses problems for their
claims about the world-as-it-ought-to-be, but ultimately they refuse to
accept these problems as significant enough to change their views. Their
combined description of the world-as-it-ought-to-be can be arranged into
three basic topics, having to do with the nature of interpersonal relation-
ships, the workings of time, and the configuration of space.

I These two worlds might also be designated by the terms ‘order’ and ‘chaos.’ I prefer,
however, to try to avoid these latter terms, due to their particularly loaded quality, which
will be discussed in chapter 5.
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Throughout the book, Job calls on God, whom he identifies as the world’s
creator and, therefore, the only power qualified to put the upside-down
world right again, to arise and remake the world. Granted, throughout
the book he also blames God for the disruption of the world-as-it-ought-
to-be, but this is because God is the only creative power he knows, and
so he lays the blame for the anti-world squarely on God’s shoulders, all
the while firmly believing that this is not the world as God intended it to
be. Job asks, “Who ... does not know that the hand of the LORD has done
this?” for, Job contends, “In his hand is the life of every living thing and
the breath of every human being” (12:9-10).2

Then, near the end of the book, God does appear. Instead, however,
of doing whatever needs to be done to turn the world of Job’s current
experience into what Job has asserted is the world-as-it-ought-to-be, God
announces that Job has no idea what he is talking about. “Where were you
when I laid the foundation of the earth? Tell me, if you have understand-
ing” (38:4), God thunders at Job at the beginning of his first speech, imply-
ing that because Job was not present at the founding of the world Job
lacks the knowledge necessary to make definitive claims about the way
the world ought to be. God goes on to present the world of his creation as
fundamentally different in almost every particular from that described by
Job and his friends as the world-as-it-ought-to-be, and his discourse, too,
can be seen as dealing with relationships, the workings of time, and the
configuration of space. In this way, God addresses—and unambiguously
rejects—]Job’s and his friends’ suppositions about the world-as-it-ought-to
be. Although it is not uncommon to read God’s speeches as non-sequi-
turs which fail to engage with the concerns central to Job and his friends,
this is certainly incorrect. As Good points out, far from being unrelated
to the concerns of the dialogue, Yahweh'’s speeches respond directly to
those issues but reject the claims on which they are based.3 It is this rejec-
tion which leads some readers to miss the relevance of God’s response, a
response which is, I would argue, completely attuned to the central theme
of the dialogue, the nature of the world-as-it-ought-to-be.

Although I began by saying that Job is an exploration of creation, the
trajectory of the book, as described above, would seem to indicate that it
is, instead, an official statement about creation. The author of the book has
engineered it in such a way that erroneous views about creation—views

2 All English Bible quotations are from the NRSV, unless otherwise noted.
8 Edwin M. Good, In Turns of Tempest (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1990), 56.



26 CHAPTER ONE

which he may suppose his readers share—are first aired by Job and the
friends and then struck down and set right by God, who is the only one
with the knowledge and authority to speak the truth about the world.
“Where were you when I laid the foundation of the earth?” God asks Job,
but he may as well be asking us. We, like Job, are in no position to pro-
nounce on the nature of the world-as-it-ought-to-be. God tells us what
the world is like, and, because God is in the unique position of being the
world’s creator, our only response can be to stand corrected. The book
ends and we close the cover, wiser than we were when we began to read,
but also chastened; we know more than we knew before, but central to
this new knowledge is a deep awareness of our inability to really know.
We are mere creatures, and we must look to the creator as the only one
capable of speaking the truth about his creation.

Two Problems: Job’s Response and the Epilogue

There is, however, a problem with this reading. The book does not end
with God’s proclamation, but with something else.* First, Job responds to
God. He speaks words which may be understood as indicating his accep-
tance of everything God has said and his submission to God’s superior
authority. He says,

I know that you can do all things, and that no purpose of yours can be
thwarted. ... I have uttered what I did not understand, things too wonderful
for me, which I did not know... therefore I despise myself, and repent in
dust and ashes. (42: 2, 3b, 6)

This, of course, is not problematic for the reading undertaken above. God
speaks authoritative words, and Job highlights their authority by speaking
words of submission, perhaps to make sure that dense readers do not miss
the point of the book. The problem, though, is that Job’s words possess
a certain ambiguity. Newsom goes so far as to say that Job’s last words
are “irresolvably ambiguous and therefore a puzzling response. No matter
how hard we listen, we cannot be sure of exactly what Job has said.”

4 Newsom presents a similar reading of the trajectory of the book, first describing it as
“a kind of Bildungsroman for the reader’s moral imagination,” but then pointing out that
“There are...problems with this approach. The most obvious is that it has difficulty in
accounting for the return of the prose tale.” Newsom, Book of Job, 20.

5 Carol A. Newsom, “Cultural Politics and the Reading of Job,” Biblical Interpretation 1
no. 2 (1993): 136.
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There are several difficulties which translators and interpreters face.
The first arises from Job’s use of the verb XN, which usually takes a direct
object, without a direct object. DRI can be translated ‘refuse’ or ‘reject,’
which is fairly straightforward, but the question arises as to the quality
of Job’s refusal or rejection and as to its object. What does Job refuse or
reject and why? The NRSV’s translation ‘I despise myself,” assumes that
the object of DX is Job himself, an assumption which draws some sup-
port from the second half of the verse, but which is, nevertheless, not
conclusive. The second difficulty in translating the verse has to do with
the meaning of *NMANJ, which can mean T regret, I am sorry,’ or even
‘T am comforted,” as well as ‘I repent.’® The third difficulty is the mean-
ing of 9ONKR1 78Y, ‘dust and ashes’ What does Job mean when he says
he repents (or regrets or is sorry or is comforted) in (or on or over; the
Hebrew is t731) dust and ashes? Does he mean that he is literally sitting in
dust and ashes? Or is he making some reference to his mortality? And if
he is, is he saying that he regrets the limitations of being mortal, for they
will not allow him to challenge God as God deserves to be challenged? Or
is he saying that he accepts that, because he is a human being, he has no
right to challenge God? Or does he mean something else entirely?

Some interpreters do read Job’s response as submissive. Moshe Green-
berg, for example, writes,

[Job] confesses his ignorance and his presumptuousness in speaking of
matters beyond his knowledge.... [H]e rejects what he formerly main-
tained.... Lowly creature that he is, he has yet been granted understanding
of the inscrutability of God; this has liberated him from the false expec-
tations raised by the old covenant concept, so misleading to him and his
interlocutors.”

Others, however, understand that Job’s final words are a rejection of all
God has said. David Robertson contends that Job’s repentance is wholly
ironic, given to pacify a blustery and overbearing God who has been
unable to answer Job’s pressing questions about life and suffering, and
who has attempted to cover up this inability by bombarding Job with new
questions which are irrelevant to the discussion at hand.® For John Briggs
Curtis, Job’s words are not submissive at all, even if meant ironically, but,

6 See William L. Holladay, ed., A Concise Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon (Grand Rapids
and Leiden: Eerdmans and Brill), 234.

7 Moshe Greenberg, “Job,” in The Literary Guide to the Bible, ed. R. Alter and F. Kermode
(London: Collins, 1987), 299.

8 David Robertson, “The Book of Job: A Literary Study,” Soundings 56 (1973): 463.
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rather, are overtly rejective. According to Curtis, what Job says is, “I feel
loathing contempt and revulsion [toward you, O God]; and I am sorry for
frail man.”®

If Job rejects God’s claims about creation and denies their authority,
the point of the book, which seemed so clear, is suddenly obscured. Is the
book saying that God is not, after all, qualified to speak definitively about
creation, and are we readers also intended to reject God’s words? When
God appears it seems as if the book has been leading up to that moment,
for we intuitively accept that God alone has the knowledge and authority
to speak the truth about the world. Indeed, throughout the book Job has
called on God to appear and answer him. God’s words are what Job has
been waiting for. But is all this build up of expectation simply a ruse? Does
the author make us wait for God, then let us hear God’s definitive words,
but, before letting us close the book secure in our new knowledge, call
that knowledge into question? Perhaps. As Newsom points out, though,
we cannot be sure what we have heard. Newsom, in fact, goes so far as
to identify Job’s final words as a Bakhtinian loophole, defined as “[T]he
retention for oneself of the possibility of altering the ultimate, final mean-
ing of one’s words. ... This potential other meaning...accompanies the
word like a shadow.”© That is to say, it is possible that Job deliberately
uses ambiguous language, so as to be able to later reinterpret what he has
said. He may later decide that he intended to be submissive or he may
decide that he intended to be antagonistic, but, for the moment, both
options remain possible.

If we cannot know whether Job has bowed before God’s presentation
of the world or whether he has rejected it—and if, in fact, Job does not
himself know what he has done—it is difficult to know how we are to
respond to these words of Job’s. We cannot reject God’s world outright,
claiming that its conclusiveness has been undermined by Job’s rejection
of it, for we do not know if Job has actually rejected it, but neither can
we accept God’s depiction of the world as definitive, since it is possible
that Job has rejected it. Furthermore, as if the ambiguity inherent in Job’s
words is not confusing enough, there is also the question of what author-
ity Job’s response possesses. That is, so far I have assumed that how Job

9 John Briggs Curtis, “O n Job’s Response to Yahweh,” Journal of Biblical Literature 98
no. 4 (1979): 505.

10 Mikhail Bakhtin, Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, ed. and trans., C. Emerson (Min-
neapolis and London: University of Minnesota Press, 1984), 233. Quoted in Newsom, Book

of Job, 29.
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responds to God makes a difference to the meaning of the book. Most
interpreters make this assumption, based on the idea that it matters who
has the last word. If Job has the last word, we assume that his word trumps
God’s, even though God is, by nature, the one with the authority to make
conclusive statements. It is not, however, clear that this needs to be the
case. If the last word is not definitive simply as a matter of course, but if
its definitiveness depends upon the authority of the speaker, whether Job
accepts God’s presentation of his creation or rejects it does not really mat-
ter, at least as far as God’s authority is concerned. If Job rejects God after
hearing him speak, so what? God has still spoken authoritatively about
the world. Job may not like it, but that’s his own hard luck. As far as we
know, there’s nothing he can do about it.

We, who have identified with Job throughout the course of the book!
may wonder whether we ought also to reject God’s words, if this is what
Job has done. If so, then the content of Job’s response is significant and
may affect God’s authority, or at least our relation to it. It seems equally
possible, however, that, if Job rejects God, we ought to drop Job like a hot
potato. We may have been willing to side with him against the friends,
taking his claims of innocence in good faith, but now, when Job refuses
to accept God’s own chastisement, we see that we have been misled and
we promptly disassociate ourselves from him. So, although it is possible
that Job’s potential rejection of God calls God’s authority into question, it
is also possible that it does not. Moreover, if Job’s response is submissive
instead of rejective, this entire line of speculation is rendered moot: Job’s
response does not call the definitiveness of God’s presentation of the world
into question because Job accepts God’s authority without question.

Despite the uncertain answer to the question of whether Job’s response
to God derails what has seemed to be the program of the book—that of
setting right, through the use of the voice of God, erroneous assumptions
about the world—the presence of the epilogue poses a more concrete
challenge to this kind of reading.!? After hearing God’s description of the

11 As Robertson points out, “Job so gives voice to our own fears, doubts, and frustrations
that we cannot help but sympathize with him. Robertson, Book of Job, 450.

12 In this book I will read the Book of Job as if prose and poetry belong together and
are the work of a single author, but I recognize the possibility that they are not. Newsom,
taking the same stance, speaks of the need of adopting “heuristic fictions” about the
book’s composition which are useful for purposes of interpretation, even if it cannot be
known whether they have any basis in fact. Newsom, Book of Job, 16. My best guess is that
the prose prologue and epilogue, though written by the same author as the poetry, are
intended to stand out as different and to seem like one story that has been interrupted by
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world and answering however he answers or perhaps making no unquali-
fied answer at all but reserving his response for a later date, Job finds
himself living in a world that is strangely similar to the world-as-it-ought-
to-be of his debate with the friends. He is back in the world he claimed to
have at one time inhabited—and which, if the prologue is to be believed,
he did at one time inhabit—a world which could hardly be more differ-
ent from the world God has just finished describing as the world of his
creation.

That Job actually finds himself living in a world completely different
from the world God claims to have created, a world which is consonant
with Job’s own vision of the world-as-it-ought-to-be, turns the Book of Job
from an ‘Answer’ book, in which the truth about creation is proclaimed,
into a ‘Question’ one. Whatever can it mean that Job ends the book living
in a different world from the one God claims to have made? Suddenly the
book is bursting with questions. Has God decided that Job’s world-as-it-
ought-to-be has merit after all and decided to give that world a place in
his creation? Or has the epilogue world come into existence through an
agency other than God’s? If God is not responsible for creating the epi-
logue world, is its existence still consonant with the world he describes
himself as having created, despite its differences from that world, or does
God’s world preclude the existence of the epilogue world? If God’s world
precludes the existence of such a world, how does it happen to exist? If
God did not create it, who did? If Job and his friends made it, how did they
manage to do so? If the book ends with a world made by humans, does
this mean that human beings, and not God, are the real creators? Or is the
world inhabited by Job in the epilogue nothing more than a fantasy, with
no basis in reality? If it is a fantasy with no basis in reality, does this mean
that it is impossible to live there or is it perfectly possible to live in such
a place? Is there, after all, nothing more to creating than imagining, or is
God’s creative activity of a different sort? Is there such a thing as the ‘real
world’ or are all worlds imaginary? If Job can create and live in his own
world, what is his relationship to God? Is he a co-creator, endowed by God
with creative faculties so that he may share in God’s creativity? Or is he
an anti-creator who has set himself up as God’s rival? Or is he some third
thing, neither subordinate co-creator nor antagonistic rival-creator?

another. I want to say that these stories take place in different worlds, as will be discussed
in chapter s.
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Reading Backwards and Forwards

In this book I want to do two things. First, I want to inquire into the
details of the worlds described by Job and his friends and by God, and to
assess how God’s world responds to the world-as-it-ought-to-be of Job and
his friends. I will do this in three chapters, each dealing with one of the
topics into which I have said the discussion can be divided: the nature of
relationships between persons, how time works, and how space is config-
ured. To elucidate the positions of the characters, I will take some liber-
ties. I will, in a sense, ‘lean’ on the characters, pushing their statements
to their logical (and sometimes illogical) conclusions, inquiring into their
motivations, and showing how their various claims link up and what
kind of combined structures they form. In a way, I treat them like ‘real’
people, assuming that they have motivations, and that their statements
have implications that go beyond those that are spelled out on the page.
In another way, I do not treat them like ‘real’ people at all. Would ‘real’
people submit to this kind of pushing and prodding, this insistence that
they divulge their unstated motivations? Newsom, who also pays close
attention to the characters’ utterances in her Bakhtinian reading of job,
treats the characters with more respect than I do, mindful of the nuances
of meaning that differentiate Job from his friends. My own investigation,
though, is into the bigger picture which the characters’ speeches combine
to form, and so my less-nuanced approach is appropriate.!3

The second thing I want to do is to address some of the questions
raised by the epilogue, which I will do in a final chapter. How, though, do
I plan to deal with the questions raised by the epilogue? Does the book
offer answers to these questions, or does the fact that it ends by asking
them mean that it blows itself up: ‘This book will self-destruct in 5 sec-
onds’? Clines, who argues that that the epilogue renders the book decon-
structible by ‘pulling the rug out from under’ what the book has asserted
up to that point, nevertheless insists that its primary assertions remain,
despite being problematized by the ending. He writes,

13 Newsom's Job book is full of interesting insights, and I like it very much. I wonder,
though, whether the way in which she separates out the different positions of the separate
characters results not in a picture of the book’s ‘dialogic truth,” but in a picture of a series
of ‘monologic truths.” That is, her focus is not so much on the intersection of the charac-
ters’ points of view, but on the isolation of their various positions, which actually seems to
contradict the Bakhtinian enterprise on which her method is based.



32 CHAPTER ONE

In deconstructing, we are distinguishing between the surface and the hid-
den in the text.... We are allowing that it is possible to read the text without
seeing that it undermines itself, and we are claiming that the deconstructive
reading is...at the same time more aware of the character of the text.1

That the ending deconstructs what has come before may cause the book
to “lose all of its authority as a trustworthy testimony to the way things
really are in the external world,” Clines says, while, at the same time, the
multiple philosophies it presents retain “their persuasive force” thanks to
the power of the book’s rhetoric.!® That is, we both take note of the under-
mining effect of the epilogue and, simultaneously, ignore it! We recognize
that the book fails to say anything authoritatively, and yet we continue to
listen to its arguments and to take them seriously.

Newsom offers a similar, but not identical, interpretation of the purpose
of the epilogue. Its purpose is “to reassert the continuing claim on truth
by voices that were silenced by the authoritative divine voice.”¢ That is,
although God’s words have seemed authoritative, the epilogue saps them
of authoritative force, allowing Job and his friends to go on making their
own claims, even if those claims differ from God’s. For Newsom, the book
does not finally side with any character’s point of view, but remains a
discussion in which its readers are invited to participate.'” Although for
Newsom, it is specifically God’s authority that is undermined by the epi-
logue, whereas for Clines it is claims that the book as a whole has made
about the independence of righteousness and reward and the meaning of
suffering, for both the epilogue breaks apart the monolithic structure of
the book, either into several different voices which, together, work toward
the enunciation of a ‘dialogic’ truth (Newsom) or into several philoso-
phies, each of which undermines the other, but none of which cancels
the other out (Clines).!8

14 Clines, “Deconstructing,” 107.

15 Tbid., 114, 123.

16 Newsom, Book of Job, 29.

17 Tbid., 30.

18 David Penchansky offers a somewhat similar perspective, writing, “The epi-
logue...does double duty in a holistic reading of the book. On the one hand, Yahweh’s
approval of Job reflects Job’s pious activities in the prologue; but on the other hand, it
affirms the blasphemous statements made in the center.... Job therefore disperses into
many stories, each occupying the same 42 chapters.” David Penchansky, The Betrayal of
God: Ideological Conflict in Job (Louisville: Westminster/ John Knox Press, 1990), 49. For
Penchansky, it is not multiple voices that are reaffirmed by the epilogue or multiple phi-
losophies, but multiple stories. Yet, in contrast to Clines, Penchansky reads the entire Book
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I began this account of the effect of the epilogue as perceived by Clines
and Newsom by wondering whether the epilogue causes the book to self-
destruct so that there is, in fact, no book left. These interpreters claim that,
although the epilogue changes the book in some way, it does not obliter-
ate it. I am inclined to agree with them, and, in fact, how could I not?
A book that has self-destructed leaves nothing behind to be discussed,
save perhaps a few charred remains, which rather hampers any attempt
to say anything about its content or meaning. I do want to write about
the book’s content and meaning, however, and so I, along with everyone
else who writes about the book, must insist that the explosion witnessed
in the epilogue has served some other purpose than its self-destruction.
Supporting this claim is the fact that the book exists and is, after all, a
substantial document, far more substantial than a few charred remains
would be. Many interpreters, in fact, argue that, far from being a partial
text, what we have in the Book of Job is an expanded text, a text which has
grown by a process of accretion, so that it is not a case of having too little
left to work with, but, some would argue, of having too much.!®

My interpretation of the force of the epilogue shares similarities with
those of Clines and Newsom. As I have written above, I see the epilogue as
raising a multitude of questions about the nature of creation, the identity
of the creator, and the way in which the world is made and maintained.
This interpretation stems, of course from my reading of the book up to
the point where the epilogue begins, as no doubt, everyone’s does. The
epilogue may be explosively transformative, but what the explosion looks
like must reflect, in some way, the book we think we have been read-
ing before it happens. This may go without saying, but it is, nevertheless,
important to recognize. It is only because I think I have been reading
a book about creation and the world-as-it-ought-to-be that the epilogue
raises questions about these topics. Clines thinks he has been reading a
book about the relationship between righteousness and reward and the

of Job as “dissonant” (Ibid., 9—10, 26), rather than viewing it as a smooth narrative that is
disturbed by the epilogue.

19 Some interpreters argue that the wisdom hymn of chapter 28 and Elihu’s speeches
of chapters 32—37 were not part of the original book but were added by later editors.
Others go so far as to say that the prose prologue and epilogue were appended to the
book by someone other than its original author. See Andrew E. Steinmann, “The Structure
and Message of the Book of Job,” Vetus Testamentum 46, no. 1 (1996): 85-100, and Douglas
Lawrie, “How Ciritical is it to be Historically Critical? The Case of the Composition of the
Book of Job,” Journal of Northwest Semitic Languages 27 no. 1 (2001): 121-146, for overviews
of the scholarly discussion on the compilation/corruption of the book.
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reasons for suffering, and so he reads the epilogue as deconstructing the
book’s assertions on these topics. Newsom thinks she has been reading a
polyphonic text in which different characters’ speech and different genres
are intercut in order to proclaim a dialogic truth, based on the author’s
recognition that

the truth about piety, human suffering, the nature of God, and the moral
order of the cosmos can be adequately addressed only by a plurality of
unmerged consciousnesses engaging one another in open-ended dialogue.2?

So, for Newsom, the epilogue refutes the idea that God is the only one
with the authority to speak; it is the author’s final ‘unfinalizing’ move,
by which the conversation is extended out beyond the boundaries of the
book. The links between our readings of the epilogue and the body of the
book do not mean that we are misreading either section. Likewise, the dif-
ferences between our interpretations do not mean that someone is right
and someone is wrong. These interpretations can coexist. In fact, even
contradictory interpretations of the Book of Job can coexist; the book’s
complexity and ambiguity, which are prodigious, permit the legitimate
existence of a wide variety of readings.2!

Still, neither Clines’ reading, nor Newsom’s, strikes me as taking enough
note of the transformation that the epilogue works upon the book. Clines,
while arguing that the epilogue undermines the philosophies supported
by the rest of the book and while claiming that the deconstructive reading
is “more aware of the character of the text"?? than a non-deconstructive
reading, still wants to argue that the greatness of the book lies in its ability
to persuade us to overlook its self-deconstruction. He writes,

We recognize in the unenlightened Job the human condition, embattled
against an unjust fate, and we will him to succeed in his struggle even at
the moment when we know it is ill-conceived and unnecessary.??

How, then, is the deconstructive reading “more aware of the character of
the text”? Where Clines’ argument ends up makes it seem as if the oppo-
site is the case: the text may deconstruct itself, but it wills us to ignore
this fact and read it in a straightforward way. The epilogue is not, then,
a shocking revelation of what the book is really about which undermines

20 Newsom, Book of Job, 24.

21 See the prologue to this book for a discussion of how one might respond to job’s
ambiguity.

22 (Clines, “Deconstructing,” 107.

23 Tbid., 122.
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everything that has come before; instead, we are meant to read it as if it
confirms the agenda of the preceding text. No doubt I am oversimplifying
Clines’ argument, but these seem to me to be its implications. The argu-
ment seems to negate itself.

Newsom’s reading of the epilogue does not satisfy me for a different
reason. She argues that the epilogue, by denying God absolute authority
of speech, reasserts “the continuing claim on truth by voices that were
silenced by the authoritative divine voice.”?* I do not disagree with this,
but I want to know what the truth-claims of the other characters look like
in the wake of the epilogue. As Newsom presents it, the epilogue does not
change the nature of the truth available to the other characters, but only
gives them the ability to go on speaking as they have been speaking. Job is
permitted to keep speaking his personal truth, as he has been speaking it
throughout the book, and the same goes for the other characters. But how
can this be? The epilogue’s relativization of God’s authority—or, at least,
its potential relativization thereof—cannot mean that the characters just
pick up where they left off and continue saying what they have been say-
ing. If God’s authority is in fact relativized by the epilogue, this is a cata-
clysmic event. Everything changes, or, at least, is potentially changed. The
characters simply cannot go forward from it saying the same old things,
for one of their most basic assumptions about the world—that God is the
only one with the power to create and the authority to determine what
the created world will be like—has been called into question. If Job has
a ‘claim on truth’ after the appearance of the epilogue, both the content
of his claim and its nature must be completely different from what they
were before.

Perhaps this is implicit in Newsom’s assertion that the epilogue ‘unfi-
nalizes’ the text, extending it out beyond its on-paper ending. The char-
acters may have something new to say, but they must say those things
in the space extended beyond the end of the book. How, though, are
we to know what they have said? Theoretically they may keep speaking,
but how are we to hear them? We can only speculate about what they
may be saying. Elsewhere, in fact, Newsom does just this. She begins her
article “The Moral Sense of Nature: Ethics in the Light of God’s Speech
to Job,” by wondering how Job lived the remaining 140 years of his life,
and concludes by suggesting that Job probably lived the rest of his life
much as he had lived before the events of the book, in uprightness and

2% Newsom, Book of Job, 29.
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integrity, but with a different understanding of his place in the world.2>
In this article, Newsom’s focus is on God’s speeches and their power to
effect a transformed vision—*it was Job'’s seeing, as he himself observes,
that was most radically altered (42:5). The horizon of his vision and the
patterns he discerned were different”?6—and not on the power of the epi-
logue to transform our understanding of God’s authority. Here, Newsom
is interpreting Job’s response to God’s speeches, a response grounded in
his acceptance of their authority, rather than Job’s response to an epilogue
which wrests authority from God. She wants to know what happened in
the years which remained of his life after his encounter with God, years
which, because the book does not describe them in much detail, must
be approached with a certain amount of speculation. Yet, despite this,
they are years which are contained within the book. The epilogue begins
immediately after Job’s encounter with God and ends with Job’s death 140
years later, so the information provided in the epilogue, however slight,
does provide us with a picture of how Job lived his remaining 140 years.
There is much that is not described, but what is described can be taken
as emblematic.

Thus, Newsom’s presentation of Job’s remaining years in her 1994 article
is speculative, but it is also grounded in the text. If, however, the epilogue
serves a purpose other than showing how Job’s acceptance of God’s words
played out in the remainder of his life, a greater degree of speculation is
required. In Newsom’s Bakhtinian reading of Job, it is not just the content
of the epilogue that matters; rather, the epilogue serves the purpose of
undermining God’s exclusive authority so that all characters can continue
speaking. There is, however, no direct speech in the epilogue. A narra-
tor tells us a few of the things Job does in his remaining years, but not
what he says. We may imagine what he may have said based on what he
does, but we do not really know. How, though, is this any more specula-
tive than interpreting the events of the epilogue in terms of what they
mean for Job’s worldview, as Newsom does in the article quoted above?
The difference I am trying to get at has to do with the purpose of the
epilogue. If the purpose of the epilogue is to show how Job responded to
God’s speeches, and if it is taken as a given that God speaks the definitive
truth (which is what Newsom assumes in her article), then it is possible

25 Carol A. Newsom, “The Moral Sense of Nature: Ethics in the Light of God’s Speech to
Job,” Princeton Seminary Bulletin 15 no. 1 (1994): 27.
26 Idem.



CREATION IN THE BOOK OF JOB 37

to interpret the epilogue’s events in a straightforward way, and to view
them as showing, albeit in brief, how Job lived his remaining 140 years.
If, however, the epilogue appears as a sudden rupture in what has come
before, then it is not clear whether it can be read straightforwardly. The
meaning of the few details about Job’s life with which it provides us are
not clear; they could mean any number of things. Moreover, if Newsom
is right that the epilogue extends the book’s conversation out beyond the
end of the book, the epilogue cannot be understood to provide us with all
the information we need to understand what Job may have said after its
incursion into the book. The epilogue may end with Job’s death, but this
is, in some ways, immaterial. The epilogue may tell us that, in the end,
“Job died, old and full of days” (42:17), but, really, it is impossible for Job
to die, if dying means the end of his ability to speak. As a textual charac-
ter, engaged in an unfinished and ‘unfinalizable’ conversation, Job must
continue speaking. “Job died. The end,” proclaims the epilogue, but this is
something the epilogue has no authority to proclaim or enforce. Job’s ‘life’
is not bounded by the boundaries of the epilogue, if the epilogue’s main
purpose is to create an ‘unfinalizable’ text.

Yet, thinking about how the conversation continues beyond the bounds
of the book must be as much about the reader as about the characters.
Perhaps this is the point Newsom’s Bakhtinian reading makes. The book,
with its ‘unfinalized’ ending, breaks loose from its textual moorings and is
free to roam about in the ‘real’ world. We interpreters become the char-
acters, and, in fact, Newsom understands Elihu to be an early reader who
has been so drawn into the conversation that he has written himself into
the book.27 Still, if this is the case, it is not quite right to say that the book’s
characters are permitted to go on speaking. Rather, it is the book’s read-
ers who are permitted to go on speaking about the characters, even to the
point of putting words in those characters’ mouths.

In Clines’ deconstructionist reading, the epilogue undermines previ-
ously asserted philosophies, but the book simultaneously goes on asserting
those philosophies, and, in fact, we are intended to overlook the fact that
the book deconstructs itself and accept its coherence on the strength of its
rhetoric, meaning that what happens in the epilogue does not really mat-
ter. In Newsom’s Bakhtinian reading, the only thing about the book that
the epilogue changes is the absoluteness of God’s authority, an authority
which would serve to close the book with a definitive statement; as it is,

27 Newsom, Book of Job, 30.
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the epilogue functions not as an ending but as a portal which leads to the
world outside the book. My problem with both of these readings is that
they do not pay enough attention to what the epilogue does to the content
of the book itself. I want to argue that we must read backwards from the
epilogue, back into the middle of the book. If the epilogue changes the cir-
cumstances in which Job and his friends find themselves and if it permits
them to go on speaking, it seems to me that they must do this ‘new’ speak-
ing within the book itself, and not in some ‘real world’ space projected out
beyond the end of the book. They do not live in the real world, but only in
the book, and it is there that they must respond to the epilogue.

But how can they do this? Is it not as impossible for them to re-speak
words they have already spoken, but this time with different meanings,
as it is for them to go on speaking (or, to be heard speaking) in the space
beyond the end of the book? In both cases, isn't it the reader who must do
all the speaking, throwing her voice like a ventriloquist so that the words
seem to come from the characters’ mouths? To a degree, I suppose the
answer is yes, inasmuch as all “interpretation...is...the mutual activity
that goes on between text and reader,”?® as discussed in the prologue to
this book, and yet, because the author of the speeches in the body of the
book also wrote (or attached) the epilogue, it seems likely that he would
have written them to work in concert. He would have known that the
epilogue was coming—(unless the epilogue was attached by a saboteur
without his knowledge and against his intentions,2® a position which I
do not accept)—and could, therefore, have engineered the characters’
speeches in such a way that they would divulge different meanings based
on whether they were read pre-epilogue or post-epilogue.

For example, in his chapter 38 speech, God seems to be accusing Job of
having acted as a rival creator. After asserting Job’s inability to speak about
the nature of creation based on his not having been present at the actual
moment of creation, God goes on to question Job about the identity of the
creator, asking, “Who determined its measurements—surely you know!
Or who stretched the line upon it?” (38:5), implying that Job’s absence at
the founding of the earth has disqualified him from knowing not only the
nature of the created world but also the identity of its creator, who is pre-
sumably God himself. There is, however, something strange here. What

28 (Clines, Job 1—20, xlvii.

29 Curtis, for example, writes, “The...purpose of the prose...is that of deliberately
misleading the reader.” Curtis “Job’s Response,” 510. I will discuss this possibility—and my
rejection of it—in chapter 5 of this book.
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is strange is not the content of the question as it relates to creation, but
the fact that God asks Job, “Who has done these things?” God’s question
oozes sarcasm and implies that Job will not know how to answer. And
yet, the sarcastic tone of God’s “Surely you know” is confusing, for, in fact,
Job surely does know, and is prepared to answer correctly. Throughout the
book Job has identified God as the creator of the world, and has never
contemplated the possibility that there might be another creator besides
God, let alone the thought that he himself might be capable of wresting
creative power from God and making the world himself.

Yet, in God’s mind, knowledge about the world and creator-status go
hand in hand, so if Job has claimed to know what the world should be like
(which he has), he has also tried to rival God’s creative power. However
much we might like to side with Job in this situation, we cannot. God
speaks authoritatively, and, therefore, we must accept his reading of the
situation as correct. We feel the tension here acutely. On the one hand,
we feel sure that Job never intended to do the thing God has accused
him of doing, and if he did it he did not know he was doing it, but on the
other hand we also know that only God has the knowledge and authority
to speak definitively. If God says that Job has done this, it means that Job
has done it, however unwittingly.

Granted, as already discussed, some interpreters reject God’s author-
ity on the basis of what he says to Job, and read Job’s response in 42:2—6
as either overtly or covertly rejective. Taking this point of view, we
could alleviate the tension by insisting that God is wrong about Job; in
his speeches, God shows himself incapable of speaking definitive words
about the creation, and this is one of the places in which he undermines
his own authority, by making accusations that are blatantly false. Yet,
I am not convinced that God’s speeches undermine his authority in the
way that commentators who take this position assert. There is much of
value in what God has to say and the only way to read God’s whirlwind
speeches as revealing him to be “so remote, so unfeeling, [and] so unjust”3°
that he does not deserve the deference normally attributed to God is to
reject everything he has said as a matter of course. The baby must be
thrown out with the bath water for this rejection of God to be justified.

The epilogue, though, as I have argued, does raise questions about
God’s absolute authority, for, in it, a world completely different from the
one for which God claims responsibility springs into being. The epilogue,

30 Jdem.
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however, is not an authority in the way that God is an authority. It may
call God’s authority into question, but it does this not by speaking authori-
tative words of its own, but by portraying a situation which can be inter-
preted in multiple ways. It is not a case of one authoritative speech being
superseded by another more authoritative speech, but of questions being
raised. We cannot say that the epilogue proves that God was right about
Job, for we are not told that Job has created the world it portrays. At the
same time, that Job now inhabits his world-as-it-ought-to-be does bear
thinking about. And how are we to think about this information? By
going back and rereading the book in its light, without deciding the mat-
ter beforehand.

On our first reading, we will interpret the book one way, but, reaching
the surprise ending of the epilogue, we are forced to go back and reread,
recognizing that the identical words on the page may now mean some-
thing different. I do not think, though, that I am talking about the same
process we undertake when we read, for example, a whodunit mystery
novel, where, having reached the end and discovered the identity of the
murderer, we are now able to recognize his guilt in his previous gestures
and statements, which at one time seemed innocent. The difference is
that Job does not provide us with any definitive statements. It does not
tell us who the ‘murderer’ is, but, rather, ends by asking whether it is pos-
sible that there may have been a ‘murder.” The epilogue does not give us
information that makes everything clear. It confuses things, rather, and
causes questions to arise which we would not otherwise have been ask-
ing. Moreover, it is not that, rereading the Book of Job, we go back and
recognize the clues that were there all along, but that the book itself has
been changed, despite retaining the same words. It is for this reason that,
in this book, I will focus first on the speeches of the characters as they
appear in a first reading of the book,3! and, then, in chapter 5, I will reread
the book, in the light of the questions raised by the epilogue. At the same
time, my reading of the book—or, rather, readings, as, in each chapter,
I will approach the text from a different angle and focus on a different
aspect of its content—will have implications for how I understand what
happens in the epilogue, as I have already noted above. Even if I read

81 Of course, I cannot claim that what I will say about the worlds described by Job and
his friends and by God are ideas that came to me the first time I read the book, so perhaps
it is disingenuous to speak of an initial reading contrasted with a rereading. My intention,
however, is to contrast a straightforward reading, which does not know the epilogue is
coming, with a rereading which takes account of the epilogue from the outset.
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without anticipating the epilogue, how I read will determine, at least to
a degree, what the epilogue means to me when it suddenly, surprisingly
appears at the end of the book. Then, with these meanings in mind, I
must reread what has come before, perhaps discovering different mean-
ings, even if the original reading has helped determine what questions
I understand the epilogue to be asking. This is what I mean by reading
backwards and forwards. The epilogue, once read, forces us back into
the center of the text, while this center simultaneously drives us forward
toward the epilogue, which we now know is coming, creating a kind of
continuous feedback loop.



CHAPTER TWO

RELATIONSHIPS BETWEEN PERSONS IN THE
WORLD-AS-IT-OUGHT-AND-OUGHT-NOT-TO-BE: CENTRALITY
AND DISPERSION, CONNECTEDNESS AND LONELINESS

The Righteous and the Wicked

This book must begin with a discussion of how righteousness and wick-
edness function for Job and his three friends. These categories are funda-
mental not only to these characters’ ideas about relationships between
persons, with which this chapter will deal, but to all aspects of their beliefs
about the world-as-it-ought-to-be. Central to this world is a strict division
between righteousness and wickedness, as is evidenced by the way Job
and his friends refer to the righteous and the wicked as two distinct blocks
of people, with set attributes and destinies, and never mention individu-
als whose behavior happens to fall somewhere in between. Righteousness
and wickedness do not exist as points at either end of a spectrum, so that
a person may be thought of as relatively more righteous or relatively more
wicked. Rather, there is a fundamental divide between the two kinds of
people. If any comparison of relative righteousness or wickedness is pos-
sible, it can only be between the members of each group, and not between
both groups at once. Job may be the most righteous man on earth (1:8),
but this does not mean that other righteous people who are not quite up
to Job’s standard are more wicked than Job, nor can a wicked man who is
less wicked than other wicked men claim to be more righteous than his
fellows, any more than an apple that is less shiny or crunchy than other
apples can be claimed to be an orange. For Job and his friends, wicked-
ness and righteousness do not touch each other; there is no such thing as
an ‘orpple.

Moreover, that Job and his friends speak of ‘the righteous’ and ‘the
wicked’ as blocks of people demonstrates not only that they think of righ-
teousness and wickedness as mutually exclusive states of being, but that
they view these groups as collectives. Wicked men are all alike and share
an identical fate. If Job or his friends speak of ‘the wicked man,” this man
is intended to be emblematic of the group, rather than being singled out
for any unique characteristics he may possess as an individual. The same
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goes for ‘the righteous man,” though, admittedly, to a lesser degree. Job
and his friends, being righteous men themselves, are more attuned to
the differences that may exist between righteous individuals, whereas it
is possible—or, rather, certain—that they do not know any wicked men
personally. The righteous do not mingle with the wicked. Yet, even though
Job and his friends are able to speak about—and as—individual righteous
men, they still view righteousness collectively. The righteous behave one
way and have a single fate, whereas the wicked behave another way and
have their own shared fate.

For the purposes of this book, it is necessary to recognize the link
between righteousness and the world-as-it-ought-to-be as Job and his
friends perceive it. The righteous are those who live in the world-as-it-
ought-to-be and who benefit from the blessings intrinsic to it. The wicked,
by contrast, are unable to lay claim to these blessings. What this means
is that, although wicked people may technically be present in the world-
as-it-ought-to-be, they do not really live there. Instead, the wicked live in
a kind of anti-world—the world-as-it-ought-not-to-be—which, neverthe-
less, is where they belong. This world exists as the flip-side of the world-as-
it-ought-to-be, and the lives of its inhabitants are marked by their direct
opposition to the lives of those who inhabit the world-as-it-ought-to-be.

These distinctions mean that, when Job and his friends speak about
the righteous and the blessings that attend them, they are also speaking
about the world-as-it-ought-to-be, and the blessings by which it is char-
acterized. In the same way, when they speak about the wicked, they are
describing the world-as-it-ought-not-to-be, which exists in opposition to
the world-as-it-ought-to-be. For this reason, it is possible to read Job’s and
his friends’ descriptions of the situations in which the wicked find them-
selves as simultaneously clarifying some aspect of their depiction of the
world-as-it-ought-to-be. What is said about the wicked and the anti-world
they inhabit can be reversed and applied to the righteous and the world-
as-it-ought-to-be they inhabit. So, for example, if Bildad describes the lives
of the wicked as lacking in stability, this detail can be understood as con-
firming Eliphaz’s description of the lives of the righteous as stable and the
world-as-it-ought-to-be as a place where stability reigns.

How Job and his friends present their picture of the world-as-it-ought-
to-be is bound up in their talk about the righteous and the wicked. This
talk is, therefore, cosmically significant. When Eliphaz says something
about the wicked, he is not saying, “I don’t like so-and-so’s behavior,
so I consider it wicked” or “What so-and-so is doing is harming me, so
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I consider him wicked.” Instead, he is saying that such behavior or such a
person cannot exist in the world-as-it-ought-to-be. The world-as-it-ought-
to-be will not tolerate such behavior or such a person, and so the wicked
man is thrust out of this world and into the anti-world. Moreover, his suf-
fering is the result not of punishment meted out in the world-as-it-ought-
to-be, but of the fact that he inhabits the world-as-it-ought-not-to-be,
where one cannot help but suffer, just as, in the world-as-it-ought-to-be,
one does not suffer.

This strict division between the righteous and the wicked is what makes
Job’s situation so problematic. It is not simply that tragedy has befallen
him and that, as a result, he ‘feels really bad.” However ‘bad’ he feels as
a result of his personal tragedies, this is not the half of it. Job’s problem,
rather, is that in the world-as-it-ought-to-be, the situation in which he
finds himself ought to be impossible. If Job is one of the righteous—and
he thinks of himself as supremely righteous—there is simply no way for
him to suffer to the kind of anguish he feels in the world-as-it-ought-to-
be. Since he finds himself suffering, he perceives that the only possible
explanation is a breakdown of the world-as-it-ought-to-be. For the friends,
however, it is perfectly possible to explain Job’s suffering and the contin-
ued existence the world-as-it-ought-to-be. If he suffers, he is one of the
wicked. It is true that, in his wickedness, he inhabits a kind of anti-world,
but this does not mean that the world-as-it-ought-to-be has ceased to exist
or has malfunctioned in some way. Rather, that Job has been thrust into
the anti-world in which the wicked live is proof of the correct working of
the world-as-it-ought-to-be, which casts out those who do not belong.

Even so, the friends are troubled by Job’s prolonged suffering, and not
only because they pity their friend and are sorry for his distress. They are
troubled because they do not know how to reconcile the fact that they do
not know the wicked with the fact that they do know Job. He is so thor-
oughly one of them that even though, on one level, they can make sense
of his suffering, on a deeper level they are confounded by it. Job, for them,
appears as the kind of liminal figure which they have assumed does not
exist: a wicked righteous man. At the same time, their perception of Job’s
liminal position arises from their belief in the strict division which exists
between the righteous and the wicked. Job is one of the righteous, and, as
such, he cannot be one of the wicked, and so he occupies a problematic,
impossible, liminal space.

Because of his position as one of the righteous, the friends, even as
they grow more vehement in their accusations of wickedness, keep throw-
ing Job life rafts, hoping that he will grab hold and be hauled back into
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the world-as-it-ought-to-be where he belongs. In chapter 22, for example,
Eliphaz accuses Job of wickedness outright, saying, “Is not your wicked-
ness great? There is no end to your iniquities” (22:5). Yet, immediately
afterwards Eliphaz urges, “Agree with God, and be at peace; in this way
good will come to you.... If you return to the Almighty, you will be
restored” (22:21, 23). This offer is not available to the wicked, who are fated
to die in their wickedness, death snatching them up when they do not see
it coming, and their remains purged from the earth by a consuming fire
(22116, 20). The friends may come to accuse Job of wickedness, but, in their
minds, he remains one of the righteous. He is so essentially one of them
that, whatever he may have done, they cannot give him up completely.

The impossibility of Job’s position forces the friends to perform strange
contortions of logic, whereby contradictory claims are made and their
implications ignored. Nowhere is this more evident than in Eliphaz’s
report of the message he received from a nocturnal spirit visitor (4:12—21),
a message which is picked up in Eliphaz’s subsequent speeches and which
Bildad uses to close down the conversation in his final speech of chap-
ter 25. I will discuss the import of this message and the friends’ use of it
in the next chapter. Here, I simply want to point out the quandary into
which Job’s suffering casts Eliphaz and, by extension, the other friends
whose speeches contain similar contradictions in logic. Eliphaz thinks he
knows how to interpret Job’s suffering, but, as soon as he starts talking,
he finds that he cannot make sense of it. Is Job a wicked righteous man
or a righteous wicked man? In truth, he cannot be either, for there are no
such things, and Eliphaz is forced to come up with another explanation
for Job’s suffering, which he nonchalantly presents as a possibility, ignor-
ing the way in which it undermines his claims about the divide between
righteous and wicked and the disparate worlds they inhabit, as will be
discussed in the next chapter.

I am trying to make two points in the discussion above. First, and most
importantly, I have endeavored to show how the characters use the cat-
egories of ‘the righteous’ and ‘the wicked’ to talk about the nature of the
world-as-it-ought-to-be. In this book, I will mine their comments about
these groups of people to draw out the ideas about the world-as-it-ought-
to-be which are implicit in them. Second, I have wanted to show how
Job’s suffering poses problems for his friends’ vision of the world-as-it-
ought-to-be. The friends deny that anything has gone wrong with the
world, but, at the same time, they find that they cannot speak about it as
straightforwardly as they could before Job began to suffer. Their language
takes strange twists and turns; they contradict themselves even as they
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try to make plain, forceful, unambiguous statements about the world and
Job’s predicament. It is important to notice this, as even these contradic-
tions can tell us something about the friends’ vision of the world-as-it-
ought-to-be. As for Job, his difficulties lie in a different direction. When
he begins to suffer—or, more specifically, when the poetry interrupts the
prose tale—]Job is immediately convinced that the world-as-it-ought-to-be
has been overwhelmed by the world-as-it-ought-not-to-be. Job sees him-
self not as an anomaly—impossibly straddling righteousness and wicked-
ness—but as Everyman. From his suffering, he draws the conclusion that
all righteous men are being forced to suffer against their deserts—(closing
his eyes, it would seem, to the fact that his friends, who are presumably
righteous, are not suffering)—and all wicked men are given rewards they
have not earned. His problem is not to reconcile his righteousness with
his suffering, but to reconcile God’s goodness with the fact that God has
permitted the anti-world to overwhelm the world-as-it-ought-to-be. Even
though Job’s challenge is different from that faced by his friends, the
way he faces this challenge is similarly revealing of his beliefs about the
world-as-it-ought-to-be, which he contrasts with the world of his current
experience.

Chapter 29: Relations between Persons in Job’s World-as-It-Ought-to-be

In chapters 29—31, however, Job has no reservations about presenting a
clear picture of the world as he believes it ought to be, contrasting this
with the world-as-it-ought-not-to-be of his present experience, and calling
for God to reinstate the world Job believes both of them agree is the world-
as-it-ought-to-be. Job begins chapter 29 by wishing, “O that I were as in the
months of old” (29:2a), a wish which gestures back to the prologue and
the world it describes Job as inhabiting before his suffering began. For this
reason, even though Job does not speak the prologue, it can also be seen
as presenting a picture of his world-as-it-ought-to-be, and, in fact, as far
as relationships between persons are concerned, the worlds described in
chapter 29 and in the prologue are essentially the same. The link between
chapter 29 and the prologue is highlighted by the word 07, which is
used both in the description of Job’s former status—he was the greatest
of all the people of DTP (‘the east;’ 1.1)—and to describe the time to which
he wants to return—*“O that I were as in the months of 07T (‘old,’ ‘earlier
times;’ 29:2).

In chapter 29, Job speaks of human relationships in the world-as-it-
ought-to-be in two related ways. First, a proper relationship is one in
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which the individuals involved are correctly placed in space, vis-a-vis one
another. This placement may be symbolic of some aspect of the relation-
ship, but it is also actual. That is to say, a person’s distance from another
may symbolize his deference to that other’s superior status, but the dis-
tance is physical and is a real feature of the relationship. It is the spatial
configuration which demonstrates what the relationship is, and, if the
configuration is changed, the relationship is also changed. If the space of
deference is not maintained, the once-superior person ceases to be supe-
rior. This, in fact, is what Job describes in chapter 30 as having happened
to him, as will be discussed below. Second, central to Job’s understanding
of relationships in the world-as-it-ought-to-be is the issue of where atten-
tion is focused. Although this might seem unrelated to Job’s concern with
the correct placement of individuals in space, in reality it is a feature of
the same concern. Even if one stands at the proper distance from one’s
superior, if, at the same time, one is looking off to the side at one’s equal,
one fails to maintain proper relations with one’s superior. The space, then,
is as much mental as it is physical. Where one stands and where one looks
and how one looks are all bound up together.

In chapter 29, Job describes a world in which he is the sole central
figure, around whom all other individuals are arranged and on whom
their attention is focused. Indeed, it is not only his fellow humans who
regard Job in this way, but God as well. Job begins the chapter by remem-
bering the special attention he received from God in that world, saying,
“God watched over me;... his lamp shone over my head, and by his light
I walked through darkness;... the friendship of God was upon my tent.”
(29:2b-3, 4b). God’s eye is focused on Job, and the result of this focus is
blessing: “[M]y steps were washed with milk, and the rock poured out
for me streams of oil!"” (29:6). Granted, in other speeches of the poetic
section Job has recognized himself as singled out by God, but for torture
instead of blessing. (For example, in chapter 7 Job accuses God of being
a “watcher of humanity™ [v. 20a] and implores, “Will you not look away
from me for a while, let me alone until I swallow my spittle?” [v. 19].)
In chapter 29, though, God’s gaze is benevolent, and this seems related
to God’s maintenance of the proper, respectful distance from Job. God
watches over Job and shines his light upon him, but he does not get too
close. In the world as it is now, however, Job complains that God’s hands
are on him, and this touch is agony:

1 The verbal root used here is I%J, whereas that used in 29:2 is JAW. Neither word,
though, has connotations which are more overtly positive or negative than the other.
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I was at ease, and he broke me in two; he seized me by the neck and dashed
me to pieces; he set me up as his target; his archers surround me. He slashes
open my kidneys, and shows no mercy; he pours out my gall on the ground.
(16:12-13)

Indeed, in the prologue, permission to touch? Job is what hassatan is given
(1m-12, 2:5-6); the fence which, hassatan insists, has unfairly surrounded
and protected Job, is removed and the distance which formerly separated
him from others is made to disappear. What Job asks for in chapter 29 is
the return of this distance, a distance which, based on his righteousness,
he believes he fully deserves.

After describing himself as the center of God’s benevolent attention,
which is bestowed from a respectful distance, and noting that, in those
days, “my children were around me” (29:5b), another detail which serves
to establish his centrality, Job goes on to describe himself as the center of
attention for the town’s leaders, saying,

When I went out to the gate of the city, when I took my seat in the square,
the young men saw me and withdrew, and the aged rose up and stood; the
nobles refrained from talking, and laid their hands on their mouths; the
voices of princes were hushed, and their tongues stuck to the roof of their
mouths. (29:7-10)

Newsom comments on this passage,

[H]is entry... causes a reconfiguration of those present: Job sits, the young
men withdraw, the elders rise and stand. Space is made for Job. ... When he
enters, all others fall silent, their hands covering their mouths (29:7-10).3

Indeed, the phrase translated “the voices of princes were hushed” might
also be understood as saying that their voices ‘went into hiding’ (a lit-
eral translation of the Hebrew 1R211). Holding the poetic ‘were hushed’
and the literal ‘went into hiding’ together, we find that what is being
described is both the princes’ self-silencing and space-making; the two
go hand-in-hand.

After describing the source of his supreme righteousness—his status
as the defender of the poor and weak against the machinations of the
unrighteous (29:12-17)—Job continues with his presentation of the space

2 In 11 and 2:5, hassatan challenges God to touch or strike Job, using the verb V33; in
112 and 2:6, the prepositional phrase 7771, “in your hand” is used to designate the power
hassatan has been given over Job.

3 Newsom, “Moral Sense,” 11.
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made for him in the days when the world was as it should be, a picture
which seems to include his entire community. He says,

They listened to me, and waited, and kept silence for my counsel. After
I spoke they did not speak again, and my word dropped upon them like
dew. They waited for me as for the rain; they opened their mouths as for the
spring rain. I smiled on them when they had no confidence; and the light of
my countenance they did not extinguish. I chose their way, and sat as chief,
and I lived like a king among his troops. (29:21—-25a).

As can be seen, Job’s focus is not on relations between persons in general,
but, rather on how people relate to him specifically. Neither is he argu-
ing that this degree of physical and mental space should be made for all
people, but only for him specifically. Is Job self-centered? Yes, without
question. He is so self-centered that he insists that for the world to be as
it should all other persons must make space for him, both physically, with
their bodies and their voices, and mentally, by giving him their full atten-
tion. Anything less than this and the world has turned into an anti-world,
the world he describes in chapter 30. Yet, if to be righteous is to be in tune
with the world-as-it-ought-to-be, and to live in that world and benefit from
its many blessings, perhaps Job is asking nothing more than his due. If Job
is not only righteous but supremely righteous, as the God of the prologue
claims he is (1:8), then Job does have certain rights. If, in the world-as-it-
ought-to-be, the righteous (who are the only ones capable of living in this
world) are entitled to a certain amount of deferential space and a certain
amount of mental attention from their fellows, then Job must be entitled
to the greatest amount of deferential space and the greatest amount of
mental attention. Unless Job is deluded about his righteousness, his insis-
tence that he belongs at the center of his community is justified.

Job’s Centrality in the World of the Prose Tale

As stated above, chapter 29 and the prose prologue are both representa-
tive of Job’s vision of the world-as-it-ought-to-be. Job begins chapter 29
by wishing, “Oh, that I were as in the months of old,” a wish that gestures
back to the prologue which, at least when it begins, before its depiction
of the onset of Job’s suffering, takes place in those “months of old.” In fact,
I want to argue that even the start of Job’s suffering does not bring an
immediate end to those months or to the-world-as-it-ought-to-be, as will
be discussed below. In the prologue, as in chapter 29, Job is the central
figure in his world and is surrounded by a multitude of others who are
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focused on him. Here, the spatial aspect is not stressed as overtly it is in
chapter 29, though it is present in the prologue’s depiction of the arrival of
the friends and their subsequent behavior, as will be investigated below.
After beginning by describing Job as a righteous man—“blameless and
upright, one who feared God and turned away from evil” (1:1b)—the pro-
logue goes on to describe Job’s relationship with a certain large group of
individuals, which includes both humans and animals. The relationship
is that of possession. Belonging to Job are “seven sons and three daugh-
ters...seven thousand sheep, three thousand camels, five hundred yoke
of oxen, five hundred donkeys, and very many servants” (1:2—3a).

If, in chapter 29, Job’s righteousness resulted in deferential space being
made for him by his community, here his righteousness seems to result in
his possession of this multitude of people and animals. If we think of this
relationship spatially, this multitude, far from standing at a deferential
distance from Job, seems to crowd up against him. This sense of crowding
is created by the progression of the story’s opening introduction of Job,
which is the same in the Hebrew as in the NRSV’s translation. Beginning
with a description of Job’s righteousness, the introduction then names the
possessions which his righteousness has earned him, and concludes with
the statement, “this man was the greatest of all the people of the east”
(1:3b), so that Job’s possessions are sandwiched between the proclama-
tions of his righteousness and his greatness. His righteousness makes them
his, but they are what make him great. This greatness, in turn, born of
his righteousness and the possessions ensuing from it, is what leads Job’s
community to arrange themselves at a respectful distance from him and
to give him their full mental attention. He merits the deference of elders
and princes not only because he is supremely righteous, but because he
is the greatest man, with his greatness functioning as the outward sign of
his righteousness.

If Job’s family, servants, and livestock seem to crowd up against him, this
does not mean that the space he deserves is not being made for him. This
is because these individuals are not, in fact, members of Job’s community;
instead, they are members of Job himself. The word translated as ‘greatest’
in 1:3b is 973, (gadol), which also means big. Job is not just an important
man, he is, physically, the biggest man in the east, the man made up of the
most material; his possessions attach themselves to his body, swelling it
in size. It is, in fact, Job’s sons, daughters, servants, and livestock who cre-
ate and maintain the space that surrounds Job. At the center of the world
is Job, and pressed up against him and radiating out from him are those
who belong to him, and beyond these are the members of his community.
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When the first round of Job’s affliction begins, it is his sons, daughters,
servants, and livestock who bear the brunt of the suffering. That Job is
afflicted through them is a clear sign that they do not exist in their own
right but are, instead, parts of Job.* When Job’s possessions are attacked,
he suffers because he is physically diminished and, because of this, the
configuration of persons in the world-as-it-ought-to-be has been upset.
The ones who ought to be pressed up against him have been removed,
and the space between him and his community, that manifestation of his
greatness, has been shrunk.

This is what happens, but it does not happen immediately. Instead,
even when Job’s possessions have been stripped from him and he has lost
his health, his greatness and the deferential space and mental attention
it inspires remain with him for a time, like a kind of phantom limb, as is
evidenced by the way the friends approach him when they arrive to com-
fort him. This ‘phantom greatness’ lingers as a kind of placeholder for Job’s
actual greatness, which Job fully believes will be returned to him—which
is, in fact, what happens in the epilogue. If we accept that the epilogue is
the second half of the story which the prologue begins, which has been
dislocated from its original place by the incursion of the poetic material,
and if we reunite these two severed halves, we find that Job's greatness
is not long in returning to fill the spot saved for it.> Despite Job’s appar-
ent suffering in the prologue, this suffering does not actually indicate a
change in the world-as-it-ought-to-be. Job retains his proper place in the
configuration of persons on the strength of his and his community’s belief
in his righteousness and the status it confers.

4 See Janzen, Job, 45—46 for a description of the way in which one’s “embodied self”
extends to one’s family and possessions. For a related discussion of the extension of the
rich man’s body in particular see Elaine Scarry, The Body in Pain: The Making and Unmak-
ing of the World (New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1985), 264.

5 Here, I may be trying to have it both ways, reading the prose and the poetry as if
they are both parts of the same document and different documents from each other. This
is, though, I think, fair. Prose and poetry are both part of the same Book of Job, and nei-
ther one enjoys privileged status as more ‘authentic’ to the book than the other. Yet, at
the same time, differences exist between them which make them stand apart from each
other. We are intended to notice their disjunction. We are meant, I believe, to perceive
the poetry as severing the prose tale into two halves, and to perceive the prologue and
epilogue as the beginning and end of a single story, even if it is the case that prose and
poetry never existed except in their present configuration.
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Job’s Relationship to God and Hassatan in the Prologue

The prologue begins by describing Job’s relationship to his family, ser-
vants, and livestock, individuals whom he owns and who contribute to his
personal greatness, making him “the greatest of all the people of the east”
(1:3b), a designation which means that the other inhabitants of ‘the east’
will relate to him in a particular way, placing him at the center of their
physical and mental worlds. Then the story gets underway, and God and
hassatan make their entrances. How are we to understand the relation-
ship between these two new individuals and Job? Surely they cannot be
counted among Job’s possessions, such that their separate identities can
be rolled into his, the way his children, servants, and livestock are. Nor
do they seem to make space for him, thereby showing him deference, the
way he community does in chapter 29. Hassatan, after all, is given permis-
sion by God to “touch all that [ Job] has” (1:11a), including his “bone and
flesh” (2:5a), with the one reservation that he leave Job alive. There is no
respectful distance here. Yet, despite this, when it comes to mental space
and attention, God and hassatan are as focused on Job as the nobles and
princes who move aside to make space for Job and silence themselves to
attend to Job’s words in chapter 29.

In the heavenly council they talk of nothing but Job. The point of the
scene in 1:6-12 is not to pose, in an abstract way, the question of whether
there can be such a thing as righteousness unmotivated by the promise of
reward and to set up an objective test for the resolution of this question.
The point of the scene is to witness to Job’s righteousness. Job is at the
center, and without Job’s presence there the discussion would not hap-
pen, even though Job is supposedly excluded from the scene. Job looms
large for both God and hassatan, filling their field of vision so that they
can talk of nothing else.5

6 Clifford W. Edwards writes that the prologue “invites us to satisfy one of the persistent
wishes of humanity, the wish for a glimpse into the secret recesses of heaven.... What
more could a mortal ask than to be privy to heaven’s plan, the ‘big picture’ as it reflects
on our personal well-being?... What does God talk about in heaven? Each of us wants
to believe that God obsesses about us, about me, about his favorite human being, about
myself as Job.... Amazingly, God and I have the same high opinion of me.” Clifford W.
Edwards, “Greatest of All the People in the East: Venturing East of Uz,” Review & Expositor
99 no. 4 (2002): 533. For Edwards, it is not that Job, as a character in the story, is able to
eavesdrop on heaven, but that we, human beings like Job, are permitted to eavesdrop. To
me, though, it seems that, in order for Edwards interpretation to work, Job himself must
have access to the heavenly conversation, a possibility which I will discuss in chapter 5.
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Still, we return to the fact that even though Job may be big even in
heaven—no big fish in a small pond he—so that God and hassatan can-
not help but pay attention to him, this does not force them to stay at
a deferential distance. Job is not so big that God and hassatan have no
power over him. Instead, his bigness singles him out for torture. If he were
not as big as he is, he would not be worth the wager.” Indeed, Hugh Pyper,
taking as his cue the detail that ‘bless’ is often used in Job to mean its
opposite, ‘curse,’® argues that if Job had not been supremely blessed by
God, he would not have found himself also supremely cursed. Pyper views
this as wholly negative: better not to be blessed than to possess the bless-
ing that incurs curse.® Big as he is, Job is a pawn in the hands of God and
hassatan; if he were smaller, they would not notice him and he would be
better off.

How Job is the Real Winner of the Bet between God and Hassatan

Yet, even though the bet causes Job’s suffering, the way in which it adds
to his bigness should not be overlooked. What Job has to gain by undergo-
ing the test is not only validation of his status as one deserving of God’s
special focus, but confirmation that he is bigger and more righteous than
even God. In the world of the prose tale, God’s taking up of hassatan’s

7 T agree with those who point out that the transaction between God and hassatan is
not really a bet, but, because my focus is on the effect of this transaction on Job and not on
the exact nature of the transaction itself, I will use the traditional term, even as I recognize
that the transaction is actually something different.

8 There are four places in the book where the pi'el of 733, which usually means ‘bless,’
seems to mean its opposite, ‘curse.’ This usage is often understood as piously euphemistic:
the writer, not able to stomach the thought of making God the object of even potential
curse, has chosen to write ‘bless’ instead, and relies on the context to give his readers the
clue that he is really talking about blasphemy and not blessing. (See Bruce Vawter, job &
Jonah: Questioning the Hidden God [New York: Paulist Press, 1983], 29). Yet, although this is
the dominant explanation of this usage of 773, some scholars argue that the real explana-
tion is not quite so simple. Tod Linafelt makes a convincing case for “the undecidability of
T73,” proposing that the author, rather than intending his readers to immediately recog-
nize that T3 is being used to mean its opposite, has instead created in T332 “the site of
conflicted meaning.” That is, in the author’s use of 773, both meanings are presented as
real possibilities, which calls into question what it means to be blessed and what it means
to be cursed. Tod Linafelt, “The Undecidability of 772 in the Prologue to Job and Beyond,”
Biblical Interpretation 4 no. 2 (1996): 162, 168. Pyper’s reading of the blessing and cursing of
Job—in which to have been supremely blessed is to be set up for the receipt of supreme
curse—shares similarities with Linafelt’s view.

9 Hugh S. Pyper, An Unsuitable Book: The Bible as Scandalous Text (Sheffield: Sheffield
Phoenix, 2005): 58—60.
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challenge is exactly what Job wants. If God had simply answered, “Yes,
I think so,” to hassatan’s query, “Does Job fear God for nothing?” hassatan
would not have been satisfied, but neither would Job. Hassatan, in fact,
prevents God from answering “Yes, I think so,” by annexing to his ques-
tion an indictment of God. He accuses, “Have you not put a fence around
him?” (1:10a, my italics).1° In order to fully answer hassatan’s question,
God must not only answer for Job’s behavior but for his own. “Is it not
true,” hassatan asks, “that you and Job are in cahoots and that money has
traded hands under the table?” In order to clear his own name, God has to
allow hassatan to test Job. It is a case of one partner to an illicit agreement
handing his partner over to face the music while he makes a getaway out
the back door. God hands Job over and beats a hasty retreat. But if God
and Job are in cahoots in a greatness-for-good-behavior scheme, Job and
hassatan are also in cahoots. By forcing God to test Job’s loyalty, a situa-
tion is set up in which, if Job passes the test, God will be in Job’s power.
Testing Job’s loyalty, God becomes the disloyal partner when Job’s loyalty
is proved.

Job passes the first level of the test by worshiping God even when he
has been stripped of his possessions, and the scene returns to the heav-
enly council. Now it is God’s turn to accuse the Accuser, saying, “[ Job] still
persists in his integrity, although you incited me against him, to destroy
him for no reason” (2:4). That God puts his complaint in these terms is
not surprising. He refers back to hassatan’s original question, “Does Job
fear God for nothing” (1:9). The same word—0DIM—is used in both verses.
Job has proven that he fears God for no reason, but Job’s passing of the
test has rendered God’s justification for setting the test in the first place
groundless. That God makes this comment indicates his acknowledgment
that really one’s actions ought to be backed up by reasons. God knows that
he ought not to have caused Job to suffer for no reason. In order to justify
God's testing of him, Job ought not to have passed the test. The original
question, “Does Job fear God for nothing?” ought not to have been asked
if it could be answered in the affirmative. God recognizes that he has been
trapped by hassatan, but the one who stands to benefit from this entrap-
ment is Job.

In reality, God did not expect Job to fear him for nothing, as is shown
when he acknowledges that he has done wrong by afflicting Job for no
reason. Job and God had an arrangement that was working perfectly well,

10 The italics are mine, but the Hebrew text also emphasizes the “you”: N2 nR-RHN.
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but now the stakes have been raised. Having been drawn into the trap,
God must continue on the path laid out by hassatan. He must now allow
hassatan to do physical harm to Job himself, so that Job can be proven to
be sinful and God proven to be righteous. Hassatan acts swiftly, using his
newly sanctioned power to inflict “loathsome sores on Job from the sole
of his foot to the crown of his head” (2:7), but Job again passes the test,
speaking the magic words, “Shall we receive the good at the hand of God,
and not receive the bad?” (2:10), and advancing to the next level.

But what is the next level? Is it the final removal of limit from hassa-
tan’s power, permission to strike Job dead? It cannot be. The terms of the
test do not allow for Job’s death. If God allows hassatan to kill Job, then
God’s guilt is sealed, because there is no way of knowing whether Job has
passed or failed. God must concede that this is as far as the test can go,
and that Job has passed it. Job is vindicated and proven to “fear God for
nothing.” The one who is vanquished in this exchange is not hassatan,
who only seemed to be Job’s enemy, but God. In passing the test, Job has
proven himself more righteous than God. As James Harding explains,

Job must be more righteous than YHWH: Job has pursued righteousness
within the framework of the moral order, whether or not he had an ulterior
motive, a question that is never conclusively resolved. YHWH, on the other
hand, has willfully and without moral justification, disrupted the moral
order in allowing Job to be afflicted.!!

What move can God make? How can God extricate himself from this
checkmate? He can't, really. All he can do is restore Job to his former
position of wealth and power, giving him even double what he had before.
The restoration of Job’s wealth is not God’s rewarding Job for passing the
test; rather, it is tribute paid by the loser to the winner.? The bet can be
seen as a ‘set up,’ which has as its goal the glorification of Job, so that Job
is proven more righteous than God. Thus, even though God and hassatan
seem to violate the deferential space which ought to surround Job in order

I James E. Harding, “A Spirit of Deception in Job 4:15? Interpretive Indeterminacy and
Eliphaz’s Vision,” Biblical Interpretation 13 no 2 (2005): 164.

12° Charles Melchert points out that the doubling of Job’s fortunes in the epilogue echoes
Exodus 22:9, which “pronounces ‘For every breach of trust, whether it is for ox, for ass, for
sheep, for clothing, or for any kind of lost thing, of which one says, “This is it,” the case of
both parties shall come before God; he whom God shall condemn shall pay double to his
neighbor.’” Melchert continues, “By paying back double to Job, God accepts the legitimacy
of Job’s legal suit and implicitly condemns the God to whom Job has yielded.” Charles
Melchert, “The Book of Job: Education Through and By Diversity,” Religious Education 92
no. 1 (1997): 19.
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for the world to be as it ought, this violation has as its result an increase
in Job’s righteousness, which also means an increase in his bigness and
an increase in the physical and mental space that must be made for him
by his community. Moreover, it is not only his community which must
relate to Job in this ‘intensified’ way, but also God and hassatan. Having
lost in this engagement, they dare not touch him again.!3 If, at the begin-
ning of the story, they made mental space for Job, giving him their full
attention, at the end of the story they must make physical space for him
as well. It is even possible that they have become his possessions. Does
the one who has shown himself to be more righteous than God own God?
It is not inconceivable that he does. What's more, when one reaches the
end of the story, one begins to wonder if this has been the case all along,
for, when the workings of the bet are examined, it begins to seem as if
Job has masterminded the whole thing, a question to which I will return
in chapter 5.

Job’s Phantom Greatness’ as Demonstrated by His Three Friends

Although, in the prologue, Job is stripped of his possessions and his
health, thereby losing his designation as “the greatest of all the people of
the east,” his friends, when they arrive, do not treat him as if he has lost
his former status. Instead, they behave as if his greatness remains, which
means that, in a sense, it does remain. For as long as the prologue lasts,
this ‘phantom greatness’ lingers, protecting Job from the full impact of his
loss as he waits for the restoration of actual greatness, an event which he
is certain will soon come to pass.

As for everyone else in the prologue, Job is the absolute center of the
friends’ focus,'* so much so that their presence serves only to make him
even more present. We read,

13 Pyper observes that Job’s “restored prosperity can be no comfort to him as its pre-
cariousness has been made so abundantly clear” (Pyper, Unsuitable Book, 59), but, within
the context of the prose tale alone, this does not hold true. In the prose tale, Job is not in
danger of losing his position a second time. Those who took it from him the first time—
God and hassatan—have emerged from the experience chastened. To paraphrase a com-
ment God makes about another formidable creature in chapter 41, they have laid their
hands on him once, but, from now on, they will remember that battle and will not do it
again (41:8).

14 T have not dealt with Job’s wife or his surviving servants in this chapter, but they,
too, are wholly focused on Job and can be counted among his possessions. It is fair to say
that none of them would have survived had it not been necessary for them to interact
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They met together to go and console and comfort him. When they saw him
from a distance, they did not recognize him, and they raised their voices
and wept aloud; they tore their robes and threw dust in the air upon their
heads. They sat with him on the ground seven days and seven nights, and
no one spoke a word to him, for they saw that his suffering was very great.
(2::1b—13)

There is a curious confluence of knowing and not knowing here. The
Hebrew does not say that the friends saw Job as they approached, but
that they “lifted their eyes” (D71"3"p"NR IRWM), indicating that they are
actively looking for him. Lifting their eyes from a distance, the friends
do not recognize (117727 &Y) the one for whom they are looking, and
yet, immediately upon not recognizing him, the friends lift their voices
(D51P IRW") to weep aloud for their friend, showing that, although they
have not recognized him, they know he is the one they are looking for.
That they recognize him even as they do not recognize him serves to high-
light Job’s centrality. The one upon whom the friends’ eyes alight can only
be Job, even if he does not look like Job. As the central figure of their
world, he is the only person whom it is possible for the friends to see. It
is for this reason that when they lift their eyes and do not recognize him,
they immediately recognize him and respond first with tears and then
with silence.

The verbs which describe the friends’ activity in this passage also serve
to demonstrate their focus on Job. Moreover, the spatial configuration of
the friends in relation to Job is described in a way that is consonant with
the spatial configuration of Job’s community in chapter 29. As the friends
approach, their eyes and voices are lifted up (Y1) to Job who occupies
a higher plane than that on which the friends move. Reaching Job, the
friends promptly sit down (20) to allow themselves to continue to look
up at him. Then, they throw dust (78Y) up toward heaven (7NAWM)
upon their heads (Dﬂ’WNT'?SJ), which also serves to lower the friends in

with Job in some way. The servants survive to report the details of the disasters that have
struck, and the device of having a servant report each disaster to Job allows “the spotlight
[to] remain fixed upon Job,” instead of having the reader’s attention shift to the scene of
each catastrophe. David J.A. Clines, “False Naivety in the Prologue to Job,” in On the Way
to the Postmodern, vol. 2 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1998), 736. Fire may be falling
from heaven, marauding hordes may be swooping in, tall buildings may be crashing to the
ground, but we are blind and deaf to them; we have eyes and ears for Job alone and what
we see and hear comes to us through him. Similarly, Job’s wife survives to provide Job with
the cue that will allow him to prove his righteousness. She delivers it—“Curse God and
die” (2:9b)—and promptly disappears from the book, not even regaining the foreground
when ten new children are born to Job in the epilogue.
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Job’s presence: those who have dust upon their heads are lower than the
dust. Job may be sitting among the ashes (F9RX™71N1), but the ashes do
not cover his head as the dust covers the heads of his friends. However
low he has been brought, the friends are quick to adopt positions of defer-
ence, raising their eyes to him and lowering their bodies.

Some commentators have noted that the friends’ behavior represents
a fully appropriate response to Job’s suffering. The friends’ silence indi-
cates that they understand the depths of Job’s suffering. Page Kelley, for
example, writes that the friends

not only came to visit Job with the best of intentions, but they also dem-
onstrated the value of empathetic silence in ministering to one overcome
with grief.1s

Indeed, that they tear their clothes and join him on the ash heap shows
that they empathize deeply with him; they are as with him in his suffer-
ing as it is possible for them to be. Norman Habel comments effusively
on the bond between the friends and Job, as it is revealed in their initial
response. He writes,

They join him in abject self-negation by throwing dust on their heads and
flinging it heavenward.... They identify with Job as a man reduced to the
dust.... They are ideal friends who commiserate with Job as he suffers in
perfect submission.16

Elsewhere, Habel suggests that the friends’ gesture of throwing “dust in
the air upon their heads” (2:12) is

a rite which symbolically calls forth the same sickness on themselves as an
act of total empathy. They are one with the dust of death and one with Job
in his diseases.!”

The friends’ response may be appropriate in a generic sort of way. That
is, we may want to argue that all true friends, faced with the extreme suf-
fering of one who is dear to them, ought to respond as Job’s friends do.
Nevertheless, when we read this passage in the light of the relationships
between Job and others in the prologue up to this point and between Job
and his community in chapter 29, we must see that something more than

15 Page H. Kelley, “Speeches of the Three Friends,” Review & Expositor 68 no 4 (1971): 480.

16 Norman C. Habel, “ ‘Only the Jackal is My Friend’ On Friends and Redeemers in Job,”
Interpretation 31 no. 3 (1977): 228.

17 Norman C. Habel, The Book of Job, A Commentary (London: SCM, 1985), 97.
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this kind of generic statement is being made about Job’s relationship with
his three friends. Like everyone else in the prologue, Job’s friends, too, are
rolled into the conglomerate of his identity. Adopting the signs of his suf-
fering and grief, they make clear that it is Ais experience that is of central
importance. Silencing themselves like the members of his community in
chapter 29, they make clear that his words are valued above their own.
Lowering themselves to the ground in his presence, they demonstrate
their deference to him. They do not behave this way because he is suffer-
ing and they want to show how sorry they feel for what has befallen him.
Rather, they behave this way because it is indicative of the relationship
that exists between them—Job is the central figure in their world, because
he is the most righteous and, by extension, the biggest—in spite of Job’s
suffering, which has stripped his greatness from him.

Although in the prologue Job is stripped of his possessions and his
health, and although he, who was the greatest man in the east, is reduced
to sitting on the ash heap, he retains his greatness in the eyes of his
friends. They give him the benefit of the doubt, treating him as if he is
still great, despite his reduced circumstances. When the friends come to
comfort him, they are silenced because the man who was gado! has been
overwhelmed by a suffering which is gadol. Yet, even in his suffering—
indeed, precisely because of the greatness of his suffering—Job remains
a towering figure. The tale, and all its characters are focused throughout
entirely on Job. Although Job is reduced for a time, the end of the tale sees
him restored, not only to his former greatness, but to a greatness double
that by which he was originally characterized:

The LORD gave Job twice as much as he had before. Then there came to him
all his brothers and sisters and all they who had known him before, and they
ate bread with him in his house; they showed him sympathy and comforted
him for all the evil that the LORD had brought upon him; and each gave him
a piece of money and a gold ring. The LORD blessed the latter days of Job
more than his beginning. (42:10b—12a)

At the end of the story, a multitude of characters comes rushing in, revers-
ing the move of the prologue in which Job lost the multitude that once
surrounded him. These characters, like those of the prologue, serve to
make Job bigger. Their focus is entirely on him as they comfort him, and
they literally contribute to his aggrandizement with gifts of money and
gold rings. Job’s suffering is placed in context by his greatness at the end
of the story. His being stripped down is shown not to have been a real
reduction in his status, but a step on the path to further greatness. The
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friends were right to continue to relate to Job as if he were still great, for,
he was, in fact, still great. I have referred to Job’s ‘phantom greatness’ as
standing in as a placeholder for Job’s actual greatness, allowing him to
remain great despite his reduced circumstances, but perhaps it would be
more accurate to speak of his reduction as the phantom state. Job’s great-
ness remains real throughout his time of suffering, and it is his apparent
reduction that is an illusion. Although, as noted above, Pyper speaks dis-
paragingly of Job’s blessed status at the beginning of the tale, pointing out
that it is blessing which singles him out for curse, Job himself, in the prose
tale, can be seen to welcome the curse, precisely because it is a sign of his
supreme blessedness. The curse, though it initially seems to reduce Job’s
size, eventually results in an increase in his size; at the end of the tale he
is bigger than ever before.

The Anti-World of Chapter 30: Job Displaced from the Center

In chapter 29, Job describes the world-as-it-ought-to-be, which, he con-
tends, is the way the world used to be, before he began to suffer, and he
wishes for the return of this world. For this reason, chapter 29 can be
mapped onto the prose tale, which details the world as it was before Job’s
affliction began and the world as it is after he is relieved from his suffer-
ing. For Job, the world-as-it-ought-to-be is a world in which he is at the
center, both physically and mentally. Yet, despite his unique position, it is
not a world in which he is alone. Rather, he is surrounded by a multitude
of others, and it is the presence of these others that makes Job’s position
at the center possible. Some of these others belong to Job, thereby con-
tributing to his greatness. Others stand beyond the buffer zone created
by these possessions, and acknowledge Job’s greatness by making space
for him. All persons in this world have Job in their gaze, and the focused
quality of this gaze acknowledges his centrality.

In chapter 29, Job does not wish for relief from his physical suffering—
indeed, he does not mention his suffering at all—but for a renewal of
the order of the world, such that he is again at the center. His focus in
this chapter is entirely on his former central status, which he contrasts in
chapter 30 with the way he is treated now by social outcasts whose gaze
does not identify him as the central figure, but as someone who is even
more of an outcast than they themselves. Job says,

And now they mock me in song; I am a byword to them. They abhor me, they
keep aloof from me; they do not hesitate to spit at the sight of me. (30:9-10)
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These derelicts may keep their distance from Job, but this distance indi-
cates disgust rather than deference. Furthermore, when Job says that he
has become “as a byword” to these lowlifes, he uses the same word he
used in 29:22 to describe his life-giving utterance for which his community
waited in silence, 151, Where once Job was the speaker at the center of
a circle of noble admirers, now he is the one spoken-of, as if his entire
existence can be summed up by a mocking word spoken by men who are
lower than dogs.

It is not his physical suffering or his personal losses that are the worst
of Job’s predicament, but the fact that his suffering and loss have toppled
him from his former position as the central figure of the world in which
he lived. In the prose tale, Job’s affliction, though it sends him to the ash
heap, does not represent a disordering of the world because he remains at
the center, retaining a certain ‘phantom greatness,” which acts as a place-
holder for his actual greatness. There, God and hassatan are waiting to see
what he will do and say, because what he does and says are of paramount
importance. The friends, too, watch Job, silently waiting to see what the
central figure of their world will do. In chapter 30, however, Job presents
a world in disarray, an anti-world. Job’s ‘phantom greatness’ has dissi-
pated, and the full extent of his loss is borne in upon him. Job has ceased
to be his world’s central figure, made great by the many who attached
themselves to him, and now he exists only to bolster others’ status, as the
object of their mocking disdain.

The Connectedness of the Righteous and the Loneliness of the Wicked:
Interpersonal Relationships as Viewed by Job’s Three Friends

As discussed in the opening section of this chapter, when Job’s friends
speak about the lives of the righteous, they are speaking about the world-
as-it-ought-to-be. It is because they are righteous that these people are
able to inhabit the world-as-it-ought-to-be, and, because they inhabit it,
they benefit from its inherent blessings. In the same way, when the friends
speak of the lives of the wicked, they are speaking about the world-as-it-
ought-not-to-be, which it is the fate of the wicked to inhabit, a place as
abundant in curses as the world-as-it-ought-to-be is in blessings. Although
they do not each spell out both ‘sides of the coin,” their speech about the
righteous and wicked can be taken collectively, so that Zophar’s descrip-
tion of the aloneness of the wicked can be understood to confirm Elip-
haz’s words about the connections which exists between the righteous,
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and both can be understood to be saying something about the world-as-
it-ought-to-be.

It is something of a misnomer to speak of ‘interpersonal relationships’
in the friends’ view of the wicked, for, a point all of them make is that
there are no real relations between wicked individuals. (That there are no
relations between the wicked and the righteous goes without saying.) For
the friends, to be wicked is to be fundamentally alone, a condition that
becomes evident at death even if it has not been evident in life. Dying, the
wicked man is completely erased from the slate of the world. In his first
speech, Bildad claims, “If they are destroyed from their place, then it will
deny them, saying, ‘I have never seen you’” (8:18). In his second speech he
expands on the theme, saying,

In their tents nothing remains; sulphur is scattered upon their habita-
tions.... Their memory perishes from the earth, and they have no name in
the street. ... They have no offspring or descendant among their people, and
no survivor where they used to live. (18:15, 17, 19)

Zophar provides a similar description of the fate of the wicked in his own
second speech, insisting that

Even though they mount up high as the heavens, and their head reaches to
the clouds, they will perish forever like their own dung; those who have seen
them will say, “Where are they?” They will fly away like a dream, and not be
found; they will be chased away like a vision of the night. The eye that saw
them will see them no more, nor will their place behold them any longer....
[A] fire fanned by no one will devour them; what is left in their tent will be
consumed. (20:6-9, 26b)

Eliphaz too, claims of the wicked, “They were snatched away before their
time; their foundation was washed away by a flood ... and what they left,
the fire has consumed” (2216, 20b). Earlier Eliphaz has claimed of the
wicked, “Their tent-cord is plucked up within them, and they die devoid
of wisdom” (4:21). The word translated ‘tent-cord’ is N, which can also
mean ‘remnant’ or ‘remainder,’ which is how Eliphaz uses it in 22:20 to say
“what they left (D7), the fire has consumed.” It is possible, then, to see
in 4:21 another instance of Eliphaz’s claim that the wicked leave nothing
behind. It is not only the tent-cord of the wicked which is plucked up but
anything that remains after this first act of destruction.

All three friends view the death of a wicked man as his absolute eradi-
cation from the land of the living. No one in the place he used to live
remembers him. Indeed, even the land itself has forgotten him. He leaves
no descendants, and any possessions he might have left behind as lingering
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reminders that he once lived, are consumed by fire. Zophar’s specification
that the fire that devours whatever the wicked might have left behind is
“fanned by no one” is significant in this context. If the fire were fanned
by someone, it would indicate that, actually, the wicked person had been
remembered, even if by an enemy, instead of being absolutely eradicated
by death. In addition, a fire fanned by someone might occasion retaliation
against the fire starter, which would also show that the wicked person was
remembered. The fire fanned by no one, by contrast, is simply part of the
procedure by which death erases him from the face of the earth.!®

The righteous man, by contrast, meets a death which does not efface
his presence from the land of the living. Eliphaz, describing what Job’s life
and death will be like if he repents of the wrongdoing Eliphaz believes to
be at the root of his suffering says,

You shall know that your tent is safe, you shall inspect your fold and miss!®
nothing. You shall know that your descendants will be many, and your off-
spring like the grass of the earth. You shall come to your grave in ripe old age,
as a shock of grain comes to the threshing-floor in its season. (5:24—26)

The righteous man, in stark contrast to the wicked man, is able to count
on the continued security of his tent; no “fire fanned by no one” will assail
it after he is gone, for its existence is guaranteed, both by the way he
has lived his life, and by the many descendants he is leaving behind. The
friends, although they do not accuse Job outright of being wicked until
close to the end of their part in their dialogue,?? imply throughout that if
Job were to die now, as he seems to wish,?! he would be met by the fate

18 These observations were suggested to me by René Girard’s theory of the scapegoating
mechanism, a central tenet of which is that the violence enacted against the scapegoat is
performed ‘by no one.” That is to say, because the entire community collaborates against
the scapegoat, no one member of the community can be singled out as guilty, meaning
that the scapegoat’s death cannot be avenged. According to this theory, violence enacted
‘by no one’ really means ‘by everyone.” Girard reads the Book of Job as a story about scape-
goating, in which the community attempts to pin its collective guilt on Job. The book,
however, as Girard sees it, is finally a story about failed scapegoating, because Job refuses
to agree that he is guilty, despite all indications to the contrary. René Girard, Job: The Vic-
tim of his People, trans. Y. Freccero (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1987).

19 The word translated ‘miss’ is RO, which usually means to miss in the sense of miss-
ing the mark, that is, to sin. Its use here with the sense of ‘nothing shall be missing from
your possessions,’ forges a link between possession and righteousness. If one does not sin,
one’s possessions shall remain intact, so that one does not miss anything.

20 Tt is in his third speech that Eliphaz accuses Job outright of intentional wickedness,
saying, “Is not your wickedness great? There is no end to your iniquities” (22:5).

21 In chapter 3 Job has wished, “Let the day perish in which I was born, and the night
that said, ‘A man-child is conceived’” (3:3). Granted, in this speech Job seems to be wishing
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of the wicked. His tent and all his possessions have, after all, already been
destroyed in a series of freak accidents, not unlike the “fire fanned by no
one.” In addition, any descendants he might have left behind have been
wiped out. Job, like the wicked man, is utterly alone, and death would
confirm both his loneliness and his wickedness.

Even though the wicked are many, each wicked person inhabits a cell
occupied by him- or herself alone, and when he or she dies that cell ceases
to exist and leaves no memory of itself behind. The righteous person,
instead of inhabiting a cell which separates him or her from the people
and things with which he or she appears to share the world, is a member
of an interconnected community. The righteous man is really connected
to his tent, and, because of this, it belongs to him even after he has died.
In the same way, he is really connected to his offspring, and they bear tes-
timony to his existence even when, it would seem, he has ceased to exist.
The righteous man does not, in fact, cease to exist, because everything
he touches becomes part of him and continues to carry his presence in
the world even if he is dead. For the friends, as well as for Job, to live in
the world-as-it-ought-to-be is to be made gadol through one’s connections
with other persons and things. The friends, though, do not speak of Job
as the greatest of all the people in their world, the one with the most pos-
sessions and connections, but only offer him the opportunity to be, once
again, gadol, as all righteous men are gadol. Perhaps it is for this reason
that Job bristles under their efforts at comforting him, refusing, from the
beginning, to see any value in their words. Or perhaps he rejects their
overtures because he sees in their descriptions of the loneliness of the
wicked a covert accusation brought against himself. He may fundamen-
tally agree that this is the lot of the wicked, but he feels the sting in his
friends’ words nonetheless.

The Expectation of a OR3: Job Rejects the Friends’ Assertion
that He is Fundamentally Alone

In chapter 19, Job responds to Bildad’s claim that the wicked “have no
offspring or descendant among their people, and no survivor where they

that he had died before he ever began to live, and not that he would die now, after the
onset of his suffering. Still, Job longs for death, painting the land of the dead as a place of
respite from the turmoil of life (3:17-19), and he wants to be dead now, even if he couches
this desire in language referring to the past.
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used to live” (18:19), a description which is surely meant to identify Job as
one of the wicked, given that it matches his own situation.?2 Job rejects
Bildad’s veiled accusation, countering, “|K]now then that God has put me
in the wrong” (19:6a). Although he insists he is not one of the wicked, the
description of his own situation Job gives is consonant with the picture of
the fate of the wicked Bildad has just painted. Like the wicked man who
dies and is not remembered, so Job is not remembered by those who once
loved him, and, in this, it is as if he is dead and forgotten. Job laments,

[God] has put my family far from me, and my acquaintances are wholly
estranged from me. My relatives and my close friends have failed me;
the guests in my house have forgotten me; my serving-girls count me as
a stranger; I have become an alien in their eyes. I call to my servant, but
he gives no answer.... All my intimate friends abhor me, and those whom
I loved have turned against me. (19:13-16a, 19)

Although Bildad has correctly observed Job’s situation, Job insists that Bil-
dad has incorrectly interpreted the meaning and implications of his suf-
fering. His loneliness, Job claims, stems from God’s unwarranted enmity

(19:6, 7b).

In chapter 19, Job does not go on to make the argument that the upside-
down state of the world is evidenced by the prosperity and popularity of
the wicked and the suffering and loneliness of the righteous, as he does
elsewhere.?3 Instead, Job suddenly changes his tack. Although in the chap-
ter so far he has described himself as abandoned by his former intimates,
now he claims that he is not, in fact, alone, despite appearances to the
contrary. There is someone who stands with Job, and this solidarity will
one day become apparent. The one who will stop Job from being erased
from memory Job calls ‘my Redeemer.’ He says,

22 Newsom insists that “the poems describing the fate of the wicked (chaps. 15, 18,
20) should not be understood primarily as veiled attacks on Job,” and cites as support
the fact that “When he [ Job] replies to them (chap. 21), Job does not take them as such
but assumes that he and the friends are arguing over the nature of the world.” Carol A.
Newsom “Job and His Friends: A Conflict of Moral Imaginations,” Interpretation 53 no. 3
(1999): 249. Although I agree that, fundamentally, Job and his friends are arguing over the
nature of the world, I do not see how the friends’ descriptions of the fate of the wicked,
which also describe Job’s situation, cannot be taken as assertions that Job is among the
wicked. Job recognizes that the friends are not on his side; he knows they do not believe
in his innocence. In chapter 6, he has lamented, “My companions are treacherous like a
torrent-bed, like freshets that pass away, that run dark with ice, turbid with melting snow”
(6:15-16) and in chapter 13 he has cried out against them, “As for you, you whitewash with
lies; all of you are worthless physicians” (13:4).

23 See, for example, 21:7-34.
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For I know that my Redeemer lives, and that at last he will stand upon the
earth; and after my skin has been thus destroyed, then in my flesh I shall see
God, whom I shall see on my side. (19:25-27a)

The word translated Redeemer is 9R3 (go’el), which can mean either an
“avenger of bloodshed (who by killing the murderer of one’s relatives, clears
away the crime)” or can refer to the “duty of the male relative of s. one
who has died leaving a childless widow to deliver her from childlessness
by marriage . .. the man in question being called go’el deliverer.”?* Samuel
Balentine offers a more extended explanation of the term, writing,

The term 983 comes primarily from the field of family law. It designates
the nearest male relative ... who is duty bound to protect and preserve the
family when his kinsman is unable to do so. The responsibilities of the OR3
include buying back family property that has fallen into the hands of outsid-
ers...redeeming a relative sold into slavery ... marrying a widow to provide
an heir for her dead husband. .. and avenging the blood of a murdered rela-
tive.... In religious usage God is described as the 983 of those who have
fallen into distress or bondage.... It is noteworthy that God’s responsibili-
ties as 983 include pleading the case (2™) for those too helpless or too
vulnerable to obtain justice for themselves.?5

Given the range of possible roles a go’el might play, it must be determined
not only who Job believes his go’el to be, but what he expects his go’el to
do. On both these questions, scholars are deeply divided, and the litera-
ture about these three verses (19:25-27) is immense.

There are two main camps of opinion on the identity of the go’el into
which scholars may be divided. The traditional scholarly position holds
that when Job speaks of his go’e/ he is speaking of God. Those who identify
the go’el as God claim that Job is voicing his belief in the God who will
redeem him over against the God who has afflicted him. Robert Gordis
provides a compelling representative statement of this position, writing,

In all of Job’s speeches two themes have been heard. ... Again and again Job
has attacked the God of power, but with equal frequency he has appealed
to the God of justice and love. Now the two themes are united...as Job
appeals ‘from God to God.”26

24 Holladay, Concise Lexicon, 52.

25 Samuel E. Balentine “Who Will be Job’s Redeemer?,” Perspectives in Religious Studies
26 no. 3 (1999): 274.

26 Robert Gordis, The Book of God and Man (Chicago and London: University of Chicago
Press, 1965), 88. Others in the ‘God-is-the-go’e/’ camp include Westermann, Dhorme, Hart-
ley, Whybray, Rowley, Driver, Gutierrez, Cox, Kinet, and J.G. Williams.
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In contrast to those who hold that Job’s go’el is God invoked against God,
the second camp of scholars argues that this formulation makes no sense.
Samuel Terrien, for example, writes,

Against this prevailing interpretation it may be argued that.. . the go’e/ can-
not be God, for Job has heretofore consistently thought of the Deity as an
implacably hostile being, and (much more important) continues to do so in
the remaining part of the poetic discussion.?”

Although commentators in this camp agree that it makes no sense to
speak of God as the go’el, they disagree as to who the go’el might be, if
not God. Suggestions for the go’e/’s identity range from a member of the
divine council who will intercede with God on Job’s behalf (Pope; Habel)
to Job’s own voice and his claim of righteousness (Clines; Vawter).28
Although there is disagreement over the identity of the go’el, most inter-
preters agree that Job, when he speaks of his go’el, is speaking about some-
one specific, whose identity is known to him. It seems to me, though, that
this need not be the case. Raymond Scheindlin suggests that the go’el is

an unknown kinsman [who] will come forward [sometime in the future],
read the record, take up [ Job’s] case again, and gain the vindication he has
been seeking.??

Janzen takes the possible unknownness of the go’el even further, writing,

[[]n the face of a universe whose earthly and heavenly figures...are all
against him, Job imaginatively reaches out into the dark and desperately
affirms the reality of a witness whose identity is completely unknown to
him. ... Faith manifests itself...in... blind affirmation of what is unknown,
yet which must be there if one’s own truth ultimately matters. 3°

That is to say, Job’s beliefs about himself, about God, and about the
world-as-it-ought-to-be lead him to faith in the existence of a go’el. For
Job, such a being must exist, for, if he does not exist, then Job must con-
cede that his beliefs are fundamentally misguided, and he is not ready to

27 Samuel Terrien, “The Book of Job,” in The Interpreter’s Bible vol. 3 (New York and
Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1954), 1052.

28 See Marvin Pope, Job (New York: Doubleday, 1965), 135; Habel, job, 306; Clines, Job
120, 460; Vawter, Job and Jonah, 52. See also Peggy Day, who identifies hassatan as Job’s
go’el, a personage who, against Job’s expectations, works to harm rather than to deliver
him. Day, Adversary, 100—o1.

29 Raymond Scheindlin, The Book of Job (New York and London: Norton & Co., 1998), 91.

80 Janzen, Job, 125. See also James L. Crenshaw, A Whirlpool of Torment: Israelite Tradi-
tions of God as an Oppressive Presence (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1984), 74.
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make that admission. Job wholeheartedly believes that his vision of the
way the world ought to be is shared by God, the world’s creator. The gap
that exists between the world-as-it-is and the world-as-it-ought-to-be both
makes necessary and offers proof for the existence of a go’el. The work of
the go’el is to bring the world-as-it-is, which is an anti-world, back into
line with the world-as-it-ought-to-be.

If it is not necessary to determine exactly who the go’el is—if Job
does not know the identity of his go’e/ himself, as Janzen posits—then
the important question becomes what Job expects his go’el to do. James
Crenshaw supposes that Job’s go’el’s work corresponds to the first defini-
tion of the term given in the Concise Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon of the
Old Testament, quoted above. He writes, the go’el is “an avenger of blood,
who, according to Num 35:19; Deut 19:6, would vindicate Job’s death by
punishing the guilty.... The issue here is revenge”3! I am not sure, though,
that the issue is revenge. If vengeance is to be had, it ought to be had
against God, who is identified as the one responsible for Job’s situation.
Indeed, some commentators’ rejection of the notion that God is the go’el
is partially based on the idea that it makes no sense to think of God being
called upon to take revenge against himself. Job, though, does not make
any mention of revenge being taken against God by the go’el, even though
he recognizes that God is acting as his enemy. If Job does not speak of any
vengeance against God, it must be that he expects his go’el to play some
other role.

Common to all definitions of the go’el is the idea that the go’el, however
he fulfills his role, works to show that the dead man is not alone and to
ensure that, though dead, he is not forgotten. By avenging a murdered
man against his killers, the go’el makes the claim that the murder was
not justified, and he does so by identifying himself with the dead man,
as someone who is on his side. The dead man cannot be wiped from the
face of the earth, because there is someone who will remember him and
act on his behalf even though he is gone. This same function—of ensuring
that the dead man is not erased and his memory obliterated—is fulfilled
by the go’el who marries his dead relative’s wife so that she is able to bear
children. The children born to this pair do not belong to the go’el. Rather,

81 Crenshaw, “Job,” in The HarperCollins Study Bible (New York: HarperCollins, 1989),
771. See also Good, Tempest, 102; James G. Williams, “‘You have not Spoken Truth of
Me’ Mystery and Irony in Job,” Zeitschrift fiir die Alttestamentliche Wissenschaft 83 no. 2
(1971): 244.
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it is as if they are the children of the dead man. The go’el ensures that the
dead man is not forgotten by making it possible for his line to continue.

Coming as it does on the heels of Job’s lament that he has been aban-
doned by all who once loved him and in the context of the friend’s claims
that the wicked, like Job, are utterly alone and, when they die, are forgot-
ten to the extent that it is as if they never lived, Job’s affirmation that he
knows he has a go’e/ must be taken as an assertion that he is not alone
and, though he may die of his affliction, he will not be forgotten. What-
ever the go’el does, he will do in the name of Job, ensuring that Job’s name
is not forgotten and that Job is not, consequently, branded as one of the
wicked who die and are no longer remembered. As part of his description
of what his go’el will do, Job seems to envision the go’e/ as enabling him
to be reconciled with the God who is now treating him as an enemy. Job
says that as a result of the go’el’s redeeming work “ I shall see God, whom I
shall see on my side” (19:27a). Instead of avenging Job’s suffering upon the
God who remains his enemy, the go’el, by showing solidarity with Job, will
be able to bring God around to Job’s side as well. By showing God that Job
is not alone, the go’el proves to God that Job is not one of the wicked.

The work of the go’el, as Job imagines it, is to bring an end to the anti-
world and return the world to the way it ought to be. The way the go’e/
will achieve this goal is by showing solidarity with Job, and thereby prov-
ing that Job is not alone. In the world as it existed before his affliction, Job
was the central figure. The go’el, then, must not only stand up for Job or
plead his cause, the way a lawyer might, but must treat him the way he
was treated in that world. The go’e/ must stand beside Job in such a way
that he becomes an extension of Job, making Job bigger,32 just as in the
prologue Job was made great by his many possessions, servants, and chil-
dren. The go’el must also make Job the center of his attention and behave
with deference towards him, as was formerly done by his community’s
elders and nobles and its righteous poor, as is described in chapter 29. The
go’el’s job is to act as if the world is centered around Job, and, in so doing,
make that world a reality once again.

In affirming the existence of his go’el, Job shows that he agrees with
his friends’ assessment that aloneness is a mark of wickedness and, there-
fore, of the world-as-it-ought-not-to-be. His own seeming aloneness he

32 This is the case even if the go’el is God. As argued above, in the prologue God’s
attention is entirely focused on Job, so much so that God cannot be said to act of his own
accord, but, instead, follows movements choreographed by Job.
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identifies as a false indicator. Although he appears to be alone, he is not
really alone, because he has a go’el who, by showing solidarity with him
and acting on his behalf, will reconcile him with God. After his death,
Job will be numbered among the righteous and not forgotten like the
wicked. Yet, the fact that Job places his hope in a go’el who, by definition,
usually acts on behalf of one who is dead, shows that he despairs of the
world working as it ought to work in time to save him from his imminent
death.

Summary of the Positions Taken by Job and the Friends

As seen, Job and his friends present similar pictures of how relationships
between persons are structured in the world-as-it-ought-to-be. In this
world, the righteous man (who is the only kind of man capable of living
in the world-as-it-ought-to-be) is embedded in his community and made
great by the others who are attached to him. He may be the single, central
point of a network that spreads out from him, but he is most emphatically
not alone. Rather, his position is made possible by the others who sur-
round him and whose existence is given over to him in varying degrees,
whether by belonging to him outright or by focusing their attention on
him. There is, however, one key difference between this aspect of the
world-as-it-ought-to-be as presented by Job and by his friends. Job pres-
ents himself as the greatest member of his community, the one central
figure in whose orbit all others move. The friends, although they do not
deny that this was the case, seem to offer Job the chance to be restored
to the position shared by all righteous patriarchs, and not to a position
which is unique to himself. Eliphaz says, “How happy is the one whom
God reproves; therefore do not despise the discipline of the Almighty”
(5117), before describing how things will be for Job once he has taken
God’s reproach to heart and repented of whatever wrong he has com-
mitted. Although Eliphaz uses the second person here—*“You shall know
that your tent is safe, you shall inspect your fold and miss nothing. You
shall know that your descendants will be many, and your offspring like
the grass of the earth” (5:24—25, my italics)—that it follows his use of the
third person, “happy is the one...” (WIIR MWR) gives it a generic flavor.
Job’s is not the only safe tent in the world-as-it-ought-to-be, nor is his the
only guaranteed line of descent.

In a way this goes without saying. What kind of a world would it be if
only Job occupied this coveted position? Indeed, that Job does not think
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of himself as completely unique is demonstrated by his belief that his cur-
rent suffering is indicative of the suffering of all righteous persons and, by
converse, the rejoicing of all wicked ones. What is happening to him is
what is happening to others as well.33 Still, it is true that in chapter 29 and
in the prologue Job presents himself (or is presented by the narrator) as
the greatest and most central figure in his world, and the friends, although
their world-as-it-ought-to-be is not unlike Job’s, do not pick up on this
particular detail, which may actually mean that the worlds they envision
are not the same at all. Perhaps Job is not more open to the friends’ admo-
nitions precisely because they fail to offer him reinstatement in the world
as he believes it ought to be, but rather in some other world, one which
comes a close second to his world-as-it-ought-to-be, but misses the mark
nonetheless. Even if this is the case, the similarity between Job’s world-
as-it-ought-to-be and that of the friends is highlighted when, declaring his
certainty that his go’e/ lives, Job counters his friends’ accusations that he
is alone in the way that the friends have described the wicked as being
alone. In the anti-world of the wicked, communal bonds are lacking, and,
where it is every man for himself, no one has the opportunity to be gadol.
This description of the lot of the wicked reinforces, in turn, the descrip-
tion of the world-as-it-ought-to-be as a place where real connections exist
between people, and where, through these connections, the most righ-
teous men are made great.

The Wicked and the Righteous in God’s Speeches

When God appears and begins to speak it quickly becomes clear that not
only are his ideas about the world different from those held by Job and
his friends, but the frame of reference by which he expresses those ideas
is different as well. Whereas for Job and his friends, to talk about the righ-
teous and the wicked is to describe the world-as-it-ought- and ought-not-
to-be, for God this is not the case. The division between these two groups
of people is not central to God’s discourse, and he is fully able to describe
the world of his creation without referring to it, a feat which would be
impossible for Job and his friends. Indeed, it is arguable that the idea of

33 There is, however, another way of reading this detail. It is possible that Job views his
personal suffering as indicative of the suffering of all righteous persons precisely because
of his unique position at the center: if he is suffering it goes without saying that the world
has been turned upside-down, and that everyone who ought not to suffer is suffering.
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the existence of righteous and wicked as distinct groups does not even
enter God’s consciousness. What checks this claim is the fact that God
does speak of the wicked in 40:11-13 where he challenges Job to

Pour out the overflowings of your anger, and look on all who are proud, and
abase them.... [T]read down the wicked where they stand. Hide them all in
the dust together; bind their faces in the world below.

In addition, in chapter 38 God asks

Have you commanded the morning since your days began, and caused the
dawn to know its place, so that it might take hold of the skirts of the earth,
and the wicked be shaken out of it?...Light is withheld from the wicked,
and their uplifted arm is broken. (38:12-13, 15)

It is, therefore, obvious that God knows about the existence of a people
collectively categorized as ‘the wicked.’

Yet, it seems significant that God does not also speak about the group
‘the righteous.’” Perhaps this is simply because his addressee, Job, is one
of the righteous, so that when he says ‘you’ he is automatically talking about
the righteous. This, though, seems somewhat unlikely, as a central point
of his speeches is that Job has been completely wrong about the nature
of the world-as-it-ought-to-be. God calls Job one who “darkens counsel by
words without knowledge” (38:2), accusing him of “put[ting] me in the
wrong...[and] condemn[ing] me that you may be justified” (40:8), and,
although these accusations do not necessarily impugn Job’s righteousness,
they do cast something of a pall over it, making it seem unlikely that God
is using Job as his example of ‘the righteous man’ simply as a matter of
course. Job’s righteousness—Ilet alone his quintessential righteousness—is
not, at this point in the book, the shining beacon it is at other points! For
Job and his friends, by contrast, the righteous and the wicked are con-
stantly being referred to as points of opposition. They do not speak about
the wicked alone, because to do so would miss the point of the contrast
they are setting up. Despite the fact that they consider themselves righ-
teous, and might, therefore, speak of ‘us’ instead of ‘the righteous, they do
speak of ‘the righteous,” for the opposition between the two groups is so
essential that they must set it forth in the most obvious terms.

God, though, speaks only of ‘the wicked” Whatever can this mean?
Its meaning must depend on how God intends the questions he asks to
be answered. When he asks Job whether he has done certain things, is
he implying that these are things he himself has done and which Job,
by contrast, does not have the power to do? Or is the implied answer
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something different? It seems possible that God’s mention of the wicked
has more to do with the fact that he is responding to the speeches made
by Job and his friends than with anything foundational to the world as
he has made it. Perhaps it is their focus on wickedness and righteousness
that drives God’s words about the wicked, a topic which he might not
otherwise have raised. In the sections below I will discuss options for the
implied responses to God’s questions and potential interpretations of his
words about the wicked. Here, I simply wish to point out that, for God, the
world does not seem to be divided into righteous and wicked groups, with
the lives of the righteous revealing the way the world ought to be, and
the lives of the wicked revealing the way the world ought not to be. God’s
speeches, then, cannot be approached in the same way as those of Job and
the friends. Indeed, God is not concerned to present opposing pictures
of the way the world ought and ought not to be. Instead, he presents the
world as it is, the world as he has created it to be, and does not seem to
recognize any other kind of world. His words about the wicked, whatever
they may mean, do not serve to illustrate any kind of anti-world which
exists in opposition to the created world. Furthermore, although it might
be argued that God’s presentation of the world as he created it can also be
understood as a depiction of the world-as-it-ought-to-be, this designation
loses significance in the absence of an oppositional world-as-it-ought-not-
to-be. For God, there is only the world, which is is world, and this is the
world he describes to Job in chapters 38—41.

God'’s Speeches as a Response to Job’s Claims about the
World-as-It-Ought-to-be

There is, of course, a problem with the argument made in the last few
sentences above. When he responds to Job, God counters Job’s own claims
about the world-as-it-ought- and ought-not-to-be. It is not strictly correct,
then, to say that God’s world-as-it-is does not exist in opposition to any
other world. It does. God, though, in his speeches does not address this
opposition outright or in detail, but only by his claims that Job has spo-
ken “words without knowledge” (38:2b), and by the fact that the world
he describes is utterly different from the world Job has supposed God
intended to create. That is, in his speeches, God does not hold up aspects
of the world-as-it-ought-to-be and of the world-as-it-ought-not-to-be
in order to illuminate the points of contrast between them, as Job and
his friends do. Still, tension does exist between God’s apparent denial of
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the existence of the world-as-it-ought-to-be over against the-world-as-it-
ought-not-to-be and his insistence that the world Job has described is not
the-world-as-it-ought-to-be, as will be discussed in more detail in chapter
5. Here, I want to proceed as if this tension does not exist. I want to take
God at his word, even if, with more prodding, that word may show itself
to be not entirely reliable. After all, at this point in our ‘forwards’ reading
of the book, God still retains the authority that inheres in his name, and
we should assume that what he says goes.
God begins by asking Job,

Where were you when I laid the foundation of the earth? Tell me, if you
have understanding. Who determined its measurements—surely you know!
Or who stretched the line upon it? On what were its bases sunk, or who laid
its cornerstone when the morning stars sang together and all the heavenly
beings shouted for joy? (38:4-7)

Four things are established in this passage. First, the question format and
God’s sarcastic tone—"“surely you know!”—show that God is going to say
something different from what Job has said so far. This, in fact, is what
has already been established in God’s opening challenge of 38:2, “Who is
this that darkens counsel by words without knowledge?” In Hebrew, the
“words without knowledge” which God accuses Job of having spoken are
nyT-Ha 7’573. The word I"?D is a plural form of 1190, the same word used
by Job in 29:22 to describe his utterance for which his community waits
with bated breath. What is implied, it seems, is not just that Job’s railings
against God have been “words without knowledge,” but that the words he
has spoken about the nature of the world-as-it-ought-to-be, which he has
detailed in chapter 29, have also been without knowledge. In addition,
God’s sarcastic “surely you know!” (VTN *2) echoes his opening “you shall
declare to me,” in which the verb is the Hiphil of 77, which instructs Job
not just to answer God but to make something known to him. Job is being
challenged to teach God something he doesn’t already know. Whether
this demand is meant to be heard as fully sarcastic or whether it does
contain an element of God’s really wanting to know what Job has to say
is somewhat open to debate.3* Although I think it is possible to read the
book as making the claim that Job does have things to say to God which

34 Janzen, for example, writes, “Throughout the divine speeches, images and motifs and
themes from earlier in the book are taken up and re-presented in such a way as to engen-
der the suspicion that these apparently rhetorical questions are to be taken... as veiling
genuine existential questions posed to Job.” Janzen, Job, 225.
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God does not already know, here God’s challenges seem to be sarcastic:
Job does not know the answers to the questions God will pose about the
creation of the world and so cannot be called upon to be God’s teacher.
Or, at least, that is what God believes the situation to be.

Second, the subject of the passage indicates that what God has to say
will be about the nature of the created world. Together, the tone and the
subject reveal that if Job has insisted that he knows what the world ought
to be like, God has some surprises in store for him. Third, in his descrip-
tion of his founding of the world, God claims that the world has been
intentionally created to be as it is; the world which God will describe in
his speeches is the world he intended to make. Finally, as a related point,
God characterizes this world as good, as is shown by the joy experienced
by the heavenly beings at its creation. Although some scholars view God’s
speeches as non-sequiturs which fail to answer Job’s complaints,3> this
opening passage, with its focus on the creation of the world, announces
that the speeches are intended to answer Job’s claims about the world—
the way it is, the way it ought to be, and the way it ought not to be.

The Attention of the Animals

What, then, is this world like, specifically with respect to relationships
between persons? First off, it must be said this question can hardly be
asked of God'’s speeches, for, with the exception of the wicked mentioned
in 38:13,15 and in 40:11-13 and a few other possible oblique references, ‘per-
sons,’ as in ‘human persons’ do not figure at all in God’s description of his
world. Instead, God is concerned with animals. These are the ‘persons’
who inhabit his world. Is it, then, impossible to actually compare God’s
description of the world with the world-as-it-ought-to-be described by Job
and his friends? Are they so fundamentally different that it is useless to try
to inquire into more nuanced differences? That is, instead of examining

35 Daniel O’Connor lists 8 issues brought up in the prologue and dialogues which God
does not address. Daniel O’Connor, “The Futility of Myth-Making in Theodicy: Job 38—41,"
Proceedings of the Irish Biblical Association 9 (1985): 84. Luis Alonso-Schokel, however, cau-
tions against viewing the Yahweh speeches as failing to address the issues at stake in the
book, writing, “The fact is that the commentator’s judgment depends on his expectation of
what will happen when God intervenes.” He goes on to list 5 ways in which God’s words do
address Job’s questions and the claims of the friends. Luis Alonso-Schokel, “God’s Answer
to Job,” in Job and the Silence of God, ed. C. Duquoc and C. Floristan (New York: Seabury
Press, 1983), 45.
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the nature of relationships between persons as described by Job and his
friends and by God, is the most we can say that Job and his friends are
concerned with what goes on between people, whereas God is concerned
with what goes on between animals? I do not think we are limited in
this way. God’s depiction of animal relationships is intended to apply
to humans as well. Both share the same status as God’s creatures, in the
light of which the human/animal distinction is minimized. For this rea-
son, what God says about animals can be compared and contrasted with
what Job and his friends say about humans. They are providing models
for relationship that are different from each other, and not talking about
completely different subjects.

Where Job has described himself as the central figure in the world-as-it-
ought-to-be, around whom all others are organized, God’s world is diffuse.
There is no central point on which the animals fix their gaze, even though
it might be tempting to claim that, in the world described by God, God
himself is the one who matters, the one upon whom all eyes are focused.
If this were the case, God’s depiction of the world would be no different
from Job’s. The central figure would be different—God instead of Job—
but the overall configuration would be the same.36

Yet, although it is true that God presents himself as the creator of the
world, he does not present a world in which all eyes are on him and him
alone. Although some of the animals acknowledge him as the one but for
whose sustaining care they would be unable to survive, most direct their
attention elsewhere. God begins his animal discourse by asking Job,

Can you hunt the prey for the lion, or satisfy the appetite of the young lions,
when they crouch in their dens, or lie in wait in their covert? Who provides
for the raven its prey, when its young ones cry to God, and wander about
for lack of food? (38:39—41)

Here, the young ravens look to God to provide food for them, just as, it
might be said, the righteous poor in chapter 29 look to Job to provide sus-
tenance for them and to act as their defender. Yet, if the ravens’ attention

36 Schifferdecker, in her reading of the divine speeches, claims that God presents this
kind of world. She writes, “God’s description of creation reveals to Job that the world does
not exist for the sake of humanity, but rather that humanity plays only a part in creation.
The world exists for the sake of its Creator. The divine speeches, in other words, are radi-
cally theocentric.” Schifferdecker, Whirtwind, 1. Although I agree that God presents his
creation as ‘nonanthropocentric,’ I disagree that the alternative is a “radically theocentric”
world. As will be seen below, it seems to me that the world God describes does away with
centricity altogether.
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is focused on God, the lions, for whose feeding God depicts himself as
equally responsible, do not seem to have God in their gaze, or, indeed,
on their mind. It may be God who provides for them, but the lions have
their eye on their prey as they crouch in their covert and wait for it to
draw near. In fact, with the exception of the ravens, none of the animals
named by God are looking at him. The wild ass has its eyes on the ground
as “it ranges the mountains as its pasture, and it searches after every green
thing” (39:8). The ostrich, which ought, perhaps, to be looking at its eggs
or its offspring if it isn’t going to look at God, is instead watching the horse
and its rider (39:18b). As for the horse, it is completely focused on the
battle (39:21). It is not only the horse’s eyes that are fixed on the fight, but
its ears and nose as well: “[I]t cannot stand still at the sound of the trum-
pet. When the trumpet sounds, it says, ‘Aha!” From a distance it smells
the battle” (39:24b—25a). The eagle watches the battlefield and spies its
prey, the dead who have fallen there (39:29-30). Leviathan, the final beast
in God’s litany “surveys everything that is lofty” (41:34a), which might be
taken as an indication that Leviathan is looking at God, given that God
can certainly be considered as ‘lofty.’ However, if Leviathan does include
God in its gaze when it “surveys everything that is lofty,” it cannot be said
that this gaze designates God as the world’s central figure, to whom Levia-
than surrenders its own reality. The verb translated ‘survey’ in the NRSV is
plain old NR7, which does not tell us much about the quality or direction
of Leviathan's gaze. The word ‘survey,” however, connotes a looking down.
The translators’ choice of this word instead of ‘looks at’” draws support
from the second half of the verse: “[I]t is king over all that are proud”
(41:34b). One who is king over the proud naturally looks down upon the
lofty. If anyone is confirmed as the most important figure by Leviathan'’s
gaze, it is Leviathan and not God. Everything Leviathan surveys is below
it and belongs to it.

This, though, does not mean that Leviathan occupies the central posi-
tion in God’s world. God directs Job’s attention to Leviathan, but not to
Leviathan alone. Neither do the other animals focus on Leviathan; Levia-
than may survey them, but their gaze is elsewhere. Instead of focusing
Job’s attention on one central figure, God’s questions direct Job’s attention
out to the multiplicity of animals which inhabit the complex, diversely
populated world.
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The loneliness of the wicked is a central feature of the friends’ discourse.
If the creatures inhabiting the world God has created are not organized
around a central figure, are they alone as Job and his friends suppose the
wicked to be alone? The question is difficult to answer. God does not dwell
on the loneliness—or lack thereof—of the animals he describes. On the
one hand, God’s description of the young deer which leave their parents
once they are strong enough to fend for themselves “and do not return to
them” (39:4b) and of the ostrich which abandons its eggs and the young
born from them, caring little whether they survive or not (39:14-16), is not
unlike the friends’ description of the wicked who are unable to provide
for their children and whose offspring do not remember them. Bildad, for
example, has said of the wicked, “They have no offspring or descendant
among their people, and no survivor where they used to live” (18:19), and
Zophar has said that the children of the wicked are forced to “seek the
favor of the poor” (20:10a), because their parents are unable to care for
them as they should. Are the deer-parents alone like the wicked whose
children forget them, and are the ostrich-children alone like the children
of the wicked who are not cared for by their parents? The answer might
be yes, except that God does not assign any stigma to the kind of behavior
practiced by the young deer and the mother ostrich, nor does abandon-
ment by children or parents seem to negatively affect the ones abandoned.
Rather, the abandonment of parents and children is presented as a natu-
ral occurrence and not as a sign of any kind of particularly wicked behav-
ior on the part of those doing the leaving or those left. Granted, God does
describe the ostrich, in its lack of care for its eggs and offspring, as a fool,
and the friends have equated fools with the wicked. (“I have seen fools
taking root, but suddenly I cursed their dwelling,” Eliphaz has boasted in
his first speech [5:3].) The foolish ostrich, however, is not censured for its
foolishness; rather, its foolishness is part of its God-given nature. Although
deer and ostriches are left by children and parents respectively, this does
not seem to render them alone in the sense that the friends mean.

In general, the animals in God’s speeches are not described as interact-
ing with other members of their species or with members of other spe-
cies. Some animals feed their young—Ilike the eagle, which searches out
the battlefield, so that its young ones may suck up the blood that has
been spilled there (39:30)—but others are not depicted as doing so. The
wild ass and wild ox are specifically described as spurning the company of
humans. The wild ass eschews the “tumult of the city” (39:7), preferring to
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range the mountains alone. The wild ox will not stay on the farm, becom-
ing one of the farmer’s possessions (39:9—12) and contributing to his great-
ness. Whether or not these animals are alone does not seem to be part of
God’s consideration in his designation of them as valued members of the
creation. Moreover, what constitutes ‘aloneness’ is called into question
in God’s speeches. When God describes the wild ass which “ranges the
mountains as its pasture” (39:8), the word translated ‘pasture’ is 1Y, a
word which also means ‘intimate friend.” Job has used it with this mean-
ing in 6:14 to lament his friends’ treatment of him: “Those who withhold
kindness from a friend (Y7971) forsake the fear of the Almighty.” It seems
possible, then, that God is describing the mountains not only as the pas-
ture of the wild ass, but as its friend. Nature provides companionship
even for those who seem companionless, a companionship which Job
and his friends have failed to perceive as a possibility. Moreover, when
he reveals his care for the animals he names, God shows that e does not
leave them alone, but is present with them in their wild and (potentially)
lonely habitations. This is surely an indication that these animals are not
alone, for the aloneness of the wicked, as presumed by Job and the friends,
was primarily evidence of their abandonment by God. In God’s speeches,
then, two things happen to the concept of aloneness as described by Job
and his friends. First, God denies the claim that aloneness is a sign that
something has gone wrong, either for the creatures involved or the world
they inhabit. Lone creatures are not, of necessity, wicked, nor is the world
they inhabit an anti-world. Second, God calls into question Job’s and his
friends’ ability to assess the aloneness of their fellow creatures, revealing
himself and his world as providing companionship for those who might
appear to be alone. This, though, does not mean that God re-stigmatizes
aloneness. Instead, he seems to be saying that, although it is possible to
be alone in the world he has created, this aloneness does not look the
way Job and his friends have supposed it must. In a world where even a
mountain pasture provides companionship, the lone are not lonely.

God’s Centrality: The Question of Power

In the last section but one I argued that God does not present a world
in which he is at the center, and cited the diffuse attention of the ani-
mals as proving this point. Yet, despite the fact that, in God’s description,
the animals are not looking at him, it is still possible to argue that God
is presenting himself as occupying the central place in the world of his



8o CHAPTER TWO

creation. Such an argument inheres in the claim, first advanced by Henry
Rowold, that the implied answer to all of the questions asked by God “is
not merely, ‘No, I can/did not,” but rather, ‘No I can/did not, but you (Yah-
weh) can/did,’ "3" a view shared by Habel,® and by Whybray, who writes,
“[T]he answer to the questions ‘Can you...?"...and ‘Who can...?...can
only be ‘Only Yahweh can! "3° Coming to the same conclusion, Michael
V. Fox explains the way in which God’s questions can be understood as
rhetorical. He writes,

One asks a question so obvious that the answer is inevitable...because it
asks something which both the questioner and his auditor know, and which
the questioner knows that his auditor knows, and which the auditor knows
that the questioner knows he knows. ... God asks almost exclusively rhetori-
cal questions in this unit. Most of the questions ask “who?”, the inevitable
but unspoken answer being “you, God."*°

If these scholars are right, it might be correct to say that God’s focus is not
on the diverse multitude of creatures his world contains, but on his own
creative activity. God’s speeches, then, would not be intended to direct
Job’s gaze out in a variety of directions to take in the great multiplicity of
the world, but to direct his gaze to God as the power responsible for every-
thing Job sees, the only real ‘person’ in a world whose existence emanates
from his own and which, without him, would cease to be.

Some of God’s questions surely imply the answer that these scholars
suggest. For example, God does not ask, “Where is the way to the dwell-
ing of the light?” because he wants Job to give him directions. Likewise,
when God asks Job to tell him who it was determined the measurements
of the earth, the implied answer is certainly, “you alone did.” Habel argues
that God’s questions and their implied answer are “intended to focus on
God as the only possible power who could perform the action described
in the question.”* Indeed, a great number of scholars seem to interpret
God’s words from the whirlwind as serving primarily to demonstrate his
power over against Job’s comparative weakness, even if they disagree over
whether this demonstration of power is good or bad.

37 Henry Rowold, “Yahweh’s Challenge to Rival: The Form and Function of the Yahweh-
Speeches in Job 38—39,” Catholic Biblical Quarterly 47 no. 2 (1985): 201.

38 Habel, Job, 529.

39 Norman Whybray, Job (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1998), 169.

40 Michael V. Fox, “Job 38 and God’s Rhetoric,” Semeia 19 (1981): 58.

41 Habel, Job, 529.
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Among those who view God’s display of power positively is Walter
Brueggemann, who writes,

[I]t is evident that the ground of Yahweh’s response is in power.... These
doxological verses strain for words to articulate the massiveness and awe-
someness of this God.*?

About the issues at stake in the Book of Job, Roland Murphy asks, “Is the
whole question at bottom an issue of power...and not of justice?” and
answers, “God ... is redefining the problem... shifting the focus from jus-
tice to the broader notion of sovereignty over the universe.”*3 Pope con-
curs, writing,

God assails [ Job] with questions he cannot answer.... The purpose is to
bring home to Job his ignorance and his folly in impugning God’s wisdom
and justice.... Since man has not God’s power, he has no right to question
God’s justice.#*

Those who judge God’s display of power negatively include Jack Miles,
John Briggs Curtis and Carl Jung. Miles declares,

Few speeches in all of literature can more properly be called overpowering
than the Lord’s speeches to Job from the whirlwind.... But therein lies all
their difficulty. The Lord refers to absolutely nothing about himself except
his power.#>

As Miles sees it, it is because God has subjected Job to unjust torture and,
therefore, “has something to hide,” that he puts on such a show of power;
the fireworks are intended to obscure God’s culpability.#¢ In the same
way, Curtis observes, “The tenor of the entirety of the Yahweh speeches is
that of the overwhelming power and majesty of God as compared with the
frailty and ignorance of Job,” and concludes, “A god so remote, so unfeeling,
so unjust is worse than no god,” a conclusion he believes is shared by Job,
as shown by his final response to God’s words.#” Finally, Jung condemns

42 Walter Brueggemann, Theology of the Old Testament (Minneapolis: Augsburg For-
tress, 1997), 390.

43 Roland Murphy, The Book of Job: A Short Reading (New York and Mahwah, NJ: Paulist
Press, 1999), 96.

4+ Pope, Job, 250, 267.

45 Jack Miles, God: A Biography (London: Simon & Schuster, 1995), 314.

46 Tbid., 316.

47 Curtis, “Job’s Response,” 497, 510.
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the god who “comes riding along on the tempest of his almightiness and
thunders reproaches at the half-crushed human worm.”#8

Yet, I wonder whether these scholars are right that the issue of who
holds the power is really what is at stake in God’s speeches. Although
some of God’s questions may be intended to highlight Job’s ignorance
and powerlessness in relation to his own knowledge and power, it cannot
be assumed that everything about which God asks Job he already knows
and has already done. Although it might be possible for God to do all
the things he challenges Job to do, this does not mean that he actually
chooses to do them, or that he views them as things that must be done if
the world is to be as it ought. Still, if the issue is who holds the power and
the implied answer is “God,” I wonder whether that power is of a differ-
ent sort and serves a different purpose than some of the above scholars
suppose. For example, is it power that permits God to know where the
mountain goats give birth (39:1)? Is it power that has allowed God to “let
the wild ass go free” (39:5)? These do not seem like questions calculated
to convince the hearer of the speaker’s power. It may be a demonstration
of omniscience to show that one knows where the deer calve, but it is not
a terribly compelling one. A more likely response from Job, instead of a
cowering “O omniscient God, you alone know,” might be an incredulous
“Who cares?” What does it matter to Job where these animals give birth?
And what about letting the wild ass go free? What kind of power does
that show? God has done no better than human beings with respect to the
wild ass. He has not managed to tame it; it is not pulling 4és cart, any more
than it is pulling Job’s.#? So God let the wild ass go free? Everyone has to,
because the wild ass cannot be domesticated. And if God’s point is that he
is responsible for the un-domesticability of the wild ass and ox, which, in
fact, does seem to be what these questions are intended to convey, then
his power is of quite a different sort.

48 Carl G. Jung, Answer to Job, trans. R.F.C. Hull (London and New York: Routledge,
1954), 16-17.

49 Some interpreters assume that what these animals will not do for Job they will do for
Yahweh. Milton Horne, for example, writes, “The deity asks Job about whether the wild ox
‘consents,’ ... to serve Job. The implication of this question is that the wild ox does indeed
consent to serve Yahweh, but also, that he is free not to do so.” Milton Horne, “From
Ethics to Aesthetics: The Animals in Job 38:39-39:30,” Review & Expositor 102 no. 1 (2005),
139. Yet, it is not at all clear that the wild ox, if it is as free to choose to serve Yahweh as it
is free to choose to serve Job, does choose servitude. It is the freedom of the animals which
is emphasized and not their servitude, whether freely chosen or not.
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Power is generally understood as power over something, not as let-
ting something go free, which is, properly speaking, a relinquishing of
power. These questions do not seem to demonstrate God’s omniscience
or omnipotence as much as they demonstrate his care for what is insig-
nificant from human perspectives. God indicates that he knows where
the deer calve not to prove his omniscience but to show that this kind
of knowledge matters to him. He cares about the deer and the mountain
goats. Perhaps the more likely implied answer, then, is not “you alone
know,” but “you know because you care enough to know.” The implica-
tion, if this is the case, is not that it is impossible for Job to know because
Job lacks God’s power, but that if Job thought it was worthwhile to know
such a detail, he too could know it.50 It is knowledge, though, that is of
no material benefit to him, so if he is to care enough to know, it must be
for another reason, namely that he cares about the deer and the mountain
goats, that he recognizes their importance in and of themselves, instead
of viewing them either as too insignificant to warrant his attention or as
beings whose only value is in their potential to contribute their meager
share to his greatness.

Leviathan and God’s Power

Just as the questions about the animals in chapters 39 and 40 do not have
the demonstration of God’s power as their primary goal, neither, I would
argue, do the questions about Leviathan in chapter 41. Some scholars argue
that, when God speaks about Leviathan, he is speaking of a chaos monster
defeated as the necessary prelude to the creation of the world, against
which he must be constantly vigilant in order to ensure the maintenance
of his creation. They understand that God’s history and relationship with
Leviathan are similar to those of Marduk and Tiamat in the Babylonian
myth Enuma elish. Tryggve Mettinger points out that

Behemoth and Leviathan are not Hebrew’s appellatives for the hippopota-
mus and the crocodile; and what is more they occur without the definite

50 Dale Patrick points out that today, “We can, at one level, answer those questions
thundered at Job.” This, though, does not exhaust the import of God’s whirlwind speeches.
Patrick continues, “The voice from the whirlwind censures us and invites us to take our
place as a community of beings empowered by a creator who delights in the flourishing
of life.” Dale Patrick, “Divine Creative Power and the Decentering of Creation: The Subtext
of the Lord’s Address to Job,” in The Earth Story in Wisdom Traditions, ed. N.C. Habel and
S. Wurst (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 2001), 113.
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article, as proper names. ... Thus, the names. .. have unmistakable mythical
overtones. One gets the idea that these animals stand as symbols of the dark,
chaotic side of existence.5!

About Leviathan, God says,

Any hope of capturing it will be disappointed; were not even the gods over-
whelmed at the sight of it? No one is so fierce as to dare to stir it up. Who
can stand before it? Who can confront it and be safe?—under the whole
heaven, who? (41:9-11).52

If the interpretation held by Rowold and others is correct, then the ques-
tions asked here must be understood as implying that, although Job can-
not stand before Leviathan, God can and has done so; although Job cannot
hope to capture Leviathan, that is precisely what God has done. God asks
Job who there is “under the whole heaven” who is capable of confronting
Leviathan with impunity, and answers, if Rowold is right, “God alone.”

If Leviathan is viewed as a chaos monster, then the implication is that
only God has the strength to bind chaos and keep it at bay, a feat which
Job cannot perform and which, therefore, disqualifies Job from calling God
to account for what he perceives as a breakdown in the order of the world.
John Day endorses this view, writing, “It is clearly implied that Job, and,
by implication, humans generally, are unable to overcome these creatures
and that only Yahweh has control over them.”® Similarly, John Hartley
maintains that in the Leviathan and Behemoth pericopes,

Yahweh challenges Job to demonstrate his prowess by defeating in mor-
tal combat the ominous creatures Behemoth and Leviathan. If he cannot
master these symbols of cosmic powers, he will have to abandon his com-
plaint.... Yahweh is arguing that he masters every force in the world.>*

51 Tryggve N.D. Mettinger, “The Enigma of Job: The Deconstruction of God in Intertex-
tual Perspective,” Journal of Northwest Semitic Languages 23 no 2 (1997): 12.

52 This translation is based on the emendation of the Hebrew X177, “to me” or “mine”
to RI77N, “who is he?” an emendation supported by Pope. Gordis, Dhorme, and Habel
read K1 &5, “no one,” which has a similar force. In general, these lines (9—11; Hebrew 1-3)
are difficult and scholars offer a variety of translations.

53 John Day, Yahweh and the Gods and Goddesses of Canaan (Sheffield: Sheffield Aca-
demic Press, 2002), 103.

54 John E. Hartley, The Book of Job (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1988), 518. The list of schol-
ars who interpret the Leviathan and Behemoth passages in this way is long. As the posi-
tion has already been explicated by the scholars quoted above, however, I will not quote
from the rest. Additional scholars who are of this persuasion include Tur-Sinai, Gordon,
Murphy, Habel, Whybray, Cox, and Ash.
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Furthermore, even if Leviathan is not understood to be a mythological
chaos monster on the order of Tiamat, this interpretation still views Levia-
than as something that must be bound if God’s creation is to be upheld.
Whatever Leviathan is—whether uncreated chaos monster or chaotic
creature—it needs to be controlled if the world is to be as it ought to be,
and God is the only one with the power to control the beast.

Against this interpretation, though, it must be noticed that the first
nine verses of the Leviathan chapter have certain things in common with
the verses about the wild ox in chapter 39. There, God asks:

Is the wild ox willing to serve you? Will it spend the night at your crib? Can
you tie it in the furrow with ropes, or will it harrow the valleys after you?
Will you depend on it because its strength is great, and will you hand over
your labor to it? Do you have faith in it that it will return, and bring your
grain to your threshing floor? (39:9-12)

Is the answer, “The wild ox will not serve you, job, but the wild ox will
serve me, God. Your lack of control over the wild ox is indicative of your
weakness relative to my power”? I do not think it is. The passage does not
seem to be making the case that God has managed to domesticate the
wild ox for his own purposes, while Job has failed in the same endeavor.
Rather, God seems to be saying that the wild ox has no obligation to serve
anyone—neither Job nor God—and this is how it has been created. Com-
pare this passage with the beginning of the Leviathan chapter:

Can you draw out Leviathan with a fishhook, or press down its tongue
with a cord? Can you put a rope in its nose, or pierce its jaw with a hook?
Will it make many supplications to you? Will it speak soft words to you? Will
it make a covenant with you or be taken as your servant forever? Will you
play with it as with a bird, or will you put it on a leash for your girls? Will
traders bargain over it? Will they divide it up among the merchants? Can
you fill its skin with harpoons, or its head with fishing spears? Lay hands on
it; think of the battle; you will not do it again! Any hope of capturing it will
be disappointed. (41:1-9a)

The two passages are not dissimilar. In both, God asks Job questions about
his ability to control wild beasts so that he can depend upon them for
his livelihood. God claims that, just as the wild ox cannot be tied in the
furrow with ropes to pull the plow, so Leviathan cannot be led about on
a leash. The wild ox will not feed at any person’s manger—he will not
exchange his services for the goods that belong to human beings—so
Leviathan will not make a covenant with any person, will not enter into a
give-and-take arrangement and be bound to human control. The wild ox
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will not bring the farmer’s grain to the threshing floor, thereby contribut-
ing to the farmer’s livelihood, nor can Leviathan be captured and killed,
turned into meat that can be sold in the market. The farmer and the fish-
erman cannot use these animals for their own benefit.

But if Job cannot use Leviathan for his own purposes, can God? If Levia-
than will not make a covenant with Job, is the implication of God’s ques-
tions that Leviathan will make a covenant with God? Or that although Job
cannot harpoon Leviathan and put his flesh on sale in the market, God
can? Although a number of scholars have seen this passage as demonstrat-
ing God’s power over Leviathan, when we compare the Leviathan passage
with the passage about the wild ox, such an assumption seems mistaken.
The similarities between the passages seem to argue for a similar interpre-
tation of both. The point is not that God can conquer Leviathan, but that
Leviathan has been created as an unconquerable beast, allowed to live
its own life apart from humanity and also apart from God. Whatever the
intended answers to God’s questions, their purpose is not to focus atten-
tion on God’s power and to contrast it with Job’s weakness. Nor is their
purpose to demonstrate God’s central position in a world which, without
his presence there, would deteriorate into chaos. Rather, their purpose
is to focus Job’s attention on the diverse multiplicity of creatures which
inhabit God’s world. Where God’s power is revealed is in his creation
of this complex world, but, in creating such creatures, God relinquishes
power rather than hoarding it for himself and steps to the side instead of
entrenching himself at the center of the world.

The Place of Human Beings in God’s World

Although God'’s speeches contain a multitude of animals, they are notice-
ably short on humans, who appear only in oblique references. When God
speaks of rain, asking “[W]ho can tilt the waterskins of the heavens, when
the dust runs into a mass and the clods cling together?” (38:37b—38), it is
possible that the human form appears in that massed earth, echoing the
Genesis 2 creation story.55 In the next chapter humans are laughed at by

55 “The LORD God had not caused it to rain upon the earth...but a stream would rise
from the earth, and water the whole face of the ground—then the LORD God formed man
from the dust of the ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; and the man
became a living being” (Genesis 2:5b, 6-7). This link was suggested by Professor Diane
Jacobson in an unpublished lecture at Luther Seminary in 2003.
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ostriches and carried into battle by horses (38:18-25), but in both cases the
focus is on the animals, not the humans. The prey, spied on the battlefield
by the eagle certainly includes what was human, before it met its bloody
end (39:26—30). Finally, the speeches are addressed to a human being.
That it is Job to whom God speaks about this world in which humans
appear to be on the sidelines surely boosts the importance of humans
which the content of the speeches denies.

Some interpreters make much of this last detail. Balentine is convinced
that God’s speeches are intended to function “as a radical summons to a
new understanding of what it means for humankind to be created in the
image of God.”%¢ In his speeches, God models for Job what it means “to
participate in the governance of the world with power and glory that is
only slightly less than God’s.”? Similarly, Janzen writes, “To be a human
being is to be a creature who is yet God’s addressee and whom God con-
fronts with the rest of creation vocationally.”>® In the readings proposed
by Balentine and Janzen, God’s treatment of the animals serves as a model
for how Job ought to behave in his relations with other creatures. If God
does not include human beings in his picture of the world, it is because
God himself stands in for human beings. That is, it is not that the human
presence is implied in God’s description of the animals, but that the
human presence is implied in God’s description of himself. In this way,
far from being absent from the speeches, humans are well represented.
This interpretation is attractive. There is much to be said for a reinter-
pretation of what it means to have power and for a reevaluation of how
human power should be exercised. If it is the case that God reveals his
own creative activity as involving a relinquishing of power and a move-
ment away from the center, perhaps this is a model Job and his fellow
humans are meant to adopt. At the same time, I am not convinced that
the fact that God addresses Job means that Job’s place in the world is in
some way equivalent to God’s. This interpretation keeps humans at the
center of God’s world, elevating their status above that of other creatures,
in a way that is at odds with the minimal reference God makes to them.
It seems to me that although God’s address to Job serves to keep Job ‘in

56 Samuel E. Balentine, “What Are Human Beings, That you should Make so Much of
Them?’ Divine Disclosure from the Whirlwind: ‘Look at Behemoth,'” in God in the Fray:
A Tribute to Walter Brueggemann, ed. T. Linafelt and T.K. Beal (Minneapolis: Fortress Press,
1998), 260.

57 Ibid., 269.

58 Janzen, Job, 229.
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the picture’ of creation, it does not grant him special status in the world.
Rather, humans are part of the creation and contribute to its diversity, but
they are deliberately slighted in God’s speeches due to their tendency to
claim more importance for themselves than is warranted.

There is one additional reference to humans in God’s speeches. In
38:13-15 and 40:10-14 God speaks of a particular human group, the wicked.
God does not seem to rate the wicked as positively as he rates the ani-
mals he describes, yet neither does he call for their eradication. If Job and
his friends have supposed that the wicked cannot inhabit the world-as-it-
ought-to-be, but live, instead, in an anti-world where punishment, rather
than blessing, is the order of the day, God seems to allow the wicked to
remain in his world, as a part of that world, albeit one that is constrained.
God asks,

Have you commanded the morning since your days began...so that it
might take hold of the skirts of the earth, and the wicked be shaken out of
it?.... Light is withheld from the wicked, and their uplifted arm is broken.

(38:12a, 13, 15)
Later, he challenges,

Deck yourself with majesty and dignity; clothe yourself with glory and splen-
dor. Pour out the overflowings of your anger, and look on all who are proud,
and abase them.... [T]read down the wicked where they stand. Hide them
all in the dust together; bind their faces in the world below. Then I will also
acknowledge to you that your own right hand can give you victory. (40:10-11,
12b—14)

It is tempting to assume that what God challenges Job to do is what he
himself does. If Job is strong enough to bind the wicked in the world
below, God will acknowledge that Job has the right to be God and will
surrender his position to Job. Interpreters who read these speeches as a
battle between God and Job, in which God is asserting his power over
Job, see in these verses the pronouncement that only if Job can crush the
wicked as God does will Job be deemed worthy to question the validity
of God’s actions.

It is, however, not entirely clear that what God challenges Job to do
here is something he does himself. In addition to the fact that throughout
his own speeches Job has repeatedly accused God of allowing the proud
and the wicked to flourish, God’s own words cast doubt on this claim.
God’s description of the wicked in chapter 38 presents a different picture
of God’s dealings with them. Those verses seem to show that the projects
of the wicked are limited by natural processes that God has set in place,
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and not by God’s direct intervention. Most scholars seem to agree with
this interpretation. Hartley, for example, writes of this passage,

Yahweh counters Job’s complaint with the position that his own command
of the light confines the work of the wicked. He has contained the wicked

within limits just as he has stayed the encroachment of the sea against the
land.>®

In addition, God speaks only of placing a limit on the activities of the
wicked—breaking their “uplifted arm”—and not of eradicating them alto-
gether, which is what he suggests that Job try to do. These verses call the
interpretation of 40:10-14 as a summons to Job to try to do what God does
into question. God’s subsequent description of Leviathan as “king over all
that are proud” (41:34b) further problematizes this interpretation.® God’s
chapter-long description of Leviathan is not a rant against an enemy which
must be defeated, but a paean to the mighty beast by a creator rejoicing
in his handiwork.6! If God himself routinely abases the proud, he ought to
abase Leviathan first of all, but this is not what he describes himself doing.
Those who interpret God’s questions in chapter 41, “Can you draw out
Leviathan with a fish-hook, or press down its tongue with a cord?” (41:1)
etc., as evidence that God himself has bound Leviathan and is challenging
Job to the same test of strength, are surely wrong, as discussed above.

59 Hartley, Job, 497.

60 The word translated ‘proud’ in go:11b-12 is MR}, whereas in 41:34, ‘proud’ translates
PRW™2. That different words are used may, admittedly, indicate that the proud whom
God challenges Job to abase are not the same proud over whom Leviathan is king. Yet, at
the same time, it is possible that pride is pride and that the two groups are the same—or
at least have the same prideful attribute—even though different terms are used.

61 Those scholars who insist that Leviathan is God’s enemy are relying too fully on
preconceived understandings of what Leviathan is and not on God’s words themselves.
Perdue attempts to explain God’s praise of Leviathan (and Behemoth) as like the song
of “a heroic warrior of romantic epic, in the prelude to deadly battle” which “praises the
enchanting beauty and fearsome power of these two mythical beasts who must again be
subdued to ensure the ongoing of the good creation.” Leo G. Perdue, Wisdom in Revolt:
Metaphorical Theology in the Book of Job (Sheffield: The Almond Press, 1991), 262. That is,
as Perdue sees it, God’s praise of Leviathan is a way of praising himself as the conqueror
of this mighty foe. Although this interpretation provides a way of making sense of God’s
praise of Leviathan while still viewing Leviathan as God’s enemy, I do not find it convinc-
ing. It depends too much on the idea that Leviathan must be the evil chaos monster, even
though God does not actually speak of Leviathan in this way. Perdue has, in effect, asked,
“How can we understand God’s praise of Leviathan, given that Leviathan is evil?” and has
come up with an explanation. There is nothing in the passage itself, however, that sup-
ports the claim that Leviathan is evil in the first place. Perdue’s (hypothetical) question
could just as easily be answered, “God praises Leviathan because God is awed by Levia-
than,” an answer that is supported by the text.
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But if God does not abase the proud and tread down the wicked, why
does he instruct Job to try to do so? What God challenges Job to do is to
remake the world as Job thinks it ought to be. Job has insisted that, in
order for the world to be as it ought to be, the wicked must be punished
and the proud brought low, activities which consign them to the anti-
world which exists as the flip-side of the world-as-it-ought-to-be. Time
and again, Job has castigated God for failing to uphold this order. What
God dares Job to do is not to beat him at his own game—to do what God
already does—but to exhibit enough power to change the rules. Some
scholars see God’s challenge to Job as an admission of his own failure to
make the world how he wishes it to be. Athalya Brenner argues that “the
passage [is] a straightforward, although partial, admittance of divine fail-
ure.... God is...conceding that he cannot dispose of the wicked and of
evil.”62 Gordis concurs, writing,

Were Job able to destroy evil in the world, even God would be prepared to
relinquish His throne to him—a moving acknowledgment by God Himself
that the world order is not perfect!”63

These scholars, though, do not see God as challenging Job to ‘change the
rules,’ but, rather, to make the world how both he and God agree it ought
to be but which God, in his ineptitude, has failed to create, an interpreta-
tion with which I do not agree. It is, after all, Job and not God, who has
shown himself to be preoccupied with the fate of the wicked.

If Job is able to structure the world as he sees fit, that world will come
into existence. If not, it will not, for the world God has created is not
a world in which the wicked are routinely snuffed out by God’s direct
intervention. It is here that the issue of power is brought to bear on God’s
speeches. God is not saying, ‘I alone have the power to crush the wicked
and defeat Leviathan,” and, by demonstrating Job’s inability to do these
things, denying Job’s right to question him. Rather, what God is saying is
that he has the power to have created the world as a world in which a
great multiplicity of creatures, including Leviathan and the wicked, live.
Patrick describes this world:

62 Athalya Brenner, “God’s Answer to Job,” Vetus Testamentum 31 no 2 (1981): 133.

63 Gordis, God and Man, 12. Janzen raises an important objection to this kind of interpre-
tation, writing, “|Gordis’] comment. .. presupposes that ‘perfection’ of ‘world order’ would
involve the coercive crushing of evil and wickedness. This in turn involves the presupposi-
tion that the perfect reign... of order and justice would exemplify irresistible exercise of
unilateral power, imposed ‘from the top down,’ a vision the totalitarian character of which
should not be less odious for being projected upon God.” Janzen, Job, 244.
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There is ordering, but no suppression of counter-power.... The order
includes violence and catastrophe, but these are not a struggle . .. of all with
each; the aim is the flourishing of each species within a niche in the com-
munity of life.54

If Job has enough power, Job can create a different world, one from which
Leviathan and the wicked are banned and consigned to the anti-world,
and which is organized around Job as the only person who matters. But
Job does not have that kind of power, at least God doesn’t think he does.%>
The world described by God in his speeches is a world characterized by
complexity and inhabited by a diverse multitude of creatures, some of
whom live alone and some of whom do not, and whose attention is dif-
fuse, rather than focused on one central figure. God may impose con-
straints on these creatures, but he does so in the service of the flourishing
of the many. His power is not a power which conquers, but a power which
sets free. In consequence, it is not God who is gadol, but the world of his
creation.

64 Patrick, “Creative Power,” 113.
65 The prose epilogue casts doubt on this assumption, as will be discussed in chapter 5.



CHAPTER THREE

TIME IN THE WORLD-AS-IT-OUGHT-AND-OUGHT-NOT-TO-BE:
STASIS, CHANGE, AND DEATH

Nothing Ever Happens: Stasis in Job’s World-as-It-Ought-to-Be

When we describe a place as ‘untouched by time,” we mean that it has
not experienced the changes that have affected other places, those which
have, presumably, been ‘touched by time.’ Time is bound up with change.
Change is how we tell that time exists, and, if there is no change, there is
no time, at least insofar as we can perceive it. For Job—and also for his
friends, as will be discussed below—the world-as-it-ought-to-be is a place
where nothing ever happens, which is to say, it is a world that exists out-
side of time. It is not, however, a ‘land untouched by time,” according to its
usual usage, for this phrase presumes that change is happening all around
the unchanging enclave: change is the norm and stasis is the exception.
Rather, for Job and his friends, timelessness is the norm, and change is the
exception. Those who are affected by time and its attendant ravages are
the wicked who inhabit the anti-world, a world that ought not to exist at
all, whereas the righteous, who inhabit the world-as-it-ought-to-be, have
no truck with time. This is perfectly understandable. If the world is as it
ought to be, positive change is an oxymoron. The world-as-it-ought-to-be
cannot become more as-it-ought-to-be, unless it was not really as-it-ought-
to-be to begin with. The same is true of a person who is as-he-or-she-
ought-to-be. Change, therefore, can only be for the worse, resulting in a
lessening of the existent perfection. If change is to happen in the world-
as-it-ought-to-be, it must be change in the service of stasis; that is, change
which happens in order to bring about a more stable incarnation of the
world which already exists. It is pseudo-change.

This is the kind of change that happens in the prose tale, if the prologue
and epilogue are (re)united.! Although there is a kind of ‘blip’ of change in
the middle of the tale—where Job is reduced from being “the greatest man
in the east” to being a pauper afflicted with horrible sores—the end of the

1 See my discussion of the relation between prose and poetry in the previous chapter,
footnote 5.
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tale brings a resolution that is, arguably, a return to its beginning. That is,
whatever happens in the middle of the story, its beginning and end are
essentially the same and, in their sameness, they render the intervening
difference insignificant. Job begins and ends the tale as the “greatest of all
the people of the east.” He begins and ends as the tale’s central figure, sur-
rounded by a multitude of others whose focus is on him. There is, it is true,
one difference between the Job of the prologue and the Job of the epilogue.
What is different is that, at the end, Job’s fear of God has been proven to
be unmotivated by external factors. At the beginning, hassatan is able to
advance the possibility that Job may not fear God “for nothing,” but at the
end this is no longer available as a possibility. Job is proven to act in one
way and not in another. How significant we consider this change depends
on how much value we accord the proof. In fact, it is equally true of Job at
the beginning of the tale as at the end that he fears God for nothing. Job
himself has not changed. What has changed is how we are able to view Job;
previously, it was possible to surmise that Job feared God for something
instead of nothing, but now Job bears a special seal, informing us that he
has been tested and is guaranteed to fear God for nothing. What is required
of Job in his passing of the test is not that he change, but that he stay the
same, exhibiting the same behavior during the test as he exhibited before
the test began. This is a crucial detail. At one level, change happens, in that
Job, who was great, is for a time brought low. At another, more fundamen-
tal level, change is what does not happen. Change is what Job successfully
avoids, even as he is assailed by changes from without.

Job, though beset by changes in his circumstances, does not himself
change. If he appears different at the end of the tale, it is only because our
perception of him has changed and not because he himself has changed.
What's more, if our perception of him has changed, it is precisely because
he himself has not changed, allowing us to view him, now, as a stable
entity instead of as a being capable of change. If Job does not change in
the tale, and if the only thing that changes is that we now understand that
Job is incapable of change, it seems fair to say that the story is static. Noth-
ing happens, and the whole point of the story is that nothing happens.
The apparent change in Job’s status is only superficial. His real status—as
the righteous man who fears God for nothing—remains unchanged and
intact. Job, as the central character of the tale is able to guarantee the
stability of the world in which he lives. What matters is not what others
do—even if they are powers on the level of God or hassatan—but what
Job does. He is confident of his ability to stand firm, and his static pose
supports the unchanging order of the world.
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The fundamental stasis of Job’s character in the tale allows us to per-
ceive that Job views the world-as-it-ought-to-be as similarly static. It is
true that Job does not speak the prose tale, but that the world depicted in
these chapters corresponds to Job’s world-as-it-ought-to-be is evidenced
by the similarity between this world and that of chapter 29, as discussed
in the previous chapter. When Job says “Oh, that I were as in the months
of old” (29:2a), he is referring to the months described in the prose tale.
Of course, to speak of the “months of old” is to assume the existence of
time. Something has changed to differentiate the present moment from
the past. In the poetic section of the book, Job laments the change that
has befallen him, thrusting him into an anti-world beset by time, and he
wishes for a return to the time before time existed. I have argued above
that the prose tale in its entirety—taking prologue and epilogue as halves
of the same story—presents a static world, for the reasons discussed
above. It must be asked, though, why, when Job is afflicted with change
in the prologue, this does not indicate that the world-as-it-ought-to-be has
been replaced by the anti-world, whereas in the poetry this does seem to
be the case. In both sections Job clings to his integrity and eschews those
behaviors which would indicate that he has himself changed in response
to the changes in his circumstances. What makes the change evidenced in
the prose pseudo-change, and that in the poetry real change?

The difference has to do with Job’s perception of what is happening to
him. In the prose tale, he may suffer, but he experiences his suffering as
happening within a fixed system. He knows that the world he inhabits is
stable, and so understands that the apparent change in his circumstances
cannot be real or lasting. He anticipates that the end of his story will
be a return to its beginning, and this is, in fact, what happens when he
finds himself swiftly restored to his former position in the epilogue. Why,
though, does he not perceive his situation in the same way in the poetic
section? The answer, it seems to me, lies in the seven days of silence in
2:13. These seven days mark a transition for Job, in which the world-as-it-
ought-to-be slowly ceases to exist and is replaced by the anti-world. Dur-
ing those days, Job waits for the restoration which is his due and which
would indicate that the change he has experienced is only apparent and
not actual. He fully expects this return. When, after seven days, it does not
happen, he opens his mouth and, instead of speaking the blessings with
which he had greeted the onset of his suffering, now curses the day of his
birth, wishing that he had never been born. The change in his speech is
indicative of his perception of the change in his circumstances. That is,
Job’s situation is changed not when God and hassatan begin to afflict him
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in 113, instead it is changed sometime over the course of 2:13, as he sits
in silence waiting for the stability of his world to manifest itself, an event
which does not happen.?

Job’s initial response to his perception that the world has changed—
his wish that he had not been born—gives way to an insistence that God
return the world to its former status. Although these desires are clearly
different from one another, it is telling that what they have in common
is a backwards movement, rather than a forwards one. What Job wants is
not to move through his present situation and emerge on the other side
of it. Rather, what he wants is to be returned to a previous position, either
the one he occupied before he was born (his mother’s womb) or the one
he occupied before his suffering began. Job does not call for change, but
for un-change. When Job speaks his oath of innocence in chapter 31, he
does so not to effect his transformation but his restoration. He does not
even expect to learn anything new from an encounter with God. Rather,
he expects that if God consents to meet him it will be to go over the
accounts of his behavior which will give Job the opportunity to show that,
despite the changes in his circumstances, he has remained the same as
he always was and that, therefore, his circumstances, too, ought to have
remained unchanged. Job views his ordeal not as a journey but as a mis-
take, a disruption of the static order of the world.

God as Agent of Change: Creator of the Anti-world

One of the major accusations Job brings against God is that he acts as
an agent of change in the world, in fact as the solitary agent of change.
In chapter g Job describes the changes—both creative and destructive—
wrought upon the earth by God. He says,

If one wished to contend with him, one could not answer him in a thousand.
He is wise in heart, and mighty in strength—who has resisted him, and
succeeded?—he who removes mountains, and they do not know it, when
he overturns them in his anger; who shakes the earth out of its place, and
its pillars tremble; who commands the sun, and it does not rise; who seals
up the stars; who alone stretched out the heavens and trampled the waves
of the Sea... How then can I answer him, choosing my words with him?...If
it is a contest of strength, he is the strong one! (9:3-8, 14, 19a)

2 See my article, “Job’s Crisis of Language: Power and Powerlessness in Job’s Oaths,” Journal
for the Study of the Old Testament 36. 3 (2012: 333—54), for further discussion of this point.
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On its surface, this passage would seem to be about the discrepancy in
strength between God and Job. Because God is strong enough to build and
tear down on the grand scale, Job has no way of levying a claim against
him. Job cannot prove his innocence because God has declared him
guilty, and what God says goes, as is evidenced by his powerful control
of the elements of earth, sea, and sky. If God decides that what was once
a mountain shall be a flat plain, then the mountain becomes a flat plain.
It is no good for the mountain to argue against God, saying, “But I am a
mountain and not a plain.” God’s activity has made the mountain’s point
moot; because God has willed it, the mountain is not a mountain but a
plain. Job sees that the same goes for him. Although he is a righteous man,
Job has been declared guilty by God and the power of God’s declaration
has made him guilty, just as the mountain, subject to God’s shapin