HUMA 1850 Bible and Modern Contexts
November 16: The Way of Wisdom: Proverbs, Job, Ecclesiastes 

Read for today: H&Y: ch. 8; Pr. 1-8, 22-24, 31; Ec. 1-5, 12; “Teachings of Amen-Em-Ope”; Job 1-7, 28, 38-42; “Poem of the Righteous Sufferer.”
· common human question in the face of suffering: what have I done to deserve this?
· traditional solution (according to Pentateuch and Deuteronomic History): punishment resulted from disobedience—i.e., if you are wicked you are cursed, if you are virtuous you are rewarded

· some authors of wisdom literature challenged this traditional solution as too simplistic; they followed what they thought was God’s wishes but did not prosper, while others who disobeyed God did prosper

1. Proverbs
· Wisdom writings date back to the Sumerian era in Mesopotamia (Book of Ahikar) and the age of the Egyptian Pyramids (ca. 2600-2175); attribute wisdom to the gods, as a gift conferred upon humans allowing them to tap into the order of the universe

· in Hebrew tradition the sage was one of three important classes of religious leaders in Israelite society: “the torah shall not perish from the priest, nor counsel from the wise, nor the word from the prophet” (Jer 18:18)
· Israel regarded Solomon as the fountainhead of its wisdom; considered as author of several wisdom texts, including Proverbs and Ecclesiastes
· Proverbs is a type of wisdom literature that features practical advice to the young on how they may attain a successful and good life 

· challenging Solomonic authorship: Proverbs is an anthology featuring proverbs attributed to Solomon but several chapters are said to come from Massah in Arabia, and some (22:17-24:22) parallel an Egyptian collection called the Teachings of Amen-Em-Ope
· though secular in outlook, the Hebrew Proverbs are still infused with a  religious spirit: written into the very nature of things is a divine order which can be found through human search and reflection; to live in harmony with the order brings the good life; to go against it results in personal disaster

·  “The fear of Yahweh is the beginning of wisdom, and the knowledge of the Holy One is insight” (Prov 9:10)
· two ways of life personified in two female figures: Lady Wisdom (Greek=Sophia) and Lady Folly (an immoral woman who entices young men with wicked temptations)
· some scholars have found a resemblance between Lady Wisdom and the Egyptian figure of Maat, the daughter of the creator-god Atum; Maat is regarded both as a cosmic principle of order and a goddess
2. Ecclesiastes

· Ecclesiastes explicitly refutes the traditional view of rewards and punishment; even the acquisition of wisdom is seen as folly: “For in much wisdom is much vexation, and those who increase knowledge increase sorrow” (1:18)

· cultures throughout the world in the sixth century are questioning tradition, particularly the value of mythology; see this movement particularly in Greece, the birthplace of philosophy (“love of wisdom”)

· “The wise have eyes in their head, but fools walk in darkness. Yet I perceived that the same fate befalls all of them. When I said to myself, ‘What happens to the fool will happen to me also; why then have I been so very wise?’” (2:14-15)
· God is also portrayed as remote from humans: “Never be rash with your mouth, nor let your heart be quick to utter a word before God, for God is in heaven, and you upon earth; therefore let your words be few” (5:2)
· the solution: “I know that there is nothing better for them to be happy and enjoy themselves as long as they live” (3:12) 

· Ecclesiastes reflects a transition time in Israelite thought on the conception of the afterlife

· in ancient Near Eastern mythology, the dead were thought to go to an underworld (in Hebrew called Sheol, the Pit) where they continue to exist in a shadowy realm where they live a dull, ghostly existence (see Num 16:31-33; Psalm 6:4-5; 88; Ezekiel 31:14; Is 38:18)
· Biblical Judaism stressed the importance of attaining a complete and blissful life with God during earthly life

· Ecclesiastes feels anxiety about this; what is the use of accomplishments in this life when all turns to dust?

· indications of “orthodox” revision? see Eccl. 2:24-26
3. Job
· heavily praised book: Luther said Job is “magnificent and sublime as no other book of scripture”; Tennyson called it “the greatest poem of ancient and modern times” and Carlyle declared that “there is nothing written, I think, in the Bible or out of it of equal merit”

· on same footing theologically as Ecclesiastes: questioning orthodoxy in despair

· Job known from Hebrew folktale: Ezekiel 14:14, 20 speaks of Noah, Daniel, and Job as great righteous men of the past

· text joins together a narrative framework (name of God=Yahweh) with Job’s poetic complaints (using Eloah and Shaddai)
· indications of Exilic authorship:
· parallels in Babylonian literature: Sufferer and a Friend in Babylon (“those who forget their divine patrons prosper. Those who pray constantly are homeless and destitute”), and I Will Praise the Lord of Wisdom
· use of Job: not a Jewish figure, story not set in Palestine (set in Uz, on the fringes of Israel)
· use of “Satan”: root stn means “one who opposes, obstructs, or acts as adversary” (Greek diabolos literally means one who throws something across one’s path)

· a “satan” is an angel (or more than one) who is sent by God to perform a specific task; story of Balaam in Numbers tells of a man who decided to go where God had ordered him not to go; “but God’s anger was kindled because he went; and the angel of the Lord took his stand in the road as his satan” (Num 22:22)

· Job’s Satan perhaps influenced by Babylonian Zoroastrianism; central to the religion is that good powers are balanced with evil powers; the god Ahura Mazda is locked in conflict with his demonic adversary Angra Mainyu; ultimate victory of the good is ensured, but not without a struggle
