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Abstract

This thesis argues that the book of Job charts the journey of transformation undertaken by
Job to a new vision of God and a liberated experience of faith; and that a key catalyst in
this journey was his wife. This view of Job’s wife is laid against the backdrop of the three
broad interpretive traditions that can be discerned in the reception history of Job’s wife —
seen in the Septuagint, the Rabbinic corpus, the Testament of Job, Christian tradition, art
history and modern biblical scholarship. The first tradition presents an unambiguously
negative picture of her as the agent of Satan who demonstrates her unfaithfulness as a wife
by tempting her husband to betray his faith. The second presents a more sympathetic
picture by acknowledging that she was also a victim of great suffering with her own story

of loss and grief to share. The third focuses on the productive effect of her words on Job.

One of the exceptional receptions of Job’s wife is found in William Blakieistrations of

the Book of Job, a work that offers a stunning visual exposition of Job’s journey of
transformation and imagines Job’s wife as being faithfully present with him throughout it.
Blake’s radical re-visioning of Job’s wife invites a return to the biblical text to consider
afresh her prominence and influence within the book as a whole. Insights from within and
behind the text indeed establish the central place and indispensable part that Job’s wife

occupied within the social and economic fabric of Job’s world.

A detailed analysis of the words of Job’s wife reveals the inherent ambiguities within them
that have given rise to a range of diverse interpretations of the meaning of her speech. The
particular reading suggested in this study hears in her words a biting critique of the
organising paradigm of Job’s world, as well as the offer of a bold alternative to the rigid
order and control that marked his anxious existence. It will be argued further that each of
the core elements that make up her speech — the inadequacy of Job’s worldview; the
(paradoxical) posture of contestation; the experience of otherness; and the centrality of

unitive consciousness — finds a sublime echo in the divine speeches. In response, Job’s



own ambiguous and subversive use of language — like that of his wife and Yahweh —
testifies to the renewed perspective within him, and the genuine transformation that can

occur at the threshold of speech and silence.
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Introduction

1. “Now my eyes have seen you!” (Job 42:5)

The title of this thesis has been taken from some of the last words spoken by Job at the
end of the book bearing his name.' They form part of his response, not just to the
visionary words of Yahweh that had addressed him in chapters 38 — 41, but also to
everything that he had endured before that — the disruption, loss, pain, loneliness, anguish
and despair that he had known. These particular words, spoken after all these things,
point to something deeply transformational that has occurred within him, as he says,

“Now my eyes have seen you!”

It could be described as a Sawubona moment for Job.> A moment when Job recognised
that he had come to see God in a whole new way. The implication of which is that he had
come to see the world, his place in it and the entire life of faith in a whole new way too.
Such transformation of perspective lies at the very heart of what the book is all about. As
such, the book bears witness to a journey of transformation for Job, in which he is moved
from a religious paradigm that is exposed as deeply flawed, to a new form of religious
consciousness released from the preoccupation with order and control, capable of
recognizing and celebrating the wonder and mystery of a world where even the wild and

the chaotic have a place.

The painful impetus for this journey of transformation was provided by the circumstances
of sudden and catastrophic loss that Job experienced, with the destruction of much of his

estate and the deaths of all ten of his children. But this tragedy was not his alone. Much

! An exploratory article with a similar title, presenting some of the themes of this thesis, was
published recently. See Roger J. Scholtz, "'l Had Heard of You...But Now My Eye Sees You':
Re-Visioning Job's Wife," Old Testament Essays 26, no. 3 (2013).

* ‘Sawubona!’ is the standard greeting in isiZulu, one of the indigenous languages spoken in
Southern Africa. The word literally means, “I see you!” — which is certainly a beautiful way to
say, “Hello”.
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of this suffering was shared by his wife, whose response thrust Job onto a new path of
examination and reflection of the underlying convictions that ordered his world. Her
words to him came as a disturbing disruption of everything that he had assumed — words
that he initially tried to dismiss — but in the end proved to be the crucial catalytic stimulus

for the journey that would be his, that ultimately enabled him to see in a new way.

His words at the end of this journey — “Now my eyes have seen you!” — may well have
been directed to Yahweh. But they could legitimately be heard as referring to his wife as
well, for the transformation that he experienced surely included the recognition of the
vital contribution that had been hers, as well as the vitality of her own faith and

worldview.

2. Objective of the study and its methodological orientation

Seeing Job’s wife in this kind of way is not the norm within the history of interpretation
of the book of Job. Indeed, on the strength of how her words have been commonly
interpreted, her fleeting appearance and her seemingly minor role in the development of
the book as a whole; Job’s wife has been largely ignored as an insignificant character of
little consequence, or else has been viciously attacked for her blasphemous betrayal and
infidelity as a wife. Notable exceptions have occurred that view Job’s wife in a far more
favourable light, but even these more sympathetic readings of her have largely failed to

recognise her singular impact upon the book in its entirety.

The objective of this study is to rehabilitate this jaundiced view of Job’s wife. It will seek
to do so through a detailed exploration of the text, paying careful attention to the signs of
her presence and influence throughout the book. This will include not only a thorough
examination of her words, but also an assessment of her impact in non-verbal ways. The
primary methodological orientation will be a literary analytical approach that will harness
the insights that emerge from the interplay of constructive and deconstructive readings of

the text. Constructive literary readings of biblical texts seek to appreciate the literary

2
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artfulness and sophistication of the text, while uncovering its essential unity, structure
and coherence. Deconstructive readings pay particular attention to the internal
complexities, gaps, omissions and ambiguities in a text in order to demonstrate that rather
than being a unified, logical whole, the text has irreconcilably contradictory meanings.
Deconstruction highlights those details of a text that promote meanings that conflict with
the surface meanings of a text. It also recognises that authoritative texts are often co-
opted by those in power to silence or oppress the powerless, making justice for the
powerless an important value of deconstructive readings. These literary analytical
approaches are particularly relevant when it comes to an assessment of Job’s wife,
presenting diverse perspectives that can be gathered into a dialogical conversation as to

her place and purpose within the book as a whole.’

Insights from other theoretical and methodological orientations will be drawn into this
conversation from time to time, where such insights would add depth, nuance and
perspective to the literary analytical readings that will be pursued. These include the
insights from reception history; socio-historical criticism; social-anthropological,

archaeological and ethnographic criticism; inter-textual analysis; and feminist criticism.

3 For a helpful overview of constructive and deconstructive readings of biblical texts under the
broad umbrella of rhetorical criticism, see Dennis T. Olson, "Literary and Rhetorical Criticism,"
in Methods for Exodus, ed. Thomas B. Dozeman, Methods in Biblical Interpretation (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2010). Rhetorical criticism could be viewed as a literary approach
that mediates between the constructive and deconstructive orientations to biblical interpretation.
It explores the ways “...by which a text establishes and manages its relationship to its audience in
order to achieve a particular effect” (Dale Patrick and Allen Scult, Rhetoric and Biblical
Interpretation, ed. David M. Gunn, Bible and Literature Series, 26 (Sheffield: Almond Press,
1990), 12.) Rhetorical criticism therefore pays careful attention to such things as the design and
structure of the text; its particular use of language; the range of stylistic devices it employs;
repetition and variation; the different points of view, or voices, at play in the text, including the
(often anonymous) narrator’s voice; the development of the plot; the portrayal of characters and
their mutual relationships; the manipulation of time and the tempo of the text. (Olson, "Literary
and Rhetorical Criticism," 21-24. See further, Jerome T. Walsh, Old Testament Narrative: A
Guide to Interpretation (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2009).

3
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Each of these theoretical and methodological resources will be carefully explained as

they are taken up and used in the chapters that follow.

Further to this, the theological and philosophical thought of Peter Rollins will be included
in the discussion as a theoretical conversation partner, representing a contemporary voice
from beyond the formal discipline of biblical studies that can add a helpful perspective on
questions to do with the nature of faith, which are so central to Job’s journey of

transformation.

3. Overview of the structure of the thesis

This thesis begins with an assertion in chapter one that questions regarding the nature and
expression of faith, rather than the issue of unjust suffering, constitute the primary
concern of the book of Job. As such, Peter Rollins is introduced as a credible theoretical
conversation partner to include within this study, as questions similar to these lie at the
heart of his theological project. An overview will be offered of some of the elements of
Rollins’ thought that have particular resonance with the reading of the book of Job that
will be pursued here. A recurring melodic line that sounds through much of Rollins’ work
could be described as a leitmotif of the sublime, an important concept with which to
interpret Job’s transformational encounters with the divine speeches and the words of his

wife.

Chapter two deals with the reception history of Job’s wife, presented in a broadly
chronological sequence. Three interpretive strands can be identified, to a greater or lesser
degree, throughout the different stages of this reception history. The first presents an
unambiguously negative picture of Job’s wife as the agent of Satan who demonstrates her
unfaithfulness as a wife by tempting her husband to betray his faith. The second presents
a more sympathetic picture of Job’s wife by acknowledging that she was also a victim of

great suffering with her own story of loss and grief to share. The third focuses on the
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productive effect of her words on Job and the influence that she has on Job’s response,

especially within the poetry section of the book.

Chapter three explores in detail one of the significant receptions of Job’s wife in art that
was identified in chapter two, namely William Blake’s lllustrations of the Book of Job.
The importance and relevance of this stunning visual exposition of the book of Job for
this study is twofold. Firstly, Blake’s artistic imagination offers a radical re-visioning of
Job’s wife by seeing her presence in virtually every episode of the Joban drama.
Secondly, the series as a whole offers an inspired, provocative and graphic portrayal of
Job’s journey of transformation from lifeless forms of religious piety and false
perspectives of God, to a vibrantly creative and liberated religious imagination. Full page

reproductions of each of the illustrations from this series are included in the Appendix.

Blake’s radical re-visioning of Job’s wife invites a return to the text to consider afresh her
prominence and influence within the book as a whole. This is the focus of chapter four,
which will consider the input from behind-the-text, within-the-text and intertextual
perspectives that point to the central place and indispensable part that Job’s wife
occupied within the social and economic fabric of Job’s world. A notable exception to the
textual considerations of this chapter are the actual words of Job’s wife, which form the

focus of the next chapter.

The task of chapter five is to engage in a comprehensive examination of the words of
Job’s wife, as they are found in Job 2:9. A detailed analysis of the Hebrew will be
offered, along with a range of diverse interpretations of the meaning of her speech, as
well as my own readings of her words. Finally, Job’s response to the words of his wife,

both in the prose and the poetry will be considered.

In chapter six, the connection between the words of Job’s wife and the divine speeches

will be explored. It will be argued that each of the core elements of Job’s wife’s speech

5
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finds a sublime echo in the divine speeches, namely: the inadequacy of Job’s worldview;
the (paradoxical) posture of contestation; the experience of otherness; and the centrality
of unitive consciousness. Various chaos traditions in the Hebrew Bible will be presented
as a backdrop for engaging the particular content of the divine speeches, most notably the

Sea and cosmic waters; the world of wild animals; and Behemoth and Leviathan.

Chapter seven concludes the study by reflecting on the use of language in the book of
Job, and especially Job’s transformed use of language at the end of the book. The
intentional ambiguity of his closing speech in Job 42:2-6, along with his unconventional
and subversive use of language in the epilogue, are indicative of the transformation that
he has undergone. The fractures and fissures in Job’s words at the end of the book
highlight the limits of language, and further point to the relationship between speech and
silence in the book. The threshold of speech and silence is the final theme to be explored,

especially as it relates to Job’s wife.

4. Interpretive focus

It is acknowledged that the interpretive focus of this study tends towards the individual,
the theological and, possibly, the psycho-spiritual. Job and his wife are approached as
individuals grappling with the theological issues of faith and the psycho-spiritual
ramifications thereof. While it is not the particular focus of this thesis, the reading
pursued in this study does not exclude an interpretation of Job or Job’s wife being viewed
as representing wider social groupings or categories of people, nor does it prevent the
conclusions drawn from being appropriated within a broader hegemonic and socio-
economic discourse around particular issues of faith, justice, suffering, power and

.4
oppression.

4 By way of example, a small sample of recent African biblical scholarship that reads Job within
a social justice framework, informed by the social context of HIV and its associated disease of
AIDS, would include Gerald O. West, ‘Senzeni Na?’ Speaking of God ‘What Is Right’ in the
Context of HIV Stigmatisation (Forthcoming); "The Poetry of Job as a Resource for the
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Notwithstanding this limitation of focus, a strength of the approach followed here is that
by giving careful attention to each of the principle characters as individuals in their own
right, the interconnectedness and intersections between them are brought into sharp
focus. This is especially true of Job’s wife and the God of the divine speeches, who
gathers her contribution into the sublime vision of the world that is held before Job as the

means to his final transformation.

Articulation of Embodied Lament in the Context of HIV and Aids in South Africa," in
Lamentations in Ancient and Contemporary Cultural Contexts, ed. Nancy C. Lee and Carleen
Mandolfo (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2008); Gerald O. West and Bongi Zengele,
"Reading Job ‘Positively' in the Context of HIV/AIDS in South Africa.," Concilium 4 (2004);
Sarojini Nadar, "'Barak God and Die!' Women, HIV and a Theology of Suffering.," in Grant Me
Justice! HIV/AIDS & Gender Readings of the Bible, ed. Musa W. Dube Dube and Musimbi R.A.
Kanyoro (Pietermaritzburg: Cluster Publications, 2004); "Re-Reading Job in the Midst of
Suffering in the HIV/AIDS Era: How Not to Talk of God," Old Testament Essays 16, no. 2
(2003); Ghislain Tshikendwa Matadi, Suffering, Belief, Hope: The Wisdom of Job for an Aids-
Stricken Africa, trans. Joseph P. Newman and Robert E. Czerny (Nairobi: Paulines Publications
Africa, 2007); Patrick Adeso, "Suffering in Job and in an African Perspective: Exegesis of Job
42:1-6," in Sagesse Humaine Et Sagesse Divine Dans La Bible / Human Wisdom and Divine
Wisdom in the Bible, ed. JeanBosco Matand Bulembat (Nairobi: Pan African Association of
Catholic Exegetes, 2005).



Risking Delight

After the benediction, the obligatory smiles,
the handshakes and how-are-you’s over tea,
when the organ's lungs
had been emptied of all breath,
the spiraling smoke of deadened altar flame
had swirled into nothingness,
and the barrel-bolts of the double oak doors
had thuddered into place,
sealing the tomb.

Only then did the transformation begin...

Under the watchful eyes of knights in stained glass
I'd weave through the forest maze of pew,
and lure transept trolls into stoney stupor,
and breach the moat and wall of kneelers and rail,
climbing high into pulpit parapet
triumphant,
exultant in the view
from this castle of heroic, uninhibited delight.

When did it happen? I wonder,

when being good was confused with being alive.
When pleasure was shut away in dungeons of disapproval

with shame its jailer.
Who decided? I wonder,

that unmeasured joy is dangerous

and happiness should not be pursued
lest another path be followed
away from that of faithfulness.

Could it be that the watchful eyes of the saints
are, in fact, twinkling with mischievous light?
That even now Father Job is calling me
to 'Come on up and enjoy the view!’
And discover again what it's like risking delight.

(Roger Scholtz)



Chapter 1: Faith and the Sublime

Before God can deliver us from ourselves, we must undeceive ourselves.

(St. Augustine)

1. Introduction

It is commonly asserted that the purpose of the book of Job is to address the
theological issue of innocent suffering.” Kamila Blessing states it bluntly, “The book
of Job is a theodicy, an attempt to defend the justice and goodness of God in spite of
the existence of evil in the world.”® There is ample evidence in support of the view
that the questions generated by gratuitous suffering constitute the book’s primary
concern — the entire Joban drama is predicated upon his experience of sudden and
calamitous suffering brought about through no wrongdoing of his own; the bulk of the
book is dedicated to the attempts of Job and his friends to understand, interrogate,
explain, justify or condemn his experience of suffering; and the resolution (or

certainly the conclusion) of the book occurs when Job’s suffering is alleviated.

Yet, other commentators have recognised further key themes in the book beyond that
of innocent suffering, suggesting that the book’s over-riding purpose may be more
nuanced. For example, Carol Newsom, in the introduction to her commentary on the
book of Job, identifies a host of theological issues with which the book is concerned,
with the clear implication that the book’s purpose cannot be confined to the sole issue

of innocent suffering.” This view is certainly buoyed by the divine speeches that

> See, for example, Samuel Rolles Driver and George Buchanan Gray, 4 Critical and
Exegetical Commentary on the Book of Job, The International Critical Commentary
(Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1921, (1986)), li; Marvin H. Pope, Job: Introduction, Translation,
and Notes, ed. W.F. Albright and D.N. Freedman, 3rd ed., The Anchor Bible (New York:
Doubleday, 1973), Ixxiii; J. Gerald Janzen, Job, Interpretation: A Bible Commentary for
Teaching and Preaching (Atlanta: John Knox Press, 1985), 1.

% Kamila A. Blessing, "Job," in The IVP Women's Bible Commentary, ed. Catherine C.
Kroeger and Mary J. Evans (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 2002), 273.

7 These include: the motivations of human piety; the nature of the relationship between God
and human beings; the proper conduct of a person in suffering; the way in which claims to
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Chapter 1: Faith and the Sublime

make no direct reference to the question of suffering, in any form, whatsoever.

Susannah Ticciati argues that the concept of integrity, rather than the problem of evil,

is the book’s primary concern:
The principle agenda of the book is conceived accordingly to be a critical
exploration and reappraisal of the concept of integrity, interpreted most
fundamentally, as in the question posed by the Satan, ® in terms of a relationship
to God ‘for naught’. This is to shift the emphasis from what is most often seen as
the burden of the book — the problem of evil or unjust suffering — to the problem
of obedience, sanctification, or transformation of self before God. Not that the
former is not addressed; rather, it is only through an investigation of the true
nature of human obedience that an adequate theodicy — as a description of God’s

involvement in a world corrupted by evil and suffering — can be developed.’

I would challenge Ticciati’s use of the language of obedience in describing the
concept of integrity — the God of the divine speeches seems to place little emphasis on
the values of obedience and submission, as will be demonstrated in chapter 6 — but
would agree that the “transformation of self before God” is an indispensable
dimension of integrity, properly understood. More specifically, this transformation of
self requires a transformation of religious consciousness, a transformation of one’s
understanding of the nature of faith, a transformation of one’s primary posture before

God, a transformation of one’s sense of orientation within the world. It is this journey

knowledge are authorized; retributive justice as the central principle of reality; the
relationship between order and chaos; the source of wisdom; the univocal or polyphonic
nature of truth. (Carol A. Newsom, "The Book of Job: Introduction, Commentary and
Reflections," in The New Interpreter's Bible, ed. Leander E. Keck et al (Nashville: Abingdon,
1996), 334-38.)

® The Hebrew rendering is hassatan, to be distinguished from the character of Satan that
would emerge much later in Jewish and Christian theology. See footnote 62 on p.41 in ch.2
below for a discussion of this important distinction. As a way of maintaining this distinction,
the transliterated form of hassatan will be used throughout this thesis when referring to the
satan, except when quoting the words of others, or when the form ‘Satan’ is clearly required
when referencing the usage from a particular historical context.

? Susannah Ticciati, Job and the Disruption of Identity: Reading Beyond Barth (London: T &
T Clark International, 2005), 1.
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Chapter 1: Faith and the Sublime

of transformation undertaken by Job that is described and demonstrated in the book

bearing his name.

This is not to suggest that the issue of innocent suffering is of marginal significance in
the book. Far from it, as it actually represents an indispensable aspect of Job’s journey
to transformation. Indeed, it was Job’s experience of suffering that provided the
impetus for this journey in the first place. But the purpose of this journey (and hence
the book as a whole) is not primarily to resolve the issues around Job’s suffering, but
rather to address the issues around his faith and his religious consciousness that were
foregrounded by his suffering . In other words, the issue of innocent suffering
functions in the book as a means to an end, not an end in itself. That end is nothing
less than a profound new understanding of the very nature of faith that holds the

potential of radical transformation, not just for Job, but for the entire world.

The importance and necessity of this journey in this, and every generation cannot be
overstated. As Pope Francis expressed it recently:
Our world is increasingly a place of violent conflict, hatred and brutal atrocities,
committed even in the name of God and of religion. We know that no religion is
immune from forms of individual delusion or ideological extremism. This means
that we must be especially attentive to every type of fundamentalism, whether

religious or of any other kind."

' An excerpt from the address of Pope Francis to a joint session of the United States
Congress in Washington D.C. on 24 September 2015. A full transcript of the address can be
found at
https://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/speeches/2015/september/documents/papa-
francesco 20150924 usa-us-congress.html [Accessed: 28 November 2015]. The Pontiff’s
point about atrocities being committed in the name of God and religion is certainly valid.
Care, however, should be taken not to ascribe purely religious motives to acts of terror. In a
recent address in London just a few days after the 13 November 2015 Paris terror attacks,
renowned religion scholar Karen Armstrong made the point that such attacks are never
motivated solely by religious concerns, but always encompass other motivating elements,
usually political or economic (The Curse and the Promise: Religion and Violence with Karen
Armstrong, podcast audio, http://www.stmartin-in-the-fields.org/podcasts/the-curse-and-the-
promise-religion-and-violence-with-karen-armstrong/. [ Accessed: 30 November 2015]). Thus
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While the Pope’s comments have particular relevance for those extreme expressions
of religious fundamentalism that are written large on the canvas of world history
through acts of terror, genocide, homophobia, and the like; within the ambit of
individuals, families and local communities, the destructive potential of dysfunctional
forms of faith is every bit as real. The difficulty, of course, lies in this being
recognised. The nature of religious belief is such that it does not yield easily to a
critique of its inadequacies and tends to conceal its capacity and propensity to deceive,
especially from the very ones who assent to it. At issue here is not simply the content
of a particular religious belief, important as that is, but rather the manner in which

belief is held."!

The reading of the book of Job that will be pursued here takes, as its departure point,
the recognition that the expression of faith is not always what it seems. In the case of
Job this is especially true. The very first verse of the book declares that he was
“blameless and upright, one who feared God and turned away from evil” (1:1).'* As
such, Job’s need for a transformation of religious consciousness is not immediately

apparent. Indeed, the dominant religious paradigm that undergirds the prologue — and

it would seem that religious belief is often used as the peg upon which other ideological
concerns are hung.

""" An interesting positive case in point would be the Pontiff’s remarkable global popularity —
a 2014 Pew Research Center poll ascertained unprecedented levels of approval and support
for Pope Francis in many quarters of the world and across a wide cross-section of religious
affiliation, including those from other faith backgrounds, as well as those who self-identify as
having no religious affiliation (see http://www.pewglobal.org/2014/12/11/pope-francis-
image-positive-in-much-of-world/ [Accessed: 29 November 2015]). While public popularity
is notoriously fickle, is strongly influenced by the media, and is hardly the most reliable
indicator of the value of a person’s contribution to society, what is fascinating is that it would
appear that Pope Francis’ approval can be ascribed not simply to the particular beliefs he
espouses, but rather the manner in which he holds them, demonstrating his humanity,
humility and respect as he does so.

12 Unless otherwise indicated, throughout this thesis all chapter and verse references are from
the book of Job, and all scripture citations are from the NRSV.
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even informs the LORD’s place and part within it — sees no need for such a

transformation.”> A disruption is therefore required.

The disruption occurs, not through the sudden and dramatic losses that Job endured, as
not even the trauma of these tragedies challenged the organizing paradigm of Job’s
world — the same fundamental religious consciousness demonstrated by Job prior to
his tragedies is evident in his response to them (cf. 1:5, 20-21). The disruption comes
through his wife, who challenges his worldview, his relationship to God and his
underlying assumptions about the nature of faith and life itself. As a direct
consequence of her rupturing presence, Job is thrust on a journey in which he enters
more directly into the raw experience of suffering, confronts his religious paradigm as
it is mirrored to him through the obdurate rhetoric of his friends, and comes face to
face with a wholly different order of reality through his encounter with YHWH in the
divine speeches. All this was catalysed by his wife, who therefore shares the primary

responsibility for Job’s eventual transformation.

Her insertion into the landscape of Job’s faith and her critique of the inadequacy of the
prevailing religious paradigm that she identified there, finds resonance in another
voice from the margins with a capacity to disrupt the centre of religious belief today.
It is a contemporary one belonging to Peter Rollins, an Irish philosopher, theologian,
author and public speaker. In many respects a kindred spirit to Job’s wife, he has been

chosen as a conversation partner within this study.

Before offering some biographical background to Peter Rollins and an overview of
some of the key tenets of his thought, it needs to be acknowledged that the reasons for
the choice of Rollins as a conversation partner within this project are less than
obvious. Indeed, a number of reservations as to the appropriateness of this choice

could be cited. For example, Rollins” work ventures into philosophical and theological

 However, as will be demonstrated below, there is an internal deconstructing impetus at
work within the prologue itself that points to the necessity of an overhaul of the entire faith
paradigm upon which the prose narrative has been constructed.
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terrain that would typically fall beyond the scope of a biblical study such as this which
is primarily oriented around a literary analytical approach. Quite specifically, the
theological dimensions of Rollins’ thought, while concerned with the phenomenon of
religion in general, are deeply rooted in the Christian tradition, draw heavily on the
Christ-event and have a sharp ecclesio-cultural focus. Such considerations are not of
primary importance for this study.'* It could therefore be argued that Rollins’ thought
operates in a different register to that of this project, and that his mode of discourse,
while not completely foreign, represents a distinct dialect that makes translation a

challenge.

However, it could also be argued that the very fact that Rollins’ voice operates in a
distinct register makes him an eminently suitable conversation partner within this
study. Indeed, one of the central arguments of the thesis being forwarded here is that it
is precisely the voices from the margins — that of Job’s wife and that of YHWH in the
divine speeches — that articulate an alternative perspective that offers to Job the
possibility of genuine transformation. Rollins’ voice is presented here in that same

vein.

This is not to suggest that the otherness of Rollins’ perspective is so removed that it
lacks any direct connection with the book of Job. Far from it. Although the book of
Job, and certainly Job’s wife, have never been explicitly addressed in his writing to
date, many of the themes that are central to Rollins’ theological project have a direct
bearing on the reading of the book of Job that will be offered here. These include the
following: religious belief’s inclination to idolatrization; the concept of orthodoxy; the
notion of faithful betrayal; the place of doubt and unknowing within a transformed
religious consciousness; the idea of revelation as concealment; the limitations of

religious language and its tendency to colonize God; the rupturing of the biblical text

' Notable exceptions to this will be found in the chapter dealing with the reception history of
Job’s wife (ch.2) in which perspectives from the Christian tradition form a key part of that
reception history; and in the chapter on William Blake’s exposition of the book of Job (ch.3),
where Christological and, to a lesser extent, ecclesiastical associations feature prominently in
Blake’s exposition.

14



Chapter 1: Faith and the Sublime

by the wounding presence of the Word of God; the relationship between speech and

silence within authentic theological discourse.

Rollins’ particular treatment of themes like these presents a perspective that can
illuminate and inform a reading of the book of Job, and especially the role of Job’s
wife within it. This is the primary reason for his selection as a conversation partner
within this study. It should be noted further that methodologically, Rollins’
deconstructionism resonates with one of the key hermeneutical inclinations of this
study and the various deconstructive readings that will be presented of the biblical

text, most notably of the words of Job’s wife.

It is important to stress that Rollins’ thought is being presented not as the overarching
theoretical framework within which this study will be sited, but simply as another
voice that will be added to the somewhat eclectic array of perspectives — from the
diverse disciplines of reception history, socio-historical criticism, archaeology, social-
anthropology, ethnographic criticism, literary theory, inter-textual analysis and
feminist criticism — that will be drawn in from time to time, as need occasions it, into
the primary mode of discourse of the literary analytical engagement with the text of
Job that will encompass a combination of constructive, deconstructive and rhetorical
critical readings. It should be noted further that the eclectic nature of the theoretical
and methodological apparatus used in this study bears a certain affinity to and
congruence with the structure of the book of Job. Simply put, the multiplicity of
voices within this study echoes the multiplicity of voices within the polyphonic text

that is the book of Job."

' This will be expanded upon later in this chapter when Newsom’s use of the literary theory
of Mikhail Bakhtin will be discussed, particularly the notion of “dialogic truth” that may
emerge from a polyphonic text. For an excellent introduction to this aspect of her thought and
her particular use of Bakhtin, see Carol A. Newsom, "Bakhtin, the Bible, and Dialogic
Truth," The Journal of Religion 76 (1996).
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2. Biographical background to Peter Rollins'®

Peter Rollins was born on 31 March 1973 in Belfast, where he grew up during the
Troubles — the decades long ethno-political conflict in Northern Ireland undergirded
by deep-seated sectarian divisions between Roman Catholics and Protestants.'” The
recurring theme in Rollins’ work of tribal identity, in its many guises, being an
obstacle to authentic faith points to the shaping influence that the dominant narrative
of sectarian division in his formative years had upon him.'® Raised in a nominally
religious Anglican (Church of Ireland) home, at the age of 17 he had what could be
termed a radical religious experience within a charismatic evangelical Protestant
church. For Rollins it was a true religious experience in the sense that it fundamentally
changed his view of the world. He describes it as an experience of radical negation in
which everything that he had formerly held dear was stripped of its sense of value and

meaning for him.

Arising out of this conversion experience he became fully involved within this
charismatic evangelical community, taking on its doctrine and immersing himself in
its life and practice. He subsequently registered for a course in philosophy at Queen’s

University, Belfast, primarily to gain the tools he felt he needed in order to convince

' Much of the biographical information presented here is drawn from an online podcast of an
interview of Peter Rollins by Noel Debien on 28 October 2012, streamed on the ABC Local
show Sunday Nights. (The Interview: Irish Theologian Peter Rollins, podcast audio, Sunday
Nights http://www.abc.net.au/sundaynights/stories/s3620330.htm. [Accessed: 26 November
2015].)

' The Troubles are generally regarded as referring to the period of conflict in Northern
Ireland from the late 1960s to the signing of the Belfast Good Friday Agreement on 10 April
1998, during which time over 3500 people were killed.

'8 One of Rollins’ notable ideas that seeks to respond to the reality of tribal identities, is that
of the concept of suspended space (which will be discussed further below). Suspended space
refers to an intentional way of people gathering together, in which they deliberately
disassociate themselves from their particular religious, theological, denominational, political,
national, ideological, sexual and socio-economic identities in order to engage with ideas and
encounter others beyond the tribal boundaries that usually inform such interactions. The
impact of suspended space lies not simply in the genuinely new ways in which ideas and
other people can be heard and seen, but also in the recognition of how ingrained and
pervasive such tribal identities are, making an authentically suspended space an illusion. In
other words, suspended space is both possible and impossible at the same time.
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others of the truth of his new-found beliefs. Gradually, as he read more and was
exposed to other ideas, he started to question his preconceived ideas to the point
where he began to see philosophy as a way to expand his mind and not simply justify
his convictions. His formal tertiary qualifications include a B.A. Honours in scholastic
philosophy, an M. A. in political theory and social criticism, and a PhD in post-

structural theory, all awarded by Queen's University, Belfast.

3. Rollins’ theological project

Rollins’ thought is elucidated in his six published books to date," echoed and
illustrated in his public speaking, though it is difficult to categorize or summarize his
thought with any precision. Thinkers and theorists who have most influenced his
thinking and who make frequent explicit appearances in his work include Dietrich
Bonhoeffer, John Caputo, Jacques Derrida, Meister Eckhart, Seren Kierkegaard,
Jacques Lacan, Emmanuel Lévinas, Paul Tillich and Slavoj Zizek. His earlier work
drew heavily on the apophatic tradition within Christian spirituality as well as post-
structural theory. More recently, his work has been located along the trajectory of
radical theology that has made something of a return following its initial rise and rapid

decline (certainly within popular culture) in the 1960s.?

19 Peter Rollins, How (Not) to Speak of God (London: SPCK, 2006); The Fidelity of Betrayal.:
Towards a Church Beyond Belief (Brewster: Paraclete Press, 2008); The Orthodox Heretic
and Other Impossible Tales (Norwich: Canterbury Press, 2009); Insurrection: To Believe Is
Human, to Doubt, Divine (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 2011); The Idolatry of God:
Breaking the Addiction to Certainty and Satisfaction (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 2012);
The Divine Magician: The Disappearance of Religion and the Discovery of Faith (New
York: Howard Books, 2015).

2% The antecedents of radical theology naturally predate the 1960s. Early traces of the themes
that radical theology picks up — such as the nature of God’s existence — are evident in the
work of great Christian mystics like Meister Eckhart and John of the Cross. The “death of
God” trope — one of the mainstays of radical theology — entered philosophical discourse
through the 19™ century German philosophers, Georg Hegel and Friedrich Nietzsche. In the
first half of the 20" century, Paul Tillich’s alternative ontological view of God as not an
existent being but rather the ground of being itself, was a key influence in the thinking of
what was to emerge as the ‘death of God’ school in the 1960s. (Ruether, however, questions
whether it should be construed as a ‘school’ at all, given the divergent ways in which the term
‘death of God” was used. See Rosemary Radford Ruether, "The Death of God Revisited:
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Implications for Today," in Resurrecting the Death of God : The Origins, Influence, and
Return of Radical Theology, ed. Daniel J. Peterson and G. Michael Zbaraschuk (Albany:
State University of New York Press, 2014), 23-24.) In 1961, Gabriel Vahanian published
The Death of God (Gabriel A. Vahanian, The Death of God: The Culture of Our Post-
Christian Era (New York: G. Braziller, 1961).) . This was followed in 1966 by Thomas
Altizer and William Hamilton’s Radical Theology and the Death of God, in which they
affirmed radical theology as “...an attempt to set an atheist point of view within the spectrum
of Christian possibilities” (Thomas J.J. Altizer and William Hamilton, Radical Theology and
the Death of God (Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill Company, 1966), ix.) This atheist point of
view should not be confused with the traditional, ‘old-fashioned’ form of atheism that asserts
that there is no God and there never has been — accommodating such a point of view within
Christianity (or religions like Judaism or Islam for that matter), would be exceedingly
difficult, if not impossible. Rather, according to Altizer and Hamilton, an understanding of
Christian atheism and the ‘death of God’ language that attends it, could refer to a range of
possible positions that could legitimately be termed ‘Christian,” that might include the
following:

(1)  That there once was a God to whom adoration, praise and trust were appropriate,
possible, and even necessary, but that now there is no such God. If there was a God, and if
there now is not, it should be possible to indicate why this change took place, when it took
place, and who was responsible for it.

(i1)) That the idea of God, the word ‘God’ itself, together with our traditional liturgical and
theological language, are in need of radical reformulation.

(i) That certain concepts of God, often in the past confused with the classical Christian
doctrine of God, must be destroyed: for example, God as problem solver, absolute power,
necessary being, the object of ultimate concern.

(iv) That of a mystical meaning: God must die in the world so that he can be born in us. In
many forms of mysticism the death of Jesus on the cross is the time of that worldly death.
(v)  That our language about God is always inadequate and imperfect. (ibid., x-xi.)
Following the publication of Radical Theology and the Death of God, on 8 April 1966 Time
magazine presented some of the suppositions of radical theology to a broader audience
through a cover story entitled, “Is God Dead?” This fomented a fierce public debate (or
certainly a media frenzy) and a strong neo-conservative backlash, in which the tenets of
radical theology were roundly dismissed within popular culture and the likes of Altizer and
Hamilton were vilified, predictably without a nuanced appreciation of their actual position.
As one commentator recently put it, “The label [Altizer] received of “Christian atheist” was
entirely misleading, as it mistook his critique of traditional forms of theism for a denial of the
reality of the divine, which was never his intention. For Altizer, God is completely emptied
into the world at the crucifixion. Through absolute kenosis, God is thus dead, yet resurrected
in the flesh of the world” (George Shields, "The Return of Radical Theology: A Critical
Examination of Peterson and Zbaraschuk, Eds., Resurrecting the Death of God," Process
Studies 43, no. 2 (2014): 32.). In the ensuing decades of the end of the 20™ and beginning of
the 21* centuries, the resurgence of the destructive and alienating force of fundamentalist
religion as a global phenomenon on the one hand, and the emergence of deconstructed
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Rollins has also been identified with the so-called emerging church movement,*' even
though he would resist such identification. He prefers the term ‘pyrotheology’ as a
designation of his entire theological project — a term inspired by the Spanish anarchist
Buenaventura Durruti’s statement that “the only church that illuminates is a burning
church.”** Rollins explains the term thus:

As the sequoia tree requires the minerals and clearing left by forest fires in order

to grow, pyrotheology prepares the ground for a more fertile faith through self-

expressions of (Christian) faith on the other, has led to the resuscitation of an interest in
radical theology. As Peterson passionately expresses it in the introduction to a recent volume
on radical theology:
Radical theology may have been crucified and abandoned by popular culture shortly
after its inception, but its return today is absolutely imperative. With great necessity and
prophetic urgency, therefore, we declare the need to speak against a culture of
misguided faith by resurrecting the death of God for public reconsideration. We invite
the reader — religious or otherwise — to contemplate an updated and revised version of
radical theology for our time, one that actively seeks to eradicate the gods of
fundamentalist [religion]. (Daniel J. Peterson, "Introduction: Resurrecting the Death of
God," in Resurrecting the Death of God : The Origins, Influence, and Return of Radical
Theology, ed. Daniel J. Peterson and G. Michael Zbaraschuk (Albany: State University
of New York Press, 2014), 3.)
2! The so-called emerging church movement (ECM), also commonly referred to as emergent
or emergence Christianity, is a predominantly Western, Christian religious phenomenon —
although expressions of emergence Christianity can be found in the Global South (see
Phyllis Tickle, Emergence Christianity: What It Is, Where It Is Going, Why It Matters (Grand
Rapids: Baker Books, 2012).) — that can be broadly identified by its critical deconstruction of
modern religion, especially in its institutionalized and hierarchical expressions.
The ECM is notoriously difficult to define, not least because its participants
deliberately resist definition.... Participants often refuse to define the ECM outright and
prefer to refer to it as a ‘conversation’ that embraces irony and contradiction....
Participating in the conversation is seen as a quest not to arrive at final answers about
faith, but rather to keep the conversation going — raising ‘unanswerable’ questions as a
means of expressing faith or experiencing God.... Maintaining the conversation means
that participants are not urged to assent to creeds or a check-list of beliefs and
behaviours” (Gladys Ganiel and Gerardo Marti, "Northern Ireland, America and the
Emerging Church Movement: Exploring the Significance of Peter Rollins and the Ikon
Collective," Journal of the Irish Society for the Academic Study of Religions 1, no. 1
(2014): 29.)
22 As quoted in Slavoj Zizek, "Dialectical Clarity Versus the Misty Conceit of Paradox," in
The Monstrosity of Christ : Paradox or Dialectic?, ed. Creston Davis (Cambridge: MIT
Press, 2009), 287.
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critical dialogue and creative community events. By theoretically setting fire to
the layers of belief we put over reality to protect ourselves from reality,
pyrotheology seeks to ignite a sense of greater depth in life beyond the need for
wholeness and certainty.

Pyrotheology explores how the events testified to in the founding documents
of Christianity invite us to fully embrace the reality of our brokenness and
unknowing.

Pyrotheology does not seek to draw people into some kind of fractured
existence, but rather to draw out the ways in which we already are fractured; a
reality that our various cultural, political and religious narratives tend to eclipse.
By short-circuiting the various techniques we use to avoid such self-
confrontation and encouraging us to joyfully embrace what we unveil about
ourselves through the process, the claim is that we will find that death is robbed

of its sting and that a life in all its fullness is possible.*

Rollins’ pyrotheology project is not limited to his academic writing, but seeks
practical and lived expression in the practices of the Ikon collective that he founded in

Belfast.?*

23 Peter Rollins, "Pyrotheology Theory," http://pyrotheology.com. [Accessed: 25 November
2015]

** Tkon began its life in Belfast in 2000 as a space in which the ideas underlying Rollins’
pyrotheology (even though the term was not yet in use back then) could be explored and
expressed. (A second Ikon collective has since been established in New York City.) While
Ikon bears some of the marks of a church community, those involved prefer to refer to it as a
‘collective’ — a term that better captures for them the co-operative, non-hierarchical, creative
and dialogical aspects of its life. Its main gatherings offer an experience of what is termed
‘transformance art’ — comprising a cocktail of live music, visual imagery, poetry,
soundscapes, theatre, ritual and reflection upon some aspect of life or faith — within the
context of what is called ‘suspended space,’” in which participants are invited to lay down
their tribal identities (at least figuratively) in order to encounter others (and themselves)
beyond the normal binary distinctions of religious—irreligious, theist—atheist, believer—non-
believer, Catholic—Protestant, conservative—liberal, straight—gay, etc. (See
http://ikonbelfast.wordpress.com/about/ [Accessed: 26 November 2015].) For a detailed
description of ten such Ikon gatherings, see How (Not) to Speak of God, 73-137.) In addition
to the main gatherings, Ikon has developed other small group events in which further
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The intention here is not to attempt to offer a comprehensive analysis of Rollins’
thought to date, but rather to highlight those aspects of his thinking that cast particular
light on the reading of the book of Job that is to follow.

4. Rollinsian themes for reading the book of Job

4.1 The rupturing event of God’s Word
The first of Rollins’ ideas that I wish to explore concerns his approach to scripture,
especially with respect to the antagonisms, contradictions, ambiguities and
inconsistencies that seem to pervade much of the Bible. When confronted with such
conflicts and tensions within the biblical text, there are two common responses. The
first involves the attempt to explain these frictions away, to harmonize the text into a
clear, coherent and uncontentious unity. The second involves acknowledging the
conflicts but denying the divine status of the text (or indeed the Bible as a whole), on
the assumption that a divinely inspired text would not exhibit such woundedness. In
response to these two common options Rollins writes:
But what if we are not forced to choose between these two positions? What if we
can affirm these conflicts at one and the same moment that we affirm the idea of
this text being deeply branded by the white-hot presence of God?....

For, if we shift our focus, it is possible to see that these ripples and ruptures
within the text, far from counting against the work as something divinely
inspired, are exactly what we would expect to find from that which is marked by
and born out of the very depths of God....

These fractures, fissures and impenetrable descriptions within the text point to
the volcanic activity of an unspeakable Event at work there, an Event that is

never directly revealed but rather is indirectly hinted at via the various narratives

dimensions of the pyrotheology project are explored. For a more comprehensive description
and assessment of Ikon, see Ganiel and Marti, "Northern Ireland, America and the Emerging
Church Movement: Exploring the Significance of Peter Rollins and the Ikon Collective," 32-
38.
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of liberation, freedom, homecoming, resurrection, salvation, peace, and rebirth
that have been generated in the aftermath of an encounter with this source,

themes that span the entire work.”

The implications of this for a book like Job, which is so full of ambiguity and
contradiction, are significant indeed. Admittedly, the question of divine inspiration is
not a primary concern for the academic discipline of biblical studies, but what Rollins’
approach to scripture suggests is that the very points in the text that are most fraught
with interpretive difficulty may well be the very sites of deepest revelation. This is
consistent with the approach that will be taken in this thesis with respect to those
elements of the book of Job that pose the greatest interpretive challenges. Particular
focus will be given to the speech of Job’s wife, where her disruption of Job’s moral
universe, and indeed her disruption of the narrative flow of the prologue itself, is seen
as a key and defining moment in Job’s journey of transformation and in the
interpretation of the book as a whole. These strident disruptions occasioned by the
words of Job’s wife are echoed later in the book in the astonishing melodic

counterpoint of the divine speeches.

4.2 Belief, God, Idolatry, A/theism, Un/knowing and Faith
The next cluster of ideas to be considered revolve around the broad theme of belief in

God. At the heart of Rollins’ entire project is the understanding — or, as he might put

23 Rollins, The Fidelity of Betrayal: Towards a Church Beyond Belief, 40, 42, 48.

*® The relationship between the speech of Job’s wife and the divine speeches within the

context of the book as a whole could best be described using a term from musical theory —

counterpoint — which generally involves distinct, independent, yet harmonious lines of music

that add their voices to the overall structure of the polyphony. In the words of John Rahn:
It is hard to write a beautiful song. It is harder to write several individually beautiful
songs that, when sung simultaneously, sound as a more beautiful polyphonic whole.
The internal structures that create each of the voices separately must contribute to the
emergent structure of the polyphony, which in turn must reinforce and comment on the
structures of the individual voices. The way that is accomplished in detail
is...'counterpoint'. (John Rahn and Benjamin Boretz, Music inside Out: Going Too Far
in Musical Essays, ed. Saul Ostrow, Critical Voices in Art, Theory and Culture
(Amsterdam: G+B Arts International, 2000), 177.)
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it, the lack of understanding — of what is meant by the terms ‘belief,” ‘God’ and
‘faith’.>’ Rollins critiques the common tendency to approach God as an object of
religious belief, in which the believer, motivated either by fear or greed or a
combination of both, considers God as someone (or something) that enters the
believer’s world from time to time in order to fulfil a particular utilitarian role of
offering meaning, security, certainty or satisfaction. Dietrich Bonhoeffer described
this understanding of God as deus ex machina.*® Such a view effectively reduces God
to an idol, though most people, predictably, are not consciously aware of the

idolatrous nature of their belief.”’

This is the focus of Rollins’ book The Idolatry of God: Breaking the Addiction to

Certainty and Satisfaction. In it he argues that the common Christian presentation of

" In her discussion of these themes, Karen Armstrong makes a simple, yet helpful distinction
between belief and faith. She writes, “There is a distinction between belief in a set of
propositions and a faith that enables us to put our trust in them.” (Karen Armstrong, 4
History of God: The 4000-Year Quest of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam (New Y ork:
Ballantine Books, 1993), xvii.)

28 The term deus ex machina (which literally means “God out of the machine™) derives from
ancient Greek theatre, where an actor would be lowered onto the stage with ropes or cables in
a box-like contraption as a way of signifying the entry of a supernatural being. This was often
used as a way to resolve an impasse, overcome some conflict or introduce a new element
necessary to advance the plot. Accordingly, the supernatural being was not an organic part of
the story but was a contrived extrinsic device that would be dropped into the story in an
intrusive and rather clumsy way to perform a particular role, before being removed. (Rollins,
Insurrection: To Believe Is Human, to Doubt, Divine, 12.)

%% In popular culture an idol is usually identified with a physical object, such as a statue. This
is what Rollins refers to as an aesthetic idol — the Golden Calf in the book of Exodus being a
famous biblical example. But he also refers to what he calls conceptual idolatry, in which
God is reduced to an idea. He writes, “...the word ‘idolatry’...derives from the Greek term
eidos (meaning essence). This helps us get to the heart of what idolatry actually is. The term
can refer to any attempt that would render the essence of God accessible, bringing God into
either aesthetic visibility (in the form of a physical structure, such as a statue) or conceptual
visibility (in the form of a concept, such as a theological system)” (How (Not) to Speak of
God, 11-12.). Part of the genius of the biblical revelation is the way in which it presents many
varied and often contradictory descriptions of God as a way of safeguarding against the
conceptual idolatry that would inevitably ensue from homogeneous renderings of the divine.
As such, the ‘truth’ of God attested to in the Bible is, to use the Bakhtinian term, a ‘dialogical
truth’.
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Christ as the ‘answer’ to the human experiences of darkness and dissatisfaction is a

distortion that obscures the real purpose of Christ’s coming. He writes:
For what if we cannot grasp the manner in which Christ is the solution to the
problem of our darkness and dissatisfaction because he is nof the solution? What
if, instead of being the solution (i.e. the one who offers a way for us to gain
certainty and satisfaction), he actually confronts us as a problem, a problem that
places every attempt to find a solution for these ailments into question? To put
this another way, what if Christ does not fill the empty cup we bring to him, but
rather smashes it to pieces — bringing freedom, not from our darkness and
dissatisfaction, but in the very act of embracing them.... [in which they are]

stripped of their weight and robbed of their sting.>

As aresponse to the idolatrizing tendencies of religious belief to reduce God to an
object that fulfils our need for meaning, security, certainty and satisfaction, Rollins
draws on the interplay between the cataphatic and apophatic traditions in Christian
spirituality to describe God as both known and unknown — which he represents as the

un/known God.?' He rejects the binary oppositions of transcendence and immanence

3% The Idolatry of God: Breaking the Addiction to Certainty and Satisfaction, 4.

31 Apophatic theology, also known as the via negativa or negative theology, is a form of

theological discourse that attempts to describe God by way of negation, to speak only in

terms of what God is not.
...the apophatic tradition arose early in the history of Christian though. Emphasizing
the importance of reaching “beyond” (apo) every “image” (phasis) one might use to
speak of God, the movement emerged as a prophetic critique of theological
presumption. It insisted that any similarity one might find between the Creator and
some aspect of creation could not be expressed without acknowledging a still great
dissimilarity. God may be like a rock in the way Yahweh stands firm for Israel, but
there are far more ways in which God is not like a rock. Modesty of expression,
therefore, must be the hallmark of theological language.

As a mode of speaking about God, the apophatic tradition guarded the boundaries of
the theological enterprise, emphasizing the ineffable and incomprehensible character of
the divine. (Belden C. Lane, The Solace of Fierce Landscapes: Exploring Desert and
Mountain Spirituality (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), 62.)

By contrast, cataphatic theology, also known as the via positiva, uses positive language to
describe what God is believed to be. In the traditions of Eastern Orthodoxy, cataphatic
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as competing ways of thinking about God, asserting instead that these are one and the
same point — the two sides of a single coin — as God’s transcendence is both revealed
and concealed in God’s immanence.** In other words, God is known as the unknown —
that built into the very fabric of authentic belief is the element of disbelief, that
genuine faith is a/theistic (embracing the theistic element of belief as well as the
atheistic element of disbelief, at the same time).*

This recognition acts as an effective theological response to fundamentalism, as

it unsettles the dark heart of its self-certain power.... fundamentalism can be

understood as a particular way of believing one’s beliefs rather than referring to

the actual content of one’s beliefs.” It can be described as holding a belief

theology is regarded as an important stepping stone on the path to spiritual maturity as a
necessary precursor to apophatic theology.
32 Rollins, How (Not) to Speak of God, 24-25.
33 In developing this argument, Rollins draws heavily on Christ’s cry of dereliction and
abandonment on the cross, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” (Mt 27:46; Mk
15:34). Rollins writes, “What we witness here is a form of atheism: not intellectual — Christ
directly addresses God as he dies — but a felt loss of God....This is a profoundly personal,
painful, and existential atheism. Not an atheism that arises from rational reflection upon an
absence of divinity but rather one that wells up from the trauma of personally experiencing
that absence.... On the cross, Christ undergoes the deepest, most radical form of divine loss,
one that is experienced.” (Insurrection: To Believe Is Human; to Doubt, Divine, 21.)
** The manner in which belief is held lies at the heart of Rollins’ understanding of orthodoxy.
The word ‘orthodoxy’ is derived from two Greek words — ortho, meaning “right” or
“correct”; and doxa, meaning “belief”. (It should be noted that this Greek word doxa was
used in the Septuagint to translate the Hebrew word for ‘glory’ (kavaod), and so it came to
assume this further meaning.) As such, ‘orthodoxy’ has commonly been understood to be
referring to the embracing of right belief, distinct from heretical belief. Rollins advocates a
different understanding of orthodoxy as referring not to ‘right belief” but rather ‘believing in
the right way,’ that does not set it in a binary opposition to heresy but acknowledges (and
even embraces) the fact that when it comes to our beliefs in God, we all get God wrong.
Thus we break down the binary opposition between orthodoxy and heresy by
understanding the term ‘orthodox’ as referring to someone who engages with the world
in the right way — that is, in the way of love. Here religious knowledge is not something
that is opposed to love, nor secondary to it; rather, the only religious knowledge worth
anything is love. By understanding orthodoxy in this manner, it is no longer distanced
from what the liberation theologians call ‘orthopraxis’.... This means that the question,
‘What do you believe?” must always be accompanied by the question, ‘How do you
believe?’” We are left then with the idea of orthodoxy and orthopraxis as two terms
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system in such a way that it mutually excludes all other systems, rejecting other
views in direct proportion to how much they differ from one’s own. In contrast,
the a/theistic approach can be seen as a form of disbelieving what one believes,
or rather, believing in God while remaining dubious concerning what one

believes about God (a distinction that fundamentalism is unable to maintain.)*’

In similar vein, Simon Critchley suggests that the true nature of faith is revealed more
clearly in the faith of those who do not assent to a particular set of religious creeds or
dogma, and that such faith is possibly more faithfu/ precisely because it is faith/ess,

lacking the sureties of religion.*®

All of which has much to say to the notions of faith and God and the expressions of
belief on display in the book of Job. The question posed at the outset of the book,
“Does Job fear God for nothing?”” (1:9) goes straight to the issue of idolatrous faith. It
probes the possibility that Job’s religious practice may be motived by his need for
certainty and satisfaction, and that within Job’s religious paradigm, God has become
an idol. The question itself, originating as it does in the heavenly realm, suggests that

there may well be more to Job’s remarkable piety than what is immediately apparent.

What is more, this question cannot be settled in heaven. Within the constructed moral
universe of the prologue that establishes a binary division between heaven above and
earth below, this is a truly remarkable admission — that questions about the true nature
of faith cannot be answered in heaven without reference to the world below, that the
very essence of faith cannot be known apart from the lived experience of grounded

human reality. Simply put, the God of heaven (in the prologue) is unable to answer the

which refer to a loving engagement with the world that is mediated, though not
enslaved by, our reading of the Bible. (How (Not) to Speak of God, 66.)
35 1.
Ibid., 26.
3% Simon Critchley, The Faith of the Faithless: Experiments in Political Theology (London:
Verso, 2012), 2. For a helpful engagement with these ideas of faith and faithlessness, with
reference to the work of Rollins, see Katharine Sarah Moody, "The Faith of the Faith/Less?:
Emerging Experiments in a/Theistic Association," Political Theology 14, no. 4 (2013).
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question that will establish whether this God, in Job’s experience, is truly God or
merely an idol. Thus the very notion of God constructed by the text is deconstructed
by it at the same time. Indeed, when hassartan suggests that Job would curse God if all
of his provisions of certainty and satisfaction were suddenly removed (cf. 1:11), at
issue is not simply a question about the true nature of Job’s faith, but also a question

about the true or idolatrous nature of God.

On the face of it, the suffering inflicted upon Job and the manner of his response
provides a resounding answer in the affirmative to the question still hanging in
heaven. The authenticity of Job’s disinterested faith and the God in which he has
placed it, have been clearly established. This vindication should have been the end of
the matter. Yet, once again, what is constructed within the text is immediately
deconstructed. Surprisingly, the answer provided on earth does not suffice in heaven —
the revelation of Job’s faith is deemed to be inadequate.’” A further (better) test for
Job is required so that the nature of his faith can be finally and definitively known.
Heaven’s assumption that the lack of a conclusive answer was the fault of the
inadequacy of the first test obscures the deeper truth that the real problem lay with the
fundamental presupposition underlying the entire project in the first place — that ‘faith’
is something that can be determined in a rational and objective way. What emerges is
that the nature of Job’s faith can never be definitively and absolutely known. The text
itself acknowledges this in presenting Job as both known (cf. 1:8; 2:3) and unknown

(cf. 1:11-12; 2:5-6).

The religious paradigm that informs the discourse in heaven is one that cannot abide
the uncertainty of unknowing. Within this paradigm, unknowing is regarded as a
deficiency that needs to be overcome in order for faith to be established with
confidence. Yet, the pursuit of such certainty is ultimately an exercise in futility that
can never be satisfied, as the need for repeated tests of Job makes plain. Therefore, the

conflict in heaven is not primarily between God and hassatan, but rather between the

37 This touches on the idea of revelation as concealment, an important one in Rollins’
thought, which will be discussed shortly.
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religious consciousness that they espouse (which they both share) and faith’s

resistance to rational, objectified categorization.

This dead-end is broken in the prologue by the appearance of Job’s wife, who
embodies a radically different consciousness as she articulates a scandalous challenge
to the entire religious paradigm that is pre-occupied with the illusions of certainty and
control. This is no deus ex machina, a contrivance that is introduced to resolve an
impasse in the narrative (of which the text is not yet self-consciously aware), but
rather the opposite. She is an organic part of Job’s story, without being co-opted by
the consciousness in which the story is embedded. With truly revolutionary courage,
she offers to Job the option of letting go of his beliefs so that he might come to a new
discovery of God and the meaning of faith.*® As Rollins has put it:
Every time we lose the beliefs that tell us why we’re here, where we’re going,
what we are about, everything disappears and we are left experiencing a void.
And then we discover God in the midst of it. We lose God as the guarantor of
meaning, the guarantor of satisfaction, the God who makes sure everything’s
fine and we discover God in the midst of love — when we give food to the hungry
and water to the thirsty, when we embrace this world and celebrate it. So we lose

God as an 1dol, and find God in the midst. >

In concluding this section, let me share one of Rollins’ parables from his book The
Orthodox Heretic and Other Impossible Tales.** The parable is entitled, ‘Finding
Faith’:

3% This aspect of Job’s wife’s character and role, hitherto largely unexplored, has much to
offer readings of the book of Job within a social-justice, liberationist register, where Job is
seen not merely as an individual but as a representative of all who suffer unjustly. For
readings of Job in that register see, for example, Gustavo Gutiérrez, On Job.: God-Talk and
the Suffering of the Innocent, trans. Michael J. O'Connell (Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 1987);
Elsa Tamez, "Job: 'Even When I Cry out "Violence!" I Am Not Answered.'," in The Return of
the Plague, ed. José-Oscar Beozzo and Virgil Elizondo (London: SCM Press, 1997).

39 "Interview," Reform Magazine, June 2012, 13.

0 This book is a collection of thirty-three original parables, accompanied by commentary,
that is “...designed to blow apart any dogmatic, religious defences that protect us from
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There was once a fiery preacher who possessed a powerful but unusual gift. He
found that, from an early age, when he prayed for individuals, they would
supernaturally lose all of their religious convictions. They would invariably lose
all of their beliefs about the prophets, the sacred Scriptures, and even God. So he
learned not to pray for people but instead limited himself to preaching inspiring
sermons and doing good works.

However, one day while travelling across the country, the preacher found
himself in conversation with a businessman who happened to be going in the
same direction. This businessman was a very powerful and ruthless merchant
banker, one who was honoured by his colleagues and respected by his
adversaries.

Their conversation began because the businessman, possessing a deep,
abiding faith, had noticed the preacher reading from the Bible. He introduced
himself to the preacher and they began to talk. As they chatted together this
powerful man told the preacher all about his faith in God and his love of Christ.
He spoke of how his work did not really define who he was but was simply what
he had to do.

“The world of business is a cold one,” he confided to the preacher, “and in my
line of work I find myself in situations that challenge my Christian convictions.
But I try, as much as possible, to remain true to my faith. Indeed, I attend a local
church every Sunday, participate in a prayer circle, engage in some youth work,
and contribute to a weekly Bible study. These activities help to remind me of
who I really am.”

After listening carefully to the businessman’s story, the preacher began to
realize the purpose of his unseemly gift. So he turned to the businessman and

said, “Would you allow me to pray a blessing into your life?”

encountering the subversive core of Christianity” (http://peterrollins.net/2013/08/the-
orthodox-heretic-2/ [Accessed: 1 December 2015]).
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The businessman readily agreed, unaware of what would happen. Sure
enough, after the preacher had muttered a simple prayer, the man opened his
eyes in astonishment.

“What a fool I have been for all these years!” he proclaimed. “It is clear to me
now that there is no God above, who is looking out for me, and that there are no
sacred texts to guide me, and there is no Spirit to inspire and protect me.”

As they parted company the businessman, still confused by what had taken
place, returned home. But now that he no longer had any religious beliefs, he
began to find it increasingly difficult to continue in his line of work. Faced with
the fact that he was now just a hard-nosed businessman working in a corrupt
system, rather than a man of God, he began to despise his activity. Within
months he had a breakdown, and soon afterward gave up his line of work
completely. Feeling better about himself, he then went on to give to the poor all
the riches he had accumulated and began to use his considerable managerial
expertise to challenge the very system he once participated in, and to help those
who had been oppressed by it.

One day, many years later, he happened upon the preacher again while
walking through town. He ran over, fell at the preacher’s feet, and began to weep
with joy. Eventually he looked up at the preacher and smiled, “Thank you, my

dear friend, for helping me discover my faith.”*!

* Rollins, The Orthodox Heretic and Other Impossible Tales, 57-60. This parable speaks
powerfully to the question of how identity is constructed, and the role that religious belief
plays in how people self-identify. In his commentary on Gal 3:28 — “There is no longer Jew
or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male and female; for all of you
are one in Christ Jesus” — Rollins contends that this text is not making a case for one new
super identity (‘Christian’) that subsumes all other identities, but rather points to the
relinquishment of the very category of identity itself. He writes:

In other words, when we identify as followers of Christ we are not laying down all our

other identities (republican or democrat, rich or poor, gay or straight) in order to affirm

only one as truly important. Rather we lay down every identity, enacting what, in

theology, is called kenosis. This is where we partake in Christ who became nothing,

divesting himself of everything to become a servant.

Here we do not lay down our identity only to pick up our new identity in
Christ. Rather it is in laying down all our identities that we directly identify with Christ
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4.3 Faithful betrayal

In light of the concepts of belief, faith and God explored above, Rollins develops the
idea of betrayal as an act of faithfulness. This is a key focus of his book The Fidelity
of Betrayal: Towards a Church Beyond Belief. The betrayal to which Rollins refers is
not merely the betrayal of false ideas of God or fundamentalist forms faith. The idea
of that kind of betrayal is a rather mundane insight, as it is readily apparent that the
betrayal (or disavowal) of that which is inherently false is a necessary precursor to
liberation and transformation. A far more radical insight is that the betrayal of even
authentic beliefs and healthy expressions of faith is an indispensable dimension of true
faithfulness.** This would be one way of reading the teaching of Christ that those who

are willing to lose their life for the sake of the gospel will find it.*

The notion of faithful betrayal has particular bearing on the reading of Job’s wife. The
primary reason for the vilification of Job’s wife in the history of interpretation is that
her words have been interpreted as a betrayal of her husband, or as an incitement for
him to betray his faith.** But alternative ways of reading ‘the betrayal of Job’s wife’
are possible. The first, which lies at the heart of this study, is that Job’s wife was
indeed calling Job to betray his prevailing religious paradigm as a form of faith that
was holding him captive and robbing him of life in all its fullness.* In doing so, she
was demonstrating her love and faithfulness to him. A second alternative goes even

further — being located within the ‘death of God’ tradition of radical theology referred

("An Economy of Nobodies and Nothings," http://peterrollins.net/2010/02/an-
economy-of-nobodies-and-nothings/. [Accessed: 1 December 2015]).
*2 To illustrate his point, Rollins offers a provocative, yet not thoroughly convincing, reading
of the betrayal of Judas Iscariot as a selfless act of love in which both Jesus and Judas were
active participants (The Fidelity of Betrayal: Towards a Church Beyond Belief, 13-25.)
Somewhat more compelling is the parable that Rollins has written to convey this idea entitled
“The mission of Judas’ (The Orthodox Heretic and Other Impossible Tales, 100-03.)
“ Mk 8:35; cf. Mt 16:25; Lk 9:24; Jn 12:24-25.
* The history of interpretation of Job’s wife will be dealt with in detail in ch.2.
* In ch.5 below, which focuses on the words of Job’s wife, this idea will be developed and
discussed in detail.
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to above — in that her words urging Job to “Curse God and die!” (2:9) represented a

radical negation / disavowal / betrayal of the very idea of God.

The following parable by Rollins is entitled, ‘Betrayal’:

One day the temple Master called his youngest disciple to sit and eat with him in
private. This disciple had been a devotee for many years and had carefully
followed the ways of his teacher, learning to emulate the life of the Master as
best he could.

But the great Master was now an elderly man and knew that he was close to
death. He was fond of this disciple, yet he feared that the disciple was still some
way from achieving enlightenment — not despite the Master’s diligence but
rather precisely because of it. And so, as they sat together the Master addressed
his disciple, saying, “You have been a thoughtful and dedicated follower of my
teachings for many years, and you may well one day become a great teacher.
However, I sense that you are in danger of betraying me in your thoughts and
actions.”

“Never,” replied the disciple in shock. “Since I was young I have followed
your ways, never deviating from the path that you have ploughed. I never cease
to reflect upon your words, and I never tire of engaging in the rituals and prayers
that you have taught. I swear to you that I would never betray you, my great
teacher.”

“But you fail to understand, my young friend,” replied the Master. “The fact
that you have never betrayed my teachings, and the fact that you swear never to

betray them: this is to betray them already.”*

4.4. Revelation
A final theme from Rollins’ thought to be briefly considered is his understanding of
revelation. Revelation, in the biblical-theological sense of the word, is typically

understood as that which reveals some sort of truth about God or the nature of faith.

46 Rollins, The Orthodox Heretic and Other Impossible Tales, 117-18.
32



Chapter 1: Faith and the Sublime

The common view of revelation is that its impetus is towards disclosure, bringing the
things of God to light, making God known, making God more intelligible and
accessible, even making God manifest. The opposite of revelation, thus understood,

would be concealment.

For Rollins, however, concealment is an intrinsic dimension of revelation. Indeed, he
speaks of revelation as concealment, but not in the sense that implies that nothing can
ever be known of God who remains completely hidden. Rather, Rollins understands
revelation as the overpowering light that reveals God as hidden, that makes God

47 «

known as unknown.”" “[R]evelation is often treated as if it can be deciphered into a

dogmatic system rather than embraced as the site where the impenetrable secret of

»* This understanding of revelation challenges forms of faith that

God transforms us.
are rooted in certitude, assured in its beliefs, confident in its convictions with little or
no space for the presence of doubt. For these, revelation comes as a seismic event that

shakes the very foundations of faith in rupturing, disturbing and bewildering ways.

This was Job’s experience that came to him, initially, through the embryonic
revelatory event of his wife’s disruptive words, and then, more fully, through the
revelatory encounter with God in the divine speeches. Between these two revelatory
events, the other elements of the book — the human dialogue between Job and his
friends (chs. 4-27),* Job’s soliloquy (chs. 29-31) and the Elihu speeches (chs. 32-37)
— all demonstrate in varying ways a degree of resistance to this kind of revelation,
through the self-assured and arrogant assertion of very particular understandings of
God that were assumed to be incontrovertible.

The primary problem with idolatry is...that it falsely claims to understand the

God that it is connected to.... If we fail to recognize that the term ‘God’ always

*" How (Not) to Speak of God, 17.

* Ibid.

* Job’s opening soliloquy in the poetry section (ch. 3) is often treated as part of the human
dialogue that follows in the ensuing chapters. I emphatically reject that association, as the
dynamic at work within Job’s religious consciousness in ch.3 is of a wholly different order to
that which unfolds in the human dialogue. This will be explained and discussed in ch. 5
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falls short of that towards which the word is supposed to point, we will end up
bowing down before our own conceptual creations forged from the raw materials
of our self-image, rather than bowing before the one who stands over and above
that creation. Hence Meister Eckhart famously prays, ‘God rid me of God’, a
prayer that acknowledges how the God we are in relationship with is bigger,

better and different than our understanding of that God.™

5. The sublime

The discussion above of some of Rollins’ theological ideas bears out what was alluded
to at the outset of the previous section — that his enigmatic thought is difficult to
categorize or summarize.”' Notwithstanding this, it is possible to discern a recurring
melodic line that sounds through much of his work that could be described as a
leitmotif of the sublime. Rollins is drawn to the thresholds where rationality dissolves
into mystery, and where the certainty of belief gives way to the wonder of doubt. This
is evident in his use of language and the distinctive orthography he uses to convey it,
frequently using terms in ways that embody the tension between the polarities they
allude to and the threshold they define — for example, a/theism, a/theology, un/known,
ir/religious, dis-course, un/belief, wHole, faith/less, Godisnowhere (God is nowhere /
God is now here).”? Undergirding all of these ideas is Rollins’ sense of the disrupting /
erupting event of God that draws human religious conviction and endeavour beyond
itself into the realm of divine mystery. For these reasons, the melodic theme running

through Rollins’ work could be described as a leitmotif of the sublime.

> Rollins, How (Not) to Speak of God, 18-19.

>! For a further treatment of Rollins’ thought, especially within the context of the Continental
and Post-Continental philosophy of religion traditions, see the recent publication by
Katharine Sarah Moody, Radical Theology and Emerging Christianity: Deconstruction,
Materialism and Religious Practices, ed. Patrice Haynes and Steven Shakespeare, Intensities:
Contemporary Continental Philosophies of Religion (Farnham: Ashgate, 2015).

>2 Rollins’ penchant for using language in deliberately ambiguous ways is well illustrated in
the titles of some of his books, How (Not) to Speak of God, The Fidelity of Betrayal and The
Orthodox Heretic.
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It is important to note that in everyday speech the word ‘sublime’ is commonly used
as a vague superlative. But in the academic disciplines of philosophy, art history,
literary studies or cultural criticism it has a range of more specific meanings. Of the
term Luke White writes:
It might be used to refer to the transcendent, the numinous, the uplifting or the
ecstatic. More particularly, it is also used to refer to the awe-inpiring, the
grandiose or great. For some, the sublime is that which is terrifyingly vast or
powerful. For others, the sublime is that which is unpresentable, ungraspable or
unimaginable. Above all, the sublime has come to refer to the 'rush' of intense
aesthetic pleasure paradoxically stemming from the displeasure of fear, horror or

.53
pain.

In 1757, Edmund Burke published 4 Philosophical Inquiry into the Origins of Our
Feelings of the Sublime and Beautiful, in which he presented the sublime and the

>3 Luke White, "A Brief History of the Notion of the Sublime,"
http://www.lukewhite.me.uk/sub_history.htm. [Accessed: 3 December 2015]. The history of
the usage of the term, or certainly the concept to which the term refers, can be traced back to
the third century A.D. and the work of a Greek rhetorician by the name of Longinus that was
entitled Peri Hupsous. The central thesis of this work focused on the capacity of great poetry
or rhetoric not simply to persuade an audience in a rational way, but to captivate them, ravish
them, enrapture them, and sweep them away in a fit of ‘transport’. This was what Longinus
described as the experience of hupsous (the sublime). In 1674 this work was translated into
French by Nicolas Boileau who entitled it Du Sublime (‘of the sublime’), thereby introducing
the concept of the sublime into public and academic discourse. During the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries it became a favourite term for articulating the radically new forms of
taste for art and for the aesthetic appreciation of nature that were emerging at that time:
...the term was used to elevate the taste for ruins, for the Alpine, for storms, deserts and
oceans, the supernatural and the shocking. It was through the notion of the sublime that
the taste developed for the rugged rather than the harmonious or smooth, the forceful
rather than the restrained or measured, the wild rather than the orderly or symmetrical,
the primitive rather than the sophisticated.... To understand the extent of the legacy of
the notion of the sublime, we need only imagine a time when these effects of art (or the
contemplation of nature) were not valued or enjoyed: when mountains, for example,
were not impressive and awe inspiring, but merely monstrous (and inconvenient)
carbuncles disfiguring the symmetry of the earth. (ibid.)
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beautiful not merely as different but as opposing categories. Burke argues that the
basis of an experience of the sublime is some modification of terror or horror that
derives from our sense of mortality — for example, the delight that ensues from finding
oneself in the presence of significant danger and yet being preserved. For the
empirically minded Burke, the concept of the sublime was largely removed from the
religious and numinous associations that had been attached to it, though the response
of terror and then wonder to a divine epiphany that is well-attested within the biblical
narrative certainly accords with Burke’s basic thesis. His analysis can therefore be a

helpful point of reference in considering Job’s experiences of the sublime.>

The assertion that the melodic theme running through Rollins” work could be
described as a leitmotif of the sublime presents an important point of connection
between Rollins and the work of Carol Newsom, that will be referenced throughout
this study. Newsom uses the notion of the sublime as one of her interpretive keys for
unlocking the divine speeches within the book of Job.”® She writes:
Although one often speaks of a sublime object or text, properly speaking the
sublime is not an object but rather an experience that emerges from an encounter
with something.... this experience is one of “being on the outer fringe of our
existence.” Its locus is “at the threshold from the human to that which transcends
the human; which borders on the possible and the impossible; the knowable and
the unknowable; the meaningful and the fortuitous; the finite and the infinite.”°

Consequently, the sublime is classically described in terms of a crisis of

understanding. Crucial to the sublime is the perceiving subject’s sense of being

>* For an overview of the history of the concept of the sublime, as well as its application
within different disciplines and areas of study, see Timothy M. Costelloe, The Sublime: From
Antiquity to the Present (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012). For a similar
historical overview together with a discussion of some of the major theorists of the sublime,
see Philip Shaw, The Sublime, ed. John Drakakis, The New Critical Idiom (London:
Routledge, 2006).

>> To be more accurate, Newsom uses the term ‘tragic sublime’ to describe Job’s encounter
with God in the divine speeches — a term informed by Burke’s analysis of the sublime being
connected to experiences of terror, as discussed above.

>® Quoting Lap-chuen Tsang, The Sublime: Groundwork Towards a Theory (Rochester:
University of Rochester Press, 1998), 3, 6.
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overwhelmed by something too immense, vast, or powerful to be grasped by the
categories available to the mind. More than merely a cognitive crisis, it is a crisis
of subjectivity itself. And yet what is in some respects a negative experience is
paradoxically accompanied by a sense of “transport” or “elation,” or a moment
in which the self is “realized” in a new way. Not surprisingly, the divine

speeches in Job have often served as parade examples of the sublime.”’

Newsom'’s use of the sublime is situated within the broader context of her study of the
book of Job as a polyphonic text that evinces a dialogical form of truth, concepts she
draws from the work of Mikhail Bakhtin.”® Bakhtin draws a fundamental distinction
between dialogic truth and monologic truth.” Dialogic truth arises in a polyphonic

text (a text of many voices) at the very point where several unmerged voices intersect.

>7 Carol A. Newsom, The Book of Job: A Contest of Moral Imaginations (Oxford: University
Press, 2003), 236-37.

5% Mikhail Bakhtin (1895 — 1975) was a Russian literary theorist who has been described
variously as “the greatest Russian humanist of the twentieth century” and “the greatest
theoretician of literature in the twentieth century” (Tzvetan Todorov, cited in Peter Slater,
"Bakhtin on Hearing God's Voice," Modern Theology 23, no. 1 (2007): 1, 18.) His work,
however, only gained currency in the Francophone and Anglophone world following his
death. Since the 1980’s, Bakhtin’s thought has experienced a surge of popularity in the West,
with his literary theories being applied across a host of diverse academic disciplines, not least
of which would be biblical studies. For a helpful introduction to some of the ways in which
Bakhtin’s thought is being appropriated in biblical studies, see Barbara Green, Mikhail
Bakhtin and Biblical Scholarship: An Introduction (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature,
2000). It is beyond the scope of this study to provide an overview of Bakhtin’s literary
theories, or even a summary of his ideas. Discussion of Bakhtin will be limited to Newsom’s
particular use of some of his key concepts, which will be dealt with in the main body of the
text above. For a broader discussion on Bakhtin and genre theory, one of the key ways in
which Newsom uses Bakhtin, see Roland Boer, ed. Bakhtin and Genre Theory in Biblical
Studies (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2007).

> Monologic truth exhibits three significant qualities. Firstly, it is essentially propositional,
composed of distinct, independent thoughts or ideas that could be articulated or repeated by
anyone without affecting the ‘truth’ of what they convey. Secondly, monologic truth seeks
unity and thus tends to gravitate towards systemization. Thirdly, monologic truth can be
comprehended by a single consciousness. “Perhaps it would be more apt to say that the
proposition or system of monologic though is structured in such a way that, even if it is
actually the product of many minds, it is capable of being spoken by a single voice”
(Newsom, The Book of Job: A Contest of Moral Imaginations, 21-22.).
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It emerges out of the conversational interaction between these diverse voices and
conveys a perspective that no single voice in the dialogue can articulate on its own. As
such, dialogic truth remains fundamentally open, exhibiting the quality of
“unfinalizability” (to use the Bakhtinian term). Such truth implies a sense of transport
beyond one’s own convictions to that which arises in the intersection of one’s own

voice with that of the other.

As such, the truth that is embodied in an experience of the sublime is essentially
dialogical in its nature, for the sublime implies an encounter with the other beyond the
limits of the self. This is where Newsom’s use of the concept of the sublime to make
sense of Job’s encounter with God in the divine speeches is so fitting and helpful, as it
points to the essentially dialogical nature of that encounter. However, in my view she
does not go far enough in her appropriation of the concept. For Job’s experience of the
sublime in the divine speeches should not be understood as an isolated event confined
to that particular moment, unrelated to all that had gone before and disconnected from
other voices that had played a part in hinting towards what Job was now experiencing.
Quite specifically, the genesis of this sublime experience for him should rightly be
traced back to the words of his wife that utterly ruptured his worldview and drew him,
in a deeply disorienting way, to the terrifying thresholds of belief and doubt,
faithfulness and faithlessness, blessing and cursing. The intimations of the sublime in
her words are borne out in the seven days of deep, brooding silence that Job falls into
(2:13), and his resultant impassioned cry from the edge of the abyss (3:3-26) as he
stares into the void of an obliterated existence. The rationality inherent in the
discourse with his friends (4 — 27) and his own self-justifications (29 — 31), draws Job
back from the abyss, until the appearance of the Lord reactivates the sublime within
him, finally transporting him across the threshold that marks the culmination of his

journey of transformation.

6. Conclusion
This thesis takes as its point of departure the assumption that the book of Job is, first

and foremost, an exploration of the shaping influence of religious consciousness on
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the nature of faith and its transformation, undertaken within the arena provided by
Job’s experience of innocent suffering. A such, there is an inescapably theological
dimension to this study, even as it primary methodological orientation is a literary
analytical engagement with the text of Job, while drawing on an eclectic array of other
theoretical and methodological apparatus from time to time, as required by the

polyphonic nature of the text.

The post-structural theological and philosophical thought of Peter Rollins — with his
particular attention to the issues of religious belief, God and faith — make him a
worthwhile (if unconventional) conversation partner in this study. Rollins’ unique
contribution lies in his sharp analysis of the operant dynamics in dysfunctional forms
of faith, and the rupturing event of God that offers the hope of genuine transformation
for religious consciousness. His interest in the thresholds between what is known and
unknown, belief and doubt, presence and absence, the secular and the sacred,
immanence and transcendence, and the dialogical relationship between these
polarities, draws his work into the orbit of the sublime. This connects him with the
work of Carol Newsom in her masterful publication The Book of Job: A Contest of
Moral Imaginations, in which she explores the sublime within the broader context of

the dialogical nature of truth that is evident in the book of Job.

This frame invites a detailed exploration of Job’s wife as a catalytic agent of the
transformation of Job’s religious consciousness, whose rupturing intervention thrust
him on a journey beyond himself into the sublime. However, this is not how Job’s
wife has commonly been interpreted. In the following chapter the reception history of
Job’s wife will be explored, which will reveal the complexities inherent within an

honest reading of this largely misunderstood and unappreciated character.
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1. Introduction

A cursory glance at the book of Job suggests that Job’s wife is a marginal character of
negligible influence within the book as a whole. She makes the briefest of appearances
that spans a mere two verses, and then exits the text never to be heard from again.
Hers is the shortest of all the speaking parts in the book — just six words in the original
Hebrew — to which Job responds with a sharp rebuke, describing her speech as the sort
of utterance that could be expected of “any foolish woman” (2:10).°° Job’s rebuke acts
as a summary dismissal of his wife who, barring two passing references in 19:17 and
31:9-10, is never again mentioned, not even with the birth of further children to Job as

part of his restoration in the epilogue (42:13).

Given this marginal place assigned to Job’s wife within the text, how has she been
viewed within the history of interpretation of the book of Job? Many commentators,
following the example of Eliphaz, Bildad and Zophar (2:11-13), have simply ignored
her, thereby entrenching her sense of marginalization.®’ But over the ages many
others have articulated interpretations, sometimes vociferously, of her part within the
story and especially the motivation and meaning of the words that she uttered. It is
these diverse responses in the reception history of Job’s wife that form the focus of

this chapter.

Three broad interpretive traditions can be identified within the reception history of
Job’s wife. The first, which undoubtedly represents the majority perspective, certainly

within Christian tradition, could be characterized as an unambiguously negative view

69 Unless otherwise indicated, all chapter and verse references are from the book of Job, and
all scriptural citations are taken from the New Revised Standard Version (NRSV) of the Bible.
! David J.A. Clines, Job I - 20, Word Biblical Commentary 17 (Dallas: Word Books, 1989),
xlix.
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of Job’s wife. Quite specifically, it identifies Job’s wife as an agent of Satan®* who

demonstrated her unfaithfulness as a wife by tempting her husband to betray his faith.

The second interpretive tradition recognizes that Job’s wife was also a victim of great
suffering and was grievously affected by Job’s afflictions. The failure of the Masoretic
Text (MT) to offer any acknowledgement of her suffering or provide any details of her
experience creates a gap that this interpretive tradition seeks to fill. The attempt to
recover aspects of this woman’s untold story typically results in two judgements of the
words she speaks in 2:9. The first would be to mitigate the overwhelmingly negative
view of the first interpretive tradition by hearing her words as the product of almost
unbearable pain. Her words are still interpreted negatively, but with a greater sense of
compassion for the circumstances that occasioned them. The second judgement would
be to interpret her words positively as the compassionate utterance of a heartbroken

mother but still loving and faithful wife who genuinely desires what is best for Job.

The third interpretive tradition focuses on the productive effect of her words on Job
and the influence that she has on Job’s response, especially within the poetry sections
of the book. This approach finds for Job’s wife a place of greater prominence within

the development of the book as a whole.

Each of these three interpretive traditions will be discussed in some detail in the
broadly chronological survey of the reception history of Job’s wife that is now to

follow. It must be noted that the traditions themselves do not chart the chronological

62 An enduring anachronism in the interpretation of the prose narrative is the rendering of the
Hebrew hassdatan with the proper noun Satan, a figure that emerged only in later Jewish and
Christian theology. In the book of Job hassatan is a member of the heavenly court, a
subordinate of Yahweh and one who acts under Yahweh’s authority. The word hassatan
contains the definite article — literally ‘the satan’ — and so is more properly understood as
denoting a role rather than a name. ‘The accuser’ is a common suggestion, with a role similar
to that of a district attorney” (see Bruce Baloian, "8477 1ui," in New International
Dictionary of Old Testament Theology and Exegesis, ed. Willem A. VanGemeren (Grand
Rapids: Zondervan, 1997), 1231.). Nevertheless, the identification of this figure with Satan or
the devil, especially within the Christian tradition, is a crucial feature within the history of
interpretation of the book as a whole, and the role of Job’s wife within it in particular.
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development in the history of interpretation of Job’s wife, and so should not be
regarded as sequential. All three traditions can be identified, to a greater or lesser

degree, at various stages within that history of interpretation.

2. The Septuagint

The Septuagint (LXX) expands the account of Job’s wife in 2:9-10 of the MT by

providing a description of the suffering she endured as a consequence of Job’s

affliction. The LXX account reads thus:
When a long time had passed, his wife said to him, “How long will you endure,
saying, ‘Behold, I will wait yet for a little while, looking for the hope of my
salvation?’ Behold, the memory of you has been blotted out from the earth, those
sons and daughters, the travail and pain of my womb, whom with toil I reared for
nothing. And yet you sit in the decay of worms, passing the nights under the
open sky, while I roam and drudge about from place to place, waiting for the sun
to go down so that I may rest from the toils and sorrows that now grip me. Now,

say some word against the Lord, and die.®

This expansion is the earliest example of the second interpretive tradition described
above that sees Job’s wife as a fellow sufferer with her own tale of woe to tell. Four
brief observations about this passage can be made. Firstly, the passage begins with the
words, “When a long time had passed,” which suggests that Job’s wife was not acting
out of some hasty impulse.®* Rather, the words that follow bear the mark of a

prolonged period of reflection on her part and should be weighed accordingly.

% Cited in Samuel E. Balentine, Job, The Smyth & Helwys Bible Commentary (Macon:
Smyth & Helwys Publishing, Inc., 2006), 64. Clines suggests that this passage may itself be a
secondary addition to LXX, Clines, Job I - 20, 53. So too Fernandez Marcos who writes of
Job’s wife’s diatribe in LXX, “This is probably a midrashic expansion introduced by a later
hand and contains a different vocabulary from the rest of the book, although this analysis is in
no way conclusive.” Natalio Fernandez Marcos, "The Septuagint Reading of the Book of
Job," in The Book of Job, ed. W.A.M. Beuken (Leuven: Leuven University Press, 1994), 261.
The question of the authenticity of this passage in LXX is not a primary concern here.
Whether it is original or a secondary addition does not alter the fact that it represents an early
commentary on the book of Job which expands the details concerning Job’s wife.

% Clines, Job I - 20, 53.
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However her words are interpreted, this introductory phrase in LXX closes the door
on the option that her words were simply an unconsidered emotional outburst from
which she would later retreat in embarrassment. What she says, she clearly intends to

say.

Secondly, the description of her suffering recognizes not only the grief of a mother
who had lost her sons and daughters, but also the relentless demands thrust upon her
by the dramatic change of material circumstances that Job’s affliction had brought
upon them. Whereas Job had claimed the admittedly dubious ‘luxury’ of wallowing in
his misery (“...you sit in the decay of worms™), his wife had to “...roam and drudge
from place to place,” presumably to beg or seek menial labour so as to sustain their

pitiful existence.®

Thirdly, her words that she was “...waiting for the sun to go down so that I may rest
from the toils and sorrows that now grip me,” could be read in two ways — either as a
literal reference to the end of each day and the brief respite to her daily grind and grief
offered by the stupor of sleep; or as a figurative reference to death, and the release it
promised for the burdens that were hers. If indeed Job’s wife anticipated death as a
form of release, her subsequent words to Job seeking to hasten his death could be
understood as an expression of compassion towards him.® It is this very sentiment
that Job embraces in his opening speech in the poetry section of the book (3:3-26)
where he longs for the oblivion of death:

Why did I not die at birth...

% While LXX does not provide any explicit content to the drudging roaming from place to
place of Job’s wife, it is reasonable to conclude that it was motivated by economic necessity
following the loss of their wealth and livelihood. Katherine Low translates this phrase of 2:9d
of LXX with, “And from place to place I go about from house to house as a wanderer and a
maidservant” (Katherine Low, The Bible, Gender, and Reception History: The Case of Job's
Wife (London: Bloomsbury T&T Clark, 2013), 6.) In the Testament of Job (T.Job), Job’s
wife responds to their economic predicament by working as a servant (7.Job 21:2) and also
by selling her hair in the marketplace for a little bread (7.Job 23:1-11).

% Samuel Terrien suggests that Job’s wife was proposing a “...theological method of
committing euthanasia.” (Cited in Clines, Job I - 20, 51.)
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Now I would be lying down and quiet;
I would be asleep; then I would be at rest (3:11a, 13).
As such we catch here an early glimpse of the third interpretive tradition that

recognizes the influence that Job’s wife had on her husband.

Fourthly, LXX’s translation of the words of Job’s wife in the MT is significant. Where
the MT has, “Curse God and die,”67 LXX moderates the phrase to, “Now, say some
word against the Lord, and die.” The result is that the strident note of possible
incitement to blasphemous imprecation in her words is softened. Yet, at the same time
the ambiguity of meaning in her words is lost — whether she is invoking Job to curse
or to bless God. The clear and unambiguous sense in LXX is that she is urging him to

speak “against the Lord.”®®

In summary, LXX’s influence on the reception history of Job’s wife centres on two
important contributions. Firstly, it boldly steps into the gap left by the MT in
acknowledging the reality of Job’s wife’s experience and the suffering she endured as
a consequence of Job’s afflictions. This acknowledgement is a cornerstone of the
second interpretive tradition within the reception history of Job’s wife. Secondly,
while it softens the scandalous possibility that her words to Job were nothing short of
an incitement to blasphemy, LXX’s testimony is unequivocal that Job’s wife
advocated an adversarial stance with respect to the Lord. This characterization of

Job’s wife, as someone intrinsically opposed to God, undergirds the first interpretive

%7 The literal translation of this Hebrew phrase would be, “Bless God and die.” The rendering
of the Hebrew 772 as ‘Curse’ rather than ‘Bless’ in 2:9, and elsewhere in the prologue (most
commonly identified in 1:5, 11; 2:5), will be dealt with in ch.5 below. For an excellent
treatment of this theme see Tod Linafelt, "The Undecidability of 772 in the Prologue to Job
and Beyond," Biblical Interpretation 4, no. 2 (1996).

6% A further feature of LXX’s translation of the entire section from 2:1-10 is that it fails to
differentiate between the distinctive words employed by the MT in referring to God ( ’élohim)
and the LORD (Yahweh), translating both occurrences with ‘Lord’ (kurion). Any subtle
nuances of meaning in Job’s wife’s choice of the word ‘God’ (’élohim) in her speech in the
MT are accordingly lost in LXX.
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tradition with its overwhelmingly negative assessment of Job’s wife as an agent of

Satan.

3. Rabbinic perspectives and the Targum of J ob®
The way in which LXX adds to the words of Job’s wife is described by Clines as
“...an example of the midrashic tendency to provide details about minor characters

»7% This midrashic tendency to fill in the gaps and flesh

and to elaborate brief speeches.
out the details of biblical characters, as it relates to Job’s wife, is evident not just in
LXX but in various other rabbinic writings which accordingly make a rich
contribution to the conversation about the reception history of Job’s wife. A number
of salient and sometimes contradictory points emerge from the references to Job’s

wife within the rabbinic literature, four of which will be discussed here.”!

% The Aramaic Targum of Job that was in existence no later than the ninth century CE. Weiss
accepts the Palestinian origin of the text but writes that “it is very probable that in its present
form the Targum of Job is a collection of various targums, perhaps even from different
periods, composed by an editor or copyist.” (Raphael Weiss, The Aramaic Targum of Job
(Tel-Aviv: University Press, 1979), ix.) For a discussion on the vexed question of the dating
of Tg.Job see Celine Mangan, "The Targum of Job," in The Aramaic Bible: The Targums, ed.
Kevin Cathcart, Michael Maher, and Martin McNamara (Edinburgh: T&T Clark Ltd., 1991).
Another targum of the Book of Job (11Qtglob) was discovered at Qumran among the Dead
Sea Scrolls, but unfortunately is fragmentary, containing approximately a sixth of the
canonical book, and no reference to the passage from 2:9-10 under review here. See Adam S.
van der Woude, "Targum of Job from Qumran Cave Eleven," Australian Journal of Biblical
Archaeology 1, no. 2 (1969).; also Joseph A. Fitzmyer, "Some Observations on the Targum
of Job from Qumran Cave 11," Catholic Biblical Quarterly 36, no. 4 (1974).
7 Clines, Job I - 20, 53.
"It is important to note that the rabbinic literature does not speak with a uniform, monologic
voice. Judith Baskin observes that “there are almost as many Jobs as rabbis who speak about
him” ("Rabbinic Interpretations of Job," in The Voice from the Whirlwind.: Interpreting the
Book of Job, ed. Leo G. Perdue and W. Clark Gilpin (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1992),
101.) Joanna Weinberg writes:
The sayings of the rabbis as enshrined in the Talmuds and Midrashim do not form a
coherent, uniform and systematic body of thought. There are many concepts and many
beliefs. This obvious fact has often been disregarded and readers of the literature have
succumbed to the temptation to straitjacket the rabbis and to single out a specific view
as truly representative of rabbinic thinking on a particular topic.... This multi-faceted
approach of the rabbis is clearly evident in their treatment of Job and his book. A whole
range of views on Job, often contradictory, are interspersed throughout the Talmudic
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3.1 Job’s wife identified as Dinah
Within the rabbinic literature there is a tradition that identifies Job’s wife as Dinah,
the daughter of Leah and Jacob, who was raped by Shechem (cf. Gen 34:1-31). This
tradition is attested to in the Targum of Job’* (hereafter Tg.Job) as well as by various
midrashim. For example, according to R. Abba ben Kahana:
Dinah was Job’s wife, for in the case of Job’s wife it is written, “Thou speakest
as one of the foolish women (nebdalot) speaketh” (Job 2:10), while with respect
to Dinah, it says, “Because he had wrought a vile deed (nébalah) in Israel in

lying with Jacob’s daughter” (Gen 34:7).”

Dinah’s story’” is a tragic tale of violation and abuse, not just at the hands of her rapist

but also by her own brothers in the manner in which they respond.” Throughout the

and Midrashic corpora. (Joanna Weinberg, "Job Versus Abraham: The Quest for the

Perfect God-Fearer in Rabbinic Tradition," in The Book of Job, ed. William A.M.

Beuken (Leuven: University Press, 1994), 281.)
For a helpful overview of the diverse rabbinic positions on various issues concerning Job,
such as where and when he lived, whether he was an Israelite or a gentile, whether he was
innocent or not and therefore deserving of his afflictions, his relationship to other biblical
characters and whether or not he maintained his righteousness or blasphemed God, see Jason
Kalman, "With Friends Like These: Turning Points in the Jewish Exegesis of the Biblical
Book of Job." (McGill University, 2005), 26-31. For a book-length treatment of this same
theme see Judith R. Baskin, Pharaoh's Counsellors : Job, Jethro, and Balaam in Rabbinic
and Patristic Tradition (Chico, Calif.: Scholars Press, 1983).
> Tg Job 2:9 reads: “His wife, Dinah said to him...”
> Midrash Rabbah Genesis (Vayera) 57:4. Cited in H. Freedman, Genesis I, ed. H. Freedman
and Maurice Simon, 10 vols., Midrash Rabbah (London: The Soncino Press, 1939), 505. R.
Huna referred to Jacob giving Dinah in marriage to Job. Midrash Rabbah Genesis
(Vayyishlach) 76:9, cited in Genesis Ilibid., 709. In the Baba Bathra Tractate of the
Babylonian Talmud, diverse traditions of Job’s origins and historical context are mentioned,
one of which is the tradition “that Job lived in the time of Jacob and married Dinah the
daughter of Jacob” (BT Baba Bathra, 15b).
" Dinah ventured forth from her homestead to visit the women of the region, when she was
raped by Shechem (Gen 34:1-2). After raping Dinah, Shechem seeks to marry her (Gen 34:3-
4, 8, 11-12). Abhorrent as this may seem to our modern sensitivities, in that world the offer of
marriage was in Dinah’s best interests (cf. 2 Sam 13:16). Consent to the marriage is given by
Dinah’s brothers, on condition that Shechem and all the men of his city are circumcised (Gen
34:15-17). Following their circumcision, the painful immobility of the men of Shechem is
taken advantage of by Simeon and Levi who attack and kill them all, while the rest of Jacob’s
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narrative Dinah is treated as a pawn within the wider machinations of the male

characters in the story. As the pivotal character in the narrative she is given a strangely

ancillary role. Susan Niditch writes:
One of the most striking aspects of the narrative is the degree to which Dinah is
absent and present. She is, on the one hand, central to the action, the focus of
Shechem’s desire, the object of negotiations between Jacob and Hamor, the
reason for her brothers’ trickery, and the cause of tension between Jacob and his
sons. On the other hand, she has no dialogue, no voice. How does she react to
Shechem’s speaking “tenderly” or to Jacob and Hamor’s arrangements for her
marriage to the rapist? What, for that matter, happens to her at the end of the

story?76

Dinah’s ‘absence’ in her own story goes beyond the fact that she is given no voice.
Even more disturbing is the reality that even her own story is finally not about her but
rather about the male characters who dominate it. All of which has significant
implications for the way in which Job’s wife is understood if the rabbinic tradition of
the identification between Dinah and Job’s wife is appropriated. On one level, the
simple fact of Dinah’s history of abuse adds a new layer of insight into all that Job’s
wife endured. This is especially significant for those who seek to make sense of her

words in the light of her painful experience. The Jewish humanist scholar Isaac

sons plunder the city (Gen 34:25-29). When Jacob challenges his sons for exposing him to
reprisals from the inhabitants of the land, Simeon and Levi justify their actions on the
grounds that their sister had been treated like a whore (Gen 34:30-31).

7> There are, however, starkly contrasting contours along which Dinah’s story can be
traversed. Bechtel, for example, uses a philological approach to question whether rape is the
appropriate moniker to describe the sexual encounter between Shechem and Dinah (Lyn M.
Bechtel, "What If Dinah Is Not Raped? (Genesis 34)," Journal for the Study of the Old
Testament, no. 62 (1994).) See, further, the fascinating interchange between Fewell and Gunn
on the one hand and Sternberg on the other in their respective assessments of Simeon and
Levi as either villains or heroes (Danna Nolan Fewell and David M. Gunn, "Tipping the
Balance: Sternberg's Reader and the Rape of Dinah," Journal of Biblical Literature 110, no. 2
(1991).; Meir Sternberg, "Biblical Poetics and Sexual Politics: From Reading to
Counterreading," ibid.111, no. 3 (1992).)

76 Susan Niditch, "Genesis," in Women's Bible Commentary, ed. Carol A. Newsom and
Sharon H. Ringe (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 1998), 27.
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Heinemann, for example, draws a connection between her bitter words in 2:9 with the

. . . . 77
calamity she experienced while a maiden.

On another level, the violation visited upon Dinah — not just by the men within the
text, but by the text itself in displacing her from her own story — offers a profound
insight into the situation of Job’s wife, who experiences a similar displacement.
Admittedly, the book of Job is not her story but rather her husband’s. But as his wife,
the mother of his children and his primary economic partner,’® her story is inextricably
tied up with his, as is his with hers. The negation of her story, not just by characters in
the text — such as Eliphaz, Bildad and Zophar who gather to console and comfort Job
(2:11) yet utterly ignore his wife — but by the text itself, alerts us to the possibility that
however the words of Job’s wife are interpreted, she may well be someone ‘more
sinned against than sinning’.”’ These insights — arising out of Job’s wife and Dinah’s

identification — find a home within the second interpretive tradition described above.*

77 Cited in Tamar Kadari, "Wife of Job: Midrash and Aggadah," Jewish Women: A
Comprehensive Historical Encyclopedia. 1 March 2009. Jewish Women's Archive. (Viewed
on October 9, 2013) <http://jwa.org/encyclopedia/article/wife-of-job-midrash-and-aggadah>.
7® The idea of Job’s wife being Job’s primary economic partner and central to his material
wellbeing will be discussed in detail below in ch. 4.
7 The expression comes from Shakespeare’s King Lear, Act 3 scene 2.
%0 A further witness to the tradition that Dinah was Job’s wife can be found in Pseudo-Philo’s
first-century CE work entitled Liber antiquitatum biblicarum. Significantly, this work is
explicit that Dinah was Job’s only wife, which stands in stark contrast to the Testament of
Job, for example, which dates from a similar period and asserts that Dinah was Job’s second
wife. The relevant passage from Liber antiquitatum biblicarum is in L.A.B. 8:7-8 and reads
thus:
And Jacob dwelt in the land of Canaan, and Shechem the son of Hamor the Hurrrite
raped Dinah his daughter and humiliated her. And the sons of Jacob, Simeon and Levi,
went in and killed the whole city of them by the sword; and they took their sister Dinah
and went away from there. And afterward Job took her as a wife and fathered from her
fourteen sons and six daughters; that is, seven sons and three daughters before he was
struck down with suffering, and afterward seven sons and three daughters when he was
healed. (Cited in Michael C. Legaspi, "Job's Wives in the Testament of Job: A Note on
the Synthesis of Two Traditions," Journal of Biblical Literature 127, no. 1 (2008): 73.)
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3.2 The morality of Job’s wife (and Dinah)

It is not only the second interpretive tradition, with its attempt to recover the untold
story of suffering of Job’s wife, that draws on the identification between Dinah and
Job’s wife. A further significant association between Dinah and Job’s wife in the
rabbinic literature relates to the censorious moral judgement to which they have both
been subjected. The reference in Gen 34:1 that Dinah “went out” is interpreted in one
midrash in Rabbah Genesis as an indication of immoral behaviour in that she went out
like a harlot.®' This connects with Simeon and Levi’s reference to their sister being

“treated like a whore” (Gen 34:31).%

Similarly, questions about the sexual morality of Job’s wife are intimated. Or to be

more accurate, the category of sexual morality is introduced as a point of comparison
when talking about the conduct of Job’s wife. Tg.Job translates the first part of Job’s
speech in 2:10 with, “You talk as any woman who acts shamefully from the house of

her father talks,” which contain strong overtones of sexual impropriety.® Job’s

#! The midrash from Rabbah Genesis (Vayyishlach) 80:1 reads thus:
‘Like the daughter so is the mother, like the generation so is its leader, like the altar so
are its priests.’... What is really the meaning of this verse? ‘A cow does not gore unless
her calf kicks; a woman is not immoral until her daughter is immoral.’[i.e. the real
character of a parent is seen in his or her offspring.] ‘If so, then our mother Leah was a
harlot! [Since we find her daughter Dinah acting immorally.] Even so, because it says,
And Leah went out to meet him (Gen 30:16), which means that she went out to meet
him adorned like a harlot’; therefore AND DINAH THE DAUGHTER OF LEAH
WENT OUT. (Cited in Freedman, Genesis I, 736.)

%2 Simeon and Levi’s reference to Dinah being treated like a whore does not necessarily

imply that she was acting like one. De Groot writes:
A rape victim is not a whore (Heb. zonah). A whore or a prostitute acts independently
of her father or husband; she claims the right to control access to her body and falls
outside the socially sanctioned relationships of a patriarchal society. The brothers, in
putting the question this way, could be drawing attention to the similarity between rape
and consorting with a prostitute. Both involve a man having sexual relations that are not
sanctioned. (Christiana De Groot, "Genesis," in The [VP Women's Bible Commentary,
ed. Catherine Clark Kroeger and Mary J. Evans (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press,
2002), 23.)

83 Cf. Deut 22:21, where a young bride whose virginity cannot be proved is said to have

“wrought folly” (AV), “committed a disgraceful act” (NRSV) or “done an outrageous thing”

(NIV) while in her father’s house. The Hebrew noun variously translated here is nébalah,
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rebuke of his wife that she has spoken like “one of the foolish women™ (2:10 AV;
Heb. nébalor) has been interpreted as a moral judgement™ which may contain an
allusion to sexual misconduct. This is not to say that Job was actually accusing his
wife of sexual misconduct, but rather that her words urging him to curse God were

akin to the sexual betrayal of an unfaithful wife.

As already discussed, R. Abba ben Kahana’s connection between Job’s wife and
Dinah was made precisely on the basis that cognates of the same verbal root 21 (nb/)
appear in each of their respective stories. The question is raised, however, whether
hints of sexual transgression should therefore be heard in Job’s wife’s story, or

whether other associations with this verbal root echo in her story.

Phillips has identified three distinct categories in which the term nébalah is used.®
The first applies to sexual acts, such as the “outrage” committed by Shechem by
raping Dinah (Gen 34:7). The second applies to non-sexual acts of an utterly
disorderly and unruly nature.* The third applies to the spoken word, especially about
God, such as the case of Job’s friends in 42:8 who are guilty of nébalah for having not
spoken of God what is right.*” Phillips concludes that nébalah is:

...not a term reserved for sexual offences of a particularly abhorrent kind. Rather

nebalah is a general expression for serious disorderly and unruly action resulting

which comes from the same root as nebalot (“foolish women”) which Job uses of his wife in
2:10.

# S0 the footnote to 2:10 in the NIV Study Bible which states, “The Hebrew word rendered
foolish denotes moral deficiency” (Kenneth L. Barker et al., eds., The Niv Study Bible: New
International Version (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Bible Publishers, 1985), 737.)

85 Anthony Phillips, "Nebalah: A Term for Serious Disorderly and Unruly Conduct," Vetus
Testamentum 24, no. 4 (1975): 237-42. See also Chou-Wee Pan, "5571 921," in New
International Dictionary of Old Testament Theology and Exegesis, ed. Willem A.
VanGemeren (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1997), 11-13.

% The examples cited by Phillips come from Josh 7:15 and 1 Sam 25:25. "Nebalah: A Term
for Serious Disorderly and Unruly Conduct," 240.

87 The conventional view, reflected in most translations, is that it is the friend’s foolishness
that is being referenced here. However, a straightforward reading of 42:8 suggests that it is
God who is the one doing nebalah, which would make this occurrence unique within the
Hebrew Bible. See Balentine, Job, 713.
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in the break up of an existing relationship.... It indicates the end of an existing

order consequent upon breach of rules which maintained that order.*®

While echoes of all three of these categories can be heard in Job’s use of nebalot in
2:10, the second category identified by Phillips for the usage of the term seems most
apt in making sense of Job’s reply to his wife.*” He understands her words urging him
to ‘Curse God and die’ as being outrageously disorderly and unruly that threaten to
fracture the bonds of relationship between him and her, as well as between him and
God. It is this role, with or without the connotations of sexual deviance, which squares
with the first interpretive tradition’s characterization of Job’s wife as an agent of Satan
who tempts her husband to forsake his relationship with God. This brings us to the
next important contribution within the rabbinic literature to the history of

interpretation of Job’s wife, namely the association forged between her and Eve.

33 Job’s wife and Eve

An association between Job’s wife and Eve is established in a midrash from Rabbah

Genesis (Bereshith) 19:12 which reads:
Job said: I am not like him [Adam]: he said, THE WOMAN WHOM THOU
GAVEST TO BE WITH ME, etc.: thus he hearkened to his wife, but I did not
hearken to my wife. [Translating: for I am not like (Adam, who said: ‘The
woman whom Thou gavest’) to be with me. When Job said that he would speak
without fear of God, his friends pointed out that even Adam, though God’s

handiwork, could not stand before Him. To which Job replied that he was not

% Phillips, "Nebalah: A Term for Serious Disorderly and Unruly Conduct," 241.

% Erin Runions reads Job’s use of nébalat in economic terms, relating it to his reference to
921 11 (“children of a fool”) in 30:8 which, she argues, belong to an economically
impoverished group. Erin Runions, "Ms Job and the Problem of God: A Feminist,
Existentialist, Materialist Reading," in From the Margins 1 : Women of the Hebrew Bible and
Their Afterlives, ed. Peter S. Hawkins and Lesleigh C. Stahlberg (Sheffield: Sheffield
Phoenix Press, 2009), 178-79.
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like Adam, who obeyed his wife and sinned, whereas he had refused to obey her

when she urged, Blaspheme God, and die (Job 11, 9).]%°

This association is not developed any further in the rabbinic literature, but it does
emerge again in the patristic period’' and becomes an important motif in medieval art
and theology, as will be discussed below. It is significant that the rabbinic association
between Job’s wife and Eve presupposes a verbal influence that they each exerted on
their husbands — an influence which Adam “obeyed” because he “hearkened to his
wife” but Job did not. However, in the biblical account in Genesis 3, Eve does not say
anything to Adam.”” She simply takes the forbidden fruit, eats it and gives some to her
husband, who was with her, who also ate (Gen 3:6) — there is no hint in the text of any
verbal enticement on the woman’s part or any sense that the man needed to be
convinced to join the woman in eating the fruit. She simply gave some of the fruit to
him and he freely ate of it. This is the substance of the man’s defense when he says to
the LORD God, somewhat accusingly, “The woman whom you gave to be with me,

she gave me fruit from the tree, and I ate” (Gen 3:12).

However, in the judgement spoken to the man in Gen 3:17 the LORD God says,

993

“Because you have listened to the voice of your wife...””” The implication is clear —

% Cited in Freedman, Genesis I, 157.

*! For example, in a letter from 385 C.E. dealing with a dispute with the Arians, Ambrose
urged his congregants to withstand the onslaught of heretical ideas as did Job when
confronted with his wife’s deviant speech, and then compares her to Eve who deceived her
husband. See Low, The Bible, Gender, and Reception History: The Case of Job's Wife, 31.

%2 Strictly speaking the monikers ‘Adam’ and ‘Eve’ should not be used here, but rather ‘the
man’ and ‘the woman’ (so NRsV). Eve is only named in Gen 3:20 after the events of the
eating of the forbidden fruit, while the name Adam, used as a proper noun without the
definite article, only appears for the first time in Gen 5:1. Throughout the Garden of Eden
narrative in Gen 2-3, the definite article is used in referring to ‘the man’ (27X7). AV translates
o787 as ‘Adam’ no fewer than eleven times in Gen 2-3 (cf. Gen 2:19, 20, 21, 23; 3:8,9, 17,
20, 21).

% In Gen 3:6 it is stated that the man “was with her”, which opens the possibility that the man
was present with the woman in the interchange that occurred between her and the serpent in
3:1-5. It could therefore be argued that the LORD God’s assertion that the man listened to the
voice of his wife (3:17) was inaccurate as it was actually the voice of the serpent that he
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the root of the problem lay in the woman’s deviant speech that should not have been
trusted, even though in the text the deceptive and enticing words that were spoken
were those of the serpent.”* A connection is thereby forged between those words of
the serpent and those presumed to have been spoken by the woman. This is the
primary point of connection between Eve and Job’s wife — the tempting words that
they are both regarded as speaking to their husbands. Within later medieval Christian
thought this view of Job’s wife as a temptress undergirds the interpretive tradition that

sees her as an agent of Satan.

34 Job’s wife’s influence

Within the rabbinic literature, Job’s wife is seen as influencing Job in diverse ways.
One view sees her as inciting Job to sin. Following their verbal exchange in 2:9-10,
we read this concluding remark in the biblical text, “In all this Job did not sin with his
lips” (2:10). This is subtly but significantly different from the concluding remark at
the end of the previous chapter which states, “In all this Job did not sin or charge God
with wrong-doing” (1:22). In the Baba Bathra tractate of the Babylonian Talmud,
Raba offers this commentary on 2:10, “With his lips he did not sin but he did sin

within his heart.”*> What is implied is that the words of Job’s wife prompted sinful

heard. Accordingly, the persuasive speech that influenced the man belonged to the serpent
and not the woman.

% For a treatment of the serpent’s words and whether or not they were deceptive see R.-W.L.
Moberly, "Did the Serpent Get It Right," Journal of Theological Studies 39, no. 1 (1988): 1-
27. See also A.S. Kapelrud, "You Shall Surely Not Die," in History and Traditions of Early
Israel : Studies Presented to Eduard Nielsen, ed. Andre Lemaire and Benedikt Otzen
(Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1993), 50-61. It is further recognized that the woman’s words in Gen 3:2
could be regarded as deviant in that she embellished the prohibition that the LORD God had
issued in Gen 2:16-17 by adding the phrase “nor shall you touch it”. Given the fact that the
original prohibition had been given to the man prior to the creation of the woman, this begs
the question whether it was in fact the man who had misrepresented the words of the LORD
God when he conveyed them to the woman. See Terence E Fretheim, "The Book of Genesis:
Introduction, Commentary, and Reflections," in The New Interpreter's Bible, ed. Leander E.
Keck et al (Nashville: Abingdon, 1994), 360.

BT Baba Bathra, 16a.
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thoughts within him. Raba goes on to discuss some of the blasphemies that then issued

forth from Job’s mouth because of what had been incited in his heart. °

An alternative view within the rabbinic tradition is that Job’s wife (understood here to
be Dinah, the daughter of Jacob) had a positive influence on him and was the
instrument of Job’s conversion.”” In a midrash on Gen 32:22 from Genesis Rabbah
(Vayyishlach) 76:9 we read the following:
And he rose up that night, and took his two wives, and his two handmaids and
his eleven children.” Where then was Dinah? He put her in a chest and locked
her in, saying, ‘This wicked man has an aspiring eye; let him not take her away
from me.” R. Huna said in the name of R. Abba Bardela the Priest: The Holy
One, blessed be He, said to him: “To him that is ready to faint kindness is due
from his neighbor (Job 6:14) : thou hast withheld kindness from thy neighbor;
when thou gavest her in marriage to Job, didst thou not convert him?”® Thou
wouldst not give her in marriage to a circumcised person [Esau]; lo! she is now
married to an uncircumcised one! [Shechem] Thou wouldst not give her in
legitimate wedlock; lo! she is now taken in illegitimate fashion’; thus it is

written, And Dinah the daughter of Leah...went out, etc. (Gen 34:1)”

% of. BT Baba Bathra, 16a. Raba describes Job as one who “sought to turn the dish upside
down”, which was a way of saying that Job declared all of God’s works to be worthless.
Some examples of the blasphemies that Raba (and other rabbis) accuse Job of would be his
assertion in 9:24 that God had given the earth into the hand of the wicked; his attempt to
exculpate the whole world of wrongdoing based on 10:7; his denial of the resurrection of the
dead based on his words in 7:9; his ‘blasphemy’ in 9:17 that God crushes him with a tempest;
and his suggestion that God has confused Iyyob (Job) with Oyeb (enemy). See Weinberg,
"Job Versus Abraham: The Quest for the Perfect God-Fearer in Rabbinic Tradition," 294-95.
°7 The question as to Job’s ethnic origin and the nature of his righteousness was the focus of
much discussion and debate within the rabbinic tradition. For a helpful treatment of these
diverse views see Baskin, "Rabbinic Interpretations of Job." See further John Day, "How
Could Job Be an Edomite," in The Book of Job, ed. William A.M. Beuken (Leuven:
University Press, 1994).

%% Thus had you given her to Esau, he too might have been converted to the true God.

% Cited in Freedman, Genesis 11, 709.
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This idea of the converting influence of Job’s wife on her husband is not developed
any further in the rabbinic tradition, but it is an important antecedent of the
interpretive tradition that recognizes the positive shaping influence that she had on

Job.

3.5 Job’s wife as an agent of righteousness
Solomon Wertheimer identifies the following passage as part of the reconstructed
Midrash Iyob™"
15. (Job 2:9) ‘You still keep your integrity.’
What reason did she [Job’s wife] have to say this to him?
It is to teach that he did not set aside his righteousness and the poor came in to
him and he said to her, ‘Provide for them.’

At that moment she said, ‘You still keep your integrity.”'"’

The point of the midrash was to demonstrate that even in his time of suffering, Job
maintained his righteousness by responding to the needs of the poor who came to him
seeking help. What is significant for this discussion is that the physical task of
providing for the poor was given to his wife who becomes the instrument through

which Job’s righteousness is enacted.

100 K alman writes:

The text of Midrash Iyov is no longer extant (if such a work ever existed), but
Wertheimer (Wertheimer & Wertheimer 1952:151-188) assembled a collection of
rabbinic passages supposedly having formed part of the volume at one time. In its
current form, Midrash Iyov is the textual equivalent of a patchwork quilt: fifty-three
passages culled from a variety of sources and arranged in verse order. Solomon Aaron
Wertheimer, the Slovakia-born Jerusalem bibliophile first published it in 1902 in his
Leket Midrashim (1902). It was later expanded and reissued by his grandson, Abraham,
in the second volume of Batei Midrashot. (Jason Kalman, "Righteousness Restored:
The Place of Midrash Iyov in the History of the Jewish Exegesis of the Biblical Book of
Job," Old Testament Essays 19 (2006): 77.)

"% Cited in ibid., 86.
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4. The Testament of Job

The Testament of Job (hereafter T.Job) is a pseudepigraphical adaptation of the story
of Job that dates from around the first century BCE to the first century CE.'* Its
relationship to the biblical story of Job is difficult to characterize. On the one hand, it
seems clear that the biblical account provides the overarching framework for 7.Job.
Many of the plot items and the entire cast of characters from the biblical story are
adopted by T.Job, and the LXX version of the story is quoted verbatim by 7.Job in
numerous instances.'” On the other hand, there is much in 7.Job that bears no
resemblance to the biblical story of Job, in either its MT or LXX versions, including
long passages of unique material and, significantly, a wholly new take on the
motivation for Job’s suffering.'® Seow goes so far as to question whether 7.Job is
even a reception of the biblical story at all, and suggests that it may be based on an

. . 105
alternative version.

The precise relationship between 7.Job and the canonical Job is not a primary concern

here. What is significant is the way in which Job’s wife is presented, which represents

192 On the question of the dating of 7.Job see Susan R. Garrett, "The "Weaker Sex" in the
Testament of Job," Journal of Biblical Literature 112, no. 1 (1993): 55. See also Russell P.
Spittler, "Testament of Job," in The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha, ed. James H.
Charlesworth (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1983), 833-34.

183 See Christopher Begg, "Comparing Characters: The Book of Job and the Testament of
Job," in The Book of Job, ed. W.A.M. Beuken (Leuven: University Press, 1994), 435. See
also the conference paper presented by Jessie Rogers, "The Testament of Job as an
Adaptation of Lxx Job," in The International Conference on the Septuagint: Text-Critical and
Hermeneutical Studies in the Septuagint (Stellenbosch, South Africa 2011).

1% In the biblical book, neither Job nor any of the other earthly characters know the reason
for his suffering. Accordingly, the vexed questioned of unexplained suffering is an important
focus of the book. In T.Job the reason for Job’s suffering is made clear to him — he suffers
because of Satan’s retaliatory attacks on him for his destruction of an idolatrous temple (see
Legaspi, "Job's Wives in the Testament of Job: A Note on the Synthesis of Two Traditions,"
75.) Consequently, 7"Job is not a text about unexplained suffering, but about endurance and
perseverance in the face of righteous suffering.

1% Choon-Leong Seow, "Reflections on the History of Consequences: The Case of Job," in
Method Matters: Essays on the Interpretation of the Hebrew Bible in Honor of David L.
Peterson, ed. J. M. LeMon and K.H. Richards (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2009),
585.
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an important development in her reception history. The most important contribution
that 7"Job makes to this reception history centres on its assertion that Job had two

wives, the first of whom was Sitidos'* and the second was Dinah.'”” Two brief and
passing references are made to Dinah, but Sitidos occupies a prominent place in the
narrative. There is for her a greatly expanded role compared to that of Job’s wife in

the biblical account.

4.1 Sitidos the servant

In response to the misfortunes that befell them, Job sits upon the dung-hill outside of
the city, whereas Sitidos is the one who seeks to make provision for their material
needs by working as a servant. At one point in the narrative Job says, “I saw with my
own eyes...my first wife carrying water into the house of a certain nobleman as a
maidservant so she might get bread and bring it to me” (7.Job 21:2).'% This is a
laudable role that casts Sitidos in a positive light as a loyal and faithful wife, willing to
humble herself in assuming a role that was far beneath the station to which she had

grown accustomed.

19 There are numerous discrepancies within the manuscripts of 7.Job as to the correct
spelling of the name of Job’s first wife, which appear to be variations of either ‘Sitis’ or
‘Sitidos’. Van der Horst argues for the primacy of ‘Sitidos’ as the best rendition of the name
of Job’s first wife, seeing it as a derivative of the Greek citoc (“bread”) or crtilw (“to give
bread”), as her struggle in providing bread for Job is a prominent part of her story. See Pieter
W. van der Horst, "Images of Women in the Testament of Job," in Studies on the Testament
of Job, ed. Michael A. Knibb and Pieter W. van der Horst (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1989), 97.

1971 egaspi argues persuasively that the assertion in 7..Job that Job had two wives represents a
synthesis of two traditions regarding the identity of Job’s wife — namely that she was an
Arabian woman (attested to in LXX Job 42:17b-c); and that she was Dinah, the daughter of
Jacob (attested to in the rabbinic literature and explicitly referenced in the Targum of Job).
See Legaspi, "Job's Wives in the Testament of Job: A Note on the Synthesis of Two
Traditions," 71-75.

1% Cited in Spittler, "Testament of Job," 848.
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4.2 Selling her hair for bread

Yet, not even her willingness to work as a servant was enough to provide for both her
and Job’s most basic needs, and so she is driven to consider more extreme measures.
In T'.Job 22:3 Job said that “She would not hesitate to go out into the market to beg
bread from the bread sellers so that she might bring it to me so I could eat.”'®” On one
occasion, as she went to the marketplace to beg, she was enticed to do something that

was regarded as morally compromising — she sold her hair in exchange for some

110
bread.

' Ibid.

"% The relevant passage reads thus:
And immediately my wife came near me and crying aloud and weeping she said: "Job!
Job! How long wilt thou sit upon the dung-hill outside of the city, pondering yet for a
while and expecting to obtain your hoped-for salvation!" And I have been wandering
from place to place, roaming about as a hired servant, behold thy memory has already
died away from earth. And my sons and the daughters that I carried on my bosom and
the labors and pains that I sustained have been for nothing. And thou sittest in the
malodorous state of soreness and worms, passing the nights in the cold air. And I have
undergone all trials and troubles and pains, day and night until I succeeded in bringing
bread to thee. For your surplus of bread is no longer allowed to me; and as I can
scarcely take my own food and divide it between us, I pondered in my heart that it was
not right that thou shouldst be in pain and hunger for bread. And so I ventured to go to
the market without bashfulness and when the bread-seller told me: “Give me money
and thou shalt have bread,” I disclosed to him our state of distress. Then I heard him
say: “If thou hast no money, hand me the hair of thy head, and take three loaves of
bread in order that ye may live on these for three days.” And I yielded to the wrong and
said to him, “Rise and cut off my hair!” and he rose and in disgrace cut off with the
scissors the hair of my head on the market place while the crowd stood by and
wondered. Who would then not be astonished saying: “Is this Sitidos, the wife of Job,
who had fourteen curtains to cover her inner sitting room, and doors within doors so
that he was greatly honored who would be brought near her, and now behold, she
barters off her hair for bread!” (T.Job 6:1-10, cited in M. R. James, "Testament of Job,"
in Apocrypha Anecdota, ed. M. R. James (Cambridge: University Press, 1897). Note
that the versification used by James in his translation differs markedly from that of
Spittler. The corresponding passage in Spittler’s translation is found in 7.Job 24:1 —
25:2))

The passage goes on to recount a litany of public commentary that contrasted Sitidos’ former

life of wealth and plenty with the scandal that she now sells her hair for bread.
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Susan Garrett offers an insight into the significance of this act for the early readers of

T.Job. She writes:
...a modern reader is likely to sympathize with Sitidos. How could one not
admire her Herculean labors or her noble sacrifices on behalf of Job?''' But
readers who shared the author’s ideological construction of the female would
have had a different set of reactions to this portrayal of Job’s wife. Among such
readers, the most striking aspect of the portrayal would probably have been the
exposure entailed by the public shearing of Sitidos’s hair.... For Sitidos to allow
her hair to be exposed, loosed, and then cut off in public view would not have
been construed by early readers of the Testament of Job as a noble act of
largesse, a gift of love...but as a shameless forfeiture of the dignity and sexual
modesty appropriate to one of Sitidos’s station. It was a tragic and culpable

112
move.

4.3 Sitidos and Satan

The trader in the market-place to whom Sitidos sold her hair in exchange for some
bread was none other than Satan in disguise, whom Sitidos failed to recognize. As she
took the costly loaves of bread to Job, “Satan followed her along the road, walking
stealthily, and leading her heart astray” (7.Job 23:11).'"* It is at this point that Sitidos
enjoins her husband to “...take the loaves, be satisfied. And then speak some word
against the Lord and die. Then I too shall be freed from weariness that issues from the

pain of your body.” (T.Job 25:10)'*

The implication is clear that Sitidos is being unknowingly influenced and manipulated

by Satan who quite literally stands just behind her as she delivers this speech. But

"1t is clear that Sitidos was indeed motivated by an unselfish concern for her husband.

When placed in the invidious position of having to choose between retaining her hair or
feeding her husband, she said to herself, “What good is the hair of my head compared to my
hungry husband?” (T"Job 23:8).

12 Garrett, "The "Weaker Sex" in the Testament of Job," 62-63.

3 Cited in Spittler, "Testament of Job," 849.

14 Cited in Spittler, ibid., 850.
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what she fails to see, namely the presence and influence of Satan, Job recognizes. He
responds with these words:
“Do you not see the devil standing behind you and unsettling your reasoning so
that he might deceive me too? For he seeks to make an exhibit of you as one of
the senseless women who misguide their husbands’ sincerity.” Again turning to
Satan, who was behind my wife, I said, “Come up front! Stop hiding yourself!”

(T.Job 26:6 —27:1)'®

Her culpability in falling prey to Satan’s deceptions and accordingly being used by
him is a moot point. Garrett argues that Sitidos is not only a victim but in consequence
also an agent of Satan, demonstrating that the roles of victim and agent are
interdependent rather than mutually exclusive.''® What some would regard as Sitidos’
virtues — her concern for Job’s material needs and for a proper burial for her children —
are for Garrett “...the very attributes that tie females to the perishable realm and so
enable Satan to use them to reach less vulnerable males.”""” If Garrett is correct in her
analysis, then Sitidos’ role as an agent of Satan ensues not through any deficient moral

choice on her part, but simply by virtue of her womanhood.'"®

!5 Cited in Spittler, ibid., 851.

16 See Garrett, "The "Weaker Sex" in the Testament of Job," 59.

7 Ibid.

"8 1t is telling that one of the other female characters in T.Job is Job’s doorkeeper who was
also deceived and manipulated by Satan when he disguised himself as a beggar. Although
this doormaid responded to the beggar with kindness and compassion, she is described as an
evil servant for failing to follow Job’s explicit instructions to give a burnt loaf of bread to the
beggar, whom Job recognized as Satan. (7.Job 6:1 — 7:13) This story further illustrates the
view in T.Job that women are preoccupied with corporeal affairs, and accordingly lack
spiritual insight and are unable to participate in the heavenly realm (ibid., 68.). It should be
noted further that the special inheritance given to Job’s daughters in 7.Job consisted of
multicoloured cords which, when worn, resulted in a transformed heart — “no longer minded
toward earthly things” (7.Job 48:2) — and angelic speech. Job’s concern was that his
daughters be liberated from their natural female disposition of being preoccupied with earthly
things. See further Robert A. Kugler and Richard L Rohrbaugh, "On Women and Honor in
the Testament of Job," Journal for the Study of the Pseudepigrapha 14, no. 1 (2004): 43-62.
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4.4 Sitidos mourned
The death of Sitidos occasions a dramatic outpouring of lament by the community at
large and the poor of the city in particular. Even the living animals join in in weeping
over her:
And all who saw cried out in an uproar of lament over her, and the sound
reached through the whole city. When they rushed in to discover what had
happened, they found her dead and the living animals standing about weeping
over her.
And so bearing her in procession, they attended to her burial, locating her near
the house that had collapsed on her children. And the poor of the city made a
great lamentation, saying, “Look! This is [Sitidos], the woman of pride and
splendor! She was not even considered worthy of a decent burial!” (7.Job 40:9-

13)119

At the very least, this public outpouring of lament over the death of Sitidos is an
acknowledgment that hers was a tragic tale of suffering that involved a dramatic and

calamitous reversal of fortunes.

In assessing the place of 7.Job in the reception history of Job’s wife, the first two of
the three dominant interpretive traditions within that reception history can find
abundant material in 7.Job in support of their respective positions. When Sitidos urges
her husband to “speak some word against the Lord and die,” Job recognizes the
presence and influence of Satan hiding behind her to unsettle her reasoning in order to
deceive him. As such, she becomes the unwitting agent of Satan. Indeed, while
Satan’s ploy to deceive Job fails, this statement of hers does serve to afflict Job
further, as he attests when he says: “Look, I have lived seventeen years in these
plagues submitting to the worms in my body, and my soul has never been depressed

by my pains so much as by your statement” (7.Job 26:1-2).

9 Cited in Spittler, "Testament of Job," 860.
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Yet, the reality of her suffering is acknowledged too. Job says to her, “I do indeed
suffer these things, and you suffer them too: the loss both of our children and our
goods” (T.Job 26:3). But the extent of Sitidos’ suffering extends beyond the loss of
children and material goods — it includes the loss of her dignity and elevated social
status as she is reduced to a servant and feels compelled to endure the public

humiliation and shame of cutting off her hair.

The third tradition that sees Job’s wife as being a wife of influence is less developed
in T.Job, other than the influence she had on preserving Job’s existence by providing
for his physical needs. Job is presented as having superior insight and spiritual
discernment than his wife, which is in keeping with the gendered distinctions in 7.Job

of the differences between maleness and femaleness.

5. Christian perspectives: Augustine to Calvin

It was Augustine of Hippo who provided the impetus for an interpretive trajectory of
Job’s wife that would dominate the way in which she would be viewed and received
within Christian thought for well over a millennium. A cornerstone of Augustine’s
theological thought was a view of Eden as constituting a place and moment in human
history where the entire structure of the universe was compromised through a single
willful act of disobedience on the part of Adam that introduced an irrevocable state of
sinful depravity to humankind.'*® For Augustine, Eve played a decisive part in this
cataclysmic act of disobedience, manipulated as she was by the serpent — who
becomes a proxy for the Devil — to exert a corruptible influence over Adam.
According to Augustine, this capacity to lead Adam astray is part of the inheritance

that she has bequeathed to all women.

It is this constellation of ideas that Augustine draws on in dealing with Job’s wife,
seeing in her a type of Eve whom the Devil used to entice her husband into
wrongdoing. In A Sermon to Catechumens on the Creed, Augustine writes of Job’s

wife:

120 Elaine Pagels, Adam, Eve, and the Serpent (New York: Random House, 1988), 130.
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After the pattern of the serpent, who, in Paradise, deceived the first man whom
God made, so now she also thought by suggesting blasphemy to succeed in
deceiving a man who pleased God. How great were his sufferings, brethren!
Who can suffer so much in his possessions, in his house, in his children, in his
person, yea, in his wife, the temptress who remained to him? But even her Satan
would long before have taken from him if he had not kept her to be his helper.
He had overcome the first man by means of Eve, therefore he had kept his

121
Eve.

This way of seeing Job’s wife as another Eve who acted as “the Devil’s helper”
(Augustine’s phrase is diaboli adiutrix)'** became normative. Other Church Fathers
from Augustine’s era who echoed this perspective included, inter alia, Ambrose and
John Chrysostom.'” By way of illustration, in the fifth century Hesychius of
Jerusalem, in his ‘Homilies on Job’ wrote:
Now, since the betrayer had been defeated in every battle, had failed in all his
attempts, had been hindered in all his hunts, had been deprived in all his
schemes, and all his traps had been broken, after destroying Job’s wealth, after
the death of his numerous children, after ripping Job’s body with his blows, as a
last, and in the betrayer’s opinion, most compelling resource, he leads his wife

against Job.'**

12! Cited in Low, The Bible, Gender, and Reception History: The Case of Job's Wife, 34.

% Ibid.

123 For textual examples from the writings of these, and other Church Fathers in support of
this view see ibid., 31-37. Chrysostom adds the further thought that Job’s wife was so
thoroughly under the control of Satan that he “suffers her to be silent and quiet” until he
determined the precise and most opportune moment for her to speak when Job was “seasoned
and worn” (cited in Sonya R. Meade, "Bless God and Die: An Examination of the Role of
Job's Wife in the Masoretic Text of Job" (Memorial University of Newfoundland, 1997), 9.)
124 Cited in Manlio Simonetti and Marco Conti, eds., Job, Ancient Christian Commentary on
Scripture: Old Testament (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 2006), 13.
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About two centuries after Augustine, Gregory the Great wrote his Moralia on Job,
arguably the single most influential text on later medieval traditions of Job.'?
Katharine Low writes:
In Gregory’s commentary, Job’s wife functions as just another test that Job must
overcome.... When Satan attempts to defeat Job, he does so through Job’s wife,
knowing that as Adam was prone to be deceived through his wife Eve, so might
Job’s wife persuade Job to curse God. Gregory refers to Satan as the serpent
who, through his wife, the one closest to Job, attempted to sway his faith (III.
viii).'?
Gregory’s attitude towards suffering is key to understanding the way in which Job’s
wife is seen to be another test that threatens to compromise Job’s faith. For Gregory,
suffering is often not an evil, but a gift to faith. Within Gregory’s framework,
“[s]uffering turns the soul inward so that it can ascend toward God.”"*” In urging Job
to curse God, his wife was tempting him to turn aside from the response of faith that
could recognize God’s blessing even in the affliction that came from God’s hand.
Job’s response to his wife in 2:10, “Shall we receive the good at the hand of God, and
not receive the bad?” is a classic example within Gregory’s theological framework of

someone who, in the midst of suffering, stood firm against the persuasions to abandon

his faith.

123 By the standards of contemporary critical biblical scholarship, Gregory’s Moralia on Job

is wide open to derisive critique. Schreiner writes:
As a commentary on Job...the modern reader finds the Moralia a most difficult text to
read. Many historians have dismissed it altogether as an exegetical work. Dudden
writes that “the form of the book disgusts the modern reader. It is...the endless
allegorizing, the twisting of every word and phrase into a symbol of hidden truth, that is
so inexplicably wearisome.” (Susan R. Schreiner, Where Shall Wisdom Be Found:
Calvin's Exegesis of Job from Medieval and Modern Perspectives (Chicago: University
of Chicago Press, 1994), 22.)

126 Low, The Bible, Gender, and Reception History: The Case of Job's Wife, 38.

127 Schreiner, Where Shall Wisdom Be Found: Calvin's Exegesis of Job from Medieval and

Modern Perspectives, 27.
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In these examples, it is easy to recognize the first interpretive tradition described
above that sees Job’s wife as an agent or ally of Satan. There is, however, at least one
notable exception to this view of Job’s wife that aligns more closely with the second
interpretive tradition, and especially the perspective within it that sees Job’s wife as
being motivated by love for her husband. Katherine Low writes:

: - 128
A sermon on divorce by Asterius of Amasea

offers a literary source that
upholds Job’s wife as an ideal wife.... Warning his audience not to take divorce
lightly, Asterius points out a wife’s role as a husband’s healer (&vdpdc
Oepanciog) who comforts him in his distress and who can manage the household.
He turns to Job’s wife as an example. She sat with Job on the dunghill, scraping
his sores and pulling worms from them. As an inseparable friend (GydpioToc
@iA0g), Job’s wife falls into the sin of blasphemy only to urge Job to end his
misery so that she might not see him continue on in pain. She took no account of

her state of widowhood that would follow...and therefore thought not of

herself.!®

Notwithstanding this exception that views Job’s wife positively, the overwhelming
weight of interpretive opinion falls on the side of the Augustinian view that sees Job’s

wife as the temptress agent of Satan. This mainstream view persisted through the

130

Middle Ages, gathering the likes of Thomas Aquinas into its flow. * The next major

128 1 ow dates this sermon to 386 CE. Low, The Bible, Gender, and Reception History: The

Case of Job's Wife, 33.

' Ibid.

139 In his literal exposition of Job, Aquinas writes about Job’s wife:
The afflictions of men are also usually relieved by consoling words, but exasperating
words are spoken to the afflicted Job, so much more provoking as they are proffered by
a person close to him. For there follows Now his wife, the only one whom the devil
(who had cast down the first man through a woman) had left alive in order that through
her he might upset the mind of the just man (cited in Anthony Damico and Martin D.
Yaffe, eds., Thomas Aquinas the Literal Exposition on Job: A Scriptural Commentary
Concerning Providence (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1989), 94.

In addition to overtly theological commentary that echoes this view of Job’s wife, other

medieval literature draws from the same well. One example would include Eustache

Deschamps’ Le Miroir de Mariage, written between 1381 and 1420, in which he “mentions
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voice to echo this view was John Calvin in the sixteenth century.””' From 1554-55 he
preached no fewer than 159 sermons to the people of Geneva on the book of Job in
what amounted to a running exposition of the book.'** In the ninth sermon in the
series Calvin preached on the section in Job 2 in which Job’s wife appears, in which
he expressed his views of her in the strongest, and some might say vitriolic terms. He
described her variously as “an instrument of Satan”, a “Shedevil”, a “fiend of hell”,
one who was unmoved by her husband’s situation and “showed herself to be like a
savage beast”, and who actively tormented her husband and provoked him to

. 133
despair.

Job’s wife as an example of wifely nastiness because if Job had listened to her advice, he
would have missed paradise, just like Adam did when he listened to Eve” (Low, The Bible,
Gender, and Reception History: The Case of Job's Wife, 42-43.) Variations on this theme do
occur. In the fifteenth century Middle English poem, the “Life of Job”, Satan is described as a
serpent, reminiscent of Eden, and Job’s wife suggests that Job’s patience is futile as he will
never recover. But when Job responds to his wife with words akin to those in the biblical
story an unusual reversal occurs in that “God appears to Job and rebukes him for speaking
hastily and insolently to his wife” (ibid., 47.) In two of the tales from Chaucer’s The
Canterbury Tales echoes of Job’s wife are heard in ways that both repeat the prevailing view
of her as a temptress and in ways that radically subvert that view. In ‘The Tale of the Wife of
Bath’ Alisoun (the Wife of Bath) speaks words to her husband that repeat Eve’s temptation
whilst referencing Job. In ‘The Clerk’s Tale’ Griselda (the Wife of Walter) is presented as
Job in female form, a paragon of patience. For an intriguing discussion of these themes see
Ann W. Astell, "Job's Wife, Walter's Wife, and the Wife of Bath," in Old Testament Women
in Western Literature, ed. Raymond-Jean Frontain and Jan Wojcik (Conway, Ark: UCA
Press, 1991). See also Low, The Bible, Gender, and Reception History: The Case of Job's
Wife, 43-45.
11 Other prominent voices within that period articulated similar views of Job’s wife, such as
Martin Luther. Katherine Low writes:
In his Lectures on Genesis, Luther expounds on the ways Satan afflicts and torments
humans and offers Job as an example of faithful endurance. Job’s wife, however, acts
as an example of hopelessness, disbelief, and despair, engaging in blasphemous words,
the kind of words that represent Satan’s slanderous ways. She encourages him to die in
the Devil’s name! (The Bible, Gender, and Reception History: The Case of Job's Wife,
89.)
Maarten Wisse, Scripture between Identity and Creativity: A Hermeneutical Theory
Building Upon Four Interpretations of Job (Utrecht: Ars Disputandi, 2003), 51.
133 Direct quotations from Calvin’s sermons as cited in Meade, "Bless God and Die: An
Examination of the Role of Job's Wife in the Masoretic Text of Job," 16-17.
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Calvin follows the thinking of Gregory from almost a thousand years earlier in his
attitude towards suffering. He regarded the suffering of the faithful as the biblical

13 The strength of

norm and held the view that “God afflicts those whom he loves.
Calvin’s conviction on this point meant that the only way in which he could interpret
the words of Job’s wife urging Job to abandon his faith and curse God because of his
sufferings was as an affront to the ways of God. Accordingly, Calvin denounces Job’s

wife in the strongest possible terms.

The interpretive trajectory from Augustine to Calvin privileges the interpretive
tradition that sees Job’s wife as an agent of Satan, to the virtual exclusion of the other
interpretive traditions. Throughout much of this period, little to no consideration is
given to her own story of pain and suffering, neither to the influence she may have
had upon Job. Indeed, Job is most commonly portrayed as someone who resists the
tempting influence of his wife and is unmoved by her blasphemous promptings.
Having failed in her primary role as the agent of Satan to entice Job to curse God there
is no further part for her to play in the book. Accordingly, within this interpretive
framework the departure of Job’s wife from the narrative in Job 2 signals the shutting
of the door on her story, and no consideration is given to any further role or influence

she may have had within the rest of the book.

6. Perspectives in art
It is beyond the scope of this chapter to provide a comprehensive overview of the

However, a brief consideration of some

reception history of Job’s wife within art.
of the distinctive representations of Job’s wife in Christian art can helpfully illustrate

the themes being explored here.

134 Schreiner, Where Shall Wisdom Be Found: Calvin's Exegesis of Job from Medieval and
Modern Perspectives, 96.

13 For an excellent overview of the representations of the book of Job in art see Samuel
Terrien, The Iconography of Job through the Centuries: Artists as Biblical Interpreters
(University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1996). For a detailed analysis of the
depictions of Job’s wife in Medieval art up to the time of the Renaissance see Low, The
Bible, Gender, and Reception History: The Case of Job's Wife, 56-111.
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6.1 Early Christian art
One of the most important repositories of early Christian art are the Roman
catacombs. Within this collection the image of Job recurs more than twenty times.'*
Given that the catacombs date from the pre-Constantinian era when Christians were
subject to intense state persecution at times, it is significant that Job is not depicted in
lurid detail as a victim of overwhelming suffering, as might have been expected.
Terrien writes:
In these paintings the hero is never shown as a dispirited lamenter. He is not
presented as the victim of a seemingly incurable disease or the target of social
opprobrium, much less the object of divine malediction. Nowhere to be seen are
Behemoth and Leviathan, that haunted the ancient mind as terrifying symbols of
cosmic evil. Nor is Job shown as an old man harassed by sins or as a rebel

accusing the Deity."*’

Rather than presenting graphic depictions of the misery of suffering, these paintings
tend to emphasize eternal youth and the promise of new life. By focusing on the hope
of transformation rather than on the repugnant realities of disease and the despair that
is born of abject suffering, the tendency in these paintings is to interpret the elements
of the story in a hopeful light. This is strikingly apparent in the depictions of Job’s
wife within the catacombs who is viewed as an instrument of blessing rather than an
agent of malevolence. Terrien describes Job’s wife in one of the frescoes of the so-
called New Catacomb of the Via Latina:

Job’s wife ... stands just behind him. She wears a dalmatic'*® with long, wide

sleeves and lowers her face in an attitude of compassionate concern. She holds a

136 Terrien, The Iconography of Job through the Centuries: Artists as Biblical Interpreters,
17.

7 1bid., 17-18.

138 A dalmatic is a long wide-sleeved tunic that was part of the dress of upper-class women
within the Roman Empire. That is the most probable connotation of its use within this fresco,
designating the social status of Job’s wife as a woman of wealth and social influence.
However, a further intriguing possibility exists. According to the Liber Pontificalis which
provides a history of all the popes, Pope Sylvester I (314-335CE) introduced the dalmatic as a
liturgical vestment, a usage which began in Rome and which has persisted to today. (See the
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piece of bread on a stick or fork and is about to offer it to him. This is the first in
a series of representations which appeared intermittently during subsequent

. 139
centuries.

They exhibit the motif of the loving wife and tender nurse, not at all
the mocking and argumentative woman of an equally persistent tradition.

Halfway between these two contrasting themes is the motif of the suffering
mate, found also in another fresco of the New Catacombs on the Via Latina. In
this picture, the woman remains with her husband. Not deserting him, she covers
her nostrils with a shawl in an apparent protective gesture against the pestilential
stench of the patient’s disease. She too brings him bread.

In this Christian environment ... the eucharistic meal ... played a dramatic
role. Because the eating of bread was understood as a far more substantial
gesture than a merely physical act, it suggested to viewers of the catacombs the

sacramental bread of life.'*

A further important detail in the way in which Job’s wife is depicted in early Christian

art has to do with the gesture of raising a covered hand to her face, that recurs

141

repeatedly. " In his description quoted above of one of the frescoes of the New

Catacombs on the Via Latina, Terrien suggests that the covering of her nostrils by the

online Catholic Encyclopedia at http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/04608a.htm [accessed on
12 June 2014].) If, as Terrien suggests, this fresco dates from the fourth century, and given
the new liturgical association of the dalmatic introduced around that time, it is possible that
Job’s wife is being depicted not simply as a woman of eminent social standing but also in a
priestly role. This is all the more telling given the fact that in the fresco she is offering Job
some bread in what appears to be a sacramental gesture.

3% A further telling example of this motif of Job’s wife offering him [sacramental] bread
comes from an eighth-century drawing of a bas-relief marble sculpture (now lost) on a
sarcophagus found at Arles in Province. In it, the small round loaf of bread that she offers to
Job on a wooden fork has been baked with the sign of the cross. (Terrien, The Iconography of
Job through the Centuries: Artists as Biblical Interpreters, 28-29.) Another example would
be in a ninth-century copy of the sermons of Gregory of Nazianzus (Low, The Bible, Gender,
and Reception History: The Case of Job's Wife, 60.)

10 Terrien, The Iconography of Job through the Centuries: Artists as Biblical Interpreters,
21.

14! The bas-relief sculpture of Job and his wife on the fourth century sarcophagus of Junius
Bassus, which will be discussed below, provides an excellent example of this gesture.
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woman was a protective gesture against the stench of her husband’s disease. This
interpretation is possibly fueled by the biblical reference in Job 19:17 when Job says,
“My breath is repulsive to my wife.” However, a different and far more compelling
interpretation can be given to this gesture which casts it in a positive light. Low
writes:
In early Christian art, Job’s wife projects a pose with a veiled hand to the face, a
symbol of modesty for a wife in early Christianity. Moshe Barasch argues that
medieval art specifically adopted the motif of grieving from classical art and that
“the most frequently represented gestures of sadness are the more restrained
movements that late Hellenistic and Roman sculptors inherited from classical

Greek art,” such as the raising of the veiled hand to the face.'*

In summary, the compassionate gesture of raising a covered hand to the face as a sign
of modesty and grief, as well as the sacramental gesture of offering bread to Job, cast
Job’s wife in a favourable light. These early depictions of Job’s wife within Christian
art fall squarely within the second interpretive tradition that views her positively as a
faithful wife of love and compassion. Indeed, in the gesture of her modesty and grief it
could be argued that she mediates the pastoral presence of God who shares in Job’s
suffering, while in the sacramental (and even priestly) gesture of administering bread

to Job, she mediates the sustaining and restoring grace of God to Job.

This positive view of Job’s wife in Christian art would soon change, arguably
influenced by the thought of Augustine and others of his ilk, as stronger associations

were forged between Job’s wife and Satan.'*

2 Low, The Bible, Gender, and Reception History: The Case of Job's Wife, 61. The quote
from Barasch comes from Moshe Barasch, Gestures of Despair in Medieval and Early
Renaissance Art (New York: New York University Press, 1976), 11.

> While the strong connection forged between Job’s wife and Satan is the most glaring
development in the depiction of Job’s wife in medieval art from what had been the earlier
standard, another emerging difference in that period would be the subtle but significant
changes in posture that Job’s wife adopts. Foremost of these would be the uncovering of her
mouth, but other changes in her posture signify an altered view of her general disposition
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6.2 Job, his wife, and Satan in medieval Christian art

144 -
”' emerge as one of the important

The “troublesome trio of Job, his wife, and Satan
motifs on the Joban artistic landscape within the medieval period. An early expression
of this motif can be found on the sarcophagus of Junius Bassus which dates from the

'3 Included on the sarcophagus is a scene of Job, Satan and Job’s wife,

fourth century.
placed immediately next to a scene of Adam, the serpent and Eve from the Garden of
Eden. The juxtaposition of these two scenes and the relative positioning of the
characters suggests a direct correlation between Job and Adam, Satan and the serpent,
and Job’s wife and Eve. The correlation between Job’s wife and Eve establishes her in
the role of temptress, and accordingly forges a clear association between her and

Satan, the great tempter. In later centuries of the medieval period, this alignment

between Satan and Job’s wife became increasingly pronounced within Christian art.

A compelling example of this alignment can be found in the Speculum Humanae
Salvationis (abbreviated as SHS) or Mirror of Human Salvation, a fourteenth century
illuminated manuscript in rhyming Latin verse.'*® SHS presents a popular Medieval

typological theology, in which Job is seen as someone who prefigures the suffering

towards Job. For example, in the 1 1112 century bas-relief sculpture on one of the portals of

Notre Dame Cathedral in Paris, the right hand of Job’s wife is drawn away from him.
To withdraw her right hand, according to medieval gesture, is to reserve her position on
a matter. When two individuals shared an oath or expressed faith for one another, they
touched or clasped right hands. “Handfasting” or clasping right hands while exchanging
vows was a common way for a couple to marry.... But his wife exhibits what J.A.
Burrow calls “gestures of pride, like those of scorn or anger” since she stands “aloof
from any touching of other persons.” (Low, The Bible, Gender, and Reception History:
The Case of Job's Wife, 63.)

%4 The phrase comes from Low, ibid., 56.

'3 This sarcophagus was discovered in 1595 in the crypt of the Basilica of Saint Peter in

Rome. (Terrien, The Iconography of Job through the Centuries: Artists as Biblical

Interpreters, 25.)

14¢ While written in the fourteenth century in Latin, SHS was transmitted in a number of

different languages, surviving in over 400 manuscripts in the languages of Latin, Middle

English, German, French, Dutch, and Czech. (Low, The Bible, Gender, and Reception

History: The Case of Job's Wife, 59.)
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Christ."*” Whenever Job is joined by his wife in SHS, she is always accompanied by
Satan in a way that foreshadows a specific moment in Christ’s passion — his
scourging. The consistent convention is for Satan to be depicted with an actual whip
in his hand, whereas Job’s wife participates in the scourging through her words. This
is depicted either through a pointed finger of hers that indicates that she is engaged in
speech, a common and identifiable gesture in both SHS and other sources.'**
Alternatively, her words are physically presented in a speech bubble above her head
that she holds with an extended hand, much like a raised whip. The effect is clear,
Job’s wife lashes Job with her words. This is made explicit in the text of SHS.
Consider these lines from SHS XX, II. 69-74:

Job was whipped two ways. Satan scourged him with whips, and his wife lashed

him with words, the one causing pain in his body, and other causing pain in his

heart. Satan felt the hurt that he caused in the flesh was not sufficient so that he

instigated Job’s wife to wound her husband’s spirit.'*

The point for this discussion is that within the Middle Ages especially, Job’s wife
came to be seen, almost exclusively, within the categories of the interpretive tradition
that understood her to be an agent of Satan who actively participated in afflicting Job.

Many further examples of this abound in the Christian art of this period, but the

7 Typology is a theory in Christian theology that explores the predictive relationship
between the Old and New Testaments, where characters, events or statements in the Old
Testament are seen as types (or anti-types) of those in the New Testament, especially
pertaining to the life of Christ. See James Barr, "Allegory and Typology," in 4 New
Dictionary of Christian Theology, ed. Alan Richardson and John Bowden (London: SCM
Press, 1983), 11-15. It is interesting that in Roman and Byzantine times, Job was more
commonly portrayed by early Christian artists as the prototype of Christ in Triumph, whereas
the later manuscript illuminations of Latin Bibles, especially in the High to Late Middle
Ages, increasingly presented him in his suffering aspect as a martyr saint. See Terrien, The
Iconography of Job through the Centuries: Artists as Biblical Interpreters, 50.

% Low, The Bible, Gender, and Reception History: The Case of Job's Wife, 75.

' Ibid.
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importance and widespread prevalence of SHS make this example an accurate

representation of the dominant view of Job’s wife of this period.'*

6.3 Job’s wife in Renaissance art
In the Renaissance period — which spanned roughly the fifteenth to seventeenth
centuries — two noticeable developments occurred in the depiction of Job’s wife in
Christian art. The first was the loosening of the strongly visual association between
her and Satan, driven in part by a diminishing of Satan’s presence within the
iconography of Job in this period."”' The second was the representation of Job’s wife
as a shrew. Low writes:
By the end of the fourteenth century, Satan is a ubiquitous presence in art,
frightening believers into repentance. As the sixteenth century winds down,
however, and humanism, along with religious reformations, show effects in
European societies, more subtle demonic cues appear in art of Job and his wife.
This is because the role of Satan undergoes development in early modern
theology. At the same time that satanic presence becomes more generic,

complex, or even invisible in art of Job, a less subtle message emerges for Job’s

159 For further examples see Terrien’s chapter on ‘Medieval Manuscript Illuminations in
Terrien, The Iconography of Job through the Centuries: Artists as Biblical Interpreters, 44-
61. Terrien further cites two adjacent woodcarvings of the altarpiece of the Doberan Abbey,
dating from the mid-fourteenth century, that place Job and Jesus side by side. In the one,
Jesus is being mocked by two soldiers. In the other, Job is being derided by Satan and his
wife. (ibid., 80-81.) Exceptions to this identification between Job’s wife and Satan do occur.
Terrien’s reading of the tympanum on the North Transept portal of Chartres Cathedral, dating
from the early thirteenth century, offers an unconvincing interpretation of Job’s wife as a
humane and loving wife filled with unqualified compassion for her husband, even though she
stands right behind Satan and their arms touch. (ibid., 73-76.)

5! The reasons for the gradual disappearance of Satan from Joban artworks in the
Renaissance era are complex, and probably have more to do with gradual shifts in diabology
and the notions of evil within the wider prevailing cultural discourse of the time than with
any specific developments within Joban theology per se. For a further discussion of this
broad theme see Neil Forsyth, The Old Enemy: Satan and the Combat Myth (Princeton, N.J.:
Princeton University Press, 1987). See also William C. Tremmel, "Satan - the Dark Side,"
1liff Review 42, no. 1 (1985). Tremmel’s fascinating essay traces the transformation of the
Satan myth from the dark side of God to the dark side of humanity.
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wife. In general, Job’s wife in early modern art represents a shrew, a “bad wife,”

. . . . 152
in a more generic form than she does in medieval art.

Along with the representation of Job’s wife as a shrew, a further development of her
characterization in the art of this period is that in the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries she is overwhelmingly represented in the guise of an aged woman.'>® These
shifts in the portrayal of Job’s wife defy easy explanation, especially if one considers

the influence of the complex issue of gender within this development.'**

In the Renaissance period the witch craze reached its zenith in what was surely a
cultural expression of the struggle to redefine gendered behavioural codes and an
increasing societal instability with regard to sexual identity.'> According to Michael
Bailey it was no coincidence that more often than not the women who were accused as
witches had strong personalities and were known to defy cultural convention by

156 Whether or not Job’s wife was

overstepping the lines of proper female decorum.
seen as a witch, her connection with the Devil — fueled in no small part by the
allegations of the likes of John Calvin, as discussed above — meant that she was cast in

the mold of a “bad wife” — a reference to a married woman who acted contrary to the

152 Low, The Bible, Gender, and Reception History: The Case of Job's Wife, 90.

¥ Ibid., 110.

5% For an excellent treatment of this subject, see Low’s chapter entitled ‘Job’s Wife’s Place
in the Woman Question’ in ibid., 112-34.

'3 In 1486, a Dominican priest by the name of Heinrich Kramer published an influential
work on witchcraft entitled Malleus Maleficarum (commonly translated as ‘Hammer of
Witches’ or ‘The Hammer of Witchcraft’). This work overwhelmingly assumes that witches
are women — the Latin word for ‘witch’ in the title itself is rendered in the feminine form —
and explicitly, women who make sexual pacts with the Devil. At issue here is any deviation
from culturally defined gendered roles. For example, in the section on the prosecution of
alleged witches, the Malleus Maleficarum offers the guidance for magistrates that if a woman
does not cry during her trial it can automatically be concluded that she is a witch.
Unsurprisingly, women accused of witchcraft were far more likely to be single than married,
and were also more likely to be older than younger. See Brian P. Levack, The Witch-Hunt in
Early Modern Europe, 3rd ed. (London: Pearson, 2006), 141-63.

156 Michael David Bailey, Battling Demons : Witchcraft, Heresy, and Reform in the Late
Middle Ages, The Magic in History Series (University Park, Pa.: Pennsylvania State
University Press, 2003), 53.
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pre-defined cultural code of the kind of behaviour required from a wife. Indeed, with
the gradual disappearance of Satan from Joban artwork in this period, this aspect of
the characterization of Job’s wife remained. The question that this raises is whether
this represents a softening or an intensification of the first interpretive tradition that
sees Job’s wife as an agent of Satan. As Low puts it:
...the disappearance, or fading, of Satan in favor of generic forms of evil
changes Job’s wife’s role as part of Satan’s schemes to just another “bad wife.”
Or, on the flip side, one could argue that with Satan out of the picture, the evil of

the scene transfers heavily to Job’s wife."”’

Perhaps the answer to that question lies primarily in the eyes of the beholder. A
fascinating example of the influence of the ‘eyes of the beholder’ in the interpretation

of Job’s wife in art would be Georges de La Tour’s seventeenth century composition

of Job and his wife.

6.4 Georges de La Tour’s Job and His Wife

57 Low, The Bible, Gender, and Reception History: The Case of Job's Wife, 134.
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The work in question dates from the 1630’s and has a fascinating history. Its origins
were shrouded in mystery with its authorship and subject matter being uncertain. “It
was tentatively attributed to Georges de La Tour in 1917 and in 1922, but its
authorship was confirmed only in 1972, when a cleaning of the canvas revealed his

59158

signature.” " More intriguing is how the painting has been seen. Being uncertain of

its precise subject matter, art critics initially titled the painting “Saint Peter Delivered

from Prison by an Angel.” '*’

The woman in the painting was seen as an angel,
tenderly nursing a pitiful man with great compassion. However, in 1935 Jean Lafond
used the broken pot at the man’s feet to identify the scene with the book of Job, an
identification that was corroborated a year later in a lengthier article by Werner
Weisbach.'® Following this revised identification, when the painting was exhibited in
1937 in Paris it bore the title Job raillé par sa femme (Job Mocked by His Wife).
Henceforth the saving “angel” of earlier critics was transformed into the
domineering and unkind wife, and her facial expression and left-hand gesture,
hitherto thought to be tender and loving, are now seen as glaring and derisive. To
Benedict Nicholson (sic) and Christopher Wright, therefore, she is “a Lady

MacBeth of a Wife,” whose arm is “hovering like a threat above her husband’s

head 55161

Alternative interpretations naturally exist. Both Terrien and Seow, for example, offer
persuasive arguments for a positive reading of Job’s wife in this painting by La

Tour.'® Another compelling example would be the description of the painting by

158 Terrien, The Iconography of Job through the Centuries: Artists as Biblical Interpreters,
166.

159 Choon-Leong Seow, "Job's Wife," in Engaging the Bible in a Gendered World: An
Introduction to Feminist Biblical Interpretation in Honor of Katherine Doob Sakenfield, ed.
Linda Day and Carolyn Pressler (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2006), 146.

1% Ibid.

"I Ibid., 147. The quote from Nicolson and Wright is taken from Benedict Nicolson and
Christopher Wright, Georges De La Tour (London: Phaidon Press, 1974), 33.

12 See Terrien, The Iconography of Job through the Centuries: Artists as Biblical
Interpreters, 166-69. Also, Seow, "Job's Wife," 147-48.
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Muriel Spark in her novel The Only Problem.'®

Such interpretations belong within
the second interpretive tradition that recognizes in Job’s wife a person of care and
compassion. However, for the purposes of the discussion here, the dramatic shift in
the interpretation of the woman in La Tour’s painting from compassionate angel to
mocking wife is deeply revealing of the telling influence that preconceptions can have

. 164
on what is seen.

' Her description reads thus:

Job’s wife, tall, sweet-faced, with the intimation of a beautiful body inside the large,
tent-like case of her firm clothes, bending, long-necked, solicitous over Job. . . . Job is
naked except for a loin cloth. He clasps his hands above his knees. His body seems to
shrink, but it is the shrunkenness of pathos rather than want. Beside him is the piece of
broken pottery that he has taken to scrape his wounds. His beard is thick. He is not an
old man. Both are in their prime, a couple in their thirties. . . . His face looks up at his
wife, sensitive, imploring some favour, urging some cause. What is his wife trying to
tell him as she bends her sweet face towards him? What does he beg, this stricken man,
so serene in his faith, so accomplished in argument? . . . Job and his wife are deeply in
love. (Cited in Clines, Job I - 20, 52.)
1% A further notable example in similar vein would be Albrecht Diirer’s Jabach Altarpiece,
which depicts Job’s wife pouring water over Job’s neck and shoulders. This act is variously
interpreted either as an act of malice or an act of compassion. For an example of the former
see Zefira Gitay, "The Portrayal of Job's Wife and Her Representation in the Visual Arts," in
Fortunate the Eyes That See: Essays in Honor of David Noel Freedman in Celebration of His
Seventieth Birthday, ed. Astrid B. Beck, et al. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1995), 521. For an
example of the latter see Seow, "Job's Wife," 144-46. In her contribution to this discussion,
Low cites the example of Xantippe, the wife of Socrates, who poured filthy water over his
head. Low, The Bible, Gender, and Reception History: The Case of Job's Wife, 98. Muriel
Sparks’ The Only Problem was referenced in the footnote above. In commenting further on
this novel, Samuel Balentine writes:
For an interesting perspective on how the conventional assessment of the wife exercises
a strong and often misplaced influence on all interpreters, see Muriel Sparks, The Only
Problem [New York: G.P. Putnam’s Sons, 1984]. Harvey, the central character of the
novel, is writing a book on Job. He comes across this very painting by Georges de la
Tour and is struck by how different the portrait is from that suggested by the text of the
Bible. “In Harvey’s mind there was much more in the painting to illuminate the subject
of Job than in many of the lengthy commentaries that he knew so well. It was eloquent
of a new idea.”[76]. (Balentine, Job, 64.)
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6.5 William Blake’s Illustrations of the Book of the Job

William Blake’s exposition of the book of Job through his series of twenty-one
engravings is unparalleled in the history of art. This monumental work will be the
focus of the next chapter of this thesis, which obviates the need for any lengthy

165
treatment here.

What can be said that is relevant to this discussion of the history of
interpretation of Job’s wife is that within Blake’s imagination a wholly new place for
Job’s wife is found within the book as a whole that had never been explored before
within the history of art. In no fewer than eighteen of the twenty-one illustrations
Job’s wife is by his side, as Blake claims for her a prominent place within virtually
every aspect of Job’s story.'®® This is a striking departure from the biblical text where
Job’s wife appears for all of two verses and then disappears, never to be heard from,

- . 167
addressed or referred to again apart from two passing references.

Blake’s interpretation radically subverts the first interpretive tradition that would see
Job’s wife as an agent of Satan. In the series Satan appears in plates 2, 3, 5, 6 and 16.
In plates 2, 5 and 16 he is depicted between God who is enthroned in heaven, and Job
and his wife who are on earth. The spatial arrangement is significant, as it is
immediately apparent that Job’s wife is on Job’s side (she is literally placed next to
him with their bodies touching) and not on Satan’s side. Plate 3 depicts Satan
destroying the house of Job’s eldest son which resulted in the demise of all of his
children. Significantly, this is one of the three engravings in the series where Job’s
wife is absent. Plate 6 depicts Satan smiting Job with boils as he stands on top of a
supine with poisoned darts in his one hand and a vial of fire in his other. The gleeful

activity of Satan is contrasted with Job’s wife who buries her face in her hands as she

165 All twenty-one engravings of the series are reproduced in the discussion that is to follow.
Larger, full-page reproductions of each engraving can be found in Appendix A.

1% The three illustrations in the collection where Job’s wife is not present are plates 3, 11 and
20. Plate 3 is a depiction of Job’s sons and daughters being overwhelmed by Satan in which
Job himself is absent (cf. Job 1:18-19). Plate 11 is a depiction of Job’s evil dreams (cf. Job
7:14). Plate 20 is a depiction of Job and his three daughters (cf. Job 42:13-15). With the
possible exception of plate 20, the absence of Job’s wife from these particular engravings is
appropriate and consistent with the subject matter of each engraving.

17 The two passing references to his wife made by Job are found in 19:17 and 31:10.
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kneels at Job’s feet with his feet resting on her lap. There isn’t even the slightest hint
that Job’s wife is collaborating with Satan. Quite the contrary, she appears to be in

abject despair.

A further way in which Blake subverts the first interpretive tradition is that nowhere in
the Illustrations are the words of Job’s wife from 2:9 recorded.'®® Her words in the
biblical text, often regarded by commentators as deviant speech, have been the
primary driving force behind the interpretation that views her as an agent of Satan.
Blake strips this away as he claims for Job’s wife a pivotal place in Job’s unfolding
drama undefined by any words she may have uttered and whose meaning remains
ambiguous, thereby inviting the reader/viewer to consider her in a role beyond that of
speech. Far from being a diminishment of her role, this ‘silencing’ of Job’s wife can
be seen as an elevation into the realm of the mystical, in which she embodies a

presence and influence that is not dependent upon human speech.'®

Blake clearly breaks with the long-established tradition in the history of interpretation
that saw Job’s wife as an agent of Satan, or at least as an embodiment of some form of
gendered deviance. Would the other interpretive traditions discussed above better
describe his approach to Job’s wife? I believe they would. The second of these
recognizes that Job’s wife is a person in her own right with her own story to tell. This
is powerfully conveyed by Blake through the rich range of emotions and responses
that Job’s wife exhibits throughout the series. This underscores the point that she was

not just a casual bystander to what was going on, but was intimately and personally

18 As such, Job’s wife is the only speaking character in the biblical text whose voice is not
heard in the lllustrations. 1t is noted that none of Bildad’s words appear in the marginal
inscriptions. However, his ‘voice’ is nevertheless represented in the words of Eliphaz and
Zophar which are included in the series. Similarly with the third messenger who reports the
raid of the Chaldeans to Job, whose voice is certainly represented by the words of the other
messengers, even though it is ambiguous whether or not his actual words are recorded. The
caption of plate 4 — “And I only am escaped alone to tell thee” — are words that are common
to all four the messengers.

1 The relationship between speech and silence within the book of Job as a whole will be
explored in chapter seven below.
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involved with all that Job was experiencing. Indeed, it could be argued that she
exhibits a richer range of appropriate emotion even than that which Job himself
displays. In a majority of the illustrations Job is depicted with a very similar
countenance that could be described as a mixture of raw grief and the numbing shock
of the proverbial “deer caught in the headlights.” The impression is created that Job
has been anaesthetized by his pain, whereas his wife feels it, and holds it. The point
should not be overstated, especially given the eloquence and passion of Job’s speeches
in the book which refute any suggestion that he was paralyzed by his pain. But at the
very least, the nuanced responses of Job’s wife, as portrayed in Blake’s illustrations,
make the case powerfully that she was as fully present to the meaning of the unfolding

drama as could be humanly expected.

The third interpretive tradition considers the influence that Job’s wife had on Job,
particularly through the productive effect of the words that she speaks to him. As
already discussed, Blake does not use the words of Job’s wife in his //lustrations at
all, but this is not to say that she does not exert any influence on Job. Her influence,
for Blake, lies not in anything she says but rather in the constancy of her
companionship and the faithfulness of her suffering presence. Job’s wife becomes for
him an embodiment of the presence of Christ that becomes the key to Job’s
transformation. This will be explored in greater detail in the chapter on Blake that is to

follow.

7. Perspectives in modern biblical scholarship170

The final section of this discussion of the reception history of Job’s wife concerns the
interpretive perspectives of modern biblical scholarship. As an admittedly over-
simplified generalization, two broad trends can be discerned within contemporary

biblical scholarship with respect to the interpretation of Job’s wife. The first would be

170 1t is noted that the term ‘modern’ can be understood in different ways. It is used here in a

limited historical sense to indicate the latter stages of the late modern period and
contemporary history, a period from the late 19" century to the present. It should not be
confused with ‘modernism’, a term that describes a particular philosophical perspective
distinct from other philosophical perspectives such as post-modernism.
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the treatments of Job’s wife that occur within commentaries of the book as a whole.
Predictably, these treatments tend to be fairly brief and relatively unnuanced, with a
preponderance of commentators siding with the majority view in the history of
interpretation that sees Job’s wife in negative terms, though notable exceptions do of
course occur. In the main, these readings of Job’s wife fall under the first interpretive
tradition that sees Job’s wife as an agent of Satan, though many modern commentators

are hesitant to express their views in such a brazenly forthright way.

The second broad trend within the biblical scholarship of this area would be readings
that emerge from a focused exploration of Job’s wife in her own right. These readings
are often driven by a feminist hermeneutic and tend to fall under the second and third
interpretive traditions as a consequence, though once again there are some notable
exceptions. A brief survey of the scholarship within these two broad trends will now

be offered.

7.1 Readings of Job’s wife within commentaries on the book of Job

A comprehensive survey of all the readings of Job’s wife within the general
commentaries on the book of Job is beyond the scope and intention of this chapter. A
sampling of views will suffice in illustrating the essential points that need to be
highlighted. Those who offer merely a passing comment of Job’s wife invariably see
her in a negative light, most commonly following the interpretation of the Church
Fathers in identifying her with Eve and her role as a temptress. Dhorme writes, “She
acts as intermediary between Satan and Job, as she was between the serpent and
Adam.”"”" So too Pope and Rowley.'” According to Driver and Gray, “Job’s wife,
like Adam’s (Gn.3), becomes, even if unwittingly, “diabolic adiutrix” (Aug.) . ... Her

speech is, in fact, nothing less than impious; and, if spoken intentionally, she herself

" Edouard Dhorme, A Commentary on the Book of Job, trans. Harold Knight (London:
Nelson, 1967), 19.

172 §ee Marvin H. Pope, Job: Introduction, Translation, and Notes, 1st ed., The Anchor
Bible, (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1965), 21-22. Also Harold Henry Rowley, Job, ed.
Ronald E. Clements and Matthew Black, New Century Bible (London: Nelson, 1970), 36.
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. . 173 . .
must be an impious woman.”'”> So too Habel who says “Her function, as Augustine

99174

said, is to play the role of diabolic adjutrix, the Satan’s unwitting ally”" " Hanson and

Hanson refer to her “tempting words”.'”
She was the Satan’s ally. . . . [who] tempted her husband to self-damnation by
urging him to do exactly what the Satan had predicted he would do. . . . The
Satan’s temptation did not reach Job openly, so that its evil source would be

recognized; it came more subtly, through the solicitude of a loving wife. . . .

[who] has already lost faith, and wants Job to join her.'”

All these references from commentaries on the book of Job are representative
examples of the first interpretive tradition that has continued to be the majority view
within modern biblical scholarship. A further telling example comes from The IVP
Women’s Bible Commentary, a commentary written explicitly from the perspective of
women and employing an underlying feminist hermeneutic. In her commentary on the
book of Job within this volume, Kamila Blessing writes of Job’s wife, “In the
meantime we encounter Job’s wife (Job 2:9). These are the only words spoken by a
female in the story, and they do not bode well for women as she berates Job for his
integrity and exhorts him to curse God and die. Job’s wife does not have the capacity

for disinterested faith.”!”’

Those commentators that commit to more than just a few lines in their consideration

of Job’s wife usually offer a more nuanced reading of her, or at the very least

'3 S R. Driver and G.B. Gray, 4 Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Book of Job, Icc
Series (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1921), 25.

7% Norman C. Habel, The Book of Job : A Commentary, The Old Testament Library
(Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1985), 96.

175 Anthony Hanson and Miriam Hanson, Job: Introduction and Commentary ed. John Marsh
and Alan Richardson, Torch Bible Commentaries (London: SCM Press, 1953), 39.

17 Francis I. Anderson, Job: An Introduction and Commentary, ed. D.J. Wiseman, Tyndale
Old Testament Commentaries (Leicester: Inter-Varsity Press, 1976), 92-93.

177 K amila A. Blessing, "Job," in The IVP Women's Bible Commentary, ed. Catherine C.
Kroeger and Mary J. Evans (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 2002), 278.
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178 The first volume of David Cline’s three

recognize the ambiguities within her role.
volume commentary on the book of Job — which stands like an opus magnus in the
field as a whole — applies his customary in-depth analysis to the diverse readings of
Job’s wife that have been offered in the history of interpretation. Clines highlights not
only the variant readings of different commentators of the text, but the ambiguities
inherent within the text itself in the words spoken by Job’s wife.'” Significantly, he
also makes passing reference to the productive effect of her words on her husband —
which is the basic premise of the third interpretive tradition — when he writes,
“Though [Job] does not follow his wife’s advice to the letter, he is from this point

onward entirely infused by its spirit.”'®

178 1t could be argued, however, that nuanced readings of Job’s wife are inappropriate given
the rhetorical intentions of the prose narrative. In her masterful work The Book of Job.: A
Contest of Moral Imaginations, Carol Newsom argues eloquently and persuasively for a
reading of the book of Job that takes seriously the generic character of the various elements
that make up the book as a whole. Hearing the diverse voices that make up this polyphonic
text in their own right requires a careful assessment of the distinctive genres in which these
voices occur. Accordingly, the characterization of the genre of the prose tale is a critical issue
in assessing the place and purpose of the characters within it, not least of which is Job’s wife.
The failure to do so could result in rhetorical functions being attributed to characters that are
anomalous to the generic function of the texts in which they appear. For instance, if the prose
tale is read as a straightforward didactic narrative, within such a generic framework the
characters all play their parts in a mechanical, stylized and unambiguous way. See Carol A.
Newsom, The Book of Job: A Contest of Moral Imaginations (Oxford: University Press,
2003), 41-47. As such, a nuanced reading of Job’s wife would be incongruous with the
intentions of this generic form and therefore inappropriate. Alternatively, if the prose tale is
read as a subversive didactic narrative, the door is opened for more nuanced readings of the
role and function of different characters. In her earlier commentary on the book of Job,
Newsom states that “The literary genius of the prose tale is that one genuinely cannot say
whether it intends to be a straightforward didactic tale . . . or . . . a subversive didactic tale.”
("The Book of Job: Introduction, Commentary and Reflections," in The New Interpreter's
Bible, ed. Leander E. Keck et al (Nashville: Abingdon, 1996), 361.) In a 2007 article,
Newsom leans towards the view of the prose as “...a sophisticated didactic tale that should be
theologically rehabilitated from the often dismissive treatment it has received in the past”
("Re-Considering Job," Currents in Biblical Research 5, no. 2 (2007): 158.)

17 A detailed analysis of the words of Job’s wife will be offered in chapter five below.

' Clines, Job I - 20, 52.
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Carol Newsom and Samuel Balentine both follow Clines in acknowledging the
ambiguities inherent within the words of Job’s wife, as well as the influence that those

181 .
Newsom writes:

words came to exert over him.
It is interesting that Job’s outburst against his wife is the last thing he says for
some time. Apparently not acknowledging the presence of the three friends who
come to comfort him, Job sits in silence for seven days. When he finally speaks
in chap. 3, his words sound distinctly like those of his wife. Though he does not
exactly curse God, he curses the day of his birth. Though he does not die, he
speaks longingly of death. In the chapters that follow his persistence in his
integrity — both his moral righteousness and his honesty — motivates his angry,

. . . . . . . 182
iconoclastic words. His wife’s troubling questions have become his own.

Newsom’s insightful comments open the door to the third interpretive tradition that
recognizes the influence that Job’s wife has on him. This view of Job’s wife stands in
stark contradistinction to the view inherent in the first interpretive tradition, which
asserted not simply that Job’s wife acted as an agent of Satan in tempting Job, but also
that she had absolutely no influence on him whatsoever.'® But such a view of Job’s
wife also challenges a perspective that can be discerned within some articulations of
the second interpretive tradition that seeks more sympathetic interpretations of her
motives and actions as a figure of pathos.'®* When the suffering endured by Job’s wife

is used as a justification for her utterances, explaining away her speech as the product

181 See Newsom, "The Book of Job: Introduction, Commentary and Reflections," 355-56.
Also "Job," in Women's Bible Commentary, ed. Carol A. Newsom and Sharon H. Ringe
(Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 1992), 139-40. Balentine, Job, 62-65.

182 Newsom, "Job," 140.

183 In drawing lines of comparison between Adam and Job on the one hand, and Eve and
Job’s wife on the other, the rabbis and Church Fathers were consistent in asserting that
whereas Adam succumbed to the temptations of his wife, Job did not.

'8 Examples of such sympathetic readings would include Terrien’s suggestion that she was
compassionately proposing a “theological method of committing euthanasia” (cited in Clines,
Job I - 20, 51.) Alden suggests that, in the light of her own suffering and pain, readers
should “not be too hard on her” (Robert L. Alden, Job, New American Commentary
(Nashville: Broadman & Holman, 1993), 66.)
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of almost unbearable pain, it is easy to dismiss her words in a somewhat patronizing

way.
By making Job’s wife a more sympathetic character, both the ancient writers and
the modern commentators who follow their lead patronize her. Her words
become “excusable,” and consequently it is not necessary to take them seriously.
What gets overlooked in this approach is that Job’s wife is the one who
recognizes, long before Job himself does, what is at stake theologically in
innocent suffering: the conflict between innocence and integrity, on the one
hand, and an affirmation of the goodness of God, on the other. It is the issue with

which Job will struggle in the [remaining] chapters.'®

Having considered some of the readings of Job’s wife by biblical scholars within their
commentaries on the book of Job as a whole, we turn now to a consideration of the
views of biblical scholars in various papers, journal articles and book sections that
focus intentionally and explicitly on Job’s wife. As a broad characterization, these
readings of Job’s wife seek to move beyond the cursory treatment of Job’s wife
inherent in the first interpretive tradition, and accordingly tend to fall within the
second and third interpretive traditions in the manner in which Job’s wife is

. 1186
perceived.

7.2 Gerald West — Hearing Job’s Wife

An excellent example of a reading of Job’s wife within the second interpretive
tradition is offered by Gerald West.'®" In the light of the “long history of interpretation
in which Job’s wife has been severely battered” he makes an impassioned appeal for a
reading of the book of Job that will seek to hear the cries of despair, agony, pain,

frustration, rejection, confusion and outrage that are all part of this woman’s untold

185 Newsom, "Job," 140.

'8 Notable exceptions do occur, such as the crassly misogynist and vitriolic assault of Job’s
wife by Victor Sasson, "The Literary and Theological Function of Job's Wife in the Book of
Job," Biblica 79, no. 1 (1998).

187 Gerald O. West, "Hearing Job's Wife: Towards a Feminist Reading of Job," Old
Testament Essays 4 (1991).
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'8 West does not purport to do a feminist reading of Job’s wife on the grounds

189

story.
that he is a male. ™ However, his appeal to hear Job’s wife not just as an incidental
character in somebody else’s [a man’s] narrative but as a person in her own right with
a compelling story of her own to tell, resonates with the concerns of a feminist

hermeneutic that seeks to recover the place of women in a male-dominated world.'*’

7.3 Claire McGinnis — Playing the Devil’s Advocate in Job

Given the long tradition of the connection between Satan and Job’s wife in the history
of interpretation of the book, Claire McGinnis offers a playful but compelling reading
of Job’s wife as one who plays the devil’s advocate in the book, in the contemporary
sense of the term. In urging Job to curse God and die, she is revealing to him the
inherent dangers of such a response, to galvanize him further to remain true to his
convictions. McGinnis writes, “...ultimately her suggestion wards off a threat that
already exists; she verbalizes the option of cursing God so that Job will not.”"”! Her
role is that of a benevolent provocateur who draws from her husband a verbal
response that safeguards him from the threat of abandoning his faith. As such, her
words have a productive effect on Job in that they elicit from him the desired response
of expressing his persistent trust in the faithfulness of God, in spite of the calamities

that had befallen him.

"*¥ Ibid., 107, 19.

') This begs the question whether feminist readings, by definition, are the exclusive purview

of women.
Turning the text on its head is what feminists do. Any time any reader reads against the
grain of the text, reads with a suspicious eye toward how the narrator wants you to read,
you are performing a feminist reading. Focusing on the presence or absence of women
in the text makes the reading a gendered one, not the eyes of a woman reading the text.
(Alice Bach, "Man’s World, Woman’s Place: Sexual Politics in the Hebrew Bible," in
Women in the Hebrew Bible: A Reader, ed. Alice Bach (New York: Routledge, 1999),
xxvi. [My emphasis, R.S.])

1% See ibid., xiii.

P1' Claire M. McGinnis, "Playing the Devil's Advocate in Job: On Job's Wife," in The

Whirlwind: Essays on Job, Hermeneutics and Theology in Memory of Jane Morse ed.

Stephen L. Cook, Corinne L. Patton, and James W. Watts (London: Sheffield Academic

Press, 2001), 140.
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7.4 Rachel Magdalene — Job’s Wife as Hero

As the title of her article suggests, Rachel Magdalene offers a bold and provocative
interpretation of Job’s wife as the true hero of the story.'”* She does so by offering an
intriguing, though ultimately unconvincing, reading of Job as a victim of torture under
the violence of God’s law. (She argues that all law is inherently violent.) According to
Magdalene it is Job’s wife who recognizes that Job is a victim of theocratic violence,
which has caused him to embrace the torturer’s worldview rather than his own.'”® The
words of Job’s wife are thus understood as a means of urging Job to resist, to
challenge the God who has treated him so brutally and unjustly. “She is exhorting Job
to provoke his perpetrator, through blasphemy, into bringing his whole force upon
Job. This is the way of the martyr. In presenting that option, [she] invites him to
confront the possibility of death.... Her challenge to him to stand up to God and

martyr himself through blasphemy is what frees him.”'**

Magdalene’s reading falters on her assessment of Job as someone exhibiting the
classic signs of a torture victim. Nevertheless, her suggestion that Job’s wife confronts
him with the possibility of death — not merely as a form of euthanasia to escape his
pain, but as an active act of resistance that challenges the abusive worldview and legal
system that has precipitated their oppressive condition — presents Job’s wife in a
strong and courageous, and indeed heroic light. It further opens the door to a fresh
reading of Job’s opening speech in the poetry of the book (ch.3) where he curses the
day of his birth, and by implication the life that was given him as a consequence, and
longs for the oblivion of death.

Why did I not die at birth,

come forth from the womb and expire? (3:11)

Why was I not buried like a stillborn child,
like an infant that never sees the light?”” (3:16)

2 Rachel Magdalene, "Job's Wife as Hero: A Feminist-Forensic Reading of the Book of
Job," Biblical Interpretation 14, no. 3 (2006).

" Ibid., 232.

% Ibid., 233-34.
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If Magdalene’s interpretation has merit, then Job’s ‘death wish’ in ch.3 can be
interpreted not simply as the product of a depressed and suicidal sufferer who wants to
end his pain, but is rather a radical act of subversive resistance to the entire order of
creation. Indeed, scattered throughout his speech in ch.3 are images that represent a
challenge to the created order and even seek a reversal of that order. In vv.4-5 Job
seeks to unleash the chaotic forces of darkness to consume the day of his birth. In v.8
he seeks to rouse Leviathan, the archenemy of God in the cosmogonic battle who is
opposed to the order of creation.
In v.9, Job curses the night precisely by breaking the bond that joins night to
day: the time of dawn, when dark mingles with first light. Night is personified
in ways that suggest a lover, one who waits expectantly, desiring to look upon
the eyes of its partner, dawn. Job’s curse would deny that union. The cosmic
horror lurking in Job’s curse is that it would break the dependable alternation
of opposites upon which creation is established. God’s promise to humankind
after the flood was that “As long as the earth endures,/ seedtime and harvest,
cold and heat,/ summer and winter, day and night,/ shall not cease” (Gen 8:22

NRSV).'”

If Job’s words in ch.3 are an expression of revolutionary defiance of the order of
creation, and if those words flow out of the exhortation of Job’s wife that Job should
challenge the inherently violent paradigm of God’s system and refuse to live on God’s
terms, then Magdalene’s interpretation of the speech of Job’s wife represents a radical
example of the third interpretive tradition that would see Job’s wife as having a
profound and shaping influence upon him. Echoes of her influential words can be
heard later in the book when Job expresses the conviction that he will not retreat from
his position even to the point of death, which is the martyr’s way:

Far be it from me to say that you are right;

until I die I will not put away my integrity from me. (27:5)

195 Newsom, "The Book of Job: Introduction, Commentary and Reflections," 368.
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Indeed, he came to view the possibility of death as proffering a powerful protest and
witness against the brutal violence that God had inflicted upon him:
O earth, do not cover my blood;

let my outcry find no resting place. (16:18)

Magdalene takes this even further by suggesting that the influence of Job’s wife

extends beyond Job to include God, the book as a whole and all those who read it. In

concluding this section I quote her at some length:
Why is Mrs. Job’s periscope included in the book of Job? It is to move Job from
compliance to resistance. It is to rebirth Job’s identity. She does not offer many
words, but their effect is great. Mrs. Job’s voice moves Job’s voice. Her words
make the rest of the story possible.... Job’s wife is indeed wise and powerful.
She is not the Satan’s handmaiden, she is not a foolish woman, she is not
offering Job theological euthanasia, and she is not one to be ignored. Rather, she
is attempting to maintain her husband’s integrity, nay his very humanity and
normative-legal world, in the face of a God who appears to be torturously violent
and unjust, and she succeeds. She moves both Job and God. In the process, she
becomes a quiet hero, both in the story and beyond. Job’s wife serves as a model
of resistance for all those whose suffering is both terrible and unacknowledged.
She teaches us all the lesson that compassion, generosity, generativity, and
edification are still possible even under the worst of conditions. Job’s wife, with

just two painfully uttered sentences, joins the ranks of the wise.'

7.5 Ellen van Wolde — The Development of Job

A further example of a reading of Job’s wife that recognizes her influence on Job can

197

be found in an article by Ellen van Wolde. "' In it she traces the development that Job

1% Magdalene, "Job's Wife as Hero: A Feminist-Forensic Reading of the Book of Job," 257.
7 Ellen van Wolde, "The Development of Job: Mrs Job as Catalyst," in 4 Feminist
Companion to Wisdom Literature, ed. Athalya Brenner (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press,
1995).
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undergoes within the book as a whole.'”®

The five phases in Job’s development that
she identifies are: the confrontation with his wife (2:9-10); the dialogues with his
friends (3-37); YHWH’s speeches and Job’s first response (37-41); Job’s reply in
42:1-5; and Job’s reversal in 42:6."" Significantly, it is Job’s wife who is the key and
initiating catalyst within this development that Job undergoes, even though she
appears to be of nominal importance to the plot as a whole.
The literary function of the woman in this story is intriguing. On the one hand
she is completely overshadowed by her husband, and seems irrelevant to the
story. On the other hand she sets Job thinking, although he dismisses her words
as foolish. Nevertheless, her speech has its effect. By confronting Job with his

own death and pointing out to him the choice between 772 — blessing and 772 —

18 1t is a moot point whether or not Job undergoes any transformation within the book as a
whole. Certainly, the return in the concluding epilogue to the same narrative style as the
prologue, accompanied by the restoration of Job’s life to essentially what it was before,
creates the impression that in the end nothing fundamental has changed for him. Yet, can that
confidently be asserted, especially given the tumultuous journey that the reader has been
taken on by the book as a whole? Newsom writes, “One needs to consider the significance of
a return at the end of the book to the same narrative style with which the book began.... It is
possible, I think, to imagine Job again uttering the words of 1:21...and 2:10.... What those
words mean, or are capable of meaning, is quite different after one has encountered the voice
from the whirlwind from what they meant when one first read them.” (Newsom, "The Book
of Job: Introduction, Commentary and Reflections," 637.) For a compelling and beautiful
argument for the radical development and transformation of Job, albeit without any reference
to Job’s wife, see the chapter on Job by Ellen Davis in her book Getting Involved With God.
She writes:
The two portraits of Father Job that stand at either end of this book mark the true
measure of his transformation. Job, this man of integrity who was once so careful,
fearful of God and of the possible sins of his children, becomes at the last freewheeling,
breaking with custom to honor daughters alongside sons, bestowing inheritances and
snappy names. The inspiration and model for this wild style of parenting is, of course,
God the Creator. Job learned about it when God spoke out of the whirlwind. And now
Job loves with the abandon characteristic of God’s love — revolutionary in seeking our
freedom, reveling in the untamed beauty of every child. (Ellen F. Davis, Getting
Involved with God : Rediscovering the Old Testament (Cambridge, Mass.: Cowley
Publications, 2001), 142-43.)
199 van Wolde, "The Development of Job: Mrs Job as Catalyst," 203-21. In contrast to Davis’
reading of Job’s transformation cited above, van Wolde sees the epilogue as playing no part
in Job’s development.
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cursing, she forces him to react.*”” And he who has earlier chosen to bless and
not sin, from now on does neither of the two. His wife introduces death and
awakens doubt in him. Job is no longer sure of anything and begins to ask
himself questions. He even starts to reason from a human point of view instead
of automatically adopting the perspective of YHWH. Thus the woman plays an
important part in the development of the story. With her help, Job changes from

a cocksure believer into an asker of questions.

The final impact of the catalytic influence of Job’s wife can only be assessed when
Job’s developmental journey has run its course. For van Wolde the process of
development that Job undergoes through the five phases referred to above, results in
two transformations for him: “he discovers that most things are beyond his scope, that
he neither has nor could have insight into the masterplan of creation; and he briefly

2202 1 other words, the net result of the influence

recognizes YHWH’s way of seeing.
of Job’s wife, according to van Wolde, is to bring about Job’s acceptance of God’s
perspective. This is in stark and diametric opposition to the reading of Magdalene

discussed above.

7.6 Larisa Grams-Benitez — An Unheard Voice Amidst the Commotion
Larisa Grams-Benitez draws on the not-uncommon assertion within biblical

scholarship that the book of Job belongs to the genre of a lawsuit drama.”” She calls

290 As already mentioned, the variable meanings of 712 as either a reference to blessing or
cursing in the prose prologue will be discussed in ch. 5 below. See Linafelt, "The
Undecidability of 772 in the Prologue to Job and Beyond."

291 yan Wolde, "The Development of Job: Mrs Job as Catalyst," 205. This same quotation
occurs in van Wolde’s earlier article "A Text-Semantic Study of the Hebrew Bible, Illustrated
with Noah and Job," Journal of Biblical Literature 113, no. 1 (1994): 34.

202 "The Development of Job: Mrs Job as Catalyst," 221.

29 1 arisa M. Grams-Benitez, "An Unheard Voice Amidst the Commotion: Analysis of Job
2:9-10 in Light of the Law of Retribution," Journal of Latin American Hermeneutics (2011).
For a comprehensive, systematic and compelling treatment of the legal material in the book
of Job see F. Rachel Magdalene, On the Scales of Righteousness : Neo-Babylonian Trial Law
and the Book of Job (Providence, R.1.: Brown Judaic Studies, 2007). For the idea of the book
of Job being read as a lawsuit drama see Sylvia Scholnik, "Lawsuit Drama in the Book of
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Job’s wife ‘Jane Doe’ — the forensic moniker for an unnamed woman, usually a victim
— and asserts that this Jane Doe “...is the first person in the narrative to challenge the
conventional law of retribution.” *** Although Grams-Benitez does not explicitly
make the connection, presumably it is the legal nature of Jane Doe’s challenge — who
attacks an ostensibly legal code in the law of retribution — that arouses within Job the
idea of pursuing a legal contestation with God. Accordingly, the metaphor of a lawsuit
with its attendant language becomes an increasingly important and prevalent part of
Job’s speech as the human dialogue with the three friends unfolds. Furthermore, the
strongly interrogative nature of the divine speeches, akin to the robust cross-
examination of a defense lawyer, suggests that even God is moved to respond to the
allegations levelled by Job in legal categories. In these significant aspects of the book,
the subtle influence of Job’s wife can be discerned who initiated a legal challenge in

the first place by exposing the inadequacy of the law of retribution.

7.7 Summary of the perspectives in modern biblical scholarship
The sampling of perspectives in modern biblical scholarship discussed above may not
be exhaustive, but does provide a fair overview of the contours that have been

traversed by modern scholars with regard to the research on Job’s wife.*”” Broadly

Job" (Brandeis University, 1975). See also Luis Alonso Schokel, "Toward a Dramatic
Reading of the Book of Job," Semeia, no. 7 (1977). Alonso Schokel imagines a theatrical
production of the book of Job replete with all the trimmings of a courtroom. In similar vein
Carol Newsom also imagines a theatrical production of the book of Job, although without the
courtroom staging — Newsom, The Book of Job: A Contest of Moral Imaginations, 259-60.
As an aside, within their imaginal theatrical productions of the book, both Alonso Schokel
and Newsom see Elihu (whose speeches occur in chapters 32-37 of the book) as a member of
the audience who was not an original part of the cast but nevertheless reacts to the play and
thereby contributes to it. Elihu “is an intruder in terms of the book's construction, an
impulsive volunteer in terms of the cast; he is a witness to the provocative power of the book.
This is why the book was composed: to transform the audience into the cast.” (Alonso
Schokel, "Toward a Dramatic Reading of the Book of Job," 48.)

29 Grams-Benitez, "An Unheard Voice Amidst the Commotion: Analysis of Job 2:9-10 in
Light of the Law of Retribution," 2.

293 Other notable articles, chapters and dissertations on Job’s wife not explicitly discussed
here would include the following: Audrey Schindler, "One Who Has Borne Most: The Cri De
Coeur of Job's Wife," Australian Biblical Review 54 (2006); Lyn M. Bechtel, "A Feminist
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speaking, those who only make passing reference to Job’s wife — typically within
general commentaries of the book as a whole — tend to follow the first interpretive
tradition in seeing her in a largely negative light as an agent of Satan, albeit an
unwitting one. The more nuanced readings of the second and third interpretive
traditions tend to be offered by those scholars who offer a focused treatment of Job’s
wife. The heightened sympathy for Job’s wife of the second interpretive tradition
either mitigates her culpability for her deviant speech, or reassesses her speech as a
genuinely loving and compassionate utterance. Those who recognize her influence —
as per the third interpretive tradition — draw markedly diverse conclusions as to how
that influence operates and the consequences thereof. McGinnis, for example, sees the
productive effect of the words of Job’s wife eliciting in Job the response of faith,
precisely because her words had articulated the ghastly alternative. Magdalene, by
contrast, sees in her words an invitation to martyrdom, offering to Job the best means
available for defiantly resisting the theocratic violence of an oppressive legal system,
an invitation which Job accepts through his willingness to die, not as a victim, but as a

martyr.

8. Conclusion
This chapter has explored the reception history of Job’s wife from a range of different

perspectives.’” In concluding this chapter, we turn now to the vital question of the

Approach to the Book of Job," in A Feminist Companion to Wisdom Literature, ed. Athalya
Brenner (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1995); Don Schweitzer, ""Curse God and Die"
: Was Job's Wife Completely Wrong?," Touchstone 14, no. 3 (1996); Lillian R Klein, "Job
and the Womb: Text About Men; Subtext About Women," in 4 Feminist Companion to
Wisdom Literature, ed. Athalya Brenner (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1995); David
Penchansky, "Job's Wife: The Satan's Handmaid," in Shall Not the Judge of All the Earth Do
What Is Right: Studies on the Nature of God in Tribute to James L. Crenshaw, ed. David
Penchansky and Paul L. Redditt (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2000); Seow, "Reflections
on the History of Consequences: The Case of Job."; "Job's Wife."; Meade, "Bless God and
Die: An Examination of the Role of Job's Wife in the Masoretic Text of Job."; Mayer L.
Gruber, "The Rhetoric of Familiarity and Contempt in Job 2:9-10," Scriptura, no. 87 (2004);
Runions, "Ms Job and the Problem of God: A Feminist, Existentialist, Materialist Reading."
2% 1t is acknowledged that other significant areas exist in the reception history of Job’s wife
that lie beyond the scope of this chapter. Important examples would be the reception history
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of Job’s wife within literature and, to a lesser extent, within popular culture. For a fascinating
treatment of Job and his wife in the literature of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, with
a particular emphasis on English literature, see Katherine Low’s chapter entitled “Job’s
Wife’s Place in the Woman Question” in Low, The Bible, Gender, and Reception History:
The Case of Job's Wife, 112-34. Some notable literary examples from the first half of the
twentieth century that draw on Job’s wife would include: Robert Frost’s 1945 dramatic poem
A Masque of Reason. Archibald MacLeish’s 1954 play entitled J.B. — see Janis P. Stout, "Re-
Visions of Job: J.B. And "a Masque of Reason"," Essays in Literature 14, no. 2 (1987). H.G.
Wells’ 1919 novel The Undying Fire — see Meade, "Bless God and Die: An Examination of
the Role of Job's Wife in the Masoretic Text of Job," 83-84. and Jon D. Levenson, The Book
of Job in Its Time and in the Twentieth Century (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press,
1972), 30-39. Franz Kafka’s novel The Trial (first published in 1925 with the German title
Der Prozess) is a famous example of a modern literary work that draws on the themes from
the book of Job as a whole. While the novel’s protagonist Josef K is not married, the other
female characters that surround him have been explored as figures embodying a resonance
with Job’s wife — see Martien Halvorson-Taylor, "The Strange Case of the Disappearing
Woman: Biblical Resonances in Kafka's Friulein Biirstner," in From the Margins 1: Women
of the Hebrew Bible and Their Afterlives, ed. Peter S. Hawkins and Lesleigh C Stahlberg
(Sheffield: Sheffield Phoenix Press, 2009). Other lesser-known literary works from the late
twentieth and early twenty-first centuries that feature Job’s wife include Victoria Branden’s
Mrs. Job (1979), Jean Shaw’s Job’s Wife (1990), Philip Begho’s Job’s Wife (2002), Aimee
Bender’s Job’s Jobs (2005) and Mona Gustafson Affinito’s Mrs Job (2009) — see Emily O.
Gravett, "Biblical Responses: Past and Present Retellings of the Enigmatic Mrs Job," Biblical
Interpretation 20 (2012). For references to various adaptations of the book of Job in popular
culture see David J.A. Clines, Job 38 - 42, Word Biblical Commentary 18b (Nashville:
Thomas Nelson, 2011), 1450-52. One further twentieth-century interpretation of Job that is
worthy of mention here is the psychoanalytic study of the book by Carl Jung in his Answer to
Job, originally published in German in 1952 as Antwort auf Hiob and first translated into
English in 1954.
For Jung, the Book of Job portrays the period of psychic evolution when humanity
confronted the darkness of God. In Job’s story, Jung finds a God who readily submits to
Satan’s deceit, who tortures a guiltless man, and who finally turns on Job with a display
of ruthless and brutal force. In the person of Job, he sees a man who could not stop
seeking justice from God but who encountered only a God of power. . . . According to
Jung, Job came face to face with God’s “contradictory nature,” with a God whose
character is a “totality of inner opposites”. . . . Seeing the “inner antinomy” in the deity,
Jung realized that God’s goodness and justice could contradict his injustice and power.
Like the forces of creation, God had an amoral nature. (Schreiner, Where Shall Wisdom
Be Found: Calvin's Exegesis of Job from Medieval and Modern Perspectives, 164-65.)
Answer to Job is a complex and controversial work, the exploration of which is beyond our
purposes here. One key observation that is relevant to this discussion is that Jung’s central
thesis in the book challenges the tendency — prevalent in the first interpretive tradition — to
project attributes of darkness and evil onto Satan, and by extension Job’s wife. Rather, the
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influence, if any, that the various interpretations of Job’s wife have had on the
interpretation of the book as a whole. To phrase the question differently, what
difference does one’s reading of Job’s wife make to the message that the book
delivers? Or to put it in yet another way, if the passage on Job’s wife (2:9-10) were
excised from the book, would that make a material difference to how the rest of the
book is read? These questions point to an intriguing area in Joban studies that still

remains largely unexplored in modern biblical scholarship.

Predictably, the overwhelmingly negative view of Job’s wife within the first
interpretive tradition presents her role as simply a foil to Job that highlights his
faithful fortitude when placed alongside her faithless, tempting and blasphemous
guile. Commentators, both ancient and modern, who echo this assessment of Job’s
wife see in her an influence that is as inconsequential as her presence is brief. She
immediately fades from sight and consciousness, and the rest of the book unfolds
without any reference to her whatsoever. Not even the birth of further children to Job
in his restoration at the end of the story is enough for her to merit as much as a passing
mention. Within this perspective, Job’s wife is not simply marginalized, she is utterly
eradicated and accordingly plays no further part in the book or its interpretation. This
sentiment is captured well by Eliphaz when he says:
Because they stretched out their hands against God,
and bid defiance to the Almighty,
running stubbornly against him with a thick-bossed shield....
they will not escape from darkness;
the flame will dry up their shoots,
and their blossom will be swept away by the wind. (15:25-26, 30)

locus of such attributes are more appropriately seated within the being of God. See Carl G.
Jung, "Answer to Job," in The Portable Jung, ed. Joseph Campbell (New York: Viking Press,
1971). See also the relevant section in the chapter entitled ‘Modern Readings of Job* in
Schreiner, Where Shall Wisdom Be Found: Calvin's Exegesis of Job from Medieval and
Modern Perspectives, 163-69.
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More sympathetic readings of Job’s wife, including those that seek to recover aspects
of her untold story, cast her in a very different light. These readings, which fall within
the second interpretive tradition, seek to carve out a space for her story to be heard in
its own right. Yet, the place that this recovered story of hers occupies within the
broader story of the book as a whole remains largely unconsidered. It would seem that
within this interpretive tradition, hearing more of her untold story — valuable and
important though that may be — becomes largely an end in itself that offers little to
how the rest of the book is read and interpreted.

The third interpretive tradition, that seeks to identify the influence of Job’s wife, is the
most promising when it comes to a consideration of the impact that she has on the
reading of the book as a whole. The focus of this interpretive tradition is almost
exclusively on the influence that Job’s wife has on Job through the words that she
speaks to him. The impassioned outpouring of cursing and lament that erupts from his
lips in ch.3 is read by some as a product of her words, as is the legal discourse that Job
initiates later in the book. What is rarely considered is the influence that Job’s wife
has on God, or indeed the readers of the book, and how she changes the way in which
everything else in the book is viewed. One notable exception would be the reading of
Rachel Magdalene who opens the door to this kind of interpretation, even though she

does not fully pursue it.*"’

Accordingly there is much fertile ground for fresh exploration of the ways in which
Job’s wife could be seen as the interpretive key to unlocking the book as a whole, not
simply through the words that she speaks and her brief appearance which are
explicitly recorded, but also through her silence and “pervasive absence” which are
implied. This “pervasive absence” of Job’s wife — paradoxical though it may sound —
will be explored in chapter four of this thesis, as we look for shadows and listen for
echoes of her presence in a text that seems to deny that presence. Further areas of
exploration will be the disruption of the prevailing religious consciousness of the

prose prologue that her words effect (chapter five), and the ways in which the

297 Magdalene, "Job's Wife as Hero: A Feminist-Forensic Reading of the Book of Job."
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theology of her speech anticipates, in embryonic form, the theology of the divine
speeches (chapter six). In chapter seven the threshold between speech and silence will
be explored, a threshold on which Job’s wife is firmly rooted and which offers the
promise of a new hermeneutic for the reading of the book as a whole. But first, in the
chapter that immediately follows (chapter three), one of the singular examples of the
reception of Job’s wife in art will be explored in detail — William Blake’s I/lustrations
of the Book of Job. There are two motivating reasons for this exploration. Firstly,
within Blake’s imagination, Job’s wife occupies a prominent and pervasive place in
the drama of the book as a whole. Secondly, Blake’s /llustrations chart Job’s journey
of transformation in a dramatic way, in which he is brought face to face with the
nightmarish reality of his false religion, only to emerge to the sublime heights of a

transformed religious consciousness.
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1. Introduction

William Blake (1757 — 1827), the English poet, engraver and painter, remains an
enigma. As an artist and a thinker he has been derided and admired, celebrated and
ignored. He has been acclaimed as a revolutionary visionary of unparalleled genius,
and also dismissed as a madman.*”® Some regard him as having had “...virtually no

2% while others recognize his

influence upon either our politics or our religion,
indelible mark in the work of many poets, artists, philosophers, social commentators
and religious thinkers.*'” One contemporary art critic describes Blake as “...far and
away the greatest artist Britain has ever produced” and arguably one of the world’s ten
greatest artists of all time.?"' Yet, this critical acclaim eluded Blake in his lifetime and
indeed for many years after his death. Adam Gilchrist, one of Blake’s early

biographers, had this to say of the art establishment’s overall assessment of Blake’s

work:

2% William Wordsworth wrote of Blake following his death in 1827: "There was no doubt

that this poor man was mad, but there is something in the madness of this man which interests

me more than the sanity of Lord Byron and Walter Scott." (cited in J. Ezard, "Blake's Vision

on Show," The Guardian, http://www.guardian.co.uk/uk/2004/jul/06/artsandhumanities.arts.)

29 Thomas J.J. Altizer, "The Revolutionary Vision of William Blake," Journal of Religious

Ethics 37, no. 1 (2009): 33.

210 For a treatment of Blake’s influence on Thomas Merton, for example, see Michael

Griffith, "Thomas Merton on William Blake: "To Look through Matter into Eternity"," The

Merton Annual 18 (2005). In a preview of a recent Blake exhibition, Narelle Doe wrote:
Blake still influences contemporary creativity and ideas. He is seen by many as one of
the great synthesisers of cultural experience, attracting a myriad of followers with
interests ranging from literature, painting, book design, politics, mysticism, philosophy,
mythology through to music and film making ... John Everett Millais, Dante Gabriel
Rossetti and G. F. Watts are just some of the Victorian artists [influenced by Blake] ...
From the 1960s onward, writers, musicians and film makers like Allen Ginsberg, Bob
Dylan, Jim Morrison of the Doors and John Lennon adopted Blake as a mystical seer
and anti-establishment activist. (N. Doe, "William Blake's Artistic Legacy at the
Whitworth Art Gallery," Culture24.org.uk,
http://www.culture24.org.uk/art/art53985%ixsid=.)

Ay ones, "Blake's Heaven," The Guardian,

http://www.guardian.co.uk/culture/2005/apr/25/williamblake
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“The majority of connoisseurs, a set of men who, to tell the truth, know little
more about art, the vital part of it, have no quicker perception or deeper insight
into its poetic and spiritual qualities than the mob of educated men, though they

prate more: these were, as they still are, blind to his beauties.”*"?

It would seem that artistic genius, like beauty, is very much in the eye of the beholder.
Not that Blake, himself, would have been surprised by such ambivalence. He
recognized that “...Every body does not see alike.”*'> An enduring theme in his
thinking was the distinction between true visionary insight and the distortions and
deceptions that arise from superficial, narrow ways of seeing. Some lines of verse of
Blake illustrate the point:

This Life’s dim Windows of the Soul

Distorts the Heavens from Pole to Pole

And leads you to Believe a Lie

When you see with, not thro, the Eye. **

(from The Everlasting Gospel)*"

If the doors of perception were cleansed every thing would appear to man as it
is: infinite.
For man has closed himself up, till he sees all things thro' narrow chinks of his

cavern.

(from The Marriage of Heaven and Hell)*"°

212 Alexander Gilchrist and Anne Gilchrist, The Life of William Blake: With Selections from
His Poems and Other Writings, 2nd ed. (London: MacMillan and Co., 1880), 327. My
emphasis. R.S. The first edition of Gilchrist’s Life of William Blake, published in 1863, was
subtitled ‘Pictor Ignotus’, which is Latin for “unknown artist” — a telling reference to the
sense of Blake’s ongoing obscurity a generation after his death.

213 <] etter to Rev Dr Trusler’, in David V. Erdman, ed. The Complete Poetry and Prose of
William Blake (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1982), 702.

2141t should be noted that Blake was liberal with his use of capitals in both his poetry and
prose in ways which would not conform to the usual conventions of grammatical usage. In
this chapter, the original spelling, abbreviations and capitalization used by Blake will be
adhered to when quoting his words.

21> Erdman, The Complete Poetry and Prose of William Blake, 520.
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To see a World in a Grain of Sand
And a Heaven in a Wild Flower

Hold Infinity in the palm of your hand
And Eternity in an hour

(from Auguries of Innocence)*"’

For Blake, the capacity to see things as they truly are requires the exercise of the
imagination.”'® This is especially true of any act of interpretation, be it of a biblical
text or a work of art. It is this faculty which Blake brings to his own reading of
Scripture, and which he expects of those who would engage with his art. Indeed, this
is what he understood the purpose of his art to be — to arouse this faculty in others. In

his epic prophetic poem ‘Jerusalem’, he describes his purpose:

I rest not from my great task!

To open the Eternal Worlds, to open the immortal Eyes

Of Man inwards into the Worlds of Thought: into Eternity
Ever expanding in the Bosom of God, the Human Imagination.

(from Jerusalem)*"’

Accordingly, he was dismissive of those who wanted the ‘meaning’ of his work laid
bare, who sought concrete clarifications and explicit explanations of things which he
regarded as full of mystery. In the same letter to Rev Dr Trusler cited above, Blake
wrote:
You say that I want somebody to Elucidate my Ideas. But you ought to know
that What is Grand is necessarily obscure to Weak men. That which can be

made Explicit to the Idiot is not worth my care. The wisest of the Ancients

219 bid., 39.

7 bid., 490.

218 Blake sometimes referred to Inspiration as Spiritual Sensation. For example, see his letter
to Rev Dr Trusler (ibid., 703.).

Y Ibid., 147.
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considered what is not too Explicit as the fittest for Instruction because it

rouzes the faculties to act.’*

2. Blake’s hermeneutic and the Bible

Blake’s hermeneutic requires space for the reader to engage with the text or work of
art imaginatively, exploring new vectors of meaning that may well lie beyond what
the original author or artist intended. Within such a hermeneutical framework, texts
and works of art should be approached as organic entities alive with surprising
possibility, capable of astonishing the reader in unexpected and sometimes disturbing
ways. Accordingly, the true power and transformative potential of a biblical text, for
example, lies not in its delineation of some fixed, propositional truth that has become
entrenched within religious discourse over time, but rather in its capacity to ignite the
reader’s imagination and draw him or her into a fresh visionary experience that holds
the potential, at least, of deconstructing that which has been ‘known’ or accepted as

normative.

It is for this reason that Blake held a very high view of the value of the Bible. In his
letter to Rev Dr Trussler he wrote: “Why is the Bible more Entertaining and
Instructive than any other book. Is it not because [it is] addressed to the Imagination
which is Spiritual Sensation.”**! One of the prominent inscriptions in the Laocoon’
reads, “The Old and New Testaments are the Great Code of Art”, and lest there be any
uncertainty about the significance of such a description for Blake, immediately
following it are the words, “The whole Business of Man Is The Arts” and “Art is the
Tree of Life”.

This view of the Bible is clearly evident in Blake’s own use of it, for the Bible was

arguably the greatest stimulus of Blake’s artistic imagination. In this he was not alone,

0 1bid., 702.

2! bid., 702-03.

222 Blake’s engraving which consisted of a reproduction of the marble sculpture known as
Laocoon and His Sons, surrounded by inscriptions. It is also sometimes referred to as “Yah &
his two Sons Satan & Adam,” which is taken from the main caption of the work.
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for he stood in a long line of those who expounded the scriptures through their art and
for whom the Bible was a primary subject. But what was unique about Blake was the
manner in which he used the Bible, not just as his subject matter, but also as an
imaginative, interpretative partner in the very act of exposition itself. One of the ways
he did so was through the juxtaposition of often seemingly unrelated words and
images emanating from the Bible, thereby creating “...an interpretative dialectic in
which readers’ senses have to work hard to create meaning within the interpretative
framework provided by Blake’s illuminated texts.”**® An exceptional example of this
would be the engravings of his lllustrations of the Book of Job, which will be explored

in detail below.?**

One of the reasons why he worked as he did was because he wished to
challenge the deep-rooted respect for authoritative texts with neatly defined
meanings. He was a great hermeneutical pioneer who sought deliberately to
provide an effective text, in the sense that it is less a text’s ability to
communicate information that is important than its ability to stir the
imagination of those engaged with them.... Blake wanted people to learn from
the Bible, not by harking back to some determined meaning. To this end he
shaped a new way of communicating, therefore, to challenge convention and to
express a different conception of human life. Fundamental to his view of
written texts was that priority should always be given to the spirit rather than
the letter of texts. He makes this point very clearly in his engravings for the

book of Job.?**

22 Christopher Rowland, "Rouzing the Faculties to Act': William Blake, Merkabah
Mysticism, the Theology of Liberation and the Exegetical Importance of Experience,"
Biblical Interpretation 11, no. 3 (2003): 545. An illuminated text refers to a text that is
supplemented by additional artwork, either in the form of decorative initials, borders (known
as marginalia) or illustrations.

22 These engravings were also referred to as ‘Inventions to the Book of Job’ (see Gilchrist
and Gilchrist, The Life of William Blake: With Selections from His Poems and Other
Writings, 327.).

22> Rowland, ""Rouzing the Faculties to Act': William Blake, Merkabah Mysticism, the
Theology of Liberation and the Exegetical Importance of Experience," 545.
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3. Blake’s views on religion

Before turning to a detailed consideration of Blake’s lllustrations of the Book of Job,
it is essential first to consider Blake’s views on religion — views which shaped his
treatment of the book of Job in virtually every way. It could be argued that religion
was the over-riding influence in all of Blake’s art. Yet, his art was less an expression

of religious devotion than an expression of religious protest:

Blake’s usual religious posture, then, is not submission but protest; his poetry is
a sustained prophetic denunciation of the cruelties, mental and corporeal,
everywhere perpetrated in the name of God by those who claim to be doing his
will. It is a detailed indictment of the collaboration of all the churches in the
exploitation of the poor, the degradation of labor, the subordination of women,
the abridgement of political liberty, the repression of sexual energy, and the
discouragement of originality in the fine arts. In a time of intense political
agitation he came to believe that a radical transformation of the nation’s
religious consciousness was the first prerequisite to serious political or

economic reform.?%

In The [First] Book of Urizen, Blake parodies the biblical account of creation with his
own myth of the origin of the universe. In the myth, Urizen, a rebellious member of a
community of beings called the Eternals, asserts his dominating control over the
cosmos by attempting to impose “Laws of peace, of love, of unity” (from 7The Book of

Urizen).**’

While the ends of peace, love and unity may appear to be noble, the means
through which Urizen attempts to achieve them — namely the imposition of law — is

revealed as an archetypal error.”*® As he does so, a new element appears in the

226 Robert Ryan, "Blake and Religion," in The Cambridge Companion to William Blake, ed.

Morris Eaves (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 150.

27 Erdman, The Complete Poetry and Prose of William Blake, 72.

28 Andrew Lincoln, "From America to the Four Zoas," in The Cambridge Companion to
William Blake, ed. Morris Eaves (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 215.
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universe wherever Urizen wanders, like a spider’s web, which Blake called “The Net

of Religion™:

A cold shadow follow’d behind him
Like a spiders web, moist, cold, & dim
Drawing out from his sorrowing soul...
Where ever the footsteps of Urizen
Walk’d over the cities in sorrow.
Till a Web dark & cold, throughout all
The tormented element stretch’d
From the sorrows of Urizens soul...
None could break the Web, no wings of fire.
So twisted the cords, & so knotted
The meshes: twisted like to the human brain
And all call’d it, The Net of Religion

(from The Book of Urizen)™

It is this conception of religion as a web-like net of oppressive control and
authoritarian rules that Blake decried throughout his life and in much of his art. His
challenge of religion thus defined held nothing sacrosanct, not even the Bible itself.
Notwithstanding his high regard of the value of the Bible and his description of the
Old and New Testaments as “the Great Code of Art”, as already mentioned, he
recognized that the Bible could be used as an instrument of religious repression,
especially when the written words of scripture are given an elevated authority to the
exclusion of God’s word heard within the human conscience and lived human
experience. In his annotations to the Bishop of Landaff’s Apology for the Bible, Blake
wrote, “The Bible or Peculiar Word of God, Exclusive of Conscience or the Word of

God Universal, is that Abomination which like the Jewish ceremonies is for ever

22 Erdman, The Complete Poetry and Prose of William Blake, 82.
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removed & henceforth every man may converse with God & be a King & Priest in his

own house.”?*°

Blake was especially critical of certain aspects of Old Testament religion, most
notably law and sacrifice. He regarded the requirements of law and sacrifice as
repressive elements of a religion of the letter shackled to the past, quite distinct from
the freedom and grace evident in the true religion of Jesus which invites the unfettered
use of imagination and celebrates the gift of constantly renewed visionary experience.
“I know of no other Christianity and of no other Gospel than the liberty both of body
& mind to exercise the Divine Arts of Imagination” (from Jerusalem, in Erdman,
1982, 231). In stark contrast to this, one of his most colourful Proverbs of Hell from
The Marriage of Heaven and Hell states: “Prisons are built with stones of Law,

Brothels with bricks of Religion.”*"!

Blake attributed many of the social ills and excesses plaguing England in his time to
the flaws and falsehoods of a prevailing religious consciousness that was oriented to
the observation of the law.*** In Jerusalem he describes such religious consciousness

as a wheel of fire that devours everything in its course:

I stood among my valleys of the south

And saw a flame of fire, even as a Wheel

Of fire surrounding all the heavens: it went

From west to east against the current of

Creation and devourd all things in its loud

Fury & thundering course round heaven and earth...
And I asked a Watcher & a Holy-One

Its Name? he answerd. It is the Wheel of Religion

I wept & said. Is this the law of Jesus

#01bid., 615.
> 1bid., 36.
32 Ryan, "Blake and Religion," 150.
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This terrible devouring sword turning every way
He answerd; Jesus died because he strove
Against the current of this Wheel

(from Jerusalem)™”

While the effects of the devouring fire of false, law-based religion were written large
upon the canvas of world history, its devastating ends could also be seen in the lives
of individuals and the intimacies of households. Indeed, for Blake the connection
between the personal and social dimensions of religion’s effects was direct and
immediate. This is one of the themes explored in his //lustrations of the Book of Job,
in which the religious story of an individual serves as a microcosm of the religious

story of a nation, and indeed of humanity as a whole.

4. Blake and the book of Job

The book of Job was for Blake a focus of artistic exploration for more than half of his
life. In 1785 he completed a pen and ink sketch of Job, his wife, and the three friends.
The following year he began an engraving of the same subject, which was published
in 1793. In 1800 he completed a tempera painting entitled “Job and His Daughters”,
and in 1805 a pen, ink and watercolour of “Job Confessing His Presumption to God
who Answers from the Whirlwind.”*** In 1805-6 Blake produced a set of nineteen
watercolours for Thomas Butts offering a comprehensive treatment of the book of Job
as a whole. In 1821, this series was traced and re-coloured for Blake’s friend and
patron John Linnell, so that two versions of the watercolours — the so-called ‘Butts’
and ‘Linnell’ sets — were in existence. These watercolours formed the basis of the

engravings that Blake produced from 1823-1825/6,%* as part of a Memorandum of

3 Erdman, The Complete Poetry and Prose of William Blake, 232.

2% Gerald E. Bentley, The Stranger from Paradise: A Biography of William Blake (New
Haven: Yale University Press, 2001), 395.

3% The engravings all bear the date of 8 March 1825 (except the first plate which was
mistakenly dated 1828 in the imprint), by which time the series was complete, but it was not
until the March of 1826 that they were formally published.
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Agreement between Blake and Linnell at a time when Blake was in dire financial

straits.

A number of salient points emerge from this brief account of Blake’s engagement
with the book of Job that are important to bear in mind when his exposition of the
book is considered. Firstly, Blake’s imaginative exploration of the book spanned a
period of some forty years from 1785-1825. It would not be an excessive stretch of the
imagination to notice an echo here of the forty years that the Israelites spent
wandering in the wilderness, for there are arresting parallels between Blake’s journey
with the book of Job and that of the Israelites attested to in the biblical record. For the
Israelites, the forty years in the wilderness marked the transition from captivity in
Egypt to liberation in the Promised Land, in which their imaginations and senses were
aroused to come to experience God in new ways.”® Similarly for Blake, the entire
thrust of his work could be described as a journey of liberation from the captivity of
false religion to the Promised Land (Jerusalem)®’ in which God is experienced
directly through the ‘rouzing of the faculties’. It is this very journey that Job takes in
the lllustrations of the Book of Job. However, an important point of departure exists
between Blake’s journey and that of the Israelites. For the Israelites, the central
defining moment of their forty year sojourn in the wilderness was the giving of the
Law at Sinai (Ex 19-20). For Blake, religion based on law is fundamentally and fatally
flawed and leads to all kinds of distortions and terrors. Strikingly, it is this precise
point of divergence that is highlighted at the very centre of his Job series in plate
eleven, which will be discussed in detail below, and which forms the fulcrum point of

the series as a whole.

3% The revelation of God as YHWH (cf. Ex 3:14-15) was a central theme in the Exodus event.
This revelation had a strong sensory component to it for the Israelites — the sight of the pillars
of cloud and fire (Ex 13:21-22); crossing the sea on dry ground (Ex 14:22); the satisfaction of
hunger and thirst (Ex 16:12 & 17:5-6); the thunder, lightning, thick cloud, fire, smoke and
trumpet blasts at Sinai (Ex 19:16-19).

337 <Jerusalem’ (or the New Jerusalem) was Blake’s preferred image to refer to the concept of
a transformed society, known most famously in the poem ‘And did those feet in ancient time’
(popularly referred to as ‘Jerusalem’) from the preface to the epic prophetic poem Milton a
Poem (Erdman, The Complete Poetry and Prose of William Blake, 95.).
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Secondly, there is every reason to suppose that Blake would have felt a certain affinity
with Job as a character well-acquainted with suffering. There is a certain resonance
with their respective stories — not just in terms of their experience of suffering, but
more particularly with their experience of God in the midst of suffering. Blake knew
what it was like to be derided and misunderstood by his contemporaries, particularly
in relation to his artistic vision. He also knew what it meant to be falsely accused, as
the malicious charge of sedition brought against him in 1803 attests.>** For significant
periods of his life his financial affairs and material wellbeing were precarious to say
the least. It was for this very reason that John Linnell commissioned the Job
engravings.”’ Yet, in spite of these corporeal hardships, Blake’s visionary
communion with God remained steadfast — a communion which sustained him against
“the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune.”**" In a letter to William Hayley dated 3
October 1803, Blake wrote: “...no one brings work to me. I am content that it shall be
so as long as God pleases.... I laugh & sing for if on Earth neglected I am in heaven a
Prince among Princes.... for as Man liveth not by bread alone I shall live altho I
should want bread.”**' This relationship between the experience of suffering and the
visionary experience of God is another key theme which Blake explores in his

lllustrations of the Book of Job.

¥ The charge arose from an altercation between Blake and a soldier by the name of Private

John Schofield that occurred in the garden of Blake’s cottage in Felpham on 12 August 1803.
Blake was charged, tried and eventually found not guilty, but not before a jury of his peers, in
the initial stage of the legal proceedings, declared him to be “...a Wicked Seditious and Evil
disposed person” (Bentley, The Stranger from Paradise: A Biography of William Blake,
258.).
2% In a letter a few years after Blake’s death, Linnell wrote:
...1t was [at Fountain Court] that he began to feel the want of employment and before
I knew his distress he had sold all his collection of old prints.... this however was not
enough to afford him permanent support & it was in hopes of obtaining a profit
sufficient to supply his future wants that the publication of Job was begun at my
suggestion & expense. (ibid., 395.)
%0 The phrase comes from Hamlet’s famous “To be, or not to be” speech in Shakespeare’s
Hamlet, Act 111, Scene 1.
1 Erdman, The Complete Poetry and Prose of William Blake, 736-37.
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Thirdly, the forty years that Blake spent engaging with the book of Job represents a
sizeable and significant period of his life from relatively early in his career right up to
its very end. It would be reasonable to say that over this timespan Blake’s own
thinking developed and matured. This progression of thought is clearly evident in the
engravings of the book of Job, completed as they were at the very end of Blake’s
career. In the engravings we see how Blake took his earlier work on the book of Job —
the Butts and Linell sets — and developed the ideas that were lying within them in
embryo, bringing them to fuller and more nuanced expression. Robert Essick asserts
that “The thematic shape of the entire series... came into being at a late stage in

Blake's long history as an interpreter of the Book of Job.”**

This development of thought in the Job engravings was achieved through two
significant expansions. Firstly, through the addition of extensive inscriptions and
illuminated borders around the images of the Job story, which add a rich new layer of
interpretative commentary to the images themselves. “The result is that an alternative
reality is created outside the ruled lines of the central design, one which both
comments on and amplifies the significance of the main image.”** Through these
marginalia, Blake introduces the idea that not even the designs themselves are
impervious to illumination that could cast them in a significantly altered light, nor
should they be. The genius of his engravings is that in their very design — comprising
both central images and marginal inscriptions — Blake’s open hermeneutic is internally

at work.

2 Cited in Penelope Minney, "Job's Gethsemane: Tradition and Imagination in William
Blake's Illustrations for the Book of Job" (Durham University, 1997), 142. Minney 1997,
141ff) argues for a contrary view that the later engravings do not fundamentally alter the
meaning of the earlier Butts watercolours (see ibid., 141ff.). Her argument is a lucid and
nuanced one, but is ultimately unconvincing as it relies too heavily on interim inscriptions on
the first and last plates that Blake later erased, and fails to consider the possibility that
Blake’s own understanding of Job’s journey developed over the course of his own life
(Bentley, The Stranger from Paradise.: A Biography of William Blake, 397.).

3 Morton D. Paley, The Traveller in the Evening : The Last Works of William Blake (Oxford
Oxford University Press, 2003), 226.
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The second element of the engravings which clearly demonstrate Blake’s progression
of thought is the addition of two new designs (plates seventeen and twenty) which
were not included in the original Butts and Linell sets.*** As will be argued below, the
significance of these two new designs cannot be overstated, not simply because of the
importance of the individual content of each of these plates, but also because of their
impact on the interpretation of the series as a whole. This is powerfully evident in the
dramatic chiastic structure which is discernible in the twenty-one plates, which the
inclusion of these new plates makes possible. This chiastic structure, which provides a
key to unlocking Blake’s interpretation of the book of Job as a whole, was absent in
the earlier watercolour series. The many years of allowing his thoughts around the
book of Job to gestate, resulted in the birthing of a powerful new exposition which

before could only, at best, be hinted at.

However, at the heart of this powerful new exposition lies a profound irony. For the
style in which Blake chose to express himself was regarded by many at the time to be
thoroughly antiquated. His engravings of Job were done in the particular intaglio style

in which he had first been trained as an apprentice.”*> The poet Bernard Barton, in a

** In the Memorandum of Agreement between Blake and John Linnell, in which the terms of
the commission for the Job engravings is laid out, it states: “W. Blake agrees to Engrave the
Set of Plates from his own Designs of Job’s Captivity in number twenty...” (in Bentley, The
Stranger from Paradise: A Biography of William Blake, 397.). The twenty plates most
probably refer to the nineteen original designs plus an added title page. Blake’s decision to
add two new designs thus took place subsequent to this agreement being signed. He later
added watercolours of the new designs to complete the Butts and Linell sets, bringing those
collections up to twenty-one works each. Paley, however, suggests that when the
Memorandum of Agreement was signed, one of the new designs was already in existence
(Paley, The Traveller in the Evening : The Last Works of William Blake, 220.).

** Intaglio refers to a printmaking technique in which the image is incised into a surface, and
the incised line or sunken area holds the ink. In 1772 Blake was apprenticed to the engraver
and printmaker James Basire for seven years, who instructed him in the method of intaglio.
Basire’s particular style was the old-fashioned line-engraving method used by Diirer two-
and-a-half centuries earlier, and quite distinct from the flashier and more fashionable intaglio
styles that were in vogue such as stipple or mezzotint (Bentley, The Stranger from Paradise:
A Biography of William Blake, 33.).
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letter to John Linnell dated a few years after Blake’s death, wrote somewhat

scathingly of the Job engravings:
There is a dryness and hardness in Blake’s manner of engraving which is very
apt to be repulsive to print-collectors in general — to any, indeed, who have not
taste enough to appreciate the force and originality of his conceptions, in spite
of the manner in which he has embodied them. I candidly own I am not
surprised at this; his style is little calculated to take with admirers of modern
engraving. It puts me in mind of some old prints I have seen.... I cannot but
wish he could have clothed his imaginative creations in a garb more attractive

to ordinary mortals, or else given simple outlines of them.**

The irony of Blake’s choice of style for the Job engravings deepens, when one
considers his own personal history of printmaking techniques. Relatively early in his
career, Blake grew increasingly frustrated with the limitations of intaglio engraving,
and started experimenting with an innovative publishing method that came to be
known as relief etching. This remarkable innovation involved printing from the relief,
or raised, part of the plate rather than from the intaglio, or incised, parts. He achieved
this by drawing or writing directly onto the copper plate with an acid-resistant
material and then pouring acid over the entire plate, thereby eating away the areas on
the plate that would print white, leaving the text or image exposed in relief which
would receive the ink.**’ There were a number of advantages to relief etching;: it
allowed expressive and aesthetic effects which were impossible to achieve via
intaglio; it enabled images and text to be applied directly to the plate at the same time
in a seamless way; the text could accordingly be incorporated into the image as it was
treated as handwritten script rather than mechanical letterpress; it enabled different
coloured inks to be utilized in the printing process, which meant that every page in

every book was a unique piece of art, with no two copies of any page being identical,;

246 Cited in Paley, The Traveller in the Evening : The Last Works of William Blake, 222.

47 For a detailed step-by-step reconstruction of the process that Blake probably used for his
relief etching, see Robert N. Essick, William Blake, Printmaker (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1980), 86ff.
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and it gave Blake far greater control over the entire publishing process.**® Apart from
these practical advantages, there was also a deeper philosophical significance to
Blake’s invention of relief etching. In the first instance, it was an emphatic expression
of his insistence of the importance of boldly re-imagining received traditions.
Furthermore, the mechanics of the actual technique of relief etching was a metaphor
for the nature of true religion, in which all that is immaterial is burnt away, revealing
the real and eternal which alone remain. Blake himself referred to relief etching as
“printing in the infernal method, by means of corrosives...melting apparent surfaces
away, and displaying the infinite which was hid.” (from The Marriage of Heaven and
Helly™

In the light of all of this, Blake’s decision to revert to the old-fashioned line-engraved
intaglio method for his engravings of Job is deeply ironic, especially given the
powerful new exposition of the book which his engravings present. One would think
that his boldly inventive method of relief etching would have been a more fitting
medium for his boldly inventive exposition of the book of Job. Could this decision of
Blake’s be part of the creative genius of this work, in which the innovative content of
his exposition is juxtaposed with the archaic form in which it is presented, requiring
the interpreter to grapple with the relationship between established tradition on the one
hand and imaginative newness on the other? Blake’s engravings of The lllustrations of
Job seem to be making the salutary point that the journey to imaginative newness, of
necessity, involves a passage through established tradition. Within the //lustrations

themselves, as will be seen, this very journey is made explicit.

%8 For a helpful treatment of the advantages and challenges of Blake’s relief etching, see the

relevant section within the online article on Blake’s first illuminated manuscript *A4//
Religions are One’ at http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/All_Religions are One [accessed on 4
December 2012].

% Erdman, The Complete Poetry and Prose of William Blake, 39.
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5. The chiastic structure of Illustrations of the Book of Job

It was Charles Norton, as early as 1875 in his book-length study of the Illlustrations,
who noticed that the later plates in the series counterbalance the earlier plates. This
insight was further explored by Joseph Wicksteed in 1910, in his pioneering and
highly influential book Blake's Vision of the Book of Job.**® Since Wicksteed, this
recognition of what has been termed the antiphonal structure of the series has
generally set the tone in the interpretation of the //lustrations as a whole.>' Critical
attention has tended to focus on the visual juxtaposition of the first and last plates, and
the prominence of Satan in plates 2 — 6 with the counterbalancing prominence of
God (Christ)* in plates 13 — 17. These are valid and important observations that

illustrate the antiphonal nature of the series.

However, I am of the view that characterizing the series as having a broad antiphonal
structure does not go far enough in describing the precise relationship between the two
halves of the series. A more accurate characterization would be that the series exhibits
a chiastic structure, which drills down to the level of individual plates in each half of
the series that mirror each other and accordingly inform each other.>* At the heart of

this chiasmus is plate 11, the middle plate which marks the lowest and darkest point in

Y Minney, "Job's Gethsemane: Tradition and Imagination in William Blake's Illustrations for
the Book of Job," xviii.

»!bid., 141.

2 1n plate 4 Satan does not appear in the central image itself, but as a winged figure in the
marginalia. Nevertheless, his is still an imposing presence in the engraving as he is depicted
with sword in hand, standing over the earth. The devastating effects of his presence are
evident in the tragic news that the messengers bring to Job and his wife.

2 The depictions of God in the second half of the series are also depictions of Christ. This is
made explicit in plate 17, where words of Jesus from John 14 are inscribed in the margins,
“He that hath seen me hath seen my Father also. I & my Father are One.” Blake was
unperturbed by the anachronism of Christological assertions being made within an Old
Testament book.

>4 Blake was well familiar with chiasmus as a literary device, and used it in other works. For
a treatment of his use of chiasmus in The Four Zoas and Jerusalem see D. Whitmarsh-Knight
2010, http://thefourzoascom.blogspot.com/2010/03/first-chiastic-structures-of-zoas-and.html.
[Accessed: 7 December 2012].
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the series. As will be discussed below, this plate is the fulcrum point on which the

interpretation of the entire series hinges.

The chiastic structure of the Job engravings could be represented as follows:
A — 1. Job and His Family
B — 2. Satan Before the Throne of God
C — 3. Job's Sons and Daughters Overwhelmed by Satan
D — 4. The Messengers Tell Job of His Misfortunes
E — 5. Satan Going Forth from the Presence of the Lord and Job's Charity
F — 6. Satan Smiting Job with Boils
G — 7. Job's Comforters
H — 8. Job's Despair
I—9. The Vision of Eliphaz
J—10. Job Rebuked by His Friends
i K —11. Job's Evil Dreams
J' — 12. The Wrath of Elihu
I' — 13.The Lord Answering Job out of the Whirlwind
H' — 14. When the Morning Stars Sang Together
G'— 15. Behemoth and Leviathan
F’ —16. The Fall of Satan
E'—17. The Vision of Christ
D' — 18. Job's Sacrifice

C’' - 19. Every Man also Gave Him a Piece of Money
B’ —20. Job and His Daughters

A’ —21. Job and His Family Restored to Prosperity*>

2% The titles for each of the plates that have been used here are the descriptive titles used by
the William Blake Archive [Available from: http://www.blakearchive.org]. It is important to
note that Blake did not give any titles to his engravings. Some scholars use the most
prominent biblical text in the margin of each illustration as the title — see, for example, S.
Foster Damon, Blake's Job (Providence, RI: Brown University Press, 1966). The use of
descriptive titles is in itself an interpretation, and could potentially distort the reading of a
particular engraving. For example, the descriptive title given to plate 12 is ‘The wrath of
Elihu’, but it is a moot point whether wrath best describes Elihu’s disposition in the
engraving. An even more dramatic example would be in plate 18, which has been given the
descriptive title of ‘Job’s sacrifice’, but the point being made is that Job, having just

114



Chapter 3: William Blake’s lllustrations of the Book of Job

Conceptualizing the series in this way reveals the journey of transformation that Job
undergoes — a journey of descent and subsequent ascent.”® The first half of the series
— the journey of descent — begins in a state of seeming bliss, with Job’s family and
flocks gathered around him as they read and pray together (plate 1). This state of
contentment is then ruptured by the machinations of Satan in heaven and the horrific
consequences for Job on earth (plates 2 — 6). The response of Job and his friends to his
plight (plates 7 — 10) fails to bring any consolation, but only deepens the encroaching
darkness as the religious paradigm out of which they operate is revealed to be wholly
inadequate. Indeed, it is more than inadequate — it is false! This is made explicit in
plate 11, which represents the nadir of his journey, in which Job comes to see that the

God of his religious conception is truly a devil.

This gift of disillusionment (in the sense of having his illusions about God exposed
and hence stripped away) enables Job to begin the journey of ascent in which he will
come to re-imagine and rediscover who God really is. This requires retracing the steps
that had brought Job to that point, which happens as each engraving in the second half
of the series ‘answers’ or ‘corrects’ its corresponding engraving in the first half. It
begins with Elihu who holds up one hand against the so-called wisdom of his elders
and with the other points to the heavens (plate 12). This leads to a series of visionary
encounters with God (plates 13 — 17) in which Job comes to see the world with all its
beauty, paradox and ambiguity through the perspective of God. What follows are the
responses of Job who prays on behalf of his friends (plate 18), his neighbours who

encountered God in a visionary way, renounces sacrifice in favour of authentic prayer. There
is a deep irony at work here, for in one sense this is indeed Job’s sacrifice — the sacrifice of
his former religious persona who was forever sacrificing as a means of interceding on behalf
of others (cf. Job 1:5).

236 The title page of the series (reproduced at the end of this chapter) shows the path of
descent and ascent that Job must follow, represented by seven angels descending and
reascending clockwise. These seven angels symbolized the seven Eyes of God — an important
concept in Blake’s thought that will be discussed below — which describe the stages of
spiritual development from error to enlightenment.
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bring him money (plate 19), and Job again who initiates his daughters into his
experience of the mysteries of God (plate 20). The series concludes with Job and his
family expressing their artistic imagination by playing the musical instruments (plate

21) that were untouched and unplayed in the first plate.

The centre of the chiastic structure, and the turning point for Job, comes in plate 11.
Before discussing the chiastic pairings of the rest of the series, this central, fulcrum-

point engraving will be considered.

5.1 Plate 11 — Job’s Evil Dreams>’

This central plate 11 is the focal point of the chiasmus and the fulcrum of the series as
a whole. In it, a God-like figure hovers over a supine Job, which is strongly
reminiscent of Blake’s 1795 painting Elohim Creating Adam. In this engraving,

however, the God-figure is unmistakably demonic, having wild, tousled hair, a cloven

27 All of the images of the engravings reproduced here are in the public domain and are
accessible online at
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/William Blake's Illustrations of the Book of Job.
Larger copies of each engraving can be found in the Appendix.
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hoof and is entwined by a serpent. His right hand points to the stone tablets of the
Decalogue above, while his left hand points to the hellfire below, even as a chain is
offered to him by one of the three scaly demons who grasp at Job out of the black

flames below.?*8

This depiction has led many commentators to conclude that this is none other than
Satan masquerading as God.* Such a conclusion maintains the dualistic split between
God who is good, and Satan who is evil. But another possibility exists that is even
more radical — that this is indeed God. Or certainly the God that Job has served and
who has been seen in the first half of the series, enthroned in heaven and engaging
with Satan regarding the life and wellbeing of Job. A false God who is revealed to be

a devil.

It has been suggested that the three demons who clutch at Job from below are the
nightmare transformations of Job’s comforters, perhaps because of their slavish
adherence to the dictates of the Law.?*® The relationship between the Law and the
bondage of hell is made explicit by the devil-god, who points to each in a way that
alludes to their symbiotic connection, suggesting that the one necessarily leads to the

other.?®' In doing so, his outstretched arms cause him to assume a cruciform

28 paley, The Traveller in the Evening : The Last Works of William Blake, 244.

259 See, for example, ibid.; Minney, "Job's Gethsemane: Tradition and Imagination in William
Blake's Illustrations for the Book of Job," 172.

20 paley, The Traveller in the Evening : The Last Works of William Blake, 244.

21 Minney offers a different interpretation, that in this plate the Law and Damnation in Hell
are presented as alternatives — “observe the Law or else you’ll burn in Hell” (Minney, "Job's
Gethsemane: Tradition and Imagination in William Blake's Illustrations for the Book of Job,"
172.). ’m of the view that Blake was suggesting something far more radical, namely that the
slavish adherence to the Law leads to an experience of hell. Stdhler argues that in Blake’s
system of thought both laws and hell “...are mutually dependent on each other as defining
offence and penance” (Axel Stdhler, "Writ(H)Ing Images: Imagination, the Human Form and
the Divine in William Blake, Salman Rushdie and Simon Louvish," English Studies 89, no. 1
(2008): 97.).
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posture.”* This is a grotesque parody of the crucifixion, not as a site of life and
liberation but rather of bondage and death. Indeed, this cruciform posture occurs
earlier in the series in plate 6, where a cruciform Satan (complete with nimbus®®)
inflicts suffering on Job, flinging arrows from his one hand and pouring out a vial of
fire from the other. Following plate 11, God assumes a cruciform posture in plates 13
and 14, as does Job in plates 18 and 20. The question is raised: which of these

represents a true christological position? For in plate 11 the God that Job had served is

revealed to be a terrifying distortion of the God revealed in Christ.

It is significant that for Job this realization comes through the medium of dreams and
visions. The caption of plate 11 is a paraphrase of Job 7:14 — “With Dreams upon my
bed thou scarest me and affrightest me with Visions.” Terrifying though these
nightmares may be, they lead Job for the first time into the realm of the visionary”®**
where true insight becomes possible.”® Indeed, it is precisely at this devastating low-
point where the true nature of the false God Job has been serving is exposed, that his
journey into authentic maturity begins. It is a moment of death, but also one in which
resurrection hope is expressed. Part of the inscription of plate 11 includes these words,
rephrased from Job 19:25-27:

For I know that my Redeemer liveth & that he shall stand in the latter days upon

the Earth & after my skin destroy thou This body yet in my flesh shall I see God

whom I shall see for Myself and mine eyes shall behold & not Another

tho consumed be my wrought image

22 This cruciform posture is one of the significant deviations from Blake’s earlier Elohim
Creating Adam on which this design was clearly based, suggesting a deliberate intention on
Blake’s part to represent this God-like figure in this way.

263 In art a nimbus is the bright or cloud-like disc surrounding the head of a subject, especially
of a saint or a deity that is an indication of the sanctity or even the divinity of the subject.

264 In plate 9, Eliphaz’s vision of God is presented to Job, but clearly this was not a visionary
experience of his own.

2% Whereas we might say something like, “It was just a nightmare, it wasn’t real,” for Blake
Job’s nightmares were visions of the truly real.
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From the tomb-like nadir of plate 11, the second half of the series charts the path of
Job’s journey of resurrection, a path of ascent that culminates quite gloriously with
Job and all his family sharing in the high art of making music together (plate 21) as an

expression of their praise of God.

Having considered plate 11 which is the fulcrum-point of Job’s journey, what follows
now is a discussion of each of the paired images that make up the chiastic structure of
the series, and how they describe Job’s descent and subsequent ascent and the

transformation he undergoes as a result.

5.2 Plates 1 and 21

Plate 1 — Job and His Family Plate 21 — Job and His Family Restored
to Prosperity

The first and last plates in the series mark the parameters of the series as a whole and
are arguably the most striking pairing in the chiastic structure. They are visually very
similar, as the central images in both depict Job and his wife with their ten children
and flocks beneath a large tree, flanked in the distance by the sun and moon. Common

elements in the marginalia include clouds and a framing tent-like structure, a ram and
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bull in the bottom corners, and a fiery altar. At first glance they appear to be virtually

Synonymous.

On closer inspection, however, the visual similarity of these two plates reveal their
stark contrasts. In the first plate, Job and his wife are sitting with open books on their
laps with their children kneeling around them in the posture of prayer. All the sons
have shepherd’s crooks, a symbol of pastoral devotion. Their posture and proximity to
their parents, along with their sisters, suggests that all of Job’s children are the model
of obedience. The sense created is that this is a deeply devout and exemplary family,
committed to reading the scriptures and praying together.”*® Inscribed above the
central image are the opening words of the Lord’s Prayer, “Our Father which art in
Heaven hallowed be thy name.”**” While the Lord’s Prayer is undoubtedly the best-
known and most important prayer within the Christian faith, the inescapable reality is
that it is a book prayer, the recitation of which can easily become formulaic.
Repeating prayers by rote is qualitatively different from prayer that arises out of one’s

268 Very significantly, musical

own lived experience expressed in one’s own words.
instruments — so symbolic for Blake of the artistic imagination — are hanging up in the
tree, unplayed.”® The main inscription beneath the image, ‘Thus did Job continually’
(Job 1:5), underscores the point that this is a faithful and consistent representation of

all of Job’s life.

266 This portrayal of Job’s children represents a departure from the biblical text, where their

proclivity for feasting and celebrating is described as an anxiety for Job who would offer
burnt offerings on their behalf just in case they had sinned (cf. Job 1:4-5).

27 In the Butts and Linell watercolours, the opening words of the Lord’s Prayer are written
within the setting sun. Online images of the Butts and Linell sets are available at
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/William_Blake%27s_Illustrations of the Book of Job

28 Minney disputes this interpretation that the opening line of the Lord’s Prayer in plate 1
connotes a legalistic form of piety. She argues that if Blake “...had wanted to depict Job and
his family weighed down by a burden of law and formal repetition, he would hardly have
chosen as target the opening words of the Lord's Prayer, which approaches God lovingly as
Father” (Minney, "Job's Gethsemane: Tradition and Imagination in William Blake's
[lustrations for the Book of Job," 160.).

2% The two sons on the far left and right each have an instrument at their side, but these also
remain unplayed.
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In the last plate, by contrast, the opened books have gone. The untouched instruments
of the first plate are now being played, as Job and his wife and their sons and
daughters sing and make music together. Job’s outstretched hand and the inscription
from Rev 15:3, “Great & Marvellous are thy Works Lord God Almighty Just & True
are thy Ways O thou King of Saints” indicate that they are sharing together in the
praises of God. David Bindman observes that through instrumental music, song and
possibly dance, art and prayer have become one and the same for Job and his
family.?” Indeed, there is an unmistakable note of artistic freedom and exuberance in
the last plate that is in sharp contrast to the stiff uniformity and rigid control of the
first. Clearly, the nature of Job’s religious expression has dramatically changed, which

reveals the deeper truth that Job’s understanding of God has dramatically changed.

Other important differences between these two plates highlight the nature of the
transformation that Job has undergone. The positions of the sun and moon in plate 1
are inverted in plate 21, so that the setting sun of the first plate, suggestive of the
coming night of suffering and disillusionment that will soon envelop Job in darkness,
becomes the rising sun of the last plate, pointing to the new day of understanding and
insight that has dawned upon Job and his family. The slumbering sheep in the
foreground of plate 1 have awakened in plate 21, suggesting a new enlivened
consciousness, not just for Job but for all within his sphere of influence. Indeed, the
final plate reveals that Job’s journey of transformation has implications that reach way
beyond the private and personal, extending to his family, his flocks and fields (the
renewal of Job’s physical landscape will be dealt with below), and even the cosmos

itself, as the inversion of the sun and moon in the final plate attest.

Another crucially significant difference between the plates of this first chiastic pairing
concerns the Gothic cathedral in the background of the first plate which is missing in

the last plate. It has become customary amongst commentators to identify this Gothic

270 David Bindman, "Blake as a Painter," in The Cambridge Companion to William Blake, ed.
Morris Eaves (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 105.
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271

cathedral as symbolic of true art.”"" This identification is based on Blake’s own

assertion that “...a Gothic Church is representative of true Art” (from A4 Vision of the

272 as well as an inscription on the engraving Joseph of Arimathea

Last Judgement),
among The Rocks of Albion in which Blake declared that the world was not worthy of
the Gothic artists who built the cathedrals.”” For Paley, the presence of this Gothic

cathedral “...indicates the persistent availability of vision.”*"*

While these positive associations with Gothic architecture are accepted within Blake’s
wider corpus, they are misplaced in this particular instance in the interpretation of
plate 1. For while it is true that those who designed and built the cathedrals displayed
artistic imagination at its height, the same is not necessarily true of those who
frequented them. What is often overlooked is that a Gothic cathedral, in its very form
and function, is a repository of religious tradition and a structural expression of a
particular brand of faith largely fixed in time and space. As such, the cathedral in plate
1 could be understood as a symbol of rigid, unyielding religious practice that is more
concerned with the preservation of what is, than with the discovery of what is fresh
and new. A profound irony is at work here as Blake uses a symbol that he had always
associated with true art as a representation of the antithesis of true art. In doing so
Blake is giving notice that all is not necessarily as it appears and that preconceived
ideas and presuppositions need to be carefully scrutinized before being blindly
accepted and believed. This is precisely what will be required of Job in his journey of

religious transformation.

This admittedly negative interpretation of the Gothic cathedral in plate 1 is supported
in two ways. Firstly, the other physical structure in the central design of plate 1 is a
compound of five storehouses, suggestive of the safeguarding of Job’s material

prosperity. The cathedral and storehouses can thus be seen as structures that

"l Minney, "Job's Gethsemane: Tradition and Imagination in William Blake's Illustrations for

the Book of Job," 81.

"2 Erdman, The Complete Poetry and Prose of William Blake, 559.

P 1bid., 671.

2" paley, The Traveller in the Evening : The Last Works of William Blake, 232.

122



Chapter 3: William Blake’s lllustrations of the Book of Job

symbolize the protection of Job’s religion and riches. Secondly, the only other
occurrence of a Gothic cathedral in the series is in plate 4, when messengers run to tell
Job and his wife the tragic news of the calamities that have befallen them.*”
Significantly, in that engraving Job’s wife wrings her hands above her head in a
gesture of anguished grief, whereas Job holds his hands together and looks
heavenward in a composed posture of prayer. According to the biblical account, the
prayer that he utters is the famous, “Naked I came from my mother’s womb, and
naked shall I return there; the LORD gave, and the LORD has taken away; blessed be
the name of the LORD.” (Job 1:21)

The question that arises is whether this prayer of Job’s is an authentic response of
faith appropriate to the horrific news he has just heard, or the formulaic response of
dead religion. W Vogels argues persuasively that Job’s response to the news of his
great loss was nothing more than the utterance of empty, pious slogans. He writes,
“...when he loses everything, he really does not know what to do. His only responses

276 If Vogels is correct, then this

are conventional rites and superficial, pious formulas.
moment demonstrates the utter failure of Job’s faith in his hour of need. Tellingly, in
plate 4 of the illustrations, as Job holds his hands together in prayer and looks
heavenward®’’ the figure towards whom he unknowingly gazes, beyond the central
image and standing boldly in the marginalia, is none other than Satan. In the light of
all this, the presence of a Gothic cathedral in the distant background in plate 4 conveys
the sense of the influence of rigid religious tradition that must be preserved and
protected. This is precisely what Job seeks to do with his ritualistic response to the

calamities that had befallen him, exposing the true character of his faith as something

that is fixed and unbending and must be safeguarded at all costs.

25 A reproduction of this plate is included below in the discussion of the chiastic pairing of
plates 4 and 18.

27 Walter Vogels, "Job's Empty Pious Slogans," in The Book of Job, ed. Willem A.M.
Beuken (Leuven: Leuven University Press, 1995), 376.

27" The only other time in the series that Job assumes this same posture is in plate 13, when
the LORD answers him out of the whirlwind.
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The presence of a Gothic cathedral in plate 1, and the corresponding absence of a
cathedral or any other overtly religious structure in the last plate, elucidate further the
transformation that Job has undergone. In the first plate Job has all the appearance of
piety, and is no doubt sincere and committed in his religious practice. But his belief is
tragically misplaced — a reality that is not immediately evident, but which will become
shockingly apparent in the course of his journey. By contrast, in the final plate Job and
his family offer a freed-up, authentic, exuberant and imaginative expression of praise
to a very different God who takes no pleasure in the requirements of sacrifice as
defined within some religious legal code. The inscription on the altar beneath the
central image of plate 21 reads, “In burnt Offerings for Sin thou hast had no Pleasure”
(Heb 10:6). The main inscription of the final plate confirms that the latter end of Job
was more blessed than the beginning. The reason for this had already been declared at

the very outset, for inscribed on the altar of the first plate were the words, “The Letter

Killeth The Spirit giveth Life” (2 Cor 3:6). This indeed was Job’s experience.

5.3 Plates 2 and 20

Plate 2 — Satan Before the Throne of God Plate 20 — Job and His Daughters
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Although the descriptive title given to plate 2 is ‘Satan Before the Throne of God’, it
fails to do justice to the essence of this engraving. One alternative could be ‘Fathers
and Sons.” The inscription at the very bottom of the engraving is a quotation from Job
1:6, “There was a day when the Sons of God came to present themselves before the
Lord & Satan came also among them...” Mirroring these ‘Sons of God’ before the
Lord in heaven are the sons (and daughters) of Job around him on earth. The main
inscription on the plate is taken from Job 29:5, “When the Almighty was yet with me,
When my Children were about me.” There is an obvious resonance here with plate 20,
the corresponding engraving in the chiastic structure, which depicts Job and his three

daughters.

Another possibility for a descriptive title of plate 2 could be ‘The source of authority.’

Both in heaven above and on the earth below, books and scrolls abound. As in plate 1,

Job and his wife have open books on their laps. Paley offers this description:
The significant action going on is a comparison of texts. Two angels with
opened scrolls at the left make eye contact with Job, who, with worried glance
indicates with his right thumb a passage in the book he grips with his left
hand.... Job’s wife still has her book on her lap but looks over to her
husband’s. One son has entered from the right with an opened book and the one
behind Job has opened a scroll. The question before the house appears to be
whether the sons ‘have sinned and cursed God in their hearts’.... The textual
comparisons have their result in heaven above, where one angel flies up with a
book, another with a scroll, and two more lay scrolls at the base of the throne.

There sits the Chief Bookkeeper of all...with a volume opened on his lap.””®

In the midst of all this feverish bookish activity, the figure of Satan appears for the
first time.*”” The dictates and demands of book religion open the door for him to do
his work as accuser, as he appeals to the bookkeeping God on the throne for the

authority to test Job’s righteousness. He will do so as the Angel (or messenger) of the

28 paley, The Traveller in the Evening : The Last Works of William Blake, 233-34.
27 A sobering comment, perhaps, for those ensconced within the academe?
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Divine Presence, as the marginal inscription above the image makes clear. The phrase

appears to be a translation of the two Hebrew words immediately below it,**

except
that Blake has introduced a subtle irony. By leaving out the letter alef (X)from the
first word, the meaning is changed from ‘angel’ (78%1) to ‘king” (79%). The Hebrew
phrase would then be translated as ‘King Yahweh’ or ‘King Jehovah’. Blake is giving
notice of the identification between this bookkeeping King Jehovah on the throne and

Satan, the angel (or messenger) of the Divine Presence. Indeed, as alluded to above in

the discussion of the Gothic cathedral in plate 1, all is not necessarily as it appears.

Oblivious to what is transpiring in heaven above, on the earth below Job’s religious
anxiety is apparent as he and his family busy themselves with the reading of books
and scrolls. His over-riding concern as a father was that his children may have sinned
and cursed God in their hearts (cf. Job 1:5), and so he turns to the Letter of what has
been written. This is the source of Job’s authority for the conduct of his life and the
safeguarding of his family. He initiates his children into the observance of the law and
the dictates and demands of book religion, unaware that it is this very same

preoccupation that has opened the gate for Satan to do his worst.

In the bottom corners of the marginal designs stand a shepherd and shepherdess —
possibly representing Job and his wife — inside the fence of a sheepfold where sheep
are sleeping. However, the gate of the sheepfold is open, with a slumbering sheepdog
lying in the gateway. The appearance of protection is created, but in reality the sheep
are vulnerable and exposed. The pastoral protection that Job seeks to offer his children
through the observance of book religion is fundamentally flawed. This will be
tragically revealed in the following engraving which depicts the demise of Job’s

children at the hand of Satan.

The corresponding engraving in the chiastic pairing — plate 20 — reveals a radically

transformed picture. As in plate 2 it is a domestic scene with Job surrounded by his

80 In The Laocoédn, the exact same English-Hebrew combination occurs: The English phrase
‘The Angel of the Divine Presence’ immediately above the Hebrew words mi &%,
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children — though on this occasion it is just his three daughters. Any vestige of books
or scrolls is gone.” Whereas in plate 2 Job pointed with his thumb to a word in a
book, in plate 20 he points with outstretched arms to visual scenes on the walls behind
him, as he tells his daughters his story. “Three scenes are readily identifiable behind
Job: from left to right, the destruction of Job’s servants by the Chaldeans (1:17) with
Satan overhead, God appearing out of the whirlwind as in [plate] 13, and the
destruction of a ploughman by Satan himself (and not by the Sabeans as in Job

1:15).7%%

In stretching out his arms as he points to these scenes which describe his journey of
death and resurrection, Job assumes a cruciform posture. The implication is that as Job
reflects on the wide sweep of his lived experience — which included the alienation of
suffering and the wonder of divine revelation — there is an identification with the
crucified and risen Christ, whose presence, Job now recognizes, was indeed with him.
This is underscored by the marginal inscription at the bottom of the engraving, taken
from Psalm 139:8, “If I ascend up into Heaven thou art there If I make my bed in Hell
behold thou art there.”

This is what Job seeks to pass on to his daughters. This is what he seeks to initiate
them into. He has learned that a slavish adherence to the Letter offers no security and
is no way to live. Indeed, he has learned that such preoccupations are a symptom of
false religion — that the image of God as a bookkeeping King on the throne is the
image of a devil God. Job has been liberated from the bondage of book religion and
the tyranny of unbending tradition. This is clearly evident in the ways in which he sees

and treats his daughters, which represent a break from the received traditions of his

8! The corresponding watercolour in the Butts set contains scrolls and a book. “The left-hand

daughter has drawing or writing paper, the middle one is reading a book, and the one at the
right has a scroll in her left hand. It has been considered since W.M. Rossetti’s catalogue
[dating from 1880] that this rather poor drawing is largely by a hand other than Blake’s, and
that it even may have been completed after Blake’s death” (Paley, The Traveller in the
Evening : The Last Works of William Blake, 256.).

**2 bid., 258.
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day. This much is clear enough in the biblical record, where it is only the daughters
whose names are recorded, given to them by their father™® (Job 42:14) who also gave
them an inheritance along with their brothers (Job 42:15) — in clear contravention of
the Israelite custom that a daughter would inherit from her father only if he didn’t
have any sons (Numbers 27:8). In plate 20, this gender-based disruption of cultural

convention is dramatically driven home by Blake.

Firstly, this is the only engraving in the entire series where there are no male
characters around Job. Secondly, this engraving strongly intimates that the
“Inheritance” given to the daughters of Job refers not simply to material riches but
also to the inheritance of spiritual insight and awakening.*** This is not to suggest that
the brothers were excluded from this aspect of the inheritance. Indeed, in the final
engraving (plate 21), all of Job’s family join in the act of making music together.
However, it is significant that in telling his story and initiating his family into that
which he had come to know in a new way, it is his daughters whom Job chooses as the

initial recipients of his new consciousness.

Thirdly, this engraving revisions the place and importance of beauty in the world, and

the connection between beauty and art. The main inscription on the plate is taken from

8 Clines notes firstly, that in the narratives of the Hebrew Bible, females are not usually
named unless they have a prominent part to play in the plot, and secondly, in Hebrew society
it is always the mothers who name children. According to Clines, Job’s naming of his
daughters here is the only instance of a father doing so in the Hebrew Bible (David J.A.
Clines, Job 38 - 42, Word Biblical Commentary 18b (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2011),
1237-38.).

2% In the Hebrew Bible, an “inheritance” (72m1) most commonly referred to . ..the division
of the land within the kinship structure of Israel.... The sense of kinship and of specially
significant property inherent in the words leads to a wide metaphorical use, of which the most
theologically important...express the relationship between Israel and Yahweh” (Wright,
1997, 77). This metaphorical usage of the term to connote a special relational intimacy fits
well with Blake’s usage of the term here, which points to more than just material property.
Besides, 717m1 (in the sense of material property) was usually passed on to the inheriting
descendants only after one’s death (Clines, 2011, 1238) — which explains the scandal of the
younger son’s request in Jesus’ well-known parable in Luke 15:11-32 — and according to the
biblical text, Job would still live a further one hundred and forty years (42:16).
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Job 42:15, “There were not found Women fair as the Daughters of Job in all the Land
& their Father gave them Inheritance among their Brethren.” The relationship between
the daughters’ beauty and their receiving an inheritance is a crucially important one to
understand. Clines offers this instructive comment on this question:
The two halves of the verse, about the daughters’ beauty and about their
inheritance, are connected by a simple “and” [waw], which leaves the relation
of the two parts open to question. We saw in the prologue how the “and”
suggests a causal connection: Job was blameless and upright “and” there were
born to him seven sons and three daughters (1:1-2) — as if his piety were the
reason for his perfect family. The same doubtless applies here: the daughters’

beauty is the reason for their father’s exceptional treatment of them.”™

Some (feminist) commentators decry the insinuation that it was the daughters’
physical beauty that prompted Job to give them an inheritance, and see in this a
perpetuation of a patriarchal worldview in which women are sexually objectified and
their value is defined according to their sexual appeal. Wilcox writes, ““...what we
have emphasized here is not the liberation of woman to become an equal to man, but
painted, perfumed, sexual beauty. Job’s old age is blessed with the almost illicit

pleasure of sexually attractive daughters.”**

However, to limit the daughters’ beauty to something merely physical in a sexually
objectified way is to diminish and demean the expansive nature of true beauty, and is
to miss its true point. Certainly for Blake, such a crass reduction of beauty to a
function of gratuitous sexual desire could never be justified. He viewed beauty not as
a commodity to be craved but as a form of spiritual materialism that could transfigure
individuals and transform societies.”®’ It should come as no surprise then that beauty,

for Blake, was inextricably connected to Art. In The Laocodén he writes, “Art can

*% Clines, Job 38 - 42, 1238,

2% John T Wilcox, The Bitterness of Job: A Philosophical Reading (Ann Arbor: University of
Michigan Press, 1989), 222.

287 Susanne Sklar, "How Beauty Will Save the World: William Blake's Prophetic Vision,"
Spiritus: A Journal of Christian Spirituality 7, no. 1 (2007): 30.
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never exist without Naked Beauty displayed.”**® This relationship between Art and
Beauty is delightfully expressed in the marginal designs of plate 20 where the
inscription about the daughters’ beauty and inheritance is bracketed by a lyre and lute.
In the final engraving of the series, one of the daughters will play the lyre and Job’s
wife will play the lute.

Clearly, Job’s eyes have been opened to see his daughters in a whole new light.
Unconstrained by cultural convention or the need to ‘play it by the book’, he goes
public with his broadened perspective of who they really are, recognizing their
individuality, celebrating their beauty, affirming their importance, redefining their
place and honouring their rightful entitlements within his reconfigured world. Joan
Chittister writes:
The symbol of Job's new world is the symbol of Job's three daughters — Dove,
Cinnamon, and Eye-shadow, the translators call them — not invisible now, but
named, not dependent but propertied, not faceless but uniquely gentle,
personable and female. In Job's new world, the feminine is very present and
just as powerful, just as established, just as influential as her brothers are. Job's
new world, in other words, is the world turned upside down. In this world, the
development of women does not diminish men, it enhances them. In this world,
conflict is not the basis of security and peace and feminism does not signal

weakness; it secures the strength of everyone.**’

In plate 2 we see Job caught in the desperate anxiety of seeking to ‘get it right” as he
and his family try to follow the letter of the law, while above him a picture of God and
heaven is revealed that both enables and authorizes the interrogation of his
righteousness and the exploitation of his anxiety. This is part of Job’s necessary
journey of descent into the darkness of disillusionment. In plate 20 we witness Job’s

glorious emergence as one who has been freed from the shackles of his anxiety,

88 Erdman, The Complete Poetry and Prose of William Blake, 275.
2% Joan Chittister, Job's Daughters : Women and Power, Madeleva Lecture in Spirituality
(New York: Paulist Press, 1990), 70.
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evidenced in his invitation to his daughters to consider the world in the light of his

transformed perspective, even as he sees them in a whole new light.

5.4 Plates 3 and 19

Plate 3 — Job's Sons and Daughters Plate 19 - Every Man also Gave Him a
Overwhelmed by Satan Piece of Money

The relationship between plates 3 and 19 in this third chiastic pairing is immediately

290 the latter is one of fecund

apparent. The former is a scene of fiery destruction,
restoration.”' In plate 3, the agent of the devastation is Satan — rather than the
“...great wind from the Wilderness” (Job 1:19) in the main inscription of the

engraving — who is depicted as a black, bat-winged figure with fire and lightning bolts

% The destruction is not simply the demise of Job’s children (and their families), tragic
though that is. It is also the destruction of the possibility of artistic expression. At the bottom
of the central design lies a dead female figure, her feet resting on a tambourine, her hand on a
lyre. To her right lies the dead body of a male figure who has fallen, somewhat unnaturally,
into an inverted cruciform position above the scattered dishes that would have contained the
elements of bread and wine for the children’s feast. The Christological reference is subtle but
clear — the destruction is not just of a house and family, but of Art and the Gospel.

21 The fecundity of Job’s restoration is apparent in the ripened wheat in Job’s field, the
ripened figs that hang from the tree above Job and his wife, and the large bunches of grapes,
roses and lilies that are included in the marginal designs.
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coming from his hands. In plate 19, the agents of Job’s material restoration are a man
and three women who bring him gifts of money and jewellery.*”> The question asked
and answered by this chiastic pairing is this, ‘By whose hand are these things
wrought?’ The answer given is that whoever the particular agents may be, ultimately
this is the work of God. The marginal inscriptions across the top of plate 3 read, “The
Fire of God is Fallen from Heaven” (Job 1:16) and “And the Lord said unto Satan
Behold All that he hath is in thy Power” (Job 1:12). The corresponding inscriptions in
plate 19 read, “The Lord maketh Poor & maketh Rich He bringeth Low & Lifteth up”
(1 Samuel 2:7) and “who provideth for the Raven his Food When his young ones cry
unto God” (Job 38:41).

2 1t is significant that the women are in the majority in this company of charitable givers. In
the original watercolour of this scene in the Butts set, there were two women and one man.
Blake has added another woman here, making this only the second engraving in the entire set
(along with plate 20) where there are more women than men. The restoration that Job
experiences has a preponderance of feminine energy embedded within it. The caption of the
engraving, ‘Every one also gave him a piece of Money’ modifies the Authorised Version’s
“...every man also gave him a piece of money” (Job 42:11).This anticipates the counter-
cultural gendered perspective that Job will embrace in the following engraving (plate 20) in
relation to his daughters, which has already been discussed. In this engraving the woman at
the head of the small company is holding out an ear-ring to Job’s wife. The material
restoration that is being offered is thus not simply one of monetary value, but includes the
restoration of aesthetic beauty as well, which is seen to fall within the particular domain of
the feminine. This is not to suggest that the specific role and function of women in the
‘softer’ task of the restoration of beauty is of secondary importance to the ‘harder’, more
pragmatic task of monetary restoration. Far from it. As already discussed above, Beauty and
Art are inextricably bound together, and so the absence of Beauty would make any monetary
restoration artless and hollow.
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5.5 Plates 4 and 18

Plate 4 — The Messengers Tell Job Plate 18 — Job's Sacrifice

of His Misfortunes

The key to unlocking the chiastic connection between plates 4 and 18 lies in
considering Job’s prayerful response to the events that have befallen him. In the
discussion above of the first chiastic pairing, the nature of Job’s prayerful response in
plate 4 was dealt with briefly. There the point was made that as Job presses his hands
together and looks heavenward in prayer, the unknowing object of his prayerful gaze,
in the marginalia, is none other than Satan. This is one of the defining moments in the
whole series, when Job hears the news of the cataclysmic demise of virtually his entire
world, and makes his response. By all appearances it seems that Job’s faith remains
resolute in the face of his tragic losses as he immediately turns to God in prayer. And
in one sense this is true. But the telling point that Blake is making in this engraving is
that when prayer has as its focus a false god (even unknowingly), while it may appear
to be an act of religious piety, in the end it is empty and futile, offering nothing by
way of authentic transformation. Job, of course, does not yet see this. But his journey

of descent into the darkness of disillusionment has begun, in which he will come to
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see his false religion for what it is, and come to a whole new understanding of the true

nature of prayer.

This transformed notion of prayer is the subject of plate 18, the counterpoint to plate 4
in the chiastic arrangement. The legitimacy of Job’s prayer in this plate derives from
two foundations — the authenticity of the God to whom Job prays, and the cogency of
Job’s unguarded self-offering. Each of these foundations will now be considered in

turn.

As Job stands with outstretched arms before a flaming altar, we notice that his gaze is
not upon the altar itself but above and beyond it. He has raised his face heavenward
towards an enormous, radiant sun. The arc of his outstretched arms 1s extended with a
swathe of cloud that continues beyond the frame of the central image into the margins
of the engraving, incorporating three angels on the left and another three on the right.
There is an echo here of Hebrews 12:1 which speaks of being surrounded by a great
cloud of witnesses.””” The foremost angel of each group is playing a musical
instrument, the one on the left a double recorder, the one on the right a harp. Their
artistic participation in the great circle of prayer of which Job is also a part attests to
the authenticity of Job’s prayerful action. As Blake stated it in The Laocoon, “Prayer
is the Study of Art.”**

At the centre of this cloud of Prayer and Art is the disc of a radiant sun, which also
transcends the boundary between the central image and the marginal designs.
Because of its size, and because the natural sun will not rise until [plate] 21,

this must be the spiritual sun, a Swedenborgian®* notion that Blake retained,

23 Although there is no explicit textual connection to this passage from Hebrews 12, the book
of Hebrews was obviously known to Blake. The final inscription on the bottom of plate 21,
“In burnt Offerings for Sin thou hast had no Pleasure” comes from Hebrews 10:6.

294 Erdman, The Complete Poetry and Prose of William Blake, 274.

2> Emanuel Swedenborg was an eighteenth century Swedish philosopher and theologian
whose writings greatly influenced Blake’s own thinking.
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according to which the spiritual sun is the Lord, its light divine truth, and its

heat divine good.**

What Blake is portraying is the infinite extent of the God to whom Job prays, whose
radiant glory can only at best be hinted at. This is in sharp contrast to the small bat-
winged figure of Satan standing on the arc of the earth in the marginal design of plate
4 that was the focus of Job’s unknowing gaze. In all these elements the first
foundation of the legitimacy of Job’s prayer in plate 18 is established — the
authenticity of the God to whom Job prays.

The second foundation concerns the cogency of Job’s unguarded self-offering. As Job
stands with outstretched arms before the flaming stone altar, his wife and the three
friends are kneeling at his left and right. Inscribed below the central image are words
taken from Job 42:8, “And my Servant Job shall pray for you.” The full verse is
instructive to grasp the subtleties of what Blake is depicting in this engraving. In Job
42:7-8, the LORD speaks to Eliphaz and says, “Now therefore take seven bulls and
seven rams, and go to my servant Job and offer up for yourselves a burnt offering; and
my servant Job shall pray for you, for I will accept his prayer not to deal with you

according to your folly.”

Job was, of course, well-acquainted with the practice of offering burnt offerings as a
way of trying to influence the divine-human relationship in some kind of positive way.
This had been one of the cornerstones of his own religious practice (cf. Job 1:5).
However, his own painful experiences of devastation and loss exposed the practice as
a dangerous folly that only served to entrench false notions of God. In his resulting
journey of descent and ascent, Job came to disavow his former convictions and accept
a radically transformed picture of who God was and what God was like. A picture of

God in which the ritual requirements of sacrifice had no place.””’

2% paley, The Traveller in the Evening : The Last Works of William Blake, 254.
7 The fact that it was God who instructed the friends to offer a sacrifice could be understood
didactically, as a way to expose the futility of such ritualistic acts in and of themselves.
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In the light of all of this, what would have been Job’s response to his three friends
coming to him in order to offer up a burnt offering for themselves, especially if they
claimed they were doing so on God’s explicit instruction? Surely he would have
wanted to shake them by the scruffs of their collars and tell them that they were
barking mad, that such futile ritualistic acts stem from delusion and error.
Remarkably, he responds by opening himself up to God in an unguarded act of
prayerful self-offering.

That Job would respond in this way is precisely what the LORD said would happen in
his speech to Eliphaz (cf. Job 42:8), though it is important to note that God did not
actually tell Job to pray for his friends. Job’s prayer was a spontaneous response of his
own volition, offered on his friends’ behalf, pleading with God not to deal with them
according to their folly. As he does so we notice that for the first time in the entire
series he is standing erect — an expression of the bold conviction that is his in his new-
found understanding of God. Standing there with arms opened wide before the
flaming offering of his friends’ futile sacrifice, we can imagine him saying something

like, “Forgive them Father, for they know not what they do” (cf. Luke 23:34).

Indeed, his cruciform posture in this engraving has strong christological
associations.””® Paley suggests that his ...cruciform palms-up bodily

attitude. ..indicates the giving up of self in imitation of Christ.”**” This is further
underscored when one considers that in a very real sense, Job replaces the friends’
sacrifice. The friends have offered a burnt offering on their own behalf, but Job offers
himself (and his prayer) on their behalf. It was Job’s offering and not that of the
friends that God accepted. This is made explicit in the marginal inscription above the
central image which states, “Also the Lord accepted Job” (Job 42:9). This acceptance
of Job was not primarily for Job’s benefit, but for the benefit of the friends, as alluded

%8 This is the first of two occurrences (the other being in plate 20) where Job assumes a
cruciform posture.
29 paley, The Traveller in the Evening : The Last Works of William Blake, 254.

136



Chapter 3: William Blake’s lllustrations of the Book of Job

to in God’s speech to Eliphaz. Some versions — for example, RSV, NRSV, N1v, NLT,
ESv — translate this verse with “...and the LORD accepted Job’s prayer.” But a literal
rendering of the Hebrew phrasing of that verse would be, “...and the LORD accepted
the face of Job.”** In other words, as Job turned his face to God, offering not some
religious persona but his exposed, vulnerable self, there was something in that truthful

face-to-face encounter that was effective in bringing about restoration.*"’

Job becomes an embodiment of the Christological assertion that a transformed life that
brings into focus the truth of who God really is has a powerfully redemptive quality to
it. While the friends were the focus of Job’s prayer, the restorative power of his
prayerful presence was not limited to them. A further marginal inscription towards the
bottom of the engraving reads, “And the Lord turned the captivity of Job when he
prayed for his Friends” (Job 42:10). Job’s heartfelt intercession for his friends was not
only a sign of his transformation but also another step along the path of his own
restoration. From this point on in the series we see a widening circle of restored
relationships unfolding. Minney writes, “Whereas in the first half of the series we saw
Job become more and more isolated, now we see him become at one with his close
friends, then in no. 19 with a wider circle of neighbours, in no. 20 with new daughters,

99302

and finally with the whole of his family.

The final element of this engraving that merits comment in this discussion about the
transformation of Job as a man of prayer is the text in the open book in the bottom left
margin. It contains a fairly extensive quote from Matthew 5:44-45, 48:
I say unto you Love your Enemies bless them that curse you do good to them
that hate you & pray for them that despitefully use you & persecute you

That you may be the children of your Father which is in heaven, for

3% This is how the Douay-Rheims Bible translates this verse.

This idea of Job’s face-to-face connection with God is all the more poignant given the fact
that in the earlier watercolour version of this scene in the Butts set, Job is facing forwards
away from the altar and flame, and the radiant sun of the engraving cannot be seen.

92 Minney, "Job's Gethsemane: Tradition and Imagination in William Blake's Illustrations for
the Book of Job," 180.

301
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he maketh his sun to shine on the Evil & on the Good &
sendeth rain on the Just & the Unjust

Be ye therefore perfect as your Father which is in heaven is perfect

Throughout his life Job had striven for perfection but had a false understanding of
what that meant. He thought that it meant keeping on the right side of the line
separating the good and the bad, and so sought to do so by rigidly following the letter
of the Law and offering many sacrifices. But the teaching of Christ quoted in this
engraving offers a radically different understanding of perfection. According to Christ,
true perfection was modeled by the Father in heaven who offers his blessings of
sunshine and rain unconditionally, to the evil and the good, the just and the unjust. In
other words, the line separating the good and the bad is a worthless human construct
that carries no weight in the eyes of God. True religion is not a giant reward-and-
punishment game. Rather, it is about loving your enemies, doing good in the face of
evil, praying for all — not because of the promise of reward for doing so or the threat
of punishment for not, but simply because doing so makes one more human and more
alive. This is what Job discovers, which his abandoned, prayerful self-offering on

behalf of his friends in plate 18 so powerfully demonstrates.
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5.6 Plates 5 and 17

Plate 5 — Satan Going Forth from the Plate 17 — The Vision of Christ
Presence of the Lord and Job's Charity

Plate 5 in the series bears a striking resemblance to Plate 2. In the central designs of
each there are twin scenes from earth below and heaven above. In both, God is
depicted as a bookkeeping deity on a throne, surrounded by angels and the figure of
Satan. The earthly scenes depict Job’s faith being expressed as two angels look on. In
plate 2 it is in the presence of his children as he anxiously scrutinizes the requirements
of book religion. In plate 5 it is in the presence of an old cripple as he engages in an

act of charity.

Two things emerge from this comparison of plates 2 and 5 that are germane to the
chiastic relationship between plates 5 and 17. The first is Job’s complete lack of
awareness of what is transpiring in the heavenly realm. Although the affairs in heaven
will have a direct bearing on his life on earth, Job remains oblivious to this fact. The
angels who watch over him, although in his midst, are beyond his sight. In plate 5 Job
does see a crippled old man and gives him some bread. But according to Minney,

there was an embellishment popular in medieval art that would have been familiar to
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Blake, in which Satan appeared to Job as a beggar in disguise.*” If this is Blake’s
usage of the trope here, not only is it a parody of the teaching in Matthew 25:40 that
Christ is present in the poor and needys, it also underscores Job’s blindness to the
presence of God (in whatever form) in his midst.>** This is not Job’s fault, per se. The
entire religious paradigm being portrayed here is one in which God remains far-
removed in heaven above, unwilling or unable to connect directly with his servant Job

on earth.

The second significant thing apparent in plates 2 and 5 is the strong identification
between God and Satan. This was explored in some detail in the discussion on plate 2.
This same sense of identification is present in plate 5.>°> The caption reads, “Then
went Satan forth from the presence of the Lord” (Job 1:12), and below it the words,
“Who maketh his Angels Spirits & his Ministers a Flaming Fire” (Psalm 104:4). The
implication is clear — Satan will mediate God’s presence on earth and will do God’s
work by pouring fire upon Job, fire which he has gathered in a vial from around the
throne of God. There is a sense of anguished resignation in God to this sobering fact,
as his expression and posture make clear, and as attested to by the inscription in the
bottom margin, “And it grieved him at his heart” (Genesis 6:6).°”° With an
unmistakable air of despair, God has closed the book and lifted up one leg on the
throne. The matter is no longer in his hands, as the marginal inscription above his
head makes clear, “Behold he is in thy hand” (Job 2:6). God’s emissary is on his way

to do what he must.

* Tbid., 166.

3% Minney is surely mistaken when she suggests that Job recognizes the devil in disguise in
the crippled old man, and accordingly gives him a stone instead of bread (ibid.). If this were
true then Job’s words quoted in the marginal inscription would make no sense, “Did I not
weep for him who was in trouble Was not my Soul afflicted for the Poor” (Job 30:25).

393 1t is significant that within the series as a whole, on every occasion where God is depicted
as a heavenly deity sitting on a throne with a book in hand (plates 2, 5 and 16), the figure of
Satan is also depicted. Blake appears to be making the point that this ostensibly false notion
of God casts a satanic shadow in the way in which it generates an inherently dualistic
conception of reality.

3% This inscription is taken from the flood narrative in Genesis 6, in which God enlists the
forces of chaos in the form of flood waters to blot out humankind from the earth.
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Plate 17 provides a powerful and dramatic counterpoint to plate 5. In it the divide
between heaven and earth is collapsed and Job comes to see God face to face. God is
no longer a distant deity far-removed from Job, and Job is no longer blind to God’s
presence in his midst. This engraving marks the culmination of Job’s theological
enlightenment that has been unfolding in the second half of the series. His journey of
awakening is captured in the main caption, “I have heard thee with the hearing of the
Ear but now my Eye seeth thee” (Job 42:5).°" Job had already started hearing God in
plate 13, the caption of which states “Then the Lord answered Job out of the
Whirlwind” (Job 38:1). In plates 13, 14 and 15, virtually all of the marginal
inscriptions consist of the direct speech of God, taken from the divine speeches in Job
38 — 42 and, in the case of plate 14, from God’s creation speech in Genesis 1. These
words of God that Job heard were essential for his theological enlightenment, drawing
him into a radically new religious paradigm. But in Plate 17 Blake boldly declares that
words are not enough, not even the words of God. To think that words are enough is
to fall into the error of book religion. So while hearing has its place, true spiritual
awakening will not occur until the eye sees. This is Job’s experience in Plate 17, “I

have heard thee with the hearing of the Ear but now my Eye seeth thee.”

So what exactly does Job see as he comes face to face with God? The picture of God
as an enthroned heavenly bookkeeper has already been exposed as false. So what does
the true God really look like? There are two salient details about the physical
appearance of God in the second half of the series, which are clearly discernible in

plate 17, as well as in plates 13 and 14.°*®

The first is that there is a strong
resemblance between God and Job. The second is that there is a strong resemblance

between God and Christ — evident most clearly in the ways in which God frequently

397 Significantly, Blake follows the Vulgate in his use of this verse and not the Authorised
Version which translates Job 42:5 with, “I have heard of thee...” (Most versions follow the
AvV. Exceptions are Douay-Rheims and the recent International Standard Version.) Hearing of
God or hearing about God is clearly not the same thing as actually hearing God.

3% The one exception being plate 16 which, as already mentioned above and which will be
discussed further below, is a depiction of the false god.
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extends his arms in a cruciform posture. The point being made is a profoundly

theological one about the interconnectedness of God and Christ and humanity.

This is brought home in a dramatic way through the words of the texts in the
marginalia. For the first time in the series the textual content of books and scrolls can
be read. Remarkably what is discovered is that these books say nothing about the
requirements of the law, but rather speak about relationships, love and union. “All the
quotations in this lower margin are from John 14, and have as their theme the unity of
the divine and the further unity of the divine and the human.”** A few examples by

way of illustration will suffice:

“If ye had known me ye would have known my Father also and from henceforth ye
know him & have seen him” (John 14:21).

“Believe me that I am in the Father & the Father in me” (John 14:11)

“He that loveth me shall be loved of my Father & I will love him & manifest myself
unto him” (John 14:21)

“And the Father will love him & we will come unto him & make our abode with him”
(John 14:23)

“At that day ye shall know that I am in my Father & you in me & I in you” (John
14:20”

In plate 5 the point was made that God (the false god of Job’s former religious
paradigm) and Satan were one. In plate 17, the affirmation is made that God and
Christ are one, and that Job (representing humankind) is drawn into that union and can
share in that mutual indwelling. From this point on in the series we see Job’s active

identification with Christ, most evident in his cruciform posture in plates 18 and 20.

39 paley, The Traveller in the Evening : The Last Works of William Blake, 253.
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5.7 Plates 6 and 16

Plate 6 — Satan Smiting Job with Boils Plate 16 — The Fall of Satan

The relationship between the engravings of this sixth chiastic pairing centres on the
figure of Satan. Plate 6 could be described as Satan’s triumph, while plate 16 could be
described as Satan’s demise. In the earlier engraving, we see an exultant Satan
standing on top of Job, fire pouring out of a vial in his left hand and poisoned arrows
flying from his right. But these afflictions that Job suffers are not merely physical in
their nature. According to Wright, ““...the very physical manifestations point to
something more fundamental: shame.”'’ There is a strong echo of this situation in
Jerusalem where the hero Albion cries out:

The disease of Shame covers me from head to feet: I have no hope

Every boil upon my body is a separate & deadly Sin.

Doubt first assailed me, then Shame took possession of me.*"!

Job’s shame stems from the fact that he, an ostensibly righteous man, has been

afflicted by God. Within his theological paradigm, the only possible explanation for

319 Andrew Wright, Blake's Job: A Commentary (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1972), 21.
3 Erdman, The Complete Poetry and Prose of William Blake, 166.
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this is that Job is not all that he claims to be, that his righteousness is a sham, and he is
deserving of God’s curse, or certainly God’s censure. This is the position that Job’s
three friends adopt to provide a theological rationale for his condition. An alternative
scandalous possibility is that God is not all that he claims to be, that his justice is a
sham, and that he is deserving of Job’s curse or certainly Job’s rejection. This
possibility is one that Job is not yet able to entertain, as the inscription at the top of the
engraving makes clear. Taken from Job 1:21, it recounts Job’s resolute response to his
afflictions, “The Lord gave & the Lord hath taken away. Blessed be the Name of the
Lord.” Ironically, in this defiant affirmation of his faith, he explicitly states that his
loss is indeed the Lord’s doing. For giving and taking away issues forth from the
Lord’s hand. In this affirmation, Job himself contributes to the development of the
idea already introduced in plates 2, 3 and 5 that there is an identification between the
God of Job’s conception and Satan. This identification between God and Satan is

further emphasized in plate 6 in a number of ways.

Principally, Satan becomes the embodiment of ‘giving’ and ‘taking away’, for what is
given from Satan’s hand effectively strips Job of everything that he has known about
himself and God. In other words, the very act of giving is simultaneously an act of
taking away — this is the way of Job’s God. Further subtle clues in the engraving
underscore the association between Satan and God. As already mentioned above,
Satan has a nimbus around his head®'? and assumes a cruciform posture in what could
be described as a Christological parody. The arrows that fly from his right hand
“...are unquestionably the arrows of the Almighty later referred to by Job in reply to
the comfort of Eliphaz,”*"* when he says:

For the arrows of the Almighty are in me;

312 This nimbus was absent in the earlier watercolour in the Butts set.

313 Wright, Blake's Job: A Commentary, 21. Damon offers a different, though not
contradictory interpretation of the four arrows, seeing in them an indication of the death of
Job’s senses of sight, hearing, taste and smell. “The fifth, touch, which in its highest form is
sex, man’s easiest way into Eternity, is now corrupted” (S. Foster Damon, 4 Blake
Dictionary: The Ideas and Symbols of William Blake (London: Thames and Hudson, 1973),
219.). Damon’s interpretation stresses that what is taken away from Job are the very means
through which his humanity is expressed in the world.
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my spirit drinks their poison;

the terrors of God are arrayed against me (Job 6:4)

The marginal designs — which include a broken shepherd’s crook, a grasshopper and
broken pitcher (cf. Ecclesiastes 12:5-6), nettles and thistles,*'* poisonous spiders and
bat-winged parodies of angels — add to the sense of desolation and decay evoked in

the engraving. Whoever Satan is, this is clearly his day!

Plate 16 is a vision of a different day, a day of judgement when Satan is cast down.
Job (and his wife and friends) are privy to this vision, witnessing for themselves
Satan’s fall. On first appearance it would seem that this is a straightforward portrayal
of divine retribution — Satan had his day of triumph, but in the end God prevailed and
Satan was defeated, cast down into the fiery abyss! (Three cheers for God! Job can
finally sleep easier at night!) There is much in the engraving that seems to support this
interpretation. Consider some of the marginal inscriptions:

“Hell is naked before him & Destruction has no covering” (Job 26:6).

“The Accuser of our Brethren is Cast down which accused them before our God day
& night” (Revelation 12:10).

“The Prince of this World shall be cast out” (John 12:31).

“Even the devils are Subject to Us thro thy Name. Jesus said to them, I saw Satan as

lightning fall from Heaven” (Luke 10:17-18).

However, difficulties exist with this interpretation. For one thing, it seems to endorse

what Walter Wink calls “the myth of redemptive violence.”'> For another, it is starkly

31 The malevolence of nettles and thistles is attested to elsewhere in Blake’s work. In Milton
we read, “There is the Nettle that stings with soft down; and there / The indignant Thistle:
whose bitterness is bred in his milk: / Who feeds on contempt of his neighbor” (Erdman, 7he
Complete Poetry and Prose of William Blake, 124.). Job echoes this sentiment in his ‘final’
words in Job 31:40. (This verse concludes with ‘The words of Job are ended’, though he will
speak again in response to the divine speeches in 40:4-5 and 42:2-6.)

315 Walter Wink, Engaging the Powers: Discernment and Resistance in a World of
Domination (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1992), 13.Wink traces the origins of this myth back
to the Babylonian creation epic the Enuma elish, where order is established through the
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out of place within this second half of the series. Indeed, this is the only engraving in
the second half of the series that contains the figure of Satan.’'® It is also the only
occurrence in the second half of God portrayed as a bookkeeping deity on a heavenly
throne. It is this very image of God, evident in plates 2 and 5, that has already been
exposed as lying at the very core of Job’s false religion. Furthermore, nowhere in the
series does this representation of God occur without the inclusion of the figure of

Satan. It is as if such a conception of God casts an inevitable satanic shadow.

This leads to another interpretation of plate 16, not as vision of the fall of Satan,
finally overthrown and defeated by God; but rather as a vision of the judgement of the
entire dualistic project in which a good (law-abiding) God and an evil Satan are
exposed as an illusory religious construct designed to provide some measure of
control within the world, but which bears no resemblance to the reality of the living

God.

The words of Jesus, “I saw Satan as lightning fall from Heaven,” (Luke 10:18) and the
language of being “cast down” or “cast out” that occurs in the marginal inscriptions,
should accordingly be understood not as a reference to the violent defeat of a
supremely evil being. Rather, these words should be understood as referring to the
rejection of the entire concept of Satan within a dualistic religious paradigm, a concept
that had become a moral and theological black hole, attracting to it all the projections

of darkness and shame which enabled the development of a dualistic world view.

It is precisely this world view that Job has to abandon in his journey of transformation.
Plate 16 portrays that important step in his awakening, which is of course costly for it
also requires the abandonment of his previous conception of God as a law-scrutinizing

deity on a heavenly throne.

necessary and unavoidable use of violence, thereby sanctifying violence as an ineradicable
dimension of ultimate reality without which Evil cannot be overcome. He argues that this
myth is very much alive and flourishing within our contemporary society and popular culture
today. See ibid., 13-31.

3¢ Excluding the depictions of Satan on the murals behind Job in plate 20.
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5.8 Plates 7 and 15

Plate 7 — Job’s Comforters Plate 15 — Behemoth and Leviathan

In plate 7 Job’s friends appear for the first time. Theirs will be an enduring presence
throughout much of the rest of the series, appearing in every engraving up until plate
18.*'7 According to the biblical text, their express reason for gathering together was to
console and comfort Job (Job 2:11). The main marginal inscription of plate 7, taken
from Job 2:12, describes their initial actions of weeping, tearing their clothes and
sprinkling dust upon their heads when they first saw Job — all conventional
expressions of mourning and distress.”'® The friends have come to be in solidarity with
Job. Their solidarity was not simply as an expression of pastoral compassion, but also

of theological resonance. This idea of theological resonance is subtly introduced by

7 The one possible exception being plate 11. Though, as mentioned above (cf. p17), the
three demonic figures that grasp at Job from the fires of hell in that engraving have been
interpreted as the nightmarish representations of the three friends.

31% The precise meaning of “sprinkled dust upon their heads toward heaven” is unclear.
Presumably, it is a gesture of solidarity in grief. Some scholars see in this action a magical
gesture, either as a form of protection to avoid a similar fate (see Robert Gordis, The Book of
Job: Commentary, New Translation and Special Studies (New York: Jewish Theological
Seminary, 1978), 24.), or as a way of symbolically calling forth the same affliction on
themselves as an expression of total empathy (Norman C. Habel, The Book of Job : A

Commentary, The Old Testament Library (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1985), 97.).
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Blake through his use of the inscription above the central design, which is taken from
Job’s words in Job 2:10, “What! shall we recieve [sic] Good at the hand of God &
shall we not also recieve Evil!” According to the biblical text, these words were
spoken by Job to his wife before the arrival of the three friends. By recording them
here in this plate, Blake is introducing an intriguing possibility that these words could
equally have been spoken by the three friends, or at least echoed their inner thoughts,

for they held the same theological convictions that the words conveyed.

This theological correspondence between Job and his friends, at least initially, lay at
the heart of the comfort and consolation they sought to bring him. However, over the
course of the events that follow, these friends will be exposed as “sorry comforters”

(Job 16:2), precisely because of the abrasive theological garb in which their comfort

and consolation was clothed.*"

The religious paradigm shared by Job and his friends is depicted in plate 7 by the ruins
of Druidic temples in the space between Job and his friends in the middle distance. **°
These Druidic structures are most prevalent in the first half of the series, clearly

evident in plates 4 — 8 and 10.**' Blake uses them to represent the ossified nature of

3% In his poems Milton and Jerusalem, Blake insists that “Corporeal Friends are Spiritual
Enemies” (in Erdman, 1982, 98 & 193).

329 1n Blake’s day it was assumed that the Druids were responsible for the creation of
megalithic monuments such as Stonehenge, Britain’s most famous example. Accordingly,
megalithic depictions in Blake’s work had ostensibly Druidic associations. According to
Kathleen Raine, Blake’s depictions of Druid religion vacillate between positive
representations of the original purity of the religion through oak-trees and oak-groves, and
negative representations of the ““...cruel, ritualistic phase into which the religion degenerated
by megaliths (stone being symbolic of the lifeless hardening of all things under the
domination of a materialist philosophy)” (cited in Minney, "Job's Gethsemane: Tradition and
Imagination in William Blake's Illustrations for the Book of Job," 79.). For a fuller treatment
of Blake’s understanding and use of Druidic religion see Peter F. Fisher, "Blake and the
Druids," in Blake: A Collection of Critical Essays, ed. Northrop Frye (Englewood Cliffs:
Prentice-Hall, 1966), 156-78.

321 These Druidic structures rapidly disappear in the second half of the series. They are
clearly evident in plate 12, where the theology of the three friends is first challenged by
Elihu, and then are barely perceptible in plate 13 when the Lord appears to Job out of the
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the religious paradigm out of which Job and his friends operate. The ruinous state of
these structures in plate 7 points to the inevitable demise of an inadequate theological
framework that ultimately offers Job neither comfort nor consolation. At the very
bottom of the engraving is an inscription taken from James 5:11, “Ye have heard of
the Patience of Job and have seen the end of the Lord.” The ‘end of the Lord’ referred
to in the original biblical reference is that “...the Lord is pitiful, and of tender mercy”
(James 5:11). The response of pity and tender mercy was surely the well-meaning
intention of Job’s friends in going to be with him, but their very understanding of the
Lord meant that instead of compassion and mercy they offered the polar opposite and
thereby exposed the duplicity of their belief. A further irony is therefore at work in
this inscription, for it could be read that ‘the Patience of Job’ — meaning his attempt to
hold on tenaciously to his inadequate belief system — has revealed, for those with eyes
to see, ‘the end of the Lord’ — in the sense of the demise of this false and theologically

bankrupt god-concept.

One of the central assertions of this thesis is that Job’s wife was one of those whose
eyes were opened to see the true nature of Job’s false religion. Her place and purpose
in the lllustrations will be discussed in detail later, but it bears mentioning here that
with the appearance of the friends for the first time in plate 7, Job’s wife is positioned
on the other side of Job, in a position that Bo Lindberg observes is suggestive of a
pieta.’”* In this the first engraving where Job’s wife and the friends appear together,
Blake is creating a sharp sense of divergence between them. Indeed, in eight of the ten
remaining engravings where the friends and Job’s wife appear together, she and the

friends are positioned on opposite sides of Job, signifying the contrary perspectives

whirlwind. Thereafter they no longer occur. In the Butts and Linell watercolours, image # 18
depicting Job’s sacrifice contains Druidic structures in the background, and the altar before
which Job prays is a structure of hewn stone. In the engravings, in plate 18 the Druidic
structures have been replaced by trees, and the altar is of unhewn stone, suggesting a Mosaic
as opposed to a Druidic identification (Wright, 1972, 45; cf Ex 20:25).

322 paley, The Traveller in the Evening : The Last Works of William Blake, 240. A pieta is a
subject in Christian art depicting Mary cradling the dead body of her son Jesus.
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that they each hold.** In plate 7, as Job turns his face away from the friends towards
his wife, he does not realize that he is looking towards a cross that is barely
perceptible in its lateral aspect on the extreme right of the central design. This is a hint
that Job’s comfort and consolation will not come from his friends, but from a radically

different perspective that his wife is already beginning to perceive.

This radically different perspective is presented in plate 15, where Job is shown
Behemoth and Leviathan from God’s viewpoint. Ironically, it is these fearsome,

formidable creatures, and not the friends, who become Job’s comforters and consolers.

The characters of Behemoth and Leviathan are deeply enigmatic, and much critical
ink has been spilled discussing their identity and significance within the book of Job.
It is unnecessary to plough over all that ground here, other than to comment on one
aspect of the debate that is relevant to this discussion.’** Scholars are divided as to
whether Behemoth and Leviathan should be understood as natural animals or

mythological creatures.’” One’s entire interpretation of the divine speeches can turn

32 Of the two engravings where Job’s wife is not on ‘the other side of Job’ in relation to the
friends — plates 13 and 16 — her position nevertheless highlights her distinction from the
friends. In plate 13, where the Lord appears out of the whirlwind, Job and his wife are both
kneeling upright with their faces raised, whereas the friends are bowed low with their faces
hidden. In plate 16, depicting the fall of Satan, Job and his wife are kneeling together on one
side of a fiery abyss, whereas the friends are cowering on the other side.

32% Habel offers a helpful summary of the various options that have been offered as to the
identity and function of Behemoth and Leviathan, identifying four primary positions: “[1]
Behemoth is to be identified with the red hippopotamus as a symbol of the wicked to be
hunted and conquered.... [2] Behemoth is a symbol of the mighty historical enemies of
Israel.... [3] Behemoth and Leviathan are mythic symbols of the forces of chaos.... [4]
Behemoth and Leviathan are mortal creatures like Job. The focus of the text, however, lies on
their character, not as ordinary zoological entities or symbols of evil, but as didactic images
employed by Yahweh to teach Job about God’s ways” (Habel, The Book of Job : A
Commentary, 557-58.).

323 Those scholars who see them as real creatures most commonly identify Behemoth with the
hippopotamus and Leviathan with the crocodile. Examples of these would include Robert
Gordis, The Book of God and Man (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1965), 119-20;
Edouard Dhorme, A Commentary on the Book of Job, trans. Harold Knight (London: Nelson,
1967), 619; Harold Henry Rowley, Job, ed. Ronald E. Clements and Matthew Black, New
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on this very point, especially if one considers that as mythological creatures their
presence could be perceived as a potential threat and challenge to the sovereignty of
God.** If Blake sees them as natural animals, then he uses them here as
representatives of all the creatures of land and sea that fill the earth.’®” If he sees them
as mythological creatures, their presence within the world provides a perspective of
the nature of reality that is fundamental to the reshaping of Job’s worldview. It is this

latter option that is more compelling, for a number of reasons.

There is precedent elsewhere in Blake’s art for seeing mythological associations for
Behemoth and Leviathan. In Jerusalem Blake describes Leviathan and Behemoth as
“...the War by Sea enormous & the War / By Land astounding.”**® This association is
further developed in Blake’s two companion tempera paintings entitled The spiritual

form of Nelson guiding Leviathan and The spiritual form of Pitt guiding Behemoth.**

Century Bible (London: Nelson, 1970), 332-33; Adrian Van Selms, Job: A Practical
Commentary (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1985), 151-55; Clines, Job 38 - 42, 1183-201.
Those who see Behemoth and Leviathan as mythological include Marvin H. Pope, Job:
Introduction, Translation, and Notes, ed. W.F. Albright and D.N. Freedman, 3rd ed., The
Anchor Bible (New York: Doubleday, 1973), 320-34; John C. L. Gibson, Job (Edinburgh: St
Andrew, 1985), 251. For a further discussion of this critical ambivalence see Carol A.
Newsom, "The Book of Job: Introduction, Commentary and Reflections," in The New
Interpreter's Bible, ed. Leander E. Keck et al (Nashville: Abingdon, 1996), 618-22; Clines,
Job 38 - 42, 1183-86, 91-92.

326 1n the case of Leviathan, particularly, this adversarial association was well established
within the thought-world of the ANE. Newsom writes, “...the name “Leviathan” brings with
it a well-developed set of symbolic associations. Both in Ugaritic mythology and in the Bible,
“Leviathan” (or “Lothan”) is the name of a sea monster with which Yahweh, Baal, and Anat
do battle. In the Baal epic, the god Mot refers to a victory of Baal, “when you killed Lotan,
the Fleeing Serpent, finished off the Twisting Serpent, the seven-headed monster™.... In the
Bible, the psalmist praises Yahweh saying, “It was you who split open the sea by your power;
/ you broke the heads of the monster in the waters. / It was you who crushed the heads of
Leviathan / and gave him as food to the creatures of the desert” (Ps 74:13-14 N1v).”
(Newsom, "The Book of Job: Introduction, Commentary and Reflections," 621.)

327 The name Behemoth (nni2) is the “plural of majesty” of the ordinary word for ‘beast’ or
‘animal’ (77772), making it the animal par excellence (ibid., 618.).

328 Erdman, The Complete Poetry and Prose of William Blake, 251.

32 In The spiritual form of Nelson guiding Leviathan, Blake paints the “spiritual” likeness of
Admiral Nelson, the naval strategist who famously led a great British victory over
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In these references the mythological battle motif is clearly developed in Blake’s own
associations with the figures of Behemoth and Leviathan. It is my contention that
these mythological associations are powerfully present in Blake’s use of Behemoth
and Leviathan in plate 15. As such they introduce a new element of potential conflict
or chaos into the created order. Such a development serves the purpose of Job’s

unfolding journey of transformation very well, as will be explained shortly.**

A number of salient details in plate 15 need to be noted. For the first time in the series
Job is elevated to a heavenly perspective. Over the preceding engravings of the second
half of the series there has been a progression in Job’s vision and indeed his capacity
to see. In plate 12 there is just a hint of a higher perspective as Elihu points to the
heavens in which stars are burning bright. But Job is still firmly rooted to the earth as
he stares blankly ahead with open, but vacuous eyes. In plate 13 Job sees God for the
first time, who swirls down to him in a whirlwind. In plate 14 his eyes are opened to a

vision of God’s created cosmos. In all of these, Job sees from an earth-bound

Napoleon’s navy at the Battle of Trafalgar. In the painting he “...stands on top of the Biblical
sea creature, Leviathan, whose body encircles him. Nelson controls the beast with a bridle,
attached to its neck, which he holds loosely in his left hand. Trapped in, crushed under, or in
one case, half-consumed within Leviathan’s coiled body, ten figures, male and female, are
arranged around the figure of Nelson; these represent the European nations defeated by the
British during the Napoleonic Wars” (B. Pollit, "Blake's the Spiritual Form of Nelson
Guiding Leviathan," Smarthistory, http://smarthistory.khanacademy.org/blakes-the-spiritual-
form-of-nelson-guiding-leviathan.html.). The companion painting The spiritual form of Pitt
guiding Behemoth explores a similar theme, this time depicting the British Prime Minister,
William Pitt, who led Britain into war with France following the French Revolution. Blake
describes him as one who “...rides on the whirlwind, directing the storms of war: He is
ordering the Reaper to reap the Vine of the Earth, and the Plowman to plow up the Cities and
Towers” (in Erdman, The Complete Poetry and Prose of William Blake, 530.). See further the
chapter entitled ‘Blake’s visions of Leviathan and Behemoth’ in Morton D. Paley, Energy
and the Imagination: A Study of the Development of Blake's Thought (Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1970), 171-99.

339 The point should also be made that if Behemoth and Leviathan were merely animals,
possibly representing the creatures of land and sea, then there would be little development in
this engraving from the previous one where the creation of the cosmos and everything within
it is depicted. Plate 15 would then simply be an elaboration of one dimension of the creation
portrayed in plate 14. Throughout the series, each successive engraving represents a distinct
development within the story as a whole — none of which could be regarded as superfluous.
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perspective. But in plate 15, for the first time, he is elevated above the earth and looks
down upon it from God’s perspective. While a barrier of cloud still separates Job (and
his companions) from God, God’s pointing arm reaches across that barrier and the
constellation of stars around God’s head extend into the space that Job occupies. Job
is thus being invited to see his own world with the light and perspective with which

God sees it.

What he sees is a vision of the earth as a terraqueous globe, containing Behemoth and
Leviathan, who fill it. In other words, the earth cannot be understood apart from the
recognition of the pervasive presence of these wild and fearsome entities that are
wholly beyond the control of settled human existence. These embodiments of “the
War by Sea and Land” are at large within the world. As such, their very presence

represents a potential threat to the peace and harmony of social order.

However, while Behemoth and Leviathan certainly fill the earth, they are also
contained by it. There are limits to their sphere of influence. While they are utterly
beyond the control of any human intervention, they are not beyond the control of God.
This is the clear sense of the rhetorical questions God raises in the biblical text about
Behemoth and Leviathan (Job 40:24 —41:11). Indeed, God’s control over these beings
stems from the fact that God made them. The main caption of plate 15 is taken from
Job 40:15, “Behold now Behemoth which I made with thee.” By association, God’s
creation of Leviathan is also assumed.*' This idea, that within the realm of God’s
creation there are threatening, chaotic and even evil realities that are somehow part of

that creation yet subject to limitations, is well-attested to in the Hebrew scriptures.*”

31 1t is, however, a moot point whether God created Leviathan or not. Within the
mythological battle motif, Leviathan (or his equivalent) is a primordial rather than a created
being. In the biblical text, Job 41:33 refers to Leviathan as “...a creature without fear”,
suggesting God’s act of creation in giving Leviathan existence.

332 These chaotic powers are often identified with the sea. A good example can be found in
Jer 5:22: “I placed the sand as a boundary for the sea, / a perpetual barrier that it cannot pass;
/ though the waves toss, they cannot prevail, though they roar, they cannot pass over it.” See
also, Job 7:12; 38:8-11; Pss 74:13-14; 77:16; 89:9-10; 93:3-4; Is 27:1; 51:9-10; Ezek 29:3-5;
32:2-8; Hab 3:8-15; Zech 10:11. For a compelling treatment of this theme, see Jon D.
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Blake captures this brilliantly in plate 15 as Behemoth and Leviathan are confined
within the sphere of the globe as very definite limits are prescribed for them.
Behemoth even appears to be somewhat squashed. This is the perspective afforded by

the heavenly vantage point of God.

The question remains, however, whether this perspective would have been a source of
comfort and consolation for Job. Job’s own experience of sudden and devastating loss
attested to the reality of the chaotic within the world, and how easily the peace and
harmony of settled human existence can be disrupted. In the light of that experience,
Job could be justified in questioning the sovereignty and wisdom of God. For if
Behemoth and Leviathan are embodiments of the warring powers of chaos at large
within the world, then the God who made them is surely responsible for whatever
devastation they cause. If God, in plate 15, is pointing to the fact that Behemoth and
Leviathan’s presence and influence in the world is limited, that would have been scant
comfort for Job, because for him their presence and influence was patently not limited

enough.

Two other intriguing possibilities exist that point to the purpose of this moment within
Job’s journey of transformation. The first is that God’s control over Behemoth and
Leviathan is not nearly as complete as the text suggests, and that not even God’s role
as their creator guarantees God’s mastery over their actions. As such, Behemoth and
Leviathan have become Frankensteinian monsters who have been unleashed by their
Maker within the world, and there is precious little that God can do about it. Herein
lies Job’s comfort and consolation — the chaos he has experienced has nothing to do
with his integrity, or even the integrity of God, but is simply a consequence of an

(admittedly foolhardy) act of creation.

The second possibility, which in my view is even more compelling, is that this

moment of disclosure of the existence of Behemoth and Leviathan has nothing to do

Levenson, Creation and the Persistence of Evil: The Jewish Drama of Divine Omnipotence
(Princeton: University Press, 1988).
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with the categories of adversarial threat, mastery and control traditionally associated
with these tropes. Indeed, the introduction of these two embodiments of potential
conflict, chaos and warring antagonism need not necessarily imply a relationship of
animosity between God and these two creatures. In pointing to Behemoth and
Leviathan from his heavenly vantage point, and in calling Job to “Behold now
Behemoth” who is “...the chief of the ways of God” (Job 40:19 and marginal
inscription), God invites Job to consider that Behemoth and Leviathan are not
unwelcome and undesirable entities within creation that have to be controlled (or
certainly tolerated), but are an intentional and intrinsic part of God’s good creation, in
whom God celebrates and exults. In the biblical text, it is almost as if God assumes the
position of praise singer in describing these creatures. In speaking of Leviathan God
says, “I will not keep silence concerning its limbs, or its mighty strength, or its
splendid frame...” (Job 41:12) and goes on to describe Leviathan’s prowess and
power in ringing superlatives. There is an unmistakable note of pride in the way in

which God presents both Behemoth and Leviathan.

Why God would choose to make a world in which such dangerous and threatening
creatures have such a central and exulted place is confounding. A different kind of
logic and a different kind of wisdom seems to be at work here that is beyond human
comprehension. As the marginal inscription above the central design puts it, “Can any
understand the spreadings of the Clouds the noise of his Tabernacle” (Job 36:29). Job
is being invited to ponder the sovereign freedom that allows God to delight in the
presence of assumed adversaries, and the artistic vision that can re-imagine those
adversaries as friends. Behemoth and Leviathan’s presence does not make the world
more secure — indeed, their presence arguably makes the world less secure — but their
presence certainly makes the world more interesting, and maybe that is the point.
Maybe God’s primary concerns are not those of order and control, being the managing
director of a tightly regulated, predictable universe of strict cause and effect. Maybe
there’s a playfulness in God who likes to “mix it up a bit”, and who dares to suggest

that within this world there are confounding elements that nevertheless have their
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place and play their part in ensuring that whatever else may be said of this life, it can

never be described as “dull”.

This notion of the playfulness of God leads to two final comments that need to be
made about Behemoth in particular. The first is that, as already mentioned, in the
marginal inscriptions he is described as “...the chief of the ways of God” (Job 40:19).
This phrase (1277 n°wX") is the same as the one that occurs in Proverbs 8:22, referring
to Wisdom. Clines suggests that even if the two texts had no knowledge of each other
and the occurrence of the phrase is purely coincidental, the relationship between
Wisdom and Behemoth still merits reflection.’*® Certainly, Blake was very familiar
with Wisdom’s Song in Proverbs 8:4-36, drawing on it frequently in his other work.***
His explicit use of this phrase to describe Behemoth surely gathers into it the
associations of Wisdom which, on reflection, is almost laughable. Whether or not
Behemoth is identified with the hippopotamus, it is “The Beast, par excellence,”
which seems a ridiculous choice for the embodiment of Wisdom. In granting to
Behemoth, of all things, this elevated position — a position of which even Behemoth
appears to be blissfully aware — a mischievous, playful side to God is revealed. “It is
curious that in Prov 8 Wisdom is found “at play” (pnw) on the earth (8:31), while in
this depiction of [Behemoth], it too, along with the other wild animals, is to be seen
“at play” (prnw, the same verb) in its watery habitat (v20); perhaps then there is a hint
that the deepest secrets of the universe are not solemn truths so much as delightful

99336
games.

>3 Clines, Job 38 - 42, 1188.

3% One of Blake’s designs, The Ancient of Days, was based upon Proverbs 8:27, "When he
set a compass upon the face of the deep." It depicts a crouching Urizen — the god-like
embodiment of conventional reason and law — holding a compass in his outstretched hand
over a dark void below. Urizen’s Emanation, or paired female counterpart, is Ahania. Harold
Bloom writes, “Ahania resembles the Wisdom of Proverbs 8:22-36, daily the delight of God.
She is Urizen’s source of renewal, the wise passivity in which he must take pleasure or else
lose the active role of mental energy that is his life” (in Erdman, 1982, 954).

335 Pope, Job: Introduction, Translation, and Notes, 320.

336 Clines, Job 38 - 42, 1188. This same verb (Pnw) also occurs in relation to Leviathan in Job
41:5.

156



Chapter 3: William Blake’s lllustrations of the Book of Job

The final comment that needs to be made about Behemoth is that in Blake’s
engraving, Behemoth has been given a large and conspicuously human ear. The main
inscription on the engraving, “Behold now Behemoth which I made with thee” (Job
40:15), provides an explicit point of identification between Job and Behemoth — they
are fellow creatures made by the same God. But that is where their mutual
identification ends — Job is human whereas Behemoth is a wild beast of possibly
mythological proportions. Except for one thing — Behemoth has a human ear.”*’ In

other words, Job and Behemoth share the same capacity to hear.

Throughout the discourses within the biblical text, Job’s repeated plea was for a
hearing with God (cf. Job 9:14-16; 32-35; 10:2; 13:3, 22; 19:7; 23:1-7) — to hear the
charges that God would lay against him and to present his case in reply. In pointing
out Behemoth to Job, it is as if God is saying to Job, somewhat playfully, ‘If you want
a hearing with me, then listen with the same ear as Behemoth, and hear what he
hears.” And what is it that Behemoth has heard? As the chief of the ways of God,
Behemoth would have heard the mighty words of creation with which God spoke the
world into being and the singing of the morning stars in response, as depicted in the
marginalia of plate 14. He would also hear the “noise of his Tabernacle” as the
inscription in plate 15 states, which is an allusion to the unfathomable mystery of
God’s ways. In other words, what Behemoth hears from God are not the neat answers
to a whole lot of questions about the meaning of life, but rather the thunderings of
God through which the world, in all its inscrutable mystery, comes into being. This is
precisely what Job hears in the divine speeches when God finally speaks, not to
answer any of the questions that Job raised but to draw him into the wild and risky

exuberance of life.

In this chiastic pairing of plates 7 and 15, instead of the friends with their ossified
theological dogmatism, it is Behemoth and Leviathan who become Job’s comforters,
precisely because they do not provide any slick answers to Job’s dilemma. Rather, as

fellow creatures of the earth, whose exact nature and identity cannot be established

37 Or alternatively, Job (together with all humans for that matter) has a Behemothian ear.
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with any certainty, they are living embodiments for Job of the great mystery that not
even the wild and chaotic are beyond the arc of the holy which encompasses all
things. In Behemoth especially, Job discovers a fellow creature with a kindred
capacity to listen deeply to the lilting harmonies and discordant tones of mystery that
reverberate throughout the universe and echo in his own experience. Indeed, he is not

alone!

5.9 Plates 8 and 14

Plate 8 — Job's Despair Plate 14 — When the Morning Stars
Sang Together

The chiastic relationship between plates 8 and 14 centres on the themes of creation
and joy — with plate 14 offering an exuberant expression of these things, and plate 8
the despairing negation thereof. The lower marginal inscription of plate 8 recounts
how Job’s friends sat with him in silence for seven days and nights, following the
calamities that had befallen him. “And they sat down with him upon the ground seven
days & seven nights & none spake a word unto him for they saw that his grief was
very great” (Job 2:13). The central design itself, along with the other inscriptions,
depict Job’s anguished curse of the day of his birth that pours forth from him at the
beginning of the poetry section of the book. “Let the Day perish wherein I was Born”
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(Job 3:3) and “Lo let that night be solitary & let no joyful voice come therein” (Job
3:7).

Job’s curse focuses on the day of his birth and the night of his conception. The day is
cursed with a deprivation of light (“Let that day be darkness” — Job 3:4), which is an
allusion to and reversal of God’s words of creation in Genesis 1:3, “Let there be
light.”**® The night is cursed with a deprivation of relationship and joy (cf Job 3:7).
In v.9, Job curses night precisely by breaking the bond that joins night to day:
the time of dawn, when dark mingles with first light. Night is personified in
ways that suggest a lover, one who waits expectantly, desiring to look upon the
eyes of its partner, dawn. Job’s curse would deny that union. The cosmic horror
lurking in Job’s curse is that it would break the dependable alternation of

opposites upon which creation is established.**

Job’s curse of the night and day of his creation implies a reversal of God’s creation.
Essentially, he is advocating a doctrine of cosmic nihilism that is profoundly anti-
creational. The three friends and Job’s wife are kneeling on either side of Job, their
faces bowed and hidden, a posture that suggests the unbearable nature of what they
are witnessing and hearing. Eliphaz, in the foreground, looks like he might be
covering his ear with his hand so as not to hear the despairing, blasphemous words
from Job’s mouth.*** Behind Job, dark ominous clouds dominate the skyline and the
hills in the distance are in deep shadow. The day has truly ended for Job. The
landscape is barren, with the only signs of vegetation in the engraving being the
foreboding thorns, thistles and poisonous fungi in the lower margin. He throws his

hands up to the heavens in a cry of abject despair.

338 Newsom, "The Book of Job: Introduction, Commentary and Reflections," 367.

¥ bid., 368.

%0 Throughout the series, Blake’s relative positioning of the three friends remains constant —
Eliphaz, with a long beard, is always in the front or foreground; Bildad, with darker, curly
hair, is in the middle; and Zophar, with a short beard, is at the back.
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What Job fails to see is that behind him on the dark hillside in the distance, above the
body of his kneeling wife beside him, is the faint but clearly perceptible outline of a
cross. It will only be in the second half of the series that the transformative hope of the
cross enters into Job’s consciousness. For now, all is darkness and despair for him as

he curses the day of his birth.

His despairing curse of creation, occurring after the seven days and nights in which
not a word was spoken as his friends sat with him in silence, is the polar opposite of
the joyous song of the morning stars at the dawn of creation, which is the subject of

plate 14.

This plate is one of the most vivid and aesthetically beautiful engravings in the entire
series. The marginal designs are rich in detail, depicting the creation story as told in
Genesis 1. In contrast to the seven days and nights of silence referred to in plate 8,
here the creative words of God are recorded, “Let there Be Light”, “Let there be a
Firmament”, “Let the Waters be gathered together in one place” and so on. In the
bottom margin we see a large sea creature, presumably Leviathan, which is a reminder
of the risky diversity inherent in God’s creation and is a precursor to the following
engraving where Behemoth and Leviathan will be the central focus. Surprisingly,
Leviathan’s back cradles the words of the main inscription, “When the morning Stars
sang together, & all the Sons of God shouted for joy” (Job 38:7). This curious
juxtaposition highlights the inscrutable, sovereign authority of the Creator in enlisting
the so-called arch-nemesis of creation as the bearer of the news of the dawn of

creation’s joyful song.

This sovereign authority of God is expressed in three further ways. Firstly, the words
of God from Genesis 1 included in the marginalia convey the sense that God’s speech
contains tremendous creative power. Secondly, in the top margin of the engraving

there is an inscription taken from Job 38:31, “Canst thou bind the sweet influences of
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Pleiades or loose the bands of Orion”**!

which emphasizes God’s sovereign authority
over the structures of the cosmos. Thirdly, within the central design itself God, with

outstretched arms, is releasing the pagan sun-god Helios and his sister, the moon-god
Selene, in their chariots drawn by horses and serpents. The point is clear — God is the

sovereign Lord of creation.

Echoing throughout this engraving is the unmistakable note of joy, as the main
inscription in the bottom margin from Job 38:7 makes explicit, “When the morning
Stars sang together, & all the Sons of God shouted for joy.” Dominating the top third
of the central design is a row of angels surrounded by stars, their arms outstretched in
exultant praise of creation.’* As Job and his companions gaze up at this scene from
their cavern in the bottom third of the design, there is a sense of awe and wonder
within them as they witness the beauty and mystery of creation. Job’s descent into
abject, nihilistic despair in plate 8 is reversed in plate 14 as he is drawn up into a

vision of the vibrant joy of creation.

34! Pleiades and Orion are two constellations represented in the top left and right corners of

the engraving respectively. The “sweet influences of Pleiades” is apparently a reference to the
fruits and flowers brought about by the spring rains, which it was thought were somehow
stimulated by this constellation (Clines, Job 38 - 42, 1063.). Driver sees here “...the seasonal
influences of the stars: the Pleiades are the harbingers of spring and Orion is the herald of
winter. To “bind” the Pleiades would thus be, functionally, to check the spring floods that
they unleash, and to loose Orion’s belt would be to disable the autumn rains.... Whatever the
precise reference of binding the Pleiades and loosing Orion may be, the point is that Job
cannot alter the structure of the cosmos; the functions of the constellations are a matter of
divine decree” (ibid., 1113-14.).

2 1n the original watercolours of the Butts and Linell sets, Blake painted a row of just four
angels. In the engraving, Blake added the arms, hands and wings of two more angels on the
outer edges of the design area, suggesting an infinite succession of angels (Paley, The
Traveller in the Evening : The Last Works of William Blake, 248.).
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5.10 Plates 9 and 13

Plate 9 — The Vision of Eliphaz Plate 13 — The Lord Answering Job
out of the Whirlwind

Job’s descent into darkness and despair in plate 8 appears to be arrested in plate 9 with
the vision of Eliphaz. In this engraving, for the first time in the series, Job sees beyond
the earthly realm into a heavenly perspective as Eliphaz points him to a vision he had
of God in the night and relates God’s response to his situation. Could this be the

answer that Job was looking for?

The marginal inscriptions®* of this engraving are taken from Eliphaz’s first speech in
the book, in which he describes his vision thus:
Amid thoughts from visions of the night,
when deep sleep falls on mortals
dread came upon me, and trembling,
which made all my bones shake.

A spirit glided past my face;

3 “Then a Spirit passed before my face the hair of my flesh stood up” (Job 4:15); and “Shall
mortal Man be more Just than God? Shall a Man be more Pure than his Maker? Behold he
putteth no trust in his Saints & his Angels he chargeth with folly” (Job 4:17-18).
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the hair of my flesh bristled.
It stood still,
but I could not discern its appearance.
A form was before my eyes;
there was silence, then I heard a voice:
‘Can mortals be righteous before God?
Can human beings be pure before their Maker?
Even in his servants he puts not trust,

and his angels he charges with error. (Job 4:13-18)

If this vision of Eliphaz is to be trusted, then Job has got his answer. God has spoken
and put the question beyond all doubt — mortal man is not more just than God nor
more pure than his maker, for not even saints and angels are without fault. *** Job’s
consolation will come when he accepts this uncompromising truth and surrenders
himself into the hands of God.** Is this, for Job, the way out of his darkness and

despair?

As readers of the book of Job we know the answer to that question — that Job rejects
the resolution that Eliphaz presents. But if that conclusion is suspended for a moment
and this engraving is considered simply in its own light, what indications are there

within the engraving itself to suggest that Eliphaz’s vision is not to be trusted?

The first observation that needs to be made concerns the cloud-enclosed space in
which the vision occurs. Joseph Wicksteed recognized in the use of cloud barriers a
threshold between different worlds. “Wicksteed argues that the inner and outer worlds
are to be distinguished by the use of the cloud belt throughout the series, the two

worlds being differentiated according to a principle enunciated in Jerusalem: ‘What is

¥ In the upper marginal inscription taken from Job 4:17-18, Blake substitutes the AV’s

“servants” with “Saints”.

% In the same speech Eliphaz goes on to say, “How happy is the one whom God reproves;
therefore do not despise the discipline of the Almighty. For he wounds, but he binds up; he
strikes, but his hands heal” (Job 5:17-18).
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Above is Within.”**® This insight — that the world above is a representation of the
world within — is of particular relevance to Eliphaz’s vision. What he points to as a
heavenly vision could be nothing more than a projection of his own inner world, a
possibility which could, of course, be true of all heavenly visions. This does not
necessarily negate the value of such visions, but it does alert us to the possibility that
what is often presented as divine revelation may be better understood as inner
projection. This possibility is underscored in the engraving by “...the resemblance
between the Eliphaz who is rebuking Job and the God who is depicted in the
design.”**” A further curious detail of the vision in plate 9 is that the particular shape
and form of the clouds that enclose it bear a striking resemblance to the human
intestinal tract. Whether or not this was Blake’s intention, it awakens us to the
possibility that what Eliphaz is pointing to is an understanding of God that comes out
of his gut, which has been formed by everything that he has digested and metabolized
within the theological paradigm in which he has been operating. Accordingly, what is
seen in this vision may be revealing a whole lot more about Eliphaz than what it does

about God.

A second observation concerns the iridescence of the spirit in Eliphaz’s vision. In the
original Butts watercolour, this God-figure is surrounded by an intense, almost
blinding light. But in the engraving, Blake has made two significant alterations. There
is now a clearly defined nimbus around his head, making explicit the suggestion that
this being is indeed divine, or certainly is perceived as such by Eliphaz. But at the
same time the intense light emanating from this figure has changed, for the rays that
now flow from him are more akin to piercing shards of darkness rather than beams of
light. His feet blacken the cloud on which he stands and there is something ominous

and foreboding about his presence.

This leads to the third observation, which concerns the posture of the God-figure. He

stands erect, static, with his arms concealed and staring coldly ahead with a grim and

34 Wright, Blake's Job: A Commentary, 65.
*1bid., 27.
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threatening disposition. Damon writes, “This God is a nightmare. His arms are bound
because by his very nature he is obliged to punish.”*** As will be discussed shortly,
this is in stark contrast to the God of plate 13 who swirls out of a whirlwind with
dynamic energy and outstretched arms, assuming a cruciform posture. Indeed, the
folded, concealed arms of the God of Eliphaz’s vision establishes this God as another

antithesis of the cruciform Christ.**

The fourth observation that needs to be made about this engraving is that Eliphaz
responds to this epiphany with fear. This is evident in his hair standing on end, which
is also referenced in the inscription in the bottom margin. But Eliphaz’s fear could
well have a different quality to it beyond that which is commonly attested to in
experiences of an epiphany. When he says in Job 4:14, “Dread came upon me,” the
Hebrew word used here is pahad (719), usually translated with ‘dread’, ‘terror’ or
‘trembling’. But the word can be read as a proper noun — Pahad — as a name for
God.** Certainly, Pahad was the name used by Blake as the fifth of the seven Eyes of

God.™' This leads Damon to conclude that the God of Eliphaz’s vision is none other

8 Damon, A Blake Dictionary: The Ideas and Symbols of William Blake, 219.
3% The other antitheses of the cruciform Christ in the series are found in plates 6 and 11, in
the figures of Satan and the demonic deity of Job’s dreams. In plate 6, Satan’s outstretched
hands are not for the purposes of healing and redemption, but rather for misery and torment,
containing as they do poisoned arrows and a vial of affliction. In plate 11, the outstretched
arms of Job’s false God point to the Law and the fiery bondage of hell.
3 In Gen 31:42 & 53 we find the unusual designation pahad yishag (pre> 1), rendered as
“the fear of Isaac”, that appears to be a name for God (see M.V. Van Pelt and W.C. Kaiser
Jnr, "7064 n," in New International Dictionary of Old Testament Theology and Exegesis,
ed. Willem A. VanGemeren (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1997), 598.).
1 The seven Eyes of God, within Blake’s thought, represent the course of human thought in
its efforts to find an ideal by which to live, and accordingly also chart the journey of
experience through which humankind must pass in order to reach the true God:
The first Eye is Lucifer, the complete egotist (such as we all are born); he “refus’d to
die for Satan & in pride he forsook his charge” (Four Zoas viii:399). The next three
represent the infernal system of Justice, inverted in the order of its discovery: (2)
Molech, the Executioner, who would solve problems by annihilating all opposition,
fails through impatience; (3) Elohim, the Judge (definer of guilt), who creates Satan
and Adam, then faints, wearied; (4) Shaddai, the Accuser, who fails through anger.
The result is (5) Pahad (Pachad), the state of bewildered terror at the results of Justice.
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332 If Damon is correct, there is a

than Pahad, the divine embodiment of terror.
profound irony at work. For in pointing Job to Pahad, Eliphaz is pointing him to the
very thing that Job had already declared had befallen him with terror. At the end of his
first speech in the poetry section, Job had said:

Truly the thing [pahad] that I fear [pahadti] comes upon me

and what I dread befalls me. (Job 3:25)

Through his own testimony, Eliphaz confirms for Job that this God is not for him.
And if this is the only God there is, a source of fear and dread, then rather than

offering Job any respite from his despair, Eliphaz only deepens it.

The final observation concerns the marginal designs, which consist of barren trees
with drooping and possibly broken branches. Damon describes them as “...the sterile
forests of error.”*>* Wright suggests that they “...give sting to the aridness of the
words of Eliphaz.”*** The trees that cradle Eliphaz’s vision, much like Eliphaz
himself, are petrified — hardened and lifeless while remaining rigidly rooted in their

place.

It is these same trees that provide an immediate visual link with plate 13 where, in the
lower margin, they have been flattened by the force of the whirlwind. The whirlwind

is, of course, the vehicle through which God appears to Job as the main inscription

Next is the attempt at order: (6) Jehovah, the law-giver, who becomes leprous,
seeking to grasp Eternity. Finally (7) Jesus, who abrogates the whole system with the
Forgiveness of Sins, and is sacrificed to Satan. (Damon, 4 Blake Dictionary: The
Ideas and Symbols of William Blake, 134.)
Taking the seven angels of the title-page of the //lustrations as his departure point, Damon
uses the Seven Eyes of God as the structural basis for his analysis of the series as a whole. He
suggests that Blake devotes two plates to each of the seven eyes (or angels) in turn; and
having reached a climax the order is then reversed, with the final plate ending where the first
began (Wright, 1972, 66). Intriguing though this structural analysis of the series may be, it is
unconvincing.
332 Blake's Job, 28.
3 4 Blake Dictionary: The Ideas and Symbols of William Blake, 219.
3% Wright, Blake's Job: A Commentary, 27.
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makes clear, ‘Then the Lord answered Job out of the Whirlwind’ (Job 38:1). The
flattening of the trees conveys a sense of the overwhelming, irresistible presence of
this God who, with dynamic power, sweeps over all in his path. A secondary marginal
inscription from Psalm 104:3*>° — “Who maketh the Clouds his Chariot & walketh on
the Wings of the Wind’ — highlights, through its militaristic imagery, the formidable
nature of the appearance of God.**® Like the trees in the bottom margin, the three
friends are blown flat by the blast of God’s appearing, revealing the utter incapacity of
their theological ideas to stand before God. By contrast, Job and his wife are not
overwhelmed in the face of God’s dynamic presence, even though Job’s hair is blown

back by the force of the wind. God’s presence does not obliterate all in its path.

While the flattening of the trees and friends (representing the overcoming of error) is a
consequence of the appearance of God in the whirlwind, it is not the primary focus.
God’s compassionate gaze is extended towards Job and his wife as he stretches out his
arms and moves towards them. This is the first time in the series that God has
appeared within the earthly realm. In contrast to the response of Eliphaz in his vision
in plate 9, Job and his wife do not respond to God with terror. Theirs is the response of
wonder as they kneel before God with their hands clasped in prayer. Yet, this God is
certainly not one to be trifled with in a familiar way. His swirling presence is part of a
greater reality that is beyond Job’s vision. This is clear in the marginal designs where
the sweep of the whirlwind extends beyond the central image in which six other god-
like figures are linked together.”>’ The God that is made manifest to Job and his wife

is the seventh figure in this chain, completing what is surely meant to be a

3% This is the first marginal inscription in the second half of the series that comes from a
book other than the book of Job. The fact that it is taken from Psalm 104 is significant, as the
content of Psalm 104 bears a remarkable affinity with the content of the divine speeches in
Job 38 —41. It is as if Blake is intimating that the God who emerges in the divine speeches —
to be explicated in the coming illustrations — is already hinted at elsewhere in scripture.

336 The symbolism of the cloud being God’s chariot and the wind his winged horse (Weiser,
1962, 667) connects with the mythical battle motif of the Canaanites. “In the Canaanite
worldview, Baal, god of the storm, rode the clouds and commanded the winds” (McCann,
1996, 1097).

37 The first of these is barely perceptible with just a hint of a face being recognizable.
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representation of the Seven Eyes of God.**® As such, there is an intended identification
here between the God who appears to Job, and Christ (the seventh eye of God in
Blake’s schema) — an identification further strengthened by the incarnational nature of
God entering the earthly realm, and the cruciform posture God assumes in the
engraving with his outstretched arms.**” Job’s conscious spiritual awakening and re-

imagining of God has thus begun.

The inscription in the upper margin is taken from the opening words of the divine

speeches in Job 38:2, ‘Who is this that darkeneth counsel by words without

knowledge.” There are two ways in which this inscription could be understood. The

first is that it could be read as an uncompromised condemnation of Job’s ignorant

insolence in obscuring the divine plan. In his commentary on this verse, Clines writes:
The question is condemnatory, and puts Job in the wrong at the very start. It is no
way to begin a pleasant conversation or even a dispute between equals, for it shows
a superior person expressing annoyance at an inferior’s lack of comprehension. It is
not the language of legal argument, such as Job has been hoping for; it is not
measured or deliberative language, but more of an outburst against Job

personally.*®

338 See the earlier footnote explaining this concept in Blake’s thought.

3% The motif of the outstretched arm is an important one throughout the [lustrations, evident
in one form or another in 17 of the 21 engravings (the exceptions being plates 1, 7, 16 and
19). It is a motif that resonates not simply with the crucifixion of Christ (when the
outstretched arms assume a very particular cruciform posture as in plates 6, 11, 13 and 18),
but also with the idea of the outstretched hand (arm) being an expression of power and might.
“The theological metaphor of God’s hand (comp. arm) seems to have its roots in Israel’s
experience of God’s redeeming them from slavery in Egypt. In the Exodus reports the
outstretched arm of God and of Moses play a decisive role” (Manfred Dreytza, "3338 7," in
New International Dictionary of Old Testament Theology and Exegesis, ed. Willem A.
VanGemeren (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1997), 403.). In Exodus 3:20 we read the words of
God spoken to Moses, “So I will stretch out my hand and strike Egypt with all my wonders
that I will perform in it; after that he will let you go” (Exodus 3:20). Within that narrative, the
staff that Moses takes in his hand becomes an extension of the mighty arm of God (Ex 4:18).
See too Ex 6:1; 7:19; 13:3.

3% Clines, Job 38 - 42, 1095,
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In other words, the God who comes to Job is not a fluffy, sentimental deity, but is one
who responds decisively and directly to errors and distortions that obscure the truth of
who he is and the nature of the world that he has created. The flattening of the three

friends (and the forests of error) already bear testimony to that truth.

An alternative reading of this inscription is to hear the question as referring to Eliphaz.
Admittedly, such an interpretation would be at odds with the progression of the
biblical text,*®' but is not without merit within the context of the Illustrations.
Certainly, within this chiastic pairing the only human to speak is Eliphaz, and his
words are revealed to be in error. His cowering posture in plate 13 and his hands
thrust up above his bowed head suggest that he has been confronted with and feels

convicted by the error of his religious understanding.’®

However these opening words from the divine speeches are read, their severity should

not be overstated. The uncompromising directness of these words are not intended to

%1 The question in Job 38:2 is addressed to Job and is usually understood to be referring to
him too. However, it has been suggested that it could be a reference to Elihu, the last person
to have spoken in the book before the divine speeches (ibid., 1052.). The possibility that
Eliphaz is the one being referred to is largely without biblical substantiation.

362 Eliphaz’s hands have played a prominent part in his responses within the series to this
point. The first appearance of the three friends in plate 7 is marked by Eliphaz leading the
others with hands raised up to heaven in a gesture of anguished lament. In plate 8 Eliphaz’s
left hand covers his ear (or certainly his hidden face) as he closes himself off from Job’s
tortured curse of the day of his birth. In plate 9 his extended left hand points to his vision, and
in the vision itself his left hand is held up in fearful retreat before the terrifying presence of
God. In plate 10 his hands are extended in a dramatic pose of accusation against Job. If the
three demons in plate 11 are taken to be representations of the three friends, then Eliphaz’s
hands are holding the chains with which Job is to be bound. In plate 12, Eliphaz’s left hand
has been lowered to his knee, but it is still in the gnarled accusatory form as in plate 10 as he
listens, seethingly, to Elihu’s rebuke. Following plate 13, in the five remaining engravings in
which Eliphaz appears, his hands are either hidden or are barely perceptible. The relationship
between hands and power is well-established within the Old Testament and the semantic
range of the word yad (hand). Dreytza writes that “The metaphorical use of yad covers a wide
range of the concept of ‘power’” (Dreytza, "3338 7."). The prominence of Eliphaz’s hands in
the earlier engravings in which he appears and their later obscurity following the appearance
of God in the whirlwind, suggest the initial assertion and subsequent diminishment of
Eliphaz’s power and authority.
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evoke terror, but rather to cut through any ignorant delusions that would prevent Job
from seeing the divine design. Accordingly, the tone is not that of an enraged deity but
rather that of an exasperated parent. Certainly, paternal imagery is evoked in the final
inscription in the bottom margin taken from Job 38:28, ‘Hath the Rain a Father & who
hath begotten the Drops of the Dew.” The biblical reference goes on to state, ‘From
whose womb did the ice come forth, / and who has given birth to the hoarfrost of
heaven?’ (Job 38:29), adding a maternal element to the imagery being used. The God
who answers Job out of the whirlwind comes as a dynamic, decisive presence, not to
overwhelm Job with terror, but rather with uncompromising parental passion to draw
Job into an experience of the wild exuberance of the world that lay at the heart of

God’s cosmic design.

5.11 Plates 10 and 12

Plate 10 — Job Rebuked by His Friends Plate 12 — The Wrath of Elihu

The final chiastic pairing of the series focuses on the diverse responses of the three
friends and Elihu to Job’s situation. In plate 10, Job’s three so-called friends point
mocking fingers of scornful condemnation at him, very sure of the correctness of their

position that allows them to stand in judgement over him. In plate 12, the youthful
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Elihu holds up a hand to the wisdom of his elders, and points to the heavens (and the
text of the marginalia) suggesting that there is another perspective that they haven’t

yet considered.

The scene depicted in the central image of plate 10 is a new one imagined by Blake
which does not occur in the book of Job per se. It is based on a line in one of Job’s
speeches, which serves as the main inscription for the engraving, “The Just Upright
Man is laughed to scorn” (Job 12:4). In the engraving, Blake translates this line into a
discrete event in which all three of the friends actively participate, that could be
termed ‘The mocking of Job.”**> When the friends first appeared in the series in plate
7, they approached Job from his right side, with their hands raised up to the heavens in
a gesture of anguished lament directed towards God. They came towards Job as one
with whom they shared a theological affinity, for the purpose of expressing their
solidarity with him in his suffering and to use their common religious paradigm to try
to make sense of what he was enduring. But in plate 10 their position has dramatically
changed. They are now on the other side of Job, and their outstretched arms no longer
extend to the heavens but point mockingly and accusingly at him. Their intent to
distance themselves from him is clear.
This nasty habit, as it appears to us, of laughing at the afflictions of others
perhaps originates in a desire to dissociate oneself from the victim of a curse,
divine or human; by taunting or mocking the sufferer one distances oneself
from the disaster and thus protects oneself from its baleful influence.... The
innocent Job is the butt of those secure in their piety.... For their security is
grounded upon their convictions of exact retribution; they cannot be harmed,
for they are righteous. And they maintain their security by instantly designating

any sufferer an evildoer; if anyone suffers injury, that person deserves moral

3% Minney suggests that these “friends-turned-accusers prefigure the mocking of Christ”
(Minney, "Job's Gethsemane: Tradition and Imagination in William Blake's Illustrations for
the Book of Job," 171.).
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condemnation as well (“add insult to injury” is their principle); and if anyone is

staggering beneath misfortune, that person is an apt target for censure.’®

Whatever the motivation and justification within their own minds of their behaviour,
the scornful mocking of the three friends signifies that Job’s demise is complete, for
not only has he been tried, touched and slain by God (as the three inscriptions in the
upper margins describe), but the very ones who came to be with him in his suffering
and whom he regards as his friends have turned against him and distanced themselves
from him. Theirs becomes an antagonistic presence as they regard him as some sort of

spiritual prey, and certainly the target of their derision.’®

This is alluded to in the marginal designs in the bottom corners of the engraving as
two birds of prey grasp a snake and a rat in their talons, suggestive of the way in
which the friends have turned upon Job.?® In the central design immediately beneath
the accusing, outstretched arms of the friends, a lone flower grows.**” This flower
symbolizes the fragility and transience of human existence, rather than hope and
promise as Wright suggests.’®® This is clear from the inscription in the bottom margin
taken from Job 14:1-3 in which Job says that Man “...cometh up like a flower & is cut
down.” This is where Job finds himself as the first half of the series approaches its
lowest point — cut down not just by the hand of God, but also by the mocking
condemnation of his friends who represent the religious paradigm that he had always

embraced as his own.

3% David J.A. Clines, Job I - 20, Word Biblical Commentary 17 (Dallas: Word Books,
1989), 290-91.

3% This idea of Job feeling like a target is explicitly referred to in Job 16:13b-14a, when Job
says of God , “...he set me up as his target; his archers surround me.” This could be a
reference to how Job perceived the friends — as God’s militia intent on attacking the one
whom God has targeted. See too Job 10:17 and Job 19:12.

3% Damon refers to these as “...the cuckoo of slander, the owl of false wisdom, and the adder
of hate” (1973, 219).

37 This flower is unique to the engravings, as neither the Butts nor Linell paintings of this
scene include it.

398 Wright, Blake's Job: A Commentary, 29.
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The mocking attack of Job’s friends in plate 10 is contrasted by the surprising defense
offered by Elihu in plate 12. Indeed, it would be more accurate to describe Elihu’s
response not as a defense but as an attack in its own right, for he challenges openly
and directly the religious paradigm of the three friends as he points to a higher
alternative. As such, Blake’s characterization of Elihu in plate 12 represents another
unique contribution to his interpretation of the book of Job as a whole. Occuring as it
does at the start of the second half of the series, the engraving frames Elihu’s role
positively as part of Job’s journey of ascent into a new religious consciousness. This is
in contrast to the strong criticisms leveled against Elihu by many commentators of the
biblical text — Good called him “a pompous, insensitive bore”’; Curtis described him as
“a fanatic and a bigot”; while Rowley dismissed him as “ridiculous”.’*® Habel argues
that the text exposes Elihu as a brash and impulsive fool.>” In addition to this, many
commentators argue that the Elihu speeches are a later addition to the book of Job and
some question their importance as a result.””'

The Elihu speeches (xxxii-xxxvii) are rejected as interpolations by many critics
who regard them as having scant value either as literature or as a solution to the
problem of evil. Their style is diffuse and pretentious, a large part of the
content of the four discourses being devoted to prolix and pompous
prolegomena. For the most part Elihu's arguments merely echo what the friends
have already said repeatedly, yet he has the effrontery to offer them as if they

were novel and decisive.>”

39 All cited in Newsom, "The Book of Job: Introduction, Commentary and Reflections," 564.
37 Habel, The Book of Job : A Commentary, 444.

371 See Samuel Rolles Driver and George Buchanan Gray, A Critical and Exegetical
Commentary on the Book of Job, The International Critical Commentary (Edinburgh: T & T
Clark, 1921, (1986)), xI; Rowley, Job, 13; Carol A. Newsom, The Book of Job: A Contest of
Moral Imaginations (Oxford: University Press, 2003), 201. A few notable exceptions — for
example, Janzen and Habel — regard the Elihu speeches as an integral part of the original
composition, while Eissfeldt considers the Elihu speeches to be “...the climax of the work
and the author’s best word on the problem of evil” (Pope, Job: Introduction, Translation, and
Notes, XXVii-XXViil.).

372 Job: Introduction, Translation, and Notes, XXVii.
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But in Blake’s //lustrations, Elihu plays a central and positive role in initiating the
transformative journey of ascent that Job will undertake in the second half of the

series.”” The engraving conveys this in three principal ways.

Firstly, the religious paradigm represented by Eliphaz, Bildad and Zophar is subverted
in the engraving. The posture Elihu assumes is telling, as he looks directly at the three
friends with his right arm extended and his hand held up towards them in a gesture of
spurning reproof.’” Wright is surely mistaken in seeing in Elihu’s raised and open
palm a gesture of benediction.’”” He is clearly rebuffing the friends and the theology
they espouse. His posture contains an echo of the words of the LORD in the divine
speeches, “Thus far shall you come, and no farther, and here shall your proud waves

be stopped” (Job 38:11).

Elihu’s challenge of their religious paradigm is conveyed not just through his physical
posture. The main inscription of the engraving, “l am Young & ye are very Old
wherefore I was afraid” (Job 32:6) indicates an awareness in Elihu that his opinion
contradicts theirs. This is explicitly borne out in the inscription in the bottom right
corner when Elihu says, “If thou sinnest what doest thou against him, or if thou be
righteous what givest thou unto him” (Job 35:6-7). In other words, Elihu boldly
declares that “...the true God is not the God of Morality but one who is unconcerned
about the petty faults and virtues of his children.”*’® This assertion — that human sin or
righteousness has no impact on God — is a direct contradiction of the entire moral

universe in which the friends have been operating. The curled fingers of Eliphaz’s left

37 Lindberg observes that the marginal inscriptions of plate 12, all of which are taken from
the Elihu speeches, consist of no less than 166 words of Elihu, “surpassed only by Jesus,
who, in plate 17, has 170 words” (cited in Paley, The Traveller in the Evening : The Last
Works of William Blake, 246.).

M n contemporary popular culture the expression, “Talk to the hand!” would be a fair
description of Elihu’s disposition towards the friends. This expression arose in the 1990’s as
a put-down of what someone else was saying, and would often be accompanied with a
physical gesture of holding up one’s hand to the other.

373 Wright, Blake's Job: A Commentary, 33.

37 Damon, A Blake Dictionary: The Ideas and Symbols of William Blake, 220.
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hand (which mirror those of his in plate 10), together with his steely-cold stare suggest
an undercurrent of animosity towards Elihu. But for Job, the undercutting of the
friends’ theological position alerts him to the possibility of an alternative way of
seeing God and understanding the world. This is necessary if he is to awaken from his
spiritual slumber and undertake the journey of ascent into a new religious

consciousness.

Secondly, plate 12 offers the reassurance that Job has not, in fact, fallen beyond the
reach and help of God, even if that is how it seems. A number of the marginal
inscriptions make this clear. The inscription above the central design — “For his eyes
are upon the ways of Man & he observeth all his goings™ (Job 34:21) — affirms that no
matter where Job has gone, God sees him. Two further inscriptions from Job 33
reference the deliverance God affects for those faced with the grim reality of the Pit.>”’
The first of these speaks of an intervention that prevents the descent into the Pit itself

— “Deliver him from going down to the Pit” (Job 33:24). The second affirms that even

should the Pit be reached, it is not a final and terminal destination — “Lo all these

377 The Hebrew word used here for the Pit is nnw (Sahat). “The densest collocation of
occurrences of Sahat is in Job 33 (5x out of 21), a passage that provides special insight into
the OT notion of the hereafter.... Together with its synonyms... Sahat bears the idea both of
grave and the netherworld, the two concepts frequently overlapping and not clearly
distinguished in most OT contexts” (Eugene H. Merrill, "8846 nnw," in New International
Dictionary of Old Testament Theology and Exegesis, ed. Willem A. VanGemeren (Grand
Rapids: Zondervan, 1997), 94.). In his compelling treatment of the etymology of sahat
Moshe Held makes the fascinating assertion that sahat is, in fact, a homonym with the further
meaning of ‘net’ — evidenced in Ezekiel 19:8 where sahat is employed as a clear parallelism
with reset, the more common Hebrew word for net. He writes, “A thorough scrutiny of all
cases of Sahat in the Hebrew Bible...leads to the conclusion that biblical Hebrew knows a
Sahat 11 ‘net’, completely distinct from and independent of the substantive ‘pit, netherworld’”
(Moshe Held, "Pits and Pitfalls in Akkadian and Biblical Hebrew," JANES 5 (1973): 181.).
While it is improbable that Blake would have been aware of this additional meaning of the
word, and while it is uncontested that in Job 33:23, 30 Sahat is used with its more usual sense
of ‘pit,” Held’s insight introduces a further possible shade of meaning to the inscriptions in
plate 12. The Pit from which Job is delivered could be understood as a net that caught him, a
safety-net if you will that kept him from falling beyond the reach of God’s deliverance.
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things worketh God oftentimes with Man to bring back his Soul from the pit to be
enlightened with the light of the living” (Job 33:29-20).

A striking feature of plate 12 is the preponderance of stars that feature both in the
central design and in the marginalia. With the exception of the lone star in plate 1, this
is the first occurrence of stars in the series. Their presence underscores the point that
Job has not been forgotten and has not plunged beyond the reach of God. Blake is
quite specific on this association between the stars of heaven and the relationship
between God and humanity. In his poem The Four Zoas he writes:

Thus were the stars of heaven created like a golden chain

To bind the Body of Man to heaven from falling into the Abyss®”®

There are exactly twelve stars that appear in the central design against the night sky
behind Elihu.’” This is significant to Wright who sees in these twelve stars a
suggestion of the twelve sons of Israel and especially their restoration and return

envisioned in Revelation 7.3%

As such, the very stars above Job’s head which have
been absent throughout all of his ordeal and which even now he barely perceives,
attests to the fact that he has not been cut off but finds himself within the broader

narrative of God’s faithful and long-suffering dealings with God’s people.

Thirdly, this engraving initiates Job’s journey of ascent in the second half of the series
through its own internal imagery of ascent. Elihu’s left hand is pointing up. God’s
deliverance from the Pit, as referenced in the marginal inscriptions, is a deliverance
that necessarily involves the act of raising up. In the bottom margin there is the figure

of a slumbering Job who bears more of Elihu’s words on his robe, “Look upon the

3™ Erdman, The Complete Poetry and Prose of William Blake, 322.

3 In the corresponding Butts and Linnell watercolours, there were seventeen and thirteen
respectively.

3% Wright, Blake's Job: A Commentary, 33. The theme of the restoration of the lost tribes of
Israel was an important one in Blake’s thought. In Jerusalem, he assigns gates and counties to
the twelve sons of Israel within the four kingdoms of the British Isles. (See Erdman, The
Complete Poetry and Prose of William Blake, 226-27.)
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heavens & behold the clouds which are higher than thou” (Job 35:5). In the bottom
left-hand corner two angels with upstretched arms are encouraging a horde of small
figures to do just that, as they rise from their slumber and stream up both of the
vertical margins to form a funnel extending beyond the upper margin.*®' Emanating as
they do from the sleeping form of Job, these figures demonstrate the journey of ascent
that awaits Job once he awakens from his spiritual slumber. The theological
victimization at the hands of his friends that he was subjected to in plate 10 has been
reversed. A bold new possibility is opening up before Job that will result in the radical
transformation of everything that he has known. The nightmare of plate 11, and
indeed all the earlier engravings, is turning into the bright hope of new understanding.
As the inscriptions in the upper right margin put it, “For God speaketh once yea twice
& Man percieveth it not. In a Dream in a Vision of the Night in deep Slumberings
upon the bed. Then he openeth the ears of Men & sealeth their instruction” (Job
33:14-16).

6. Job’s wife in Blake’s Illustrations of the Book of Job

Having discussed at length the chiastic structure of the //lustrations, we turn now to a
consideration of Job’s wife in the series as a whole. Three important observations are
apparent when Blake’s portrayal of Job’s wife is considered. The first is the
pervasiveness of her presence throughout the series. In eighteen of the twenty-one
illustrations, Job’s wife is by his side.*®* This is a striking departure from the biblical
text where Job’s wife appears for all of two verses and then disappears, never to be

heard from, addressed or referred to again.’®

381 About these figures in the upper margins are the constellations of Orion and Pleiades,
twelve more stars and the clouds of heaven.

382 The three illustrations in the collection where Job’s wife is not present are plates 3, 11 and
20. Plate 3 is a depiction of Job’s sons and daughters being overwhelmed by Satan in which
Job himself is absent (cf. Job 1:18-19). Plate 11 is a depiction of Job’s evil dreams (cf. Job
7:14). Plate 20 is a depiction of Job and his three daughters (cf. Job 42:13-15). With the
possible exception of plate 20, the absence of Job’s wife from these particular engravings is
appropriate and consistent with the subject matter of each engraving.

3% Two passing references to his wife are made by Job in 19:17 and 31:10.
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But in Blake’s exposition of Job’s story, Job’s wife is an integral part of everything he
experienced. In the opening scenes depicting life in Job’s household (plates 1 and 2),
she is there. When the messengers tell Job his misfortune (plate 4), she is there. When
Job’s acts of charity are depicted (plate 5), she is there. When Job is afflicted by Satan
(plate 6), she is there. When the three friends arrive to comfort Job (plate 7), she is
there. When Job curses the day of his birth (plate 8), she is there. And so it continues.
When Job is rebuked by his friends (plate 9), when Elihu enters the fray (plate 12),
and when Job is finally answered by the LORD out of the whirlwind (plate 13), his
wife is there. Indeed, as Job is drawn into a vision of the cosmos through the divine
speeches (plates 14 — 17), his wife is there to share the revelation that is given him.
And in the depictions of Job’s restoration, his wife is a central figure (plates 18, 19

and 21).

The simple fact of the physical presence of Job’s wife in every aspect of the unfolding
drama of the book, as Blake interprets it, is remarkable in its own right. But Blake’s
portrayal of Job’s wife goes beyond a formulaic rendering of an ever-present, faithful
wife — as if she were merely a mechanical appendage or obligatory placeholder in the
narrative. No. She is portrayed with a full range of emotions and responses that
conveys that she 1s a complex person in her own right who is an active (albeit silent)

participant in all that is taking place.

We see her disposition of serene devotion when the initial peace and prosperity of
Job’s household is described (plate 1). We see her concerned engagement with Job in
his anxiety regarding the requirements of the law (plate 2). We see her heart-rending
anguish when the horrific news of the messengers is received (plate 4). We see her
tender support of Job in his acts of charity (plate 5), and her anguished distress in his
hour of affliction (plate 6). We see her sorrowful concern as Job leans against her for
support on the ash heap (plate 7). We see her hiding her face when Job cries out in
despair as he curses the day of his birth (plate 8). We see her looking on with
incredulous disbelief as Job’s friends point accusing fingers of rebuke at him (plate

10). We see her clenching her hands and bowing her head in fervent prayer as Elihu
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challenges the theological paradigm out of which Job and the three friends especially
have been operating, suggesting a passionate intercession on her part that Elihu’s
words might open up a new religious path for Job (plate 12). We see her eyes wide
open in wonder as the LORD speaks out of the whirlwind and reveals the mysteries of
the cosmos (plates 13 and 14). We see her hands pressed gently together in a gesture
of prayer, and her tranquil face uplifted to God whose hands extend over her and Job
in benediction (plate 17). We see her joining in the prayer that Job offers on behalf of
Eliphaz, Bildad and Zophar (plate 18). We see her gracious humility when friends
come bearing gifts (plate 19), and her thankful devotion as she and Job and their

restored family make music together (plate 21).

This wide range of emotion exhibited by Job’s wife underscores the point that she was
not just a casual bystander to what was going on, but was intimately and personally
involved with all that Job was experiencing. Indeed, it could be argued that she
exhibits a richer range of appropriate emotion even than that which Job himself
displays. In a majority of the illustrations Job is depicted with a very similar
countenance that could be described as a mixture of raw grief and the numbing shock
of the proverbial “deer caught in the headlights.” The impression is created that Job
has been anaesthetized by his pain, whereas his wife feels it, and holds it. The point
should not be overstated, especially given the eloquence and passion of Job’s speeches
in the book which refute any suggestion that he was paralyzed by his pain. But at the
very least, the nuanced responses of Job’s wife, as portrayed in Blake’s illustrations,
make the case powerfully that she was as fully present to the meaning of the unfolding

drama as could be humanly expected.

Blake’s portrayal of Job’s wife as a faithful, constant companion who was physically
and emotionally present to Job throughout his journey of descent and ascent, holds
one of the interpretive keys that can unlock the meaning of the series as a whole. In
plate 20, we see Job initiating his daughters into the mystery of this journey of death
and resurrection, of descent and ascent, as he stretches out his arms in a cruciform

posture and points to scenes from his life that describe this journey that was his. In his
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cruciform posture Job identifies with the crucified and risen Christ whose presence, he
now recognizes, was indeed with him. The point is driven home through the marginal
inscription at the bottom of the engraving, taken from Psalm 139:8, “If I ascend up

into Heaven thou art there If I make my bed in Hell behold thou art there.”

This affirmation of the enduring presence of Christ in the heavenly heights and hellish
depths of everything that had happened to him is precisely what he had experienced,
first hand, in the enduring presence and companionship of his wife. Indeed, in a very
real sense Job’s journey of descent and ascent was his wife’s journey too, for she too
was touched deeply and directly by all that had taken place. The inscription from
Psalm 139 could be words in the mouth of Job spoken to his wife, “If I ascend up into
Heaven thou art there If I make my bed in Hell behold thou art there.” Her constant
companionship and intimate sharing of Job’s journey meant that Job’s wife was the
one who mediated the presence of Christ to Job. Hers was an incarnational presence, a
physical embodiment of the nearness of God, even if Job failed to recognize this at
first. Indeed, in much of the human dialogue in the biblical text, he had fantasized
about gaining an audience with God (cf. Job 9:2-4, 14-16; 10:2; 13:3, 17-19),
oblivious to the significance of the faithful companionship of his wife. In the end,
having undergone the journey that was his, in plate 20 we see that Job was able to

look back on it all and acknowledge that truly he was not alone.**

The second important observation about Job’s wife in the //lustrations concerns her

relative positioning within the various engravings. In fourteen of her eighteen

3% The other marginal inscription in plate 20, also taken from Psalm 139, reads thus: “How
precious are thy thoughts unto me O God how great is the sum of them” (Psalm 139:17). The
‘thoughts of God unto Job’ could be understood as a reference to Job’s wife, as one of the
ways in which God remembered Job and gifted him with the presence of such a faithful
companion. Significantly, the following verse in that Psalm says, “I come to the end [I
awake] — I am still with thee” (Ps 139:18b). If echoes of this verse are heard in the context of
plate 20, it suggests that in the end Job’s eyes were opened to the fact that his former sense of
isolation and abandonment was an illusion.
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appearances, she appears to the right of Job.*® In his seminal 1910 study entitled
Blake’s Vision of the Book of Job, Joseph Wicksteed offered a detailed consideration
of the significance of right and left. “In his endeavor to relate the Illustrations to
Blake’s system, he applies with great assiduity an interpretation of the symbolism of
the series whereby right and left stand for spiritual and material respectively.”* If
Wicksteed’s analysis is accepted, the positioning of Job’s wife on his right hand side

suggests that she represents a spiritual influence for Job.

More significant, perhaps, is the observation that whenever Job’s wife and the three
friends appear together, they are always on opposite sides of Job.”® Given the false
religious paradigm that the friends represent, this relative positioning of Job’s wife is
highly significant, pointing to the fact that in contrast to the theological error of the

friends, the perspectives of Job’s wife are true.

A further intriguing dimension of the meaning of the positioning and posture of Job’s
wife can be discerned in a cluster of three engravings, being plates 6 — 8. These
engravings focus on the suffering of Job and contain subtle allusions to the passion of

Christ.*®® Significantly, it is Job’s wife in each of these engravings who makes the

3% The four appearances where this pattern is broken are in plate 7, where she stands neither
to his left nor right but behind Job; plate 13, where she is between Job and God appearing in
the whirlwind; plate 16, where Job and his wife together occupy the right side of the fiery
abyss from where they witness the fall of Satan; and plate 18, where Job has turned around in
prayer so that his wife is now effectively on his left side.
3% Wright, Blake's Job: A Commentary, 65.
%7 The one exception to this pattern is plate 16, but as mentioned in the footnote above, the
clear and unambiguous sense created in this engraving is that Job and his wife together are on
one side of the fiery abyss and the friends are on the other.
388 Blake draws on a tradition well-established in medieval art that Job was clearly seen as a
prefiguring of Christ. This tradition has earlier antecedents dating back to the early Church
Fathers. “Saint Gregory the Great’s Commentary on the Book of Job describes Job’s
sufferings as prefiguring those of Christ.” (Leslie Ross, Medieval Art : A Topical Dictionary
(Westport: Greenwood Press, 1996), 136.) Saint Zeno of Verona, in a colourful sermon
dating from the fourth century, said this:
My beloved brethren, the story of Job prefigures that of Christ. Thus we understand it,
and we can see the truth of this by detailed comparison.... Everything that Job had, he
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allusions apparent. In plate 6, she kneels weeping with Job’s feet on her lap, caressing
them with her hair, as Satan pours out a vial on Job’s head. This alludes to the story of
Jesus being anointed by a woman in anticipation of his coming death (John 12:1-8; cf.
Mark 14:1-9; Matthew 26:6-13; Luke 7:37-50).°* In plate 7, as already discussed
above, the position of Job leaning against his wife suggests a pieta. In plate 8 she
kneels before Job as he raises his arms to the heavens and utters his cry of utter
dereliction, an ominous foreshadowing of the cry that Jesus will utter on the cross
when he screams, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” (Mark 15:34;
Matthew 27:46). As she kneels, above her head against the hillside in the distance the
outline of a cross can be seen, identifying her as one of the women who was either at
the foot of the cross (John 19:25) or who was watching from a distance (Matthew

27:55; Mark 15:40; Luke 23:49).

The simple conclusion that can be drawn from these two observations about Job’s
wife is that her presence and positioning within the series are laden with meaning, and
that Blake uses Job’s wife as a key character in the delivery of the message of the

Ilustrations as a whole.

lost; and for love of us the Lord forgot all his heavenly blessings and made himself
poor.... Job was disfigured with boils; and the Lord, taking on human flesh, was
fouled with the sins of all mankind.... Job sits on a dunghill full of worms; and the
Lord lived in a real dunghill, that is, this world, surrounded by men seething with
every vice and every crime: true worms (in The Liturgy of the Hours, Vol 3, p651).
Such was the influence of this association between Job and Christ that in medieval art
elements of Job’s story were used in the depiction of Christ’s passion. For example, as an
allusion to Job’s dunghill, the scourging of Christ is often set on a little hill rather than in the
praetorium referred to in the gospels (Minney, "Job's Gethsemane: Tradition and Imagination
in William Blake's Illustrations for the Book of Job," 168.).
3% Distinct versions of this story appear in the various gospels. In the gospels of Matthew (Mt
26:6-13) and Mark (Mk 14:3-9) the woman is nameless and pours perfume on Jesus’ head in
preparation for his burial. In John’s gospel (Jn 12:1-8), the woman is identified as Mary, who
pours perfume on Jesus’ feet and wipes them with her hair, also as an act of preparation for
burial. In Luke’s gospel (Lk 7:36-50), the woman is identified as a sinner who not only
anoints Jesus’ feet with ointment, but also weeps on them, dries them with her hair, and
kisses them.
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This leads to the third admittedly puzzling observation about Job’s wife in the
lllustrations. And that is that her spoken words in the biblical text, recorded in Job
2:9, do not appear in the [llustrations at all. The closest reference we have to them is
the marginal inscription in plate 7 which records part of Job’s reply to his wife’s
speech, “What! shall we recieve Good at the hand of God & shall we not also receive
Evil” (Job 2:10). As such, Job’s wife is the only speaking character in the biblical text
whose voice is not heard in the /llustrations.*®® Given what has already been
established about the prominence and importance of Job’s wife in the series, Blake’s

silencing of Job’s wife appears incongruous.

A simple but unsatisfactory explanation is that Blake may have thought that the words
of Job’s wife reflected poorly on her and would have undermined the role he intended
for her within the series. As such, he chose simply to ignore her embarrassing words
which were at odds with his imaginative vision of her. Alternatively, Blake may not
have had a negative view of her words (see the positive reading of Job 2:9 below), but
recognized that the long history of the vilification of Job’s wife meant that her words,

if reproduced in the /llustrations, would have prejudiced most readers against her.

A more nuanced explanation is that Blake silenced Job’s wife precisely because he
wished to illustrate that the real value and measure of a person’s contribution lay not
in the intellectual thoughts and ideas they held but rather in their capacity to be
present and their willingness to share the experiences of life. Job’s wife has
consistently been judged, and harshly so, on the basis of a mere six words she

39! rather than on the basis of her presence and participation in the totality of

speaks,
Job’s story. Blake’s portrayal of Job’s wife redresses this jaundiced view of her by
foregrounding her faithful companionship to Job as the key contribution she offered to

his situation.

3% 1t is noted that none of Bildad’s words appear in the marginal inscriptions. However, his

‘voice’ is nevertheless represented in the words of Eliphaz and Zophar which are included in
the series.

31 English translations mask the fact that in the original Hebrew, Job’s wife utters just six
words.
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A further possible explanation for the omission of the words of Job’s wife in the
Illustrations centres on a positive reading of Job 2:9. In saying to Job, “Do you still
persist in your integrity? Curse God, and die” (Job 2:9), she was challenging the
deficient religious paradigm that he was so invested in clinging on to (his ‘persisting
in his integrity’), and was urging him to renounce (‘curse’) his false god and die to
that old religious consciousness, in the hope that a new and better way of living will
be found. This is precisely what Job came to do over the course of his ensuing journey
of death and resurrection. As such, his wife displays remarkable insight into the true

nature of his dilemma and the task that was before him if he was to be transformed.

If Blake read Job 2:9 in such a way, why then would he not include these important
words in the /llustrations which sought to expound this exact perspective? One
suggestion has already been offered above, that Blake may have felt that the
traditional, critical reading of these words would predominate in readers’
interpretations, clouding their imaginations from seeing Job’s wife in a new light.
Another suggestion is that the insight of Job’s wife was one that Job had to discover
for himself through the long and painful journey of descent and ascent that was his.
Presenting the resolution to his dilemma too soon in the piece may have circumvented
the necessary process of his transformation. In much the same way that Job has to wait
until chapter 38 in the book to hear God speak to him, so too the /llustrations have to
wait for the truth that is already evident in the words of Job’s wife to emerge. The fact
that Job’s wife does not speak at all in the I//ustrations could then be understood as a
self-limiting act of loving restraint on her behalf, as she gives Job the space to

discover for himself the truth that she has already perceived.

7. Conclusion

The religious thought and artistic vision of William Blake find powerful expression in
his lllustrations of the Book of Job. 1t is an unparalleled visual commentary on the
book of Job that offers a compelling interpretation of this enigmatic story. The

principal focus of Blake’s exposition is on the distinction between true and false
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religion, and the journey that is required to move from the perception of God as a
staid, remote, law-giving, book-keeping deity who requires sacrifice, to the
recognition of God as a dynamic, present, playful visionary who delights in beauty,
music and art. Blake’s conception of this journey for Job is of a journey of descent
and ascent, of death and resurrection. This is borne out in the chiastic structure of the
1llustrations. Within this structure the first half of the series describes Job’s journey of
descent, from the seemingly idyllic life of unquestioned devotion, through the collapse
of Job’s entire world, to the nadir of plate 11 where he comes to see that the God
whom he had been serving was a false god. The second half of the series ‘retraces’
and ‘redeems’ the journey of descent in a corresponding journey of ascent in which
Job comes to see God, the world and his relationships in a whole new light. The series
concludes with the restoration, or more accurately the recreation, of Job in which he
and his wife — who has been a faithful companion throughout the depths and heights
of his journey — together with their children, make music in praise of God and in

celebration of the great and wondrous gift of life.
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1. Introduction

A central assertion of this thesis is that Job’s wife occupies a place of far greater
prominence and influence within the book than what has been commonly assumed.
This runs counter to the mainstream of scholarly opinion that has been quick to assign
Job’s wife a marginal place at best; or, to be more accurate, has been slow to
challenge the conclusion that she is merely a minor character of negligible
significance. Even among those scholars who have offered a more nuanced reading of
her role and story, there are none who have explored her shaping influence upon the

interpretation of the book as a whole.

The reasons for this marginalization of Job’s wife are not hard to find within the text
itself. Hers is the shortest of all the speaking parts in the book — just six words in the
original Hebrew. She makes the briefest of appearances that spans a mere two verses,
and then all but disappears from the text. Job makes just two passing references to her
later in the book (19:17 and 31:9-10),”* and even when ten further children are born
to Job (42:13), no mention is made of his wife whose agency in their birth was
presumably required.>”> What is more, the few brief words that are hers are summarily
dismissed by Job as the sort of utterance that could be expected of “any foolish

woman” (2:10).

Given this marginalization of Job’s wife by the text itself, what justification is there —
behind the text, within the text and intertextually — for claiming a place of greater
prominence and influence for her within the book as a whole? This is the question that

directs the central focus of this chapter.

32 Tn 19:17 Job says, “My breath is repulsive to my wife” and in 31:9-10 he says, “If my
heart has been enticed by another woman...then let my wife grind for another, and let other
men kneel over her.”

3% In T.Job these children were born to another woman whom Job married following the
death of his first wife. See section 4 on p.56ff. in ch.2 above.
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2. Behind-the-text perspectives
A so-called behind-the-text reading privileges the historical and sociological world in

394 - :
The social, economic,

which the text is embedded and from which it emerges.
political, cultural and religious dimensions of the text are foregrounded in this mode
of reading, which become the lenses through which the text is explored and through

which obscure or hidden elements are brought into focus.

2.1 Establishing the historical and social world of the book of Job
Establishing the historical and social world of the book of Job requires attention to
certain key questions such as who wrote the book, and when, where and for whom it
was written. These are not simple questions to answer. A great deal of critical ink has
been spilled over the issue of the ‘unity’ or ‘integrity’ of the book of Job, and whether
its compositional history is better explained diachronically — that is, having developed
over time through the agency of multiple authors; or synchronically — that is, being

. . . . 395
composed in one particular historical moment.

3% For a brief, yet helpful, overview of such a mode of reading see Gerald O. West,

Contextual Bible Study (Pietermaritzburg: Cluster Publications, 1993), 24-30.

39> Those scholars who seek to trace the compositional history of the book of Job
diachronically as the work of different authors at different times usually cite the literary
disjunctions within the book as the obvious impetus for such an exploration. Such literary
disjunctions include the sharp and seemingly contradictory juxtaposition of the prose and the
poetry and especially the nature and disposition of Job within each; the breakdown of the
pattern and content of the human dialogue between Job and his friends in the third cycle of
speeches in chs.24-27; the interlude of the poem on wisdom in ch.28; the ‘intrusion’ of the
Elihu speeches in chs.32-37 with the notable absence of any other references to Elihu
anywhere else in the book; and, for at least some scholars, the presence of a second,
enigmatic divine speech in chs.40-41.

Although there are many different versions and variations of the hypothesis of a
diachronic compositional history, Newsom helpfully identifies four broad stages in the
unfolding development of the book that are commonly identified within this hypothesis. See
Carol A. Newsom, "The Book of Job: Introduction, Commentary and Reflections," in The
New Interpreter's Bible, ed. Leander E. Keck et al (Nashville: Abingdon, 1996), 321-22.

The first stage would have been the existence of an ancient folk tale, originally told
orally, about a legendary pious figure by the name of Job. Broad parallels to the story of Job
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Even if this vexed question of the unity of the book were disregarded — with its
attendant implications for the historical and social context(s) from which it emerged —
and only the final form of the book were considered, there still remain widely ranging
estimates for the dating of the book as a whole. Clines asserts that most scholars date

the final form of the book to somewhere between the seventh and second centuries

in other cultures attest to the existence of this literary motif and the trope of a pious sufferer
in the literature of the ANE. Examples would include the Canaanite epic of Keret; Egyptian
texts known as the ‘Dispute Over Suicide’ and ‘The Protests of the Eloquent Peasant’; a
Sumerian text entitled ‘Man and His God’; and most strikingly, a Babylonian text known as
Ludlul bél nemegqi (‘1 will praise the Lord of Wisdom’), sometimes referred to as the
‘Babylonian Job’ (David J.A. Clines, Job I - 20, Word Biblical Commentary 17 (Dallas:
Word Books, 1989), lix-Ix.) This first stage is represented by the prose frame of chs.1-2 and
42:7-17, and would have included a middle part of the story — no longer extant — of a
dialogue between Job and his friends in which they spoke contemptuously of God while Job
refused to curse God.

The second stage occurred when an Israelite author either used or adapted the ancient folk
tale “...as the framework for a much more ambitious, sophisticated retelling of the story in
which the figure of Job does not remain the patiently enduring character of the traditional
tale, but challenges God’s treatment of him.” (Newsom, "The Book of Job: Introduction,
Commentary and Reflections," 321.) The poetic dialogue between Job and his friends
replaced whatever they might have said in the old story. The divine speeches (38:1 —42:6)
formed the climax of this author’s contribution, though he retained the original conclusion of
the ancient tale. The hymn in praise of Wisdom (28:1-28) may have been the work of this
author as a transition between Job’s dialogue with his friends and his dialogue with God, or it
may have been an addition by a later author. See John E. Hartley, The Book of Job, Nicot
Series (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1988), 27.

The third stage would account for the Elihu speeches as the contribution of a later author
who was dissatisfied with the new version of the book of Job, and felt the need to provide
what he felt would be a more decisive refutation of Job’s arguments.

The fourth stage occurred during the transmission of the book when copyists tried to
soften the blasphemous tone of Job’s words by putting some of Bildad’s and Zophar’s
speeches in Job’s mouth.

In contrast to the hypothesis of a diachronic compositional history, a growing trend within
Joban scholarship has been to approach the book as a unified whole and to consider its final-
form interpretation. As Newsom correctly observes, “...the important issue is not how the
book attained its present form but how the shape of the book contributes to its meaning.”
(Newsom, "The Book of Job: Introduction, Commentary and Reflections," 323.) For an
excellent historical overview of the ebbs and flows in Joban scholarship regarding this issue
of the text’s unity, see Newsom’s The Book of Job: A Contest of Moral Imaginations
(Oxford: University Press, 2003), 3-10.
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BCE.*° Newsom narrows that range by stating that a majority of scholars opt for a

date between the seventh and fifth centuries BCE.*"’

In addition to the uncertainties of the date when the book was written (or finalised),
questions concerning its authorship, geographic location and audience generate further
challenges. The book of Job — together with the books of Proverbs and Qoheleth
(Ecclesiastes) in the Old Testament, and Sirach and the Wisdom of Solomon in the
Apocrypha — belongs to a small cluster of books that are termed “wisdom literature”

in biblical studies.*”®

Two different settings have been posited for the production of
Israel’s wisdom literature: the tribe and the royal sponsored school. Proponents of the
tribal theory trace the didactic emphases of wisdom literature to the regulations laid
down by tribal elders governing social relations within the tribe. Proponents of the
royal school theory, drawing on examples from other cultures in the ANE, postulate
that the emergence of a circle of professional scribes or poets was a consequence of
the establishment of a skilled bureaucracy within the royal court for the administrative
purposes of maintaining records and accounts, as well as for diplomatic
correspondence with foreign powers which required a knowledge of foreign languages

and writing conventions.

The relevance of this for our purposes here lies in the fact
that the social setting of either the tribe or the royal school for Israel’s wisdom
literature points in different directions as to the primary audience of such literature —
namely a rural peasantry in the case of the tribal theory or an urban elite in the case of
the royal school theory. Simply put, should Israel’s wisdom literature be read as the
organic distillation of wisdom that percolated through the grounded experience of
ordinary people living together on the land; or the hegemonic product of the (royal

and religious) power elite, influenced by international relations and concerns for the

maintenance of the status quo?

3% Clines, Job I - 20, lvii.

397 Newsom, "The Book of Job: Introduction, Commentary and Reflections," 325.

3% Richard J. Clifford, "Introduction to Wisdom Literature," ibid., ed. Leander E. Keck et al
(1997), 1.

0 ibid., 7.
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In the light of the significant uncertainties as to the date, authorship, audience and
social setting of the book of Job, is it possible to establish the historical and social
world of the book with any degree of confidence? Accordingly, if the world behind
the text remains so elusive, can the contributions of behind-the-text perspectives to the

interpretation of the book carry any authority or claim any legitimacy?

An alternative strategy would be to consider the historical and social world suggested
within the text itself, and to allow the rhetorical function of this world to inform any

behind-the-text perspectives. It is to this task that we now turn.

The book opens with a geographic reference to the “land of Uz” (1:1). Its precise
location is unknown, but according to 1:3 it was somewhere in “the east”.** What is
clear is that a non-Israelite locality is presupposed, strengthened by the use of the
foreign-sounding name “Job.” Newsom writes, “Job’s archaic name and foreign
homeland help to establish a sense of narrative distance, which facilitates the

presentation of Job as a paradigmatic figure.”*"!

Yet, he is presented as a servant and
devotee of Yahweh (1:8, 20-21), inviting the Israelite audience to identify with him,
albeit from a distance. The rhetorical effect of presenting Job’s background and
identity in this way is that for an Israelite audience (of whatever historical period), his

character was sufficiently familiar for his story to be taken seriously as an example of

490" On the strength of other brief biblical references, various suggestions have been made that
Uz lay either to the south of Israel in Edomite territory (Lam 4:21; cf. Gen 36:28), or to the
northeast of Israel in Aramean territory (Gen 10:23; cf. Gen 22:21). See Newsom, The Book
of Job: Introduction, Commentary and Reflections, 344; also B.T. Napier, "Uz," in The
Interpreter's Dictionary of the Bible, ed. George A. Buttrick et al (Nashville: Abingdon Press,
1962). Balentine makes the helpful observation that “...for the Joban story it is likely that this
orientation [of “the east”] is more theological than geographical. In Hebraic tradition, the east
is the direction that orients the entire cosmos in the ways of its Creator. The primeval garden
of Eden was planted “in the east” (Gen 2:8), thus marking the place on earth where
humankind was first introduced to God’s cosmic design.” (Samuel E. Balentine, Job, The
Smyth & Helwys Bible Commentary (Macon: Smyth & Helwys Publishing, Inc., 2006), 41.)
401 Newsom, "The Book of Job: Introduction, Commentary and Reflections," 345.
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authentic faith, but also sufficiently unfamiliar for his experience of faith to be
considered on its own terms without a hasty dismissal of it being unorthodox. As will
be seen later, the capacity to remain open to unorthodox and even seemingly heretical
perspectives is a key requirement for the reader if the challenge to faith presented by

Job’s wife — and the book as a whole — is to be recognized and understood.

As a foreign devotee of Yahweh, the simultaneity of Job’s proximity and distance to
an Israelite audience is established. This sense of remote connection is deepened
through the recognizably patriarchal historical and social setting of the story. Clines
writes:
The story of the Book of Job is set in the patriarchal era depicted in Genesis:
like Abraham, for example, Job’s wealth consists of his animals and his
servants (1:3; 42:12; cf. Gen 12:16), and he himself as head of his family offers
sacrifices without the intervention of any priest (1:5; cf. Gen 15:9-10). Like the
patriarchs of Genesis, who live 175, 180, 147 and 100 (Sic)402 years (Gen 25:7,
35:28; 47:28; 50:26), Job lives 140 years (42:16). But the narrator is clearly

depicting an archaic age and not writing of his own time.*”

On the strength of this it can be surmised that the historical and social world suggested
within the text aligns broadly with the historical and social world of ancient (pre-
monarchic) Israel, or certainly with the agrarian economic milieu of ancient Palestine
in Iron Age I (c. 1200 — 1000 BCE). This recognition opens the door for much fruitful
exploration of various behind-the-text perspectives that can enable Job’s wife to be

seen in new ways. These, in turn, invite a revisitation of the text to consider the subtle

492 According to Gen 50:26, Joseph died at the age of 110.

493 Clines, Job I - 20, lvii. The identification of the patriarchal period as the broad historical
setting for the story of Job is further attested to within the rabbinic tradition. As discussed in
section 3.1 on p.46 ff. in ch.1 above, the rabbinic tradition identifies Job’s wife as Dinah, the
daughter of Jacob, which explicitly locates the story of Job within the patriarchal period.
Furthermore, the name of the first and foremost of Job’s three friends, Eliphaz the Temanite
(2:11; 4:1; 15:1; 22:1; 42:7, 9), has a strong patriarchal connection in that one of Esau’s sons
was Eliphaz who was the father of Teman (Gen 36:4, 11).
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clues hidden there that point to a far greater prominence and influence for Job’s wife

than what has commonly been assumed.

2.2 The lives of women in ancient Israel — the work of Carol Meyers
Reconstructing the lives and roles of women in ancient Israel has been one of the
outstanding contributions of archaeologist and biblical scholar Carol Meyers over
many years.*** Utilising a multi-disciplinary approach that draws archaeological,
social-anthropological and ethnographic insights into conversation with the biblical
text, she has challenged many of the assumptions that have been made about the
isolation, seclusion and subordination of women in ancient Israel commonly made by
biblical commentators, even (or maybe especially) those writing from within a

405
k.

feminist framewor The intent of her challenge is not to suggest that there was

9% Meyers’ truly impressive output within this broad area of research includes a number of
monographs, most notably Discovering Eve: Ancient Israelite Women in Context (New Y ork:
Oxford University Press, 1988)., recently extensively revised and republished as
Rediscovering Eve: Ancient Israelite Women in Context (Oxford ; New York: Oxford
University Press, 2013).; as well as many articles and book chapters, a selection of which
include: "Archaeology - a Window to the Lives of Israelite Women," in Torah, ed. Irmtraud
Fischer, et al. (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2011); "In the Household and Beyond:
The Social World of Israelite Women," Studia Theologica 63 (2009); "Engendering Syro-
Palestinian Archaeology: Reasons and Resources," Near Eastern Archaeology 66, no. 4
(2003); "Having Their Space and Eating There Too: Bread Production and Female Power in
Ancient Israelite Households," Nashim: A Journal of Jewish Women's Studies & Gender
Issues, no. 5 (2002); "Women and the Domestic Economy of Early Israel," in Women in the
Hebrew Bible, ed. Alice Bach (New York: Routledge, 1997); "Procreation, Production, and
Protection: Male-Female Balance in Early Israel," Journal of the American Academy of
Religion 51, no. 4 (1983).
495 Meyers cites a telling example of these kinds of assumptions when she writes:
One of the first studies of women in the Hebrew Bible in contemporary feminist
scholarship, Phyllis Bird’s essay on “Images of Women in the Old Testament,”
mentions women as indistinct background figures, without names, voices, or status.
Her analysis of biblical texts leads her to conclude that women were dependent on
men in economic, religious, and political spheres and that they are presented as
inferior to men. [See Phyllis A. Bird, "Images of Women in the Old Testament," in
Religion and Sexism: Images of Woman in the Jewish and Chritian Traditions, ed.
Rosemary Radford Ruether (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1974), 49-50.] Decades
later, similar perceptions — some based on general cultural notions, others on readings
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absolute parity in the social roles and status of women and men, nor to deny the reality
of certain social restrictions imposed upon women and the economic vulnerabilities
they were exposed to in a patrilineal society that was organised along male descent

. 406
lines.

Rather, her intent is to guard against anachronistic retro projections of later
repressive patriarchal regimes that can distort the picture of what life was really like
for women in ancient Israel, diminish the regard and value in which they were held,
deny the significance of their contribution, and ignore the not inconsiderable power

that they were able to exercise in certain key spheres of influence.*”’

Meyers’ challenge is built on two key foundations. The first is the distinction she

makes between Israelite women and biblical women.**® She argues that the Hebrew

of biblical passages without consideration of social context — still are common.
(Meyers, "Archaeology - a Window to the Lives of Israelite Women," 62.)
% In an earlier article, Meyers traces the roots of the restriction of women to the seismic
social changes that occurred at the time of the transition from the Bronze to Iron Ages. She
writes:
During the Late Bronze Age, wars, famines, and plagues created a demographic crisis
which intensified the role of women in domestic affairs and childbearing. When the
crisis passed, the restriction of women to domestic circles was ingrained in Israelite
society and ultimately became the basis for their subordination through the remainder
of the biblical period and on into modern times. ("The Roots of Restriction: Women
in Early Israel," The Biblical Archaeologist 41, no. 3 (1978): 91.)
97 In her 2013 Presidential address to the Society of Biblical Literature, Meyers presented a
bold case that the term “patriarchy” was an inadequate descriptor of ancient Israel, and
argued that the patriarchy model should be abandoned as a way of thinking about that period
of Israel’s history. See "Was Ancient Israel a Patriarchal Society?," Journal of Biblical
Literature 133, no. 1 (2014).
% The exact meaning of the term “Israclite’ is not without its own challenges, especially
within the period of Iron Age I which forms the backdrop to this discussion. In the
subsequent period of Iron Age II (1000 — 540 BCE), with the emergence of a monarchical,
territorial state, the term ‘Israelite’ denoted a particular national (and indeed religious)
identity, rather than an ethnic one. But prior to the time of the Monarchy, the precise content
of the term remains unclear. Ahlstrom, for example, suggests that rather than ethnic
designations, ‘Canaan’ referred to the urban and cultural centres whereas ‘Israel’ referred to
the wooded highlands. (Gosta W. Ahlstrom, The History of Ancient Palestine from the
Palaeolithic Period to Alexander's Conquest, Journal for the Study of the Old Testament
Supplement Series (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1993), 285.)
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Bible is a problematic source for reconstructing the lives of Israelite women, and that
the women on display in the Bible cannot be regarded as emblematic of their unnamed

409 . . . .
The second is a careful consideration of the domestic

and unmentioned sisters.
agrarian economy of that milieu — utilising archaeological, social-anthropological and
ethnographic tools — to identify the roles and contributions of women (and men)

within that economy.

2.3 The role of women within the domestic agrarian economy of ancient Israel
It is beyond the scope of this chapter to detail the dramatic socio-economic and
cultural changes that occurred in the Southern Levant in the 12" century BCE — which
corresponds in the archaeological record to the period of transition from the Late
Bronze Age to Iron Age 1. Suffice to say that the dramatic collapse of Canaanite cities
and the shift from the city-state model as a primary mode of societal and economic
organisation to the proliferation of smaller, relatively independent and self-sufficient
rural settlements (villages, hamlets or farmsteads), especially in the sparsely populated
hill country of central Palestine, had significant implications for the everyday
experiences of those inhabitants of the land and particularly the role of women within

. . - 410
this redefined domestic, agrarian economy.

49 Some of the reasons offered by Meyers as to why the Hebrew Bible is an unreliable
source for elucidating the lives of Israelite women include the following: there are relatively
few women who appear in its pages; those who appear tend to have exceptional roles as
leaders, heroes or the wives of patriarchs or kings, and are therefore hardly representative of
ordinary women; the text is dominated by national concerns, produced and presented within
an urban context that largely ignores the everyday concerns of ordinary people, especially
those in rural contexts; the legal material contains a heavy male bias, directed as it was
primarily to the male heads of households, and those that did concern women were
disproportionately focused on sexuality and reproductive issues, which certainly did not
represent the sum total of a woman’s existence. See Meyers, "Archaeology - a Window to the
Lives of Israelite Women," 62-67.

10 Reasons for this collapse are complex, but included shifts in international power
dynamics, disruptions in international trade and dislocations of significant numbers of people
with the demise of the Hittite empire in Anatolia, the end of the Mycenaean civilization in
Greece, and the increase of marauding invasions of the ‘Sea Peoples’ (a term for up to nine
different groups of seafaring raiders that included the Peleset, the biblical ‘Philistines’) in the
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A number of features about this domestic, agrarian economy have particular
implications for our understanding of the role of women within it. In the first instance,
the settlement in the remote central highlands and the devolution of urban economic
activity meant that the very survival of these highland inhabitants depended entirely
on their ability to produce at least the minimum requirements for their own

subsistence.

The climatic and topographical challenges of the central highlands were such that
agricultural endeavour there was a highly labour-intensive operation. Foremost of
these challenges was the issue of water security. Perennial water sources were

virtually non-existent, which led to crop selection that could survive by the winter

. 411
rains and summer dew.

But the water requirements of humans and animals required
year-round supplies, which could only be secured through the technological
innovation of the water cistern. A classic statement in the archaeological register was

Albright’s assertion in 1949 that the highland frontier of Israel was able to be opened

eastern Mediterranean. Ahlstrom’s comments on the implications of this collapse are

instructive:
The collapse of the Hittite empire and other states created political and economic
instability in the eastern Mediterranean around the twelfth century BCE. It terminated
the Mycenaean ‘monopoly’ of the sea trade, as well as terminating the big powers’
control of the overland trade routes. As we know, many urban economic centers were
destroyed during this period, and with them their culture. The result was that such a
‘frontier’ country as Palestine with its sparsely populated hilly regions no longer
benefitted from the international economic system and the kind of stability that the
political and international market could provide for communities in marginal areas.
This means that the populations on the fringes of the economic trade system (which
was an urban phenomenon) had to secure their own economic system, which could
mean a change in lifestyle. Here we find one of the reasons for the growth of
settlements in the Palestinian hills during the twelfth and eleventh centuries BCE.
(Ahlstrom, The History of Ancient Palestine from the Palaeolithic Period to
Alexander's Conquest, 334.)

On the Late Bronze Age collapse, see further, Neil Asher Silberman, "Of Bronze Age Crisis

and Collapse," Archaeology 43, no. 5 (1990); Albert Leonard, Jr., "Archaeological Sources

for the History of Palestine: The Late Bronze Age," The Biblical Archaeologist 52, no. 1

(1989).

4l Meyers, Discovering Eve: Ancient Israelite Women in Context, 51, 54.
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up “...thanks to the rapid spread of the act . . . of constructing cisterns and lining them

with waterproof lime plaster.”*'?

Meyers writes, “The introduction of the cistern into
the inventory of Iron Age technologies was perhaps the sine qua non for the Israelite
settlement of the highlands.”*'®> Construction of such cisterns was highly labour-

intensive.

Other highly labour-intensive features of agricultural production were the clearing of
land and the construction of terraces, through which the size and accessibility of
viable arable land was extended. In addition to this, the seasonal requirements of
ploughing, sowing and harvesting; the daily requirements of grazing and milking
animals such as goats, sheep, cows and oxen; and all the other daily domestic
necessities of subsistence within a household (some of which will be discussed
below), meant that labour was a critical requirement for survival. The easiest way to
achieve this was through large families. The implications of which, for women, are
quite obvious — their role as child-bearers was essential if the longer-term labour

needs of a household were to be met.

This role was not without its risks. The reality of high infant mortality meant that
multiple pregnancies for every surviving child were the norm, and the inherent
dangers of childbirth for the mother had a negative impact on the average life span of
women.*"* But given the crucial importance of large families for survival and the
rigorous demands and dangers of childbearing, it is likely that this role would have
carried inherent social value and conferred upon mothers a certain status and standing

within the household and the community. Indeed, the injunction to “be fruitful and

multiply” (Gen 1:28) finds its way into the religious consciousness of Israel as a

412 W F. Albright, The Archaeology of Palestine (Baltimore: Penguin Books, 1949), 113.

413 Meyers, Discovering Eve: Ancient Israelite Women in Context, 54.

14 Tt is estimated that just thirty years was the average life-span of women in ancient Israel,
based on skeletal remains found in tombs, whereas men lived on average ten years longer.
("Everyday Life: Women in the Period of the Hebrew Bible," in Women's Bible Commentary,
ed. Carol A. Newsom and Sharon H. Ringe (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 1998),
255.)
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divine imperative, whereas the condition of barrenness was regarded as a curse (cf.

Gen 16:2; 20:18; 1 Sam 1:5).*"

The mothering role was not separated from the other domestic obligations of a woman
within the household, but was thoroughly integrated therein. Even over the period of
carrying, birthing, weaning and raising young children, a woman would have

continued to fulfil many other responsibilities within the home.*'°

Following the birth
of a child, responsibility for its care would have fallen almost exclusively upon the
mother throughout the years of early childhood, although older children, grandmothers
and aunts would certainly have helped. This meant that the socialization and informal
education of young children was largely the domain of the mother. This continued
beyond early childhood through the managerial function of mothers who would have

overseen the many household activities that older children would have been required

to fulfil.*"”

*15 For a fascinating treatment of rabbinic perspectives of barrenness, see Judith R. Baskin,
"Rabbinic Reflections on the Barren Wife," The Harvard Theological Review 82, no. 1
(1989). See also Rachel Havrelock, "The Myth of Birthing the Hero: Heroic Barrenness in the
Hebrew Bible," (Brill Academic Publishers, 2008).

16 Women would also have been involved in daily and seasonal field labour, such as
weeding, planting and harvesting, especially in the gardens contiguous to the physical
dwelling. The more physically demanding agricultural activities of clearing land, digging
cisterns, building terraces and ploughing would have been undertaking primarily by men.
Meyers, "Everyday Life: Women in the Period of the Hebrew Bible," 254.

17 Within Israelite society, parental authority over children was shared by both fathers and
mothers, with both parents being accorded the same right to respect — cf. Ex 20:12; Lev 20:9;
Deut 21:18-21. In several places in the Hebrew Bible, the term “mother’s house” or
“mother’s household” (aRk n*2) is used (Gen 24:28; Ruth 1:8; SS 3:4; 8:2), rather than the
more common “father’s household” (ax n°1), usually in the context of marriageable
daughters, suggesting that mothers played some role in interfamily marriage arrangements.
(See ibid., 256.) Mothers were also the ones who usually named their children — cf. Gen 4:25;
19:37, 38; 29:32-35; 30:6, 8, 11, 18, 20, 21, 24, 35:18; 38:4-5; Ex 2:10; Jdg 13:24; 1 Sam
1:20; 4:21; 1 Chr 4:9; 7:16. A notable exception to this pattern is Job’s naming of his
daughters in 42:14 (which will be discussed below), although Clines is surely mistaken when
he says that “this is the only place in the Hebrew Bible where a father names” (David J.A.
Clines, Job 38 - 42, Word Biblical Commentary 18b (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2011),
1238.) Instances where fathers name their children include Gen 4:26; 5:3; 16:15; 21:3; 38:3;
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These additional household activities would have included the tasks around the
manufacture of clothing — spinning, weaving, sewing — as well as tasks involved with
the preparation and preservation of foodstuffs. One of the most important of which
concerned the processing of cereal crops for the production of bread, the daily staff of

life.

The process of transforming raw grains into baked bread was a complex one, requiring
a combination of hard labour as well as technological expertise. According to Meyers,
women would have exercised almost complete control over this vital daily function.
Utilising ethnographic, ethnohistorical and iconographic data, she presents a
compelling case that bread production in ancient Israel was a female-specific activity,

*I® This had significant bearing on

often carried out in community with other women.
women’s influence within the household, and the social, personal and even socio-
political power that would have accrued to them as a direct, or indirect result of their

. . . . 419
particular economic contributions.

In concluding this discussion, two final quotes from Carol Meyers are instructive:
This examination of the [ancient Israelite] household as an arena of economic
processes, carried out by women as well as men and involving multiple social
worlds, allows us to recognize women as social actors whose connections with
each other, within and across households, contributed in important and often
unrecognized ways to the socioeconomic viability and political stability of their

communities.**

41:51-52; Ex 2:22; 2 Sam 12:24; 1 Chr 7:23; cf. Gen 25:25; Hos 1:4, 6. What is significant is
that there is no record in the Hebrew Bible of a father naming a daughter, with the sole
possible exception of Hos 1:6.

418 Meyers, "Having Their Space and Eating There Too: Bread Production and Female
Power in Ancient Israelite Households."

1 ibid., 30-33.

420 "I the Household and Beyond: The Social World of Israclite Women," 35.
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...women’s economic contributions to the family household can be
summarized by emphasizing two salient features. The first is the extraordinary,
at least in comparison to modern life, amount of time involved in carrying out
life-supporting daily activities. The time required for indoor, courtyard, and
outdoor work, with some seasonal variation, was surely more than ten hours a
day. The second, perhaps less noticeable but highly significant in terms of
gender relations, is the degree of technological expertise involved in many if
not most of these tasks. Whereas male farmwork is often characterized by
activities requiring sustained efforts and physical strength, women’s labor
features a series of sophisticated and intricate operations. Many female (and
male) jobs were simple and repetitive. But many more female tasks involved

skill, experience, and planning.*!

3. Within-the-text perspectives

The discussion above of the lives and roles of women within ancient (premonarchic)
Israel — which, it is argued, represents an appropriate and meaningful socio-historical
backdrop for reading the book of Job and assessing the contribution of Job’s wife
within in — invites a return to the text itself to uncover any clues that, in the light of
these behind-the-text perspectives, point to the prominence and influence of Job’s

wife that may have gone unnoticed.

The actual words of Job’s wife in 2:9 and their effect upon Job and the interpretation
of the book as a whole will be explored in chs. 5 and 6 below. The discussion here
will focus on other elements within the text, particularly within the narrative frame of
the prologue (1:1 — 2:13) and the epilogue (42:7-17). These are Job’s wealth; Job’s
social status; Job’s children ; Job’s daughters in the epilogue; Job’s sustenance and the

provision of bread.

421 "Everyday Life: Women in the Period of the Hebrew Bible," 255.
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3.1 Job’s wealth

The opening verses of the book describe Job as a man of considerable wealth,
possessing large numbers of sheep, camels, oxen, donkeys and servants (1:3). The
enormous size of Job’s estate is a clear indicator that he had been massively successful
economically, to the point of being described as “the greatest of all the people of the
east” (1:3). How is this inordinate wealth creation explained? The text offers two

subtly distinct explanations.**

The first is that Job’s wealth was a consequence of his piety. In describing him as a
man who was “blameless and upright, one who feared God and turned from evil”
(1:1), the text then draws a causal connection between his piety and the children and
possessions that were his (1:2-3). It does so through the use of the conjunction we (1)
at the beginning of v.2 and v.3. This waw consecutive could be translated with a
simple “and” or it could be translated “and so”, suggesting a causal link between v.1
and vv.2-3. Newsom writes:
Does Job just happen to be rich and have a large family, or does he have these
things because he is a man of exemplary piety? Although the narrator does not
say explicitly, the very description of Job’s family and wealth suggest a
connection. All the numbers used are symbolic, suggesting completeness and
perfection: seven sons and three daughters, for a total of ten children; sheep and
camels in the same ratio of seven thousand and three thousand; and agricultural
animals in a balanced distribution of five hundred plus five hundred. Just as
Job’s piety is complete and perfect, so also his family and property are

complete and perfect.**

What is often overlooked, however, is that the causal link between v.1 and vv.2-3 1s

not the only such link possible in these verses. By the exact same logic, the waw

22 The option that Job’s wealth was acquired through inheritance can be excluded on the

strength of 1:10, which states that it was “the work of his hands” that was blessed and that
“his possessions have increased in the land.”
423 Newsom, "The Book of Job: Introduction, Commentary and Reflections," 345.
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consecutive at the beginning of v.3 establishes a causal link with v.2. In other words,
it could be argued that Job’s material wealth is related to the many children he had. To
paraphrase these opening verses, reading a causal link in both the waw consecutives at
the beginning of v.2 and v.3: “Job was pious, and so he had a large family, and

because of this he grew exceedingly wealthy.”

This reading resonates with the second explanation for Job’s wealth offered by the
text just a few verses later in ch.1. It comes from the heavenly conversation between
the LORD and hassatan, where Job’s material success is described by hassatan (and
not disputed by God) as a direct consequence of the protective blessing (a “fence”)
that the LORD placed around Job and his household, enabling the work of his hands to
be blessed (a reference to agricultural endeavor, cf. Gen 5:29) and the increase of his
possessions in the land — primarily the flocks mentioned at the start of the chapter
(1:10). In other words, the blessing of the Lord which occasioned such significant
material prosperity for Job was mediated through the flourishing and safe-guarding of

Job and his household.

The connection between a large family and material prosperity, hinted at in both of
these explanations of Job’s considerable wealth, is consistent with the economic
necessity of procreation within the agrarian economy of ancient Israel. And the
principle agent in the provision of many children to Job was, of course, his wife.
Indeed, it could be argued that the reproductive capacity of Job’s wife had a direct

bearing on his economic wellbeing.

But it was not simply through her role as child-bearer that Job’s wife contributed to
Job’s material wellbeing. Following the discussion above of the role of women in the
domestic agrarian economy of ancient Israel, her further role in the production,
transformation and allocation of material resources, either through her own direct
labour or through her managerial oversight of other members of the household
(children and servants), would have been a crucial component of the overall economic

health and sustainability of Job’s household.
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3.2 Job’s social status

The description of Job’s considerable wealth in the first few verses of the book
concludes with the assertion in 1:3 that he was “...the greatest of all the people of the
east.” His greatness should be understood not simply in economic terms, but rather as
a measure of his considerable social standing, of which his material wealth was but a

part.

By his own designation, he was one who was highly respected in the community as a

person of authority and stature, one who championed the cause of the poor and the

424
needy:

2% The Testament of Job details Job’s munificence to the poor in a hyperbolic way. In T. Job

the numbers of sheep, camels, donkeys and oxen referenced in the biblical account in 1:3,
refer to those animals dedicated solely to the benefit of the poor. For example, he designated
7000 sheep (out of a flock of 130 000) to be sheared for clothing the widows, orphans, the
poor and helpfless (T. Job 9:2-3).

For an alternative perspective that offers a stinging critique of Job’s charity to the poor
and his socio-economic largesse, see Erin Runions, "Ms Job and the Problem of God: A
Feminist, Existentialist, Materialist Reading," in From the Margins 1 : Women of the Hebrew
Bible and Their Afterlives, ed. Peter S. Hawkins and Lesleigh C. Stahlberg (Sheffield:
Sheffield Phoenix Press, 2009). Probing the contradiction between Job’s idyllic reverie in
ch.29 of his past benevolence to the poor, and his hostile thoughts about them in ch.30,
Runions writes:

Why would Job shift so suddenly between remembrance of rescuing the poor and
reviling them? Might the Disney version of Job’s former wealth be hiding something?
Does the fact that such hostilities so easily emerge (on both sides) suggest that Job’s
memories might gloss over conflicts already on the boil? Might it point to a social
situation in which there are hard feelings between the rich and the poor, in which
philanthropy is also replete with revulsion and antagonism?

Certainly his friends think that maybe all was not as Job remembered in his glowing
self-portrait. Earlier in the poem, Zophar strongly hints that Job oppressed the poor, by
foreclosing on their houses (20:18-23). Eliphaz accuses him of not having helped the poor
(22:6-9) and suggests that maybe he should give away some of his gold (22:24-25). The
friends indicate that maybe Job is not blameless when it comes to financial wheeling and
dealing. Of course the friends cannot be fully trusted, we know, but at the end of the day,
the text, via God, does not accuse them of being wrong about Job, only in having spoken
incorrectly about God (42:7-8). (ibid., 180-81.)
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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.
When the ear heard, it commended me,
And when the eye saw, it approved;
because I delivered the poor who cried,
and the orphan who had no helper....
I was eyes to the blind, and feet to the lame.
I was a father to the needy,
and I championed the cause of the stranger....
I chose their way, and sat as chief,
and I lived like a king among his troops,

like one who comforts mourners. (29:7-12, 15-16, 25)

Even Eliphaz, who through the course of the human dialogue (chs.3-27) will grow
increasingly antagonistic towards Job, begins his opening speech by acknowledging

the supportive, authoritative role that Job assumed within the community:

You have instructed many;
you have strengthened the weak hands.
Your words have supported those who were stumbling,

and you have made firm the feeble knees. (4:3-4)

Job’s stature within his community points to the presence and positive influence of his
wife in at least two ways. Firstly, the very fact that Job had the capacity to extend

himself within the wider social sphere as an elder within the community is evidence of
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the stability and economic well-being within his own household. Simply put, Job was
free to exercise civic responsibility because his subsistence needs and those of his
household were being adequately attended to. The wisdom hymn in Prov 31:10-31
offers a key insight in this regard. This text will be returned to later in this chapter and
explored in greater detail, but one point can be highlighted here for the purposes of
this discussion. In lauding the virtues of a capable wife, which include her oversight of
the household’s economic activities, the hymn makes this reference to the husband of
such a wife:

Her husband is known in the city gates,

taking his seat among the elders of the land. (Prov 31:23)

In a paper exploring the male-female balance in ancient Israel, Meyers considers the
three basic societal activities of procreation, production and protection and the
energies invested in each by both men and women in pre-monarchic Israelite
society.*”> When males were required to invest more energy in the activities of
protection — for instance, going off to battle in times of war — this necessitated a
greater investment in the activities of production on the part of women. A different
way of understanding this is that as women invested themselves more fully in the
activities of production, this enabled the males to expend more energy in the activities

of protection.

The male-dominated activities of protection were not limited to warfare, but included
the just ordering of the wider community in general and the protection of the poor and
marginalized in particular. This is a role that Job seems to have played with distinction
within his community. His capacity to do so was in no small measure a consequence

of the support and succor offered him by his wife.

Secondly, Job’s eminent social status reflects on his wife in that it speaks of his

credibility in the eyes of his community, a credibility in which she was positively

425 Meyers, "Procreation, Production, and Protection: Male-Female Balance in Early Israel."
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implicated and to which she made a singular contribution. Job’s standing and
authority within the community would surely have been compromised were his wife

regarded as being even of questionable repute.**

3.3 Job’s children

The most obvious implicit referent to Job’s wife in the book must surely be Job’s
children for they are, of course, her children too. This simple observation is especially
significant given the reference in 42:13 to further sons and daughters being born to
Job. This presupposes the agency of Job’s wife, thereby establishing her presence at
the end of the story and not just at its beginning. Before considering the significance
of these children in the epilogue, the first set of children needs to be examined for the

clues they provide for seeing Job and his wife more clearly.

The children in the prologue represent for Job a source of existential anxiety over
which he tries to exercise some measure of ritualistic and pietistic control. The first
thing we learn about these children is their appetite for a party. Regular feasts were
held in the homes of each of the sons, to which their sisters were invited (1:4). Viewed
positively, Job’s sons exhibit a remarkable degree of harmonious mutuality and
generosity in their times of shared festivity in which their sisters are intentionally

included.

Given the recurring theme in the Hebrew Bible of conflict and hostility between
brothers — for example, Cain and Abel (Gen 4); Jacob and Esau (Gen 27); Joseph and
his brothers (Gen 37); Abimelech and his brothers (Judg 9); Eliab and David (1 Sam

426 For a treatment of the themes of honour, shame and social status in antiquity from a
gendered perspective see Zeba Crook, "Honor, Shame, and Social Status Revisited," Journal
of Biblical Literature 128, no. 3 (2009). It is telling that in 31:9-10 — a passage that will be
considered further below — the greatest humiliation that Job can imagine (envisioned in the
passage as the appropriate punishment for the sin of adultery) is for his wife to be disgraced.
As Clines puts it, “for a woman of his household to be shamed is the worst blow his own
honor can suffer” (David J.A. Clines, Job 21 - 37, Word Biblical Commentary 18a (Grand
Rapids: Zondervan, 2006), 1018.)
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17:28-30); Absalom and Amnon (2 Sam 13); Adonijah and Solomon (1 Kgs 1-2)**" —
Job has much reason for thanksgiving for the ability of his sons and daughters to get
along and their capacity for shared celebration. However, he doesn’t see it that way.
For Job, his children’s festivities are a source of deep anxiety that threaten the very
foundation of his world. It is telling that the first words of Job in the book are these:
“It may be that my children have sinned, and cursed*”® God in their hearts” (1:5). As a
precaution and a safeguard, he would sacrifice burnt offerings on their behalf
whenever their days of feasting were over (1:5). And to underscore the tremendous
seriousness with which Job undertook these pious acts of intercession on behalf of his

children, the scene concludes with the comment, “This is what Job always did.” (1:5)

The precise occasion and character of these feasts are unclear. Newsom suggests that
“...what is referred to here is a cycle of banquets lasting several days, hosted by each

son on the occasion of his birthday.”**

If correct, this adds weight to the positive,
healthy and wholesome intention of these feasts as joyous celebrations of the gift of
life, which in subtle ways would also have been a remembrance and honouring of

their parents who gave them life, and especially their mother who brought them into

27 See Victor P. Hamilton, "278 NX," in New International Dictionary of Old Testament
Theology and Exegesis, ed. Willem A. VanGemeren (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Publishing
House, 1997), 347.

28 The Hebrew word translated here as “cursed” is in fact the word “blessed” (barak) which
is used euphemistically, thereby introducing a note of ambiguity into the very notion of
blessing. There are seven occurrences of this word in the prose narrative (1:5, 10, 11, 21; 2:5,
9; 42:12), requiring the reader to decide when it is being used literally or euphemistically.
This important feature of the prologue will be explored in detail in ch. 5. See Tod Linafelt,
"The Undecidability of 772 in the Prologue to Job and Beyond," Biblical Interpretation 4, no.
2 (1996).

429 Newsom, "The Book of Job: Introduction, Commentary and Reflections," 345. So too,
Balentine, Job, 48; Clines, Job I - 20, 15. The NIV translates this verse with “His sons used
to hold feasts in their homes on their birthdays...” The expression that suggests a birthday in
1:4 is “his day” (°n1°), which recurs in 3:1 where it is commonly translated as “the day of his
birth” or “the day he was born”. The text is ambiguous whether it was the ‘birthday boy’ who
hosted the party, or whether his brothers threw a party for him in his house, but the result is
the same.
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the world. It also stands in sharp contrast to Job cursing the day of his birth in 3:1. If
these were birthday celebrations, it begs the question why Job was not invited. Maybe
he was but refused to attend for fear of being implicated in the blasphemy that could
unwittingly occur on such occasions. Maybe he just wasn’t that much fun to have
around at a party. Whatever the reason, his absence is significant, for given the crucial
necessity of the birth of children within that socio-economic milieu, Job of all people

should have had reason for joyful gratitude on the occasion of his sons’ birthdays.

The contrast between the dispositions of Job and his children could not be more
marked. Job, who has already been identified as “blameless and upright” (1:1), seems
to operate out of a worldview characterized by the fear of giving offence, even
unwittingly, to God.** Consequently, there is a sense of strict control that he exercises

! This control is evident, not only in his acts of piety on

over every aspect of his life.
behalf of his children, but especially in his response following the news of the
calamities that had befallen him (1:20-22).*** His children, by contrast, seem
unconstrained by such religious sensibilities. They exhibit a remarkable proclivity

towards feasting and merriment, unfettered by their father’s anxiety on their behalf.

The question arises — how is this distinction between Job and his children in the
prologue explained? Are these children of his hedonistic reprobates exhibiting the
rebelliousness of adolescence, or worse, a callous, obstinate indifference to the faith of

their father? Has Job failed in his paternal responsibility to raise morally upright

% Job’s concern for his children was not simply that they might curse God, but that they

might curse God in their hearts (1:5). This introduces the possibility of them unthinkingly or
even unconsciously cursing God.

1 The numbers of his children (ten, in the ratio of seven to three), his sheep and camels (ten
thousand, in the same ratio of seven to three), and his oxen and donkeys (one thousand), 1:2-
3, are clearly symbolic numbers suggesting completeness and perfection. It could be argued
that such a precise estate points to a deep and neurotic need to exercise complete control.

2 Vogels characterizes Job’s actions and words in 1:20-22 as empty, conventional rites and
superficial, formulaic religious responses, rather than the authentic outpourings of a grieving
heart. See Walter Vogels, "Job's Empty Pious Slogans," in The Book of Job, ed. Willem A.M.

Beuken (Leuven: Leuven University Press, 1995).
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children who honour him with their obedience? Such possibilities gravitate against the
tenor of the narrative tale which seeks to make the point that the sufferings that befell
Job were not the result of any wickedness or inadequacy — neither his nor his
children’s. If his children’s festive behavior cannot be explained as rebelliousness or
wickedness, then the most likely alternative is that they were operating out of a
radically different worldview from that of their father. A worldview unregimented by
rigid rules and the fearful consequences of breaking them, but free to risk delight, to

celebrate the joy of being alive and to revel in the gift of being family together.

How would such a worldview have been formed within them? The most plausible
explanation is that this was a consequence of their mother’s influence. She was the
one whose very body brought them into the world and who nursed them at her breast.
In a very direct way, the life that was in them was nurtured by the life that was in her.
This extends way beyond the merely physical dimensions of existence. As Janzen puts
it, “...behind the human mother’s breast stands the breast of God.”* At the very
least, the capacity within Job’s children to celebrate life in the way in which they did
hints at the kind of woman they had for a mother who nurtured this capacity within

them.

We turn now to consider the significance of the children in the epilogue, and the ways
they too enable us to see Job and his wife more clearly. If Job’s further children at the
end of the story (42:13) are seen merely as “replacements” for his earlier children,

what will be missed is the transformation in Job that their very existence signals.***

Ellen Davis writes:

433 J. Gerald Janzen, At the Scent of Water : The Ground of Hope in the Book of Job (Grand
Rapids, Mich.: William B. Eerdmans Pub. Co., 2009), 76.

% An underlying supposition within this thesis is that over the course of the book as a
whole, Job undergoes a significant transformation, in which his wife plays a crucial and
catalytic role. For a further treatment of the role of Job’s wife in the transformation of Job,
see Ellen van Wolde, "The Development of Job: Mrs Job as Catalyst," in 4 Feminist
Companion to Wisdom Literature, ed. Athalya Brenner (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press,
1995).
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...the clearest expression of the renewal of Job’s mind is not anything he says.
It is his willingness to have more children. I have heard it said in modern Israel
that the most courageous act of faith the Jews have ever performed was to have
babies after the Holocaust, to trust God with more defenseless children. The
note at the end of the book that Job had seven sons and three daughters is often
considered to be a cheap parting shot — as though God could make it all up by
giving Job another set of children to replace the ones who were lost. But that is
to judge the last scene of the book from the wrong side. This book is not about
justifying God’s actions; it is about Job’s transformation. It is useless to ask
how much (or how little) it costs God to give more children. The real question

is how much it costs Job to become a father again.**

According to Davis, the decision to have more children would have been costly for
Job. But it would also have been costly for Job’s wife to become a mother again — and
not just because of the physical demands upon her body and the personal risks
associated with at least ten further pregnancies.”*® The emotional pain of a mother
losing all ten of her children at once cannot be overstated. Such a trauma would
change her forever, leaving a mark that would never be erased. The decision for such
a mother to have more children would have been an agonizing one, with each new
birth being a bitter-sweet reminder of her previous loss. Yet, as hinted at in the nature
of the first set of children, Job’s wife was surely someone with an appetite for life.
Together with Job she has more children — a transformative experience for him in
which she draws him over to a different way of being in the world, which she had

always embodied.

3 Ellen F. Davis, Getting Involved with God : Rediscovering the Old Testament
(Cambridge, Mass.: Cowley Publications, 2001), 141-42.

% 1t is not my concern here to consider the literal plausibility of the narrative tale and the
implications of one woman having a total of twenty children.
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34 Job’s daughters in the epilogue

The curious detail about Job’s daughters in 42:14-15 provides a key interpretive clue

to the change that Job has undergone by the conclusion of the book and the influence

of his wife in that change. The significance of these verses is often overlooked. Bruce

Zuckerman, for example, writes:
There are elements in the story (especially in the Epilogue) that seem
completely extraneous.... The most obvious example is the discussion of Job’s
daughters in 42:14-15. One could excise these verses from the conclusion of
Job’s story without any adverse effect. One could even make a good case that
this tightening of the narrative line would be a distinct benefit, since it would
make the conclusion more direct and simple, thereby heightening its overall

. 437
1mpact.

Far from being an “extraneous” element that “one could excise...from the conclusion
of Job’s story without any adverse effect,” the verses on Job’s daughters in the
epilogue provide an important and indispensable insight into the nature of Job’s
transformation. They comprise three aspects — the naming of his daughters, the
description of their considerable beauty and his granting them an inheritance along

with their brothers.

3.4.1 Naming the daughters

As already mentioned above, the norm in the Hebrew Bible is for mothers, rather than
fathers, to name their children, although exceptions to this pattern do occur.**®
Accordingly, the detail that Job is the one who names his daughters could be read in
various ways. One possibility is that by Job fulfilling this ostensibly motherly
function, the absence of his wife is further highlighted. The irony, however, is that

drawing attention to Job’s missing (or apparently “non-existent”) wife in this way

7 Bruce Zuckerman, Job the Silent : A Study in Historical Counterpoint (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1991), 159.
8 See footnote 417 on p.197 above.
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simply serves to confirm her presence and agency as a mother, for the simple and

incontrovertible reason that there are children to name in the first place.

A second option is that Job’s naming of his daughters could be read as a sign of the
disruption of old customs and the challenge of traditional conventions. Naming
children is not inherently or intrinsically a function of motherhood, which Job now
confidently (or defiantly) asserts as someone newly liberated from the strictures and
constraints of his former moral universe. A third possibility, not dissimilar to the
second, is that by assuming a traditionally feminine role in naming his daughters, Job
is declaring that the arbitrary binary divisions that had demarcated and regimented his
former life, offering the illusion of order and control, no longer hold sway over him,
evidenced as he now identifies more directly with the feminine in a truly transcendent
way. Indeed, it is telling that it is only the daughters who are named in the text,

highlighting the privileging of the feminine in Job’s recreated universe.

A fourth possibility is that Job named his daughters because his wife deliberately and
intentionally refused to do so, thereby affording Job the opportunity to speak in a new
and transformative way. Notwithstanding the verdict of the LORD in the epilogue that
Job has “spoken of me [the LORD] what is right” (42:7, 8), according to Job’s wife in
the prologue, Job’s formulaic speech had been inadequate, precisely because it
betrayed his abject failure to recognize what was hidden in plain view before him. By
remaining silent at this juncture, she graciously invites Job to a new way of both
seeing and speaking, by boldly naming what is before him in a daringly eye-opening

way. This is precisely what he does in the names that he chooses for his daughters.

The first he named Jemimah, which possibly means “dove” or “turtle-dove”.*’ The

second he named Keziah, which means “cassia,” a fragrant spice of the cinnamon

49 This name is a hapax legomenon, and so its precise meaning is uncertain. BDB (p.410b)

connects “Jemimah” with the Arabic yamamat “dove”. So too Clines, Job 38 - 42, 1229;
Newsom, "The Book of Job: Introduction, Commentary and Reflections," 635; Balentine,
Job, 717. The Hebrew word for dove recurs repeatedly in the love poem that is the Song of

211



Chapter 4: The Prominence and Influence of Job’s Wife

440

family that was used in perfumery.”™ The third was named Keren-happuch, which

441
Each of these names are

means “horn of antimony”, a cosmetic eyeshadow.
daringly sensuous, unapologetically highlighting and celebrating the femininity of his

daughters.

3.4.2 The daughters’ beauty and inheritance

The text goes on to describe their considerable beauty, stating that “In all the land
there were no women so beautiful as Job’s daughters” (42:15), and concludes with the
astonishing detail about them being given an inheritance by their father along with
their brothers, a flagrant contradiction and disregard of the clearly established
provisions for inheritance within the biblical tradition, one of the bedrocks upon

which the patrilineal society of ancient Israel was rooted.**

Solomon, where it is used to describe the beloved. For example, “My dove, my perfect one, is
the only one, / the darling of her mother, / flawless to her that bore her” (SS 6:9).
0 The common noun “cassia” occurs in Ps 45:8 as a hapax legomenon, where it refers to the
scenting of the king’s robes for the marriage ceremony, or, according to Clines, the queen’s
clothes. Clines, Job 38 - 42, 1238. See Richard E. Averbeck, "7904 n»¢p," in New
International Dictionary of Old Testament Theology and Exegesis, ed. Willem A.
VanGemeren (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1997).
#1 Antimony is described in BDB as a “black mineral powder, for increasing brilliance of
eyes by darkening edges of lids” (p.806b).
#2 Numbers 27:1-8 recounts the story of the daughters of Zelophehad who claimed an
inheritance right because their father had died without any male issue. The thrust of the story
is quite specific that the rights of sons to inherit were pre-eminent, and that daughters could
only inherit if there were no sons. This is made explicit in the new legal provision that arose
out of this incident, “If a man dies, and has no son, then you shall pass his inheritance on to
his daughter” (Num 27:8). Cf. Jos 17:3-6. However, in Gen 31:14-16, Rachel and Leah
express certain inheritance expectations, even though they had brothers. See O.J. Baab,
"Marriage," in The Interpreter's Dictionary of the Bible, ed. George A. Buttrick et al
(Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1962), 702. See also Christopher J.H. Wright, "5706 7N2," in
New International Dictionary of Old Testament Theology and Exegesis, ed. Willem A.
VanGemeren (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1997). The idea of patrimony, the ancestral-land
(nahalah 7973), was a central cultural component of the Israelite household economy, which
those in possession of the land had a profound obligation to uphold. Tropper writes:
Landholding families sought to preserve their patrimonies at all costs since, in a certain
sense, the patrimony did not really belong to them. Rather, the patrimony was considered
the property of a much larger timeless family which extended far into the past and
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Once again, the presence of a waw consecutive in 42:15 requires as assessment of
whether the clause about the daughters’ inheritance is a logical or necessary
consequence of that which immediately precedes it, namely the clause concerning
their considerable beauty. Simply put, did Job break with tradition in giving his
daughters an inheritance along with their brothers, just because they were good
looking? A feminist critique rightly decries the insinuation that it was their physical
beauty that prompted Job to act in this way. Some commentators see in this a
perpetuation of a patriarchal worldview in which women’s value is defined according
to their sexual appeal. Wilcox writes:

...what we have emphasized here is not the liberation of woman to become an

equal to man, but painted, perfumed, sexual beauty. Job’s old age is blessed

with the almost illicit pleasure of sexually attractive daughters.**’

However, to limit the daughters’ beauty to something merely physical in a sexually
objectified way is to diminish and demean the true nature of beauty. After the horrors
that Job had endured in which the brutal injustice of life had been laid bare in all its
naked ugliness, the capacity to recognize beauty is itself a beautiful thing, and testifies

to a healing and transforming grace at work within Job.

Certainly, there is an unmistakable femininity to this beauty. Indeed, it is no
coincidence that these are female characters that are the focus of the conclusion of the
story. In the male-dominated landscape of the book, it is precisely the revisioning of
the feminine that allows Job to give expression to the dramatic shift that has occurred

within him. Stephen Mitchell expresses it well when he says, “There is something

indefinitely into the future. Current landholders were therefore viewed simply as the
contemporary custodians of the patrimony. (Amram Tropper, "The Economics of Jewish
Childhood in Late Antiquity," Hebrew Union College Annual 76 (2005): 197.)
For a comprehensive treatment of the legal provisions and practices governing property
transfer in the Bible, see Richard H. Hiers, "Transfer of Property by Inheritance and Bequest
in Biblical Law and Tradition," Journal of Law and Religion 10, no. 1 (1993).
3 John T Wilcox, The Bitterness of Job: A Philosophical Reading (Ann Arbor: University
of Michigan Press, 1989), 222.
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enormously satisfying about this prominence of the feminine at the end of Job.... It is
as if, once Job has learned to surrender, his world too gives up the male compulsion to
control. [The daughters] appear with the luminous power of figures in a dream: we

can’t quite figure out why they are so important, but we know they are.”***

Clearly, Job’s eyes have been opened to see his daughters in a whole new light.
Unconstrained by cultural convention or the need to “play it by the book,” he goes
public with his broadened perspective of who they really are, recognizing their
individuality, celebrating their beauty, affirming their importance, redefining their

place and honouring their rightful entitlements within his reconfigured world.

This newfound capacity to see his daughters in fresh ways is perhaps the most
compelling evidence of the transformation that Job has undergone. His encounter with
the LORD in the whirlwind was certainly the decisive moment of this transformation,
but the enduring presence and influence of his wife, who already embodied the
perspectives of this new worldview, surely played a complementary and catalytic part
in that work of transformation. Could it be that in his daughters, Job was now able to
recognize a reflection of his wife, and that the ways in which he honours them at the
end of the story is a way for him to honour her? At the very least, in a subtle but
palpable way, the presence and influence of Job’s wife is felt through her daughters at
the very conclusion of the book, as it had been at the very beginning through all her

children.

3.5 Job’s sustenance and the provision of bread

The wholesale destruction of Job’s estate and the death of his children (1:13-19) raise
certain questions about his continued subsistence. For instance, how long did he have
to survive before his eventual restoration, and how exactly did he achieve this, given

the fact that all his means of production had been obliterated? These are questions

44 Stephen Mitchell, The Book of Job, Rev. ed. (San Francisco: North Point Press, 1987),
XXX.
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unaddressed by the biblical text, and might even betray an inappropriately literalist
view of the events that befell Job that could distract from the real import and meaning

of his story.

But not so the Testament of Job, which boldly answers these questions directly. 7.Job
clearly states that Job spent, quite incredibly, no less than forty-eight years on the
dung heap outside the city, during which time he was cared for by his wife who
provided bread for him.*** She did so by working as a servant, by begging in the
market place, and finally by selling her hair.**® One of the variant names for Job’s
wife in T.Job, Sitidos, is thought to be a derivative of either of the Greek words for
‘bread’ or ‘giving bread’, indicating the importance and centrality of this role

performed by Job’s wife.*’

Within the biblical text itself only a few temporal markers exist that indicate the
passage of time and hint at the duration of Job’s season of affliction. The phrase “One
day...” (017 °7”) in 2:1, following the calamities of ch.1, suggests an indefinite
period of time had passed after Job’s first round of woes before the next onslaught

448
began.

The three friends sit with Job in silence for “seven days and seven nights”
(2:13). In the human dialogue, Job says that he has been “allotted months of
emptiness” (7:3) as he describes the unending nature of his suffering. (While any
diligent student who has painstakingly grappled with the Hebrew poetry of the human
dialogue knows that the back-and-forth of the disputation between Job and his friends

went on for a very long time!) The point of this is that these subtle temporal markers

in the text convey the sense that Job’s suffering, with all the privation that it brought,

45 T.Job 21:1 (Spittler). The translation by James puts the duration of Job’s affliction as
seven years.

M0 T Job 21:2; 22:3; 23:1-11.

7 See Pieter W. van der Horst, "Images of Women in the Testament of Job," in Studies on
the Testament of Job, ed. Michael A. Knibb and Pieter W. van der Horst (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1989), 97.

8 So the International Standard Version translates the phrase as “Some time later...”
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was not a fleeting experience. And yet, he was somehow sustained throughout it all, in

spite of his own mental state of mind in which he actively longed for death.**’

This opens a gap in the text for the presence and agency of his wife to be recognized
as she somehow found a way to provide for Job’s material needs. Three pieces of
evidence lend weight to this conclusion. Firstly, as already discussed above, bread
production in ancient Israel was a female-specific activity. As the only female
character in the book during Job’s season of affliction, his wife is the most plausible

candidate for this role.

Secondly, the text gravitates against the possibility that Job was the recipient of the
charity of others. In his closing soliloquy in chps.29-31, Job laments the fact that
whereas he had championed the cause of the poor and needy (cf. 29:12-13, 15-16), he
has now become an object of derision, rather than compassion:
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....
On my right hand the rabble rise up;
they send me sprawling, and build roads for my ruin.
They break up my path, they promote my calamity;
no one restrains them. (30:9-10, 12-13)

Thirdly, Job himself makes direct reference to his wife’s ongoing role in the processes
of food production during his time of suffering and impoverishment. He does so in
ch.31, the context of which is his protestation of innocence through the use of an
elaborate oath of exculpation. “The oath here has the form of a curse upon oneself that
is meant to come into effect if the person swearing it is telling a lie. The punishment

Job calls down upon himself does not always correspond very closely to the crime in

9 Cf 3:11-26; 6:8-9; 10:18-22; 17:1
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question, but there is in general a concept of retribution underlying the principle of

450
such an oath.”

The section in question involves a declaration by Job of his innocence of the sin of
adultery, and the punishment he thinks would be appropriate were he guilty of such a
crime:
If my heart has been enticed by a woman,
and I have lain in wait at my neighbor’s door;
then let my wife grind for another,

and let other men kneel over her. (31:9-10)

It sounds strange to our modern ears that the punishment for violating another man’s
wife should be the violation of one’s own wife.”' But the operant logic here for Job is
that if he robbed another man of his wife, then justice demands that he should forfeit
his own wife.** For our purposes here, the telling phrase is, “then let my wife grind
for another.” While some see in the term “grind” a sexual connotation — which
corresponds with the unambiguously sexual image in the second part of the verse of
men kneeling over his wife — such a sexual connotation would require an emendation

453

of the text.”” Rather, the term “grind” can be read in its plain sense referring to the

function of grinding grain within the process of bread production.

0 Clines, Job 21 - 37, 1012.

! The punishment for adultery, according to Lev 20:10, is death by stoning for both parties.

Phyllis Bird writes:
Adultery was a violation of the fundamental and exclusive right of a man to the
sexuality of his wife. It was an attack upon his authority in the family and
consequently upon the solidarity and integrity of the family itself. The adulterer
robbed the husband of his essential honor, while the unfaithful wife defied his
authority, offering to another man that which belonged only to him — and that which
constituted her primary responsibility toward him. (Bird, "Images of Women in the
Old Testament," 51.)

433 See Clines, Job 21 - 37, 962-63, 1019. Cf. Newsom, "The Book of Job: Introduction,

Commentary and Reflections," 553. A particularly vivid example of such a translation would

be Stephen Mitchell’s rendering of 31:9-10: “If my loins were seduced by a woman and |

452
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For Job, the loss of his wife would include, first and foremost, the loss of this key
aspect of her industry within his life. Significantly, the formulation of this aspect of
his oath occurs within the context of his destitution, giving a strong indication that
even in his penury his wife was still present and labouring to provide for his daily

needs.

In doing so, Job’s wife foreshadows and reflects a key aspect of the nature of God that
will be revealed in the divine speeches. Namely, the surprising outpouring of
sustenance in the desolate wastelands and the provision of food for wild animals:
Who has cut a channel for the torrents of rain,
and a way for the thunderbolt,
to bring rain on a land where no on