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    , God relates to the characters (Satan and Job) as an interlocu-
tor on a one-to-one basis.  He asks questions of Satan almost as a peer: “What brings 
you here? …Did you happen to come across my dear Job?” ( : – , literally: “From 
where you come? …Did you set your heart on my servant Job”). The closest tonality 
is in the book of Genesis, where God also speaks to Adam in very colloquial terms: 
“Where are you? …Who told you that you are naked?” ( : , ). Where else in the 
Bible but in these two books do we hear God speak in such an informal, everyday 
style?
 Can it be accidental? Let us assume it is not, and propose a clef de lecture that 
sees this as intentional. Let us assume, in other words, that the author explicitly 
wanted us to read the prologue as a counterpart of Genesis. Instead of approaching 
a human being (as in Genesis), the tempter (in Job) approaches God himself. He 
still tempts a human, but not off ering something that is seemingly good. Rather, 
he touches now a raw nerve, and inflicts pain. But it remains a temptation. In my 
proposed reading of the text, the author of Job paints a scenario like the one he saw 
in Genesis, with the variation that here the tempter asks for permission. If so, Job is 
not what it seems.
 Ludlul is the Babylonian text that is most often seen as the closest parallel to Job. 
But the parallel is not, I suggest, because of the suff ering of the protagonist; it is rather 
because of the posture toward the divine that is in some ways at odds with the basic 
Mesopotamian perception, and comes the closest to the biblical perception of the 
absolute. Here, too, the connection with Job is not what it seems.
 I can see Jack’s grin as he reads these words. Not only because the approach comes 
close, I trust, to the abiding sense of deft humor with which his writings brim, but 
also because the title will remind him of a joint moment in our scholarly lives, when 
I submitted to his editorial care an article entitled “Wisdom and not,” a wording 
that led to a lively debate as to the suitability of the terms…. I hope he will enjoy, 
now, this brief (and perhaps too bold?) interpretive sketch which I off er in his honor, 
remembering our many, though never sufficient, encounters, scholarly and human, 
brief and intense.

. In this article references to the character “Job” are set in roman type, and those to the book of Job 
are italicized.

see bookmarks -- they are especially useful for this article in order to better follow the structure of the argument 

see front matter at the end



Job and Not

. The Prophetic Dimension

The Tanakh Hypothesis

This paper, then, is, and is not, about Job. It suggests the possibility of a sub-text where 
there is more to Job as a character, and to Job as a book, than meets the eye. If the 
prelude is the counterpart of the book of Genesis, then the body of the text of Job can 
be seen as the counterpart of the historical/prophetic books and of wisdom. At a time 
when the canon was in some ways beginning to take shape and the biblical people 
were in search of an identity that could transcend the total collapse of earlier political 
fortunes, Job emerges as a scribal feat aimed at proposing a broad reflection about the 
Tanakh as a whole, and at the same time a reinterpretation of the history of the bibli-
cal people in a prophetic dimension. I see a division in four major structural sections.
 The first section is the prologue and echoes, as we just saw, Genesis. It thus does 
not deal with the Torah as a whole, but only with the first book.
 The second section (chs. – ) is a confrontation with the Nebi’im. It does not deal 
with any book in particular, but rather looks at two opposing views of history, with 
Job defending the value of a prophetic look at history. This validates the traditional 
conflation of the historical books and the texts of the prophets (in the narrow sense of 
the term) in a single whole, the Nebi’im.
 I see the third section as relating to the “writings” of wisdom (Ketubim). There is 
no dialogue here. It begins with the Encomium sapientiae in ch. , followed by Job 
giving new vent to his very personal anguish (chs. – ). We then have a single voice 
(Elihu, chs. – ) presenting a “young” approach to wisdom: this section is asym-
metrical because there is no rejoinder on the part of Job.
 The fourth section ( : – : ) explodes literally like a burst of thunder: the God 
about whom the friends and Elihu have been talking in the third person, and whom 
Job has anxiously been seeking as an interlocutor in the second person, this God sud-
denly appears as a first person, that of the living God. This off ers an opportunity for 
exploring the very principles that underlie the unity of the Tanakh.
 Throughout, Job is at the same time a participant and a referee. As a foreigner, he 
looks from the outside at the grand book that is just now becoming such, the Bible. 
But in so doing, he emerges as the image of the people of the book, impersonating 
their anxiety and their urge for the living God, like the deer of the psalm looking for 
fresh water.

Part One. Job and Genesis (Job 1–2)

The Tempter

The prologue of Job is in itself a short story. Without much of a preamble, it plunges in 
medias res by means of a description of Job’s happy state first and then continues, with-
out transition, with the conversation that Yahweh has with the tempter (“the Satan”), 
a conversation with the very colloquial tone I mentioned at the beginning, which is 
otherwise found only in Genesis. The tempter sets out to put Job to the test, first by 
depriving him of his material goods, then by “touching his bone and flesh” ( : ).
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 The great emphasis on the temptation aspect of the story supports the parallel with 
Genesis. And the implication is that the answer to the tempter should have been, in 
Genesis, to confront God in a frank open dialogue, not listening to specious alterna-
tives. This is what we will see happening in Job’s epilogue. It is thus also a vindication 
of God’s behavior in Eden: there, it is God who seeks out Adam after the fall, and 
instigates the dialogue; in the epilogue of Job, it is again God who seeks out man, and 
engages in a narrative that ultimately justifies Job as much as God. If only Adam had 
engaged God in the same way….
 The arrival of three friends from faraway has two other possible echoes of the 
Eden narrative, however remote. One is that they come from remote regions with 
exotic names ( : ) that are meant to defy identification (so that whether or not the 
identifications proposed hold true matters little, and goes in a sense against the intent 
of the story): it is a situation similar to the one we see with the first two of the four 
rivers of Eden (Gen : – ). There is a great specificity in the very fact of naming, but 
the fact that their referential nature is obscure means that the intended eff ect is that of 
suggesting simply an exotic remoteness.
 The second, even fainter, echo, is the reference to the seven days and seven nights 
during which the friends sit next to Job until he breaks the silence with great lament. 
Do we have here a hidden allusion to the seven days of creation, which usher in the 
whole rest of the biblical story?

The Wife

This first section of Job does not relate to the Torah per se, but only to Genesis. Nor is 
there any reflection about the content of the five books, as I suggest is the case in the 
remaining sections. But there is a dialogical confrontation between Job and his wife. 
It is an extremely short exchange ( : – ), but it off ers an anticipation of the confron-
tation of Job with his friends. Job accepts the loss of all his goods, saying: “Yahweh 
gave, Yahweh took: the name of Yahweh be blessed!” ( : ). So his wife urges him to 
give up and to bless (in fact, curse) God. But Job argues with her: “Should we accept 
the good from the hand of God, and should we not accept the bad?” ( : ).
 In this perspective, Job is Adam revisited (as has often been noted), and in this 
sense, too, the prologue is a re-visitation of Eden. As a reflection imbued of the 
grand vision of the wisdom tradition, Job would then tell us how Adam should have 
behaved: if Job could remain centered on God even through extreme pain, Adam, too, 
should have argued with his wife and should have remained so centered in front of 
the tempter’s pretense that he (Adam) could get something better than the good which 
God had already given him.

Part Two. Job and the Prophets (Job 3–27)

The Two Views of History

The rest of the story in Job opens with his long curse against his own birth (the entire 
ch. ): “May the day be brought to naught in which I was born and the night that spoke 
of a boy conceived … let it be darkness…. Why did I not die from the womb?” ( : , , 
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). This strongly resembles the stance of Jeremiah in his well-known “confessions”: 
“Accursed is the day in which I came to light … accursed the man who brought my 
father the news…. Why did I come out of the womb?” (Jer : , , ).
 This is clearly a very personal cry of anguish. But as the text unfolds, it assumes 
a larger meaning. Just as the prophets are extremely personal in their reflections and 
explosive statements but are at the same time addressing very directly the much wider 
arena, in a similar way Job’s outbursts, when contrasted with the position taken by his 
friends, project two diff erent philosophies.
 On the one hand, we have Job’s dynamic view of history: the cataclysmic events 
that aff ect the nation, just like those that aff ect the life of the single individual, can-
not be ignored, much less denied. There is an essential mystery that beckons behind 
suff ering, and it must be accepted in all its daunting reality: it is through it that we are 
made alive to the hidden presence, the aff ecting presence of God.
 On the other side, there is the static rationalization of those who feel safer in their 
own construction of the rapport with God than in a suff ered acceptance of his actual 
divine agency. Job’s interlocutors are the counterpart of the diff erent ways in which the 
people of ancient Israel and Judah sought to bring down to their level their relationship 
with God, instead of remaining open to the manifestation of “his” level. The subtext is 
that all such rationalizations miss the point of what the history of Israel really has been.
 Herein lies the inner unity of the two grand sections of the Nebi’im, the historical 
and the prophetical books. The understanding of history must be prophetic, or else 
it goes against the very sense of history. The inner danger of looking at history as an 
ordered plot is that one may end up taking for granted God’s intervention. Job reminds 
us with great intensity of the deeper meaning of history.
 At the same time, the prophetic voice must be understood as embedded in history, 
or else it evaporates in moralism, which is exactly what happens with the friends. 
In fact, if there is, in the course of the story, a development of their personality it is 
precisely that they become more and more entrenched in their own mental outlook, 
less and less open to the way in which the divine will is incarnate in human suff ering. 
Job’s passion, on the other hand, emerges as a model because it is unflinchingly rooted 
in reality.

The Ideological View of History

What is consistent in the friends’ attitude is the opacity of their response: they have no 
interest in human experience in general (their own in the first place) and belittle that 
of Job. They leave no room for a stark confrontation in line with the emblematic one 
of Jacob at Peni’el (Gen : – ):

What has possessed your heart? Why do your eyes flash 
 as you thrust your spirit against God
  and unleash words from your mouth? ( : )

 You may well be one who tears himself in anger—
  but will the earth, for your sake, turn to wilderness?
   will rocks be thrown out of place? ( : )
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 Job’s passion rests in his adamant adherence to reality, and the friends’ mocking 
of his attitude does not match this reality. It pretends that it is not there, with pat 
answers to his suff ering. Their assurances, it must be stressed, are perfectly orthodox, 
but therein lies their problem: they are too orthodox. Their way to draw conclusions 
is too self-satisfied, and thus they have a hollow sound. In the end, the posture of 
the friends borders on docetism: for example, Eliphaz tells Job that he “will laugh 
at desolation and hunger” ( : ), which is what the friends end up doing more and 
more in speaking to Job. For Job, however, it is the opposite: one must accept reality 
as it is, fully, without pretenses. Is it not a fact, he says, that it is God who derides the 
innocent ( : )?
 This applies to the larger history of the people: it is the wrong interpretation of 
“sacred” history to pretend that there is no present misery. Nor should the unfolding 
of this history be seen through the lens of a detached analysis: “we have searched 
it and so it is” ( : ), says Eliphaz with a great sense of certainty, whereas the real 
power to search in the depth is only God’s—as the great Encomium of wisdom tells 
us in the opening of the third part (where the same verb חקר is used, : : it comes 
after the wonderful allegory of mining, : – ). Nothing that the friends say is in 
itself objectionable, unorthodox: their problem lies in developing a wrong sense of 
self-satisfaction in their people’s history.
 In a way, what the moralizing friends are envisaging is a static predictability in 
history. Suff ering is part of a pattern, they say: there inevitably develops a correction 
course that will reverse the roles. True enough, this is attributed to God. But it is done 
in the way in which it would be attributed to the gods in a polytheistic system: the aim 
is to flatten history’s events so that they all come out even.
 Only at the end (but there is uncertainty in the textual tradition) does the second 
friend, Bildad, assume a tone that in some ways empathizes with Job’s, anticipat-
ing Yahweh’s own words at the end of the text: “Who can absorb the thunder of his 
power?” ( : ). It is a significant reversal, almost a conversion like the one of Elihu 
(see below, on “God’s Voice”). There is, in fact, a slight progression of characters in 
the story. At the beginning, the three friends sit silently next to him for seven days and 
seven nights ( : ), which is the best sign of sharing in the pain. Also the first words 
of Eliphaz ( : – ) are kind and circumspect, and he even refers to a dream, which 
describes a direct experience of God’s voice ( : – ). But then the insensitivity of the 
three friends becomes more and more apparent, and even aggressive. There is, we may 
say, a steady decay of humanity in their attitude, so that the final sympathetic statement 
of Bildad stands out all the more sharply. Ultimately, he says, no matter how much 
observing and searching we might do, the question is: how do we really internalize 
his voice?

The Prophetic View of History

Which is what Job is trying to do all along. In contrast with what may be considered 
a polytheistic view of things, Job’s aim propounds a very diff erent philosophy of his-
tory. It may well be that the just man should suff er inexplicably without redress, only 
knowing that it comes from God. Hence comes the anguish, in fact even the anger. 
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There is no glossing over. It is the struggle of Job with God, projected and re-visited 
now on a national level.
 Against a smug and complacent interpretation of history, Job, in his outpouring, 
proposes an altogether different approach, a prophetic view. Prophecy defies logic, and 
accepts what cannot be explained by adducing proofs. Man cannot argue (ִריב) with 
God ( : ), cannot “choose words” with him ( : ), while God, for his part, may keep 
inflicting wounds “gratuitously,” without having to give any reasons for it ( : ). He 
can, in fact, “laugh” at the calamity of the innocent ( : ).
 Job speaks of himself, but in him and in his suff ering we see projected the plight 
of the people. He speaks, we must remember, as an outsider, a foreigner, the man of 
Uṣ: one of the friends indirectly seems to exclude him for this very reason from the 
circle of those endowed with wisdom ( : ). Perhaps precisely because of his role as 
an outsider he can take a fresh look at the history of the people. And thus he reaches 
an intense climax in his assessment of “sacred” history, where he describes explicitly 
the reversal of fortune onto the social body, in an extraordinary passage that has no 
parallels elsewhere in wisdom.
 First he reminds his listeners that it is not the established institutional order that 
matters, because this, too, can be turned upside down, just as it has happened with 
him. We have a strophe encased between two verses (in italics below) that define in 
a nutshell a real philosophy of history, the one that can properly be seen as prophetic 
because here Job tells us how time itself is in the hands of God. It is really and ulti-
mately only God who intervenes in history:

With him is strength and eff ective rule,
 to him belong the sinner and the tempter:
  he makes administrators walk away barefoot
   and makes judges look like fools because of their self-boasting,
  he unbuckles the fancy belts of kings
   and straps a rag around their waist,
  he makes priests walk away barefoot
   and turns the establishment upside down,
  he makes those who trust in themselves fail in their speech
   and those who are old fail in their judgment,
  he pours contempt on the aristocrats
   and strips the mighty naked down to their intimate parts
   (“loosens their girdle”)
He is the one who removes the veil of darkness
  and thus makes the shadow of death come out to light. ( : – )

This is how God intervenes in history: the general principle is clearly articulated, and 
is illustrated by the specific examples. The “nakedness” is emblematic of the unveil-
ing of truth, regardless of the status of the individuals, whose arrogance is ultimately 
exposed.
 This passage ends with an extraordinary statement, which has the sound of a truly 
prophetic voice assessing history:
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He is the one who makes nations (ּגֹוִים) grow great and then destroys them,
 the one who spreads nations out wide and then leads them astray,
the one who makes leaders of the common people (ַעם־ָהָאֶרץ) lose their mind
 and makes them wander aimlessly in the wilderness,
they grope in darkness—and there is no light!,
 he makes them stagger as a drunkard would.
It all belongs more with the prophets than with wisdom.

Part Three. Job and Wisdom (Job 28–37)

The Personal Dimension of Wisdom

The third part of Job takes us into a deep and articulate reflection on the very nature 
of Wisdom—the third portion of the Tanakh. The supreme achievement of the biblical 
view of history is not a rationalization of the events, but a recognition that Wisdom is 
not an abstraction. It is, indeed, an ultimate principle, but one endowed with life and 
agency, and therefore fully operative in history.
 It begins (ch. ) with an Encomium sapientiae (to echo Erasmus), a grand state-
ment which seems to be in the guise of a chorus. In the text, it is not attributed 
specifically to Job (as elsewhere in the text), and it may really be best understood 
as a sort of intermezzo. It opens with a remarkable literary piece, the great graphic 
representation of mining ( : – ), described with surprisingly vivid details. It is a 
grand allegory of the human power of analysis: “(Man) is the one who sets an end of 
darkness (in the mines), the one who searches to the outer limit the stones of darkness 
and of the shadow of death” ( : ).
 And then comes the essential question:

But as for wisdom—where can it be found?
 Where is the place of understanding?
No human being (ֱאנֹוׁש) knows the path to it,
 because it is not found in the land of the living. ( : – )

One cannot mine for it the way one does for minerals—that is the core of the answer. 
It is not a thing that can be conquered at “the end of darkness.” It can only be received 
“at the end of darkness,” because it coincides with God himself:

God (alone) is the one who understands the path to wisdom,
 because he knows its place,
because he (is the one who could) behold the end of the earth,
 the one who could see what lies under the expanse of the heavens.
And so, when giving substance to the wind
 or when he measured out the waters with a gauge;
when making an established pattern for the rain
 and tracing a path in heaven for the thunderbolt;
at that point he had wisdom clearly in view (ָרָאּה) and defined (ַוְיַסְּפָרּה) it
 and said to man (ָלָאָדם):
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 “Behold, the fear of the Lord, that is wisdom,
 to stay clear of evil, that is intelligence.” ( : – )

 The contrast with mining is impressive, poetically as well as conceptually: the 
whole encomium is really a literary jewel. The darkness of the mine is contrasted 
with the airiness of the sky. There, man labors in darkness to get to the ore; here God 
is in full control from the beginning, disposing of things in the full light of the sky. 
And the message is very clear: we cannot reach for wisdom as if it were an ore to 
be possessed, a good to be analyzed. It is rather in the essence of God himself and 
humans can only accept it in a state of fear and of grace: the fear that comes from 
realizing that God acts as he will, the grace that comes from not settling in a position 
of self-assured pride.

The “Confessions” of Job: A Deeper Moral Self

Following the Encomium, we have a new review, on the part of Job, of his personal 
situation. But it has a diff erent tone. In the first place, Job does not now speak to his 
friends, but to Wisdom directly. And then there is a stronger emphasis on the inner 
dimension of morality. In his defense, which otherwise echoes his earlier protesta-
tions, Job affirms the innocence of his innermost thoughts: it is not only in his outward 
actions that he feels blameless, but also in the deepest recesses of his conscience, 
beginning with his sexual desires. Next he affirms, in an extraordinary statement, how 
he feels about not infringing the rights of slaves:

If I violate the rights (ִמְׁשַּפט) of my slave and of my slave girl
 when they have a dispute (ִריב) with me,
what shall I do when God stands up,
 how shall I respond if he confronts me? ( : – )

And he goes on to proclaim a universal principle, with an eloquence reminiscent of 
Shakespeare’s Merchant of Venice (“if you prick us, do we not bleed?…”):

Did not the One who made me in the belly, so make him as well?
 Did not (the same) One give us consistency in the womb? ( : )

 The deeper level of morality is significant in the broader context we are envisag-
ing here. Wisdom proposes a higher standard, because it goes to the very heart of the 
person. And yet even living by this standard cannot be accounted for as a guarantee 
that things should go well. Projected onto the larger public sphere, the case of Job 
means that even wisdom does not give man a reason for standing up against God. Job’s 
critique extends here, therefore, to wisdom as well.

The “Young” Wisdom and the Ideology of Experience

There is a hidden symmetry between Part Two and Part Three of Job. Each part con-
sists of three parallel sections, but in Part Two we have three sets of speeches, one 
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for each of the friends with a rebuttal by Job, whereas in Part Three we have three 
independent sections, tied together by the theme of wisdom: the Encomium, the “Con-
fessions” of Job, and now Elihu’s harangue. Elihu addresses Job, as the friends do, but 
does not engage him in a debate, as the friends do. Rather, Elihu progressively comes 
around Job’s real conundrum. It almost looks as though Elihu were—an alter ego of 
Job! Which is why there is no rejoinder: Job sees himself as Elihu.
 Elihu is not qualified as “friend”; Job does not respond to Elihu’s speech; God 
does not address Elihu, as he does Job and the friends. Except for the fact that Elihu 
addresses both Job and his friends, his speech stands by itself, almost as a counterpart 
to the Encomium. Whereas the latter describes wisdom from above, Elihu describes 
it from below, as it were. But there is an important clue: by his own definition, Elihu 
represents the “young” approach to wisdom ( : , – ). That is: Elihu stands for later 
strands of the wisdom tradition, with which Job also identifies himself. It is, broadly 
speaking, the time when Job is edited in its final version, and the larger questions and 
presuppositions of their overall mental approach must have loomed large. The way I 
suggest we read it here is that even the “modern” wisdom movement may fall short of 
its real goal if it gets bogged down in its own moralism. If Elihu is indeed Job’s alter 
ego, then this can be read as a sort of mea culpa.
 But where is the denouement? There is no rejoinder to Elihu’s speech to propose a 
dialectical resolution. Instead, and this seems to me another literary jewel of Job, it is 
Elihu himself who comes around, almost without admitting it, and shows how really 
young the young wisdom ought to be. Textually, it is still Elihu who speaks, but he 
finally sounds like Job, whom he addresses now, remarkably, as the one from whom 
one can learn. He says, addressing Job ( : – ):

You are the one to teach us (הֹוִדיֵענּו) what we shall say to him,
 because we cannot analyze ( .things in the face of darkness (ַנֲעֹר
Can one report (ְיֻסַּפר) to him that I do have something to say?
 as if a man were to say that he wants to be swallowed up (ְיֻבָּלע)?

 Elihu had been speaking eloquently about God, but still from a distance, presuming 
to teach (אלף) wisdom to Job who should all but remain silent ( : ). He was thus 
ending up supporting the ideology of experience, not experience itself. What even 
the “young” wisdom was missing was the sense of the living God, and it is this sense 
that wisdom must recover. The suffered experience of Job is thus the trampoline for 
wisdom to reach its goal: Job can teach Elihu, i.e., the whole “young” wisdom move-
ment, how to feel God’s presence, not just how to think about it. What comes to matter 
more and more is experience as such. The confrontation with the past is in terms of its 
relevance for the here and now, not as a frozen construct.
 And thus comes the second part of the denouement: Elihu opens the way for 
God’s epiphany. This will open with as a classical theophany, “from the heart of 
the tempest (ַהְּסָעָרה)”; and Elihu anticipates it by saying that one should listen to 
the rumble (ֶהֶגה) of his voice which roars like thunder and flashes with thunder-
bolts ( : – ). And so he ends with the words that literally open the door to God’s 
entrance on the scene:
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However bright, one does not see the light behind the clouds,
 but as the wind passes, it sweeps them away. ( : – )

The stage is set.

Part Four. Job and Revelation (Job 38–42)

The Creation Ethos

“However bright the light may be, one does not see it if it remains behind the clouds.” 
It has been Job’s predicament all along. And he kept looking for the light to shine. 
So, now that the wind has blown away the clouds, what is the shape that the light 
can take?
 We must remember that the premise clearly articulated in Part One is that Job was 
in fact without blame. All his protestations, therefore, were valid—when he was fac-
ing his friends in Part Two, or when he was stating his case in front of Wisdom in Part 
Three. He is indeed a suff ering “just,” and none of the friends’ negative comments 
was applicable. In the end, God will vindicate him, though with an unexpected twist, 
as we shall see below.
 The word that comes from God does not, in any way, address the question of suff er-
ing. A question that Job had not in fact ever asked as such: he had dwelt abundantly on 
his innocence, but never asking, “Why does this happen, why does it happen to me?” 
What emerges now with God’s “answer” is the relevance of the creation ethos, stated 
in a very forceful form: “where were you…?” It is the ethos that pervades the whole 
Bible and defines the entire prophetic outlook on reality. It is not so much a doctrine, 
as it is a submerged and ever present point of reference.
 There is a sense of exclusivity in God’s utterance: creation is the only thing that 
matters. It forcefully brings us back to Genesis with which, in my hypothesis, the 
whole story had started. The ultimate message of the whole experience of the people 
of the Bible is that one must keep one’s eyes fixed on that foundational moment, when 
all of reality (the word ֵעָצה, “design,” : , can be so understood) comes to be.

The Unity of the Tanakh

And this takes us to a reflection about our suggested hypothesis. Part Four may be seen 
as an overarching reflection about the very essence of what undergirds the Tanakh as a 
whole. If we think of the composition of Job as having taken place at some early point 
in the long trajectory of the gestation process of the canon, then it seems plausible 
to assume that in some indirect manner the question of inspiration and of revelation 
should have arisen. If the “books” (biblia) are not to be seen as a frozen thing, but as 
the witness of the inner life of God, perceived through human experience (“revela-
tion”), then in some way they are the direct voice of an aff ecting presence that gener-
ates this experience (“inspiration”). The “books” must not, in any case, become so 
hardened as to mask and obscure the voice. They must not “suff ocate the spirit,” as 
Paul will say.
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 In this light, the theophany in Job serves to affirm the unity of the Tanakh. It 
depends on the coherence of the perception that there is a single, ultimate referent 
for the entire message, a referent who speaks on his own terms. The adherence to the 
“living” God means precisely this: that the heavens narrate the glory of the creator, 
but that the ultimate goal is neither the construct (the heavens) nor the narration (the 
books), but rather the constructor and the narrator. Just as moralism does not compete 
with experience, so subservience to a frozen “thing,” even a word, does not compete 
with the surrender in trust to the one behind the thing or the word. The unity of the 
Tanakh rests then on revelation and on inspiration.

Revelation

Job tells us that revelation is not transmission of information, but self-disclosure of 
presence.
 Yahweh re-emerges at this point in our story with his own name, and Genesis re-
emerges as well, this time as the locus where creation is narrated. If creation is not to 
be seen as a myth, it is not because it should be considered as history, which it is not, 
but because it is understood as the supreme manifestation of God’s agency that sets in 
motion reality (ֵעָצה). The full unpredictability of the living God is behind Job’s search, 
at the same time that it is its target. The “books” should not encase God within the trap 
of language and conceptualization. Speaking “about” suffering does not address the 
issue; it may only obfuscate this presence. Living it, experiencing it without pretenses, 
means accepting the revelation of his existence, and seeing in it the reality of his self-
disclosure. The final words of Job bring out the full impact of what the reception of 
revelation should be: instead of “hearing with the hearing of the ear,” he can now see 
with his own eyes ( : ).
 God is then not a distant writer who entrusts himself to a medium. The true charac-
ter of God is that of a live interlocutor. The “books,” at the time when the sensitivity 
began to emerge for what will eventually be their ultimate configuration (the canon), 
must be seen as a witness to his life, to a revelation that breathes through the reality 
he has created. Lest he be entrapped in the figure of a puppet that can be manipulated, 
God interacts as himself.

Inspiration

But writing he does, through the voice and the hand of humans. This medium is a 
receptor of the self-disclosure, and refers constantly back to it: it is in this sense 
that it is inspired. It is not a matter of dictation; it is rather the sharing, the syncing 
of experience: the divine “experience” that takes shape in human experience. The 
fundamental message intrinsic in the notion of inspiration is that there should be no 
attempt at control or possession on the part of the “inspired.” Ultimately, the hidden 
(unconscious?) pretense of the friends and of the first Elihu was to exercise such 
control on morality. They wanted to teach Job against his own experience. They 
were not “inspired.”
 So, the theophany in Job tells us that inspiration is a sharing of live experience, 
a sharing that rests on a special commonality between God and his human creature. 
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As attention was beginning to be focused on the permanence of the written text, an 
undeclared process of filtering would presumably also begin to take place, through 
which certain texts, and not others, would emerge as particularly significant. What 
Job, according to the interpretation suggested here, would have addressed was the 
question of the ultimate legitimacy of the process on the one hand, and, on the other, 
of the potential danger of a reification of the word of God, inspired by the otherwise 
natural trend towards control and possession of that word. It is in this sense that Job 
would broach in a very substantive manner the question of inspiration not just as the 
initial thrust behind the origin of the text, but also as the continued energy behind its 
fruition.

The Grand Vision

Parallels in the Wisdom Tradition

We see, in this trend toward the formation of a canon, the signs of a remarkable inno-
vation: the development of a broad historiographic outlook that encompasses a long 
and distant past in a single narrative in function of the present.
 Job, as here interpreted, proposes a mystical interpretation of this historical devel-
opment, anchoring it to the canon as it was taking shape. It is “mystical” in the sense 
that it is wholly along interpretive lines that aff ect the deeper life of the individual and 
the community, seeing the books as a conceptual whole (hence a canon, even if ante 
litteram) and reducing the history that these books depict to a single confrontation 
with God. In Job, this is couched in rather opaque terms (assuming that it is in the first 
place what I am suggesting it may be), as a subtle allegory that looks only at the spirit 
of history, not at any of the details.
 At the other end of the spectrum, the book of Chronicles presents the whole of 
Israel’s history, seen indeed as a single whole, but broken down into the full array of 
factual details that make up that development. It is symmetrically juxtaposed to Job 
as here understood because it relates facts without any overall apparent editorializing, 
truly as a “chronicle” from the very stark and abrupt beginning consisting of a list of 
names with Adam in the first place, down to the edict of Cyrus, where the narrative 
ends just as abruptly as it had begun, as if to indicate the openness of the historical 
process.
 This grand vision of history becomes a theme in later wisdom literature. Here, his-
tory is embedded in a context aimed at proving the distinctiveness and merits of the 
biblical ethos in the face of the pervasive alternative proposed by the Greek ethos. This 
distinctiveness rests primarily on two pillars: the personal dimension of wisdom seen 
as an active subject, and, correlative to this, the entanglement of this subject with a 
people that retains its identity while going through a series of transformations. It is an 
apologetic approach, but in eff ect it identifies very acutely the two most distinguishing 
features on which the whole of the biblical message rests.
 The most expansive treatment is found in the Wisdom of Ben Sira. It begins with 
an explicit reference to the Tanakh, which is repeated three times: “Many big things 
having been given us through the Law, the Prophets and the others who followed” 
( : ), “the Law, the Prophets and the other traditional books” ( : ), “the Law, the 
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Prophets and the remainder of the books” ( : ). And in the latter part of the book we 
see depicted with broad strokes what the author presents as the history of salvation, 
beginning with creation ( : – : ), a section that ends with words slightly remi-
niscent of Job’s famous “Where were you…”: “Who has seen him and can expound 
about him? Who can extol him as he really is?” ( : ). He then goes on to celebrate 
the ancestors, introducing this section with words that seem to apply, if only obliquely, 
to the Tanakh: “our fathers as to genesis, … the rulers in their kingdoms, … wisdom’s 
texts in their teaching” ( : – ). What follows is a long description of the individuals 
that stand out in this history: Enoch, Noah and the patriarchs ( : – : ), Moses and 
Aaron ( : – : ), Joshua, the Judges and Samuel ( : – ), David and Solomon 
( : – ), the kingdom of Israel with Elijah and Elisha ( : – : ), Judah with 
Hezekiah and Isaiah ( : – ), Josiah ( : – ), to conclude with the High Priest of 
Sirach’s own time ( : – ).
 In the Wisdom of Solomon, there is a brief reference to creation in response to 
the secular view of time: “But they have no insight into god’s mysteries: for God has 
created man setting him on a course toward immortality, he made him in image of his 
own eternal being…” ( : – ). It is then the personified Wisdom who actively takes 
control of history, beginning with Adam: “Wisdom herself took great care of the first 
formed father of the world…” ( : ) and continuing on down to Moses, where the 
historical sequence ends with a long description of the events of Exodus.
 We find the same harking back to the roots of tradition in the very long speech 
of Stephen to the high priests in Acts , which begins with Abraham and ends with 
Solomon.

The Canon as an Ideological Construct

The proposal advanced here is that this sub-text would have taken shape in the later 
editorial stages of the formation of the text, at the time when the wisdom tradition we 
have just seen was also developing. If so, Job’s grand vision would go beyond the 
historiographical dimension, and look at the deeper reasons that gave rise to the canon 
in the first place, and at the possible dangers inherent in such a process.
 As thought began to be given to the overall coherence of tradition and its writings, 
on the way toward the eventual establishment of the canon, we may assume that there 
was a growing sense of the deeper significance of that for which one was claiming a 
greater cohesiveness than that of a mere agglomeration. This would probably have 
taken two directions. On the one hand, the sheer human beauty of the construct would 
have come to be appreciated more and more in terms of its literary qualities: it was 
the Tanakh as an intellectual and cultural entity with a unity of its own in spite of 
the enormous internal variations. On the other, its coherence seemed to be tied to 
the shared referential acceptance of a single point of origin—the perception of God 
as the source of a single inspiration, translated into a multitude of diff erent stylistic 
embodiments.
 In this light, the sub-text of Job can be seen as intending to give weight to this sec-
ond direction—the furthering of an awareness for a deeper raison d’être of the corpus, 
i.e., an awareness for the lasting and present value of revelation and inspiration. It 
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is in a prophetic vein, which reminds us of Jeremiah’s objection to the cult, which, 
however orthodox, could become an end in itself: “Do not put your trust in decep-
tive words—the sanctuary of Yahweh, the sanctuary of Yahweh, the sanctuary of 
Yahweh” (Jer : ). Just as Jeremiah was speaking against the idolatry of the temple, 
so Job speaks (if in a more subtle manner) against the idolatry of the book. And this 
warning is put directly in the words of Yahweh, just as a prophet would. And the 
exclusive emphasis on creation harks back to Genesis.
 When we speak of the canon, we think of it primarily as a philological corpus: the 
fixed collection of a series of books. The process that led to its formation is then seen 
primarily as a scribal exercise, one that assigned a place to each title in an ordered 
and officially recognized sequence—which is all true enough. But the canon is also an 
ideological construct, and this aspect must have preceded the scribal eff ort. The nature 
of this construct is unique and unparalleled within the broader cultural framework of 
the ancient Near East, and it seems indeed plausible to assume that ideology should 
have served as the initial driving force that led eventually to its scribal formalization. 
My proposal is that Job in its final redaction (whatever may be the dates of the earlier 
strands within the book) reflects precisely this stage (somewhere in the postexilic 
period) within what may be called the prehistory of the canon.

. The Mystical Dimension

The Public and Private Spheres

The prophetic voice which I have sought to identify in Job belongs, at the core, to 
the mystical experience. In it, we see articulated a referential system that points to 
a principle (a referent) intangible and yet felt as a coherent aff ecting presence. In 
the biblical tradition, this referent is presented, by those so aff ected, as a specific 
being—God.
 Prophetism is the public side of this experience: it proclaims to the people at large 
the reality of this principle (God) as it aff ects the life and destiny of society. The 
Tanakh hypothesis I have proposed looks at this aspect of the public sphere: it argues 
for an understanding of the biblical tradition in the light of the relationship to a single 
point of reference (God). It is a prophetic reading in the sense that the historical mate-
rial is assessed in terms of its relevance for this relationship: the events befalling Job 
as an individual serve as a platform for expounding on the larger issue of the events 
befalling the people as a whole.
 Certainly, Job remains in the first place a text about Job at the private level. The 
obvious, and universally held, interpretation sees in it the story of a suff ering just as 
a way of posing the larger question as to the why of suff ering in general, and as to the 
role that God may have in it. It is what is known as a question of theodicy.
 And yet we may go further. At the private level, too, we see a mystical dimension 
being expressed. It is the moment when all the emphasis is placed on the experience of 
the intangible referent, God. Culturally, we only know the form which the experience 
takes when being described by the person who undergoes it, and speaks as a witness 
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to that experience. One such expression we find in Job: it is the lacerating sense of 
light beckoning in darkness. It is the private counterpart of the prophetic dimension, 
and is very close to it. In fact, we may say that the prophetic dimension at the public 
level is predicated, upstream of it, on the mystical experience at the private level. We 
will look at it briefly in the next section.
 An unexpected parallel comes from a Babylonian text, Ludlul, which is in many 
ways so structured as to seem to be the farthest from any mystical interpretation. I 
will very briefly indicate, in the final section below, why that is not so, and why this 
text may be seen as the expression of a genuinely suff ered experience in the mystical 
mold. The reason it is pertinent here is that this is the text that has been generally 
seen as the closest to Job (it is known as the “Babylonian Job”). I agree with this 
assessment, but for diff erent reasons, which are in support of my overall argument, 
as we shall see.

Job’s Experience of the Living God

A deeper reading of the more obvious central theme of Job, the one pertaining to the 
“suff ering just,” brings us to Job’s personal confrontation with God himself—not as 
an abstract cause of suff ering, but as a person who is the direct target of our personal 
longing and yet seems to evade us or, in fact, even hurt us, and hurt us badly. This 
mystical reading of Job sheds further light on its prophetic dimension and the correla-
tive view of history that we have discussed above. It is because the living God had 
primacy in Job’s personal life that it must also have primacy in the life of the people. 
The dark night of Job’s soul is also the dark night of the people’s soul.

Familiarity

The prologue tells us of a special relationship that God acknowledges for Job. It is 
God, called by his name as Yahweh, who first asks “the Satan” about his dear Job: it 
almost sounds as though he might be eager to hear about a pleasant encounter that the 
two may have had. He knows it cannot be so with somebody called “the Satan.” And 
the latter responds according to his nature: precisely because Job is a special friend of 
Yahweh, he must be tempted.
 There is a clear tone of familiarity that Yahweh evokes in this exchange, found 
nowhere else but in Genesis. However, Job is not an interlocutor of Yahweh in the 
prologue. In his case, familiarity is only implied: Yahweh does not speak to Job, nor 
Job to him, even though it is clear that he knows Job well, personally, and is concerned 
about him, at the very moment that he allows the tempter to confront him. The first 
words that Job speaks are to his wife, and here the tone of familiarity towards God 
emerges indirectly: “Shall we face God in receiving (קבל) what is good, and not in 
receiving what is bad?” ( : ). The word used is “God” (ִהים  not Yahweh. This ,(ָהֱא
may be taken to emphasize the fact that Job is a foreigner: he knows God well enough, 
but not by his name.
 The calamities that follow are, yes, catastrophic on the two levels of the loss of all 
external possessions and then of the illnesses that wreck the body. But they are even 
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sharper on a third level, the silence of God, the darkness behind which he hides. True, 
Job suff ers because he has become poor and ill. But he suff ers on another level as well, 
because he now experiences the loss of God. It is the dark night of the soul.

The Darkness

Job knows God from a distance, as it were. And yet he knows him well enough to 
feel his absence. And the great silence is felt all the more because of the noise that 
emerges on the part of the friends in the guise of consolation. The depth of loneliness 
comes precisely because his interlocutors presume, in all good faith, to fill the silence 
with their words. They do not point to his presence hidden within his very absence. 
They pretend that he is present, when he is veiled in darkness; Job, instead, senses the 
presence beyond the darkness:

I am not cut off from darkness ( (ֹחֶׁש
 even though gloom (ֹאֶפל) has covered (and hidden him) from my face. ( : )

As for me, I know that the one who is going to deliver me is alive (ֹּגֲאִלי ָחי),
 that in the end he will stand up high above the dust. ( : )

This last sentence is one of the most famous in the whole book, and rightly so. What is 
particularly significant in our context is the emphasis on the living God. It is not given 
in the standard formulation ִהים ָחי : e.g., Isa) ֱא ) or ַחִּיים (Deut : ): but clearly 
the “deliverer” or “redeemer” is indeed God. And the acknowledgment of “life” is all 
the more poignant on account of the darkness and the silence. The lacerating moment 
of the mystical experience is in the fact that the subject, Job, feels the full impact of 
the intangible precisely when he cannot grasp him, and would most want to see him, 
hear him, touch him.
 The emphasis is clearly on experience, the experience of the longing and of the 
search:

Oh, were it given that I might know enough to find him,
 were it given that I might go to where he dwells! ( : )

I cry to you, but you do not answer me,
 I stand up, but you just observe me (from afar). ( : )

 The friends also could speak of God, but, precisely, of him, as a distant, abstract 
reality, almost as a material good.

Let the almighty (ַׁשַּדי) be your gold,
 let him be your pile of silver! ( : )

What you plan to do will come to be,
 there will be light on your path! ( : )
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But Job was not looking for anything from God; he was searching for God himself. 
The friends could only off er platitudes, and Job was aware of it:

Does not his awesomeness strike you with terror?
 does not his fear fall upon you?
Your stereotypes (ִזָכּרֹון) are proverbs of ash,
 you hide behind a line of argument that is but clay! ( : – )

And it is interesting to note that as the friends’ speeches get longer, Job’s get shorter. 
Also the style of the friends changes from one to the other: Eliphaz starts with circum-
spection, Bildad becomes more blunt, Zophar is outright aggressive.
 We have seen, in Part Three, how the last few words of Elihu dramatically change 
the scene, and open the door for the final epiphany. Elihu comes around, without 
fanfare, to Job’s point of view (the situation is similar to the one in the Babylonian 
text known as the Theodicy, where in its final stanza the friend of the “suff erer” also 
comes around and accepts, almost without showing it, the point of view of the suf-
ferer). Elihu, then, who has been arguing against both Job and the three friends, now 
says, as we have already seen:

You are the one to teach us (הֹוִדיֵענּו) what we shall say to him,
 because we cannot analyze (  to lay out in order”) things in the face of“ ,ער
darkness. ( : )

It is a strong statement, and it opens the way for the voice of Yahweh to make himself 
heard in person.

God’s Voice

But there is no overt introduction to Yahweh’s appearance. Its impact is all the greater 
because of the suddenness with which his voice is being heard—and because we do 
not hear what we would expect: a full vindication of Job. Now, this vindication does 
in fact come, but at the very end of the story, when we are told that Yahweh turns “in 
anger” to the friends in support of his dear Job (“my servant”), and claims that it was 
Job, not they, who “spoke the truth (ְנכֹוָנה) about me” ( : ). But this is at the end. 
When Yahweh’s voice is first heard, he does in no way take Job’s side. His words are 
all but reassuring as he asks bluntly of Job:

Who is this who darkens ( (”design“ ,ֵעָצה) reality (ַמְחִׁשי
 with words that only show ignorance (ִמִּלין ְּבִלי־ָדַעת)? ( : , see also : )

It is not what we would expect. We have been told all along that the “darkness” was 
the one in which Job himself was engulfed, and we would expect Yahweh to finally 
show Job that that darkness has been lifted. Instead, we are now told that it is Job who 
has been darkening things. The “words that only show ignorance” were those of his 
friends, and we would expect Yahweh to recognize that this was the friends’ problem: 
instead Yahweh attributes them now to Job (which is one reason why we may think 
of Elihu as an alter ego of Job).
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 We can see here a masterful literary ploy because it creates a suspense that makes 
the dynamics of the mystical relationship Job/Yahweh all the more striking. Yahweh 
answers by asking Job to answer:

Gird yourself like a champion (ֶגֶבר)
 for I will now ask of you and you will answer me! ( : )

Now, this is just what Job had asked! His early words to this eff ect are somewhat hid-
den in his rebuttal to Eliphaz’s third speech, but they are quite explicit:

Oh, were it given that I might know enough to find him,
 were it given that I might go to where he dwells!
I would then lay out in order (ֶאֶעְרָכה) in front of him my case (ִמְׁשָּפט)
 and I would fill my mouth with arguments (תֹוָכחֹות ~ יכח)…. ( : – )

The contrast is apparent. Job goes here the way of the friends, he has become Elihu: 
the starting point is in keeping with his original and genuine mystical experience 
(“Oh, were it given…”), but he then gives way to the rationalizing bent of his friends 
 is the same word Elihu will use to say that he could no longer rationalize things ערך)
and needs Job’s help to gain wisdom’s real insight, : ). From wanting to see God 
for his own sake, Job had gone to wanting to debate him through logic; he had given 
up on his mystical quest. To argue in this way about the grand design of God (the ֵעָצה 
which we can take to stand for “reality” as ordained by God, : ) is to obscure it; 
that was Yahweh’s point.
 Continuing his enumeration of things he would do, were he able to find God and 
“go where he dwells,” Job says:

…I would then know (ֵאְדָעה) the words (ִמִּלים)
with which he would respond to me,
 I would understand what he might tell me.
Would he debate (ָיִריב) with me with all his power?
 Why, no, surely he himself would have to stand by (and hear) me!
There, any upright man could argue (נֹוָכח ~ יכח) with him,
 and so I would escape forever from my judge (ִמֹּׁשְפִטי). ( : – )

It is this challenge that God says he will meet. Job had thrown down the gauntlet, and 
it is now God who takes it up.
 How can you analyze creation? How can you argue or debate with the creator? 
That is what God says. “You were not there with me at creation,” God seems to say, 
“but you are here now, the witness of the reality I have created.” Hence Job’s mystical 
search comes to its natural end.

Job’s “Repentance”

God’s challenge to Job, “Gird yourself like a champion,” echoes the wrestling 
) of Jacob in Genesis (אבק) : – ). But this time, Job does not fight back. 
His eagerness to “go where God dwells” and debate with him, dies out, as he 
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acknowledges that the marvel of creation, as a witness to God himself, is beyond 
analysis or argument:

I know that you can do all things
 and no intent of yours can be stifled.
“Who is the one who obscures (ַמְעִלים) reality through lack of knowledge?”
Well, I have blathered and failed to understand,
 I have indeed no knowledge of things too extraordinary for me. ( : – )

I retract everything,
 I repent in dust and ashes. ( : )

Job repents of having become Elihu, if my interpretation has merit. There is a contrast 
here with the very long speeches that have gone before. This rejoinder could not be 
shorter, or starker. It reminds us of God’s summons to Moses in front of the burning 
bush: “Take off  your shoes from your feet, because the place on which you stand is 
holy ground” (Exod : ). Job wanted to go “where God dwells”: well, he is here now! 
The repentance is thus the recognition of his impotence in front of the God he has now 
seen with his own eyes:

I had heard you with the hearing of the ear,
 but now with my own eyes I have seen you. ( : )

 Job addresses now Yahweh as his interlocutor: God’s proper name had been swal-
lowed up in the opacity of the various speeches, as if to underscore God’s silence. It 
may of course be attributed to the use of diff erent sources. But it serves in any case 
a strong structural purpose: the speeches of the friends were ideological in tone, and 
Job’s attitude had swerved in that direction as well. It all reflected a closed mentality, 
adhering to logic and to abstract principles more than to the experience of God. Now, 
instead, Yahweh reappears, and it is his voice that Job hears, loud and clear. No mat-
ter what he says, it is he who speaks, personally. And that is the real final answer to 
Job’s suff ering. Certainly, he becomes once again healthy and wealthy. But the whole 
redemptive encounter with God is glorious because it is, precisely, an encounter. He 
does not hear about God anymore; he hears God directly, speaking in his own name 
as Yahweh.

Ludlul and Not

The “Babylonian Job”

I came to Job from Ludlul. Usually, the comparative path follows the opposite direc-
tion: one looks for Mesopotamian parallels to biblical texts. In my case, instead, while 
working on Ludlul, which is also known as the “Babylonian Job,” it seemed useful to 
look for possible similarities in Job, and this led me to suggest the presence of similari-
ties that are diff erent from the ones generally recognized. (There is another Babylonian 
text with strong similarities, of a very diff erent nature, the so-called Theodicy, but we 
will not look at this text here.)
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 Ludlul is a well-known Babylonian poem that goes back presumably to the late sec-
ond millennium. It is known as the Babylonian Job because it presents in great detail 
the figure of a suff ering just. It is in the form of a long poem, which at first blush does 
not strike the reader for having any particular literary value. It has in fact often been 
dismissed as lacking in any aesthetic quality, as being a little more than a collection 
of stereotypes. But a careful formal analysis shows that the text is the outcome of a 
remarkable spiritual experience and reflects a much deeper level of spiritual intensity 
than is normally attributed to it. It is in this respect that it is in fact closer to Job than 
is normally acknowledged. I have this in mind when speaking of “Ludlul and Not,” 
echoing the title of this paper. It is a diff erent Ludlul that can be compared to Job, not 
just the one that describes a suff ering just.
 The core of the Babylonian text deals, in my view, with the problem arising from 
the divinatory silence, i.e., the inability of divination to provide clear signs:

My divinatory signs were confused
 and contradictory every single day,
my course of action remained indecisive
 even with diviners and dream interpreters. (i – )

The diviner with all his skill
 could not clarify my circumstances,
the dream interpreter with all his incense
 could not reveal my destiny for me. (ii – )

It is a moment of crisis, which the author develops at great length, and which is eventu-
ally resolved when through the intervention of Marduk all becomes clearer:

At the gate of the limpid omina
 my omina became clear. (v )

There is of course more to the text than it is possible to examine here, but what is 
especially significant for our purpose is the role attributed to Marduk: as I interpret it, 
he emerges as an icon for fate itself, as if the author were attempting to give a face, 
or at least a name, to that element, fate, that is a pervasive presupposition to all of the 
Mesopotamian mental, and religious, outlook, but does never achieve a properly divine 
status. So the protagonist’s suff ering is really primarily the one that derives from the 
silence of the divine sphere and the darkness resulting from the absence of valid divina-
tory signs (whether good or bad). It is in this regard that the similarity with Job becomes 
all the more meaningful: it is the closest one gets, in Mesopotamian religion, to some-
thing that tends, at least, toward a “mystical” dimension, something that exhibits more 
than anything else in Mesopotamia a veiled apprehension of what monotheism truly is.

The Mystical Side of Divination

The understanding of a “mystical” dimension is the one I have proposed earlier (see 
above, “The Public and Private Spheres”): a referential system which points to a 
principle (a referent) intangible and yet felt as a coherent aff ecting presence. This 
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principle, in Mesopotamia, is essentially the very impersonal figure of fate: the entire 
divinatory system emerges, we may say, as the mythology and the ritual of fate—a 
systemic approach aimed at seeking regularity within a reality that appears instead 
as vastly irregular. In this regard, there is a hidden spirituality within the divinatory 
art, which comes to light in the wisdom tradition beginning in the latter part of the 
second millennium, in which the diviner plays at times an explicit role as an author 
(thus in the Theodicy and most likely in Ludlul as well). It is the genuine sense of 
hopelessness that sets in when divination becomes confused, contradictory, unclear. 
It is not as though the diviners, qua technicians, realize that the whole system is los-
ing its efficiency and want, cynically, to hide its defects. Far from it: there is instead 
a profound sense that the principle at the origin of the whole system is, at that point, 
unwilling to communicate. It is here where the two texts, Ludlul and Job, more 
properly converge than in the description of suff ering, a comparison that remains 
essentially at the surface level.
 The broader context in both cases is also of interest: it is that of the diviners in the 
case of Ludlul and that of the scribes in the case of Job.
 The diviners of late second millennium Mesopotamia face in an existential way 
the problem arising from the failings of their bi-millennial art, and are led to reflect 
on the nature of what is at the source of the coherence that rules the universe. The fail-
ings seem to be a betrayal of that coherence, as it were, and their spiritual quest leads 
them on a search for the source of the coherence itself. There is, in their tradition, no 
established cognitive pattern for this source: and thus Luldul treads the difficult path 
of reaching toward such a pattern, by establishing an implicit correlation between fate 
and Marduk.
 The scribes of postexilic Judah are responsible for a crystallization process of the 
received texts that is gaining momentum; and Job deals with the danger of restricting 
attention exclusively to the textual dimension. Thus, both the diviners and the scribes 
reach for a spiritual dimension outside their own bailiwick. Neither divination nor 
scribalcy must be reduced to the mere level of a technique; this is the platform on 
which Ludlul and Job operate. These works are not isolated flights of fancy, but rather 
the voice of a segment in the two communities that aims for a deeper spiritual assess-
ment of reality. A voice that I think we can rightfully consider as mystical in tone and 
substance.

. Conclusion: The Absolute as Interlocutor

The brief reference to Ludlul helps us to highlight the particularity of Job—and, in 
fact, of the biblical mindset as opposed to that of Mesopotamia. The speeches by 
Yahweh in Job, addressed to a normal human being, are inconceivable in Mesopota-
mia, not only because of their length but because of their central argument, creation. 
A metaphor used to explain that God is outside the world of the finite is that of a 
surveyor: “Who stretched out the (surveyor’s) rope…. Who set down the benchmark 
) ”?(ֶאֶבן ִּפָּנָתּה) : , ). The benchmark has to be outside the reality being measured, and 
that is one of the most poignant and beautiful biblical metaphors for infinity. In Meso-
potamia, the universe is homeostatic and everything is within it; there is no referent 
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outside its compass. That is why creation is not really the final answer to Job’s quest; 
rather, the Creator is the answer.
 It is the Creator who addresses personally Job. And he does not address a hero, a 
demigod, or some fantastic being, but a very normal, and in his present state a very 
miserable, human being. Job does not even think of praise; he only retreats in awe. 
It is the substance of adoration understood in the proper sense of the term, i.e., as the 
recognition of a diff erent plane of being, not just as the glorification of a superior indi-
vidual—which is again a fundamental and radical diff erence between the biblical and 
the Mesopotamian mindsets. This gives the full explanation to the question of Job’s 
“repentance”: he realizes that he was not in tune with the reality of God, so he does 
not repent for any malfeasance, but only for his lack of understanding of who God, 
the Creator, is.
 Job is an extraordinary cultural document. “Cultural,” because the mystical dimen-
sion of Job’s experience is communicated in terms accessible to human language and 
mental categories. Even if one may only be able to look at it from the outside, without 
sharing in its intensity, it is still understandable as a genuine human experience. All the 
more so because it is shared, in a stunning variety of diff erent modalities, throughout 
the biblical “corpus.” Ludlul is an isolated example of a Mesopotamian eff ort to reach 
for the absolute as an interlocutor, in fact, a very isolated example of a sensitivity for 
what is otherwise the deeper dimension of monotheism. The biblical record, on the 
other hand, is built entirely on such a premise, and the diversity of cases is matched 
only by its coherence. It is in part because of the deep awareness for this coherence 
that the author of Job in its final version has, in my view, sought to give voice not 
only to the personal mystical experience of the protagonist, but also to the need for 
preserving the sense that the corpus is not to become frozen once canonically defined, 
but is rather to maintain alive the presence of the absolute as interlocutor—something 
that Šubšī-mešrā-Šakkan, the author of Ludlul, would not have been able to consider 
even remotely.

A Bibliographical Note

I clearly make no pretense at having reviewed even minimally the immense bibli-
ography relating to Job: what little I have seen did not show any intimation of the 
hypothesis I have here advanced. If so, I will have to carry by myself the burden of a 
proposal that strays out of the beaten path, but I am confident that Jack will love peek-
ing with me in this direction even if it were to lead to a dead end.
 Space prevents me from justifying my translations of the passages from Job. I have 
also chosen not to include bibliographical references, but I take the liberty to refer to 
two volumes where I deal in some detail with the central topics presented here:

“Quando in alto i cieli…”: La spiritualità mesopotamica a confronto con quella biblica. 
Milano: Jaca Book, .

Il pensiero nell’argilla: Analisi strutturale della letteratura mesopotamica. Milano: Jaca 
Book, forthcoming.
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x Preface

 This is the scholar whom many of his colleagues aim now to honor with this vol-
ume of original essays. The chapters are divided into two main groups correspond-
ing to his primary academic interests—Assyriology and biblical studies. Yet these 
two fi elds are not always fully distinct from each other, and a number of the articles 
could almost as well have been placed in the other section than where they now fi nd 
themselves. In such cases we have consulted with the authors to determine where 
each would prefer to locate their essays. These cross-overs, rather than presenting a 
dilemma, in fact refl ect Jack’s own double loyalties as a scholar, which he coordinates 
smoothly and provocatively.
 Our deep gratitude goes to several individuals. Chancellor Nicholas S. Zeppos of 
Vanderbilt University, who as provost collaborated with Jack to found and develop 
the now fl ourishing Vanderbilt Program in Jewish Studies, supported generously the 
publication of this volume. Dean Emilie M. Townes of the Vanderbilt Divinity School 
likewise encouraged this project from its inception and in many important ways. The 
thirty-six contributors have of course given mightily of their time and scholarship to 
make this collection of studies a signifi cant contribution to our disciplines. Thankfully, 
we four editors worked effi  ciently together, not only in editing the articles and bringing 
as many as possible into conformity with the stylistic norms set by the publisher but 
also in accommodating several authors who understandably preferred to write in their 
own native languages and to follow stylistic norms conventional in their own lands. 
We also wish to thank Serena McMillan, Ph.D. student at Vanderbilt University, for 
carefully preparing the list of Jack’s numerous publications. A special word of grati-
tude goes both to Jim Eisenbraun, who supported this volume since its conception 
and helped to usher it through the publication process, and also to the Pennsylvania 
State University Press and its editors and staff  who completed the publication with 
skill and professionalism. And fi nally, we want especially to thank Diane Sasson for 
assisting with multiple details along the way—not at all an easy task since she like all 
the contributors have tried to keep the volume’s publication confi dential so we could 
surprise Jack with it when it was completed. It has been a labor of aff ection and respect 
for all of us to honor Jack with this volume of studies.
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David I. Owen, Cornell University
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