Geeraerts, Dirk. 2003. "Caught in a web or iromjo dnd his embarassed
God". In Ellen Van Wolde (red.Job 28. Cognition in Context 37-55.
Leiden: Brill.

Caught in a web of irony:
Job and his embarrassed God

Dirk Geeraerts

University of Leuven

DEALING WITH DISCREPANCIES

In an ironical but at the same time estheticalgaping way, the position of
the reader with regard to the Book of Job is aralsgo the position of Job
vis & vis God's behavior: for neither of themsiaan easy matter to arrive at a
satisfactory interpretation. But if both God and text are difficult to make
sense of, it should come as no surprise that thok B6 Job has been subject
to postmodern analyses. Postmodern criticism ig wanch concerned with
two related characteristics of texts that featur@npnently in the Book of
Job: on the one hand, the absence of a definititergretation (what is,
ultimately, the significance of human suffering@yd on the other, the
presence of incongruities and discrepancies (wby,irfstance, does God
answer Job by basically repeating a number ofttimg$ that Job himself has
already said?) In Job scholarship, these two clexistics seem to lie at the
basis of two different strategies of interpretatione somewhat less extreme
than the other. Whereas a more moderate approagfsstow the tensions in
the text contribute to meaning rather than subwgtiti the more radical form
of postmodern interpretation takes its startingipan the absence of a
definitive interpretation, and dialectically turtisis absence into the very
message of the text: the impossibility of arriviagan ultimate meaninig
the meaning of the text.

A postmodern approach, however, is merely one wayaking sense of
the alleged inconsistency and inconclusivenesbefext. More traditional is
the earnest philological habit of attributing diffities to textual corruptions
and interpolations, and there have of course besaryrauggestions as to the
philologically heterogeneous character of the Badklob. | am not in a
position to judge the philological value of suclywamnents, but | will assume



that it is good hermeneutic practice to apply derjpretative Occam's razor:
if we can find a coherent meaning, that option dsbe preferred over
postulating different textual sources. The same auklogical guideline
applies, to be sure, to radical postmodernism: usoimg a coherent textual
interpretation in favor of a meta-textual readiag®mething to be done only
as a last recourse, when all other possibilitiegehiaeen rejected. So have
they?

What | propose to do in this paper, then, is terstdear of both the Scylla
of postmodern extremism and the Charybdis of pbgwal facility.
Incoherence, a lack of harmony, clashes betwederdift aspects of the text
may in fact be interpreted in yet a third way: gmgtoms of humor. As a
literary genre, humor is the form par excellencéaobor incongruities. So
would a humorous reading be an adequate way ofindealith the
interpretative difficulties of the Book of Job? Tdat extent can it be read as
an ironic text?

The question is not new, and what | will be ableatlnl to the debate is
merely a specific reading of God's speech in chia@8-41. | will develop
my argument in three steps. First, | will reviewrsoof the evidence for the
presence of irony in the Book of Job. Second, Il wflart the ironists'
positions with regard to the theophany of chap88<l1: for those writers
who have taken the ironical aspects of the BooBalif seriously, the nature
of God's speech is as much a matter of debatd@stitose writers who have
simply taken the Book of Job seriously. And thirdiill have a closer look at
chapters 38-41, arguing that they can indeed kerprdgted ironically. The
outcome is a reappraisal of the dramatic figur&ot: | will argue that the
God-character is best interpreted as an embarr&ssed

METHODOLOGICAL PRELIMINARIES

The methodology that | will use in the following egis not specifically
linguistic in any technical sense. (It is not egpecifically lexical, in spite of
my personal specialization in lexical semantics #&ndcology.) There is,
however, a consistent inspiration from CognitivedLirstics, which it may be
useful to make explicit at this point. (For an aauction into Cognitive
Linguistics, see Taylor 1995, Ungerer & Schmid 1988undational works
are Langacker 1987, 1991 and Lakoff & Johnson 19840ff4987.)

As a first step, let us note that my analysis ingslthree specific thematic
discussions: an investigation into the concept istleam as it appears in the
Book of Job, a pragmatically oriented analysis ob'd speech, and an
attempt to answer the question whether God's teplpb can be considered
ironical. These topics are situated at differenelg\of linguistic structure:
the analysis of the notion of wisdom looks at aylErcategory, whereas the
other two involve utterances as a whole.

As | will try to make clear presently, the thre@itml questions illustrate a



number of views on meaning that are cherished bgn@iee Linguistics.
This does not mean, to be sure, that a similar arsatpuld not be arrived at
by other means, i.e. starting from a different fearork. | have since long
claimed, for instance, that cognitive semantickdirup in fundamental
respects with a traditional philological approaand (notwithstanding the
recognition that Cognitive Linguistics has develogebdattery of analytical
notions and techniques that go far beyond anythinde found in the
philological tradition), | could very well conceiwd the following analysis as
coming out of a more traditionally oriented philgical approach.

The relevant views on meaning, then, are the follgwiEach of them
relates specifically to one of the three topicakdssions.

1 Meaning involves categorization. Linguistic meaning is not a
straightforward reflection of the world, but itéway of shaping reality, of
making sense of the world. In the case of a conldeptwisdom"”, what is to
be understood by that term is not a priori givenis] as we shall see, a
category that derives its experiential content fitsrelationship with other
concepts. In the Book of Job, wisdom is not juee"guality of being wise"
or some such lexicographical definition, but itlesely connected with age
and experience: | will argue that it is crucial for understanding of the Book
of Job that wisdom comes with age. If we merelpkhif lexical concepts in
the way in which they tend to be economically dedinn dictionaries, such
aspects of a concept might easily be considerestodndary importance. If
one thinks of meanings as categories of experiehoejever, the entire
canvas of associations that the concept entertagtomes part of the
meaning.

2 Meanings may invoke culturally specific background knowledge and
assumptions. As categories making sense of the world, specitegories are
situated against a wider context of lived expemenghich may be either
physiological/biological or cultural. In the pragticaanalysis of Job's speech,
| will suggest that Job seems to be flaunting ducally specific pragmatic
politeness hierarchy that has its roots in a patna context.

3 Meanings are contextually flexible. The meanings that are realized in actual
speech contexts need not be completely identichl thie meanings that are
more or less permanently stored in our linguistiemmory. The interplay
between specific circumstances and the linguiséssage may create new or
different readings. On the level of individual aaées, this flexibility is
well-known in the form of prototype effects (Geatadl997). In the Book of
Job, the importance of context becomes specifiad#tar if, at the level of
utterances rather than individual categories, wik lat the way in which
irony comes about. Irony is typically a case inebhan expression receives a
different interpretation in one context rather tlaaother - even extremely so:



one reading is the opposite of the other, and mnveredhe contrast between
the two readings is part of the effect that theakpe wants to achieve. When,
for instance, Job replies to Sofar and the othiendis: "wisdom will die with
you "(12:2), the utterance receives an ironic mtetation because we know
that Job is far from happy with the comfort that fiiends purport to give. In
the context, Job's reply acquires a sarcastic mgadihe impact of context in
the constitution of irony is complicated by thetf#itat the knowledge that
triggers the ironic reading is not necessarily stidny all participants (and
the reader, to be sure, is one of those particiant

HUMOR IN THE BOOK OF JOB

Before focusing on the possible irony of God's shes in chapters 38-41, let
us first establish that a reading of the Book df 48 a humorous text is not
an altogether implausible option. Humor is far frahsent in the Old
Testament (Good 1965, Knox 1969, Friedman 2000), antumber of
authors (Whedbee 1977, Robertson 1973, 1977, HofimM&83-1984) have
specifically analyzed the Book of Job with regamdits humorous content.
The most radical position in this respect is thaRobertson and Whedbee,
who argue that the text as a whole belongs to #reegof comedy. | will
discuss the views of Whedbee, Robertson, and Hoiffinnaore thoroughly in
the next section. At this point, | will merely enarate some of the humorous
aspects of the text. Many of the points enumerhtad may be found in the
works of the authors just mentioned, but | havedtto bring some order into
the matter by grouping the observations in fouegaties: the conversational
style of the book, the characters, the plot as eleyland specific details of
the plot.

First, throughout the conversations and speectasctinstitute the main
body of the text, there are sarcastic remarks amdcial interchanges among
the main characters. For one thing, Job regulayrs his friends for their
failure to provide an adequate answer to his mis@yotes are from the
Revised Standard Version of 1947.)

12:2 No doubt you are the people, and wisdom viélvdth you.
13:5 Oh that you would keep silent, and it wouldybar wisdom!

26:2 How you have helped him who has no power! low have saved the arm
that has no strength!

3 How you have counseled him who has no wisdomh péentifully declared
sound knowledge!

4 With whose help have you uttered words, and etspérit has come forth
from you?

For an other, God mocks Job's claim to wisdom ¢fhen, that is, that he
could explain something to God that he does notkyet):



38:4 Where were you when | laid the foundationhef ¢arth? Tell me, if you
have understanding.

5 Who determined its measurements--surely you ki@wvho stretched the
line upon it?

and Job's challenging attitude:

40:10 Deck yourself with majesty and dignity; tietyourself with glory and
splendor.

11 Pour forth the overflowings of your anger, &k on every one that is
proud, and abase him.

12 Look on every one that is proud, and bring limt and tread down the
wicked where they stand.

13 Hide them all in the dust together; bind tiiages in the world below.

14 Then will | also acknowledge to you, that youm right hand can give you
victory.

Second, the characters have caricatural featuresbefin with, Job's
friends are a caricature of the wise counselory tire supposed to comfort
Job and provide him with good counsel, but blayaf#il in their task. Next,
Elihu is even more ridiculous: there is a comicaltcast between the tension
and the expectation that is created when Job speak calls God's bluff, and
the unexpected appearance of Elihu, who is portragea bombastic, long-
winded and self-important young upstart. In coritveith the awesome God
whose appearance is expected, Elihu is a joker wlmeves and at the same
time prolongs the tension. Finally, even Job hifselorking himself
stubbornly from a state of utter desolation intioesmzy of rebellion in which
he challenges God to a showdown, displays an oleesisgle-mindedness
that would suit any of Moliére's comical archetypes

Third, the overall narrative structure of the teatresponds with that of a
comedy (not in the sense of an amusing story wittmy characters and
farcical incidents, but in the sense of a literaugrk with a happy ending).
The overarching structure moves from a blissfutytale-like beginning to a
situation in which the main character lapses inteteghedness and misery.
When the main character has gone through theaedth{as changed his ways
accordingly), a happy end follows.

And fourth, at a more detailed level of the pldie fprogress of events is
characterized by comical repetitions and comicakergals. The dominant
example of repetition is obviously the conversatlmgtween Job and his
friends. Time and again, the attempts to comfort emavince Job fail, but
time and again, the pattern of futile argument amotional reply is repeated.
A specifically ironical touch is the way in whichet pattern of repetitions
gradually comes to a halt, with ever shorter irgations of the friends, and
finally the complete absence of the expected thipdech by Sofar. The
ineffectiveness of the interventions, in other vayiid reflected by the gradual
fading away of the friends' speeches: they litgralhive no arguments left.
An ironic reversal occurs in Job's attitude withaml to God: after God has



only once raised his voice, Job's rebellious chgkeabruptly changes into
subservience. Similarly, there is an ironical reaéin Job's relationship with
his friends: while they were supposed to act asrdetssors for Job but failed
to do so properly, Job, after his restoration, fioms as an intercessor for
them.

THE IRONY OF GODS SPEECH |

Both microstructurally and macrostructurally, thBamor and irony seem to
play an important role in the construction of theoB of Job. But all
interpretations of the book stumble over God's slpeehe final chapters of
the poetical part of the text that are so hardhterpret that some critics have
even suggested that they do not belong to the nadigiext. Writers like
Hoffmann, Whedbee, and Robertson, who have desgedific attention to
the humorous and ironic aspects of the book, &ewise divided as to the
meaning to be attributed to the intervention of Gladthis paragraph, | will
try to show that the positions they take corresptind specific pattern. At
the same time, it will appear that there is a hiolthe pattern, and the next
paragraph will suggest how the hole can be filled.

The position of Robertson and Hoffmann may be cstgthwith that of
Whedbee: whereas the former argue that God's speéamnic and evasive,
and therefore does not constitute a proper answéoli's question, the latter
underlines the non-ironic, relevant aspects of Sadiswer. Let us take a
closer look at the various positions.

Robertson (1973) interprets God's speech agaiadatiger context of the
book, and specifically in the light of chapter Shere Job predicts what God
would do in a face-to-face encounter: God wouldrawe Job with his
intellectual superiority and his overwhelming posteAnd when God does
indeed appear, he acts precisely as predicted by Jid simply does not
stand a chance, and he acknowledges as much. @Godathpears as an
inconsiderate tyrant rather than a just and mdraifier: "So God's rhetoric,
because Job has armed us against it, convincégmukd is a charlatan God,
one who has the power and skill of a god but iske fat the truly divine task
of governing with justice and love" (1973:464). 3ofepentance, in turn, can
only be a non-authentic stance, faking rather tfeting submissiveness.
The overall meaning of the Book of Job, then, i tfacuring man's fear of
fate, his destiny, the unknown by "ridicule of thigject feared" (1973:468):
"So we know of him what we know of all tyrants, théile they may torture
us and finally kill us, they cannot destroy ourgueral integrity” (1973:469).

Whedbee (1977), as we have seen, accepts Robsrs@nall premise that
the Book of Job belongs to the genre of comedychatlenges Robertson's
reading of God's speech. Robertson, he claims,rplages the significance of
God's intervention by merely concentrating on ttomic interplay between
Job's prior speeches and God's speeches. Godndiaes go further than just



echoing Job's predictions: he redirects them tosvargositive vision of the
universe. Yes, God is all-powerful (as Job predigtbut whereas Job paints
a bleak picture of God's overwhelming strength, Gdaaself brings, as
Whedbee states it, a "playful, festive note in puetrayal of creation”,
stressing the magnificence and the order of theensé rather than the chaos
and oppression that Job highlighted. Job's comfesdhen, is a genuine
recognition that he saw creation in the wrong ligimd the restoration of Job,
rather than being ludicrous in all in its implaukip (as Robertson would
have it) is a true happy ending.

Robertson (1977), incidentally, has answered Whedbet in a very half-
hearted way, admitting that "though neither thaerfree from defects, both
are about as coherent and comprehensive interipretatf the Book of Job
as we are likely to get".

Hoffmann's position (1983, 1996), to round off tbegerview, is an
interesting variant of Robertson's. Hoffmann tocognizes God's speech as
ironical, but it is not irony of God with regard dob, but rather irony of the
author with regard to himself. It is worthwhile qoote Hoffmann (1983:19)
in full:

The author has ironically presented himself as so@avho knows the answer to
the questions he has raised. However, in the maohémony, that which is
written (i.e.: here is the well-ordered answerhe tjuestions raised heretofore)
implies the exact opposite. What is really beingl 9a: | cannot answer the
difficult questions | have presented, and theysile as problematic as before.
What we have here &if-irony, in that throughout the book the author creates
the impression that he knows the answer and Wiluteat the end. (...) Hence
we arrive at the self-irony of man: All I, as a hammbeing, can do is to delude
myself that there is a solution to the problem igfreé recompense and mask my
delusions one way or another. The ironic truttihé t must accept my fate, come
what may.

The inaptness of God's words with regard to Jolestipn turns the text as
a whole into an ironic statement. All along, thettseems to work its
laborious way towards an answer, but when the anfinaly comes, it is
way off the mark.

The pattern that emerges from the positions of thikese authors is a
simple one: either God's speech is an appropriatat andirect response to
Job (Whedbee), or it is ironic and evasive (Roloertsnd Hoffmann). But are
these alternatives mutually exclusive? At leasbriie way they are not: the
view that God's speech is a corruption of the oabtext in the form of a
later insertion can be equated with the defeatistvvthat it is neither
appropriate nor ironic, that it is, in other wordsjnterpretable. The true hole
in the pattern, then, involves the possibility tHabd's speech is both
appropriate and ironic. What would happen if wesped this line of
thought? Can such an interpretation be maintained?

I will explore the possibilities in the next paragh, but I first have to



indicate how the approach that | will propose d#fdérom the positions
discussed so far.

On the one hand, | agree with Whedbee that Robertederestimates the
impact of God's speeches: they do not just mimixsJearlier speeches, but
they add something to them. | disagree with Whegdbeeever, as to what it
is that is being added. Even though there is a eleofeplayfulness in God's
speech, the speech as a whole is not really agktfaiward hymn to
creation. If it convinces Job, it has to be on potireunds than just the festive
nature of creation. A closer scrutiny of God's gpeis in order, then.

On the other hand, | entirely agree with Hoffmalmat twe have to take into
account different levels of irony in the text. Waas Robertson only
envisages the irony of God with regard to Job, aehto allow for forms of
irony that are perceived only by the author andathéience, and not by the
characters. However, | think we can be more prealsgut the conspiracy
between the author and the audience than Hoffmsnhyi taking a closer
look at the narrative framework of the text. If #taedience knows more than
the characters, it is through the narrative setitmigpduced in the prologue.
So how does God's speech relate to the prologue?

THE APPROPRIATENESS OF GOB SPEECH |

There are two points of a pragmatic nature that nede elucidated first. To
begin with, God's speech is definitely an indirspeech act, and indirect
speech acts can constitute extremely appropriasevens. If you ask me:
"Will you attend Ron Langacker's lecture?", anddlye"Have men walked
on the moon?", then my rhetorical question is ndirect answer, but it does
constitute an appropriate response of the "obwttgpe.

Further, appropriate responses to speech acts aigy the form of
questioning the felicity conditions of those speadts. Felicity conditions
are criteria that have to be fulfilled if a speedt is to be properly made.
They may involve the sincerity of the speaker, ththarity invested in the
speaker, the ability of the speaker to live up e tonsequences of his
commitments, and so on. In all cases, satisfacifahe felicity conditions is
a necessary prerequisite for a certain speechoalse tpragmatically valid.
This implies that certain acts may be appropriatelyntered by pointing out
that the felicity conditions of the act do not hdishagine a 15-year old at the
box office of a theater showing only X-rated moyiasking whether the film
is shown with or without a break. If he gets theveer: "Sorry, but you are
under age", then it is clearly not a direct ansteehis question, but it is an
appropriate answer, because it makes clear thagbkaot in a position to ask
the initial question to begin with. The presupposis that are necessary for
the question to be a relevant one, are not met, pamating that out is a
conversationally adequate answer.

My suggestion now is that God's speeches may likasiadirect speech



acts questioning the felicity conditions of Job's question. | will argue for this
position in two steps. First, | will analyze thencept of wisdom in the Book
of Job, because Job's speech act is fundamentathefl as an investigation
into knowledge and truth. If Job is asking for gigibut is asking for it in the
wrong way, then we will first have to be clear abtlie conception of
knowledge and insight that permeates the Book df {and that is
insufficiently heeded by Job). Second, | will haeedeal with the twopartite
structure of God's speech, because each of thote quldresses a different
aspect of Job's pragmatically inappropriate behlravio

The concept of wisdom (and insight, as both ternesadten mentioned
together: see 11:6, 15:8-9, 26:3, 28:12, 32:7-838485, 38:36, 39:17) is
basically presented with three features (apart ftoenfact, of course, that
wisdom is difficult attain).

First, wisdom is a condition for appropriate speesée e.g. 11:47, 20:3,
26:3-4, 32:7-8, 34:35, 36:4 and other passageshath God's comment in
38:2-4 is perhaps the most poignant one. In it$li§ association between
wisdom and the pragmatic validity of a given dissguis not surprising. In
the dramatic setting of Job's attempt to justifgngelf, speaking the truth,
expressing wisdom, formulating the right insight geobably the motor
concept par excellence of the whole text. We vei presently, however, that
this unsurprising link between possessing wisdothsgpeaking appropriately
is the basis for a specific pragmatic logic.

Second, wisdom correlates with age. Take the sespedch by Elifaz,
lines 15:7-10. Elifaz questions Job's insight bynfing out that Job is not of
infinite age.

7 Are you the first man that was born? Or were lymught forth before the
hills?

8 Have you listened in the council of God? Andyda limit wisdom to
yourself?

9 What do you know that we do not know? What do ynderstand that is not
clear to us?

10 Both the gray-haired and the aged are amongdesy, than your father.

Superior knowledge, in other words, presupposesrgupage. Similar lines
are to be found in Sofar's speech in 20:4, in Hikpeech in 32:7-9, perhaps
also in Job's words in 28:13, and most certainlgad's remark in 38:4. Job
cannot have infinite wisdom because he does not lfinite age. If we
accept that the experience needed for ultimateamiseixceeds the bounds of
human life, then, of course, wisdom cannot be fouaritie land of the living.
The patriarchal association of wisdom with expergeaad age is, in other
words, extrapolated towards God. In the ordinangtext of the patriarchal
society, the elders know best. God however is @rbwmnan hyper-patriarch
who has to know even better, if only because oshjserior age.

Third, it follows from the combination of the firand the second feature
that age is a prerequisite for appropriate speacht least, that there is likely



to exist a pragmatic hierarchy of speaking rigtdseal on age and assumed
wisdom: the young do not speak before the old. Asrm of a politeness
hierarchy, such a hierarchical restriction on tlreicture of conversation
would be a conventional part of a patriarchal dg¢ieut in the context of the
Book of Job, it acquires a specific depth throulgé way in which the text
focuses on the concept of wisdom.

This is particularly apparent in the speech of Eli@a.the one hand, Elihu
presupposes the patriarchal model, expressingdappbintment in the older
people who have spoken before him, but who havexioibited the wisdom
that might be expected of them: see 32:7-9. Orother hand, Elihu breaks
the hierarchy. According to the patriarchal pol@ss hierarchy, Elihu speaks
before his time. He is a young person challenging the elders, and
moreover challenging them on their own domain: thfatvisdom. That is
why Elihu can be depicted as a fool, making a loviofd, inflating himself,
making himself more important, and continually féraing his own
importance.

Elihu, in short, challenges the patriarchs withoeing in a position to do
so. But ironically, this is precisely what Job daeith regard to God. The
position of Elihu with regard to Job and his patfafriends is structurally
analogous to the position of Job with regard to dhéne super-patriarch.
The epistemological hierarchy of wisdom and age, ptamli with the
pragmatic hierarchy of politeness and conversatiama-taking, leads to a
linear ordering where Elihu is lower on the laddean Job and where Job is
lower on the ladder than God.

But then, Job calling God to account is not obsenthe linear ordering
just as much as Elihu is in reprimanding the eldershallenging God, Job
is making a non-felicitous speech act, becausesheot observing the
hierarchy of politeness and conversational righitsl in claiming that he can
teach God something about his innocence, he isrilgnahe hierarchy of
wisdom that is itself (as we have seen) intimatebnnected with the
pragmatic hierarchy.

God, to be sure, makes all this apparent, puttiagrtighty finger on Job's
breach of felicity conditions. God makes clear émmroundabout way, by
pointing out rather than by stating explicitly) thiob is going beyond the
pale. Note that we have just identified two reldvaonditions that Job is not
observing: one having to do with a hierarchy ofiteakss of conversational
rights, and the other having to do with a hierarehwisdom and knowledge.
That is why we have two speeches of God: in eacth@fspeeches, God
addresses one of Job's pragmatic trespasses. $hedeech addresses the
hierarchy of wisdom (i.e. Job's flaunting of thegupposition that superior
wisdom correlates with superior age, and that atenwisdom relies on
infinite age). The second speech addresses thedtigraf power (i.e. Job's
flaunting of principles of conversational politeags



THE APPROPRIATENESS OF GOB SPEECH Il

But the binary nature of God's speech is one dddlaspects of the text that
have troubled the interpreters. It has been claithatithe double speech of
God is a flaw in the text, an interpolation perhapad in any case a
superfluous repetition. Why are there two speedf&od? Why is there a
second speech if Job has already submitted aféefidt one? Is God just
sadistically rubbing it in, delivering a final blowo an already subdued
enemy? | would argue that there are subtle diffeenbetween the two
speeches that indicate that they have a diffemnis. There are three basic
observations that | would like to advance in suppbthis idea.

First, God's opening lines, setting the topic & #peeches, unmistakingly
mark a difference. The opening of the first speattesd Job at issue for
wanting to teach God something, as if God werengpyiSo you want to
instruct me? Well okay, be a man, and let's segoif can teach me
anything". The second speech puts it no less efplici terms of power
relations: "You what to challenge me? Well okaysleee how far you can
get." Whereas 38:2 invokes knowledge (and "wordbhaut knowledge") as
the theme of the speech, 40:8 invokes condemnatidrjustification, i.e. the
notion of authority. Needless to say, the two atp#tat we have identified
above involve precisely the way in which Job cotatts or at least ignores
the prevailing models of knowledge and authority.

Second, Job's reaction is fitting with regard te tbpic of the speeches.
After the first speech, he basically admits thahke no knowledge to speak
of, and then he shuts up - which is an entirelyrappate reaction in a
cognitive context, i.e. in a context focusing omwtedge and wisdom. After
the second speech, by contrast, Job does somethithgr than say
something: he submits and repents. The reactioatia gognitive one, but a
symbolic one; it involves making symbolical amenWghereas Job's first
reaction is a cognitive recognition of ignorancés kecond reaction is a
symbolical recognition of impudence, followed byriaual act of making
amends.

And third, the text of the speeches, the argumbat tach of them
contains, is clearly different. In the second spe@a@ find images of power -
the two monsters - and of power over power. Goduren up the terrible
image of Leviathan and Behemoth, and further showsa( positively
hilarious way) that he controls the monsters: "Loblgan draw a straw
through the crocodile's nose and lift it up. Cam3/oln the first speech, on
the other hand, we get images of the birth of themos and the principles
that organize it. Given the model of wisdom that hsve been able to
identify, this is entirely appropriate: God dispdakis superior knowledge
which is grounded in his superior age, i.e. the that he (and not Job;
compare 15:7) witnessed and engineered the creafidhe world. Once
again, God is overwhelming Job: "Look, | know alladif this. Do you? And



if you do not, how can you question me?"

In short, then, God seems to be saying somethkegliis: "Well, Job, you
are asking me for a chance to defend yourselfabtutally, you are not in a
position to ask. You challenge me to explain wisajéing on, but come to
think of it, you do not have enough wisdom to ustemd what is going on,
and moreover, you are not powerful enough to chgéeme.”

There is, however, another step to take. What iguhetion of the second
part of the first speech? Chapter 39 does not gontsmic images but rather
describes a number of animals (though not powenfuhsters as in chapters
40 and 41). One way of reading 39 is just as arntiaddio 38, as further
proof of God's powers of creation (and hence hautpassed knowledge). |
would argue, however, that God is adding a nuamdlee first part of his first
speech. To be sure, we cannot really say that Godtiseably subtle in his
speeches. He uses extremely powerful images oficcammal animal forces,
and Job is duly overpowered; predominantly, Gopligs putting Job down.
But in 39, a touch of subtlety does creep in.

Overall, the chapter presents multiple images akefoee and proud
animals. What is the function of this? | would sesjgthat the key lies right
in the center of the chapter, where God descrive®strich.

13 The wings of the ostrich wave proudly; but diytthe pinions and plumage
of love?

14 For she leaves her eggs to the earth, anthkts be warmed on the ground,
15 forgetting that a foot may crush them, and thatwild beast may trample
them.

16 She deals cruelly with her young, as if theyenmot hers; though her labor
be in vain, yet she has no fear;

17 because God has made her forget wisdom, aed gier no share in
understanding.

18 When she rouses herself to flee, she laugthe &torse and his rider.

The passage (and particularly 39:17, which seemmsit@r 28:20) adds a
crucial nuance to the conclusion that Job arriveis 28:28. The ostrich is
presented as carefree (39:13) but at the sameasmeareless: it does not
mind leaving its children in the desert (39:14-16) treating them harshly
(39:16). Moreover (39:17), it does not mind if @forts are useless, and it
thinks highly of its own strength, lightly attackifmnumans, i.e. beings that are
higher on the scale of creation (39:18).

The ostrich, then, is the ironical counter-imageJob himself: Job does
worry, conspicuously so, about his children comiagharm and about the
fruit of his life's work being destroyed. And eviérdob stands up against a
higher, divine power, he does not do so laughin@lyis ironical context
gives specific depth to line 39:17, which read®aplanation of the ostrich's
behavior against the background of the hierarchiynoivledge: the ostrich is
carefree precisely because it has no insight. Tauddcbe called the "tree of
knowledge" argument: because man has eaten froimeth®f knowledge, he



is no longer happy and carefree like the animasinplication, the very fact
that Job does worry establishes that he is natedytievoid of insight.

God, in other words, refers to the hierarchy ofdei®s to point out to Job
that he got his presuppositions wrong (chapter B8),at the same time, he
subtly suggests (chapter 39) that the hierarchyisflom has to be extended
in another sense as well: starting from Job, theaG€hain of Being has to
be extended upwards from man to God, but it alsotbébe extended in a
downward direction from man to animal. So, we hdwemodify our
summary of God's first speech slightly: "Job, yoe ehallenging me on the
point of wisdom. Well, you're in no position to do, because my knowledge
is infinite and yours is limited. But if it can b&f any comfort to you,
remember that your limited knowledge is preciselyatvdistinguishes you
from the animals." Job is asking questions thatdreotanswer, but the very
fact that he camask them demonstrates that he is closer to God thamaye
be inclined to think.

THE IRONY OF GODS SPEECH Il

In an indirect, roundabout speech, replete withgiesaand innuendo's, God
suggests that the felicity conditions for Job'sllelnging attitude are not met,
with regard to the question of wisdom just as vesl with regard to the
question of power and authority. This is a relevanswer, given the
hierarchical model of knowledge and authority thatmeates the text. And
because Job clearly agrees, both in thought abehavior, God's reply can
only be considered an effective one.

But even if God's discourse is an appropriate dfetté/e one, yielding an
answer that Job can genuinely (though perhaps uioctably) live with,
God is still being evasive and dismissive. He isdé®g Job off none the
wiser, or at least, just a tiny bit wiser. Shouldve expect a different answer
from God? It is important to make a distinctiontlais point between the
expectations we may have as a reader and the axpestwe may have as a
believer. As believers, identifying with Job, weyrather find God's answer
unsatisfactory, or we may accept the idea that Glodjic escapes us. As
readers, however, we need not even ask the quebtoause we know what
the answer is. This is a recognition that is remagkabsent from most
discussions. If Job's question is: "Why do you tmmme so while | am
innocent?", we as readewsow the answer, and we have known it from the
very start of the book: God is tormenting Job melscause God has been
persuaded by the satan to test Job. God has beggimg about Job, and
being challenged by the satan to prove himselftyiGod lets the satan have
his way with Job.

As readers, then, we know very well that God's amstw Job, though
pragmatically relevant and conversationally effeztiis not the true answer.
So why doesn't God give the true answer? At leastplausible solution, it



would seem to me, is to recognize that God may hedmbarrassed. Even
if the satan in the story were not the devil oétaludaism and Christianity
but rather a member of God's courtly council (sages 1995), God is not
exactly well-behaved by common human standardshatebeen playing a
bad joke on Job, and he is not really in a positmrconfess to it. Job's
insistence creates a painful moment for God: hédcoot really admit that he
has been agonizing Job because he is his modufasgrvant, could he?

The suggestion of an embarrassed God, outlandisigthd may seem,
does not only follow from the narrative context. fiehare two other features
of the very final chapter of the book that fit inellv with such an
interpretation.

First, how can God declare that Job has spokern dfthim when Job
himself admitted that he had no understanding hathe had been talking
nonsense? God's declaration in 42:7 can hardlyyapplJob's earlier
statements, which were dismissed in 38:2 as lacimderstanding. At the
same time, it can hardly apply to Job's newly aeglisubmissive attitude
(and silence), because it is not different enoughfthe deferential attitudes
advocated earlier by Job's friends, who are nowmdyeunished. Logically
speaking, then, God's statement that Job has spigjterof him would seem
to be paradoxical on any account. However, if weetd as a gesture of
atonement, as a comforting signal that everythingliight now, as a way of
saying that in spite of everything, Job is stilldZobest friend, then of course
it matches the assumption that God somehow fedébied to Job.

Second, the restoration of Job carries a hint adraampensation. The
reversal is so abrupt and the reparation so exatggethat it can only be a
sign of God's bad conscience. God is trying to nakends, and his feeling
of unease induces him to do so lavishly.

On the whole, then, coming back to our earlier uis@n of the views of
Whedbee, Robertson, and Hoffmann, we can conclodethe opposition
between Whedbee on the one hand and Robertsonaifrdathin on the other
is not an exclusive one. God's speech is apprepiiat at the same time, his
behavior appears to be profoundly ironic, in a egdhat may be perceived by
the audience and God himself, but hardly by Job.r&he an ironic
discrepancy between God's show of power with reg@abb, and his actual
state of embarrassment. God's authority, his wisdamd his strength
overpower Job, but the reader can recognize them disguise of God's
vulnerability. Likewise, there is an ironic discrepg between the message
of God's indirect speech act ("you're in no positio ask") and the message
that we assume God is trying to avoid ("I am inpagition to answer").

THE THEOLOGY OF GODS EMBARRASSMENT

Within the dramatic structure of the text, then,dGaobehavior exhibits an
ironical embarrassment. But what does this meaodoiinterpretation of the



text as a whole, if we think of it as a religioest? How should we interpret
God's embarrassment? | would like to suggest thathave two basic
alternatives.

If we contrast the common expectation of an ommipbiGod with the
image drawn in the Book of Job - the image, thabfsan all too human,
fumbling, embarrassed God - then the text has anathironic meaning. We
could even conjecture that we are dealing here avfttrm of what we would
now identify as Jewish humor, with the author magkhis own initial, pre-
existing image of God, and his own subordinatiom t6od that he does not
entirely fathom. But as we know next to nothing athite way in which the
original audience may have understood the text (btwlyin fact, is Jewish
humor?), it may be cautious to contrast the raljidgadnic interpretation with
a more charitable one: what if the Book of Joligg to make a specifically
subtle point about the relationship between Godraad?

At this point, | am again drawn to the ostrich pags as a key for an
alternative interpretation. On the ladder of Ci@mathuman intelligence has a
specific place. It alone can recognize the wondérsreation and the power
of God, but it can only do so at a tremendous pritiee loss of innocence
and carefreeness. God's embarrassment at the &nofritie price, in return,
would seem to ask for much more drastic measugesttie mere restoration
of Joh. Perhaps the Job episode, this practica bt almost got out of
hand, convinced God that he needed to set thingsglst with mankind on a
much grander scale. And so Job would be vindicatea, prefiguration...

It should be clear that the context that could miisiguate between these
alternatives can hardly be found within the tegelit | have so far tried to
formulate an interpretation that is as consistenfpassible with what we
know about the internal features of the text amdekternal context (such as
the patriarchal social structure) in which it onigied. But there are natural
limits to this approach, and the choice betweeratternative interpretations
suggested here far exceeds the contextualized owtigy that | have tried
to follow. But that, | would say, is merely one raarony of this profoundly
ironical text.
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