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Wisdom & Biblical Understanding

Chuck Fager 

I

Several books in the Hebrew Scriptures are widely referred to as "Wisdom 
books," in which is summed up much of a "wisdom tradition" that developed 
in ancient Israel.

This series will discuss some aspects of these wisdom texts, in part for their 
intrinsic interest, and in part as a way of approaching the always challenging 
issue of how to interpret scripture generally.

Much proverbial Wisdom in the Bible can be summed up in the proposition 
that being righteous, prudent and even shrewd(all of which are synonyms for 
Wisdom in these books) will pay off, will produce concrete, favorable results. 
It is very unusual to find any talk in the wisdom texts about last judgements, 
afterlives, or things working out in heaven; no pie in the sky bye and bye.
Instead, Proverbs promises that the wise will have their pie (and cake) on the 
table and will eat it too, in this life. Happiness, wealth, justice, family 
preservation, along with--and as signs of--the blessing of God, ALLl can be 
attained in this life, never mind what happens after death.

I call this theme the Hebrew version of Dress for Success. And by the same 
token, on the downside we are assured and admonished that the foolish and 
wicked will get theirs, not in some hellish hereafter, but in THIS life. 
Furthermore, their comeuppance will be visible and painful.

The number of such declarations is almost endless. Let's look at only a few:
Proverbs 22:4 (KJV): ``By humility and the fear of the Lord are riches, and 
honor, and life.''

3:13,6: ``Happy is the man that findeth wisdom....Length of days is in her right 
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hand; and in her left hand riches and honor.''

The advice gets more practical than that: In Pr. 4:23, for instance we have, at 
least in the Today's English Version (TEV), a statement about Positive Mental 
Attitude:

``Be careful how you think; your life is shaped by your thoughts.''
In three places, Proverbs warns us very explicitly to avoid getting involved 
with the debts of others: Pr. 6:1-5; 17:18; and most pointedly of all in 20:16 
(TEV):

``Anyone stupid enough to promise to be responsible for a stranger's debts 
ought to have his own property held to guarantee payment.''
There's no denying that this is good advice-- Americans should have paid 
attention to it when Congress and recent administrations decided to let the 
savings and loans crooks play their multi-megabillion-dollar crap games 
backed by our pocketbooks and those of our children.

In the book of Ecclesiasticus, or Sirach, the advice gets still more concrete. It 
tells us, for instance, how to conduct a power lunch: Ecc. 31:12-22(TEV); 
32:1-3; in chapter 41:16 & 19, it even reminds us to keep our elbows off the 
table. (I often wonder whether in fact that section was ghostwritten by my 
mother.)

On the other hand, we are just as frequently reassured that the foolish and 
wicked will be swiftly and surely punished. For instance, Proverbs 11:8 (TEV): 
``The righteous are protected from trouble; it comes to the wicked instead.''
And 11:31(TEV): ``Those who are good are rewarded here on earth, so you can 
be sure that wicked and sinful people will be punished.''

You get the idea.

So crime doesn't pay, and virtue is reliably rewarded. This is Wisdom construed 
as wising up, a word to the wise, street-wise, for wise guys and gals. This is the 
Wisdom, even, for sharp shopkeepers.
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You think I'm kidding? Read Pr. 20:14 in TEV: ``The customer always 
complains that the price is too high, but then he goes off and brags about the 
bargain he got.''

But if a customer feels cheated, Proverbs has advice for the shrewd shopkeeper 
as well: ``If someone is angry with you, a gift given secretly will calm him 
down.'' (Pr. 20:14) Here, though, the TEV's writers shrank from the actual 
meaning of ``gift''; the New American Standard(NAS) version calls it what it 
the Hebrew says it really is: a ``BRIBE''.

The second striking feature of Wisdom, though, is the flip side of the 
confidence of Proverbs. In fact, it is a radical challenge to it, what may be the 
first recorded example of literary deconstructionism in the western tradition.
More on the challenge next time.

Note: the views expressed here are solely my own. Copyright © 1996 by C. Fager. All rights 
reserved; fair use OK.

II

Deconstructing Wisdom

The "deconstructionist" challenge to the complacent orthodoxy of Proverbs 
came about evidently because over the course of time, some of those who 
pursued the optimistic formulas for attaining the good life and its benefits 
presented in Proverbs, began to notice some major discrepancies between these 
proverbial texts and their lives.

One powerful voice of these sobering second thoughts was the author of 
Ecclesiastes, who is known to us as Koheleth, or the Preacher, or in the Today's 
English Version (TEV) translation, the Philosopher. In his experience, life 
didn't always turn out swimmingly for the righteous. The basis of his 
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observations is summed up in 9:11, one of those verses which the King James 
Version (KJV) expresses the best:

``I returned, and saw under the sun, that the race it not to the swift, nor the 
battle to the strong, neither yet bread to the wise, nor yet riches to men of 
understanding, nor yet favor to men of skill; but time and chance happeneth to 
them all.''

Or, as the TEV more frankly puts the conclusion: ``Bad luck happens to 
everyone.''

But bad luck was not the worst of what Koheleth saw ``under the sun.'' 
Consider carefully 8:11-14, which the TEV renders most tellingly:

``Why do people commit crimes so readily? Because crime is not punished 
quickly enough. A sinner may commit a hundred crimes and still live. Oh yes, I 
know what they say: `If you obey God, everything will be all right, but it will 
not go well for the wicked. Their life is like a shadow and they will die young, 
because they do not obey God.' But this is nonsense. Look at what happens in 
the world: sometimes righteous men get the punishment of the wicked, and 
wicked men get the reward of the righteous. I say it is useless.''

This is an extraordinary passage, not least because what is called "nonsense" 
here is what Proverbs was full of, presented as God's guarantee. In this case I 
think the TEV serves us far better than most other translations, because it 
highlights the confrontational character of Ecclesiastes. This writer is not, in 
my view, simply offering some friendly constructive criticism, pointing up 
some loose ends in Proverbs and its Dress for Success self-assurance.
No, Koheleth is going for the jugular; he even takes on theology, and the sages 
who expounded it, a few verses further on. Again the TEV does the most 
justice to his radicalism:

``Whenever I tried to become wise and learn what goes on in the world, I 
realized that you could stay awake night and day and never be able to 
understand what God is doing. However hard you try, you will never find out. 
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Wise men may claim to know, but they don't.'' (8:16-17)

Astonishingly, in Ecclesiastes we have nothing less than an all-out, 
fundamental challenge to the view of life, and Wisdom, presented in the 
biblical book immediately preceding it. Nor is it a polite debate; as the TEV's 
renderings show, it is more like a brawl. Much of this book could be summed 
in the words of a vulgar slogan I've seen on more than a few bumpers: ``Life's a 
bitch and then you die.''

This challenge to the confidence of Proverbs is deepened in the text that many 
Bible students consider to be the crown of the Hebrew scriptures, if not the 
entire Bible, the Book of Job.

We'll take a look at Job next time.

Note: the views expressed here are solely my own. Copyright © 1996 by C. Fager. All rights 
reserved; fair use OK.

III

JOB: Another View

You know the story: Job is rich and righteous, but Satan talks God into making 
a bet on how steadfast Job will be if he's subjected to pointless and unjust 
suffering.

So Job's family is killed and he ends up covered with boils and sitting on a 
manure pile. And as if that's not bad enough, Job is then subjected to a series of 
sermons from four well-meaning friends, who harangue him endlessly with the 
Proverbs notions about the good always winning out and punishment inevitably 
going tro the evil.

But Job, to his credit, will have none of this; and in Chapter 13, he denounces, 
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not only these false comforters, but the very ``revelation'' they are so devotedly, 
if mindlessly, reiterating (here we're quoting from the Today's English Version 
[TEV]:

```Everything you say, I have heard before. I understand it all; I know as much 
as you do....But my dispute is with God, not you....You cover up your 
ignorance with lies; you are like doctors who can't heal anyone. Say nothing, 
and someone may think you are wise!''' (13:1,3,4-5)

In Chapter 21, Job really lays it on the line. Again it is in the TEV that his 
pungency really comes through:

``My quarrel is not with mortal men....Why does God let evil men live, let them 
grow old and prosper?...God does not bring disaster on their homes; they never 
have to live in terror....On the day God is angry and punishes, it is the wicked 
man who is always spared.'' (Job 21:4,7,9,30)

So here, as in Ecclesiastes, we find the comforting Wisdom of Proverbs, not 
merely questioned, but fiercely-- and I think, very effectively--under attack. 
And this confrontation is the second feature of the biblical Wisdom material 
that I want to highlight.

One reason to lift up this challenge is that, gloomy as these parts of the Wisdom 
writings may seem to some, I find them tremendously refreshing, even 
uplifting.

In fact, I'm not sure I could believe that the Bible was really a special, 
``revealing'' book, if Ecclesiastes and Job weren't in it.

After all the miracles and mythology in other books, it's like the bumpersticker 
that Senator Tom Harkin's presidential campaign was giving out in 1992, the 
one that read, ``No More Bushlit.'' While extraordinary or miraculous events 
may happen now and then, I live most of the time in the ordinary and everyday. 
And it is these biblical voices, rooted in the everyday, that speak most clearly 
and often to my condition. I may try to expect a miracle, but Wisdom is what I 
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depend on day in and day out--if I can find any.

Yet I am also uplifted--inspired would be a better word--by the process that 
seems to be at work here. This is the third crucial aspect of these texts that I 
want to highlight: the fact that in it this dialectic, this ``heresy,'' this challenge 
to traditional understandings of revelation--this subversion of the original 
version of Conventional Wisdom--all this is affirmed by the body of revelation 
itself.

Again, take Job. At the end of his trials, after he has rejected his friends' 
rationalizations and demanded an accounting from God of what has happened 
to him, God finally speaks to him out of the whirlwind.

God doesn't give the answers to his fate that Job seeks, but God does something 
else that is very remarkable. God rebukes Job's comforters, those who upheld 
and repeated the conventional Wisdom, and instead commends Job, the 
challenger: ```I am angry with you... because you did not speak the truth about 
me, the way my servant Job did.''' (Job 42:7) This commendation of Job's angry 
truth-speaking is repeated in verse 9.

Thus this entire dialectical process, going from the good advice and assurance 
of success we find in Proverbs, to the sharp challenge presented by Ecclesiastes 
and Job, is included in what biblical tradition tells us is a deposit of divine self-
disclosure, or revelation. It's part of it--many scholars say a central part of it, 
and I'm convinced they're right.

We'll talk a bit more about the religious implications of this study in the final 
segment.

Note: the views expressed here are solely my own. Copyright © 1996 by C. Fager. All rights 
reserved; fair use OK.
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IV

The Wisdom of Uncertainty

One reason I'm convinced that the wisdom tradition is central to the 
understanding of the bible and biblical religion is that this tradition thereby 
legitimizes a condition of inner struggle and ambiguity of understanding that is 
very familiar in my life, and I think is familiar to many others today as well, 
among Friends and elsewhere.

The message this legitimation delivers is that these struggles, the 
accompanying uncertainty, and the sharp divergence of views they encompass, 
are all included within the realm of meaning and revelation the biblical 
Wisdom tradition represents.

Let me try to put this another way. From the biblical perspective:
If you have miracles and signs to make sense of your world for you, fine;
Or if you are able, even without such signs and wonders, to maintain 
confidence in the understanding of life which the proverbial Wisdom of your 
tradition presents you with, that's fine too.

But then, even if you haven't seen any wonders, and learn most about life from 
living it day by day; and even if you are beset by doubt and uncertainty and 
ambiguity and struggle as you attempt to make sense of life--

Yes, even this condition is not beyond the reach of biblical faith and 
experience.

We might call these three approaches the Way of Wonders, the Way of Faith, 
and the Way of Wisdom.

One of premier Quaker theologians of our time, Jim Corbett of Pima Meeting 
in Tucson, Arizona, summed up this third way in a memorable declaration, 
during the time a few years back when he was on trial for his part in creating 
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the Sanctuary movement. Most of the defendants in that trial were religious 
people, some Catholics, a Presbyterian, and this grizzled, weatherbeaten 
Quaker, a desert goatherd who also had a Harvard degree in philosophy.
When he and the other defendants were all asked during a sanctuary gathering 
about their religious views, the others had much to share.

Corbett, though, didn't say much, except to describe himself as an Unbeliever.
This response caused no little consternation. After all, how could a member of 
a Quaker meeting, who had so vividly put his faith, his witness, even his life on 
the line, be without belief?

But when he was questioned more closely about this, he only smiled slyly and 
added that he was indeed an Unbeliever, but an Unbeliever in the Biblical 
tradition.

Not many of his listeners understood that declaration, and there's much more to 
it than what I've tried to lay out here. But after asking him about this cryptic 
comment, I believe Jim Corbett was describing something real: the Biblical 
tradition, the biblical revelation, includes a place, an important place for it. In 
fact, it is perhaps even a central place, for the way of Wisdom is a way toward 
understanding, summing up and illuminating our human experience that does 
not depend on miracle, or faith, or even "belief."

In sum, the Wisdom books of the Hebrew Bible suggest that reflection on our 
human experience, and the compression and illumination of this experience in 
vivid poetic language, is connected somehow to the mysterious and awesome 
process of divine self-disclosure. Even Proverbs with all its glib self-confidence 
is not totally oblivious to this: Pr. 2:6 puts it well: ``It is the Lord who gives 
Wisdom.'' Or this familiar verse: Prov. 9:10 ``The fear of the Lord is the 
beginning of wisdom....''

Some people don't like that word fear, and the Hebrew root word for ``fear'' 
could also and perhaps better be rendered as meaning ``reverence for the 
awesomeness'' of unfathomable reality, or more, simply, humility. Still, to be 
honest, Job reminds us that unbounded power is indeed something to be fearful 
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of.

The Wisdom thus discovered--even the discovery of how little ultimate 
understanding we really have--is in my judgment a key part of our efforts to 
interpret scripture. It is also gives meaning to the Quaker idea of Continuing 
Revelation. It is a central part of the teaching, the shaping of our understanding 
of life, the ``establishing'' that we must do for our children, or for others in our 
care, and ultimately for ourselves.

Note: the views expressed here are solely my own. Copyright © 1996 by C. Fager. All rights 
reserved; fair use OK.


