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8 You Shall Be as Gods

tural development of Europe, America, and the Near East.
Yet it seems today that, even among Jews and Christians,
the Hebrew Bible is not much more than a respected voice
of the past. Among most Christians the Old Testament is
little read in comparison with the New Testament. Fur-
thermore, much of what is read is often distorted by preju-
dice. Frequently the Old Testament is believed to express
exclusively the principles of justice and revenge, in con-
trast to the New Testament, which represents those of love
and mercy; even the sentence, “Love your neighbor as
yourself,” is thought by many to derive from the New, not
the Old, Testament, Or the Old Testament is believed to
have been written exclusively in a spirit of narrow nation-
alism and to contain nothing of supranational universalism
so characteristic of the New Testament. Indeed, there is
encouraging evidence of changes in attitudes and practice
both among Protestants and Catholics, but much remains
to be done.

Jews who attend religious services are more familiar
with the Old Testament, since a portion of the Pentateuch
is read each Sabbath, and on Mondays and Thursdays as
well, and the entire Pentateuch is completed once every
year.* This knowledge is further increased by the study of
the Talmud, with its innumerable quotations from the
Scriptures. While those who follow this tradition are a mi-
nority of Jews today, this way of life was common to all
until only about a century and a half ago. In the tradi-
tional life of the Jews the study of the Bible was fostered
by the need to base all new ideas and religious teachings
on the authority of biblical verses; this use of the Bible,
however, had an ambiguous effect. Because biblical verses
were employed to support a new idea or religious law,
they were often quoted out of context, and an interpreta-
tion was imposed on them which did not correspond to
their real meaning. Even where no such distortion oc-
curred, there was often more interest in the “usefulness”
of one verse in support of a new idea than in the meaning
of the total context in which it occurred. In fact, the text
of the Bible was better known via the Talmud and the
weekly recitations than through direct, systematic study.
The study of the oral tradition (Mishnah, Gemara, and so

* The reading of the Pentateuch is followed by a chapter from
the Prophetic writings, thus blending the spirit of the Pentateuch
with that of the Prophets.
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on) was of greater importance and a more exciting intel-
lectual challenge.

Throughout the centuries the Bible was understood by
the Jews not only in the spirit of their own tradition but
also, to a considerable extent, under the influence of the
ideas of other cultures with which their scholars had con-
tact. Thus Philo saw the Old Testament in the spirit of
Plato; Maimonides in the spirit of Aristotle; Hermann
Cohen in the spirit of Kant. The classic commentaries,
however, were written in the Middle Ages; the most out-
standing commentator is R. Solomon ben Isaac
(1040-1105), known as Rashi, who interpreted the Bible in
the conservative spirit of medieval feudalism.* This is true
even though his and other commentaries on the Hebrew
Bible clarified the text linguistically and logically, and
often enriched it by turning to the haggadic compilations
of the rabbis, the Jewish mystic lore, and sometimes to Ar-
abic and Jewish philosophers.

For the many generations of Jews after the end of the
Middle Ages, especially for those living in Germany, Po-
land, Russia, and Austria, the medieval spirit of these clas-
‘sic commentaries helped to reinforce the tendencies rooted
in their own ghetto situation, where they had little contact
with the social and cultural life of the modern age. On the
other hand, those Jews who, beginning with the end of the
eighteenth century, became part of the contemporary Eu-
ropean culture had, in general, little interest in studying
the Old Testament,

The Old Testament is a book of many colors, written, ed-
ited, and re-edited by many writers in the course of a mil-
lennium and containing in itself a remarkable evolution
from primitive authoritarianism and clannishness to the
idea of the radical freedom of man and the brotherhood
of all men. The Old Testament is a revolutionary book; its
theme is the liberation of man from the incestuous ties to

* Rashi's explanation of the first sentence in the Bible is a good
example: “The reason for commencing with the creation is to jus-
tify the allocation of the Holy Land to Israel; for God being the
Creator of the World, He can assign any part of it to whomsoever
He desires.” The narrowness of Rashi's comment is striking. Where
the text speaks of the creation of the world, Rashi thinks of the
Jewish claim to Israel and, along the lines of feudal custom, proves
that God, being the owner of the entire world, has the right to give
a piece of land to whomever he pleases. (This, and all other trans-
lations of commentaries to the Bible throughout this book, are
quoted from the Soncino Chumash, edited by A, Cohen [Hindhead,
Surrey: The Soncino Press, 1947].)
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written tradition (the Old Testament) and the oral tradi-
tion. The latter was also codified: its older part, the Mish=
nah, around A.p. 200; its later part, the Gemara, around
A.D. 500. It is a paradoxical fact that precisely from the
standpoint which takes the Bible for what it historically is,
a selection of writings over many centuries, it is easy to
agree with the traditional view regarding the unity be-
tween the written and the oral traditions. The oral tradi-
tion, like the written Bible, contains the record of ideas ex-
pressed over a span of more than twelve hundred years. If
we could imagine that a second Jewish Bible were to be
written, it would contain the Talmud, the writings of Mai-
monides, the kabbalah, as well as the sayings of the Has-
idic masters. If we could visualize such a collection of
writings, it would cover only a few centuries more than the
Old Testament, it would be composed by many authors
living under entirely different circumstances, and it would
present as many contradictory ideas and teachings as the
Bible does. Of course such a second Bible does not exist
and for many reasons could not have been compiled. But
what I want to show by this idea is that the Old Testament
represents the development of ideas over a long period of
time, and that these ideas have continued developing dur-
ing an even longer period, after the Old Testament had
been codified. This continuity is dramatically and visually
demonstrated on any given page of a Talmud printed
today: it contains not only the Mishnah and Gemara but
also subsequent commentaries and treatises written down
to the present day, from before Maimonides to after the
Vilna Gaon.

The Old Testament and the oral tradition both contain
contradictions within themselves, but the contradictions
are of a somewhat different character. Those in the Old
Testament are largely due to the evolution of the Hebrews
from a small nomadic tribe to a people who lived in Baby-
lonia and were later influenced by Hellenistic culture. In
the period following the completion of the Old Testament,
the contradictions lie not in the evolution from archaic to
civilized life; they lie more in the constant split between var-
jous opposing trends going through the whole history of
Judaism from the destruction of the Temple to the de-
struction of the centers of traditional Jewish culture by
Hitler. This split is that between nationalism and univer-
salism, conservatism and radicalism, fanaticism and toler-
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ance. The strengths of the two respective wings—and
many sectors in between—have, of course, their reasons;
they are to be found in the specific conditions of the coun-
tries in which Judaism developed (Palestine, Babylonia, Is-
lamic North Africa and Spain, Christian medieval Europe,
Czarist Russia) and in the specific social classes where the
scholars originated.*

The foregoing remarks point to the difficulty in inter-
preting the Bible and the later Jewish tradition. Interpreta-
tion of an evolutionary process means showing the devel-
opment of certain tendencies that have unfolded in the
process of evolution. This interpretation makes it neces-
sary to select those elements that constitute the main
stream, or at least one main stream in the evolutionary
process; this means weighing certain facts, selecting some
as being more and others less representative. A history
that ascribes the same importance to all facts is nothing
but an enumeration of events; it fails to make sense of the
events. Writing history always means interpreting history.
The question is whether the interpreter has sufficient
knowledge of, and respect for, the facts to avoid the dan-
ger of picking out some data to support a preconceived
thesis. The only condition which the interpretation in the
following pages must fulfill is that the passages from the
Bible, the Talmud, and the later Jewish literature should
not be rare and exceptional utterances but statements
made by representative figures and part of a consistent and
growing pattern of thought. Furthermore, contradictory
statements must not be ignored, but taken for what they
are: part of a whole in which contradictory patterns of
thought existed side by side with the one emphasized in
this book. It would require a work of much greater scope

* The distinction between the “right wing” and the “left wing” is
most clearly expressed in two of the earliest representatives among
the Pharisees: Hillel and Shammai. When a heathen came to Sham-
mai and asked him to explain the whole Torah while standing on
one leg, Shammai threw him out. When he came with the same
request to Hillel, he received the following answer: *‘The essence of
the Torah is the command: Do not do unto others as you should
not want them to do unto you—the rest is commentary. Go and
study.” In a brilliant book, The Pharisees (Philadelphia: e Jewish
Publication Society of America, 1962), Louis Finkelstein has shown
the differences between the right and the left wing among the Phari-
sees and has analyzed their social background. For a profound
study of two such “schools of thought” in medieval Jewry, see
Jacob Katz, Exclusiveness and Tolerance (Oxford: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 1961).
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Creator,” the “fundamental principle,” and the giver of
the Commandments are synonymous with God.}

What we have described so far represents the main line
of biblical and rabbinical thought: man can become like
God, but he cannot become God. But it is certainly worth
noting that there are rabbinical statements that imply that
the difference between God and man can be eliminated. A
statement expressing the idea that man can become the
creator of life, as God is, is to be found in the following:
“Raba said: If the righteous desired it, they could [by liv-
ing a life of absolute purity] be creators, for it is written:
‘but your iniquities have distinguished between . . S (Is.
59:2) [Raba understands mavedilim in the sense of “draw

a distinction.” But for their iniquities, their power would -

equal God’s and they could create a world.] Raba created
a man and sent him to R. Zera. R. Zera spoke to him, but
received no answer. Therefore he said unto him: *“Thou
art a creature of the magicians. Return to the dust”
(Sanhedrin 65b).

Another Talmudic saying speaks of man not as able to
be God but to be God's equal, sharing with him the ruler-
ship over the world. Interpreting the verse from Daniel
which speaks of “thrones,” the Talmud says: “One [throne]
was for himself and one for David [the messiah]: this is R.
Akiba’s view. R. Jose protested to him: How long wilt
thou profane the Shekinah {an aspect of God, by asserting
that a human being sits beside him]” (Sanhedrin 38b).
While it is later argued that R. Akiba interpreted the two
thrones as being those of mercy and justice respectively,
the view ascribed to one of the greatest figures of Judaism
that a man sits on a throne beside God is of great impor-
tance, even though R. Akiba does not represent the tradi-
tional view in his statement. Here man (for in the Jewish
tradition the messiah is man, and nothing but man) gov-
erns the world together with God.*

It is obvious that neither R. Akiba's view that the mes-
siah sits on a throne beside God nor Raba’s view that if
only man were entirely pure he could create life, like God,
are in any way official views of Judaism. But the very fact

1 A. Buechler, ibid., p. 105.

* One might surmisc that the tradition in which R, Akiba’s state-
ment is rooted underlies the heterodox Christian adoptionist concept
of Christ and man being adopted by God, sitting at the right hand
of God. In the Jewish tradition there is no adoption.
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that two of the greatest rabbinical masters could express
such “blasphemies” shows the existence of a tradition re-
lated to the main current of Jewish thought: man, though
being mortal and beset by the conflict between his godly
and his earthly aspects, nevertheless is an open system and
can develop to the point of sharing God’s power and ca-
pacity for creation. This tradition has found a beautiful
expression in Psalm 8: “Thou has made him [man] little
lower than God for gods, or the angels; in Hebrew
elohim].”

Man is seen as being created in God'’s likeness, with a
capacity for an evolution of which the limits are not set.
“God,” a Hasidic master remarked, “does not say that ‘it
was good’ after creating man; this indicates that while the
cattle and everything else were finished after being
created, man was not finished.” It is man himself, guided
by God’s word as voiced by the Torah and the Prophets,
who can develop his inherent nature in the process of his-
tory.

What is the nature of this human evolution?

Its essence lies in man’s emergence from the
incestuous * ties to blood and soil into independence and
freedom. Man, the prisoner of nature, becomes free by be-
coming fully human. In the biblical and later Jewish view,
freedom and independence are the goals of human devel-
opment, and the aim of human action is the constant pro-
cess of liberating oneself from the shackles that bind man
to the past, to nature, to the clan, to idols.

Adam and Eve at the beginning of their evolution are
bound to blood and soil; they are still “blind.” But “their
eyes are opened” after they acquire the knowledge of good
and evil. With this knowledge the original harmony with
nature is broken. Man begins the process of individuation
and cuts his ties with nature. In fact, he and nature be-
come enemies, not to be reconciled until man has become
fully human. With this first step of severing the ties be-
tween man and nature, history—and alienation—begins.
As we have scen, this is not the story of the “fall” of man
but of his awakening, and thus, of the beginning of his rise.

But even before the story of the expulsion from Para-
dise (which is a symbol of the mother’s womb), the bibli-

* By “incestuous,” I mean not primarily a sexual but essentially
an aflective tie to mother and nature.
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man. In the history of Abraham, the command to leave
his country precedes the promise God makes him. But, as
so often in biblical style, the first sentence does not simply
precede the second in time, but constitutes a condition.
We might translate it thus: “If you get out of your coun-
try, then I will make of you . . .” (It must be noted here
that the leit motiv of prophetic universalism appears at this
moment of the constitution of the Hebrew tribe: through
Abraham *“all the families of the earth shall be
blessed.”) *

The next and central event in Jewish history, after the
wanderings back and forth between Egypt and Canaan,t is
the story of the liberation of the Hebrews from the Egyp-
tians, This liberation is primarily not a national but a so-
cial revolution; the Hebrews sre not freed because their
life as a national minority is intolerable but because they
are enslaved by their Egyptian masters.

The Hebrews brought to Egypt by Joseph had pros-
pered and multiplied. The Egyptians considered them a
danger to the country. “Therefore they set taskmasters
over them to afflict them with heavy burdens; and they
built for Pharaoh store-cities, Pithom and Raamses. But
the more they were oppressed, the more they multiplied
and the more they spread abroad. And the Egyptians were
in dread of the people of Israel. So they made the people

* There is a peculiar parallel to God'’s ordering Abraham to leave
his father’s house, and that is God’s order to sacrifice Isaac. This
command is interpreted as implying a test of Abraham’s obedience,
or an attempt to show, though indirectly, that God does not ap-
prove of the heathen ritual of child sacrifice. While these interpreta-
tions are probably correct, the text suggests still another: namely,
the command to cut the ties of blood to the son. This tentative
suggestion is based on the formulation of the command. While in
the first instance he is told to leave “your country, your kindred
and your father's house,” and to go to a land which God will show
him, he is now told: “Take your son, I:;‘n::-ur only son Isaac, whom
you love, and go to the land of Monah, and o him there as a
bumt oﬁeﬁng upon one of the mountains of which I shall tell you”
(Gen. 22:2-3). The italicized words parallel the former command.
The command to sacrifice Isaac, then, would mean man must be
completely free from all ties of blood—not only with father and
mother, but also with his most beloved son. But “free” does not
mean that man does not love his family; it means that he is not
:ﬁied" in the sense of incestuous fixation discussed in the previous

apter.

f It is interesting that Abraham sends a servant to his homeland
to bring a wife to his son Isaac, but explicitly forbids Isaac to re-
turn to his homeland.
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of Israel serve with rigor, and made their lives bitter with
hard service, in mortar and brick, and in all kinds of work
in the field; in all their work they made them serve with
rigor” (Ex. 1:11-14). The oppression became still more
cruel when Pharaoh ordered the newborn sons of all He-
brews to be killed and only daughters to live.

At this point of the biblical story Moses is introduced.
The son of a man and a woman from the House of Levi,
he was, according to the biblical story, hidden by the
banks of the river; he was found there by Pharaoh’s
daughter and educated at the Pharaoh’s palace.*

The text shows us the development of Moses, the libera-
tor. Educated as an Egyptian prince, he is aware of his
Hebrew ancestry. When he sees an Egyptian smiting a He-
brew, one of his brothers, he is so infuriated that he slays
the Egyptian. The Pharaoh hears of this, and Moses is
forced to flee. With this impulsive act of identification
with his brothers, Moses breaks the tie with the Egyptian
court and makes himself an ocutcast. He could not return
except as a revolutionary leader.

During his flight he comes to the home of a Midianite
priest, marries his daughter, and has a son with her whom
he calls Gershom, meaning literally “a stranger there,” or,
as the text says more explicitly, “I have been a sojourner
in a foreign land” (Ex. 2:22).% Again we see the leif
motiv: Moses must leave Egypt, the land of his birth, be-
fore he is ready to accept God’s revelation and his mission
to become the liberator. At this point the story of the He-
brew revolution begins,

With it are posed some crucial historical-psychological
questions, How can slaves change so that they feel the
wish for freedom? As long as they are slaves they do not
know freedom, and when they are free they need no revo-
lution. Is revolution at all possible? Is the transition from

* The question of the historical Moses, especially the point
treated by Freud, that the story tends to show by implication that
he was really an Egyptian, does not interest us here as we are not
dealing with the historicity of the biblical text.

1 It is interesting to note that Moses marries a Gentile woman
and that King David, according to the tradition in the Book of
Ruth, is to be the descendant of a mixed marriage between a Jewish
man, Boaz, and a Moabite woman, Ruth. The universalism that
Ends l]tS- full expression in the prophetic literature finds expression

ere too.
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nation. This concept of the “nation of priests” contains the
negation of priesthood. Later on, of course, the Hebrews
were to have a priesthood, and an increasingly powerful
one, until the destruction of the Second Temple by the
Romans; but from then on their religion would be free
from priesthood, and the idea announced in the wilderness
would take on new meaning. They are to be a nation of
priests, that is, a holy nation without priests.*

Moses is summoned by God to go to the top of the
mountain, while Aaron is to stay with the people. After
forty days and forty nights Moses is given the Ten Com-
mandments, written on two tables of stone. But he is given
not only these tablets; he is also given the command to
make a sanctuary that can be transported, a small temple,
as it were, with all sorts of vessels and ornaments. At the
center of it is to be an ark, overlaid with pure gold, and a
crown of gold round about it. Also, he is told what sacred
garment Aaron and the other priests shall wear when they
officiate as priests. These ordinances for the ark, for the
priests, and for the sacrifices seem to have been given be-
cause God knew how much the Hebrews longed for visible
symbols; it was no longer enough for them to be led by a
God who had no name, who was not represented visibly,

Indeed, after Moses, their only visible leader, had gone
to the mountain, the people came to Aaron and said to
him: “Up, make us gods, who shall go before us; as for
this Moses, the man who brought us up out of the land of
Egypt, we do not know what has become of him” (Ex.
32:1). Moses, the leader to freedom, has become “that
man.” The people felt relatively secure as long as he, the
powerful leader, the miracle worker, the feared authority,
was present. Once he is absent, even for only a few days
they are gripped again with the fear of freedom. They long
for another reassuring symbol. They want Aaron, the
priest, to make a god for them. Not being alive, such a god
can also not absent himself; being visible, no faith is re-
quired. The horde of slaves, catapulted into freedom by a
forceful leader, reassured many times by miracles, food,

* The Jews, after the destruction of the Second Temple, when the
Elt‘}iesthnod lost its function, continued to remember the lineage of

hanim (priests) and to give them the privilege of reciting the tra-
ditional blessing in the services; but, of course, this is only a feeble
reminder of a powerful caste of priests who at one time were the
center of the religious system.
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and drink, cannot stand being without a visible symbol to
submit to,

Aaron tries to delay the matter by asking them to give
him their gold jewelry. But they are quite willing to sacri-
fice their gold in exchange for certainty. Aaron, with a
heavy heart, to be sure, betrays his faith and his loyalty to
Moses. As many priests and politicians have done after
him, he hoped to “save” the idea by destroying it. Perhaps,
also, to preserve the unity of the people he sacrifices the
truth that alone gives meaning to unity. Aaron fashions
them a golden calf, and the Hebrews say: “These are your
gods, O Israel, who brought you up out of the land of
Egypt!” (Ex. 32:4) In spite of the “living God” who
brought them out of Egypt, the Hebrews now have re-
turned to the worship of an idol made of gold, an idol
who can neither walk before them nor after them, because
it is dead.

And now God, for the first time in the history of the
liberation, loses not only his patience but his hope. After
all the concessions he had made to the ignorance and
weakness of the people it seems futile—whether we speak
in terms of God or in terms of the historical process—to
expect that this revolution will ever succeed. If a relatively
short absence of the leader results in making the people
regress fully to idol worship then, indeed, how can one ex-
pect that they will ever become free? So God says: “I
have seen this people, and behold, it is a stiff-necked peo-
ple; now therefore let me alone, that my wrath may burn
hot against them and I may consume them; but of you I
will make a great nation” (Ex. 32:9-10). This is the
greatest temptation Moses was ever exposed to: to be
made not only the leader but the founder of a new and
great nation. Moses is not tempted. He reminds God of his
covenant with Abraham and here, as in the case of Abra-
ham, God yields when he is reminded of his promises.
And so “the Lord repented of the evil which he thought to
do to his people” (Ex. 32:14).

When Moses came down from the mountain with the
two tables with God's writing on them in his hands, he
saw the calf and the people dancing around it, “and
Moses’ anger burned hot, and he threw the tables out of
his hands and broke them at the foot of the mountain”
(Ex. 32:19). At this moment Moses is fully alive in his




































112 You Shall Be as Gods

readiness of Israel, that is, on its moral and s;:iritual’pmga
ress, rather than on catastrophes, is also expressed in the
following Talmudic story:

R. Joshua ben Levi asked Elijah “When will the messiah
come?”

“Go and ask him himself,” was his reply.

“Where is he sitting?”

“At the entrance” [at the gates of the town, Or, ac-
cording to the Vilna Gaon, of anef_l. L

“And by what sign may 1 recognize him?

“He is sitting among the poor lepers: 'all of them un-
tie [the bandages of their sores for dressing] all at once,
and rebandage them together [they first take off all the
bandages and treat each sore and then replace them
together], whereas he unties and b_anc’gag&s them sep-
arately [before treating the next], thinking, should I be
wanted [it being time for my appearance as the messiah]
I must not be delayed [through having to bandage a

er of sores].” _
ﬂmS]Lb he went to him and greeted him [the messiah],
saying: “Peace upon thee, Master and Teacher.”

“Peace upon thee, son of Levi,” he replied.

“When wilt thou come, Master?” asked he.

“Today,” was his answer. o "

On hisy returned to Elijah, the latter inquired, What

id he say to thee?” . . .
dld“He sgoke falsely to me,” he rejoined, “he stated that

would come today but has not.” ‘
hel—le [Elijah] answgred hhim,h"This is \E.rgat gl;e _Js)md to

i ill hear his voice” (Ps. 93:7).
thee, Today, if you will e iieon

The story insists that the messiah does not bring ‘s:aliva-
tion and that salvation is not dependent on the “birth
pangs of the messiah” but on the readiness of the peulple,
provided they make the choice; hence, the messiah might
appear at any minute. .

There are Talmudists who say that even repentance i3
not a requisite for redemption. Thus Samuel responds to
Rab’s statement, that salvation now depe_:nds ﬂn}y on re-
pentance and good deeds, by saying: “It is sufficient for a

mourner to keep his [period of] mourning” (Sanhedrin
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97b). (Israel’s suffering in Exile in itself sufficiently war-
rants their redemption, regardless of repentance.)* In fact,
there is a long discussion on this question, with some rab-
bis claiming that redemption requires repentance, while R.
Joshua interprets the verse in Isaiah 52:3, “You have sold
yourselves for naught {idolatry] and ye shall be redeemed
without money,” as meaning “without repentance and
good deeds” (Sanhedrin 97b).

Aside from the opposing views that catastrophe or
growing enlightenment, respectively, will bring about re-
demption, a third one holds that both possibilities exist.
Thus R. Yohanan taught: “The son of David [messiah]
will come only in a generation that is either altogether
righteous or altogether wicked” (Sanhedrin 98a). This
statement emphasizes the radical nature of the views con-
cerning the coming of the messiah. The improvement of
man is not enough, He must either have achieved full hu-
manity or he must have lost himself completely, and thus
be ready for a full “return.”

The hope for the coming of the messiah was not a pal-
lid faith in a never-never time. It was the hope that sus-
tained the Jews in their suffering and gave them courage
to tolerate their humiliations without despising themselves,
Without this hope, common blood, suffering, and courage
would hardly have been sufficient to save the Jews from a
demoralization born of hopelessness and despair. The in-
tensity of this hope for the coming of the messiah was ap-
parent in many ways. Perhaps this hope was expressed
most clearly in periodic outbursts which ended each time
in tragic disillusionment. The belief that the “heavenly
kingdom™ was near, or that it had already arrived, was the
basis of the early Christian message; the belief that the
messiah had come was the basis for the enthusiastic recep-
tion of impostors, such as Bar Kokhba in the second cen-
tury A.D. But Bar Kokhba was not the last of the false
messiahs.

The period between A.D. 440 and 490, according to an
old tradition, was a time in which the coming of the mes-
siah was expected. When a Cretan Jew, Moses, declared
himself to be the messiah, the Jews of Crete—a strong

. * Cf. my interpretation of Israel's suffering in Egypt as a suffi-
cient condition for God's decision to liberate them (p. 93).
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ence reads: “And when many evils and troubles have
come upon them, this song shall confront them as a ‘iﬁ:{"jlt*
ness (for it will live unforgotten in the mn_uths of their ei-
scendants); for I know the purposes whlch_thcytharei ad-
ready forming, before %}hatveslnrgii?ht them into the lan
ore to give” (Deut. 31: : _
th{;zénsewof the t%ree references spe:al::s. of man as bemgﬁes;
sentially corrupt, but as having a striving for evil. Tl:.e rgf
reference is made only with regard to the generadfnn &
Noah: the second is made in order to explain Go NS v;l s
not to repeat the punishment meted out agamsthi céa
generation; in fact, God’s compassion 15 hasad'nn t fs E?:E
knowledge of man’s tendency for evil. 'I:he. third re errin+
is to man’s evil tendencies, which continue to operate In
thi.i::ltm::f.nnte first the interesting term which the B:bl:
uses for the evil impulse: it is called yetzer. The wc:}'m
yetzer is derived from the root ¥ZR, which means s
form,” “to fashion” (like the potter E‘li clay vess d.
The noun yetzer means “form,” “_fram;, _ pu:pn:ﬁ and,
with reference to the mind, “tmagmatlon‘,ﬂ hﬁ\flCﬂ,“
“purpose.” * The term yeizer thus means 1malg]111;mg:u
(evil or good). It currespnn::ls to what we woO dc_
“drive.” The significant point 1s t}nat the Hehrf.:w word 1n-
dicates the important fact that evil (or gped}_ lmpuls%s a]::rl*e
possible only on the basis.nf that which is specl c:ﬂ z
human: imagination. For this very reason, only msu:nt—ir1 a
not animals—can be evil or good. An .f{mmal can act :
manner which appears to us cruel (for instance,a cat p a}:;
ing with a mouse), but there is no evil in this plar‘.y,'s'.m;:e 1t
is nothing but the manifestation qf the animal’s 111115 1:ci;
The problem of good and evil arises only when t _elr 2
imagination. Furthermore, man can become MF)LE ?;u ahts
more good because he feeds his imagination ﬂ:lt :1 . i{:e
of either evil or good. What he feeds, grows; anc le be:
evil and good grow or decrease. Thqy grow precisely be-.
cause of that specifically human quﬂlltj’-lmaglﬂa(;h?ﬂ. 5
That the Bible does not refrain from ack;_m\:vle gu;g -
evil in man becomes quite clelz;rl in 1i§e?:nptmus of ev
i important personalities. a
Esainmigsitrr;s[gﬂnsible; ﬁ?:rah is a weakling; Abraham allows

* Cf. W. Gesenius, Hebrew and English Lexicon (Oxford: Clar-
endon Press, 1910).

is a coward;

{
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his wife to be violated because of his fear: Jacob partici-
pates in the fraud against his brother Esau; Joseph is an
ambitious manipulator; and the greatest of the Hebrew
heroes, King David, commits unforgivable crimes.

Does all this not imply that the biblical view of man is
that his essence is evil, that man is essentially corrupt?
This interpretation cannot stand against the fact that,
while the Bible acknowledges the fact of man’s “evil ima-
ginings,” it also believes in his inherent capacity for good.
Israel is called a “holy nation,” using the same expression
“holy™ for the people as is used for God. While the kings
commit crimes, the prophets protest against these crimes.
The very prophets who castigate the kings and the people
for their evilness proclaim the faith in man’s capacity to
follow his good inclinations and forsake evil. Isaiah
(1:18) says: “Come now, let us reason together, says the
Lord: though your sins are like scarlet, they shall be as
white as snow; though they are red like crimson, they shall
become like wool.” Or, “the crooked will become
straight.” They teach that there is nothing inherently evil
in man’s nature that would prevent him from choosing the
good which is in him as a potentiality, just as is the evil.

If it is true that the “evil drive” is possible only after
man has emerged from the original unity with nature and
has acquired self-awareness and imagination, it follows
that only man can sin, can regress, can lose himself. In the
Jewish view man is born with the capacity to sin, but he
can return, find himself, and redeem himself by his own
effort and without an act of grace from God. The Talmud
summed up this view thus: “If God created the evil incli-
nations, he also created the Torah as its antidote [lit:
spices]” (Baba Batra, 16a),

Man, in the biblical and post-biblical view, is given the
choice between his “good and evil drives.” In its shortest
and yet most succinct form this idea of choice is expressed
in the statement in Deuteronomy (30:19): “I call heaven
and earth to witness against you this day, that I have set
before you life and death, blessing and curse; choose life,
that you and your descendants may live.” * This verse

_* I have altered the text of the Revised Standard Version by omit-
ting the word “therefore™ before *“choose life””: this word is not in
the Hebrew original, and I do not see any reason to put it there,

although the vav preceding the verb can be translated in many
ways.
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tween New Year’s Day and the Day of Atonement. Dur-
ing these days man has the opportunity to become aware
of his sins, to repent of them, and to change the course of
his fate. As the text of the liturgy of the Day of Atone-
ment expresses it: all is decided, the fate of man is deter-
mined: but repentance, prayer, and good deeds avert the
severity of the decree. In other words, man’s fate is deter-
mined by his previous action—yet he can overcome the
determination by a change within himself.

This leads us to a discussion of two central concepts—
that of sin and that of repentance. As to the words which
are mainly used in the Old Testament for sin, the most im-

rtant term for “to sin” is hata. The root of this word in
biblical Hebrew is “to miss” (a goal or the road; for in-
stance, Prov. 19:2, “He who makes haste with his feet
misses™). It has been used mainly, however, in biblical and
later Hebrew in the sense of “sin.” The meaning here is
quite clear: to sin is to miss (the road). Another biblical
word for sin, avon, meaning “iniquity,” “guilt,” or “pun-
ishment” (although not precisely “sin” as a generic term),
has a root which means “to err” (from the road).* Here
only the noun is used, but no longer in the sense of erring
—only as iniquity. A third term for sin is pesha, usually
translated as “transgression,” used in the sense of
rebellion. ¥

The word hata is the most important and the most fre-
quently used term for sin (especially in a generic sense);
its meaning, “to miss” (the road), is highly significant for
the biblical as well as for the later Jewish concept of sin.
It is more than ignorance or error, more than erroneous
thought; it is wrong action, the will applied to a wrong
aim. Yet to sin is human, almost unavoidable, nothing to
be depressed by. As was mentioned before, the Hebrew
Bible shows this very clearly by describing all its heroes as
sinners, including the greatest figures of all—Moses.**

The meaning of sin as missing the right road corre-
sponds to the term for repent, which is shuv, meaning “to

* Cf. N. Gesenius, Lexicon.

t Cf. Otto J. Baab, The Theology of the Old Testament (New
York: Abingdon-Cokesbury Press, 1959), p. B6.

#* Jewish commentators of the Bible have in_terpretr;d hata to
mean inadvertent transgression; avon as sin committed with premed-
itation; and pesha as sin committed in the spirit of rebellion. Cf

commentaries on Ex. 34:7.
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return.” While the verb is used in this sense i iti
of Hosea (3:5;6:1;7:10), Jeremiah (3:?,15,11?1,?5 T;ﬁ
(4:6,8‘—11) and other prophetic writings, the 3]0115': teshu-
vah (“return”) is not used in the meaning of repentance
in the Bible but only in the later Jewish tradition. A man
"E'E_i'hﬂ repents 18 a man who “returns,” He returns to the
right way, to God, to himself. Just as sinning is not an in-
dlca_tlpn‘ of corruption, nor a reason for sadness or guilty
submission, _reshuvah (“repentance”) is not the attitude of
the meek sinner, accusing himself for his transgressions
and prostrating himself. There is no need for contrition or
seIf-accps@un; there is little of a sadistic superego or of a
masnchjst_lc ego in the Jewish concept of sin and repen-
tance. This phenomenon can hardly be understood without
rcferffnce to a thought which we have already mentioned:
man is free and independent. He is even independent from
God. Hence his sin is Ais sin, his return is his return, and
there is no reason for self-accusatory submission. Ezekiel
has expressed the principle beautifully: “Have I any plea-
:ur; attatl ttgat ttfllle wicked should die? says the Lord God,
nd not rather that he sh : i
ek ould returh from his ways and
_ The view the Talmudic tradition takes of the repentant
sinner is indicated in the term used for him: baal teshu-
vah, which means literally “the master of return.” The
term master, which is always used in connection with ac-
complishment, strength, competence, hardly fits the pic-
ture of the_maek, contrite, repentant sinner. The “master
of return” is the man not ashamed of having sinned and
Eroud of the accomplishment of having returned.* Indica-
tive of 1‘:he same attitude is the Talmudic saying of R.
A_..bahu, “The place of the ‘masters of return’ [repentant
s:nneis.l cannot be attained even by the completely righ-
te'ous (Sanhedrin 99a). That is to say, no man stands
E%nh:; that: the mg; who took the wrong way and then re-
; not even the angels stand hi i
other Talmudic saying. ¢ Rt L
V{Ef find in the Bible, and still more so in the Talmudic
trachtmrt, a mar_ked emphasis on forgiveness, mercy, and
On man's capacity to “return.” One of the key verses in

* Maimonides, in his definition of re i
S, 5 ntanc
does not mention contrition or shame as %eam a? rﬁm atty
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Stanza (a) expresses deep despair. The poet cries to
God, but God does not hear him. The next stanza (b) ex-
presses hope. It begins with the words “And thou [ve-atahl],
holy one [kadosh],” and then it seeks consolation in the
memory that God helped the poet’s fathers: “in thee they
trusted, and were not disappointed.”

But remembering God’s help to his fathers is not
enough to make the poet move out of his despair. He falls
back into it, and even more intensely. This new move into
despair is expressed in stanza (c). Again despair is fol-
lowed by new hope and faith in stanza (d), a faith which
seems deeper than that expressed in stanza (b); this time
the poet does not recall the fathers but the mother. The
text says: “For Thou took me out of the womb and made
me trust in my mother’s breasts.” This phrase is a beauti-
ful expression of the original trust, the “original faith,”
with which the child is endowed. It is the faith in the
mother’s unconditional love; the faith that she will nurse
him when he is hungry, cover him when he is cold, com-
fort him when he is in pain. The mother’s love is experi-
enced at an earlier age than the father’s; it is expressed in
the unmistakable language of the body, and is not depen-
dent on any condition. Hence, to remember the mother’s
love is the most reassuring memory for one who feels lost
and abandoned.

But not even this memory helps the poet to emerge
from his despair. With renewed vigor he is assailed by
fright and loneliness, and this third attack of despair is ex-
pressed in stanza (e), which is twice as long as the pre-
vious ones. A new stanza starts with verse 19. It begins
with the word “Thou,” and again the poet turns toward
God. He is no longer lost, as in the previous stanza, in the
expression of despair, but he turns to God and asks for
salvation. He says:

“Thou! Lord! do not be far,

My strength, hasten to help me,

Save my soul from the sword,

My only one [my life] from the power of the dog.
Save me from the lion’s mouth

And from the horns of the wild oxen.

Thou hast answered me.”
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While the first verses of this stanza are still worded in
the form of a prayer, the last line, “Thou hast answered
me,” changes the form of the prayer; suddenly there is
certainty that the Lord has saved him. There is no logical
or psychological transition here; the change of mood oc-
curs like a flash of lightning, with hardly any preparation.
The poet has touched and expressed the depth of his de-
spair—and, like a miracle, something happens in him so
that he has faith and hope. If one does not understand the
nature of this inner movement one is almost forced to
consider the text either corrupt or not worth paying any
attention to. Thus the Revised Standard Version translates
this verse as “Save me from the mouth of the lion, my af-
flicted soul from the horn of the wild oxen.” In this way
“Thou hast answered me” is simply eliminated, in order to
avoid the difficulty of the sudden use of the perfect tense.*

That this last phrase (“Thou has answered me™) is by
no means corrupt or meaningless is shown in the next
stanza (g). Instead of the mood of despair and sorrow, a
mood of hope and enthusiasm fills the heart of the poet.
Unless one wants to assume that this is a different psalm
—and most critics do not assume this—then it is clear that
the decisive turn has occurred within one moment, when
the poet was able to say: Thou hast answered me. He is a
new man since he has spoken this word, a man who can
now sing a hymn of praise and enthusiasm. His despair
has now been transformed into the memory of something
that once happened (stanza h), followed by new praise
(i), and again followed by the memory of past suffering
(j). The last stanza (k) consists of five verses and no
longer contains even the memory of despair. It expresses
unmitigated hope, faith, and enthusiasm, and ends with
another “perfect”—the certainty ki-asah, “he has wrought
it.” The last verses are said in a mood of enthusiasm and
of messianic hope for the deliverance of all mankind.

The movement from sadness to joy is in part also visible
in the Psalter as a whole. While it does not start with de-

* The translation of The Jewish Publication Society of America
says “answer me” instead of “thou hast answered me.” Oesterley
translates in the same way as the Revised Standard Version, re-
marking: “The Hebrew text reads, ‘Thou hast answered me from
the horns of the wild oxen,' which is meaningless.”
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spair in the first psalm, it ends with psalms which express
a mood of unmitigated joy.

The movement of the dynamic psalms has continued in
the later Jewish tradition and found its most distinct and
beautiful expression two thousand years later in the songs
of Hasidism. Many of these songs, which were usually
sung by the Hasidic master together with his adherents on
Saturday afternoons, have exactly the same inner move-
ment as the dynamic psalms of the Bible. They begin in a
mood of sadness and end in enthusiastic joy; this move-
ment is, in fact, often repeated in the following way: *
first, the song itself has a movement which leads from sad-
ness to joy. Secondly, the song is repeated many times,
and each repetition is more joyful than the previous one;
at the end, the whole song has become a hymn of joy. A
good example is the famous ‘“Rav’s Nigun,” the song
created by R. Schneur Zalman, the founder of the Habad
branch of Hasidism. It consists of three movements, begin-
ning with sadness and ending in joy.¥

The other two categories of psalms I have mentioned,
the messianic and the hymnic psalms, are really also one-
mood. I have classified them separately because the mood
in which they are written has a different quality from that
of the other one-mood psalms. It is not the mood of con-
tentment, righteousness, or despair, but in the messianic
psalms the mood is one of faith in the salvation of
mankind,** and in the hymnic psalms, the mood is one of
pure enthusiasm.

One example of a messianic psalm is Psalm 96:

* There is a great wealth of Hasidic songs; they have mostly been
transmitted orally. (I learned many from my teacher, 5. B, Rabin-
kow.) A good collection of songs that have been written down Is to
be found in Chemjo Vinaver, An Anthology of Jewish Music (New
York: Edward B. Marks, 1955).

t The same dynamics can also be found in the chanting of the
classical Kol Nidrei on the eve of the Day of Atonement. The mel-
ody is repeated three times, in an increasingly loud voice each time,
I have little doubt that what is meant by “louder voice” is a more
Emhusiastic mood, instead of the subdued mood in which it is

egun,

** Sometimes this faith is expressed only in the last verses of the

salm (for instance, in Psalm 53), and one might doubt whether this

justifies classifying this and other psalms with the messianic ones, as
far as the mood of the entire psalm is concerned.
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1 Osing to the Lord a new song;
. sing to the Lord, all the earth!
2 Sing to the Lord, bless his name;
tell of his salvation from day to day.
3 Declare his glory among the nations,
his marvelous works among all the peoples!
4 For great is the Lord, and greatly to be praised;
he is to be feared above all gods.
5 For all the gods of the peoples are idols;
but the Lord made the heavens.
6 Honor and majesty are before him;
strength and beauty are in his sanctuary.
7 Ascribe to the Lord, O families of the peoples,
ascribe to the Lord glory and strength!
8 Ascribe to the Lord the glory due his name;
bring an offering, and come into his courts!
9 Worship the Lord in holy array;
tremble before him, all the earth!
10  Say among the nations, “The Lord reigns!
Yea, the world is established, it shall never be moved;
he will judge the peoples with equity.”
11 Let the heavens be glad, and let the earth rejoice;
let the sea roar, and all that fills it;
12 let the field exult, and everything in it!
Then shall all the trees of the wood sing for joy
13 before the Lord, for he comes,
for he comes to judge the earth,
He will judge the world with righteousness,
and the peoples with his truth.

It will suffice here if I quote an outstanding example of

the category of the hymnic psalms, the last in the Psalter,
Psalm 150:

1 Praise the Lord!
Praise God in his sanctuary:
a praise him in his mighty firmament)
2 Praise him for his mighty deeds;
praise him according to his exceeding greatness!
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As I have pointed out, however, there were limits to
which man’s freedom from God could be conceptualized:
the same limits exist with regard to the possibility of dis-
carding the very concept of God. They are natural to a
religion which wishes to provide formulations of a unify-
ing principle and symbol by which to “cement” its struc-
ture and hold its believers together. Hence, the Jewish reli-
gion could not take the last logical step, to give up “God”
and to establish a concept of man as a being who is alone
in this world, but who can feel at home in it if he achieves
union with his fellow man and with nature.

I have tried to show that the God-concept is only “the
finger that points to the moon.” This moon is not outside
of ourselves but is the human reality behind the words:
what we call the religious attitude is an x that is expressi-
ble only in poetic and visual symbols. This x experience
has been articulated in various concepts which have varied
in accordance with the social organization of a particular
cultural period. In the Near East, x was expressed In Lht'.;-
concept of a supreme tribal chief, or king, and: tPus_ “God’
became the supreme concept of Judaism, Christianity, and
Islam, which were rooted in the social structures of that
area. In India, Buddhism could express x in different
forms, so that no concept of God as a supreme ruler was
necessary. _

However, inasmuch as both believers and unbelievers
strive for the same aim—the liberation and awakening of
man—they both can appreciate, each in his own way, that
love impels us to understand the other better than he un-
derstands himself. Thus, those who believe in God will
think that the nonbelieving humanist is in error, as far as
his thought concepts are concerned, and vice versa. But
both will know that they are united in their common goal,
which can be discovered more from their actions than
from their concepts. Above all, they will be united by their

common fight against idolatry.

by Max Miiller in his Vedanta Philosophy (London: Sugil Gupta
[India Ltd.], 1894): “We all know from our own experience that
what has been handed down to us as very ancient, and what as
children we have been taught to consider as sacred, retains through
life a fascination which is difficult to shake off altogether. Every
attempt to discover reason in what is unreasonable is considered as
legitimate so long as it enables us to keep what we are unwilling to

part with” (page 62).
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The Idolators, too, are to be found among both believ-
ers and nonbelievers. Such believers have made God into
an idol, an omniscient, omnipotent power allied with those
who have power on this earth. Similarly, there are unbe-
lievers who do not accept God, but worship other idols
(which are also those of many believers): the sovereign
state, the flag, the race, material production and efficiency,
political leaders, or themselves.

Those, however, who worship God in an unalienated
fashion, and those who strive for the same goal in purely
human terms, recognize that thought concepts are secon-
dary to the human reality behind the thought. They both
understand the meaning of a Hasidic story about an ad-
herent of a Hasidic master who was asked whether he vis-
ited his master to hear his words of wisdom. “No,” he an-
swered, “I want to see how he ties his shoelaces.”

Anyone, believer or not, who has experienced the value
x as the supreme value and tries to realize it in his life,
cannot help recognizing that most men in industrial soci-
ety, in spite of their protestations, are not striving for this
value. These are anxious, vacuous, and isolated consumers,
bored with life and compensating for their chronic depres-
sion by compulsive consumption. Ever more attracted to
things and gadgets than to life and growth, they are men
whose aim is to have much and to wse much, not to be
much,

This whole book touches upon a question which has
been given increasing attention in the last few years: Is
God dead? The question should be divided in its two as-
pects: Is the concept of God dead or is the experience to
which the concept points, and the supreme value which it
expresses, dead?

In the first case one might formulate the question by
asking: Is Aristotle dead? This is because it is largely due
to the Aristotelian influence that God as a thought-concept
became so important and “theology” arose. As far as the
God-concept is concerned, we must also ask whether we
should continue to use a concept which can be understood
only in terms of its social-cultural roots: the Near Eastern
cultures, with their authoritarian tribal chiefs and omnipo-
tent kings; and later medieval feudalism and absolute
monarchies. For the contemporary world, which is no
longer guided by Aristotle’s systematic thought and by the
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The answer to this puzzling question seems to be sim-
ple. In the Jewish tradition up to this day, the books of the
Pentateuch, or weekly portions of it, or some prayers, are
cited by the first major word or sentence. Some psalms are
also still cited by the first words or sentence. For instance
Ashrei (Psalm 1), or Al naharot Bavel (Psalm 137). It is
likely that at the time of the first Gospels, Psalm 22, in
analogy to this usage, was also cited by its first major sen-
tence. In other words, the Gospel tells us that Jesus, when
he was dying, recited Psalm 22. This being so, there is no
problem to be solved. As we have seen, the psalm begins
in despair, but it ends in an enthusiastic mood of faith and
hope. In fact, there is hardly any psalm which would be
better suited to the enthusiastic and universalistic mood of
the early Christians than the end of this psalm: “Posterity
shall serve him; men shall tell of the Lord to the coming
generation; men proclaim his deliverance to a people yet
unborn, that he has wrought it” (In Hebrew ki-asah="that
he has done it™).

The text of the crucifixion story shows also quite clearly
that the writer of the two earliest books of the Gospel
(Matthew and Mark) must have had in mind the entire
psalm. Thus, Matthew (27:29) speaks of the Roman sol-
diers who “mocked him.” Psalm 22:7 says: “All who see
me mock me.” Matthew says (27:43): “Let God deliver
him now, if he desires him.” Psalm 22:8 says: “Let him
rescue him, for he delights in him.” Matthew 27:35 says:
“They divided his garments among them by casting lots.”
Psalm 22:18 says: “They divide my garments among
them, and for my raiment they cast lots.” Furthermore,
the psalm says: “They have pierced my hands and my
feet.”

How can we explain that most Christian theologians ac-
cepted the idea that Jesus died with words of despair in-
stead of recognizing that he died reciting the Twenty-Sec-
ond Psalm? The reason seems to lie simply in the fact that
Christian scholars did not think of this small and rather
unimportant Jewish custom of citing a book or chapter by
its first sentence.

Nevertheless it is quite apparent that at some time after
the composition of the Matthew and Mark Gospels (the
latter reports the same last words said by Jesus), it was
felt that these last words spoken by Jesus could lead pre-
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cisely to the misunderstanding that Jesus had died with
words of despair. This is at least made highly probable by
the fact that the text of the crucifixion story was
changed.*

Indeed, St. Luke reports that Jesus said: “Father, into
thy hands I commit my spirit.” Quite clearly, the intent of
this passage is to show that Jesus died in a spirit opposite
to the one expressed in the first verse of Psalm 22.

In the Gospel According to St. John, the report is still
different. “When Jesus had received the vinegar, he said,
‘It is finished’; and he bowed his head and gave up his
spirit” (19:30), The assumption does not seem too far-
fetched that St, John, in order to avoid the misunderstand-
ing that Jesus died in despair, chose the /ast words of the
psalm as a substitute for the first verse, The Greek Gospel
has tetéleotal, meaning “it has been accomplished.” (The
Vulgate translates consummatum est, which has the same
meaning.) The question arises here why St. John did not
choose the words by which the Septuagint translates the.
ki-asah of the psalm: gwowjoev, which is the literal trans-
lfttmn of asah, “he has done it.” The answer to this ques-
tion may lie in the fact that the translation retelestai is used
for asah in Isaiah 55:11, which means that St. John had
‘a precedent for this translation.* Furthermore, he may
have felt that “it has been accomplished” made more sense
than an isolated epoiesen (“he has done it”), which makes
little sense without quoting the whole last verse,

While most Christian theologians have accepted the idea
of Jesus’ despair and have explained it in different ways,
there are very few who interpret the “Eli, Eli"” in the di-
rection indicated here. As far as I have been able to find
out from learned theologians, only C, H. Dodd in his Ac-
cording to the Scriptures (1952) clearly indicates that the
first verse introduces the whole psalm. But there are sev-
eral authors who in some way or another have tried to

_ * This_assumption is supported by a statement

linson, The Gospel According to 8t. Mark (Lunli'i}{;n‘?' L%Et:i'fugnai

Co., 1925; reprinted 1960), p. 236, who writes: “It is possible be-

cause 1t was capable of being so interpreted [as an expression of

despair] that it was omitted by Luke and softened in texts current

dhdst thor. repronch aoap . (ogik) by the substicution of ‘Why
L., W ids i

proach?) for ‘Why didst thou forsake me‘?‘t" i s

* I owe this suggestion to Father Jean Lefévbre,
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