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Foreword

On March 19, 1989, at Yarnton Manor, Oxford, the David Patter-
son Jewish Law Fellowship of the Oxford Centre for Postgraduate
Hebrew Studies celebrated the eightieth birthday of David Daube,
the first Honorary Fellow of the Centre. Lord Justice Woolf was in
the Chair and a number of Daube’s pupils participated in the event,
Calum Carmichael of Cornell University, Bernard Jackson of the
University of Liverpool, Lord Rodgers of Earlsferry, the Lord Advo-
cate for Scotland, Peter Stein of the University of Cambridge, Alan
Watson of the University of Georgia, and Reuven Yaron of the He-
brew University, Jerusalem. (See Essays on Law and Religion, The
Berkeley and Oxford Symposia in Honour of David Daube, ed. Calum
M. Carmichael [Robbins Collection, Berkeley: 1993].) David Daube
spoke on the occasion, as it happened, the eve of Purim which cele-
brates the Esther saga. Appropriately, he chose the Book of Esther
as his topic. (“To this day Jews find it a source of laughter, great
amusement, even cause for drinking; they think of it as a comedy,
but, to describe it in Greek terms, it is a tragedy”—as he put it to me
in a recent conversation.) What follows is an extended version of his
lecture.

Calum Carmichael, Cornell University, January, 1995.






Esther

To David and José Patterson.

To-morrow evening the Book of Esther will be read in the syna-
gogues, a jolly, jubilant and, here and there, pretty fierce tale.' On
the whole, it is appreciated more by the rank and file than by saints
and scholars. Certainly, there has been much illuminating research. A
perennial effort goes into identifying actual persons and occurrences
behind those we hear of and sorting out the straight from the dis-
torted: who was Ahasverus?, where and when was an antisemitic
scheme crossed? Interest is taken, too, in borrowings from earlier
parts of Scripture—I shall mention some myself’—as well as in lay-
ers of myth buried at a deeper level, for example, Mordecai and Es-
ther recalling the Babylonian deities Marduk and Ishtar. Recently, a
strong influence on the part of wisdom teaching has been brought
out.” Still, nearly always the focus is on a particular phase in the his-

Here is a table of previous comments of mine. Naturally on a number of de-
tails my views have changed over the years, but I shall not bore the reader (and
myself) by expatiating on minutiae. “The Last Chapter of Esther,” in JQR, 37
(1946), pp. 139 {f.; Gewaltloser Frauenwiderstand im Altertum (1971); Civil Diso-
bedience in Antiquity (1972); ““I believe’ in Jewish Antiquities xi. 237,” in JJS, 27
(1976), pp. 142 ff.; Typologie im Werk des Flavius Josephus, no. 6 of
Sitzungsberichte der Bayerischen Akademie der Wissenschaften, Phil.-Hist.
Klasse (1977) (repr. in Freiburger Rundbrief 31, 1979, pp. 59 ff., Engl. transl.
Typology in Josephus, in JJS, 31 (1980), pp. 18 {f.); “What Price Equality?,” in
RJ, 5 (1986), pp. 190 ff.; “A Scholium on E.B.I’s Towards An Indigenous
Church,” in RJ, 9 (1990), pp. 159 ff.

2 See below, pp. 3, 8-12.
*  See S. Talmon, “Wisdom in the Book of Esther,” VT, 13 (1963), pp- 419 ff.



2 David Daube

tory of the composition rather than on the totality handed down.

I think the instinct of the man on the street is right. The experts
greatly underrate this work—in its final form, that is, as it has been
transmitted, including the at first sight irrelevant chapter 1, the even
odder chapter 10 and, indeed, a number of passages often simply
dismissed as scribal lapses. It is precisely when we accept it on its
terms that its earnest, desperately earnest, message and the magnif-
icent, multifaceted artistry rendering it convincing and palatable are
revealed. | shall draw attention to seven aspects: (I) the chief pur-
pose of the document—and may I repeat, the document as it stands,
not this or that portion in a previous context; (II) its religious spirit;
(IlI) its craftsmanship and, above all, (IV) its recourse to a model
scale the noticing of which will enable us to appreciate the unity of
seemingly disparate sections; (V) a special frankness of communica-
tion; (VI) loose ends; and (VII) a pathetic link between three women.
An epilogue will provide a glimpse of early opposition.

L.

What we have before us is a program for the non-Jewish author-
ity to follow. More precisely, the story is meant to propagate a satis-
factory solution of the problem of Jews in a non-Jewish, hostile
world, a solution Jews should do their best to further but, far more
importantly, gentiles, or rather, the gentile potentate, must be gotten
to recognize as being to their advantage.

The starting-point is a characterisation of the Jews® which, let us
note, though articulated by Haman in a distinctly malevolent tone
and with the most evil intention, is nowhere substantially disputed.
They stand out—insufferably, according to him—in two respects:
one, they are scattered, rootless, all over the place; two, they go
their own way, contemptuous of the law of the land, unassimilable.
As a corollary of this premise, throughout the succession of events,
distrust and hatred of them are assumed to be widespread. When one
of them offends, as Mordecai does in not prostrating himself before

4 Esth 3:8.
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Haman, it tends to be held against all.” Haman displays this inclina-
tion with shocking openness but we should not miss the hint that it
already motivates those who report the slight to him.° Agaln once
the state withdraws its protection, massive participation in organized
excesses is forthcoming. The populace’s response to Ahasverus’s
initial edict allowing every kind of violence’ is reminiscent of the
Kristallnacht in 1938, following upon the murder of vom Rath by
Grynszpan at Paris, with simmering resentment given free rein. And
yet the moral in which the account culminates is that harsh measures
are worse than useless, scarcely less ruinous to the monarch than to
the group. For a minister to recommend them is irresponsible, crimi-
nally irresponsible if he is pursuing his own aims.

The proper policy will enhance the welfare of both sides. To start
with the sovereign—he had best put to use exactly those distinctive,
odious attributes: ubiquity and separatism. Ubiquity is of enormous
help in intelligence gathering, as exempllfled by Mordecai’s greatly
highlighted detection of a conspiracy,” as well as in trade, the im-
posts on which fill the royal coffers. Anyone asked to pinpoint the
most dramatic moment in the whole narrative would surely reply, it is
when Esther the second day she has Ahasverus and Haman to dinner
reveals her identity.” And what do we get at this climax? A coolly
economic assessment, statesmanlike, businesslike. Had Haman pro-
posed, she explains, that the Jews become slaves—to furnish a con-
tinuous income to the treasury, we must understand, on the model
no doubt of the starving Egyptians turned into serfs of Pharaoh by
Joseph'>—she would not have intervened. She intervenes because
the abandoning of them to wild slaughter and despoliation spells un-
conscionable loss to the crown. True, Haman offers the king some
payment. (The latter’s refusal—“the silver is given to thee”—is an

Esth 3:6.

Esth 3:4.

Esth 9:1ff.

Esth 2:21 ff., 6:11f.
Esth 7:3 {.

10 Gen 47:18 ff.
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4 David Daube

empty remnant of long died-out gift commerce." Already when
Abraham buys the cave of Machpelah, the owner’s “the cave I give
to thee” is followed by Abraham “weighing out the silver to him.”"
Just so, as Mordecai informs Esther of the terrible deal, he specifies
“the amount of silver Haman has undertaken to weigh out,”" disre-
garding the promisee’s polite gesture.) But though sounding impres-
sive, in the circumstances this bid is a fraud—whichever of the vari-
ous interpretations proposed we adopt. The, to me, likeliest one has
him promise a lump sum for what he expects to make by the coup.
That will indeed be a good deal since, however much license to loot
the rabble might have, the lion’s share—any immovables, for in-
stance—will go to him. (Shades of the Kristallnacht again.) Josephus
pointedly represents him as ready for the moment to spend his own
money, looking ahead towards installing another king in the wake of
the massacre.” No need to expand: his was a plan utterly contemp-
tuous of his master’s interests, prompted by selfish vengefulness and
ambition. What is near-equal in prominence to the central scene in
such a presentation? The ending, obviously. And the ending, chapter
10, sums up the contrasting, reasonable course, has Ahasverus, by
now relying on the Jewish pair, “lay a levy on the land and the isles.”
Economics once more, and glorious testimony to the capacity of that
race to engender and collect revenue.

Most modern commentators routinely emend away Esther’s
warning against the threatened harm to the king’s finances and throw
out the taxation as a foolish postscript by a reader. Sawing off both
prongs of the dominant argument: the negative, persecution of the
Jews is counterproductive, and the positive, excellent results are
obtained by letting them do their own thing. The root nzq, it may be
added, which she uses of the cost of the villain’s project to the king

1 Esth 3:11. See B.W. Anderson, in B.W. Anderson and A.C. Lichtenberger,
“The Book of Esther,” in The Interpreter’s Bible, vol. 3 (1954), pp. 850, 853. As
may be expected, the misconstruction of the king’s reply au pied de la lettre is
old, found in Josephus, Ant. 11.6.5.215.

2 Gen 23:11, 16.

B Esth 4:7.

" Ant. 11.6.5.214, 12.278, the latter passage being close to Add Esth E to
16:4.
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is a key notion from Ezra on the public law concerning infringements
on the state’s interests. The Sages, in the last centuries B.C. laying
the foundations of the law of torts, took it over and adapted it to
their requirements: nezigin is the title of the fourth Order of the
Mishnah.”

Separatism also has its value if prudently exploited. A Jewish
counsellor can be trusted by the ruler more than any other. He cer-
tainly lacks the power base from which to stage a take-over. So to
have a court-Jew in charge of the administration is best. (It was
Josephus who, nineteen-hundred years ago, depicted Mordecai and
Esther as court-Jews, along with Joseph, Daniel, Zerubbabel—and
himself.') Haman’s reaction when Mordecai does not show him due
reverence betrays excessive ambition; and significantly, in his
speech before Ahasverus, he takes good care not to advert to his
personal involvement, the real cause of his move."” (I shall presently
point out yet another reason for this reticence.") Later on, the king,
upset by what he learns from Esther as to his counsellor’s true na-
ture, storms out into the garden and Haman pleads with her for his
life. By the time Ahasverus returns, Haman has sunk down on her
couch,"” presumably by way of imploration. It can scarcely be any-
thing else with the domestics around though, to be sure, that is no
absolute safeguard. The enraged Ahasverus exclaims: “Are you in-
deed about to subjugate the queen with me in the house?”® Whether
really assuming the worst or just bitingly sarcastic, he inquires if the
culprit is already claiming the right his scheme would have conferred

5 See “Damnum and Nezeq,” Collected Works of David Daube, vol. 1, Talmudic
Law, ed. C.M. Carmichael (Robbins Collection: Berkeley, 1992), pp. 245 ff..
More on it below, p. 37 f.

16 See Typologie and, as to Zerubbabel, below, p. 38.

7 In the Add Esth (A 17) he does indeed sympathize with the conspirators: it is
their destruction which decides him to do away with Mordecai.

18 Below, p. 15.

9 “Fallen” in the Hebrew, which verb is put to ambiguous use in Judg 5.27,
celebrating the sweet-grizzly death of the Canaanite general Sisera in Jael’s tent;
see “What Price Equality?,” p. 191, and below, p. 67. I might have mentioned in
this article that the Rabbis notice the possibility of double-entendre in that verse;
e.g. b. Yeb. 103a.

20 Esth 7:8.
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on him—FEsther belonging to the nation which the king had assured
him “is given to you to do with it as is good in your eyes.”” There
may even be a hint at the practice of usurpers to appropriate the
predecessor’s ladies. Abner, Absalom and Adonijah did so or took
steps to do so, coveting the throne of Saul or David; they all came to
a bad end.” Anyhow, what settles Haman’s fate is a reminder by a
chamberlain that he made all preparations for hanging Mordecai
though, or even because, a report of his saved the monarch’s life.”
Contrast with this the behaviour of Mordecai who never sought the
least reward for that extraordinary service.

The main benefit to the Jews under the regime advocated is se-
curity, peace: shalom is proclaimed in the very last line of the tract.
It alone enables the institution of annual, communal feast-days, ex-
change of delicacies among the well-to-do, alms to the poor*—in
sum, continuous mutual ties, national coherence. It is a modest re-
quirement but absolutely essential, far more so than, say, equality.
Esther’s remark that she would not have protested against an en-
slavement of her people is not entirely a hyperbole. A regulated deg-
radation, permitting a low-level existence, may be painful but you
can adjust to it. What is feared is incalculable terror. The second
edict allowed the Jews to kill whoever attacked them, also to kill
wives and children of the attackers, also to carry off their property.
They did kill the attackers but we hear nothing about their killing
wives and children and it is recorded not fewer than three times that
they refrained from plundering.” Plundering would go beyond self-
defence; it would hurt the fisc; and it would be just that species of
mob action from which the program is out to protect them. They will
not be guilty of it. Naturally, if things go well, with a court-Jew in-
stalled, extra favours can be expected. The same last line praises the
viceroy Mordecai for “seeking the welfare of his people.”

It hardly needs pointing out that a high proportion of Biblical

2l Esth 3:11.

22 2 Sam 3:7 {f,, 16:21 ff., 1 Kgs 2:13 ff.
% Esth 7:9.

2 Esth 9:22.

% Esth 8:11, 9:2, 5, 10, 15, 16. It might be interesting, but would lead too far
afield, to study deviations in the Septuagint.
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chronicling is meant to provide guidance. However, the weight and
degree of specificity attaching to this goal vary greatly, so the nar-
ratives where it is a governing factor stand out. Not surprisingly, this
occurs where the lesson to be conveyed is of exceptional impor-
tance: often it takes sides in a conflict or propagates a fresh depar-
ture. The account of Abraham and Isaac at mount Moriah urges the
substitution of animal sacrifice for human;® that of Sarah with
Abimelech, the recognition of an adulterer’s bona fide error as to the
married status of the woman;” that of the adoption of Ephraim and
Manasseh by the dying Jacob the legitimacy of two Josephite
tribes;® that of Ananias and Sapphira, the damnability of claiming
membership of a saintly band while in secret breach of its ideals.” A
parallel case to Esther, of an entire work serving to demonstrate the
superiority of one way of doing things over another, is Susanna—
perhaps not so much later than the final version of Esther.™ Its
moral: the two wilnesses to a capital crime had better be interro-
gated each in the other’s absence. The purpose pursued by the Book
of Esther is evidently on a par with those presented in similar fash-
ion, fully deserving its hold on the steering-wheel. At stake is the
securing of a niche in the constitution of the host-country.

To prevent misunderstandings: a tale told in order to encour-
age—or, for that matter, deter from—a certain course need not be
untrue. Of course it may be; and even if not completely made up, the
facts are likely to be adjusted, consciously, half-consciously, uncon-
sciously. Still, anyone inquiring into historicity—as I am not in this
lecture—will have to assess each instance on its own merits. Five

% Gen 22.
27 Gen 20.
2 Gen 48:5.

»  Acts 51 ff.

3t is earlier than Simeon ben Shetach’s warning in m. Ab. 1.10—pace D.M.
Kay, in Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha of the Old Testament, ed. R.H. Charles,
vol. 1, (1913), p. 644. Simeon considerably and sophisticatedly extends the range
of precaution. It is not only—such is his point—two false witnesses in cahoots
who, interrogated together, may coordinate their testimony and bring about a
miscarriage of justice. Even the most honest judge examining a witness singly—as
the Book of Susanna advises—unless exercising extreme care may unwittingly
give away what the other witness has said, thus rendering the separation useless.
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thousand years from now, when they excavate a theatre in my neigh-
bourhood at San Francisco, they will come upon a prospectus with a
summary of West Side Story. The vast majority of historians will pro-
nounce it a utopia without much ado; but, hopefully, a few will argue
that it may celebrate an actual reconciliation of two warring gangs.
Pity it does not.

My interpretation receives strong support from the fact that the
scheme of Esther is far from novel by that time; in fact, an adumbra-
tion is traceable as early as in the Joseph legend. The three Jewish
traits of use to the ruler, we saw, are fitness for intelligence work,
business acumen and loyalty. As for intelligence, Joseph, impris-
oned, knows which of two dignitaries who are brought in under a
heavy charge is a scoundrel and which is all right.”' Actually, his feat
bears fruit of much the same kind and in much the same way as Mor-
decai’s.” The latter’s denouncement of the two plotters, long a ne-
glected entry in the court-annals, ultimately finds its way into Ahas-
verus’s consciousness, producing an enthusiastic response. Joseph,
after a tedious interval of forgetfulness, comes to Pharaoh’s atten-
tion through his correct assessment, after which his rise is rapid.
Going on to economics, Joseph possesses the faculty of predicting
cycles® and, what is more, managing them by means of long-term
directive—laying in during prosperity against scarceness® —as well
as subtle manipulations at certain junctures within the lean years;®
all of it adding to the sovereign’s wealth and might. His reliability
passes the test under three superiors. Potiphar, chief of the body-
guard, buys him from the Ishmaelites to whom he was sold by his
brothers® and soon leaves him the running of his house. He resists
the advances of his wife, deeming it monstrous to be false to him.
However, as she is trying to pull him down to her, his garment comes
off, he flees without it and she charges him with attempted rape,
producing the frock in evidence. A fake charge, but it succeeds and

31 Gen 40, 41:9 ft.
2 Fsth 2:21 ff., 6.
3 Gen 41:25ff.

3 Gen 41:34ff.

3 Gen 47:13ff.

% Gen 39:Iff.
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he is sent to prison.”” What the episode illustrates is that he will put
up with the direst consequences and, indeed, such as are likely to go
on for the rest of his life rather than abuse his master’s confidence.
Next he serves the head of the prison who takes to him, virtually
transfers his job to him, goes as far as to place all inmates under his
command. Joseph, he judges rightly, will not succumb even to the
extraordinary temptations of this position. His fidelity to his third
employer, Pharaoh, extends over many years until his death. None of
the three patrons, it should be observed, is an ordinary citizen, even
the first two are high up in officialdom: in charge of the guard, of the
prison. It is the very incompatibility of the Jews with the bulk of the
population which ensures their single-mindedness as agents of the
government.

Foremost of the blessings the plan in Esther envisages for the
Jews is security and this, too, is central already in Joseph’s arrange-
ments for his immigrant family. They will plainly not be equals of the
Egyptians but a suitable district is reserved for them to live there in
their own style.® In a subsequent period, as their numbers have
grown, ruthless, murderous oppression supervenes,” from which
they escape into the wilderness. Even then, when the going gets
rough, they are apt to long for the minimal necessities they could
more or less reckon on in Egypt.* Again, beyond security, we found
Mordecai well placed “to seek the welfare of his people.” The Jo-
seph saga cites a concrete instance of a boon accruing to the broth-
ers through their connection: Pharaoh tells Joseph to appoint any of
them of the right calibre to be supervisors of the royal herds." This
mode of filling posts is frowned on in present-day democratic

3T We saw above, p. 5, that when Ahasverus accuses Haman of trying to rape
Esther, this is probably sarcasm: he knows that it is not the case at this moment.
It has nothing to do with a fake charge like that brought by Potiphar’s wife. For
one thing, the user of sarcasm has no intention to mislead. Ahasverus, if he
speaks sarcastically, wants his audience to take it for what it is and not as strict
reality.

% Gen 46:28 ff.

¥ FExod 1:8 ff.

% Exod 14:11 ff,, 16:2 {. etc.

' Gen 47:6.
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America: there ought to be an advertisement in the Thebes Guardian.
What matters here is that the half verse in question reflects a thor-
ough understanding of the incidental opportunities of the set-up. (Its
dangers, by the way, are equally seen. The sad recital of the ensuing
ill-treatment opens:” “And there arose a new king who did not know
Joseph.” Describing a reversal of the sort recurrent throughout the
ages. A court-Jew, being the designer and, worse, direct enforcer of
operations suiting his master but onerous on the subjects, on the
former’s death faces the latter’s accumulated resentment. Their re-
venge on him and his protégés will be all the less restrained if the
new sovereign himself is out of sympathy with his predecessor. The
verse quoted very probably refers to a take-over by a different dy-
nasty.)

The fundamental aspirations, then, of the Book of Esther are
foreshadowed in the epos from Genesis. We can go further. Much
detail appearing in both stories has been shown to be directly bor-
rowed by the latter from the earlier; say, the initial lack of recogni-
tion when the hero—first Joseph, then Mordecai—displays his
prowess in spotting high treason.” Indeed, not a few refined allu-
sions still wait to be added to the list. For instance, Haman as a
counter-Joseph. Both were able to “master themselves.” But Joseph
does it lest he prematurely reveal his affection, Haman his hatred.*
Surely, the same goes for the overall picture—with a proviso. What-
ever may be true in respect of detail, the adoption of the framework,

2 Exod 1:8.

4 See, above all, M. Gan, “Megillath ’ester be’aspaglariyath qoroth yoseph be-
misrayim = The Book of Esther in the Light of the Story of Joseph in Egypt,”
Tarbiz, 31 (1961), pp. 164 ff., English summary I f. As may be expected, the
Talmudic probers were alive to many parallels pointed out in modern literature—
and some more. Benjamin ben Levi (third century A.D.), for example, remarks not
only on the similar symbols of honour bestowed on Joseph and Mordecai in Gen
41:42 f. and Esth 6:9, 8:2, but also on the identical description of their resistance
to temptation in Gen 39:10 and Esth 3:4: “and it was as she talked to Joseph day
by day and he did not listen to her,” “and it was as they spoke to him day by day
and he did not listen to them”—Gen. Rab. on 39:10; see W. Bacher, Die Agada
der Paliistinenischen Amordier, vol. 3 (1899), p. 665.

“ Gen 43:31, 45:1, Esth 5:10. Hith’appeq is a rare term. Quite conceivably a

wisdom input.
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the major principles of co-existence, is more than a literary ploy. It is
resorted to because, au fond, the situation has not changed, is no
less precarious in Persia than in Egypt. Actually, these guidelines,
little modified, have retained their place on the Jewish agenda to this
day.

That Esther is not copying mechanically comes out in an auda-
cious move | have so far passed over. Joseph’s Pharaoh reigns over a
less composite realm than Ahasverus and there is no mention of mul-
tilingual edicts. Certainly, he is never represented as issuing any in
Hebrew, not even when he gives special permission to his chan-
cellor’s kin to settle in Goshen. In Esther, two decrees are promul-
gated “to each province in its script and each nation in its language”;
one which, after Vashti’s dismissal, declares the husband ruler of the
home, and one which sanctions Haman’s outrageous design.® Even
were there no further data, it would be reasonable to infer that Jewry
is not among the recipients thus scrupulously catered for. It be-
comes a certainty through the third decree, reversing gear and ad-
dressed “to each province in its script and each nation in its lan-
guage, and to the Jews in their script and their language.”®® Ahas-
verus’s new alliance has brought about an extension of the circle. (It
is reported, significantly, without taking up the pair “province” and
“nation”: while the Jews are designated as “nation” throughout the
Book—by the author,” by themselves,” by their enemies®—a ref-
erence to province would be quite out of order, so the routine phra-
seology must be dropped.) Doubtless this promotion of theirs in the
machinery of imperial legislation is yet another item on the
Wunschliste.

Details we are left to fill in. As for script and language, is it He-
brew? Aramaic? A peculiar variety of Aramaic? I am convinced that,
the Scroll itself being in Hebrew, this is it. As for scope—it is more
speculative. Probably the request is confined to cases of direct con-
cern to the community, like the present one. Anyhow, it has not

B Esth 1:22, 3:12.

¥ Esth 8:9.

7 Esth 2:10, 20, 10:3.
8 Esth 7:3 f, 8:67.

9 Esth 3:6, 8, 11.
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fared well over time. I can think of hardly any resurfacing of it in the
past two thousand years or so. Maybe the Khasars tried something of
the kind. In the 1930s, attempts at legislation in Yiddish were made
in Birobidzhan. That passage in Esther stems from a blissful moment
of hope: a guess as to what inspired it I reserve for later.”

I1.

I now come to my second heading, religion. It is the tailoring of
the narrative to impress His Majesty, to function as a petition, which
solves a long-standing riddle. This is the only opus in the Old Testa-
ment in which the Lord is not mentioned once; the Persian king is
mentioned 190 times. Nothing is said about the Law, the Covenant,
election, salvation, prayer, Jerusalem, Temple. In the Book of Daniel,
much is made of his observing the dietary restrictions even when
assigned quarters at the court;” not a trace of it in Esther. Daniel is
Belteshazzar only when the king addresses him, and Joseph, though
Pharaoh names him Zaphnath-paaneah,” remains Joseph throughout.
Esther’s Jewish name Hadassah occurs just one time, as she is intro-
duced,” from then she is always Esther. (I bet that the larger part of
you did not remember Zaphnat-paaneah and quite a few did not
Hadassah.) A notable de-Judaization. Various explanations have been
suggested, some of them—say, the impact of Wisdom ideology—
quite likely hitting on contributory causes.” But none of them
comes to grips with the picture as a whole. Wisdom, for example,
does not dictate the shedding of Hadassah. Whereas it makes sense
in a recommendation of the court-Jewess, yet another token of
uniquely whole-hearted attachment.

A giant caveat, however, must be appended. This de-Judaization
is resorted to for a purpose and no more than skin-deep. The preva-

0" See below, p. 39.

Dan 1:8ff.

Gen 41:45.

Esth 2:7. Missing from the Septuagint and other versions. I think it is gen-
uine: this author excels in holding contradictory data together; see below, p. 46 {.
3 See S. Talmon, above, p. 1 n. 3; and for further such factors, below, p. 13 {.

W
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lent opinion® that the traditional Biblical fulcra are here abandoned is
mistaken. Take a representative comment: “The usual elements of
Jewish piety—faith in the transcendent God who answers prayers . . .
the covenant and the like— . . . are completely ignored -in Esther.”®
This is as if, in a Wagner opera, you took in only the text and its or-
namental accompaniment, deaf to the leitmotifs telling where it is at;
but you have probably never heard of Wagner. Actually, the narrative
breathes a religious spirit of rare intensity—an extra stimulus, I sup-
pose, coming precisely from the need for diplomatic restraint. Salva-
tion from above is looked for by the Jews throughout the empire
from the moment Haman’s murderous scheme becomes known: they
do communal penance, fast and cry out—spontaneously, well before
Mordecai and Esther call for a special three 24-hour-days’ fast as she
prepares to intercede with Ahasverus.” She herself is indeed putting
her life on the line by approaching him uninvited,” in the tradition of
the holy leaders from early on. All of this, by the way, yet further
evidence against some myth or wisdom allegory being the focus of
the account before us.

Obviously, these religious passages are chiefly for the insider,
their core being of little interest to the pagan, occasionally right be-
yond his ken. So subdued can the reporting be that it is easy to re-
main unaware. Thus perhaps religion at least partially motivates Mor-
decai’s insistence,” for which we are offered no reason, that on Es-
ther’s entering the sultan’s precincts, her provenance be suppressed.
From the Pentateuch to the sermons of last Sabbath, a slighting of
allegiance—and her becoming a heathen’s bedfellow might certainly

% Among the dissidents is E.J. Crowley, in The New English Bible, Oxford
Study Edition, ed. S. Sandmel (1976), The Old Testament, p. 520: “Although
God’s name is not mentioned, there is an obvious trust in his providence, as 4.13-
17 makes clear.”

% C.A. Moore, “Daniel, Esther and Jeremiah, The Additions,” in The Anchor
Bible (1977), p. 157. Even S. Zeitlin, in a superb essay, “The Books of Esther and
Judith” (introducing M.S. Enslin, The Book of Judith, 1972), speaks of Esther as
“definitely not a religious work,” which “lacked spirituality,” pp. 13, 21, 30.

% Esth 4:3, 16.

% Esth 4:11ff.

% Esth 2:10, 20, 22.
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qualify as that—is aggravated immeasurably by publicity.” The Isra-
elite stabbed to death by a grandson of Aaron flaunted his Midianite
lady “in the sight of Moses and all the people.”® Peter’s second and
third betrayals were worse than the first since taking place in the
hearing of bystanders.” R. Ilai, around A.D. 100, advises that if a man
cannot master his evil inclination, he should go to a place where he is
not known so as not to profane the Name of Heaven.” In a succeed-
ing chapter of Esther itself, the presence of a crowd surely rein-
forces Mordecai’s aversion to paying servile homage to Haman.*
This scene in fact furnishes an illustration of the problem in three
tiers: today’s inadequate perception and, within the text, the com-
munication to the outside and the position inside. No. 1. On the
whole, modern annotators cannot think of much of a reason for Mor-
decai’s conduct. This is unsatisfactory seeing that it is related so cir-
cumstantially and, above all, that by it is set in motion the entire
near-catastrophic turmoil with the golden era in its wake. No. 2. On a
closer look, indeed, it turns out that the ancient public, and the sov-
ereign especially, would find it very meaningful. It reminded them of
an incident at Susa in 480 B.C., with Xerxes I as hero—the very king
commonly taken to be the Megillah’s Ahasverus. Years before, the
Spartans murdered heralds sent by his father. Now sinister omens
threaten Sparta with punishment, wherefore two of its nobles volun-
teer to go to Susa and offer themselves up for execution by way of
atonement. Midway, they are entertained by a Persian general who
tells them of their terrific careers if they will attach themselves to
Xerxes. They are quite unmoved, however, preferring the freedom
of a Greek to the serfdom of a Persian. Their genuineness is put to
the test in no time. As they are admitted before His Majesty, the
guards order them to prostrate themselves. They refuse and go on

%  See my “Limitations on Self-Sacrifice in Jewish Law and Tradition,” in Tal-
mudic Law, pp. 45-62, “Zukunftsmusik,” in BJRULM, 68, no. 1, (1985), pp. 57
f., and “Reflections on the Historicity of the New Testament,” in Catholic Com-
mission on Intellectual and Cultural Affairs Annual (1986), pp. 2 f.

61 Num 25:6.

2 Mark 14:66 ff.

% b M. Kat. 17a, m. Hag. 16a, m. Kidd. 40a.

& Esth 3:2ff.
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refusing even under the menace of brutal compulsion. Quite some-
thing: while prepared to suffer any death imposed by the king so as
to lift the curse from off their city, they will not bow before him, be-
fore any ruler. And he responds with fitting generosity. He not only
lets them off the ritual obeisance but also has them return un-
touched, the old crime being forgiven without any retribution. The
episode, reported at length by Herodotus® and more briefly by Plu-
tarch and others, was familiar to high and low in Hellas and the Near
East; and anyone coming upon Esther was bound to associate Haman
with the savage guards. Right away it becomes clear why, even apart
from whatever disloyal aspirations he may entertain, he must not,
when advocating the final solution, complain about Mordecai’s af-
front—complain to one who rose above such a thing. More impor-
tantly, considering the overall aim of the Book, this contretemps
unmistakably directs an earnest request to the monarch: for the same
magnanimous concession to his Jewish right-hand-man that was
made to the Spartan nobles. No. 3. The third layer is grasped only by
the Jews: they do not need it verbalized and non-Jews would be put
off if it were. In Jewish eyes, to fall down before Haman in public
was a horror as going counter, not to the Greek ideal of freedom, but
to their national religion. I shall spare you—and myself—particulars
that would lead too far afield.®

Instead, I shall expand on a sample of religious discourse abso-
lutely impenetrable for the outsider: the interchange between Mor-
decai and Esther as she, at first, is understandably afraid to approach
the king.” “Don’t imagine within yourself,” Mordecai’s message be-
gins, “that you will escape in the king’s house alone of all Jews.” A
good, down-to-earth reminder the general soundness of which will be
impugned by no one who has lived through the present century. The
fact that he deems the warning necessary indicates that such disloy-
alty did occur: hardly surprising. However, his counsel does not end
here. He goes on: “For if you keep silent at this time, enlargement
and deliverance will arise to the Jews from another place and you and

8 Histories 7.133ff. It is, of course, cited in the commentaries on Esther but

without appreciation of its role.
% For a few aspects bearing on it, see below, p. 71 f.

5 Esth 4:114f.
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your father’s house will perish.” These words, in this situation, with
the date for extermination already posted in every province, clearly
embody that boundless trust in God, a heritage ever since Abram—
yes, before he became Abraham—who, childless and aging, was as-
sured that his progeny would be more numerous than the stars and
believed.® Practical morality receives its force from faith.

Two phrases deserve comment. “Another place” is found in the
narrative of the diviner Balaam,” commissioned by the Moabite king
to curse Israel. Instead, yielding to God, he blesses them. Twice the
king takes him to “another place,” reckoning that a different pros-
pect will emerge, but both times it comes to a promise of glory. The
expression recurs in Ezekiel, as the prophet is to pre-enact the
forthcoming bitter exile, “from your place to another place”—with,
none the less, a number saved in the end.” The threat that, if de-
faulting, “you and your father’s house will perish” calls to mind the
prostitute Rahab who courageously and piously averted this ill-fate.
Joshua’s spies lodged with her at Jericho and she, a believer in the
Lord of whose miracles she had heard, at enormous risk helped them
to get back. Before they left, she made them promise that at the
capture of the city mercy would be shown to “her father’s house.”"
Accordingly, when a short time later the invaders did break in,
Joshua, having doomed everything else to annihilation, despatched
the spies to her house from which they brought out “Rahab, her fa-
ther, her mother, her brothers and all she had.”™ The episode termi-
nates: “And Rahab the harlot and her father’s house and all she had
Joshua saved alive, and she dwells in the midst of Israel to this
day.”” This Canaanitess, trusting in God with the flimsiest outside

% Gen 15:1 ff.

% Num 23:13, 27.

™ Ezek 12:3, 16. Peter’s departure “to another place” in Acts 12:17 may belong
to this chain. Such imprecision is unusual in Acts—a signal. Peter is moving
into a higher sphere, after a deliverance approaching the final one; see my “Acts
23: Sadducees and Angels,” JBL, 109 (1990), pp. 495 f. I shall not here go into
the Rabbinic texts cited by H.L. Strack and P. Billerbeck, Kommentar zum
Neuen Testament aus Talmud und Midrasch, vol. 1 (1926), pp. 26 {.

T Josh 2:12.

2 Josh 6:23.

® Josh 6:25.
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support, ensured the survival of herself and those around her while a
depraved multitude was slain.

Nor is this all. “And who knows,” Mordecai concludes, “whether
for a time like this you have attained royalty”: a mystic reflection, in-
spired by an awesome moment in King David’s life, 2 Samuel.” (May
I remind you that the Books of Samuel indisputably play a role in Es-
ther. Mordecai is a descendant of Kish, Saul’s father,” and Haman of
Agag, Saul’s Amalekite foe.”) Nathan has informed David that his
adultery with Bathsheba and murder of her husband will be punished
by the death of the son she has borne him. This child now falls ill and
David prays, fasts, weeps, lies on the earth, despite all attempts of
his entourage to cheer him up. At the end of a week, however, the
boy dies whereupon he resumes his accustomed routine. Those
around him are astonished but he points out that nothing he might do
could any longer affect the outcome; whereas, before, “I said, Who
knows, the Lord may be gracious to me and the child may live.”

A more passionate embracing of hope against hope is not con-
ceivable. It is noteworthy that we learn of his stand, not as he is em-
barking on his penitential regime, but as he explains himself when it
is all over and, in a sense, Nathan proved right and he proved wrong:
the boy is dead. He is not, however, shaken in the least. To be sure,
heaven will not accept all that seek mercy. But that must not ever
prevent you from seeking it: its quality is not strained, nobody can
“know” that you are excluded. He would act the same way again in a
similar plight. That he holds on to this conviction under the blow just
suffered enormously adds to the weight of his example.

Besides Esther, three Biblical writings are under its spell. In Jo-
nah, to a firm prediction of Nineveh’s overthrow within forty days
the king reacts by ordaining that everybody—man and beast—must
fast and pray: “Who knows, God may return and change his mind.””
Joel, amidst a famine-producing plague of locusts and threats of
worse to come, represents the Lord himself as calling for a tearful
fast and return to the Lord, who is gracious and compassionate; to

2 Sam 12:22.
' Esth 3:1.

" Esth 2:5.

™ Jonah 3:9.
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which the prophet adds, “Who knows, he may return and change his
mind.”™ Finally, in 1 Corinthians,” Paul advises that a convert ought
not to renounce a non-converting spouse willing to stay on: “For
what do you know, wife, but you may save your husbhand, or what do
you know, husband, but you may save your wife.” I can think of no
parallel in ancient literature Oriental or Greek. It stamps Esther as
authentically, fervently Hebraic.

I have half-completed an essay on this “Who knows but the end
may yet be joyful” and pick out a few observations. From a wider
perspective, it is a milestone in the Old Testament’s ceaseless, mul-
tilevelled battle against defeatism. Ideally, we ought to keep the
whole of it in mind to understand the part before us. The rare ya’ash,
“to give up,” may serve as a quick illustration. Tt first occurs as
David, hunted by Saul, decides to cross over with his band into Phil-
istine territory—*“and Saul will let go of me to search any longer for
me.” He proves right: on hearing of the move, Saul loses interest.”
The verb has as yet no theological colouring. Even so, it does hint at
a fatal weakness of Saul, a too ready acceptance of the less than per-
fect, coming out again and again right up to his last night at Endor.
The remaining texts all bear the imprint of theology. Job reproves his
interlocutors for faulting “one given up”; given up, that is, by those
around him (“an orphan” in the following verse) though he himself
soldiers on—*“I know that my redeemer liveth.”™ Shockingly, the
negative side is upheld when the Preacher confesses that he “makes
his heart give up” regarding any efforts he ever undertook.” Mos!
pertinent are three lines from Isaiah and Jeremiah, deploring the
negative.” Isaiah: “In the excess of your [idolatrous and perverse]

% Joel 2:14.

" 1 Cor 7:16.

8 1 Sam 27:1, 4.

Job 6:26f., 19:25. The usual rendering is “one despairing”: less likely, [
think. Similarly, the noun ye’usha’ in the Targum is commonly translated
“despair,” scil. of Job: I prefer “abandonment,” scil. his abandonment by the
rest.
8  Reel 2:20. Es ist die hirteste Beschreibung der eigenen Verfassung, die in
Kohelets Worten zu finden ist: W. Zimmerli, in H. Ringgren and W. Zimmerli,
Spriiche/Prediger, (1962), p. 163.

8 Isa 57:10, Jer 2:25, 18:12.
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way you sicken—No, you say, Given up [is hope].” Jeremiah: “Keep
your foot from being unshod and your throat from thirsti—and you
say, Given up [is hope], no, for I have loved strangers and after them
I must go”; and again, “Return everyone from his evil way and mend
your ways and your doings, and they said, Given up [is hope], yea, we
must walk after our devices and everyone act out the stubbornness
of his heart.” The Ninevites, in worse plight, did “turn everyone
from his evil way.”®

To continue with the exclamation under review, it is a rhetorical
question, the answer so obvious—the question insinuates—as to
need no spelling out. At its initial appearance at least, in the mouth
of David, it is much stronger than would be a flat declaration,
“Nobody knows but God may be gracious to me.” He challenges the
“knowers,” the prophet Nathan above all, denies their standing to
herald irrevocable doom—such aggressiveness being needed to
convince himself, conscience-stricken, in danger of sharing their
view. “To convince himself”—literally: he discovers this ray of re-
lief on his own, a tremendous experience. In Joel, Esther and
1 Corinthians it is mediated by a proven guide to those requiring
support: to the sinning people by Joel, to Esther by her cousin-
turned-father, to neophytes by Paul. Only in Jonah do we find the
King of Nineveh take up the slogan spontaneously.

Jonah, indeed, furnishes profound elaborations of the scene in II
Samuel, now meticulously following, now purposefully deviating.

% Jonah 3:8, 10. The Rabbis go on using “to give up” in the province of reli-

gion. Nittai (late second century B.C.) warns against “resigning yourself” to the
absence of repayment, scil. of good and evil, m. Ab. 1.7; Simeon ben Johai (mid-
second century A.D.), characteristically, sees in a verse from Psalms an exhorta-
tion, if the hands of the mass “resign themselves” seriously to doing without the
Torah, to stand up for it and reap the reward of all, y. Ber. 14d. The verse is
119:126: “It is time to act for the Lord—they have voided your Law.” The
Psalmist means “it is time for the Lord to act,” “beware, he is sure to act now.”
Simeon substitutes “it is time to act in the Lord’s behalf,” “the faithful few or
even the last of the just must step in.” However, far more frequent in our sources
is the post-Biblical employment of the term in the field of civil law—where an
owner gives up, or is presumed to give up, on property not in his possession. This
quite pragmatic sense appears already in Tannaitic works, though the noun,
ye’ush, may well not have come in long before the Amoraic period.
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Towards the beginning, the heathen sailors in a terrible storm im-
plore their deities while Jonah persists in his withdrawal, asleep. The
captain wakes him up and bids him entreat his god: “Perhaps God will
think of us and we shall not perish.”® Nothing here—whether af-
firmative or by way of rhetorical question—against any who “know”
that escape is impossible. After all, no one has forecast inescapable
disaster. “Perhaps God will think of us” just expresses genuine, na-
ive belief; and indeed they are saved, saved, moreover, via a route so
extraordinary—by throwing Jonah overboard at his request—as to
fully vindicate their confidence. By contrast, the King of Nineveh,
like David, does find himself condemned by the Lord’s ambassador.
Like David, he has recourse to “Who knows but” and does penance.
Unlike David, he wins and the prophet loses. Well, there is a twist
here. The latter from the outset foresaw the ending; that is precisely
why he undertook a wild attempt to rid himself of the mission. When
he, under duress, foretold the proud, profligate Nineveh’s fall within
forty days, far from being a “knower” in inverted commas, he was
sure that on showing remorse it would be spared just like the simple
mariners—because he knew, truly knew, his master. With his oracle
come to naught and his reputation shattered, this is how he com-
plains to him: “I fled [from your bidding] for I knew that you are a
gracious God.”®

Altogether, there is amazing variety between the five cases.
Here is a selection.

(1) Paradoxically, we saw, David, originator of the motto, proves
unable to turn the scale with its help. Nineveh, Joel and his flock and
Mordecai and Esther do succeed. Of the spouses taking their cue
from Paul, some would and some would not.

(2) In 2 Samuel, Jonah, Joel and Esther, what is feared is physical
extinction, in 1 Corinthians spiritual. Yet it must not be overlooked
that Jonah’s sailors end up by sacrificing to the Lord and the
Ninevites by renouncing evil¥—a new path is initiated. Not, it is

8 Jonah 1:6. The root here employed for “to think of,” ‘sht, recurs in Ps 146.4.
To rely on a mortal is futile, on death “his thoughts, plans, perish.” Not so with
God.

8  Jonah 4:21.

8  Jonah 1:16, 3:10.
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true, conversion: this work has a universalist outlook.

(3) In 2 Samuel and 1 Corinthians, it is an individual that is to be
extinguished, in Jonah, Joel and Esther a community. Still, as for 2
Samuel, the conscious sufferer is David, not his son; and as for 1
Corinthians, dismissal of the non-converting spouse would hurt the
community’s missionary aspirations.

(4) In 2 Samuel, Jonah and Joel a fatal verdict has been communi-
cated from heaven, and in I Corinthians perdition of one continuing
in the power of Satan® is taken for granted. In Esther, the verdict
emanates from the government but is brought close to the main pat-
tern by being characterized as irreversible since issued in the name
and with the seal of the king.*

() In 2 Samuel, Jonah and Joel, the blow expected constitutes
punlshment though in the first case punishment of the victim’s fa-
ther.” The deadly edict in Esther purporting to punish the Jews is
the result of vicious misrepresentation. In reality it dooms an inno-
cent people. Were it to take effect, it would be punishment only in-
asmuch as there is no perfect 1nnocence—and this is indeed why the
Jews fast and put on sackcloth.” Slmllarly, punishment is not in the
foreground in 1 Corinthians though, in strictness, anyone persisting
in his or her heathen folly deserve what they get.

(6) In 2 Samuel, Jonah, Joel and Esther, we hear of demonstra-
tions of contrition—not in 1 Corinthians: in the Old Testament cases,
a critical situation is to culminate presently in either disaster or res-
cue, whereas I Corinthians contemplates a long-term effort. The
penitential acts in Esther are rather conventional: as already noted,
the people are not guilty of any extraordinary misdeeds. David is far
more intense, humbling himself in front of his servants. The
Ninevites, led by the king, admit to having been no better than their
dumb cattle. In Joel, emphasis is laid on genuineness. “Rend your
hearts and not your garments,” God enjoins, and the full text of
Joel’s corroboration is: “Who knows, he may return and change his

#  To use the lahguage of Acts 26:18.

¥ Esth 8:8.

% “Ruler punishment”: see my Studies in Biblical Law, (1947) (repr. 1969), pp.
163 1.

' Esth 4:3.
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mind and leave a blessing behind, a meat offering or a drink offer-
ing.”” So what the starving ones should most crave for is not suffi-
cient food but the restoration of “blessing,” the sacrifices in the
Temple which had to be given up.”

(7) In 2 Samuel, Jonah and Joel, by what means relief is to be ef-
fected is left entirely to the Lord. More specifically, the situation is
such that one cannot think of any helpful human intervention. In Es-
ther, the queen is called on to try and get the sentence annulled; and
in 1 Corinthians, the convert to try and guide the partner out of
darkness.

(8) In both cases, extreme self-abnegation is demanded. The
queen on sober reckoning is not endangered by Haman’s plot—
though Mordecai puts it to her that she would not outlast her corre-
ligionists long.* At any rate, she is to approach the king despite a
regulation under which anyone doing so uninvited will be put to
death unless specially reprieved;” and, that hurdle taken, to engage
in a life-or-death struggle with his near-plenipotentiary. Just so, the
convert who has reached the light may not stand by idly as the clos-
est companion lags behind. So long as the latter consents, he or she
must forego the new-born’s prized freedom and retie the knot for the
sake of two pairs of values, peace and love the one, the beneficial to
oneself and the upbuilding of the church the other.”

(9) A formal difference results from this involvement of a human
as God’s instrument. Whereas in 2 Samuel, Jonah and Joel, the slogan
proclaims the never-to-be-despaired-of mercy of God, “the Lord
may be gracious,” “God may return,” “he may return,” in Esther and
1 Corinthians it directs the instrument, in the second person, to the
openings before him or her on this basis: “for a time like this you
may have altained royalty,” “you may save your spouse.”

(10) A unique deviation in Esther is that, formally, what is de-

2 Joel 2:13 f.
B Joel 1:9, 13, 16.

o Esth 4:5.
% Esth 4:11.
9%

For details, see my “Pauline Contributions to a Pluralistic Culture: Re-
Creation and Beyond,” in Jesus and Man’s Hope, ed. D.G. Miller and D.Y.
Hadidian, vol. 2, (1971), pp. 232 {f.
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clared possible regardless of the “knowledge” of the fainthearted is
not a glorious event in the future but the meaning of one in the past.
Mordecai says not “Who knows, you may persuade the king” but
“Who knows whether for a time like this you attained royalty.” That
rise was so miraculous it refutes any negative attitude. In substance,
of course, the argument looks forward, is a stirring call to heroic
duty. 1 Corinthians, too, goes its own way, right at the start of the
slogan. It is not “Who knows” but “What do you know, wife” and
“What do you know, husband.” Paul, deeply engaged teacher, pastor,
even when framing general instructions, envisages the concrete sit-
uation, addresses any of his charges in this dilemma directly, heart to
heart, eindringlich.” Significantly, this concrete immediacy accounts,
too, for his putting the wife first: at the time, the vast majority of
converts are still female.

Two excerpts from Epictetus now and then cited in commen-
taries on 1 Corinthians® are out of place. In one he shows how to
make fun of a skeptic who admits no certainty. If he wants gruel,
give him vinegar and when he complains, ask him: “Whence do you
know it is vinegar if the senses deceive us?” In the other, challenged
by a despiser of logic to demonstrate the usefulness of this study, he
asks: “Whence will you know if I dupe you?” Dialectics in excelsis.
Admittedly, rhetorical questions, in fact, sharp-witted applications of
reductio ad absurdum, an argument prone to be shaped as rhetorical
question.” But the milieu is philosophical discourse, concerned—as
much of it is to this day—with how we arrive at valid information.
The position that the entire quest is vain is summarized, for instance,

9% In “A Scholium on E.B.I.,” I note that Jesus’s “Be not afraid, only believe”

in Mark 5:36 has become impersonal in The New English Bible (1970): “Fear is
useless, what is needed is trust.” In 1 Corinthians we find “Think of it: as a wife
you may be your husband’s salvation” etc. The personal address is kept. The lin-
eage of the exclamation, however, is erased: no rhetorical question, no allusion to
miracle of grace versus calculation, “knowing.” There emerges a sober reminder
to pay attention to the desirable and hopefully resulting from patient stick-to-it-
ness. I might have passed it—with a pang of regret—had I been on the committee.
% Discourses 2.20.28-31, 2.25.2; see C.K. Barrett, The First Epistle to the Cor-
inthians (1968), p. 167.

¥ See my Roman Law (1969), pp. 181 {.
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in an explication by Sextus Empiricus'® of the maxim “Nothing
rather [than anything else|”: “I do not know to which of two alterna-
tives to assent, to which not to assent.” The guy in Epictetus served
vinegar displays more knowledge than his school holds attainable;
the ignoramus in logic is an easy prey to sham deductions. The
scholarly background comes out in details of form. It would not be
easy to replace “whence do you know?” by “who knows?” In the
first quote, it could just be done—*“who knows it is vinegar if the
senses deceive us?”’—though it would sound artificial. In the sec-
ond, I cannot manage it."" However, it is the disparity in substance
which should be respected. Nothing in Epictetus against the pseudo-
knowing of the weak in faith and in praise of the real knowing of a
Jonah. Nothing future-oriented and purposeful in the face of over-
whelming odds, redemptive by going the road of penance and serv-

ice."® And, conversely, in the five Biblical passages, not a trace of

"% Pyrrhonism 1.19.191.

1 Even the rhetorical “who knows?,” it goes without saying, more often than
not has little affinity with the series here presented. Standing by itself, it may be
optimistic, pessimistic, resigned, angry and so forth. Similarly, with some preci-
sion added, it may be jubilant, as in Hopkins’s Pied Beauty: “All things counter,
original, spare, strange, Whatever is fickle, freckled, who knows how?... He fa-
thers-forth, Praise him.” Or resigned and resolute, as in Countess Aemilia
Juliana’s hymn: “Wer weiss, wie nahe mir mein Ende.” Or menacingly apprehen-
sive, as in Schiller’s Don Karlos: “O wer weiss, was in der Zeiten Hintergrunde
schlummert.” If Browning, in Easter Day, had written “who knows?” instead of
“who can say?,” he would approximate my Biblical sample: “Condemned to earth
for ever, shut from heaven. But... mercy every way is infinite—and who can
say?” Maybe the everyday, non-rhetorical “who knows?” itsell is not quite inca-
pable of inspiriting force. A fifteenth-century recital towards the end of the
Passover-eve celebration opens: “One who knows? One I know. One is God.” It
goes on: “Two who knows? Two I know. Two are the tablets of the Law.” And so
on up to “Thirteen who knows? Thirteen I know. Thirteen are the Attributes of
God.” A sort of school exam (and remember, in the celebration, it has the func-
tion of keeping the children awake at a late hour) has here acquired a special
aura.

12 The same goes for a multitude of Rabbinic “whences.” Take even Raba’s fa-
mous rhetorical guestion (b. Pes. 25b, b. Sanh. 74a) when consulted by one whom
the governor had ordered to kill a certain man, otherwise he would be killed him-
self: “Let him kill you but you shall not kill; what have you seen [to hold] that
your blood is redder? Perhaps the blood of that man is redder?” (“What have you
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an engagement in theory of knowledge. Worlds apart.

In fact, from David to Paul, “Who knows but the end may yet be
joyful” is, among other things, a prayer. Primarily designed to cause
the desolate to lift up the eyes to the hills, it also reminds the Lord
of the need and the hope." To sum up, at the beginning of this
chapter I noted that “Nothing is said in Esther about the Law, the
Covenant, election, salvation, prayer, Jerusalem, Temple.” It
emerges t