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Session 6
Supplementary handout on Wisdom

A. Wisdom

The term “wisdom” stands for two aspects of Jewish culture and religious ethos. On the one hand, it may refer to a body of texts that extol the virtue of wisdom as part of the pious person’s way of belief or practice in society. The other side is covered by an understanding of wisdom as a religious stance undertaken by godly persons in Israel. In this context wisdom represents their world-view and response to situations usually of a problematic kind, e.g., those occasioned by the presence of evil, the prosperity of godless people, and the trials that cooe to all. Wisdom is that outlook which when embodied in practical endeavor enables the piows believer in Yahweh to face life, to make sense of its enigmas, and to surmount its problems. “Wisdom takes insights gleaned from the knowledge of God’s ways and applies them in the daily walk” (Hubbard, “Wisdom,” 1650). Part of the meaning of wisdom is knowledge or understanding, a facet which is classically stated in Sir 39:1–11, a text written in praise of the scholar-sage (Mack, Wisdom, 92–104) and which is emphasized by von Rad (Wisdom in Israel, 78):
The good man is the one who knows about the constructive quality of good and the destructive quality of evil and who submits to this pattern which can be discerned in the world.
Yet this is not, for von Rad, the whole story. The wisdom that is sought lies within the world order but it is beyond human grasp. Speaking of wisdom in Job 28, he remarks:
It is also … something separate from the works of creation. This “wisdom,” this “understanding” must, therefore, signify something like the “meaning” implanted by God in creation, the divine mystery of creation (ibid., 148).
The component of “mystery” as a necessary adjunct to the experiential or cognitive side (brought out by Whybray, Intellectual Tradition, who treats wisdom as “shrewdness,” part of an intellectual tradition addressed to the problems of ordinary individual citizens in Israel, alongside the attitudinal aspects, 8, 69–70) emphasizes how human beings are driven to seek wisdom as a divine gift, while at the same time acknowledging that there are unexplained dimensions in the world and existence. These we may call surd evil, before which no rational account of theodicy is possible (see on Job, von Rad, Wisdom, 221). The world of “contingency and ambiguity” (in Bergant’s phrase, What Are They Saying, 18) poses problems in the human attempts to “cope with reality” (von Rad’s chapter title, Wisdom, chap. 7).

If von Rad highlights the element of surrender to life’s patterns of good and evil and the disposition of being content to live within them, Zimmerli (in Studies in Ancient Israelite Wisdom, 198) is more positive. He argues that wisdom permits the righteous not only to know life’s secrets, pleasurable and painful, but to gain mastery over them:

Wisdom seeks to be a human art of life in the sense of mastering life in the framework of a given order of life.
Crenshaw (Old Testament Wisdom, 24) adds in the dimension of a search for wisdom, which is obvious from some of the best-known OT texts (Job 28:12–28; Prov 1:5; 2:1–15; 4:1; 6:6–11). Wisdom is
the reasoned search for specific ways to assure well-being and the implementation of those discoveries in daily existence.
This search is a leading theme in the later sapiential tradition. There, in Sir 14:20–27, it assumes the character more of an obsession or a master passion as wisdom becomes the object of committed inquiry. It has turned into a quest for survival (Crenshaw, Old Testament Wisdom, 173) when both Yahwism and the wisdom legacy itself were at stake (E. Jacob, “Wisdom and Religion in Sirach,” 257–58).

Yet another aspect of wisdom falls to be noticed. It is the theology of creation in Israel’s wisdom writings. Zimmerli writes: “The wisdom of the Old Testament stays quite determinedly within the horizon of creation. Its theology is creation theology” (cited according to H.-J. Hermisson, “Observations,” 43). Divine wisdom is seen in the act of creation (Prov 3:19–20) and its maintenance (Prov 8:22–31), so that the Lord of creation is the fit subject of praise (Sir 24), who by wisdom ordered all things (Ps 104:13–15). The epitome of wisdom as the artificer (Prov 8:30: on  = “craftsman,” see Whybray, Wisdom in Proverbs, 101–3) of Yahweh and as the agent that ensures that creation is both a work of art and full of meaning is in Eccl 3:11: “He has made everything beautiful in its time” (see Crenshaw, Studies, 34: “creation … assures … that the universe is comprehensible”). At the heart of this Hebrew-Jewish understanding of God’s creation is that of an ordered universe—with its corollary of the essential rightness of things—to which evil poses a challenge, and demands a justification of God.

To this definition of wisdom’s function we should reiterate the qualification that wisdom itself is a divine gift (hence it is associated with Torah in Sirach as in Proverbs; see Davis, Wisdom and Spirit, 16–23, on interrelated ideas represented by soqiva, novmo", and pneu`ma). The single human response that brings wisdom within the reach of attainment is obedience. It is those who hearken to Yahweh’s law and seek to apply it to the multifarious ways of life who will gain wisdom and know how to walk before Yahweh with humility and devotion, especially in time of testing.

One final feature needs also to be added in: wisdom increasingly took on an international, transcultural flavor appropriate to the way the wisdom movement was part of a much wider religious and intellectual ferment within the ancient Near Eastern world. The result is that among Israel’s sages cultic issues tended to drop into lesser prominence, and wisdom became, in the hands of those wise teachers, a perfectly suited instrument for emphasizing how Israel’s faith was a world religion capable of appealing to a wide variety of cultural and social needs. So R. B. Y. Scott (“Wisdom,” EncJud [1971] 16:558) writes:

It was a way of thinking and an attitude to life that emphasized experience, reasoning, morality, and the careers of man as man rather than Israelite. Its interest was in the individual and his social relationship rather than in the distinctive national religion and its cult.
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