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SERIES FOREWORD

This series of study guides to the Bible is offered to the church and
more specifically to the laity. In daily devotions, in church school
classes, and in listening to the preached word, individual Christians
turn to the Bible for a sustaining word, a challenging word, and a
sense of direction. The word that scripture brings may be highly
personal as one deals with the demands and surprises, the joys and
sorrows, of daily life. It also may have broader dimensions as people
wrestle with moral and theological issues that involve us all. In every
congregation and denomination, controversies arise that send ministry
and laity alike back to the Word of God to find direction for dealing
with difficult matters that confront us.

A significant number of lay women and men in the church also find
themselves called to the service of teaching. Most of the time they
will be teaching the Bible. In many churches, the primary sustained
attention to the Bible and the discovery of its riches for our lives have
come from the ongoing teaching of the Bible by persons who have not
engaged in formal theological education. They have been willing, and
often eager, to study the Bible in order to help others drink from its
living water.

This volume is part of a series of books, the Westminster Bible
Companion, intended to help the laity of the church read the Bible
more clearly and intelligently. Whether such reading is for personal
direction or for the teaching of others, the reader cannot avoid the
difficulties of trying to understand these words from long ago. The
scriptures are clear and clearly available to everyone as they call us to
faith in the God who is revealed in Jesus Christ and as they offer to
every human being the word of salvation. No companion volumes are
necessary in order to hear such words truly. Yet every reader of



scripture who pauses to ponder and think further about any text has
questions that are not immediately answerable simply by reading the
text of scripture. Such questions may be about historical and
geographical details or about words that are obscure or so loaded with
meaning
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that one cannot tell at a glance what is at stake. They may be about the
fundamental meaning of a passage or about what connection a
particular text might have to our contemporary world. Or a teacher
preparing for a church school class may simply want to know: What
should I say about this biblical passage when I have to teach it next
Sunday? It is our hope that these volumes, written by teachers and
pastors with long experience studying and teaching the Bible in the
Church, will help members of the church who want and need to study
the Bible with their questions.

The New Revised Standard Version of the Bible is the basis for the
interpretive comments that each author provides. The NRSV text is
presented at the beginning of the discussion so that the reader may
have at hand in a single volume both the scripture passage and the
exposition of its meaning. In some instances, where inclusion of the
entire passage is not necessary for understanding either the text or the
interpreter's discussion, the presentation of the NRSV text may be
abbreviated. Usually, the whole of the biblical text is given.

We hope this series will serve the community of faith, opening the
Word of God to all the people, so that they may be sustained and
guided by it.
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GENERAL INTRODUCTION
THESE THREE BOOKS

Legend has it that Solomon is the author of the three books treated in
this volume: the Song of Songs in lusty youth, Proverbs in sober
middle age, and Ecclesiastes in disillusioned (and disgruntled?) old
age. Modern scholars now think it unlikely that much, if any, of these
books comes from Solomon's own hand (see the introduction to each
book on the questions of dating and authorship). Nonetheless, it
makes sense to study these three books together, for they do have
something essential in common. Namely, they all treat, in their very
different tones, the phenomenon of what it means to live wisely before
God. So these are the books (along with Job) in the Old Testament
that are sometimes designated "wisdom literature."

The word "wisdom" sounds slightly old-fashioned. We all know many
smart people. Most of us admire people who have a good education;
we are eager that our children (if not ourselves) should be among
them. But stop for a moment and think: how many people do you
know whom you would describe as wise? How many people can you
say, without qualification, live their lives day by day, even moment by
moment, in a way that honors and glorifies God? For that is what
"wisdom" meant to the biblical writers: living in the world in such a
way that God, and God's intentions for the world, are acknowledged
in all that we do. It sounds like a lofty goal, perhaps too lofty for
ordinary people living busy lives. Such a goal of wisdom seems
attainable only for great saints; maybe a hermit or a monastic could
achieve it. Yet this is not the understanding of the biblical writers. It is
important to recognize at the outset that they consider wisdom within
the grasp of every person who desires it wholeheartedly. Wisdom does
not require any special intellectual gifts. The fruit of wisdom, a well-



ordered life and a peaceful mind, results not from a high IQ but from a
disposition of the heart that the sages (wisdom teachers) of Israel most
often call "fear of the LORD" (see the comment at Prov. 1:7).

So what is wisdom literature? It is spiritual guidance for ordinary
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people. Moreover, it comes from ordinary people, and this in itself
makes the wisdom literature different from most of the rest of the
Bible. Most of the biblical books represent God speaking through
Moses or the other prophets. But the sages make no claim to having
received special revelation from God. In contrast to Torah
("Teaching™) from Sinai, much of the instruction they offer is
inherited from their fathers and mothers, both biological parents and
ancestors in the faith. In the case of the eccentric sage Koheleth
(Ecclesiastes), inherited wisdom is submitted to critique and
supplemented by his own learning in "the school of hard knocks." The
Song of Songs speaks with the wisdom of the heart ravished by
lovewisdom that is in its own way equally hard-won.

The journey through these three books takes the heart seeking wisdom
through the full range of human emotion and experience. The books
vary greatly in temperament. Proverbs has a tone of steady confidence
as it sets forth instruction for "wise dealing” (Prov. 1:3). The extremes
on either side are marked first by Koheleth's world-weariness and
relentless shattering of illusions, then by the exuberance of the Song
of Songs, all staccato notes, expressing the ecstasy and some of the
inevitable anguish of love.

For all the differences among them, one thing that links these books is
that all of them are poetry. That is, they seek to open the world to us
through the artful use of words. They invite us to be patient and
curious about the word choices they make. They speak to us at
multiple levels, in suggestive ways, rather than through rational
explanations. For all these reasons they must be read slowly, and this
is a fact of great importance for the approach taken in this
commentary. My aim here is to show how the biblical writers use
words to generate deep, imaginative reflection on the realities they
treat, which are the most ordinary and the most far-reaching
experiences of life: birth and death, poverty and wealth, education and



work, grief and joy, human love and love of God. As Bacon said,
"Some books are to be tasted, others to be swallowed, and some few
to be chewed and digested." Each of these biblical books demands
that we read it a little bit at a time, even verse-by-verse, paying close
attention to the particular words and the form of the poem, and at the
same time letting our minds move freely to follow the associations
they suggest. Especially important, as I try to show, is pondering the
significance of echoes we hear from other parts of the Bible. This kind
of meditative reading does not come naturally to most of us. Modern
schools, textbooks, manuals, and novels all teach us to read quickly, to
get the facts, or to find out what happened. Ours is among the high
cultures of history
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perhaps the one least patient with carefully crafted words, written or
spoken. But the sages of ancient Israel are teaching us to read for a
kind of heart knowledge that cannot be quickly gained. The good
news is that, once we acquire the habit of that kind of reading, we
discover that our hearts yearn for it. To put it plainly, chewing the
words of scripture is addictive.

In the ancient Near East, wisdom literature was considered a high
achievement of a culture. Archaeology has enabled us to discover
wisdom writings from Israel's powerful and sophisticated neighbors in
Mesopotamia and Egypt. But in the modern world, this sort of poetic
yet practical reflection on the nature of reality is rare. In Western
society, we have followed the Greek preference for analytical prose
writing, that is, for philosophy and, above all in the last three
centuries, science.

The worldview represented in the wisdom literature is fundamentally
opposed to a modern scientific approach, as it is pursued in most
universities and research institutions. There, specialized knowledge is
valued over a broad understanding of the world and the human place
in it; abstract, theoretical thinking is valued over concrete ethical
reflection; invention and discovery are valued over received tradition.
The clash between a wisdom perspective and the modern outlook has
become even more acute in recent years, with the changes in working
and thinking that have accompanied the rise of computer culture. We
are now a society that "processes" words rather than one that ponders
them. In the "artificial intelligence" industry, middle-aged workers are
pushed out in favor of fresh college graduates, who are willing to
work longer hours for lower pay and, moreover, are skilled in the
newest technology. It is obvious that this kind of industrial climate is
hostile to the traditional idea that learning from our elders and our
ancestors is essential to living a decent and contented life. On the
contrary, traditional views are often suspect; they are regarded as out



of touch with human needs, even oppressive. In a culture that has
flattered itself into believing that we are inventing a new way of
living, a new way of being human, the idea of trusting our
predecessors to provide guidance can only seem foolish.

Yet even in our culture, it is possible to detect a longing for something
that will serve the function of wisdom literaturethat is, for guidance in
making right choices in the midst of the bewildering flux of
immediate experience. It is acutely ironic that the advertising industry
has perceived this need and capitalized on it, as evidenced by the
cleverest television commercials. Consider this ad copy for AcuVue
contact lenses:
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I have seen the longest of winters;

I have seen compassion conquer despair;
I have seen that hope is a flame

that can't be extinguished.

Or this copy for a high-priced automobile (Lexus):

Follow no one.
Because the only path to our purpose
is the one never taken before.

We determine our fate;

it has to come from within.

Yet this course demands sacrifice:

forsaking the certainty of the familiar to risk
confrontation with the inevitable.

These are shrewd parodies of wisdom sayings. Like the biblical sages,
the advertisers assert that reward comes only to those willing to
exercise demanding personal discipline and practice difficult virtues:
compassion, hope, willingness to sacrifice for the sake of a high goal.
But the nature of the goal marks the fundamental difference between
these sayings and the biblical wisdom literature. The biblical sages are
aiming at peacepeace of heart and peace with God and neighborand
they understand that wisdom is the path (see Prov. 3:17) to that goal.
By contrast, the goal to which advertisers urge us to devote ourselves
is something material: a (supposedly) better appearance, a luxury car.
Yet the one indispensable thing for obtaining the advertisers' goal is
not in fact sound personal character (as the commercials imply) but
rather money. From a biblically informed perspective, these "wise
sayings" are more than dishonest; they are a way of mocking God!

The task of this commentary is to show how the biblical wisdom
literature may serve as a resource for the theological work of ordinary
Christians. Doing theology does not primarily mean defining and



explaining doctrines, although that is what some professional
theologians do. Much more fundamentally (and importantly),
theology is the work done by every Christian who strives to respond
to "the first and great commandment," to love God with all our mind
(Matt. 22:3738). Understood in this sense, doing theology is simply
reflecting on our experience in the context of our relationship with
God. In the modern church these three books are one of the most
theologically underused parts of the Bible. Rarely are they read in
worship, chosen as a preaching text, or taught in Sunday school. Yet a
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careful (slow!) reading reveals that they provide an invaluable model
for how we ourselves may reflect upon the religious significance of
the full range of human experiencesincluding and even especially
things we do not normally think of as being "religious." It is a deep
conviction of the Israelite sages that the sacred and the secular are not
separate realms of experience and concern. Therefore the wisdom
literature may speak with particular power to the spiritual needs of our
highly secularized age. I mention three aspects of these books that are
especially important in this regard.

First, in a time of acute ecological crisis, the biblical wisdom literature
may help us to develop a creation theology adequate to our problems.
The economist and modern sage E. F. Schumacher comments
incisively: "We are now far too clever to be able to survive without
wisdom" (Guide for the Perplexed, 5556). The ecological crisis can be
seen precisely as a crisis of knowledge without wisdom. In this
century, powerful technological knowledge has proliferated, yet it is
not sufficiently tempered and disciplined by a discerning
understanding of how God has ordered the world. If technology is to
be helpful and not destructive, then wenot only as scientists and
technicians but also as ordinary consumers of technologymust learn to
contemplate the world and ask what is God's intention for it, and how
that sets limits on our own tinkering with the world. These three
books can teach us to contemplate, for in different ways they highlight
the marvelous order of creation, and especially the splendor and
intricacy of nonhuman creation. Divine wisdom undergirds God's
work in creation and is everywhere manifest in it. Correspondingly,
human wisdom consists in observing the created order, learning from
it, living in ways that do not violateindeed, that contributeto the well-
being of the whole created order. As we shall see, each book shows
that the biblical writers have reflected deeply on the early chapters of
Genesis; they are seeking to understand our present experience in



connection with creation and the early history of humanity.

This focus on the creation may actually have contributed to the
undervaluing of the wisdom literature by previous generations of
theologians, who noted the absence of references to the great events of
"salvation history": the patriarchs and matriarchs, the exodus and the
Promised Land, the kings and prophets, the exile and return to the
land. Indeed, there is no mention of Israel at all! This, along with the
obvious influence of Egyptian wisdom upon the biblical writers, led
some to see this literature as a foreign body within the Old
Testamentthat is, as thinly disguised paganism. Surely it is time to
redress the balance and appreciate the truth
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that "God spoke to our ancestors in many and various ways" (Heb.
1:1). Rather than being a detriment, the universalizing style of this
literature may provide a model for the church in entering into dialogue
with non-Christians who are nonetheless potential allies in caring for
what one liturgy calls "this fragile earth, our island home" (Book of
Common Prayer, 370). The very fact that the biblical wisdom
literature shows non-Israelite influence indicates that the sages were
willing to let their own religious understanding be informed by those
who did not share their faith. Similarly, the secular wisdom of
scientists, ecologists, naturalists, and philosophers may greatly
enhance our appreciation of and our sense of responsibility toward the
world that God has made. A contemporary biblical scholar wisely
observes: "In the present state of human affairs, in which primary
concerns are the survival of humanity and the planet, it is indeed
feasible to ask whether it is again possible for philosophy and wisdom
to convergea type of philosophy that finds its way back to an
understanding of creation as a whole, informs discourse that can be
understood by all, and does not isolate itself in some elitist fashion"
(Westermann, Roots, 137).

A second element of the wisdom literature that may be helpful to us is
its profound exploration of the human place in the world. In Israelite
wisdom, theology provides a solid base for anthropology. The search
for wisdom is a search for the proper human place in the divinely
established order. Much of the Old Testament is concerned largely
with the whole people of God, the political, moral, and cultic
(worship) life of the people Israel. But the wisdom literature focuses
attention on the individual and therefore may speak to the many
people in our society who do not have any strong sense of
identification with a community, let alone a faith community. The
underlying conviction is that life is something more than "a bunch of
stuff that happens.” At the same time, there is a refreshing honesty to



the wisdom tradition. The sages are not afraid to voice radical doubts
about whether in fact the cosmic order does benefit human beings, or
whether we are merely "fish taken in a cruel net" (Eccl. 9:12), whether
personal virtue makes any difference after all (this is the source of
Job's anguish).

A third element of the wisdom literature that makes it a valuable
resource for modern theology is the prominence of women in
Proverbs and the Song of Songs. Indeed, when in the book of
Proverbs wisdom is personified, it is as a lovely woman. This is
initially surprising, for women had little public presence in ancient
Israel; probably all official religious leaders were men. Yet there is
precedent, of a sort, for this representation.
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In ancient Near Eastern mythologies, a goddess often presides over
the realms of wisdom and education (perhaps because a child's first
teacher is usually a woman, mother or nursemaid). The biblical
writers resolutely resist making God's attribute of wisdom (see Prov.
3:19) into an independent deity. Nonetheless, the association between
wisdom and the femininereal women and symbolical female
figuresclearly implies that the character and work of women is a
matter of profound religious significance for the life of all God's
people.

But the portrayal of wisdom as a beautiful and alluring woman
suggests something more. It suggests that wisdom is more than useful;
it is desirable, in the strongest sense. Remembering that the sages'
original audience was composed largely of young males, the student
population of ancient Israel, we can see that the wisdom teachers are
creating poems, some of them frankly erotic (the Songs of Songs),
with the aim of cultivating healthy and life-giving desire. "Wisdom is
a tree of life to those who lay hold of her" (Prov. 3:18). Great works of
art stir us because they awaken in us a longing for what is essential for
our humanity. The poet-sages of ancient Israel enable us to see "Lady
Wisdom's" beauty, that we may love her, lay hold of her, live, and live
well.
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PROVERBS
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Introduction to Proverbs

The book of Proverbs is not high on the reading list of many modern
Christians. As a source of spiritual inspiration and guidance, it is
almost lost to us, at least to those in mainline churches, Protestant or
Catholic. We rarely hear it read in church, let alone at home. Probably
few of us would be able to identify a verse from Proverbs, let alone
recite one. Yet it may be helpful to begin study with the recognition
that over the centuries, this book has been to both Jews and Christians
one of the most valued parts of the Bible. When the ancient and
medieval rabbis wanted to talk in concrete terms about the practice of
righteousness, they very frequently turned to the book of Proverbs; it
is therefore not surprising that the apostle Paul, with his solid rabbinic
training, quotes from the text (Rom. 12:20). In the seventeenth
century, English Puritans treasured the book as the most reliable guide
to the holy life. Digests of biblical proverbs were produced, and much
used, to facilitate memorization. Even as late as the nineteenth
century, the sophisticated essayist and art critic John Ruskin would
say that the four chapters of Proverbs his mother had him memorize as
a small child were "the one essential part of all my education” (cited
by Smith, Modern Criticism, 300).

What the ancient rabbis, the Puritans, and Ruskin had in common is
that they knew at least some of the biblical proverbs by heart. And this
is the key to appreciating them fully. For the proverbs are little poems,
each about the length of a haiku or a Zen koan. Like these Asian
literary forms, the biblical proverbs are highly concentrated, and
sometimes riddling, reflections on common elements of human
experience. Read straight through, they are tedious and they run
together in the mind, for there is no plot, no consistent development of
a logical argument or a moral theme. But it is a quite different thing



when one encounters them as they are meant to be heard (and not, in
the first instance, read). Proverbs are meant to be pondered, one at a
time. Medieval monks spoke of "chewing" the words of scripture,
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like grains of spice, until they yield their full savor. That is how the
proverbs should be learned. Memorize a single saying; you can do it
while taking a shower, waiting at the bus stop, or chopping the
vegetables for dinner. Let it sit in what the ancient Egyptian sages
(teachers, writers, and collectors of wise sayings) called "the casket of
your belly" for a day or a week or more, returning to examine it from
the different vantage points of varied experience. If you give the book
of Proverbs that kind of time, then it will yield to you its wisdom. You
will begin to sense the peculiar force with which the passages address
the hearer who positions herself to listen well.

Proverbs are essentially oral literature; they circulate by word of
mouth. Although some may be ascribed to a particular historical
figure (the ascription of the biblical proverbs to Solomon will be
discussed below), in a real sense their author is the community as a
whole, which keeps them alive in its daily speech. It is, then, the
authority of the community that speaks through themand very
significantly, not just of the present generation. These sayings have
been passed on, first orally and later in writing, by countless
"mothers" and "fathers" (see Prov. 1:8) in Israel offering their hard-
won wisdom, the fruit of all their experience, to a new generation of
faith. What makes it possible for the proverbs to come alive even
today among people of biblical faith is that they shed light on things
all of us worry about, for ourselves and for our children, the things
people regularly consult their pastors about: how to avoid bitter
domestic quarrels, what to tell your children about sex and about God,
what to do when somebody asks to borrow money, how to choose the
right friends and be a good friend, how to make a living that is decent,
both ethically and financially. In short, the proverbs are instruction in
the art of living well.

From ancient times, people have wondered if these popular sayings
really have a place in the Bible. They do not seem to derive from



revelation, a direct word of God. Rather, they reflect, quite literally,
"common sense," the sense the faith community has made of its
cumulative experience. If this is wisdom, then it is wisdom of the
homeliest sort. But that is exactly the point. The proverbs are spiritual
guides for ordinary people, on an ordinary day, when water does not
pour forth from rocks and angels do not come to lunch. And maybe
just that is their value to us in the present generation. In a secular age,
when many people, and especially the young, cannot accept the claims
of revelation, pondering the proverbs may open a pathto use the sages'
own frequent imageinto the life of biblical faith. Therefore they can
serve as a starting point for Christian teaching, not only with the
young but also with the disaffected.

Teaching people to "chew" these sayings and thus internalize them is
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an invitation into a distinctive way of looking at the world, an
invitation into the community of faith. For, as we have learned from
cultural anthropologists, the use of proverbs is one important way that
a traditional people identifies itself as a community. You might say
that the community is the group of people who share a particular set
of perceptions about the ordinary experiences of life, perceptions that
are condensed into their proverbial speech. Therefore native
Hawaiians, recognizing that they are in danger of complete
assimilation into mainstream American culture, are currently making
an effort to revive the proverbs that are distinctive to their own
culture, in order to preserve their identity and their unique worldview.
An example: "When the hala is in bloom, the wana is fat." This
saying is meaningless to someone outside the culture. But to
"insiders"specifically, those who can identify the blooming hala plant
and know where the sea animal wana can be foundit conveys crucial
information about the right season to go diving for seafood!

A Literature for Crisis:
The Social Background of Proverbs

Proverbs express the basic values and perceptions that characterize a
community through many generations. They are a key to the
community's stable identity, and precisely this makes them valuable in
times of transition and crisis. For example, West Indians hold proverb-
telling sessions at wakes. The idea that proverbs can help in time of
crisis may come as a surprise to us who do not belong to a traditional
culture. We tend to think of proverbs as worn-out clichés. But ancient
Israel, like modern traditional cultures, recognized proverbs as what
they are: time-tested wisdom that can provide a point of orientation
for those bewildered by change and the complexity of new
experience. Because they take the long-range perspective, proverbs
offer a way out of the maze of the present. The person who has



mastered proverbs stands above the maze, where she can begin to
discern the pattern and see a solution to the current impasse. An
African saying runs: "The person who understands proverbs soon sets
matters right." Yet the calm, measured tone that characterizes
proverbial speech should not deceive us into thinking that the sages
are merely offering pat solutions to the intractable difficulties of life.
The precise language and regular rhythms may be compared to the
assured demeanor of a person who has not only weathered many
crises, but also matured through them.

An example of how a proverb may provide an anchor in a time of
social
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upheaval is found in the biblical account of the early kingship in
Israel. When Samuel sets out to anoint one of Jesse's sons as king, he
first fixes on the tall and handsome Eliab, David's older brother. The
Lord corrects Samuel: "Do not look on his appearance or on the
height of his stature, because I have rejected him." The rebuke is
followed immediately by a typical proverb: "The LORD does not see
as mortals see; they look on the outward appearance, but the LORD
looks on the heart" (1 Sam. 16:7). The proverb usage is significant.
This was a key juncture in Israel's history. The anointing of a king,
and the shift away from leaders who received direct empowerment
from God's spirit, was met with mixed fear and hope, as the biblical
account shows. In that situation of transition, the saying is a
stabilizing force. It sounds the depths of the religious tradition and
retrieves the truth that external matterspersonal appearance and even
political structuresare finally irrelevant to what God most desires, a
faithful heart.

It is probably more than coincidence that the proverb occurs in the
history of the monarchy, because there are good indications that the
institution of kingship in Israel was in fact important for the
consolidation of proverbial speech in Israel. Most obviously, this book
is entitled "the Proverbs of Solomon" (1:1; see also 10:1). We are told
that Solomon "composed three thousand proverbs" and that "people
came from all the nations to hear the wisdom of Solomon" (1 Kings
4:32, 34). Does that mean that he wrote all the proverbs? This is
unlikely for at least two reasons. First is the very nature of proverbs;
they are essentially popular literature. Proverbs do not belong to an
author so much as to a whole people. Sayings become proverbial
when they have passed indiscriminately through many mouths. New
"wisdom sayings" arise from time to time, sometimes created or fixed
in everyday lore by famous public figures. A modern example is John
Kennedy's "Ask not what your country can do for you but what you



can do for your country."” Such a saying survives not as a conscious
quotation, but because it enters the language and is repeated over and
over. We gradually forget who said it, just because it has come to
represent the best intentions and aspirations of a whole people.

A second reason to doubt that Solomon wrote most of the biblical
proverbs is that, more than any other major section of the Bible, this
book represents the perspective of the "grass roots," in contrast to the
views of clearly identifiable opinion leaders such as prophets, priests,
or king. It is unlikely that Solomon, who built up his administrative
and defense systems by imposing heavy taxes on the peasant
population (see 1 Kings 12:4), would call attention to his unpopular
action by creating a saying such as this one:
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By justice a king gives stability to the land,
but one who makes heavy exactions ruins it.
(29:4)

Far from presenting a royal perspective, many of the proverbs uphold
the values of peasant culturethat is, of the agrarian, kinship based,
locally governed society that Israel was before the rise of the
monarchy. Many sayings emphasize good care of the tillable soil (see
the comment at Prov. 24:3034). Conversely, there are sayings that
express the peasants' experience of losing their land to the royal tax
collectors:

The field of the poor may yield much food,
but it is swept away through injustice.

(13:23)
There are those whose teeth are swords,
whose teeth are knives,
to devour the poor from off the earth,
the needy from among mortals.
(30:14)

Proverbs such as these are a form of protest literature. It is likely that
the rise of kingship in Israel gave impetus to the collection of proverbs
in part to preserve a way of life that was endangered. It is important to
remember that early Israel originated as a peasant culture that defined
itself over against the kingdoms of Egypt and Canaan. Now that Israel
had itself become "like other nations" (1 Sam. 8:5) in this respect, it
was urgent to affirm the essential values that kept the community
intact and faithful to its God: social and legal justice; mutual loyalty
between parents and children, husband and wives, friends; diligence
in work; honorable poverty; and above all, fear of the Lord. As we
shall see, all these themes appear over and over throughout the book.

Even if the ascription to Solomon is not to be taken literally, it may



well have a historical base. It was common for ancient Near Eastern
kings to sponsor the collection of wise sayings; this enhanced the
prestige of their reigns. Indeed, within the book of Proverbs, the
collection ascribed to King Hezekiah begins with the observation,
"The glory of kings is to search things out" (25:2). Solomon's
relatively peaceful reign and the wealth of his court promoted
international commerce; probably the trade was intellectual as well as
material. Sages of different countries exchanged sayings, and the
biblical proverbs show pronounced Egyptian influence (see the
comment at 22:1724:22). Despite the grassroots orientation of
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the book as a whole, it is evident that court sages have had some hand
in shaping the book. Some sayings are openly flattering of kings
(16:10; 21:1); others prescribe court etiquette. Imagine a gruff old
courtier addressing a young aspirant with advice such as this:

When you sit down to eat with a ruler,
observe carefully what/who is before you,
and put a knife to your throat
if you have a big appetite.

(23:12)

Do not put yourself forward in the king's presence

or stand in the place of the great;

for it is better to be told, "Come up here,"

than to be put lower in the presence of a noble.
(25:67)

Jesus will turn the latter piece of advice into a parable of the kingdom
of heaven (see Luke 14:711).

It is likely that the short sayings in chapters 10 to 29 are the oldest
part of the book, and that many of these date to the period of the
monarchy. More extended poetic sections, in chapters 1 through 9 and
30 through 31, provide a frame around the short sayings, the
"proverbs proper.” Most scholars believe that this framing material is
later, and that the book assumed final form in the postexilic period,
after the collapse of the nation-state before the Babylonian army (587
B.C.E.) and the exile of a significant portion of the population. This
dating for the book makes sense in light of the notion that proverbs
become especially important to a culture in crisis. In other words, if
the crisis of the rise of kingship prompted the first proverb collections
in Israel, then it is likely that the second crisis of the monarchy's
collapse led to consolidation of this literary tradition, the formation of
the book of Proverbs. When the nation-state Israel was no more, then
it was the tradition of sacred literature that provided social cohesion



and an understanding of what it meant to belong to the people Israel.
Consolidation of the scriptural traditionmost of the Old Testament was
written or assumed final form in this periodprevented Israel from
disappearing from history, as did all the other defeated nations of the
ancient world. Israel became at this point "the people of the Book."

Moreover, the social change that accompanied that second crisis
accounts for the most pronounced feature of these framing chapters,
namely, the prominence of womenor more accurately, of female
figures,
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including and especially Wisdom personified. She is the star of a cast
of female characters, each of whom is memorable in her own way: the
smooth-talking adulteress (7:527), the bustling figure of personified
Folly (9:1318), the wife of youth to whom fidelity is due (5:1520),
and the quiet figure of the mother whose teaching, implicit and
explicit, is represented throughout the book (1:8; 10:1; 15:20; 30:17,
etc.). The final chapter focuses attention on two women, the mother of
(the otherwise unknown) King Lemuel, whose instruction is cited here
(31:19), and the wholly admirable "valorous woman" (AT, 31:10; in
the NRSV, "a capable wife"), who sums up in her own person the
teachings of the sages: she fears God; she serves her family and
community with industry, dignity, and consummate skill.

This emphasis on the character and activity of women, both real and
symbolical (Wisdom and Folly), is too marked to be coincidental.
Moreover, it stands in contrast to most of the rest of the Old
Testament, which commonly foregrounds the importance of men. But
the structure of this book conveys a different message. The
positioning of passages that feature women at the beginning and the
end of the book suggests that for all practical purposes, how one
reckons with these women is the measure of whether one has achieved
wisdom. "In the book of Proverbs, one stands or falls in the eyes of
God and community based on one's relationship to various women"
(Camp, Wisdom, 256).

The drastic social change that underlies this unprecedented emphasis
on women is this: with the collapse of the nation-state, the household
became, for the first time in five hundred years, the focus of Israelite
identity. The old centers of powerking, Temple, and priesthoodwere
gone or much reduced in significance. Even the great age of prophecy
drew to a close with the exile. The infrastructure had disappeared, and
the old symbol system had eroded. In this situation, the extended
family became the means by which Israelite identity and faith were



maintained and passed on to the next generation. It is obvious that in
this situation, the character and activity of the woman of the
household became much more than a personal matter. It is commonly
observed that ancient Israel was a patriarchal society, where most
important public roles were played by men. So the Israelite man
would sit in the public council and administer "justice at the gate."
But at the same time, the woman was active in a variety of roles that
influenced the common life of Israel, even if most of her work was
done at home. She was a counselor to her husband, so her wisdom
also figured in deliberations "at the gate" (see Prov. 31:31). She and
her husband were the primary teachers for their children, in religious
as well as "practical"
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matters (although the book of Proverbs as a whole brings that
distinction seriously into question). As domestic manager, she was an
important economic producer in a society where the household was
the primary unit of production. A wise and just woman would not only
provide for her own family and servants but also extend her hand to
the poor (Prov. 31:20). In sum, the woman was to a great extent
responsible for maintaining faithful living in Israel. She had assumed
many of the mediating, instructional, and guiding functions once
performed by the important national figures of priest, prophet, and
king. No wonder, then, that when Wisdom came to be personified, it
was as a woman, builder and sustainer of the household.

Teaching with Poetry

Apples of gold in a setting of silver
a word fitly spoken.
(25:11, AT)

Legs dangle limp from the lame;
likewise a proverb in the mouth of fools.
(26:7, AT)

A thornbranch brandished in the hand of a drunkard
likewise a proverb in the mouth of fools.
(26:9, AT)

In order to create proverbs such as these, the Israelite sages must have
been intensely proud of their art. The first saying expresses the high
value of fitting speech, as well as its extreme rarity; the second, the
sages' contempt for those who pretend to a mastery they do not have;
the third, their awareness that a proverb mishandled constitutes a
threat. It is hard for us to understand the value they attach to fitting
speech, for we in modern Western society make no distinction
between artful proverbs on the one hand, and worn clichés and
advertising slogans on the other. Many livelihoods depend on devising



persuasive speeches; this is the basis of sales and politics, which
between them determine the character of most of our public discourse.
Getting my idea across convincingly, selling myself and the product I
am currently backing, is a simple matter at which many have some
skill. What it requires is a measure of self-confidence, which is
relatively easy to come by. But "a word fitly spoken" is a far more
difficult goal to achieve. It demands discernment of the peculiar fit
between language and the human heart. In other words, while
persuasive speech may derive
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purely from mere self-opinion, mastery of fitting speech requires
moral exactitude, a penetrating understanding into both the present
situation and the disposition of the heart.

The demand for moral exactitude explains why the teaching of the
sages comes to us in the form of poetry. For poetry is the kind of
language best suited to probing the inexhaustible mystery of the
human situation in its entirety, and that is exactly what wisdom seeks
to explore. Prose is the tool of analysis, of explanation, of scientific
and academic research. But poetry looks at phenomena whole. By
"poetry," I do not mean only rhythmic or rhyming language, but rather
language that is primarily designed to engage the imagination.

Too often we consider the imagination to be frivolous, a nice "extra,"
but hardly a necessary part of the human endowment. But in fact the
very opposite is the case. For, as virtually all the biblical writers know,
the imagination is the chief faculty of moral discernment. It is by
means of the imagination that we project ourselves into a situation
that is not completely clear (and that is our situation most of the time)
and choose a course of action. It is by means of the imagination that
we enter into relationship with people who are not fully known to
usand that is virtually everyone we encounter, including our intimates.
Almost every interaction that lasts for more than a few seconds
demands that we imagine how the other person might feel, what might
be her genuine needs, how my words and actions might affect him for
good or for ill. The sages understand that living the moral life requires
that we continually strive to exercise a truthful imaginationfor the
imagination can, of course, be perverted and devoted to the service of
lies. Put most succinctly, that is what the book of Proverbs aims to
help us cultivate in our various roles of parent, friend, teacher,
neighbor, worker, boss, citizen.

In contemporary culture, poetry, like other forms of imaginative



engagement, is often thought of as highly personal, even idiosyncratic.
Poetry is often experimental, exploring new areas of consciousness.
We greatly value spontaneity, and the most popular form for modern
poetry, "blank verse," implies that this poem is an unpremeditated
response to immediate circumstance, a unique moment. But traditional
poets, including the sages of ancient Israel, conceived of their work in
a very different way. Rather than highlighting uniqueness, they saw
themselves responding to the recurrent situations of life, and they
were striving for moral preparedness. C. S. Lewis, a twentieth-century
theologian and critic of poetry, expresses the traditional poets'
sensibility thus: "All that we describe as constancy in love or
friendship, as loyalty in political life, or in general, as perseveranceall
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solid virtue and stable pleasuredepends on organizing chosen attitudes
and maintaining them against the eternal flux (or 'direct free play") of
mere immediate experience" (Lewis, Preface, 5354).

The notion that one can and must "organize" for goodness lends an
obviousness to many proverbs that, some think, disqualifies them as
spiritual literature. This view dates back to ancient times, when some
rabbis objected to the inclusion of Proverbs in the canon: "After all,
they are just proverbs." To be sure, there is nothing exceptional in the
sages' view that adultery, bad company, and careless talk are to be
avoided, that excessive anger or drinking is destructive. But the sages
make no claim to originality. On the contrary, their wisdom is
validated by its anonymity; it has been discovered over and over
again, tested and proven in countless lives. And they are quite right in
recognizing that there is little of genuine originality in human life, far
less than in our vanity we suppose. It is significant that one of the
sages' favorite metaphors is the "path" one chooses to walk in life (see
the comment on Proverbs 2); a path is characterized precisely by the
fact that, crooked or straight, many feet have made it.

What makes for misery or satisfaction, wickedness or goodness, is
simple and endures from one generation to another. But life is
complicated; the sheer multiplicity of events makes it easy to lose
sight of the basic principles. Sometimes the pervasive difficulty of life
makes it hard to believe in them. Yet certain forms of conviction are
not dispensable to our humanity. So moral decency requires that we
learn what C. S. Lewis calls "stock responses" to the recurrent
challenges of life, and learn them so deeply that the effort of right
moral response becomes unconscious. It has traditionally been one of
the functions of poetry to engage us in the contemplation of moral
truths in a way that is compelling, but not preachy.

The older poetry, by continually insisting on certain Stock themesas that



love is sweet, death bitter, virtue lovely, and children or gardens
delightfulwas performing a service not only of moral and civil, but even of
biological, importance. . . . Since poetry has abandoned that office the
world has not bettered. . . . We need most urgently to recover the lost
poetic art of enriching a response without making it eccentric, and of being
normal without being vulgar. (Lewis, Preface, 56)

The poetic art of proverbs is characteristically spare; with only a few
words they give us access to a great deal of human experience.
Proverbial speech is, in Marshall McLuhan's terms, a "hot medium";
proverbs have the potential to engage us deeply, in part because they
require considerable effort on our part. The effort required of us is to
find the wise saying
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that fits the present situation. For proverbs are of all literary forms the
most context-sensitive. A given saying is wise only "in season"
(15:23), when the speaker has correctly understood both the moment
and the people involved. A saying (mis)applied in pat fashion is
useless, if not dangerous, as the proverbs at the head of this section
express.

It is perhaps this extreme context-sensitivity that explains the
organization of the book, which at first consideration appears to be a
frustrating lack of organization. One might expect all the proverbs on
one subjectwealth and poverty, discipline of children, sexual
relationsto be gathered in one place, as in a modern reference book.
But instead they are scattered widely, across many chapters; it is
impossible to "look up the answer" to the problem at hand. The only
way to learn from the Proverbs is by living with the book for a long
time, dipping in and out with regularity, or (ideally) working through
it, proverb by proverb, even over years. Then one discovers that
progress through the book is movement along a spiral. The same
relatively few themes recur, but each time we are looking at them
from a different angle. The difference is both textual and personal:
How does this proverb occur in light of those around it? what has
happened in my life since the last time I thought about this?

In other words, the structure of Proverbs blocks the desire, so much
encouraged by modern education, to look for solutions in the abstract.
Rather we are constrained to cultivate a flexible moral insight into
concrete situations, which are always fraught with ambiguity and
tension, sometimes to an acute degree. For example, the sages often
cite the advantages of firm discipline for children (13:1; 29:15, 17).
On the other hand, they advocate educating a child in "his own way"
(see my translation and comment at 22:6), which implies a good deal
of respect and freedom. These two educational ideals of discipline and
freedom are in tension, and in any given instance one may be



paramount. Yet wisdom ultimately transcends the tension: both are
necessary for a child's health.

The artful composition of individual sayings also tends to work
against abstraction. Metaphors and comparisons often lend sharpness
to the sages' thumbnail characterizations. The effect is a sort of verbal
cartoon that strikes to the heart of a situation:

Like a bad tooth or a lame foot
is trust in a faithless person in time of trouble.
(25:19)

Unexpectedly, the most ordinary and necessary activities become
excruciatingly painful.
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The peculiar genius of proverbial speech is its ability to prompt moral
reflection on basic truths without harangue. In other words, these
teachings are not moralistic. Sometimes there is no explicit moral
instruction at all. Rather the sages rely on poetic images to make their
pointor perhaps more than one point. Here is an example of a saying
that consists simply in a striking image that lingers in the mind and
gradually yields understanding:

Just as water reflects the face,
so one human heart reflects another.
(27:19)

The proverb speaks to human experience at several levels. A pool of
water is the mirror of the poor. Therefore this proverb says something
about how I may come to see myself clearly: precisely by looking into
the heart of the other. It is a strong statement on human empathy; it
suggests that, for all of our individual differences, we are more alike
than we are different. At the same time, the image of water implies the
possibility that vision will be obstructed. For if the water is turbulent,
or muddied, then there is no reflection. Am I a clear pool to further the
self-understanding of others?

The sages avoid simplistic generalizations about classes of people: for
example, the rich are greedy or the poor lazy, women are quarrelsome
(the speaker's perspective for most of the proverbs is male). They
prefer to sketch brief scenes of people in action, to show behaviors
and their effects:

A continual dripping on a rainy day

and a contentious wife are alike;

to restrain her is to restrain the wind

or to grasp oil in the right hand.
(27:1516)

It is evident to anyone experienced in dealing with a contentious male



that the observation is accurate and not gender-specific.

Another way the sages prompt moral reflection is by setting close
together sayings that together enrich our understanding more than
might each alone:

The rich rules over the poor,
and the borrower is the slave of the lender.
(22:7)
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Those who are generous are blessed,
for they share their bread with the poor.
(22:9)

The near-juxtaposition of these two proverbs implies a truth that the
New Testament confirms in several places: wealth, though not an
absolute evil, must be recognized as the social and spiritual danger it
is; generosity is the only alternative to oppression. Moreover, the
difference between rich and poor is shown to be relative by a third
proverb, which sets the others in perspective:

Rich and poor are met together;
the LORD is maker of them all.
(22:2, AT)

A healthy person who looks hard at human behavior must find
something funny in it. So there are humorous proverbs:

Even fools who keep silent are considered wise;
when they close their lips, they are deemed intelligent.
(17:28)

Compare the wry observation of Abraham Lincoln: "It is better to
keep silent and be thought a fool than to speak and remove all doubt.
A slice-of-life vignette portrays a typical scene in a Near Eastern
market, ancient or modern:

mn

"Bad, bad," says the buyer,
then goes away and boasts.
(20:14)

No instruction is conveyed, but the simple observation is a reminder
that our actions and motives are not invisible to others.

A careful reading of Proverbs reveals a paradox. The sages speak out
of a tradition of wisdom, and they seek to enlist new learners in that
tradition. They make no claim to original discoveries. The interest in



new behavioral theories that is so much a part of the modern mindset
would seem to them odd. Yet, as the following commentary intends to
show, reckoning with their sayings challenges every serious reader to
fresh moral reflection. In some cases the new thinking required is so
profound as to warrant the New Testament term metdnoia, literally,
"change of mind"; the common translation is "repentance" (Matt. 3:8;
Rom. 2:4; 2 Cor. 7:10,
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etc.). The paradox: age-old wisdom occasions radically new thought
in each generation. Yet, of course this must be so. For we human
beings are learners, not creatures of instinct. Living a morally
responsible life requires that we participate in a lifelong process of
deep learning, and further, that we share in the most important task of
each generation of adults: namely, guiding the young in the path of
"wisdom," of profound reflection on what is good. The sages of
ancient Israel are of inestimable help to us in meeting that
responsibility.

A word on the style of the commentary that follows: I offer fairly full
commentary on the long poems in chapters 1 through 9 and 30
through 31, which frame the "proverbs proper,"” the short sayings in
chapters 10 through 29. With respect to the latter, I have made no
attempt to be exhaustive. Rather, in a series of meditations I have tried
to model the process of "chewing" the proverbs. These meditations
are meant to stimulate your own theological reflection, not substitute
for it.
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1
Poetic Preface

The Goal of Learning
Proverbs 1:16

1:1 The proverbs of Solomon son of David, king of Israel:

2 For learning about wisdom and instruction,
for understanding words of insight,

3 for gaining instruction in wise dealing,
righteousness, justice, and equity;

4 to teach shrewdness to the simple,
knowledge and prudence to the young

5 let the wise also hear and gain in learning,
and the discerning acquire skill,

6 to understand a proverb and a figure,
the words of the wise and their riddles.

Here the sages set forth what we might gain from studying
"Solomon's" proverbs. The first line (following the title) is better
translated: "For knowing wisdom and discipline." The Hebrew word
miusar (here and in vv. 3a, 7b, 8a) always denotes an authoritative
instruction or correction from God or God's agent, personified
Wisdom, or from a teacher or a parent. It is telling that the published
translation avoids the word "discipline,"” which for us evokes pictures
of grim-faced teachers rapping knuckles with their rulers. (Elsewhere
NRSYV translates miisar variously as "correction," "discipline,"
"instruction," "lesson": Jer. 2:30; 5:3; 7:28; 17:23; 32:33; 35:13; Zeph.
3:2, 7.) Yet for the sages, discipline is an entirely positive concept.
They speak of "loving discipline,” which is tantamount to loving
knowledge itself (12:1a). Furthermore, they state the alternative with
remarkable frankness: "The one who hates reproof is dumb as an ox!"



(12:1b, AT). Indeed, they put it even more strongly: hating discipline
is a form of self-hatred (see the comment at 15:32a).
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The sages can speak about loving discipline because they understand
that it is not primarily something externally imposed, in order to make
us do things we don't want to do. They maintain that the teacher's "rod
of discipline" may help drive away the young boy's inherent folly
(22:15). However, if discipline is to have a permanent and positive
effect on character, it must be internalized by the student, as the Latin
word discipulus, "student," implies. Therefore, those who would be
wise must not only "receive misar" (8:10; 24:32) but also actively
seek it out. The sages urge strongly, "Keep hold of miisar; do not let
go!" (4:13). "Buy miisar" (23:23)along with truth, wisdom,
understanding. The price of a wise adulthood must be paid "up front,"
in a disciplined childhood: "Hear, my child, your father's miisar"
(1:8).

The use of the word miisar twice in the first two verses is an early
warning that the acquisition of wisdom is difficult and demands
commitment. But, like good teachers of every age, the sages do not
assume that their students necessarily begin with the necessary
commitment. So indirectly they answer the question that is probably
lurking in some minds, "Why should I care? What's in it for me?" The
answer they offer is at once stirring and unsettling, as the Bible's
answers often are. The sages' initial answer is "wise dealing," a
morally neutral term that might mean nothing more than good
business sense, "success." But then they immediately specify that term
further, with language that comes straight from the biblical prophets:
"righteousness, justice, and equity" (v. 3). So at the outset we see that
the sages are aiming at the same goal as the prophets. They are not
just preparing their students for personal success. "Righteousness,
justice, and equity"these are all relational virtues; they are the
elements of healthy community life. They are also, as the prophets
consistently teach, the qualities of character and common life that
make the community of the faithful hospitable to God's holy presence.



This is education for the kingdom of God.

The sages' statement of their educational aims is unsettling because it
challenges our own deeply rooted, if unconscious, assumptions about
education. For us, knowledge is a form of power. The idea that my
power depends on what I know and someone else does not is
fundamental to our increasingly information-oriented and
professionally structured society. The mystique of specialized
knowledge informs everything from Scotch ads to spy novels to
college promotional materials; the whole military-industrial complex
rests on the idea that knowledge is the highest form of power. We
encourage our children to go to graduate school so they will know
more than somebody else and (God willing) get a good job. Of course,
this is a very old idea. Egyptian and Mesopotamian scribes tell their
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students: study hard, learn to write, there is a future for a good scribe.
In ancient cultures, writing was a powerful form of technological
expertise; those who had mastered cuneiform or hieroglyphics were
the rocket scientists of their age. Considered in that context, it is
apparent how countercultural was the educational perspective of the
Israelite sages. Pursuit of "righteousness, justice, and equity" does not
guarantee personal advancement, and no one schooled in biblical
tradition could suffer from that delusion. Nonetheless, the sages of
Israel teach that those who would be wise must aim, not at power, but
at goodness.

As one who has spent most of her life in and around academic
institutions, I can testify that that sounds weird. Scholars and
professorsmodern sageshave a great deal of specialized knowledge,
but most would think it odd to speak of what they know as tending
toward righteousness. That would be a category mistake. We are
trained and hired to think rigorously and innovatively, not to be
righteous and justnor to instill those virtues in our students. But that
shows how far we are from the perspective of the Israelite sages. It
can be stated categorically: the Bible is not interested in abstract
knowledgethat is, in knowledge abstracted from goodness. It is not
interested in knowledge abstracted from the concrete problem of how
to live well with our neighbors, in the presence of God.

Although what follows is often presented as parental instruction
addressed to a child (see, for example, vv. 89), the introduction
emphasizes that it is addressed to simple and sophisticated alike (vv.
46). "Simple" denotes, not lack of intelligence, but the natural
condition of the young and untutored. The style of the biblical
proverbs is extremely plain; most instructions are only two lines long,
and the language is straightforward. They can be understood by a
child, yet there is a depth of meaning that rewards long reflection. The
best way to study proverbs is to "chew them" (as the medieval monks



said of the words of scripture), one at a time, until they yield their full
sweetness and nourishment. As this prologue indicates, the book of
Proverbs is intended to be used in a program of lifelong learning.

The list of literary terms in verse 6 points to the sages' justifiable pride
in their own skillful use of language. Thus they boasted of their
wordcraft: "Apples of gold in settings of silvera word fitly spoken"
(25:11, AT). As we shall see, many of the proverbs employ turns of
phrase and metaphors that are more than ornamentation; the word
pictures can be probed to yield surprising shades of meaning.
Moreover, the beautifully balanced language lends itself to
memorization. Many or all of these proverbs originally circulated as
oral literature, and in some traditional religious communities,
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many of them are still known by heart. After I had lectured on
Proverbs to a group of seminarians, one of my African American
students commented, "So that's where my grandmother got all those
great lines!" It is the active memory of people of faith that gives these
written words life.

The Fear of the Lord
Proverbs 1:7

1:7 The fear of the LORD is the beginning of knowledge;
fools despise wisdom and instruction.

This, the first instruction in the book, is rightly set off by itself in the
NRSYV for it is the cardinal teaching in all the biblical wisdom
literature. Various sayings throughout the book repeat and amplify the
idea that "the fear of the LORD" is the essence of wisdom (see 9:10;
15:33). Paradoxically, fear of the Lord is the only form of security that
life holds (19:23; see also 10:27; 14:27). Modern scholars often
observe that "fear" in this context means reverence rather than terror.
Thus one translator renders the verse: "The first principle of
knowledge is to hold the LORD in awe" (R. B. Y. Scott). It is true that
in biblical usage, the phrase denotes a positive religious attitude. This
is the most common term for what we would call "being religious" or
"having faith." Nevertheless the distinction between fear of the Lord
and ordinary fright should not be drawn too sharply. Indeed, to
experience the full measure of God's power and not to feel some
stirring of fear would indicate a profound state of spiritual numbness,
if not acute mental illness. A sickly lack of fear in the face of God's
power is exactly the condition described in the book of Exodus as
Pharaoh's "hardheartedness" (see Exod. 8:15, 32; 9:7, and elsewhere).
He doggedly endures ten plagues because he is too inert to respond to
clear evidence that he is living in opposition to the real Power in the
universe. Thus Moses diagnoses the spiritual condition that ultimately



brings ruin on the whole land of Egypt: "But as for you and your
officials, I know that you do not yet fear the LORD God" (Exod. 9:30;
compare Exod. 14:31).

Yet fear of the Lord is something more than an emotional response to
God's power. It implies also recognition of God's moral authority,
recognition that shapes the believer's moral character and ultimately
leads to a pervasive commitment of one's life. Therefore the sages
speak of "the fear of the LORD" as something one chooses (1:29).
Although Christian tradition affirms that faith is in part a gift from
God, making it an effective force in
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our lives involves moral choice. More accurately, it involves
developing the habit of making choices that do not merely reflect our
own self-interest or the mood of the moment. Acting in accordance
with our proper fear of the Lord means putting God's preferences
before our own. Such a reversal of our natural priorities is what the
Bible calls "humility," which is linked in several proverbs with fear of
the Lord (15:33; 22:4; see comment at 15:33). Those with long and
deep experience in the spiritual life habitually choose what God
prefers, not because they are goody-goodies or without a will of their
own, but because, unlike Pharaoh, they have the grace (literally) to see
that the consequences of choosing otherwise are inevitably bad.
Therefore fear of the Lord, linked on one side with humility, is linked
on the other with hatred of evil (8:13; 14:16; 16:6; 23:17).

A sermon by the seventeenth-century poet John Donne offers one of
the most moving meditations in the Christian tradition on "the fear of
the LORD," which Donne calls "the art of arts, the root, and fruit, of
all true wisdom" (Sermons, 6:96). Drawing his language and thought
from the scriptures, he shows that this fear is, paradoxically, "the most
noble, the most courageous, the most magnanimous, not affection
[mere feeling], but virtue, in the world" (6:95)the most noble and
courageous, because it drives out all lesser fears, which diminish
rather than build up our character. He offers a brilliant analogy for
how this works: "As he that is fallen into the king's hand for debt to
him, is safe from all other creditors, so is he, that fears the Lord, from
other fears. He that loves the Lord, loves him with all his love; he that
fears the Lord, loves him with all his fear too; God takes no half
affections” (6:109). The final lines of the sermon bring together these
two great religious emotions in an instruction that may open to us the
depth dimension of the sages' teaching on fear of the Lord: "For this
fear is inchoative [beginning] love, and this love is consummative
fear. The love of God begins in fear, and the fear of God ends in love;



and that love can never end, for God is love" (6:113).

Bad Company
Proverbs 1:819

1:8 Hear, my child, your father's instruction,
and do not reject your mother's teaching;
9 for they are a fair garland for your head,
and pendants for your neck.
10 My child, if sinners entice you,
do not consent.
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11 If they say, "Come with us, let us lie in wait for blood;
let us wantonly ambush the innocent;
12 like Sheol let us swallow them alive
and whole, like those who go down to the Pit.
13 We shall find all kinds of costly things;
we shall fill our houses with booty.
14 Throw in your lot among us;
we will all have one purse”
15 my child, do not walk in their way,
keep your foot from their paths;
16 for their feet run to evil,
and they hurry to shed blood.
17 For in vain is the net baited
while the bird is looking on;
18 yet they lie in waitto kill themselves!
and set an ambushfor their own lives!
19 Such is the end of all who are greedy for gain;
it takes away the life of its possessors.

The sages consider that bad company isalong with foolish speaking,
anger, and lazinessone of the chief sources of personal disaster. This is
the first of many warnings against it (see 4:1419; 13:20; 22:2425; 24:1
and the comment at 13:20). It is striking that the ancient editors who
put the book in its final form chose to sketch as the "first scene" a
crime in the making. Evidently the problem of violent crime in their
society was serious enough to warrant this general warning to youth
(in ancient Israel, it would have been addressed specifically to young
men).

It is likely that the setting for this warning is the city. Israelite cities
were tiny in comparison to modern cities or even to the great cities of
Mesopotamia. Even after the expansion of Jerusalem in Josiah's reign
(late seventh century B.C.E.), the population was probably no more
than twenty-five thousand inhabitants, and other cities would have



been much smaller. Nonetheless the prophets represented the capital
cities of Jerusalem and Samaria as scandalously corrupt, places of
idolatry and oppression (Ezek. 22:116; Amos 3:9; Micah 1:5).

The problems of the ancient cities were not very different from those
that plague modern cities, although far less advanced. Beginning with
Solomon's reign in the tenth century and accelerating greatly in the
eighth to sixth centuries, the old tribal structure gradually eroded
under the dual pressures of foreign wars and new economic
opportunities opened up by foreign trade. Generations of youth
entered into public life outside the
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protective kinship-based structure of community life in villages and
were thereby exposed to many social and religious dangers.

In our own highly urbanized society, the warning against the
temptation to make easy money by joining a gang of thieves rings a
strikingly contemporary note. "Throw in your lot among us; we will
all have one purse" (v. 14)here the false comradeship of the streets is
offered to the young person, who longs to be accepted by others.
Imagine these words being spoken to a child in the inner city, where a
ten-year-old must make a decision whether or not to deal drugs, where
thirteen-year-olds are convicted sex offenders and sometimes
murderers.

The whole passage is informed by an acute sense of irony. The gang
members assume the identity of Sheol, in biblical cosmology the place
of the dead, also known "the Pit." The sages know that speech is never
wholly idle, and here the criminals' self-identification with Sheol
foreshadows their future. The only certain effect of their crime as
represented here is to bring their own lives to a violent and, it seems,
swift end (vv. 1819). Many proverbs affirm that God's judgment is
both just and timelya claim that the eccentric sages Koheleth
(Ecclesiastes) and Job will call radically into question.

Verse 17 subtly draws our attention to the justice of God. This appears
to be a traditional proverb put to unconventional use. The obvious
meaning of the proverb is to expose the vanity of plotting against
someone who has already figured out what the plotter is up to and
therefore is able to escape "the net." But in the present context, it
seems more likely that the one looking on is not the intended victim
but God, who then brings a swift recompense. The sages give us a
clue to this by using a poetic expression, "lord of the wing," here too
simply rendered "bird." In fact, they are probably playing on two
well-known metaphors for God: as the one whose watchful eye is



always upon the faithful of Israel (Psalm 121:4), and also as the one
whose "wing" is for the faithful a place of protection and joy (Psalm
63:7 [Hebrew v. 8]).

Wisdom's Challenge
Proverbs 1:2033

1:20 Wisdom cries out in the street;
in the squares she raises her voice.
21 At the busiest corner she cries out;
at the entrance of the city gates she speaks:
22 "How long, O simple ones, will you love being simple?
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How long will scoffers delight in their scoffing
and fools hate knowledge?
23 Give heed to my reproof;
I will pour out my thoughts to you;
I will make my words known to you.
24 Because I have called and you refused,
have stretched out my hand and no one heeded,
25 and because you have ignored all my counsel
and would have none of my reproof,
26 I also will laugh at your calamity;
I will mock when panic strikes you,
27 when panic strikes you like a storm,
and your calamity comes like a whirlwind,
when distress and anguish come upon you.
28 Then they will call upon me, but I will not answer;
they will seek me diligently, but will not find me.
29 Because they hated knowledge
and did not choose the fear of the LORD,
30 would have none of my counsel,
and despised all my reproof,
31 therefore they shall eat the fruit of their way
and be sated with their own devices.
32 For waywardness Kkills the simple,
and the complacency of fools destroys them;
33 but those who listen to me will be secure
and will live at ease, without dread of disaster."

Competing with the voices of the tempters is another voice, that of
Wisdom "herself," who forcefully echoes the instruction of father and
mother. This, the first of her three major addresses (see also 8:136 and
9:16), is a carefully constructed poem of self-introduction; virtually
every line contains a term of self-reference: "I," "my,"” "me." The
larger-than-life figure of Wisdom is astonishing. She has her
counterparts in Mesopotamia and Egypt, where goddesses were
thought to oversee education and the production of wisdom literature.



But how could a figure reminiscent of pagan goddesses have passed
muster in rigorously monotheistic Israel? "Lady Wisdom" is not a full-
blown goddess, and there is no indication that a goddess of wisdom
was ever worshiped in Israel. It seems that the sages are here
inventing a bold literary device that compels attention and lends
seriousness to their message, as when Wagner used Scandinavian
mythology to create a setting for nineteenth-century German opera.
Their audience stands at sufficient cultural and religious distance from
the home base of
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that mythology to render it theologically neutral, even though it
retains imaginative force.

The vivid representations of Wisdom in these opening chapters
emphasize that "she" is much more than even the noblest ideal.
Wisdom is closely associated with such intellectual and moral
qualities as knowledge, prudence, righteousness, justice (1:34), but
finally "she" is more than any of them. Wisdom is more like a person
than a single qualitya total being who encounters us in the
everydayness of the world, whom we may come to know intimately,
whose summons we ignore to our peril. Wisdom resembles a
compelling and (sometimes) alluring woman. Like the biblical
prophets (whom she seems to imitate in this speech), she speaks to the
heart, which in biblical physiology is the seat of the affections and the
imagination as well as the rational mind.

The fact that the Hebrew noun hokhmah, "wisdom," is of feminine
gender might have given initial inspiration for the femininization of
wisdom. But "Lady Wisdom" does not match the common Near
Eastern ideal, both ancient and modern, of the woman who is demure
in public, however assertive she may be in the private sphere (for
example, Sarah, Rebecca, Naomi, and Ruth). Wisdom sets out to
establish herself as a public figure; she chooses the most prominent
place in town to deliver her speech: the open space within the city
gates (v. 21) where commercial, legal, and civic affairs were
conducted.

She addresses herself directly to the "naive" or "uncommitted" (v. 22).
The uncommitted condition of those whom Wisdom addresses is
initially morally neutral, though highly vulnerable. "Being simple" is
the condition natural to the young, whose inherited commitmentsto a
religious tradition, a family, and a community, and to the values they
seek to inculcatehave not yet been tried and firmed by experience. But



cultivated "simplicity" is a vice. The sages are moral realists and
know that lack of commitment, willfully prolonged beyond early
youth, becomes a culpable and ultimately deadly vulnerability to sin:
"waywardness Kkills the simple" (v. 32).

So in a ringing tone (the verb in v. 20 indicates a fervent, piercing
cryhere of exhortation, elsewhere of joy or distress), Wisdom tells the
"simple ones" that they must either grow up or grow down in moral
stature. Ideally, the young are susceptible to sound instruction, and
thus the simple person grows into one who "walks in integrity" (2:7;
10:9; 19:1; 20:7; 28:6). But there is also the possibility that they will
refuse to take Wisdom's hand (v. 24) and commit themselves to "the
path of [God's] faithful ones" (2:8). Verse 22 identifies the two levels
of moral erosion to which the perpetually
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uncommitted person sooner or later descends: first to cynicism,
"scoffing,” and then to the open hatred of knowledge which is the
condition of the fool. The scoffer and the fool are stock characters of
the wisdom literature; the proverbs that follow (chapters 1029)
develop their profiles in detail. This introductory speech shows us
their fate in the starkest terms (v. 32).

The representation of Wisdom as a woman shouting loudly in the
public square is deliberately chosen to arrest attention. (As we shall
see, chapter 7 offers another portrait of an aggressive woman who
speaks persuasively, and there are even some similarities in the way
Wisdom and "the strange woman" speak!) Her opening address here
bears a striking resemblance to judgment speeches of the prophets,
and doubtless the sages expect their audience to catch the echoes. The
prophetic judgment speech (for example, Micah 3:14) announces
God's decree of doom and gives the reasons why that decree is
justified. As that passage shows, these speeches often open with a
specific address to the audience: "O you heads of Jacob and rulers of
the house of Israel"; compare here "O simple ones" (v. 22). Then they
detailoften using graphic imagesthe reasons for judgment: "Because I
have called and you refused . . . " (v. 24; compare Micah 3:23).
Finally the form of judgment is announced, and that is identical in
both passages: "Then they will call upon me, but I will not answer" (v.
28; compare Micah 3:4). The best explanation, then, for Wisdom's
aggressiveness is that she is meant to sound like the prophets. Like
them, she speaks transparently for God, and like them she risks public
contempt in order to reach thoseperhaps only the fewwho can hear her
message and "choose the fear of the LORD" (v. 29). The next chapter
sets forth more fully the choice between the ways of life and death.

The Choice Between Two Paths
Proverbs 2:122



The Search for Understanding (Proverbs 2:115)

2:1 My child, if you accept my words
and treasure up my commandments within you,
2 making your ear attentive to wisdom
and inclining your heart to understanding;
3 if you indeed cry out for insight,
and raise your voice for understanding;
4 if you seek it like silver,
and search for it as for hidden treasures
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5 then you will understand the fear of the LORD
and find the knowledge of God.
6 For the LORD gives wisdom;
from his mouth come knowledge and understanding;
7 he stores up sound wisdom for the upright;
he is a shield to those who walk blamelessly,
8 guarding the paths of justice
and preserving the way of his faithful ones.
9 Then you will understand righteousness and justice
and equity, every good path;
10 for wisdom will come into your heart,
and knowledge will be pleasant to your soul;
11 prudence will watch over you;
and understanding will guard you.
12 It will save you from the way of evil,
and from those who speak perversely,
13 who forsake the paths of uprightness
to walk in the ways of darkness,
14 who rejoice in doing evil
and delight in the perverseness of evil;
15 those whose paths are crooked,
and who are devious in their ways.

It has been aptly observed that "allegiance precedes understanding,
not the other way around" (Newsom, "Woman and the Discourse,"
147). Accordingly, the speaker asks first for the "child's" trust: "accept
my words, inclining your heart to understanding" (vv. 12). The
identity of the speaker is ambiguous, probably deliberately so. On the
one hand, since no new speaker is introduced, we may take this as the
continuation of Lady Wisdom's speech from the previous chapter. On
the other hand, since wisdom is here referred to in the third person,
the instructor may be a parent (see 1:819) or another teacher. The
address "my child" or "my children" punctuates these opening
chapters. It occurs once in what is specifically identified as "a father's



instruction" (4:1) and once on the lips of Wisdom herself (8:32). But
most of the speeches in which it occurs could be assigned equally to
Wisdom, to a parent, or to a schoolteacher. The effect is that the
instruction of divine Wisdom flows almost imperceptibly into the
speech of her human representatives.

The figurative language suggests that acquiring wisdom is more like
an adventure, a quest, than a homework assignment. First, you have to
want understanding, and want it badly. "If you cry out . . . and raise
your voice . . . "these are the same verbs used of Wisdom's urgent call
in 1:2021.
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The image of the treasure hunt suggests both strong motivation and
also the rigors of the search. "If you seek it like silver"in the ancient
world, miners were lowered by ropes into deep narrow shafts; it was
an occupation that few would choose! Yet, perhaps anticipating that
many will fall away at the outset, the sages of Proverbs assure us that
sure knowledge of God is possible (v. 5)not because we are so smart,
but because, in response to our earnest desire, "the LORD gives
wisdom" (v. 6).

The rest of the passage is dominated by the image of two different
kinds of "path" (several synonyms with this meaning occur here a
total of thirteen times). The contrast is stark: between the path of life
and justice and the way of evil, darkness, and death. The absoluteness
of the contrast is hard for us to grasp. We are so accustomed to
thinking in shades of gray, with an eye always to the extenuating
circumstance. But the biblical writers frequently bring us up short.
They remind us that in the things that touch our character and
therefore our life with God, we must make a clear and conscious
choice. In terms similar to those used by the sages, Moses in his final
address confronts the Israelites: "See, I have set before you today life
and prosperity, death and adversity" (Deut. 30:15).

The image of the path itself suggests something of what it means to
seek wisdom. First, the decision to seek it is not made once and for
all. A path may guide our movement but does not determine it. We
may set our feet on "the paths of uprightness" and then go astray (v.
13). Wisdom and understanding come only to those who persist in
walking that way, step by step, day after day. Second, no one walks
the way that leads to wisdom entirely alone. A path is a public
walkway. Many feet clear it, over a period of time; repeated use keeps
it open. The biblical writers relieve us of the burden and delusion of
radical individuality, which is such a strong element of our
contemporary ideology. If we would find wisdom, then we must look



to those who have walked that way before us. This is what it means to
belong to a tradition, something of which the sages themselves are
highly conscious. The notion of tradition is much underrated in our
modern world, and therefore our sense of isolation is greatly
increased. This is especially so for those who choose the path of
wisdom, which is never in any age the main thoroughfare for travel. If
we change our lives so that there is time to search for "knowledge of
God," the immediate result may be a deeper sense of loneliness.
Moreover, it may be difficult to find sound guidance; for sadly, few of
us know a lot of peopleor even one!wise in the ways of God.
Therefore it is well to remember that we may get encouragement,
guidance, and deep spiritual companionship from the dead as well as
the living, within what the Apostles' Creed calls
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"the communion of saints." Spiritual readingfrom the Bible but also
from books whose wisdom has been tested by timegives us access to
the wisdom that God "stores up for the upright" (v. 7).

The Strange Woman (Proverbs 2:1622)

2:16 You will be saved from the loose woman,
from the adulteress with her smooth words,
17 who forsakes the partner of her youth
and forgets her sacred covenant;
18 for her way leads down to death,
and her paths to the shades;
19 those who go to her never come back,
nor do they regain the paths of life.
20 Therefore walk in the way of the good,
and keep to the paths of the just.
21 For the upright will abide in the land,
and the innocent will remain in it;
22 but the wicked will be cut off from the land,
and the treacherous will be rooted out of it.

This final section focuses on the threat presented by "the strange
woman" (the NRSV translation "loose woman" is inadequate, as
explained below). The sages frequently caution the young men who
would have been their original audience (since only in rare instances
would women in ancient Israel have received formal education)
against sexual indiscretion. Yet it is important to recognize that their
concern is not simply (as often is the case in the modern church) with
private morality and its consequences for "personal salvation." There
is in fact an integral connection between the warning against infidelity
and the promise that "the upright will abide in the land" (v. 21). That
connection may be understood in light of the fact that the sages are
upholding the traditional social structure of Israel, namely as a
kinship-based society where the extended family was the primary



socio-economic unit. In other words, the multigenerational household
traditionally known as "the father's house" was bound together not
only by ties of blood, marriage, and affection, but also by strong
economic bonds. Its primary activities were small-scale agriculture,
tending flocks and herds, and processing raw materials into food and
clothing. Much of the biblical legislation (e.g., the debt slavery laws
in Exod. 21:211; Lev. 25:2355; Deut. 15:118) aims at keeping the
infrastructure of the society intact by enabling families to work as
"free peasants” on their own land.
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Yet the biblical emphasis on keeping families intact and on the land is
motivated by more than political and economic wisdom. For the
family was also the primary unit of religious life, and therefore the
link between family and land also has central theological significance.
On the one hand, the Promised Land of Israel is the earnest, the
tangible evidence of God's commitment to the people Israel. On the
other hand, it was in the everyday life of the family that God's
commitment was most consistently felt and Israel's reciprocal
commitment nurtured through religious education and observance.
There is strong evidence that inclusion in a family structure was
necessary for full participation in the religious life of Israel, which is
one reason why the Old Testament frequently calls attention to the
plight of those whose family structure has been weakened or
destroyed: widows and orphans, sojourners and slaves.

The religious importance of family life grew in the period after the
Babylonian exile, when the Temple and the monarchy had been
destroyed. In the absence of the former priestly and royal mediators
between God and Israel, the family assumed much greater
responsibility for upholding and perpetuating the covenantal faith.
There is good evidence that the religious role of women became
correspondingly more important, precisely because they bore so much
responsibility for home-based religious practices such as Sabbath
observance and for cultivation of a moral environment in which
children might grow into a healthy understanding of what it means to
be "a good Israelite,” faithful to Israel's God. Accordingly, the book of
Proverbs, which assumed final form in the period after the exile,
asserts: "Women's wisdom builds her house" (14:1, AT). It is
noteworthy that all the memorable figures in this book, including
Lady Wisdom herself, are women. Significantly, the final portrait of
the "woman of valor" (31:1031) gives us more insight than any other
biblical passage into the work of ordinary women. At the same time,



that female homebuilder is the sages' most fully developed example of
someone who embodies "fear of the LORD" (31:30).

The negative attention that Proverbs gives to the adulterous woman
(see also 6:2435; 7:127) is the flip side of the positive highlighting of
"women's wisdom." In light of the central social and religious role of
women, "the strange woman" who makes light of the marital covenant
is more than a source of grief to her husband and immediate family.
She threatens the whole community at the core of its lifethat is, in its
relationship to God. The Hebrew text of this passage gives us several
hints of the religious dimension of the threat, which have been lost in
the NRSV translation. First, verse 17b literally reads, " . . . and she
forgets the
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covenant of her God." The phrasing suggests that she has ignored not
only her marriage vows but also the covenant promises by which God
established himself as Israel's God and established the people Israel
on their own land. Second, in biblical usage, the word "strange"
frequently has the connotation of idolatrous worship ("strange gods").
Third, the references to death and the shades (v. 18) give a mythic
dimension to the threat of extinction that results from her behavior.
But more than personal death is implied. "The wicked will be cut off
from the land" (v. 22); the undoing of the family unit through sexual
irresponsibility leads to the undoing of God's blessing of Israel
through the gift of the Promised Land. Far from being a pious cliché,
the threat expresses the sages' keen social and religious perception
that irresponsible sexual behavior is ultimately connected with the
horrors of social collapse and religious disenfranchisement of the
weak, especially children.

Beyond the Limits of Human Understanding
Proverbs 3:112

3:1 My child, do not forget my teaching,
but let your heart keep my commandments;
2 for length of days and years of life
and abundant welfare they will give you.
3 Do not let loyalty and faithfulness forsake you;
bind them around your neck,
write them on the tablet of your heart.
4 So you will find favor and good repute
in the sight of God and of people.
5 Trust in the LORD with all your heart,
and do not rely on your own insight.
6 In all your ways acknowledge him,
and he will make straight your paths.
7 Do not be wise in your own eyes;
fear the LORD, and turn away from evil.



8 It will be a healing for your flesh
and a refreshment for your body.
9 Honor the LORD with your substance
and with the first fruits of all your produce;
10 then your barns will be filled with plenty,
and your vats will be bursting with wine.
11 My child, do not despise the LORD's discipline
or be weary of his reproof,
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12 for the LORD reproves the one he loves,
as a father the son in whom he delights.

This instruction gives important insight into what might be called the
educational theory of the sages. Wisdom does not come simply from
study (although this is valued) nor from even the keenest native
intelligence. Its foundation is not finally within ourselves at all but
rather in the relationship we have with God. That relationship is one
of practical trustthat is, trust so complete that it is evidenced in all we
do (vv. 56). So the sages encourage us to put ourselves in the posture
of a child (vv. 1, 11, 12)even a newborn! This point is made by the
striking imagery in verse 8 but not adequately conveyed by the
English translation. The Hebrew reads, "It will be healing for your
navel and moisture for your bones." Since this phrasing is no less
curious in Hebrew than in English, it is likely that we are meant to
ponder the image. This is formative instruction for spiritual neonates;
in Paul's terms, it is milk for those who are not yet ready for solid
food (1 Cor. 3:2).

The pronounced physicality of the image indicates that the biblical
writers perceive no split between body and soul. Greek philosophy
aims to "rise above" the body and its needs. By contrast, Israelite
wisdom imbues the whole person: body, mind, and spirit (see 14:30;
17:22). Augustine expresses the biblical conception of wisdom when
he says, "I want to be healed completely, because I am a complete
whole" (Sermon 30.4).

No age limit applies to the call to look toward God with the trust of a
child (see Jesus' similar call to receive the kingdom of heaven as a
child, Mark 10:15 and parallels). The sages habitually address the
reader as "my child." This is not demeaning but rather invites us to be
free of the anxiety that may be the defining characteristic of what we
generallybut unwisely!call "adult life." Moreover, by sounding the



keynote of trust, the sages counter the sickening fear that dominates
the educational experience of so many, from elementary school
classrooms to graduate school and on-the-job training, even to the
extreme consequences of nervous breakdown and suicide at exam
time. This instruction points obliquely to the cause of that fear:
namely, exclusive reliance on our own understanding, the feeling
(which, sadly, is often encouraged by teachers) that I need to "get on
top of this"this information, this subject, this situation, every possible
situationby sheer force of intellect. Yet sooner or later, that proves to
be impossible. The sages know that the desire to learn is God-given
and glorious: "It is the glory of God to conceal things, but the glory of
kings is to search things out" (Prov. 25:2). But if that very desire is not
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finally to bring us to despair, then sooner or later each of us must give
up reliance on our own intellect.

Paradoxica