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Among modern commentators, Rene Girard is unique in describing the religious dilemma addressed by the book of Job asa “sacrificial crisis” (Girard 1987: 83). According to Girard, thevoice of Job in the dialogues is that of an archetypal victim of social persecution and ostracism. There is actually no indication as towhat led to the downfall of this paradigmatic social leader, as it is amistake to read the dialogues in conjunction with the prologue. The Job ofthe dialogues is a solitary individual pitted against theunanimity of the crowd whose mimetic desires for the high status thedownfallen Job once enjoyed unleash the dynamics of the scapegoatmechanism. But Job, unlike Oedipus, is a failed scapegoat because herefuses to agree with his persecutors that he is guilty ordeserves punishment at the hands of those convinced of the sacred characterof their own collective violence towards him. To this end, Job’sspeeches and prayers develop an appeal to a God of the victims that isopposed to the God of the persecutors. In Girard’s view, thiscreative theological and rhetorical strategy is countered and ultimatelycompromised by theologizing additions to the dialogues consisting of thespeeches of Elihu and YHWH, and the prose prologue and epilogue.

The aim of this paper is to connectGirard’s thesis about sacrificial crisis in Job with my owninvestigations into the demise of the individual complaint psalm genre inearly Jewish worship. In the process, I shall offer not only anappreciation of Girard’s contribution to modern interpretationof the book of Job but also suggest some modifications. In particular, Iwant shift the focus of discussion from Job’s refusal of the status ofscapegoat to the language of individual complaint which permeatesJob’s speeches. This rhetoric is related to the liturgical useof complaint psalms to defuse the potential for scapegoating individualsmarked by physical and social weaknesses in local communities. Thesacrificial crisis marked by the book of Job has to do with doubtsabout the utility of complaint prayer in a culture experiencing suchsignificant social and religious transformations that the era in which Jobwas composed has been dubbed, “the Axial Age.”

The Rhetoric of Complaint in the Book of Job

Recent decades haveseen a renewed interest in the tradition of biblical prayer called theindividual lament or complaint (CI). This tradition of prayer is wellrepresented in the Psalter. Typically, it gives a voice to victims ofviolence that allows them both to affirm their innocence and toprotest the violence they have experienced. Following the work of RaymundSchwager, Girard refers to this liturgical poetry as “the tragicPsalms” (Girard 1987: 8).  

I follow ErhardGerstenberger in supposing that the psalms of CI were originally used inprivate or semi-public services for suffering individuals conducted byliturgical experts, but not necessarily in sacred space (1981: 168). Bylate Second Temple times, the genre of CI vanished as a livingliturgical practice, although literary imitations of the form were stillbeing written. Given the obvious pastoral utility of the CI tradition, andits concern for the voice of the victim, its eclipse in SecondTemple times is a puzzle. Why did it happen? 

It is common to identify the composition of the book of Job with aspiritual or theological crisis in ancient Israel. Critical scholarsgenerally date the book to the post-exilic period. They often associate itsintense scrutiny of the theme of divine justice with the socialconditions of that period. Some relate the book of Job directly to thenational chaos of exile and reconstruction following the Babyloniandestructions of Judah and Jerusalem (e.g., Perdue 1994: 124). Others notethe absence of any overt national references and prefer to accountfor the book of Job as a biblical manifestation of a kind of pessimisticwisdom literature well-known in the ancient Near East (e.g., Crenshaw:103-6). 

But here is where Girard’sidea of a sacrificial crisis is particularly useful. A sacrificial crisisarises in a society when traditional institutions for managing collectiveviolence begin to lose their legitimacy (Bailie: 24-28). If we couple thegeneral scholarly awareness of social crisis with the recognitionthat Job’s language shows particular affinity with the conventions ofcomplaint, then Girard’s terminology seems warranted. There was notsimply a general malaise that prompted speculative wisdom andscrutinty of traditional theodicy, but a situation which called into doubtan existing religious institution. My thesis is that the book of Job is awitness to a theological struggle regarding the legitimacy of Israel’scomplaint liturgy.

Job’s words and argumentsshow the influence of the complaint prayer genre throughout (Westermann:31). In the first place, Job’s language fits in clearly with thelanguage of psalms emphasizing the innocence of the petitioner (Hartley,1994: 90-91; cf. Job 6:28-30; 16:17; 23:10-12 and 27:2-6 with Pss17:3-5 and 26:2-7).  Particularly significantis the use of an oath formula in Job 29-31, in effect, calling on God tocurse the poet if his righteousness is not established. Such a procedurewould have been considered highly risky unless the guiltlessness of theafflicted party was beyond doubt (Gerstenberger 1988: 65; cf. Pss7:4-6/3-5 and Job 31:5-40). A second featureis the description of Job’s God as personal creator (cf. Job 10:8-12 andPs 22:10-12/9-11). Appeals to God as personal creator and protector markthe genre of CI as distinct from community prayers of complaint (Albertz:37-38). Thirdly, stereotypical elements of complaint appear inboth disputations and direct address to God (Hartley, 1992: 68-69):

I-Complaint
6:2-4, 11-13; 7:3-6; 9:25-28; 10:1; 16:6-7; 17:1-2,6-9; 19:13-20; 23:2

God-Complaint
7:7-10, 11-21; 9:17-18, 21-24; 10:2-7, 13-17; 16:7-14; 19:7-12

Enemy-Complaint 
6:14-27; 12:2-6;13:1-3; 16:2-5; 17:10; 19:2-6; 21:34; 26:2-4.

The overlap of complaint elements between disputationand direct address to God should not be surprising. After all the form ofthe complaint psalm is itself a kind of argument (disputation) for thedivine judge to act. 

A key to Job’srefusal of the status of scapegoat is the articulation of a distinctionbetween a God of the victim and the God of the persecutors (Williams:167-169; cf. Job 16:18-22; 19:25-27 and 23:5-7). According to Girard, thisperception is part of the originality of Job, as if the author“is articulating things never heard before” (1987: 138-9). Here is apoint where I think modification of Girard’s thesis is required. Isuggest that Job was able to arrive at a distinction between the God of thevictim and the God of the persecutors because this ambiguity wasalready implicit in the social and theological context out of which thetradition of individual complaint stems. 

Theambiguity of Job’s protest resides in the perception that God is thedivine enemy who persecutes him but also the witness who will defend him(Williams: 164). A similar ambivalence also appears in a number of psalmsof complaint, though certainly not all. Many psalms of CI simplycall on God for protection from enemies (Pss 3-5, 7, 17, 31, 54-57, 59, 61,64, 86, 109, 120, 140 and 142). But there are a number of psalms whichprotest suffering as unjustified divine action (Pss 6, 13, 22, 35, 42-43,88 and 102). They contain no suggestion that suffering is due tosinfulness on the part of the petitioner. Pss 13, 22, 35 and 42-43 complain about divine inaction while Pss 6, 88 and 102 remonstrate against divinelydirected affliction. In all of these cases, God is held againstGod. Their tone suggests that God has not only the potential but the obligation to act: as creator, God has a self-interest in the preservationof what has been brought into being.

RainerAlbertz underscores the fact that the God to whom the petitioner prays inCI is conceived of as a personal protecting deity, whose vocation as the individual’s creator is to guard him from the deadly assaults of life.We might call this deity, the god of the small group, the God ofthe psalmist and his immediate family (28-38). Paradoxically, in many psalms of CI this God is also called YHWH, the God of the large group. But,originally, the God of the small group and the God of the large group werenot well integrated in Israelite religion (27). Nevertheless, thisdual identity of YHWH did not deprive the genre of CI of its power butcontributed to it. 

In order to understand how the psalms of CI could operate with this ambiguity, we need to underscore how recent psalm scholarship agrees with Girard in emphasizing the motifs of social ostracism, abandonment and violence as keyforms of suffering to which the CI tradition responds. Lea Jakobzen has carefully compared the dominant motifs of suffering of representatives of the Mesopotamian lament tradition with psalms of CI. Akkadian compositions such as “I will praise the Lord of Wisdom,” the Babylonian Theodicy and the Sumerian  “Man before his God” describethe sufferings of high-ranking persons who are thrust down into the lowest levels of social distress as a result of misfortune and disease. Sickness,however, is not what they primarily complain of.  Motifs of socialostracism and persecution by former friends, colleagues and companionsdominate these works (33, 55). Connections with imagery in the psalms of CI are strong (39-55). 

Gerstenberger has also suggested that much of the enemy language in the psalms of CI reflectsthe bitter social rivalries of village life (1981: 144-146; 1988: 52-53).Loss of status for whatever reason was explained as divine judgment and afforded a pretext for violence and ostracism by members of thelarger group. How to counter the impression that God has caused the psalmist’s suffering? The psalms of CI invoke YHWH as the protector ofthe small group by protesting the suffering as undeserved andidentifying the enemies as impious blasphemers. A primary goal isto rehabilitate the individual to the larger group (who also worship YHWH)by affirming the undeserved suffering of the petitioner, an affirmation that is intended both to arrest his social exclusion and the justification of group violence against him (1981:156-160).

Girard correctly suggests that these same dynamics appear in archetypal form in the book of Job. This point, in my opinion, remains valid whether the dialogues are considered to be independent of theprose prologue or not. Regardless as to the cause of Job’ssocial downfall, whether sickness or economic ruin, it becomes an occasionfor his rivals to unite, slander him, and justify his social destruction by theology. So, it should come as no surprise that the suffering of Jobbecomes the locus for God-talk. Job attempts to defend hisposition using the traditional language of CI, a rhetoric his erstwhilecomforters and the final form of the book reject. 

The Axial Age and the Sacrificial Crisis of Job

René Girard suggests that the dialogues of Job reflect a sacrificial crisis. If we connect this observation with a critical dating of the book of Job, thenone may suggest that Persian period Jews were experiencing difficulties with the complaint prayer tradition as a result of changing social conditions. In the following argument, I will suggest that the sacrificialcrisis identified by Girard in Job reflects the social, political and theological shifts in Israelite religion that came about as biblical faith entered the “Axial Age.” Resolution of ideological dilemmas faced by Israel’s intellectual elite as Axial Age thinking and institutions took hold led to the expulsion of CI as a viable expression ofthe voice of the victim.

Girard sees a rejection of Job’s creative appeal to a God of the victim as stemming from a reassertion of the point of view of the persecutors (1987: 141-145).But if it is correct to connect Job to the theology of the complaint psalmtradition, then the issue in terms of the development of thebiblical tradition is more complex. Instead of inventing a tradition ofinvoking God against God, the voice of Job in the dialogues is not that ofan innovator but of a traditionalist. Job, however forcefully,advances his argument using pre-existing categories of complaintand petition in early Jewish liturgy. Ironically, it is those who seem tobe voicing the traditional (wisdom) categories of retribution who are onthe theological avant-garde. They are possessed of atheology in which God is so much in control of creation that a tradition ofcomplaint, which holds a place for questioning divine action and divineabsence, has no credibility. How can this situation have arisen?

According to Karl Jaspers, the Axial Ageencompasses the years 800-200 B.C.E. with a center at approximately 500B.C.E. (19). During this epoch, fundamental and revolutionary changes tookplace in human social, religious and intellectual history. Manycivilizations were affected including ancient Israel, Greece,Iran, China and India. Primary to the emergence of Axial Age civilizationsis a basic tension between the transcendental and mundane orders of realitythat was both conceptualized and institutionalized in ways thatdistinguish these socieites from their predecessors (Eisenstadt 1986a:1).


In all human societies, thetransmundane order has been perceived as somewhat different, usually higherand more powerful than everyday reality. But in pre-Axial Agecivilizations, this higher world was symbolically structured according toprinciples very similar to the mundane or lower one. In otherwords, they were thought to operate by similar principles and could beaccessed by similar means. By contrast, in the Axial Age there developedthe perception of a sharp disjunction between the everyday and transcendent worlds. Along with this pronounced distinction, there was astress on the existence of a higher, transcendent moral or metaphysicalorder. Such a movement created numerous problems in the articulation of theconditions of human and social existence with respect to thecosmic order (Eisenstadt 1986a: 2-3).


The tensiondescribed above was developed and institutionalized in various ways. Thesesocial, political, religious and intellectual processes were closelyconnected with the emergence of new social elites. Examples include theJewish prophets, the Greek philosophers, the Chinesescholar-class, Hindu brahmins and the Buddhistsangha. One reason for the rise of these elites wasdue to changes in the nature of knowledge. For the Axial Age does notsimply describe transformations in social structures, it portendssignificant changes in the conscious life of human beings. Thoughoriginally only the province of small groups of prophets,philosophers and sages, these elites were responsible for theinstitutionalization of the perceived tension between the transcendentaland mundane orders. Such movements tended to create different worlds ofknowledge and new ideologies (Eisenstadt 1986a: 5-6).

What does the Axial Age have to do with the compositionof the book of Job and the questions it poses? The post-exilic era isusually dated from the proclamation of Cyrus that allowed the exiles ofJudah to return to Jerusalem (c.539 B.C.E.). By the end of thesixth century, the Second Temple had been rededicated (c.515 B.C.E.) andthe process of reconstructing a society around that center had begun.Chronologically, therefore, the post-exilic era fits in squarely with theemergence of the Axial Age in human intellectual history.

By the same token, post-exilic Israel isalso characterized by intellectual development. The emergence of ancientIsrael into the Axial Age is associated with the development of itsmonotheistic faith into a universal religious claim (Eisenstadt 1986b:128-129). Though there are clearly antecedents, the late exilicprophet called the Second Isaiah (Isaiah 40-55) can be considered theendpoint of the evolution of an unambiguous and universal monotheism inIsrael (Scullion: 1042-1043).  For the Second Isaiah, YHWH was notonly sovereign over Israel, YHWH was the only God that exists and his swaywas universal (Isa 45:14-25). Consequently, there emerged a sharpdistinction between transcendent reality and the human world. According tothe Second Isaiah, YHWH is immeasurable, unteachable andincomparable (e.g., Isa 40:12-18). This theology is the end product of ahistory of intellectual speculation that had been taking place amongIsrael’s prophetic elite. One has only to compare the moreanthropomorphic picture of YHWH in Isaiah 6:1-7 (mid 8th century)with that of the exilic prophet Ezekiel in Ezekiel 1:22-28 (early 6thcentury) to realize that a belief in a more transcendent deity, lesshomologous to humanity had been developing for some time. 

But how to manage the growing distance between theworld of the divine and human reality? One solution that becameincreasingly important in post-exilic times was that of wisdom. Evidence ofthe significance wisdom in post-exilic faith appears in the additions of chapters 1-9 to the book of Proverbs and the composition of theextra-biblical books of Ben Sira and the Wisdom of Solomon.

Walter Brueggemann points out that Israel’s coretestimony about God uses active verbs to speak of God as known and seendirectly in the ongoing life of Israel. But there is a strong and crucialcounter-claim which maintains that the God of Israel is hidden. Akey text from late exilic prophecy appears in the Second Isaiah: “Truly,you are a God who hides himself…” (Isa 45:15). The counter-testimonyof wisdom is that in much of life YHWH is not direct and visible, buthidden in ongoing processes. In other words, wisdom is an attemptto speak of YHWH in all those contexts of Israel’s lived experiencewherein the main claims of the core testimony are not persuasive (333-335).

The tension that existed between the divineand human realms as a result of the Axial Age strained the credibility oftraditional analogues between human and divine interactions. Of thesehomologous forms of speaking, the book of Job is intenselyinterested in the arguing with God tradition. This mode of prayerarose in Israel before the revolutionof the Axial Age. It assumes that itis possible to address God and argue one’s case using the sameconventions that one would employ towards a human potentate. If wefollow Brueggemann’s observations about wisdom, then wisdom oftenasserts itself when homologues between the divine and human realm fail. Itis not surprising, therefore, that wisdom discourse is a prominent featureof the book of Job. 

The imagery of Godas a self-interested local ruler underwent profound change at the hands ofthe intellectuals we know as the biblical prophets. The prophets wereresponsible for taking the God of a small independent state and making himinto a universal deity. They did so under the pressure of, andpartly in response to, imperial imagery and claims made by Israel andJudah’s overlords and conquerors: the empires of Assyria, Babylon andPersia (Weinfeld: 178-181). This theological development reflects itsown processes of mimetic rivalry, but such correspondences cannotbe pursued here. Suffice it say that the end result was a deity moretranscendent than that originally envisaged in the CI tradition and one inwhom the god of the small group and the large group had becomethoroughly integrated. Such a deity, in effect, grew beyond protest. 

Not all of the material that complements orwas added to the dialogues clearly rejects a theology that supports thecontinuation of complaint prayer. My own reading of Job would contend thatan earlier edition of the book without the Elihu speeches may be read as a defence of the complaint tradition within the constraints placedon early Judaism by its entry into the Axial Age. A thorough discussion ofthe literary history of Job is beyond the scope of this study and is, inany case, open to controversy. But I accept common opinions thatthe book of Job has been subject to at least two substantial additions. Oneof these is the poem on wisdom in Job 28 (Hoffman: 281-284; Perdue 1991:82-83). A second entails the Elihu speeches in Job 32-37 (Hoffman:289-293; Perdue 1991: 80-82). In both cases, these texts probablyentered the book of Job as a result of a perception that its original formprovided an unsatisfactory answer to theological problems the book raiseswithin the context of the Axial Age. 

UnlikeGirard, I think the YHWH speeches can be read as indicating a theology thatsupports the voice of the victim and I have published these observationselsewhere (Morrow 1998: 272-274). But this defence of the victim ispurchased at a price. I follow the view that the wisdom doctrineof perfect retribution or automatic justice in the world is effectivelydisposed of by the YHWH speeches. Despite, or perhaps because of, theirimperious tone, they force Job to take stock of reality in a new way, tolook seriously at the world which God as creator actually broughtinto being. The world of moral values and created world are not identical(268).

Probably the viewpoint of the original bookwas considered too radical by a theological tradition that needed to havenot only a universally transcendent but also a completely righteous God. Amorally ambiguous universe would not seem to be a suitable creation for such a supreme deity. The YHWH speeches can be read in differentways (Morrow 1986:  223-224). When they were prefaced by the speeches ofElihu, the final form of the book effectively ensured that universal,transcendent divine righteousness would remain uncompromised.Elihu represents a theological position that is incommensurate with thecomplaint tradition: God is always righteous and human suffering isinvariably connected to wrong-doing. Elihu does allow that human sufferingcan be inflicted by one person on another. But if God should failto intervene, then the sufferer has faults that the affliction should makeclear. Elihu concludes that God is not within human reach. By reason of hispower and righteousness, God is to be feared and reverenced andhas no accounts to render to human beings (Dhorme: lv-lvii). Obviously,protests or doubts in connection with divine faithfulness or justice cannotbe entertained in such a world-view. 

Interestingly, Elihu does not rule out the possibility of a kind ofcomplaint prayer. Elihu knows of liturgical practice in which a kindprophetic functionary (ritual expert) aided suffering persons in ceremoniesof petition (Job 33:14-30). Alongside ritual actions, the mandatedprayer requires both praise of God and confession of sin (Gerstenberger1981: 138-139). In other words, appeal for help is still permitted but itis purchased at the price of expunging any claim to innocence by thepetitioner.

The Voice of theVictim in the Aftermath of the Expulsion of Complaint Prayer

One objection to my account of thesacrificial crisis implicit in the book of Job is that a sacrificial crisisis usually occasioned by expressions of empathy for the victim whichundermine the moral legitimacy of institutions of collective violence andthe mythology that supports them (cf. Bailie: 26). Here we seem tohave the reverse situation: a pre-existing tradition of empathy for thevictim is shut down by new theological developments. My thesis also seemsto run counter to the Girardian view that biblical literaturereflects a gradual development in critique of the scapegoating mechanism atthe heart of culture. As Girard notes, despite some indicators to thecontrary, the final form of Job appears to voice an orthodoxy which“does not perceive the abyss between the God of executionersand the God of victims” (1987: 145). But unlike Girard, I have notlocated empathy for the voice of the victim with the creativity of Job, butclaimed its genesis belongs in a pre-existing genre of psalmody. 

One response to a sacrificial crisis,however, can be a new assertion of control by the-powers-that-be in attemptto shore up a morally ambiguous situation (Bailie: 266). Divine integrityin the Axial Age was purchased at the cost of expelling thetradition that called it into question. The sacrificial crisis wasresolved by dispensing with an increasingly problematic institution: theliturgy of complaint or protest prayer. 

Certainly, there is no evidence in post-biblical Second Temple literatureof complaint psalms for individual sufferers. But was the elimination ofcomplaint simply a retrograde step? What happened to the voice of theinnocent sufferer in Israel’s Axial Age? Did it simplydisappear? Despite the demise of the CI genre, there is no reason tobelieve that the impulse that gave rise to it vanished. There was still aneed for protests against unjust attacks upon suffering persons by enemies.There was still an occasion for private or semi-public servicesfor suffering individuals conducted by liturgical experts. In the lateSecond Temple period and beyond, this picture is valid for exorcism. Whilethe form of CI died out, some of its energies seem to have dissimulated into a different liturgical genre: prayers against the attacks ofdemons. Such Jewish prayers can be found in the Dead Sea Scrolls and otherlate Second Temple texts (Eshel).

It would appearthat in Israel’s Axial Age a new myth asserted itself in which a totallyrighteous deity had to contend with a world that was temporarily infestedby anti-godly forces, many of which were conceived to be in demonic form.

It is important to underline the continuityof the voice of the innocent with those who pray for relief from attacksfrom demons for a number of reasons. Space and time constraints prevent athorough presentation of that argument here. But the expulsion ofthe CI tradition may have actually paved the way for a more thoroughexposure of the scapegoat mechanism than was possible while the traditionof CI was alive and well. This is especially true if we accept the premisethat religion veils deeper anthropological structures (Gauchet:21).

Recall that the God of CI wassimultaneously a god of the innocent and of the persecutor. This ambiguitywas resolved in favour of a totally righteous God in Axial Age religion andthe transposition of the prayer of the righteous innocent into the wordsof one under demonic attack. In other words, on the mythicallevel: a resolution was achieved between the righteous (and innocent) Oneand the monstrous crowd. The demonic metaphor actually allowed for agreater precision in identifying the true cause of innocentsuffering, as Girard’s analysis of the Gerasene demoniac shows (Girard,1986: 165-183). The book of Job, of course, does not reveal this movementin its entirety. But as Girard suggests, it plays an important role on theroad to the revelation of a God of the victim and the unveilingscapegoat mechanism in the later Gospels. 
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