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Thoughts on the Devil

 

The idea for this paper came from a congregant who was curious about devils. She’d never given much thought to the subject, but a number of television programs on satanic cults, and some questions from a non-Jewish friend, had got her wondering about how Jews were supposed to think on the subject.

I do not, personally, believe there actually is a devil. At least, not in usually accepted sense. I wouldn’t think you’ll find very many—if any—Reform Jews who do. The whole Reform concept of personal responsibility tends to negate any need for devils.

On the other hand, you will certainly find others who believe there is a Satan. More, they believe that he is capable of exerting a negative influence on humanity, given half a chance.

In order to decide what our proper attitude toward the devil should be, we have to define just what a devil is. This is an area where our own religious background plays an important part. The average Jew, if he believes in a devil at all, probably think of a far different sort of character from the devil a Christian might believe in.

In part, this comes from a basic difference in Jewish and Christian theology. Judaism is strictly monotheistic, and allows for no real deviation from that concept. Christianity, however, is essentially dualistic. That is, Christians really have two gods, while Jews have only one.

Most Christians are obviously going to disagree with that statement. We speak of Christianity as a monotheistic religion. And all Christian sects proclaim a belief in a single God. What this equation neglects, however, is the Christian concept of the devil. As defined in ordinary Christian theology, the devil is actually a second god. The very fact that he is capable of waging a continual war against God is clear evidence of this. No being except a god is capable of fighting a god on an equal, or nearly equal, basis. By the very definition of godhood, all other sentient beings are perforce subordinate to, and incapable of rebelling against, God.

Christian theology actually divides the divine into two element. One, called “God,” is of absolute and total goodness. The second, called “Satan” or “Devil,” is composed of pure evil.

This concept is hardly original to Christianity, or even to Judaism, whence the Christians claim to have obtained it. It derives from the more elemental dualism of the Zoroastrian religion of Iran1. In that faith system, two constantly warring gods determine the balance of good and evil in the world by the current outcome of their eternal battles. Ahura Mazda is the god of good and light, and the embodiment of good; Ahriman is the god of darkness, and the embodiment of evil.

This Zoroastrian influence entered Judaism during the Babylonian exile, which ended with the Persian conquest of Babylon. For many this philosophy supplanted the older view of God as a complete being, the source of both good and evil. By applying the “evil” designation to the nebulous “Satan” of the Hebrew Bible, God could then be rendered entirely good.

This dualistic concept never really caught on in Judaism, but it became a core theology in Christianity. Because Jesus has a dialogue with Satan in the New Testament, Christians have been forced to believe in a devil.

The Hebrew “Satan” is rarely a proper name. The word itself is usually translated as “adversary” or “opposer.” Indeed, its use in the Hebrew Bible is almost exclusively in this sense.

Satan as a proper name—without the definite article—appears only twice in the entire Hebrew Bible. Once in Chronicles, where Satan is given the credit (or blame) for an action Samuel ascribes to God in telling of the same events, and once is Psalms. In the latter case, however, Satan is only arguably a proper name, but may equally denote a non-specific adversary.

All other occurrences, though given in the form of a proper name in Christian editions, are actually the pronomial “adversary” in the original Hebrew text (usually these would be more correctly translated as “the satan”). In a number of cases, too, the references are essentially personal, and reflect the person’s own “will to do wrong.”

Judaism generally rejects a literal devil. At worst, Satan might be considered a disreputable heavenly bureaucrat. He has been called by many names in Jewish literature, but the title that best seems to sum up his function might well be “God’s District Attorney.” Satan, in Jewish literature, is usually not so much evil as cynical. He’s the little sneak who points out all of his co-workers’s faults to the boss. A heavenly agent provocateur, who is sometimes allowed to suggest to people that they should act improperly, just to see how they’ll react to the suggestion. He doesn’t trust anyone to really behave, so he keeps telling them to do the wrong thing to see if they will.

To use a modern simile, Satan is an over-eager cop running a large-scale sting operation, and every bit as willing to snare someone who is usually honest as he is to nab an habitual crook.

It’s difficult for a thinking Jew to take Satan too seriously. Nearly all of the references to Satan—or, really, “the Adversary”—are found in Job, which has never been seriously taken to represent a chronicle of actual events. Most of the Sages involved in the compilation of the Hebrew canon considered Job to be largely, if not entirely, fictional. It was included in the canon for its philosophical and theological content, and not as history. Indeed, it has frequently been suggested that Job is the closest thing to pure philosophy in the Bible.

Devils have always presented a problem for humanity, for they stand squarely in the way of human progress toward the goal of perfection our Creator has set as the culmination of human existence. The devil is able to do this without taking any overt action. I would even argue that the devil is able to accomplish this feat of obstructionism without being capable of taking overt action, for he manages to obstruct our path without the necessity of existing. No real devil is required to thwart human progress; all that is required is that people believe a devil exists.

The use of Satan as a scapegoat for human misbehavior is the very area where the whole fundamentalist Christian concept of Satan is most useful. Rather than admit to ourselves that an improper thought has floated up from the depths of our unconscious desires, we say that, “Satan put it there.” This is far easier than to admit to our own culpability. If the thought was not really our own, then we are not required to admit personal blame. Nor is it then our fault in the improper thought should return.

It is much easier to blame a devil, for that matter, than to admit that “improper” thoughts are simply a normal part of the human psyche. We become obsessed with thoughts, when it is action that really matters.

Devils are almost too convenient when it comes to attributing blame for wrong thoughts. Yet the whole idea of thought control is essentially foreign to Jewish theology. Only the tenth commandment even attempts to regulate thought, in its command to avoid covetousness. Because we covet on a mental level only, we have far less control in this area. Thus, the tenth commandment is the most frequently broken, for it alone can be violated without taking any overt action.

This notion, that action is what truly matters, and that thoughts are not overly important in the overall scheme of things, is typical of Jewish theology, though contrary to some basic Christian precepts. For Jesus—and hence for all who came to follow him—the thought became equivalent to the action.

Jesus’ concept of thought-as-action was an outgrowth of an extremist philosophy within the Pharisee party around the beginning of the Common Era. Certain members of the Pharisee party developed an unnatural obsession with sexuality and, as a result, made it a practice to move about the streets with their eyes closed. They feared they might see a woman and, because of this, have an improper (that is, sexual) thought. Because people who walk around with their eyes closed have a tendency to walk into walls, or trip over objects on the ground, these men were dubbed “bloody” Pharisees. (Bloody-nosed might have been more apt.)

While the majority of Jews thought this whole concept bordered on the ridiculous, there were some who took it seriously. Jesus seems to have been among this group2, though he modified the concept considerably. Jesus suggested that people learn to control their thoughts, rather than go about with their eyes shut in order to avoid the wrong sort. Rather than avoid the temptation one was to avoid the thought. Jesus suggested that merely thinking about committing adultery with a particular woman was morally equivalent to actually doing it.

His idea was that we were to control our thoughts so as to exclude any such problems. But, for those who were unable to control such thoughts, he felt that putting out an eye was less wrong than letting what they saw lead them into error. (Though I would think that advocating self-mutilation is, in itself, a form of wrong thinking.)

Jesus believed in an apocalyptic theology in which the end of the world was expected to come at any moment. Believing in the immanent destruction of the old world, and its replacement by a divinely perfected messianic world, it was entirely reasonable to advocate self-mutilation. The lost eye or limb would be replaced when the corrupt flesh of the physical human body was transformed into the perfected spiritual body of the “Saved.”

 

Jesus is quoted thusly: “And if thy right eye offend thee, pluck it out and cast it3 from thee: for it is profitable for thee that one of thy members should perish, and not that thy whole body should be cast into hell. And if thy right hand offend thee, cut it off, and cast it from thee: for it is profitable for thee that one of thy members should perish, and not that thy whole body should be cast into hell.” (Matt. 5:29-30)

It would appear that Jesus was of the school of thought which considers the “flesh” to be inherently evil, and
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