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Preface

The drawings below present a key component of the “human condition” in compact fashion. Both include the biblical God as part of that condition. Figure 1 is a device designed by the sixteenth-century Calvinist politician and writer Philips van Marnix. Figure 2 is a contemporary depiction of the popular “Jonah cast over the side” motif by van Maarten van Heemskerck. Both drawings feature a three-masted ship on a turbulent sea, accompanied by a curly-tailed sea monster and a rocky shore nearby. In both pictures, Yahweh is shown in the skies above. One way in which Marnix signals God’s guiding presence is by writing the Tetragrammaton in Hebrew letters above the scene. Around the border of his drawing is his French motto repos ailleurs—rest elsewhere. In Heemskerck’s rendering of the Jonah story, God’s body is depicted larger than the ship below. While Jonah is being cast overboard during the storm in Heemskerck’s drawing, Marnix’s device does not include a corresponding figure. Here it is all humans who are potentially under threat of being shipwrecked and cast away.
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Figure 1 
The device of Philips van Marnix van St. Aldegonde, detail from Portrait of Philips van Marnix Heer van Sint Aldegonde (1540–1598) by Jacques de Gheyn, II, 1599. Image courtesy: Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam.
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Figure 2 
Maarten van Heemskerck, Jonah Fleeing from the Presence of the Lord to Joppa, 1566 (detail). Photograph © 2018, Museum of Fine Arts, Boston.

In effect, Marnix’s drawing presents human life as a perilous voyage through space and time. Heemskerck’s image suggests that the story of Jonah may do so as well. As I will discuss in Chapter 3, Marnix’s point is that we can successfully navigate through the choppy waters of our storm-filled world only if we take scripture—and especially the “reliable Pole Star of the Gospel”—as our guide. Then, we will be rewarded with rest elsewhere, that is, in the afterlife.

But what if our only guide is the Hebrew Bible? For me and other Jewish readers, this is the entire Bible, the Tanakh. Can these readers of Hebrew scripture ensure their safety from metaphorical shipwreck if they rely on Yahweh as their navigational guide, in the sense illustrated by Marnix? Can they at least count on Yahweh to provide a lifeboat or “big fish” to save those who are cast over the side during our life voyage? Does the Hebrew Bible allow its readers to remain optimistic about their existence in God’s world or do some of its narrators cast a pessimistic shadow over the canon? And while Jewish scripture offers little or no prospect of a positive afterlife, does it at least offer its readers other ways of coming to terms with their mortality and death fear? I will address these fundamental theological, ethical, and existential questions as well as others in the course of this investigation.

Part One of the book examines different ways in which the human condition has been characterized over the centuries, as well as the various attitudes toward that condition expressed or implied by specific texts within the Pentateuch, the Prophets, and the Writings. Part Two engages in a detailed case study of one biblical character’s “human condition.” This is the prophet Jonah. I will then conclude by drawing more general conclusions about life and death in Yahweh’s world, as well as in the world of the Hebrew Bible’s present-day readers, including myself.

This enquiry is necessarily personal in another sense as well. I could have focused on other biblical texts and given more emphasis to other aspects of the human condition. I could have compared biblical concepts of human life and death with those expressed by ancient and modern texts different from the ones I have chosen. Other scholars could have made use of insights from the relevant disciplines about which I am ignorant. Finally, I suspect that authors with different personalities, genders, values, and life experiences would have come up with somewhat different understandings of the human condition in the Hebrew Bible, if they accepted that there is such a thing as “the human condition” at all. In short, I have not attempted to produce a definitive study of this difficult topic. I will be happy if this book leads at least a few readers to ask themselves what they think the Hebrew Bible is telling us about human reality and how that vision of the human condition might relate to their own life-worlds.

I would like to thank the LHBOTS series editors Claudia Camp and Andrew Mein for their support throughout this project. Thanks also to Catherine Menefee for her careful proofing of the submitted manuscript. As always, I am most grateful to my wife, Rannfrid Thelle, for her companionship and encouragement as I wandered through the house muttering “Is this really a book?”

Portions of Chapter 5 and 6 incorporate, in revised form, parts of the following article: “Jonah’s Complexes and Our Own: Psychology and the Interpretation of the Book of Jonah,” Journal for the Study of the Old Testament 41.2, pp. 237–60. Copyright © Stuart Lasine, 2016. DOI: 10.1177/0309089215641397. http://JSOT.sagepub.com. Reprinted by permission of SAGE publications. Portions of Chapter 4 incorporate, in revised and expanded form, material from the following book chapter: “The Character of Elisha and his Bones.” Forthcoming in Characters and Characterization in Samuel-Kings, Volume 2. Edited by Keith Bodner and Benjamin Johnson. LHBOTS. London: Bloomsbury. Used with permission.
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Part One

PERSPECTIVES ON THE HUMAN CONDITION IN THE HEBREW BIBLE


Chapter 1

Introduction: Characterizing the Human Condition

Ever since Pope Innocent III introduced the phrase “human condition” (conditio humana) in the twelfth century,1
 many writers have attempted to express their understanding of the problematic features of existence with which every person must cope. These understandings of course vary according to culture, one’s situation within that culture, and one’s personality (i.e., their specific “human natures”). Among the negative factors which have been most consistently cited as basic to the human situation are ephemerality, mutability, frailty, contingency, vulnerability, lack of control, the need to labor, and, at the most fundamental level, mortality. It would be difficult to deny the role played by these sobering realities in human life; in fact, our awareness of our evanescence and vulnerability is itself a key aspect of our condition, although we may work hard to obscure that knowledge.2


In this study I will investigate the human condition in the biblical world, both in general and as it is experienced by the prophet Jonah. The book of Jonah—and the differing ways in which it has been interpreted—will be examined from literary, psychological, philosophical, and theological perspectives. This investigation will include a crucial element of the human condition which I did not list above: the need to live in relation to the personal god Yahweh. Throughout the book, I will be asking what biblical texts reveal about human existence, not only for characters who dwell within the textual world but also for readers of the Hebrew Bible.

1 Biblical answers to “What is the human being?”

The human (האדם) became a living being (נפש חיה).

(Gen. 2:7)

What is the human being?

(Ps. 8:5; Job 7:17; 15:14; Ps. 144:3)

Every human is entirely vapor.

(Ps. 39:6)

The first step in this investigation is to inquire about the nature of the being whose condition we will be studying. Within the Hebrew Bible the question “What is humanity?” is asked four times and answered in four different ways.3
 The speaker in Psalm 8 wonders what we must be, considering that God remembers and visits us. He answers by declaring that God has made the human being “a little less than god,” crowned him with glory and honor, given him “dominion over the works of your hands,” and “put all things under his feet” (Ps. 8:5-7). This passage recalls Gen. 1:26-27, which reports that humans are made in the image and likeness of God. And in both Psalm 8 and Gen. 1:28, humans have power and control analogous to that of a king over his subjects,4
 complete with a regal aura of glory.

Job answers the question of human identity and worth in a very different manner. Like the psalmist, he acknowledges human smallness, but he complains about the significance granted to us by our Creator: “What is the human being that you magnify him and that you set your heart on him, visit him every morning and scrutinize him every moment?” (Job 7:17-18). Here God’s constant attention and testing is experienced as onerous, oppressive, and inappropriate, given our
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