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 The invitation to present this paper came with a specific assignment:  How does the 

Torah’s conceptualization of worship shape character and ethics?  The primary custodians of the 

answer to this question are ancient Israel’s priests, whose contribution to the final form of the 

Torah bears witness to the centrality of the sanctuary -- and the ritual activity that takes place 

within it -- for shaping Israel’s identity.  The sheer volume of material in the Pentateuch that 

deals with the sanctuary is a first indication of its importance in the priestly perspective.  Nearly 

one-third of the Book of Exodus is given to detailed instructions for the building of the 

tabernacle (Exodus 25-31, 35-40); the whole of the Book of Leviticus -- twenty-seven chapters -- 

deals with the rituals performed within its holy precincts (Leviticus 1-16), which in turn seed the 

requirements for ethical behavior in the everyday world outside the sanctuary (Leviticus 17-27).  

In sum, when a band of refugees gather themselves at Sinai to hear God say, “You shall be to me 

a priestly kingdom and a holy nation” (Exod.19:6), the priests insist that worship is the principal 

means by which they become the Israel of God’s hopes and expectations.1   

 This priestly preoccupation with worship begs a further question.  What goes on in the 

complex of rituals inside the sanctuary that is so critically important for shaping the character 

and ethics of the people of God?   

 

I.  Inside the Sanctuary of Silence 
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 In reflecting on this question, I have returned to an observation offered years ago by Y. 

Kaufmann.  Inside the temple, Kaufmann argued, one enters a “sanctuary of silence.”2  Outside 

the temple, both priests and laity engage in a variety of verbal activities, for example, confession, 

thanksgiving, praise, and blessing.3  Inside the sanctuary, however, everyone observes a strict 

code of silence.  The priest executes his duties -- lighting the lamps, burning incense, dispersing 

the sacrificial blood, among other things -- and the people bring prescribed offerings, but no 

word is spoken.  Kaufmann attributes this silence to “the priestly desire to fashion a non-pagan 

cult,”4 that is, one that deliberately breaks away from the magical incantations and mythological 

allusions that characterized cultic activity in Egypt and Mesopotamia.5  

 Kaufmann’ s assertion has often been taken as axiomatic, although surprisingly little 

attention has been devoted to examining his explanation, still less to exploring its theological 

basis in priestly thinking.6  Israel Knohl has addressed this need in a number of recent 

publications by building upon Kaufmann’ s seminal ideas in two important ways.7  First, Knohl 

argues that the silence required inside the sanctuary is an expression of the priests’  particular 

conception of the holiness of God.8  A holy God is beyond any form and personality, indeed, 

beyond any notion of morality that invites praise or petition.  God’ s holiness exceeds all human 

comprehension and thus cannot be reduced to such practical functions.  If we cannot say 

anything about God, then “silence is praise,” as the psalmist puts it (Ps.65:2).  If there is a 

dimension of God’ s majesty that exceeds every expectation that God acts to meet human need, 

then prayers of lament and petition lose their significance.  “The relationship [with God] that 

exists in the Temple,” Knohl says, “is not one of covenant or dependence.  Rather, it is a 

unilateral pact.”9  Confronted with a holy God, humans become aware of their insignificance and 

necessarily yield to “feelings of guilt and the need for atonement.”  In the “ideal cultic system,” 
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obedience and contrition are non-negotiable divine commands.  As Knohl puts it, “ There is no 

room for the slightest deviation … even if it is done out of religious enthusiasm.” 10   

 A second aspect of Knohl’ s argument is still more intriguing.  The requirement of silence 

inside the sanctuary reflects not only the priestly theology of God’ s holiness, it also bears witness 

to a priestly-inspired “ Copernican revolution”  in Israel’ s understanding of the faith God 

requires.11  Within priestly thinking, Knohl argues, we can discern a “ dynamic process”  of 

maturation, a shift from the “ elementary faith”  that characterized the Genesis period to the 

“ exalted faith consciousness”  that Moses and Israel exemplify.12  In the pre-Mosaic period, 

according to the priestly view in Genesis 1, faith consists in believing that God (Elohim) places 

human beings at the summit of creation, invests them with responsibility for creation’ s potential 

to be “ very good,”  and then tunes the moral order of the world to human behavior.  When human 

beings rightly exercise their God-given stewardship of creation’ s resources, they may expect 

God to reward their efforts with abundance and prosperity.  Alternatively, when human beings 

fail to be God’ s worthy superintendents, not only they but also creation itself pay the price.  In 

sum, the priests recognize that faith begins when human beings comprehend that God, 

“ [human]like in his image and his actions,” 13 is approachable.  But such faith, while foundational 

and important, is not fully adequate for what God requires.   

 In the distinctive revelation that comes from God (YHWH) to Moses, the priests discern 

that faith must ascend to a higher level, for the Tetragrammaton reveals a numinous aspect of 

divinity that will not be defined by human behavior.  A mature awareness of God’ s centrality 

requires a recalibration of humanity’ s place in creation, for God has not created everything in the 

world to serve the needs of human beings.  An increased awareness of the mysterious, intangible, 

holiness of God requires a recalibration of the world’ s moral order, for a holy God governs in 
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ways that exceed elementary notions of reward and punishment.  In sum, elementary faith, which 

aspires to a close, personal, and reciprocal relationship with God, is authentic but insufficient and 

immodest.  Inside the sanctuary, one must respond to a fuller revelation from God that requires a 

higher level of faith.  Humility, not self-assertion, silence, not words, conveys the worship 

required by a holy God, who is essentially other and different from human beings.   

 Knohl’ s assessment of this dynamic process of faith refinement rests largely on close 

examination of literary details in two independent priestly sources within the Pentateuch, the 

Priestly Torah and the Holiness School.  Although the details of this argument merit close 

scrutiny, I choose not to engage him at this point.  I focus instead on another aspect of his 

argument.  As if trying to put a human face on this literary analysis, Knohl directs us to the Book 

of Job and thus to a specific example of how one’ s faith can and should mature according to the 

priestly discernment.14  In his words, “ The book of Job depicts a dynamic process -- the 

refinement of faith consciousness -- generally similar to the shift that occurs in PT [Priestly 

Torah].” 15  The gist of his argument is that the beginning of the book (Job1-2) echoes the priestly 

discernment of the faith consciousness depicted in Genesis 1.  At the outset, Job believes there is 

a direct correlation between his behavior and the behavior of the Creator, who tunes the moral 

order of the whole world to reward his personal righteousness.  However, when Job experiences 

suffering and loss “ for no reason”  (Job 2:3), this elementary faith leads him to question God’ s 

justice.  Not until God (YHWH) invites his contemplation of the mysteries of creation does he 

come to understand his proper place in the world.16  Job ascends to “ a higher level of faith” 17 

when he responds to this revelation first with silence (40:4-5:  “ I lay my hand on my mouth.  I 

have spoken once … but will proceed no further” ), then with contrition:  “ I knew of you only by 

report, but now I see you with my own eyes.  Therefore I yield, repenting in dust and ashes”  
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(42:5-6 [NJPS]).  At the end of Job’ s journey, according to Knohl’ s reading, he effectively 

arrives at the “ sanctuary of silence,”  where priestly rituals of sin and atonement, not words of 

lament, provide the most authentic theodicy any person ever needs.18 

 

II. Job as a “ Test Case”  for the Sanctuary of Silence  

  

 I find Knohl’ s discussion of the connections between Job and the Priestly Torah 

instructive, but I question whether his conclusions do them full justice.  A number of clues 

within the book lead me in a different direction.  Let me introduce the observations that follow 

with a question.  If we imagine Job as among those addressed by the directives of priests, that is, 

if Job is the “ test case”  for their view of worship, is there sufficient evidence in the book that 

records his story to confirm that he in fact silences his complaints and rises to the higher level of 

faith -- obedience and contrition -- that Knohl believes the priests require?    

 (1). The Prologue uses four terms to establish Job’ s extraordinary piety.  Two adjectives 

describe his character -- “ blameless”  (tam) and “ upright”  (yasar) -- and two verbal expressions 

describe his ethics -- “ fearing God”  (yire’ ‘’elohim) and “ turning away from evil”  (sar mera‘ ).  

Both Job’ s character and his ethics are further profiled by the report in the Prologue and 

Epilogue that he offers sacrifice.  Job 1:5 describes his presentation of “ burnt offerings”  (`olot) 

on behalf of his children as a preemptive propitiation for any inadvertent sins they may have 

committed.  Job 42:8 reports that he receives the “ burnt offering”  (`olah) presented by the 

friends, who require his prayer of intercession if God is to forgive their wrongdoings.  While 

neither of these texts envision Job’ s sacrificial acts as occurring in a formal cultic setting, they 

invite us nonetheless to see him as one who “ plays the part of the perfect priest”  within his 

household.19  Moreover, instead of locating Job in a specific time and place in the post-exilic 
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period, which most agree is the likely historical setting for the book, the narrator retrojects this 

story into the patriarchal epoch, which invites us to consider how Job’ s priestly profile relates to 

the priestly conceptualization of pre-Mosaic worship.20 

 (2).  Whereas the prose Prologue-Epilogue frames the book as the story of a priest-like 

Job who extends the rituals of sacrifice to others, the poetic dialogues inside the frame turn the 

tables.  Now it is Job who stands in need of the rituals of comfort that other ministrants may offer 

him.  In short, the priest now requires a priest.21  The Prologue subtly anticipates this role 

reversal by reporting that Job has been afflicted with “ loathsome sores”  (2:7:  sehin).  The same 

word is used in Leviticus 13-14 to identify the skin diseases that make a person unclean and 

needful of priestly rituals (see 13:18-23).  In the midst of two lengthy pericopes detailing the 

priestly diagnosis of skin diseases (13:1-44) and the requisite purification rituals (14:1-32), two 

brief verses describe what diseased persons (like Job) should do in the painful interim between 

affliction and restoration.  Until the priest determines that they are “ clean,”  they must live 

outside the camp, where they tear their clothes, dishevel their hair, cover their mouth, and cry 

out, “ Unclean, unclean!”  (13:45-46).  The gesture of covering the mouth confirms that they 

know themselves to have become repugnant to their community.  The words “ Unclean, 

unclean!”  warn others against coming too close, lest they inadvertently endanger themselves.     

 (3).  The Prologue describes affliction as a test of Job’ s piety, which is to be judged in 

large part by what does or does not come from his mouth.  The satan wagers that Job will curse 

God.  God wagers that the satan is wrong.  By all accounts, God has placed the better bet.  Like 

the diseased person in Leviticus 13, Job responds to affliction with a ritual gesture:  he tears his 

clothes, shaves his head, and falls on the ground.  Despite his losses, Job speaks words of 

blessing and “ does not charge God with any wrongdoing”  (1:21-22).  Despite temptations to 
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speak like foolish persons who question God and scorn the rewards of the righteous, Job remains 

steadfast.  Even as he sits alone on his ash heap of suffering, presumably outside the city, where 

society consigns the rejected and the destitute, Job does not “ sin with his lips”  (2:10).22  When 

the curtain falls on the Prologue, Job’ s world is submerged in silence (2:13).  Whether this 

silence is sacred, hence comparable to what the priests require inside the sanctuary, is the 

question that prepares for the next scene in this drama.   

 (4).  When the curtain rises on the next scene, Job “ opens his mouth”  (3:1) and moves 

beyond silence.  He speaks seven curses -- three against the day of his birth (3:3-5), four against 

the night of his conception (3:6-9) -- that mount a rhetorical assault on the seven days of 

creation, and by implication, the Creator who pronounced the primordial design of the world 

“ very good.”   To these curses he couples a string of anguished laments, peppered with the 

question “ Why?”  (3:11, 12, 20; implied in vv.16, 23), which press the issues that every 

subsequent speaker in the book, including God, must address.  From Job’ s perspective, there is 

much at stake, for he contends that suffering like his calls the whole of the created order into 

question.  If his questions cannot be satisfactorily addressed, then they will continue to rip and 

tear at the fabric of life until creation itself is undone. 

 One by one Job’ s three friends rise to the challenge of providing the answers they believe 

he needs (Job 4-27).  They are not priests, but they are clearly spokespersons for the religious 

establishment, and much of what they say is consonant with the priestly torot concerning 

sacrifice and repentance.23  If Job confesses that he is a sinful mortal in the presence of a holy 

God, then God will restore him to his rightful place in the world (e.g., 8:5-6; 11:13-15; 22:23-

27).  Eliphaz speaks for all when he reduces the torah that applies to Job to one non-negotiable 

mandate:  “ Agree with God and be at peace; in this way good will come to you”  (22:21).  
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Virtually every word of this torah, however, only adds to Job’ s burden.  Given the plotline of the 

canonical story, if Job agrees with God, then he is innocent and thus cannot atone for a sin he has 

not committed (1:2, 8; 2:3).  If religious orthodoxy requires the sacrifice of personal integrity as 

the price for peace with God, then Job must loathe the person God has created him to be, which 

means per force that he is ever at war with himself and with his Creator (e.g., 7:16; 9:20-21, 30-

31; 10:1a).  Given this conundrum, it is little wonder that Job remains defiant, that he insists his 

words be preserved for posterity (19:23-24), that the friends, and God, must listen to his words 

(6:25-26; 7:11-15; 10:1-2; 13:3, 13-17; 16:18; 21:1-5; 23:1-7; 27:1-6; 31:35-37).  What do the 

rituals of the cult offer to one such as Job, whose suffering has been willingly inflicted on him by 

God?  Wm. Scott Green states the matter bluntly, 

 [F]rom a cultic or halakhic perspective, there is nothing concrete Job can do to repair his 
relationship with God.  Sacrifice, repentance, and any religious behaviors that develop 
from them are nugatory under these circumstances….  No offering, no change of heart, 
can appease divine caprice or undo an affliction that happens for no reason.24     

 

 (5).  When Job’ s words “ are ended”  (31:40), a fourth friend, Elihu, steps into the story as 

the “ Answerer”  Job seeks but has not yet found (Job 32-37).  Drawing upon both forensic and 

cultic metaphors, Elihu seeks to persuade Job that God uses suffering to save his life, principally 

by turning him away from misplaced pride and towards a public confession of sin (33:15-28).  

By inviting Job into both the courtroom and the cult, Elihu seems intent on clarifying the 

distinctions between these two ways of addressing his issues with God.  On closer inspection, 

Elihu seems only to blur the differences.  The trial Job seeks is one in which the accused is 

presumed innocent, until a fair and impartial jury decides that the evidence requires a different 

verdict (e.g., Job 9-10).  When Elihu invites Job into the courtroom, however, he announces 

before the first word is spoken that Job is in the wrong (33:12).  Similarly, when Elihu summons 
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Job to prayer, he declares that the cult provides him only one option.  He must speak the words 

his angelic counselor tells him.  He must confess and say, “ I have sinned and perverted the right”  

(33:27).  Prayer, at least as Elihu defines it, is simply another word for legal language that 

presumes Job’ s guilt and God’ s innocence.  In short, whether Job presents his case in the 

courtroom or the cult, the verdict will be the same. 

 (6).  The ultimate answer to Job’ s situation, once he attains the required humility before 

God, according to Elihu, is to yield to the Lord of creation, whose unfathomable justice (36:5-15) 

necessarily commands awe and praise (36:22-37:13).  Embedded within Elihu’ s summons to 

praise is a subtle but telling clue concerning his assessment of where human beings rank among 

the wonders of God’ s creation.  For all its attention to the intricate details of nature (note, for 

example, the multiple words for thunder, rain, lightening, and clouds throughout the speech), 

Elihu’ s “ Ode to Creation”  provides almost no place for living creatures, animal or human.  To 

find them in Elihu’ s world, one must look for the places where they hide (37:7-8).25  Retreating 

to their lairs and homes, both animals and humans cower before God, whose awesome display of 

power seems far more threatening than inviting.  Perhaps, given Elihu’ s reading of creation’ s 

grammar, all creatures should be glad to have at least a place to hide.  And perhaps in Elihu’ s 

world, cowering praise is better than no praise at all.  But we may wonder if Job can accept 

Elihu’ s invitation into a world of coerced confession and cowered praise.  Carol Newsom’ s 

questions are mine as well:  Can Elihu’ s world be properly urged upon an innocent sufferer?  Is 

such a world “ adequate to the moral demands posed by the presence of Job in his pain”?26   

 (7).  Elihu’ s hymn to creation segues to God’ s dramatic revelation to Job from the 

whirlwind, which in turn brings us back to the nub of Knohl’ s observations.  In his view, once 

God invites reflection on the mysteries of creation, Job at last attains the exalted faith the priests 
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aim for.  Knohl argues that Job rises to the level of the modesty required, for now he knows that 

human beings are not the “ crowning glory of Creation.  The crown is taken off the human head 

and placed upon that of a terrible sea monster [Leviathan; 41:25-26].” 27  And he rises to the level 

of faith consciousness that defines the priestly ideal.  Having seen and understood more than 

before, he bows in silent contrition, for now he knows that the holiness of God comes with one 

non-negotiable commandment:  obedience.  I repeat words from Knohl I have already cited:  

“ There is no room for the slightest deviation from the divine command … even if it is done out 

of religious enthusiasm.” 28  Here too, however, other clues in God’ s revelation to Job invite a 

different assessment. 

 (8).  Unlike Elihu’ s world, which has almost no place for creatures of any kind, God’ s 

world is full of animals, which are described with such attentive detail they seem almost near 

enough to touch.  But what is God’ s objective?  Creation imagery provides the beginning of an 

answer.  God does not bring the animals to Job so that he can name them and thus define their 

existence in relation to himself, as in Gen.2:19-20.  Instead, God brings Job to the animals, so 

that they may teach him something about his own creaturely existence in God’ s world.29  The 

lesson begins with five pairs of animals (38:39-39:30), all but one (the horse) numbered among 

the wild that frolic in the freedom of being exactly what God has created them to be.30  When the 

lesson concludes, God invites Job to say what he has learned (40:1-2).  Job responds with a 

concession, “ I am small.”   Placing his hand on his mouth, he retreats in silence.  When he agrees 

to speak no further (40:3-5), Knohl -- along with most interpreters -- assumes that Job has 

arrived at the answer God desires.  The logic of the revelation, however, suggests otherwise, for 

with a second speech God pushes past Job’ s silence with still another request for his response 

(40:7).  Silence, it seems, is not fully adequate. 
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 God now singles out a sixth and final pair of animals, Behemoth (40:15-24) and 

Leviathan (41:1-34), which require Job’ s special attention.  The structure of this part of the 

speech suggests that these two animals exemplify the intent of God’ s work on the sixth day of 

creation, when God made “ wild animals”  (behemah; NRSV), along with human beings 

(Gen.1:24-27).  “ Look at Behemoth,”  God says to Job, “ which I made just as I made you”  

(40:15).  Consider Leviathan, God continues, a creature “ made without fear”  (40:33 [MT:  

41:25]).  What is the lesson for Job?  Most commentators argue that God singles out Behemoth 

and Leviathan, creatures conventionally regarded as wild and hostile to creation, in order to teach 

Job that God alone has the power to subjugate them.  If Job persists in his own creaturely 

defiance of God, so this argument goes, then he can expect certain defeat.  Once again, I believe 

the text invites a more nuanced reading.   

 I cite but one of the clues.31  A critical part of God’ s discourse on Leviathan is the 

description of what does and does not come forth from its mouth.  What does not come from this 

creature’ s mouth are “ soft words”  (41:3-4 [MT:  40:27-28]).  In the unlikely event that anyone 

should ever successfully capture Leviathan and force it into service, even then it would not 

conform to any “ covenantal”  (berit) existence that requires it to do or say only what its master 

permits.  Instead, when it opens its mouth (41:18-21 [MT:  41:10-13]) what comes out is fire and 

light, smoke and flames, phenomena typically associated with the strong and compelling 

appearance of God (e.g., Pss.18:7-8, 12-15; 29:7-9).  Instinctively god-like, Leviathan announces 

its presence with an awesome fierceness that commands attention and defies coercion.  Contrary 

to the conventional view, when God looks at Leviathan, God sees no cause for opposition.  

Instead, God celebrates its power, pride, and fierce resistance to domestication, for these virtues 

exemplify its God-given creaturely royalty (41:33-34 [MT:  41:25-26]:   “ on earth it has no equal 
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… it is king” ).  If Job’ s piety is to be judged by what does and does not come forth from his 

mouth, then the lesson from Leviathan commends strong words, not soft or gentle ones, speech 

that demands respect, not silence.32  

 (9).  According to Knohl, Job rises to the level of faith consciousness God requires when 

he responds to this revelation not only with silent humility (40:3-5) but also with a verbalized 

confession of sin.  Knohl finds this repentance (with a majority of commentators) in Job’ s last 

words in book:  “ I yield, repenting in dust and ashes”  (42:6).  Most would agree that these words 

constitute the crux of the book, so perhaps I may be forgiven for not engaging the ongoing 

debate about the range of legitimate exegetical possibilities that must be considered.  Let me 

simply invite consideration of one issue that all agree is critical.  The words “ repenting in dust 

and ashes”  (nihamti  ‘al) may be more properly translated “ repent concerning dust and ashes.”  

Whereas the conventional translation suggests that Job retreats to the traditional ritual of 

gesturing forth sorrow for wrongdoing by sitting in dust and ashes,33 the syntax may legitimately 

be taken to mean that Job “ repents”  or “ changes his mind about “ dust and ashes.”   If we pursue 

this option, then we must be open to the possibility that what finally comes forth from Job’ s 

mouth is not a confession of sin but instead a (re)affirmation of his creaturely stature before God.  

If God does not rebuke Abraham, another mere mortal of “ dust and ashes”  who dares to 

challenge God’ s justice (Gen.18:27), then perhaps God will not rebuke Job when he dares to 

follow Abraham’ s model of faith.34   

 

III. “ Inside the House, an Archaic Rule; Outside, the Facts of Life” ?  

 What, then, are we to make of the priests’  commendation of silence as the criterion for 

the highest expression of faith?  On the one hand, Kaufmann and others are on solid ground 
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when they argue that the “ outstanding characteristic of this [Priestly] sanctuary is the holy 

silence within it.” 35  On the other, there is ample evidence, both within and beyond Priestly texts, 

that worshippers created in “ the image of God”  are peculiarly empowered for speech.  With 

mouths opened in the image of the Creator, human beings are birthed into created life with a 

capacity not only to receive God’ s words but also to speak their own, words not only of praise 

and thanksgiving but also of complaint and protest.36  Indeed, if the “ priestly”  Job is a reliable 

script for the words that seek a hearing inside the sanctuary, then we have reason to suspect that 

the latter was a prominent component of cultic speech, even if the priests provide no place for it 

within the sanctuary itself.37  But this only accentuates a larger question, which has been lurking 

at the edges of my ruminations from the outset.  If the priests were well aware of the legitimate 

role of all forms of human speech to God, why then did they insist that its proper place was 

outside the holy sanctuary, not inside?  To return to Knohl’ s observations, why do the priests 

insist that silence before God is “ the most exalted level of faith” ?  Let me shape the question 

more specifically to the concerns of this session.  How and why should silence before God be 

understood as the key to “ character formation” ? 

 I confess that I still falter when trying to formulate a persuasive answer to this question.  

My dis-ease is not unlike that of the narrator in Saul Bellow’ s short story, “ Something To 

Remember Me By.” 38  As a schoolboy brought up in an Orthodox Jewish home, he often felt 

trapped between high-minded religious commandments and the “ grimly ordinary”  (415) 

requirements of life on the Chicago streets. 

 At home, inside the house, an archaic rule; outside, the facts of life.  The facts of life 
 were having their turn.  Their first effect was ridicule. (431) 
 I suspect that we do not need Job’ s witness to convince us that the “ grimly ordinary”  

facts of life too often ridicule “ high-minded”  affirmations of faith.  We may, however, take real 
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comfort in thinking that, because of Job’ s witness, when we limp towards the sanctuary with 

bruises and wounds exceeding any sin we may have committed, no one will block our entrance 

by saying, “ No protesters allowed beyond this point.”   By the same token, we likely feel more 

authentically human, more empowered to meet the moral and ethical demands of life, when we 

can cry aloud to the heavens-- inside the sanctuary -- for justice.  Given the tragic sense that 

defines so much of life in this world, “ The chiefest sanctity of a temple,”  as Unamuno says, “ is 

that it is a place to which men go to weep in common.  A miserere sung in common by a 

multitude tormented by destiny has as much value as a philosophy,”  or, I would add, as any 

theology.39  Such are the moral demands of innocent suffering on the rituals of worship.  The 

Jobs of this world cannot be fully human in the presence of God if religious authorities require 

them to stay outside the sanctuary yelling “ Unclean, unclean!”   Religious authorities who ignore 

or deny this truth only indict themselves.  The charge they can expect to be leveled against them, 

as A. S. Park has discerned, will place them in the company of Job’ s friends:  when challenged to 

offer comfort to the “ sinned-against,”  they do not speak “ what is right”  about God:   

 The God of Job is angry at this simplistic sin-repentance formula the church has applied 
 to the victims of sin ….  It is overdue for us to provide a sensible theology of healing for 
 the victims of sin and tragedy.  Our present one-dimensional theology is under God’ s 
 wrath.  Theologians owe burnt offerings to God and our apology to the victims.40 
 
 But surely Israel’ s priests knew that their rituals must be meaningful not only to sinners 

but also to the sinned-against.  Even if the sanctuary represents only an idealized “ island of 

silence in a sea of hymn and prayer,” 41 as Knohl puts it, the priests’  insistence on silence in the 

presence of God presses us to do more than simply probe for the weaknesses in their view of 

worship.  Might it be that they have discerned a larger truth than we skeptics have been willing 

to see?  Given the modern tendency to view ourselves as the center of the universe, surely there 

is virtue in a summons to worship that reorients us, in proper humility and contrition, to a God 
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whose fullness surpasses our needs.  Private woes are important, indeed for those trapped in the 

clutches of affliction, they may be all we can feel, all we can say, all we can believe is real.  To 

be invited -- no, according to the priests, to be commanded -- to silence our words and still our 

souls is to be reminded that there is a divine dimension to life.  In the midst of all that is painfully 

real and constricting in this world, Israel’ s priests envision a sanctuary in which the “ really 

real” 42 becomes not only palpable but also freeing.  On this point, Barbara Brown Taylor’ s 

reflections on God’ s de-centering revelation to Job are instructive.  When she looks at the 

vastness of God’ s creation through the revelation vouchsafed to Job, two things happen to 

change her perspective: 

 First, my ego undergoes radical shrinkage.  Even though I know better, I still work so 
 hard to justify my existence on this earth.  I teach classes, I write books, I give to good 
 causes, I work out with weights … but what does the night sky care?  “ You think you’ re 
 so big, well take a look at this!”   I am not even a flea on the back of this universe.  I know 
 some of those stars by name, but they do not know mine.  They look the same when I am 
 happy as they do when I am sad.  As beautiful as they are, they ignore me.  They remind 
 me of my true size. 
 
 The second thing that happens when I look at them is that I feel deeply reassured.  Thank 
 God they ignore me.  Can you imagine how awful it would be, if you got into a rage one 
 night and knocked nine or ten stars out of the sky with your wrath?  Or if you walked into 
 your back yard for a good cry and toppled your favorite shade tree with grief?  Some of 
 us dream of being that powerful, but it is a great mercy that such dreams do not come 
 true.43                                   
   

 Further, we may take it as truth that silence in the presence of God can be not only 

freeing but also cleansing.  Every speech act is in some sense an interference of thought and a 

corruption of vision.  In her essay on “ The Aesthetics of Silence,”  Susan Sontag suggests an 

analogy that may be useful.  “ A landscape doesn’ t demand from the spectator his 

ùnderstanding,’  his imputations of significance, his anxieties and his sympathies; it demands, 

rather … that he does not add anything to it.” 44  Just so, when we stand in the presence of the 
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ineffable God, words are not only inadequate and unnecessary, they also betray the 

transcendence of the ordinary we so desperately seek.  God does not need our words in order to 

be fully God, and we, perhaps, only counterfeit the moment of revelation by speaking instead of 

listening.  Silence has the salutary effect of cleansing our world of noise and redeeming us from 

what Sontag calls the “ treachery of words” 45 that encumber, compromise, and often adulterate 

our proximity to the sacred.        

 Still, rituals that demand silence in the face of innocent suffering and gross injustice may 

be guilty of the worst kind of evasion.  If the highest level of faith requires that we subtract our 

voices from this world in order to add to God’ s heavenly chorus, then can the sanctuary of 

worship be anything more than a retreat from the ethical mandate not only “ to walk humbly”  

with God but also to “ do justice”  (Mic.6:8)?  The question is of course one frequently addressed 

to the priests by Israel’ s prophets.  I believe we can be confident that the priests heard it and 

responded, though perhaps in ways unexpected.  Even within Leviticus, Israel’ s “ book of 

worship,”  the priests understand that silence inside the sanctuary (Leviticus 1-15) is not the sum 

total of what is required of the faithful.  It is but the first and necessary step toward moral and 

ethical engagement with the world that lies outside (Leviticus 17-27).  If one is to “ be holy”  in 

creaturely ways that image God’ s holiness (19:2), then silence is merely the preparation for the 

action that must follow, not the action itself.  Just as narrowing the gauge heightens the 

compression and increases the velocity, so worship that narrows faith to obedience increases the 

likelihood that we may go out into the world with a passion for ministry that will not be 

thwarted.  We may be confident that what we do and say outside the sanctuary matters, both to 

God and to the world.  And we may take comfort in the truth that our efforts are not all that 
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matters.  Relieved of the burden of being God, we are freed to live as God’ s faithful stewards.  In 

this world, God does not require and we cannot aspire to do more. 

 I cannot end without acknowledging one further matter that continues to nag at my best 

efforts to accept the priests’  invitation to lay aside all reservations and enter fully into the 

sanctuary of silence.  Even accepting the notion that silent obedience is the better route toward 

the person God wants us to become, we cling to the hope that when we submit ourselves to the 

rituals of faith, the priest knows our story, that unspoken doubts and worries are not lost in the 

required silence that we may need but often instinctively resist.  Here, I take some comfort in a 

rabbinic clue about the lingering importance of Job for Israel’ s priests.  The Mishnah stipulates a 

seven-day preparation period for the High Priest before administering the rituals for the Day of 

Atonement, which includes required readings from the books of Daniel, Ezra, Nehemiah, and 

Job (Yoma 1:6).  The rabbis do not explain their selection of this lectionary.  Daniel, Ezra, and 

Nehemiah may have been thought appropriate because each contains models of the penitential 

prayer that the Day of Atonement requires (e.g., Daniel 9; Ezra 9; and Nehemiah 9).  Job may 

well have been included for the same reason, given the widespread assumption that he too 

repents, in the end.  But in the absence of evidence to the contrary, we may be permitted to 

wonder if rereading Job’ s story, the whole of his story and not just selected excerpts, might have 

sensitized the High Priest to the presence of authentically dissonant voices among those he 

would soon summon to silence.46   

 If so, then I offer one last contemporary reflection on the issue before us.  In Father 

Melancholy’ s Daughter, Gail Godwin describes a scene in which Father Gower, Rector of St. 

Cuthbert’ s, a small parish in rural Virginia, struggles with the ministry of the sacraments.  “ The 

thing about a ritual,”  he always said, “ is that it brings containment and acceptance to people.  
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The sacramental life is a sort of sanity filter against the onslaughts of existence.”   Father Adrian, 

his friend and colleague, recognizes the wisdom in this theology and confirms it with a personal 

anecdote:   

 There was a Jesuit studying with me in Zurich, at the Institute.  I once asked him, “ What 
 if you as a priest stopped believing?  What would you do then?”   “ Make a fist in my 
 pocket,”  he said, “ and go on with the ritual.” 47   
 
I think the Jobs of this world may well take comfort from the thought that the priest who 

summons them to submit in silence to the rituals of faith does so with a clinched fist.  Might that 

fist be clinched in anger or protest, as if to say, “ I don’ t really want to do this” ?  I concede that I 

would like to believe this is so.  Might it be clinched as a deep expression of will and 

determination, maybe even, as Israel’ s priests might say, of faith?  I am not sure, but I suspect 

there is always something more to be learned from any priest, ancient or contemporary, who 

resolves, clinched fists and all, to “ go on with the ritual.” 48    

 

**** 

 As language always points to its own transcendence in silence, silence always points to 
 its own transcendence -- to a speech beyond silence.   
    -- S. Sontag, “ The Aesthetics of Silence”  (18)  
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