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Abstract

Martin Buber was one ofthe MOst influential Jewish thinkers of the twentieth century. His

works on philosophy and theology have had a profound influence on both Jewish and Christian

religious thought. The purpose ofthis thesis is to examine Buber's biblical scholarship in the context

of bis philosophical and theological writings in order ta assess how his approach to biblical

henneneutics is connected ta the rest ofhis thinking. It is demonstrated that Bubers philosophy of

l and Thou has a profound raIe in bis understanding of the Bible and the nature of interpretation

itselfas a dialogue between reader and text in a way that anticipates certain post-modem notions of

literary theory. In particular, Bubers dramatie work. Elijah. a Mystery Play is examined in order

to evaluate Bubers hermeneutical method as it is displayed in a specifie example ofartistie exegesis.
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Abstract

Martin Buber etait un des penseures juifs les plus influents du vintieme siecle. Ses travaux

sur la philosophie et al theologie ont eu une influence profonde sur la pensee religieuse juive et

chretienne. Le but de cette these est d'examiner l'erudition biblique de Buber dans le contexte de ses

ecrits philosophiqu~ afin d'evaluer comment son approche aux hermeneutiques biblique est reliee

au reste de sa pensee. On demontre que la philosophie de Buber de 1et de Thou a un raie profond

dans sa comprehension de la bible et de la nature de l'interpretation elle-meme, car un dialogue entre

le lecteur et le texte est une manier dont prevoit certain elements de theorie litteraire sus-moderne.

En particulier, le travail dramatique de Buber, Elijah. A Mystery Play est examine specifique

d'exegese artistique.
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Introduction

Martin Buber is best known for bis contribution ta the field of existential philosophy,

specifically bis book 1and Thou, but the majority ofhis scholarly activity centered aroûhd biblical

studies. He published four major works on biblical topies: The Prophetie Faith, Kingship ofGod

and Moses, as weIl as a new German translation ofthe Bible that he began in collaboration with

Franz Rosenzweig and continued after the latter's death. He aIso published many articles on topies

related to the Bible that have had wide ranging influence on modern Bible study in both Jewish and

Christian circles. The purpose ofthis thesis is to provide a general introduction to Buber's approach

to the Bible and an analysis ofa play he wrote entitIed, E/ijah. a Myslery Play.

Buber originally intended to write a large-three volume work on the Bible, which was ta be

entitied The Biblica/ Faith, because he believed that aIl ofthe topies ofthe Bible are in one way or

another related to issues of faith, or more specifieally, the encounter between humanity and God.

The first volume was intended to "verify the reügious idea ofa folk-kingship ofGod as an aetual-

historical one for the early period ofIsrae},"1 and was published under the titIe, Kingship ofGod.

Its general thesis is that early days of the Israelite nation were typified by an aversion ta human

kingship, as in the time ofthe judges; YHWH alone was ta be king over Israel, and human leaders

lMartin Buber, Kingship ofGad, third edition, translated by Richard Scheimen, Harper
and Row Publishers~ New York and Evanston, 1967, p. 14.
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were only to bave temporary power that was contingent opon divine nomination.

The second and third volumes were never completed. The second was intended to deal with

how "the sacral characterofthe Israelitish king as one 'anointed' ofGod is related to this [the folk

kingship ofGod]."2 The intention ofthe third volume was ta demonstrate how the failure ofhuman

kingship in Israel and the resultant historical disillusionment engendered eschatological hopes for

the coming of God's holy "anointed" leader or messiah. Since Buber maintains that the Bible

essentially deals with issues offaith and the relationship between humanity and Go~ he-argues that

the messianic faith is nothing more than "the being-.oriented-toward the fulfillment of the relation

between Gad and world in a consummated kingly mIe ofGod."3 None ofthis third volume dealing

with the biblical conception of messianism was ever complet~ though Buber touches upon the

topic in numerous places throughout bis other works and essays; significant parts of the second

volume were published in Hebrew.4

Though this ambitious venture never fully came to fruition, Bubers other works hold a

wealth ofunique insights and novel hermeneutic techniques relating to the study ofthe Bible. My

intention in this introduction is to describe these developments in Buber's biblical studies and

demonstrate how they relate to bis existential philosophy of1 and Thou. First, it is helpful to

discuss Bubers conception of the historicity of the Bible and his relationship to modem biblical

criticism.

2Ibid., p. 14.

3Ibid., p. 1S.

"See Martin Buber, Darlco Shel Milcra, Mosad BiaIik, Ierusalem, 1964.
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Martin Buber does not oirer a simple and conventional answer to the question regarding the

historicity ofthe events related in the Bible. This is a result ofhis conception of the role that myth

plays in the formulation ofbiblical tales. However, to say that a given narrative is a myth does not

Mean, on Bubers account, that the event descnDed bas no historical correlate. [t merely means that

a particular event bas been expressed mythologica1ly, that is to say, it bas been expressed as a !ttaIe

of a corporeally real event that is perceived and presented as a divine, an absolute, event."s The

classification ofthe mythological content ofthe Bible as "untrue" or "nonhistorical" is- a function

of the fact that the modern understanding of the world is hased on a conception of empirical

causality, and any depiction ofevents in the world that deviates from this ftamework is considered

at best to he apoetic or subjective impression, but not historically true. Buber, however, maintains

that the understanding ofactual corporeal events as divine events and the depiction ofthem as such..

that is, the representation ofthem as myths, is part of the very nature ofancient Israelite society.

This was the way that events in the world were understood and transmitted to posterity. Therefore,

when Buber states that "all story·telling books ofthe Bible have but one subject matter: the account

of YHWH's eocounters with His people,"6 he is oot implying that these stories are somehow

fallacious. Rather, he is~g that they are indeed relating historically real events, but they relate

them in the only way lbat the ancient Near Eastern Israelite deems appropriate: as myths, as divine,

absolute events. For example, with regard to the miracles associated with Moses and the exodus

from Egypt, Buber argues that some real, historical event must have actually occurred, but is was

'Martin Buber, On Judaism, SchockenBooks, New York, 1967, p. 103.

6/bid., p. lOS.
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"an event that cannat be grasped except as an act ofGod. Something happens ta us~ the cause of

which we cannot ascnbe to our worfel; the event bas taken place just now, we cannot understand it~

we can ooly believe it It is a holy event.,7 This is not to say that the miracles actually occurred as

they are descnbed in the text. But they are mytbical descriptions ofsome reaI historical event which

was "actually conveyed fomt person to person."g In this way, Buber ascnbes bis own unique brand

of"historicity" and "tnlth" to the tales related in the Bible.

As well, Buber takes a unique position with regard ta the authorship ofthe texts themselves.

He acknowledges that the Bible is composed ofmany different books, and that Many of them are

eomposed of a number of different sources. However, Buber rejects the idea propounded by

Wel1hausen and his school that these sources, especially those ofthe Pentateuch, can he categorized

inta distinct units and that all ofthe pietes and fragments ofthe Pentateuch can be attributed ta one

of them. In faet, Buber argues that such scholars have succeeded in establisllli,g only one thing,

"namely, that we have befare us a number offundamental types ofliterary working out of tradition~

all according to different editorial tendencies."9 BuberpolepUcizes further against the program of

modem biblical source criticism by arguing that "even üwe were allowed to speak of 'sources' and

if it were even possible to fix their dates (and aIso the dates ofthe additions and redactions), we

would thereby only be able ta establish layers ofthe literary, and not the religious development, and

these two need not in any way parallel one another, as it is very possible that a primitive religious

'Martin Buber, On the Bible, p. 66.

sIbid•., p. 137.

9Martin Buber, The Prophetie Faith, p. 4.
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clement is only found in a late üterary from.nlo This argument is ofcourse contingent upon the idea

that the text ofthe Bible as wc have it today is based upon oral sources. From this argumen~ we can

sec that Buber is interested in more than the üterary devclopment of the bibücaI text. His aim is ta

reach beyond the text in order to grasp the religious world-view ofthe biblical faith. And as will be

demonstrated below, Buber takes no Mere academic or objective interest in the religious bistory of

the Bible; he is interested in it for the teaching it has to offermodem humanity.

With regard to the actuaI text ofthe Bible itself: Buber acknowledges that Many bands and

memories have worked on the text over the centuries, and it is this constantly altering transmission

that has molded the text into the form in which we have it today. Though Many scribal

interpolations and textual corruptions are apparen~ Buber wams against employing the technique

oftextual emendation too easily; "nothing is easier or cheaper than to consider the text erroneous

and to presume we can get behind that text and thereby reach a true one~ But we should

acknowledge that whoever was responsible for the text as we have it knew as much Hebrew as we

do... The rletter ofthe text' is, however problematic it MaY seem, a strict reality, in comparison with

which everything else is only appearance.nll

. For this reason, Buber remains faithful ta the Masoretic text in MOst ofhis biblical studies

and his Bible translation. Though this text may contain flaws and uncenainties, it is the most

retiable witness we have. In spite ofaIl ofthe uncenainty surrounding the state ofthe text of the

Bible and its various sources (whatever they May bel which contributed to the present state orthe

IOIbid..

llMartin Buber and Franz Rosenzweig, Scripture and Translation, p. 172-73..
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text, Buber still maintains that the Bible should be treated as a unity, even though it is clearly a

redaction ofan eclectic assortment oftexts. Because the Bible is a redaction, Buber argues that the

text should be seen as a unity, since in the final analysis, the text in our bands is the single text that

a redactor or redactors have transmitted to us. It is reasonable to assume that this redactor or these

redactors understood Hebrew and were familiar with the other books that are present in the

Masoretic cannon, or at least with the traditions that contributed to the composition ofthose books

(excluding, ofcourse historical books written after the rime ofa given redactor). For these reasons

Buber states that

biblical texts are to be treated as texts ofthe Bible - that is, ofa unity, which though having
come into being, having grown from numerous and diverse whole and fragmentary
elements, is nonetheless areal organic unity, and can be comprehended only as such. The
consciousness that established the Bible, selecting from the abondance ofa presumabLy far
greater textual repel10ry what would fit that unity, and selecting in particuIar the versions
ofthat material appropriate to that unity, began its work not with the actual assembling of
the cannon, but long before - in the graduai bonding ofwhat belonged together. The work
of composition was itself 'biblical,t even before the first notion of a biblical structure
arose.12

This presupposition of the unity of the Bible underlies much ofBubers interpretative techniques

which, as will be shown below, are based upon the interconnections ofdifferent texts by the echoing

ofsimiIar sounds, rhytbms and word phrasings. Buber is convinced that approaching the Bible as

a unity will a1low one to make far more connections, discover farmore patterns. and discem far more

''bidden'' messages ofdivine instruction than the source criticism ofmodem scholarship. Ultimately,

for Buber, meaning in the Bible is far more interte..ttuall3 than textual. This kind ofapproach to text

l2Ibid., p. 174.

l3Daniei Boyarin addresses the subject ofintertextuaIity and biblical interpretation in bis
book Intertextuality and the Reading ofMidrash'l Bloomington and Indianapolis, Indiana
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and meaning, which may seem like oid bat forthose ofus who have been bombarded in recent years

by the writings of post-modem theorists of language, is a testimony to the daring originality of

Bubers work in a context that accepted a decidedly empirical-modemist view of linguistic

semiology.

BeCore addressing the henneneutic techniques Buber employs in his biblical studies, l will

first descnbe bis general approach to the Bible and what he regards as the desired outcome ofhis

project ofBible study. In both bis philosophical and biblical work, Buber tries to address-rather than

merely descnbe the ailments ofthe existential condition ofmodem man. One ofthe problems with

the modem worl~ as he sees il, is that the intellectual persan

holds it important that intellectual values exist, and admits, yes, even himselfdeclares that
their reality is bound up with our own power to realize them. But ifwe were to question
him and probe down to truth - and we do not usually probe that far down - he would have
to own that this feeling ofhis about the obligations ofthe spirit is in itselfooly intellectual.
It is the signature ofour time that the spirit holds no obligations.'"

In every day life, one's intellectual convictions boldno real obligation for the modem person. People

no longer feel truly addressed by their ideals, since the modem world tends to compartmentalize the

realm of the ideal from the reaIm of the every day where Iife actually occurs. The individual of

University Press, 1990. Boyarin argues that the Midrash, at least with regard ta the Mekhil~
reads the Bible intertextually. In bis words, intertextuality claims that "every text is constrained
by the literary system ofwhich it is a part and that every text is ultimately dialogical in that it
cannot but record the traces ofits contentions and doubling ofearlier discourses" (p. 14). This
conception ofthe meaning ofa text as being constrained and defined by other texts within a
given group is admittedly a post-modem view ofthe semiology oflanguage and texts. For
Martin Buber, this very idea ofintertextuality, wbich presupposes a lcind ofpost-modem
hermeneutic, is the guiding principle ofbis conception oftext and meaning which infonns ail of
bis biblical exegesis.

l"Martin Buber, On the Biblep Eighteen Stutfies, "The Man ofToday and the Jewish
Bible," Edited by Nahum N. Glatzer, New York, Schocken Books, 1982, p. 2.
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modem society, where technology separates people from one another, where bureaucracy and

procedure prevent people ftom meaningfully encountering one another, is left with a feeling of

isolation due to this separation of "spirit" and "world." Even religion is no longer helpful in

addressing this problem, because '''religion' itself is part of the detaehed spirit. It is one of the

subdivisions - one in high favor, to he sure - orthe structure eteeted over and above lire, one ofthe

rooms on the top fioor, with a very special status ofits Own."15

In order to address this crisis in-modem society, Buber stressed that bis study ofthe Bible

is not intended as a purely intellectual activity, but rather, as an attempt ta unite the realm of the

spirit and the world ofthe every day by teaching modem society to stop merely reading the text of

the Bible intellectually, but rather, to feel addressed by the Bible and to hear its message. In this

connection Buber argues that "if we accept the Dld Testament as merely religious writing, as a

subdivision ofthe detaehed spirit, it will fail us and wc must needs fail it. Ifwe seize upon it as the

expression ofa reality that comprises aIl oflife, we really grasp it and il grasps hold OfUS."16 An

aesthetic, historical or literary reading is by itselfinadequate, indeed useless, if it is not intended to

bring one to a point where the text is understood for the sake ofbeing seized by it and commanded

to translate the message ofthe Bible inlo a way ofliving in the real world. To be sure, Buber was

not against the use offormalliterary biblical criticism; he employs Many ofthese techniques in ms

studies. However, he does 50 in order to lead. the student to the text rather than past il. In ail ofhis

studies, as weil as bis translation, Bubers final goal is to cause the reader to hear the message and

lSIbid.

16lbid, p. 4.
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the ethical, spiritual demand the Bible holds for bimlher in the present, earthly moment.
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ChapterOne

Bubers work on the Bible can be properly understood only in light ofhis philosophy of

dialogue since, as 1will demonstrate beIow, dialogue plays an essential role in his conception of

prophecy. As well, a clear conception ofBubers notion ofdialogue is essential to understanding

his idea that the Bible itself is f'spoken ward." Tberefore, before 1discuss the basic hermeneutic

principle of spokenness Buber employs throughout bis work on the Bible, 1 will analyze his

dialogical philosophy ofl and Thou.

Martin Buber divides the human world into two basic realms that correspond to two basic

human attitudes. One ofthese attitudes is represented by the basic word pair 1-Thou; the other" by

1-11. In defining and coming ta an understanding ofthese two basic ward pairs, one of the most

important distinctions ta draw is between relation and e:cperience. First we will outline the role that

relation and experience play in each ofthe basic ward pairs. Then, it will be shawn how Buber uses

this distinction to descnbe God as the etemal ThOu. Finally, we will examine how the principles of

Bubers dialogical philosophy come to bearon bis conception orthe spokenness orthe Biblical text.

The first distinction that Bubermakes between the I-Thou and 1-It relations is that nthe basic

ward pair I-Thou can only he spoken with ane's whole being" The basic ward pair 1-It can never he

IS



spoken withone's whole being."17 Ta speakwith one's wholebeing is to assume a mode ofexistence

that includes all aspects ofoneseIL When one speaks with one's whole being, one does not simply

speak with the beart or the intellect but with something that is more general, that includes the eotire

person. To speak with one's whole bcing is ta encounter, to enter into a relation. To speak with less

than one's whole being is ta experience.

Buber draws a direct correlation between relation and experience and the two basic word

pairs near the beginning ofbis book l and Thou. when he says that "the worid ofexperience belongs

ta the basic ward I-lt. The basic ward ofI-Thou belongs to the world ofrelation. Il 18 For Buber, a

persan experiences something when helshe sees it as an aggregate ofqualities or as one member in

a species. One can stand in front of a statue and perceive aIl its contours. One can become 50

familiar with its color, size and other physical attributes that one can recaIl its appearance at will by

merely closing ones eyes and thinking about it One may even grow fond ofthe statue and find its

fonn aesthetically pleasing. AlI ofthis is experience. This belongs to the basic ward pair I-Il In

such an experience, one leams what there is ta things and compiles objective knowledge about them.

No matter how much knowledge one compiles about something, as long as the thing remains an

object ofexperience, as long as the relationship remains devoid ofaIl reciprocity, as long as the self

remains removed and detached from the relationship, the thing remains an Il. However, Buber is

quick ta point out that "it is not experiences alone that bring the world to man."19

11Martin Buber, land Thou, translated by Walter Kaufinann, New York, Charles
Scnbner's Sons, 1970. p.163.

tIIbid.• p. 56.

l'Ibid.
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Experience is internaI.. One who experiences "does not participate in the world. For

experience is 'in them' and not between them and the world.."20 Relation, however~ is external.

Relation takes place in the world between an1and a ThOu. In order to enter into a relatio~ one must

allow oneselfto encounter a ThOu. Yet, what qualifies something as a Thou rather than an It? It is

not the nature ofthe thing itselfmakes it a Thou instead ofan Il Rather, it is determined by the way

in which one relates to the thing. To illustrate this point, Buber uses the example ofa tree. It is

possible ta contemplate all ofthe physical characteristics of the tree, to assign it ta a givcn species..

ta consider its way of life and observe its stmggle for survival.. Ali of this is experience. Such

experience is removed and objective. However, Buber points out that this very same tree can

suddenly become a Thou, ifone encounters the tree and enters into a relation with il. In this case,

the 1encounters the tree and is seized by its uniqueness. The 1allows hislher entire being to open

up to the tree and "1 am drawn into a relatio~ and the tree ceases to be an 11."21 When the 1

recognizes the tree as a Thou, a kind ofreciprocal relationship is created with the tree. This is not

to say that the tree can encounter the 1with human-like consciousness, however, there is still a

reciprocity ofsorts at work in 50 far as the 1presents hislher entire selfto the tree and recognizes the

uniqueness that the tree presents in retum, rather than removing the selffrom the relation to the tree

and merely experiencing the objective faets about il, such as size, species, etc..

Thus, any It can become a Thou when it ceases to be an object ofexperience and becomes

a partner in relation.. Buber defines three spheres ofrelation. The first sphere is with nature. This

2OlbitL. p. 56.

21lbid.• p.. 58.
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sphere is "below language" sc to speak. When we relate to an animal, as Buber defines bis relation

with a bouse cat, the interaction is in movement and gesture, "the Thou we say to them sticks ta the

threshold of language."22 As well, in nature there is the simple presenting ofuniqueness to each

other as we saw in the example of the tree. The second sphere is relation with people. With a

person, the reciprocity ofthe relation canhe expressed in language. As Buber puts it, "we can give

and receive the ThOu."23 The third sphere is relation with spiritual beings. Such a relation is beyond

spoken language, or, as Buber says, "it-Iacks but creates language."24 This point will he revisited

below in our discussion ofBuber's conception ofrevelation as a dialogue between God and prophet.

Buber outlines these three basic spheres ofrelation to point out sorne ofthe ways in which

one can encounter a Thou and enter into a relation and, as weIl, Buber wants ta point out that "in

every Thou we address the eternal ThOu."25 We will discuss the relation to the etema1 Tho~ or God.

below. For the time being, suffice it to say that in experience, the self is removed from the

relationship and objective knowledge ofthe object is acquired. When one enters iuto a relation, the

l is included and involved in an encounterwith a ThOu. Buber makes this point clearly when he says

at the bottom ofpage 61 :

What, then, does one experience ofthe Thou?
Nothing at ail. For one does not experience it.
What, th~ does one know of the Thou?
Only everything. For one no longer knows particulars.

22Ibid., p. 57.

23Ibid.

2'Ibid.

2SIbid.
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Encounter and relation provides us with infinitely more tban Mere facts. When we enter a relation,

we encounter existing things with our entire being. We encounter a Thou rather than experience an

It as a conglomeration offacts. Thus, Buber asserts that "all actuallife is encounter."26

Buber argues that the Modern world distances the individual from a actual "encounter" and

forces himlber to live mainly in the realm ofI-it and experience. By describing such isolatio~ Buber

is pointing out the conditions of modern society that increase the solitude of the individual and

inhibit bis or her opportunity to relate to others. This idea ofthe solitude ofthe individual caused

by the oppressive, objectifying l-It nature of modemity bas been addressed by a number of

existential authors such as Camus, Kafka and Tolstoy. When Bubersays that nifyou were to die into

it [the world ofI-It], then you would be buried into nothingness,"27 he is reminiscent ofToistoyts

character Ivan Illich, who, in The Death ofIvan RUch, seems ta reaIize that he is about to experience

this at the moment ofhis death, and ofKafkats character Joseph K. in The Trial. When Buber says

that ttthe ability to experience and use generalIy involves a decrease in mants ability to relate,lt28 he

is pointing out that modem society, with its inordinately~ng emphasis on the realm ofI-It, the

world ofcalculation, efficiency, use and detacbment, often hampers the human capacity to encounter

a Thou ftom any ofthe three spheres ofrelation. He points tbis out more eX}ilicitly when he says

that "modem developments have expunged aImost every trace of a life in wbich human beings

conftont eaeh other and have meaningful relationships."29 Through bis distinction between the

26Ibid., p. 62.

27Ibid.t p. 83.

21Ibid., p. 92.

29Ibid., p. 97.

19



experience ofl...It and the relation ofl-Thou, Buber bas been able to point out more succinctly than

bis predecessors what exactly the ailment ofmodem society is; namely, the isolation ofman from

the reaIm ofrelation. Many of these authors have been intimating that people are forced ta live

purely in the I...It world in modern society. Thus, the predieament ofmodem humanity is how to

overcome this objective, distant experience based society and enter into relations with others.

Buber believes that the message ofthe Bible is the cure for this problem in modern society,

or any society in any time. In arder to detect this message, one must be able to make theintertextual

connections between the different parts ofthe text. According to Buber, this can he accomplished

only when the text is understood as "spokenwo~" which, like all language, is uttered between an

l and Thou. If the text orthe Bible is to be understood as a spoken dialogue between God and

Prophet, it is necessary ta understand the philosophical underpinnings ofhow, according to Buber,

such a dialogue takes place.

Relation to God is not different from relation ta other Thou's. That is to say, it is not

impossible in this world ta relate in a trulyreciprocal mannerwith the etemal Thou. Rather, it would

be more aceurate ta say that Buber thinks that it is impossible not to relate to the etemal Thou

whenever one relates to anything in this world. Whenever we address a Thou, wc aIso address the

etemal Thou, or as Buber says, "extended, the lines ofrelationsbips intersect in the etemal Thou...

through every single Thou the basic ward addresses the etemal Thou....30 Gad, for Buber, as the

etemal Thou, is of such a nature that it is impossible to tum Him into an It. When one tries ta

experienee Gad, one no longer addresses Gad but sometbing eIse.. God can only be encountered..

JOIbid., p. 8S..
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We cannot know Gad the way we can know things here in the It worlel, but we can stand before Gad

and address Him as the Eternal ThOu. One cannot speak a/Gad without being in error9 for Gad is

unknowable. But one can speak to God.

What then does Buber say about God or the etemal Thou? Only antimonies such as "in

relation to Go~ uncooditional exclusiveness and unconditional inclusiveness are one9 't31 and "one

does not tind God ifone remains in the world; one does oot find God ifone leaves the world,"32 and

"ofcourse, God is the 'wholly othet; but he is also the whoUy same; the wholly present"JJ Buber

is trying to express the unknowable, transcendent nature ofGod as well as His this-worIdly presence

through such apophatic statements. God is not such that ifonly we knew enough about Him or if

ooly we knew how ta seek Him we would he able to experience Him objectively and ltknow" Him.

Buber, it seems, would reject the rationallogic ofmedieval neo-Aristotelian and Platonic theology,

for Gad cannat he proven with the intellect, He can only he encountered. In fact, for Buber "there

is no God-seeking because there is nothing where one could not find Him."34 Discovering Gad in

this life is lta tinding without seeking.ltlS For Buber, when it comes to Gad, subjectivity and the

manner of approach are paramount. Gad must be encountered and related to as the unknowable

Thou who is present in every relation and encounter. Gad is not deduced ftom the world or the

universe as its creator or understood through a Iogical syUogism ofmetaphysical premises whose

3t/bid.. p. 123.

32/bid.t p. 127

33Ibid.

34Ibid.

3sIbitLt p. 128
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conclusion is, "thus, there must be a God." Gad is simply "what conftonts us immediately and tirst

and always, and legitimately it can only he addressed, not asserted."36

Sorne argue that Bubers position is essentiallymystical because ofbis non-rational approach

to Gad. However, Buber differs from the mystic in that the latter wants union with Gad in order to

lose the selfand be completely joined with Gcxl37 For Buber, this is unacceptable because, in arder

to relate to Gad, there must be an l, a self to occupy one side of the 1-Thou relation in living

dialogue.. We cannot relate without our self: There is no dialogue without both the l and the Thou..

However, one type ofmystic unity that Buberdoes acknowledge as important to a relation with God

is the unification ofthe soul within the individual in orderto focus the self: One must concentrate

oneself ioto one's core, for "without this, one is not fit for the work of the spirit."38 Yet there still

remains the duality ofthe self and the etemal Thou. These two do not become one. It is by this

same token that the solipsist cannot encounter~ because ifthere is no other, ifthere is nothing

but the selt: then there can be no relation ta anything. At best, a solipsist can $lep back and analyze

the self objectively and say If1 am this or that way and there is nothing else," but from such a

perspective, one cannot according to Buber, relate to the etemal Thou.

By creating a theology (if indeed one can use the word "theology" without sounding too It

oriented) from the perspective ofthe existing individual who has the ability to encounter and relate

36Ibid.

l'For a discussion ofthe development ofthis idea in Bubers thought see E. R. Wolfson,
"The Problem ofUnity in the Thought ofMartin Buber." Journal ofthe History ofPhilosophy
27 (1989): 419439..

3llbid., p.129
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by recognizing the divine aspect ofevery encounter and the intimations ofGad in every Thou to

which we relate, Buber attempts ta outline a philosophical system in which one can malee God

relevant to modem life. Thus, Buber maintains that Gad's meaning nis not the meaning of'another

liCe' but that of this our life, not that of a 'beyond' but of this our world, and it wants ta be

demonstrated by us in this liCe and this world."39 This is not to say that Buber is a pantheist. He tS

adamant that "Gad embraces but is not the universe."40 However, everything points to Gad when

we enter into a relationship and encounter a ThOu.

It is quite remarkable that in a such a short work as 1and Thou, Buber has been able

to set up such a unique philosophy of life and religion. Through cr-wating bis own language and

jargon ofI-You and 1-11, experience and relation, Buberclearlypoints out the ailment ofthe modem

individual and hislher alienation from others through the It-world of the society in which helshe

lives. As wel1, he constructs a philosophical system which helps us to understand the infinite cosmic

significance of relation to others in this Iife, in this worl~ as an indication of the relation to the

etemal Thou which endows our everyday It-world with meaning. As we shaH see below, this

conception of dialogue informs Bubers hermeneutic in which the text of the Bible is troped as

"spoken ward" and the process ofinterpretation is inherently dialogical.

39Ibid.t p.135.

40Ibid., p.lS9.
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ChapterTwo

Buber's view of language in general and biblical language in particular is intimately

connected ta bis philosophy of1and Thou, because the essence of language for Buber is that it

occors as a spoken dialogue during an encounter between an 1 and a ThOu. In this ve~ Buber

asserts that ttlanguage presents itself to us above ail as the manifestation and apprehension of an

actual situation between two or more men who are bound together through a particular being-

directed-to-each other.tt41 Though one can write without speaking to anyone in particular, and

though one may speak silently to oneself: tbis is onlypossible because language has come mto being

as a result ofone persan calling out to another, speaking ta another, engaging another in dialogue.

Tberefore Buber argues that "language nevet' existed befote address; it could become monologue

only after dialogue broke off or broke dOwn."41 The lack of dialogue between people and the

tendency to view written language as merely literary, anonymous words on a page is another result

ofthe alienation ofmodemity. Contrary ta tbis view, Buber argues that "the author... receives bis

creative force in fief from bis partner in dialogue. Werc therc no more genuine dialogue, there

41Martin Buber, The Knowledge ofMan, "The Ward that is Spoken," translated by
Maurice Friedman and Roland GregorS~ New York and Evanston, Harper and Row
publisheœ, 1965,p. 117.

42Ibid., p. 115.
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would also be no more poetry."43 Thus.language, both written and spoken. must remain in its

essence a phenomenon that "is uttered here and heard there, but its spokenness has its place in 'the

between'.""" By emphasizing the spoken nature oflanguage, Buber is emphasizing the ontologicaI

dependance oflanguage on the encounter ofan 1and Thou as partners in dialogue between whom

the ward is spoken.

As a hermeneutic device for the interpretation ofthe Bible, linguistic spokenness holds a

central position in Bubers thought, since the "full force is present in the biblical word only when is

bas retained the immediacy of spokenness.u4S The Bible for Buber is the record of a dialogue

between people and God and between people befote Gad. When the propbet encounters Gad as the

etemal Thou, that is, as a partner in dialogue, the 'conversation' is translated by the prophet into

human language. The word ofthe Bible is the commanding ward ofGad transfonned into human

language through the medium of the subjectivity of the human prophet For this reason, "it aIso

became possible in the domain ofthis ward for the humanized vaice ofGo~ resOUDding in buman

idiom and captured in human letters, to speak not before us, as does a chameter in the raie ofa god

in the epiphanies ofGreek ttagedy, but to us.... Untransfigured and unsubdued, the biblical ward

preserves the dialogical cbaracter ofliving reality."* The word ofthe Bible is thus divine according

to Buber, but it is also spoken by the human prophet and can therefore be properly understood only

43Ibid., p.. Ill.

4AIbid., p. 112.

4SManin Buber, On the Bible, ''Biblical Humanism," edited by Nahum N. Glatzer, New
York, SchockenBooks, 1968, p. 214.

46Ibid., pp. 21~lS.
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as a spoken text, which must not he simply read, but also heard by the listener/reader as a persona!

address. To read the text in silence with purely academic interest would miss the point according

ta Buber. One must hear the text and its subtle nuances in arder ta perceive the commanding

instruction that the text presents not for the mere perusal ofthe reader but as a direct and persona!

address to the listener/reader.

One ofthe ways in which the significance orthe spokenness ofthe biblical text plays out in

Buber's biblical hermeneutics is the idea that the language ofBotshaft'1 is imbedded in the form of

the text and can be discovered through the perception of Leitworte or key-words which eeho

throughout the text and can be discemed only by the attentive listener/reader. Botshaft, according

to Buber, is bonded into the very ronn ofthe biblical text ta the point that

staries like the story ofGideon's son Abimelech, which seem to belong altogether ta secular
history until we see how the story presents an image of one of the great concems of
Botshajt, namely ofwhat is caIled 'primitive theocracy.' We read lcgal prescriptions ofthe
driest, the most concrete casuistic precision; and suddenly they breathe out a bidden
pathos. We read psalms that seem to he nothing but the cry for help lifted upwards by a
man in torment; yet we need only Iistencarefully to see that the speaker is not just any man
but as man standing in the presence of revelation, and witnessing revelation even in bis
cries and shouts. We read what is ordinarily considered the literature ofskcptical wisdom,
and in the middie ofit great declarations ofBotshaft blaze out at us. However it fared with
certain pieces ofthe Bible before they entered the sacred tat, the Bible as we have it is
Botshaft in every limb ofits body.4I

In this way Buber argues that one cannot detcct Botshaft in the lext by 100king for a statement here

"'The term Botshaft bas no tnle English equivalent For our purposes it wiIl be
understood as "language when it reveaIs divine instruction." Sec Martin Buber and Franz
Rosenzweig, Scripture and Translation, translated by Lawrence Rosenwald and Everett Fox,
Blomington and Indianapolis, IndianaUniversity Press, 1994, p. 27, note 1.

4IIbid., pp.27-28.
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or there tbat offers divine instruction while the teStofthe text remains devoid ofsuch content Every

part ofthe Bible contains BotshaftJ which offers divine instruction in the form ofspok~personal

address to anyone who takes the time and effort to listen to the tat carefully.

As mentioned above, Leitworte, or key words, play an important role in the detection of

Botshaft in the Biblical text. In Bubers own words, Leitworte is na word or ward root that is

meaningfully repeated within a text or sequence oftexts or complex oftexts; those who attend to

these repetitioDS will tind a meaning of the text revealed or clarified, or at any rate made more

emphatic...49 Leitworte al10ws Botshaft to be expressed in the text in such a way that it does not

interrupt the form ofthe text, but rather it becomes part ofthe fonn itself. In this connection Buber

argues that "without encroaching on the configuration ofthe narrative, it nonetheless significantly

rhythmicizes it - by Leitworte. A connection is established between one passage and another, and

thus between one stage ofthe story and another - a connedion tbat articulates the deep motive of the

narrated event more immediately than could a pinned on moraL"so It is as though the text of the

Bible is in a secret dialogue with itseIt: and those who perceive this secret dialogue through

Leitworte are offered a special insight into the divine instruction that the text offers to those who

listen carefully.

The spokenness of the text and the carefullistening of the reader is 50 important for the

purposes ofthe detection ofBotshaft within the text because they are revealed through the rhythm

and key-words or motif-words that recur tbroughout the text, drawing connections between one

49lbid., p. 114.

soIbid., p. lIS.
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narrative and another, or bctween different parts ofone narrative. The spok~ sounding nature of

the text must be understood by the listener/reader, ifhe or me is to catch the divine message or

instruction embedded in the form ofthe text, whether it be cpic narrative, law code or poetry.

One example of the detection of Botshaft through careful listening to the rhythm and

recurrence ofkey-words ofthe text occurs in Genesis 15:16, which is, according to Buber, "intended

ta impose itselfon the memory - not only on the reader's memory, but also, in the purely oral context

ofthe original narrative, on the hearer'S~"SI The verse reads: But in thefourth generation they will

return here, fôr the punishment ofthe Amorite has not been paid-in-full heretofore. Buber asks,

"what transgression of the Amorite is it that is spoken of 50 fatefully and at sa significant a

moment?"52 Buber points out that in the geneaIogy, Emori appears as the son ofCanaan. In the

previous story, which concems Noah's drunkenness, Canaan is punished for seeing bis father's

nakedness. Buber argues that "the motif-words ofthe stol)' are 'the nakedness ['ervah] ofthe father'

and 'Canaan' - though Canaan bas nothing ta do with the event the story tells of: I1S3 The relevant

verse, (Gen. 9:22-23) reads: Ham, thefather ofCanaan, saw hisfather's nakedness... [Shem and

Yajètj walked backward, to caver theirfather's nakedness. Theirfaces were lurned baclcward. their

father's nalcedness they did not see. The only other context in which the phrase "the nakedness of

the father" occurs in the Pentateuch is in the legal passages ofLeviticus, chapters 18 and 20. Buber

maintains that "this is not casual repetitiOD, but the characteristic phonetic-rhythmic or

StIbid., p. 29.

S2Ibid.

DIbid.
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paranomasiastic method ofthe Bible for imprinting a specially important word or sequence ofwords

(important either within the particular text or beyond it) upon the hearcr or reader."54 Buber argues

with regard to this passage that the special key phrase "the nakedncss of the father" is used to

connect the emphatic sexual prohibitions in Leviticus with the story ofNoah's dnmkenness. The key

word "Canaan" is used to connect Genesis 9:22-23 to Genesis 15:16, thereby offering a reason for

why the Amorite should be punished. The overall message brought out through the paranomasiastic

connections between these different sections of the text is ta emphasize the prohibition against

certain incestuous sexual relations, lest one end up cursed Iike Emori, the son ofCanaan, the son of

Ham, who looked upon bis father's nakedness. In this kind ofexegesis, the interconnection oftexts

through ward repetition is essential. Furthermore, the meaning of the text can only be properly

understood in light ofthe interte:ct created and emphasized by the Leitworte. According ta Buber,

such interconnection is possible only if one recognÎZcs the spokenness of the text and listens

carefully while reading.

In bis joint venture with Franz Rosenzweig in ~lating the Bible, Buber made a very

deh"berate attempt ta present the text in German in 50ch a way that the German reader would hear

the spokenness ofthe text and would perceive the key ward and phrase repetitions which connect

the different parts ofthe text together and indieate Botshaft to the reader. Regarding the intention

to represent this in the translation, Buber states that

we find hints ofthis great expressive method in other, originally oral Semitic texts; but in
the Bible it bas been developed ta an unparalleled degree, because here each author grew
up in the auditory environment ofthe words that are spoken onward to him; and when his
mission touched him, he saw himselfcalled to enter into those words with his own heard

YtIbid.
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and spoken offering - 10 make reference10 wbat badbeen said, 10 sounds and words~ to link
himselfas speaker with other speakers in a common linguistic service for the sake ofthe
teaching. That is what Rosenzweig called 'the unaesthetic-superaesthetic of the Bible.'
And we had DOW undertaken to act in its service.55

It was Bubers desire that this new German Bible translation would bring the general reader closer

to the message and divine instruction ofthe text. He hoped that the Bible would be read not as a

book ofmere literary or academic significance but as an address to the listener/reader that would

once again grab hold of people and cause them ta be engaged by the text and ta tnmslate the

messaged percieved in it into action in the reaIm ofevery day existence. Essentially, Buber wanted

people to encounter the Bible as a Thou and to enter into a dialogue with il.56 He wanted them to

hear the dialogue between the different parts of the Bible that any given author echoed in his

"common linguistic service for the sake ofthe teaching."

Buber and Rosenzweig were responding with their Bible translation ta the venerated Bible

translations, such as the Greek Septuagint, the Latin Vulgate and Luther's German translation. The

problem with these translations is that they

do not aim principly al maintaining the original characterofthe book as manifested in word
choice~ in syntax~ and in rhythmical articulation. They aim rather at transmitting to the
translator's actual community - the Iewish diaspora of Hellenism, the early Christian
oilcumene, the faithful adherents of the reformation - a reliable foundational document.
They accordingly carry over the 'content' ofthe text into another language. They do not a
priori ignore the peculiarities ofits constituent elements~ ofits structure, of its dynamic;
but they easily enough sacrifice those peculiarities when stubbom 'form' seems ta binder
the rendering ofthe 'content.' It is for them as ifgenuine tidings~ genuine speech, genuinc

S5Martin Buber and Franz Rosenzweig, Scripture and Translation~p. 218.

S6For an extensive study on the tapie ofBuber's hermeneutics ta wbich my own work is
greatly indebted sec Stephen Kepnes~ The Te.xt as Thou~ Bloomington and Indianapolis~ Indiana
University Press~ 1992.
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song contained a What easily detached ftom their HoW; as if the spirit of the language
could be found elsewhere than in its concrete linguistic configuration, and could be
delivered to other times and other places in otherwise than by a faithful and unprejudiced
imitation ofthat configuration...51

Here the importance of the form of the Biblical tm is emphasized. We have seen above the

importance ofthe textual interconnections made by listening to the formai key phrase similarities

of "the nakedness of the father" and "Canaan" for perceiving the divine instruction hidden in the

form of the text; hidde~ that is, in the intertcxt. Buber and Rosenzweig's translation attempts to

bring out these peculiarities of the text, ta free the text from the encumberences of cliche-like

familiarity that previous translations had created and that prevent him or her from really listening

ta the text and feeling addressed by it and obligated to obey the message hidden within il.

So far we have seen how Bubers philosophy of 1 and Thou relates to the essential

spokenness oflanguage" As well, we have sem how the unity and spokenness ofthe Bible allows

Buberto employ Leitworte as an interpretative tooi that connects different texts with each other in

order to express a new meaning or ta emphasize an oid one. This allows the listener/reader to be

able to peteeive the Botshaft that is implanted mto the form ofthe text and offers divine instruction.

As well, we have seen how these considerations have influenced Buber to direct bis Bible translation

in such a way that the spoken nature of the text and the paranomasiastic connections that eeho

throughout the various parts ofit will he feIt by themodemGerman reader. Ultimately, the intention

is to cause the German reader to hear the message ofdivine instruction which the text, as spoken

word, offers, and 10 incorporate this messa$e into everyday liCe. We will now investigate how the

51Scripnue and Translation, "On Word Choice inTranslating the Bible,If p. 74.
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idea ofdialogue plays out in Buber's concept ofprophecy. Finally, we will come full circle and see

how this conception ofprophecy relates to the spokenness ofthe biblical text.

We have already alluded to Bubcr's concept of prophecy above. Prophecy, on Buber's

account, is the translation into speech ofan encounter between an individual and God that takes

place as a dialogue between an 1and a Thou, in this case, the prophet and Gad, or, the eternaI Thou.

It was mentioned above that a dialogical eneounter between an 1and a Thou, where the Thou is a

Spiritual being "lacks but creates language." Prophecy is just this created language, which is, on

Bubers account, a translation into human terms of an actual non-linguistic dialogical encounter

between an individual and Gad. The message is divine, but the words are human. For this reason

the Bible "tells us how again and again Gad addresses man and is addressed by him.ItSS

Martin Buber is somewhat unique for maintaining a conception ofprophecy that not only

regards the language ofprophecy as a translation into human language ofan encounter between Gad

and man, but aIso regards the very nature ofthe prophetie event as dialogicai. Here the significance

ofthe role ofthe subjectivity ofthe prophet cornes into play in Bubers thought. In contradiction ta

sorne traditional views of the prophet as a mere moutbpiece of Gad, Buber maintains that the

individuality ofthe prophet cornes to bear on the substance ofthe prophecy itselt: since it is more

than divine address, but rather, a dialogue between Gad and man. For Buber it is thus part of the

very nature ofprophecy that "the revelation, the making ofthe covenant, the giving ofthe statutes,

was performed by the 'translating' utterance ofa morta! man; the queries and requests ofthe people

are presentedby the internaI or extemal words ofthis persan; the species ofman that bears the ward

"Martin Buber, On Judaism, "The Dialogue Between Heaven and Earth," p. 77.
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from above downwards and from below upwards is called nabi, announcer."59 Furthermore, Buber

argues that the '''god' who speaks into a persan is, 50 ta say, dependant on the nabi who speaks

OUl"60 Thus, prophetie language and literature is permeated through and through with the subjective

spirit ofthe individual who fulfills the role ofthe nabi who translates the words ofa divine .. human

dialogue into human language.

One specifie example of this is the personality of Ieremiah. Buber points out that when

Jeremiah was asked ta become the "mouth" ofGod (and it should be pointed out that it is very

common to find reference of one sort or another ta the mouth of the prophet during his cali ta

prophecy)

not only bis mouth however, was required, for this, but bis whole personality, his whole
persona! life. With everything that he had and that was in~ even including the most
private things of bis life, he was to become a speaker; bis MOst persona! lot was ta be
presented before the people and to express God's concem. His marriage with a 'woman of
whorisbness,' that is ta say a woman whose heart inclines to whoredom, represents the
marriage between YHVH and this land, his love which bis wife bas betrayed represents
YHVH's love which Israel bas betray~ bis separation from the faithless one the divine
separation, his Mercy on her Gad's mercy.61

Here Buber brings a convincing example ofan instance in which the prophet is not mer.ely used as

an instrument for disseminating the word ofGod to the people. Rather, Ieremiah's entire personality

is employed ta poItray the message ofGod. In response to critics, Buber argues in such cases that

even if there never were such an individuaI, the fact remains that according to the text itselt: the

S9Martin Buber, On the Bible, "Holy Event," p. 77.

(IJ/bid.

61Martin Buber, The Prophetie Faith, New York, Macmillan Publishing Company, 1949,
p. Ill..

33



message ofGad is represented to the people through both the words ofthe dialogue between the

prophet and God which he translates into human language, as weil as through the lived reality ofthe

prophet himself:

The dialogical nature ofprophecy is cmied over onto another level~ which is the dialogue

between Gad and the readerllistenerwhich the text, when read and heard with sincerity, is intended

to Mediate. Buber points out that "the basic teaching that fi11s the Hebrew Bible is that our life is

a dialogue between the above and below.o62 l have mentioned bow, in the final analysÏ6, Buber is

concerned with the existential crisis ofthe modem individual. One ofthe problems of modem lire

for Buber is that "in the seemingly God-forsaken space of history, man unleams taking the

relationship between Gad and himself seriously in the dialogic sense."63 Buber wants people to

recognize the fact that the biblical ward, as aproduct ofthe dialogue between heaven and earth. calIs

out to its readers/listeners and demands response. Ta this end Buber argues that "!bis is what the

biblical word does to us: it confronts us with the human address as one that in spite ofeverything

is heard and in spite ofeverything may expect an answer.f64 T9 read the Bible with detached ÏDterest

would be 10 once again reduce it 10 the level orthe academic and the literary. Rather, for Buber, the

Bible must be read as an address, an opening of a dialogue to the reader in bis or ber present

moment One must feel addressed by the message ofBotshaft which the text bears, and furthermore,

as a true interlocutor in dialogue, the reader must respond to the message of Gad found hidden

62Martin Buber, On Judaism. "The Dialogue Between Heaven and Earth," p. 21S.

63lbid., p. 222.

64lbid., p. 224.
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within the text tbrough action in the real worl~ through lived reality. Thus, wc have come full

circle, and we cm DOW sec how the mute and silent textcmhe transforme<!, according 10 Bubert into

the living address ofGad by the individual who hears the word spoken to him or her, perceives the

message which Gad extends through the interconnections and dialogues that take place between

parts orthe text, and responds to this message and command with action in the lived reality ofevery

- day life.
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Chapter Three

Before commenting upon the details ofBuber's, Elijah, A Mystery Play,6S 1will first give a

general description ofthe contents ofthe play and compare it with the biblical text.

Martin Buber wrote Elijah in 1956 and published it in German in 1963. Though at first he

was hesitant publish the play because he doubted its merlt for live production, he always believed

that it had something very important to say about the nature ofprophecy, biblicalliterature, and the

relationsbip between humanity and God.66 Elijah is more than a re-renderïng ofthe biblical text into

the format of a modem drama. Buber reorganizes, alters and interprets the text in bis dramatic

presentation of the narratives conceming the prophet Elijah. As weil, much in the manner of a

Midrash, he adds material into the gaps in the text, supplying explanations to certain difficulties in

the tat, as weil as new dimensions to portions ofthe story tbat may have seemed straightforward.

Most ofail, Elijah provides Many working examples ofBuber's interpretive techniques descnoed

above.

The tirst seene ofElijah is a short conversationbetween Elijah, the lonely goatherd, and The

65Ali quotations ofElijah are taken ftom the translation in Maurice Friedm~ Martin
Buber and the Theater, New York, Funk and Wagnalls) 1969.

66See Ibid., pp.l09-1O.
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Voice. The Voice, which is clearly intended to represent Gad and is descn"bed as emanating fram

Elijah's own breast, summons him and urges him to go to the royal palace ofIsrae!. At first Elijah

resists the Voice, but eventually he complies. This scene appears to be based upon the first two

verses of1Kings, which read: Much laler, in the thirdyear, the word ofthe Lord came to Elijah:

"Go, appear befOreAhab; then 1will sendrain upon the earth." Thereupon Elijah set out 10 appear

before Ahab. It is interesting ta note that, according ta the biblical ordering ofthe texts, this event

occurs in the middle orthe story. However, in bis presentation orthe biblical narrative in E/ijah.

Buber rearranges the texts, which admittedly present the reader with chronological difficulties, in

a way that he considers ta he more plausible.

In the second seene, on bis way to the palace, Elijah cornes ta a temple dedicated ta Baal, an

ancient Canaanite god. This scene, which is an example of one of Buber's "midrashic"

interpolations, has no correlate in the biblical text. Elijah, perhaps as a result ofhis reclusive and

provinciallife as a goatherd, fails ta recognize the Temple and is unfamiliar with the foreign god.

When he stops and asks a peddIer ofphallic amulets what kind oftemple it is, he is taunted by ail

who hear the question for not knowing something that is to them a basic part oflife. The people in

front of the temple explain to Elijah that the temple is where the phallic amulets are consecrated.

Then they are wom on the breast and stomach in order ta help the god Baal succeed in bis nuptials,

which fertilize the earth. Without replying to the people in front of the temple of Baal, Elijah

continues on bis way to the royal palace.

In the third scene, Elijah appears al the pte ofthe palace. He declares ta the guards that he

bas been sent by "Him." They point out that bis attire and smell indicate that he is a goatherd and

not a priest. Elijah simply repües that "He scnds no priest•. He does not draw bis messengers from
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the Temple."67 The guards still refuse to admit him to the palace, 50 Elijah smashes their heads

together and rushes past them. Once inside, Elijah reveals the red sign on bis forehead ta indicate

bis identity as a prophet to the Master ofPalace Rites. The Master befriends him and takes him ta

see the king, in spite ofthe Cact that a delegation ofpriests ofBaal ftom Tyre is present in the palace.

In the fourth scene, the Master ofPalace Rites presents Elijah to king Ahab as bis cousin

Eljada. Elijah, however, refuses to he disguised and presents bimselfto the king with hii real name

and declares ta him that he bas heen sent by Him. and that He demands that the house ofBaal he

demolished. Ahab tries to explain to Elijah that the Gad ofIsrael is done no hann by the presence

of Baal in IsraeL The Israelite Gad is a leader, a God ofwar, while Baal is an agricultural God.

Elijah then reiterates bis demand that the house ofBaal be demolished. Ahab then tries to explain

that Baal is the god of Tyre and the political ramifications of such an act would be devastating.

Again, Elijah repeats Gad's demand. Ahab offers a third objection. namely, that Baal is his wife's

god. In response, Elijah takes on a more prophetie tone and declares, according to the text of 1

Kings, 17:1, As the Lord lives, the Gad ofIsrael wham 1serve, lhere will he no dew or rain except

al my bidding. At this point Elijah leaves, and the king, who appears disturbed, asks that the

Rememberer be brought in to tell him the story ofJoseph and the famine in Egypt. Upon hearing

the story, Ahab decides to follow Joseph's example and store up food in anticipation of the famine

that Elijah had predicted. As weIl, he orders that a great fcast he made to Gad and that songs be sung

beforeHim.

61lbitLp p. 117.
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In the fifth seene, in accordance with 1Kings 17:2-7, Elijah goes to a wadi where ravens

bring him food. Buber adds a conversation between two ravens, one young and the other old. The

oid raven is retlecting on the days of the flood, when the young one expresses skepticism as ta

whether or not there ever was a flood. The young raven admits that there may have been a flood,

but he argues that it is highly unlikely that there could ever have been a flood that covered the entire

planet He bases bis argument on the premise that "the longer a memory lasts, the more exuberant

it becomes."6S Elijah then arrives upon the seene, butonce he hears that there is a famine.m the land,

he leaves immediately without eating the food that the ravens had brought for hîm.

The sixth scene, following 1Kings 17:9-15, begins with Elijah complaining to God that he

is tired ofconstantly being sent ftom place to place without any explanation. Gad, or The Voice,

then commands Elijah ta go and speak to a woman whom he sees gathering wood, thaugh He does

not tell him what to say. Elijah explains to the woman tbat he is tired from all orbis wandering and

that he would like sorne water. The wom~ who is a widow, gives him water and an oil cake.

Elijah asks the woman why she and her son do not prepare ~mething for themseives. She says that

she bas no food left and neither do her neighbors. At this point, Elijah becomes incense<!, and he

complains ta Gad that he bas heen a good servant and bas done His bidding, and he therefore sees

no reason ta malee loving Him sa difficult by starving this poor widow and her fatherless cbild.

Then the widow cornes running ftom the house with a tùll jug of oil and bushel of grain. Her

neighbors come running ftom their houses with the same news. The scene ends with a quotation

from 1Kings 17:14, ....The jar offlour shall not give out andthejug ofoilshall not[ail until the day

68Ibid., p. 125.
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that the lord sentis rain upon the ground.

The seventh seene is an interpretative rendition ofthe story related in 1Kings 17:17-24. In

this seene the son of the widow, with whom bis is now lodging, grows ill. During his feverish

delirium, the boy claims to have seen a robber sitting on the royal throne of IsraeL In an attempt to

help the boy, Elijah goes outside and paints an amulet on the door of the house to prevent the

"destroyerlt from harming the boy but it is to no avail, and the boy dies. When Elijah cornes back

inside and hears the news, he takes the boy and stretehes bimselfover the boy and breatkes mto bis

nostriIs. Buber then bas Elijahquote Geu. 2:7, Andthe Lordformed man out ofthe dust ofthe earth.

He blew into his nostrils the breath oflifé, and man became a living being. Finally, the boy is

revived.

The Eighth scene begins with Elijah wandering in northem Samaria when he meets

Obadaiah, the chiefofthe royal bodyguards. Obadaiah, who is loyal ta the God ofIsrael and who

saved one hundred of the prophets of Israel from queen Jezebel, bows before Elijah. Owadja

explains that there is still one young prophet left in IsraeL Obadaiah also tells Elijah that he was on

an excursion with the king and they had partcd sa that they could search for something for their

horses to eat. Elijah tells Obadaiah that he should return ta Ahab and tell him that he has round

Elijah, whom the entire court had been looking for sinee Elijahrs visit ta the king. Obadaiah is

reluctant, because he is aftaid that ifhe tells the king that he bas found Elijah, by the lime he brings

the king ta the place where Elijah is, Gad will bave swept him offsomewhere else. Elijah assures

Owadja that there will be no problem, 50 the meeting is made. When Ahab and Elijah mee!, Ahab

calls him "confounderofIsraeI," in keeping with l Kings 18:17. Elijah then points out how ironie

this is, sinee Ahab was present as a ehild whenbis fathee was anointedking and viceroy ofGod over
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Israel by Ahija, and DOW it is Ahab bimselfwho bas confounded Israel through bis faithlessness to

the Lord. Elijah then tells Ahab that he will challenge the prophets ofBaal on the slope ofCanneL

The ninth seene is a very briefconversation between Ahab and IezebeL Ahab relates to ms

wife the challenge put forth by the prophet Elijah and points out that it is inevitable that the gods

must challenge each other.. Jezebel argues that it is degrading that a great god like Baal should be

asked to contend with such a "schoolmaster" as the Gad ofIsrael. Ahab, however, points out that

the famine still continues and the people are beginning to lose patience with BaaL

The tenth seene begins on a plateau on the slope ofMount CarmeL The prophets ofBaal are

gathered on one side and Elijah on the other. Elijah proclaims to the people that they cannot

continue ta serve two gods.. There is no division between the leadership ofthe God ofIsrael and the

agricultural gifts ofBaal. Everything is witbin the domain ofthe Lord, and Baal is nothing but a

figment ofgreed. The time for decision bas become. In response, the prophets ofBaal proclaim the

strength oftheir~ and accept any challenge that will be placed before them. Etijah says that they

shal1 bath assemble animal sacrifices upon piles ofwood as offerings to their respective gods. The

prophets ofBaal are ta calI out to their gad to take their sacrifice, and then he will do the same. The

prophets ofBaal then call out ta their gad with wiId dance, crying out and self mutilation. This

spectacle continues for some time, but the offering is not consmned. Then skipping over the section

in the biblical text in which Elijah taunts the prophets ofBaa1, Buber bas ElijaIt. who was sitting

with bis head between bis knecs,69 stand up and erect an alter with twelve stones that represent the

69Assuming this position was a commonpractice among practitioners ofmystical ascent
according to certain tracts ofthe Heikhalot literature according to Gershom Scholem, a
contemporary ofBuber's, in bis book Kabbalah, New York, Penguïn Books US~ 1978, p. 15.
Perhaps Buber is trying ta indicate the unification ofthe soul that he believes, as l pointed out in
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twelve sons ofJacob. He then bas the alter, the wood, and the SUlI01D1ding trench soaked with water.

Elijah offers two short prayers and a tire ftom heaven descends onto the sacrifice and consumes the

wood, animaIs, stones and even the water in the trench. The mass ofpeople present then prostrate

themselves upon the ground and declare ''He is the God," echoing 1Kings 18:39. Elijah then calls

to one of the boys, and they climb together to the summit ofthe mountain. Elijah, again with his

head between bis knees, asks to boy to look out in the direction ofthe sea. The boy says that he sees

nothing. Elijah tells bim to look seven more times. Finally, the boy says that he sees a small mass

ofvapor rising from the sea. Elijah then calls down ta king Ahab and tells him that rain is coming.

At this point the tenth seene ends without including the section related in the Bible, 1Kings 18:40,

in which Elijah bas all ofthe prophets ofBaal killed.

The eleventh seene begins with Elijah visiting Owadja at bis country house in Tirza.

Obadaiah relates ta Elijah the story ofhow Jezebel went ona rampage through the palace demanding

that Elijah be brought ta her in chains for what he had done ta the prophets ofBaal. However, aIl

ofher servants had ta admit that Elijah bad disappeared. As weIl, all ofthe servants from Tyre fied.

Obadaiah aIso informs Elijah that Ben-Hadad ofDamascus bas assembled bis forces on the borders

of Israel, and Ahab, who is ill prepared for such a military conflict, intends to meet him in battIe

rather tban become a vassal. Elijah then asles about the young prophet Obadaiah had mentioned

before. Owadja tells him that the young man's name is Michaia, son ofImlah. Here Buber is giving

an identity ta a prophetie character who remains anonymous in the biblical account. Elijah asles to

see him and subsequently asks Michaia to tell him about himself: Michaia say that when he was

the section on bis philosophy of1and Thou, to be a necessary prerequisite for the activity ofthe
souI which meets with the etemal Thou in a dialogical encounter..
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young he reflccted upon the nation of Israel and realized that the people had never really been

faithful ta the Lord who brought them out ofEgypt. There have always been two groups: those who

are faithful and those who follow after other gods. Michaia explains that is what is means to be

Israel, wrestling for Gad. However, the purpose is that there should eventually he one community

ofthe faithful. He explains that he had himselfconsecrated as a Nazarit~ that he abstained from ail

temptation, and that he committed the ancient holy war sangs ta memory. The prophets orthe Lord

took him iuto their circle, but he refusedto have the sign ofthe prophet placed on bim, because the

voice ofGod had never visited bim. With bis other young comrades he would go into the forest and

practice the art ofwar. Elijah tells Michaia tbat, in the evening, the troops Ben-Hadad ofDamascus

has amassed on the borderwill become dnmk. He must thm creep up on them with bis comrades,

bind the soldiers, and carry them away.

The twelfth seene simply related that the campaign was a vietory and that Michaia, after the

battle, fled again into the woods. This news upsets Elijah, and he proclaims, "Michaia, my poor

son."70

Buber then skips over the rest of1Kings cbaptertwenty and tums to ehapter twenty one. The

thirteenth scene begins with Jezebel and Ahab in the Royal palace. Jezebel retlects how pleasant

their life bas been sinee the Gad ofIsrael bas stopped harassing them ever sinee "that time when he

came offthe laser because he had nothing 10 show but bis useless fireworks, white the Baal granted

the plea of bis servants and ended the drought..71 This conversation does not take place in the

7OIbid., p. 146.

71Ibid.
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biblical account, but it is an interesting spin on the situation. Iezebel tells Ahab that he should enjoy

bis power, bis beautiful palace and bis garden. Ahab, while looking out ofan upper window ofthe

palace, then notices a vineyard that juts mto the land ofthe palace garden. He asks bis wife why a

garden has not been planted there. She explains that the land belongs to a townsman of Jezreel

named Nabot and that it should simply be seized by royal edict Ahab is reluctant ta take such action

for fear that it would cause dissent among the people. Instead, he asks that Nabot be brought before

him and offers ta buy the land. Nabot refuses and explains to the king that the land is-part ofbis

family's inheritance in the tnoe ofManashe from the time when the land was divided up when the

Israelites tirst settled in Canaan. Ahab, somewhat perturbed, dismisses Nabot.

The fourteenth seene is a conference between Iezebel and the eIders ofIezreel. Jezebellies

to the eiders and tells them that she bas heard a rumor that Nabot bas spoken slander against the

king. The eiders, afraid to contradict Iezebel, say that he may have made a few comments about the

heavy taxes, but they are not certain. Jezebel, however, is convinced that the evidence proves that

Nabot is guilty ofslander. The punishment for such slander,.the eiders reluctantly agree, is stoning

and the confiscation ofproperty.

The fifteenth scene depicts Ahab glad1y walking through his new garden, which bis wife

Jezebel bas deviously acquired for mm. Suddenly, Elijah appears and condemns Ahab and bis wife

as thieves and murderers. Th~ as mysteriously as he appears, he vanishes.

In the sixteenth scene Buberretums to chapter 19:9-18 ofl Kings. Elijah, atone in a cave

on mount Sinaï, asks to die. An angel appears and tells Elijah that no creature May die in this hoIy
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place. The angle ascends and there is a great wind and Elijah says "You are not in the storm.'172

Then there is and earthquake, but again Elijah says, "You are not in the earthquake."73 Then there

is a tire and Elijah says, "You are not in the tire."74 Then there is silence, and in this silence there

comes a soft voice whieh, as in the first scene, speaks from the breast ofElijah. The Voice explains

to Elijah that it is not bis time to die. He must retum to appoint a prophet to take bis place.

The seventeenth scene, following the biblieal account in 19:19-27, shows a taU peasant

named Elisha plowing with sorne other peasants. Elisha, while talking to bis fiiends, says that saon

the Lord will appoint kings who will kill ail those who bave served Baal in their bearts. At this

point, Elijah walks up behind Elisha and throws bis hairy mande over him. Elisha gets up and nms

ailer Elijah and asks for a moment to kiss his parents goodbye. Elijah acts as though be bas done

nothing that constitutes a cali to service, but Elisha understands the situation otherwise. He caUs to

bis friends and tells them to eat the oxen ifthey want, for he bas been called.

The Eighteenth seene is a short conversation between Elijah and Elisha that expands upon

the theme of 1 Kings 19:17. Elijah tells Elisha it will be bis job to chastise the people with the

sword, while king Hasael in Domascus andking Iehu in Samarîa do the same. Theo, Gad will malee

a covenant with a faithful remnant ofthe people.

The nineteenth seene relates the second part ofchapter twenty two. Ahab, king ofIsrael, and

Jehosophat, king ofJu~ are sitting on their thrones on the tbreshing room tloor, and they have

72Ibid., p. 152.

73Ibid.

74Ibid.
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summoned all ofthe pmphets 50 that they might question the Lord as to whether Of not they will be

victorious if they attack Aram in order ta win back Gilead. When asked, the prophets~ obviously

court prophets who are afraid to say anything negative, speak in unison and give a positive answer.

Jehosophat asks ifthere is a Cree prophet ofthe Lord whom they migbt ask. Ahab explains that he

and his wife had all ofthe Cree prophets killed. Owadja, however, says that he knows ofone who

lives in the forest and is recording the old war psalms form the time of the Judges. Owadja then

brings this prophet, who tums out to be Michaia, and asks him te prophecy before the king. Michaia

prophecies that the king williose the battle. Ahab becomes angry and bas Michaia put in prison.

As he is being taken ou~ Michaia tells Ahab that he will not survive the battle.

The twentieth scene takes place in the battle for the fortress of Ramah, which the king

decides to attempt in spite ofMichaia's waming. King Ahab is on bis chariot with bis driver and

shield bearer. He bas dressed himself in common armOf, 50 that he would have an easier time

making bis way through the crowd to kill Ben-Hadad. But, in the heat ofthe battle, a stray arrow

bits the king in bis side. Ahab leans backagainst bis shieldbearer, only ta find out that he is actually

Elijah. Elijah tells the king that neither he (Elijah) nor the Lord is bis (the king's) enemy, and tha~

since he must die, Gad bas had Mercy upon him for bis SÏDS. The King asks for a song, and Elijah

quotes Ps. 23, The lord is my shepherd.llacknothing... Then, the king dies, and the driver calls out,

''king Ahab is dead - everyone to bis city, everyone ta bis province, the king is dead!n7S The army

retreats.

In the twentyfirst scene, Elisha an~ bis men are waiting with Elijah near Jericho for news

"Ibid., p. 160.
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ftom the battle in the north. Owadja cames and tells them~ when the news reached the servants

of Jezebel that the king was dead, two ofthem forced tbeir way into the prison and strangled

Michaia. EIijah orders tbat everyone moum the death ofMichaia. Owadja also infoODS them that

the papyrus script on which he had been recording the holy war psalms was destroyed. Michaia's

brethren, referred ta as Sons ofthe Prophets, point out that the sangs are not lost, sinec they tao

know how to recite them.

The twenty-second seene takes place on the edge ofthe Jordan river. Elijah tells.-Elisha that

it is time for him to depart. Elijah blesses Elisha and tells him that the prophet's task is a difficult

and lonely one, but that he will succeed sinee he bas developed obedience to bis own spirit. Elisha

finally waIks away form Elijah, but then he tums around and declares, "a tiery chariot ascends ta the

firmament. My father, my father, Israel's carriage and its cavalryln76

The twenty-third and final seene takes place with Elijah on the other shore of the Jordan a

short time after bis parting with Elisha. The Voice calls to him and tells him that he will he taken

op into heaven a living body. Gad assures Elijah that His loving kindness will surround him. Elijah

explains that though he will bask in the g10ry of the Lord, he will never forget the poor souls on

earth. Sînce he has a1ways been a wanderer and a messenger for the Lord, Elijah asks that he be

allowed to continue to wander for the lord and help people in need. The Lord grants him his request.

76lbid.~ p. 163.
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Cbapter Four

Martin Buber's Elijah containsManyexamples ofbowbis views on prophecy, the importance

ofdialogue, the spokenness ofthe biblical text, and the oral development ofthe text ofthe Bible play

out in an actual interpretation ofa section oftext. As weU, we can see how bis views on the nature

ofpaganism and its conflicts with ancient Israelite religion come to bearon bis understanding ofthis

narrative. It is my intention in this section ta discuss the parts ofElijah that touch upon these issues

and to describe how they are connected to Bubers ideas about biblical studies as 1have descn"bed

them in Chapter One and Two.

The first issue in Elijah that l would like to discuss is revelation. As mentioned above~

Buber's conception of prophecy is that it is a translation into human tenns of a non-linguistic

dialogue between Gad and prophet Thus, it makes sense that in the play the "so~ distinct Voice"

ofGod actually cornes out ofElijah himsel( since the Voice is really Elijah's voice translating into

human language the dialogical encounter between himself and Gad. In the sixth scene, Elijah

descn"bes bis call to prophecy in this way: "Into my mouth, opened by sleep, your breath passed.

And you spoke into me, not inta my car but into my tbroat, and out ofmy throat it shouted. 'l'aken

into service, into service! Guard yourself; guard yourself weil! You stand in the service of the
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Lord!...77 Here it is clear that Bubers understanding ofthe text and its reformulation are influenced

by this conception ofprophecy.

Moreover, throughout the play, Elijah, though he is a "faithful servant," does not always

accept the command of Gad without protest. In the first seene, he is reluctant to fol1ow the

command of the Vaice. He declares "You cannat campel me," and the Voice replies, "1 cannot

campel yau."71 Thus, in the true spirit ofdialogue, bath sides are free to decide ifthey wish ta act

or speak. Elijah is a faithful servant, not because he is forced to obey the commanding vaice ofGad

that issues from bis own breast, but because he chooses to. In our discussion of1and Thou, it was

emphasized that an tnle encounter and dialogue between an 1 and a Thou necessarily involves

reciprocity. We can see how the combination ofBubers conception ofthe reciprocity ofdialogue

and bis ideaofthe dialogical nature ofprophecy come to bearon bis understanding ofthe text, when

he depicts Elijah crying out and protesting against Gad in the sixth seene when the Widow and the

Boy nm out of food, and in the seventh when the Boy dies.

It is significant that Baal does not speak in human I~guage, even through the mouth ofa

prophet. In a letter he wrote ta Werner Kraft on March 3, 1963," Buber argues that Baal "did not

know how to say anything other than to praise bis palace and the Iike. He is quite simply the anti-

dialogical gad, the enemy ofspeech, the enemy ofalI contact that was nat possession." There is no

reciprocity in the relationship between Baal and bis worshippers. In terms ofBubets philosophy

77Ibid., p. 129.

71Ibid., p. lIS.

"'See Maurice Friedman, Martin Buber's Lifê and Work, Vol. 3, Detroit, Wayne State
University Press, 1988, p. 461.
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ofdialogue~the relationship bctween humanity and Baal is I-Il This discords strongly with the 1..

Thou relationship Buberperceives between Israel and God, and especiallybetween prophet and God.

In the play, this conflict is articulated by the Spokesman for the prophets ofBaal when he says:

ttBaal the Mighty does not make speeches to bis servants, as you report ofyour God. Tbrough ail

kinds ofcontact he communicates to us bath bis will and bis favor.. We caU ta hint, ofcourse, just

- in the manner ofmen, but he answers us without sound. You prophets ofIsrael imagine you can

speak with gods as ifthey were men.ttlO Here the conflict between the means ofrelatingto Baal and

Gad is underscored. As well, this example shows a clear influence ofBuber's ideas concerning the

dialogical, spoken nature oflanguage and prophecy on his formulation ofElijah.

Elijah engages himselfin a dialogical encounterwith God, but he also brings the people of

Israel into dialogue with Him, from whom they bad strayed by worshiping Baal as a fertility godO'

In bis The Prophetie Faitht Il Martin Buberdiscusses the nature ofthe conflict between YHWH and

Baal. At the time ofthe covenant, ''YHWH's Power and influence to cover ail departments oflife

was solemnlyproclaimed,"81 but the actual acceptance ofthis idea into the minds and hearts orthe

Israelite people after settlement in the land took place over a long period. The problem was that

there was none sphere which by its very nature was opposed ta the nature ofthe God coming into

Canaan. This is the central sphere in the existence ofthe primitive peasant: the secret. ofthe fertility

ofthe ground, the astonishing phenomenon, ftom the discovery ofwhich the invention ofagriculture

IOElijah, p. 139.

11Martin Buber, The Prophetie Faith, Londo~ Collier Macmillan Publishers, 1949.

!1/bid., p. 71.
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springs."13 Baal was the Canaanite gad offertility whom the Israelite people discovered already in

the land when they came to settle il. The fertility ofthe land was a matter ofdirect perception that

the common beliefofthe ancient Near East attributed ta the success of the copulation of fertility

gods, 50ch as Baal, with their paramours, such as Baalath. Ancient Canaanïte practice went so far

as to institute ceremonial orgies to help bring about the suceess of the nuptials of the gods and

thereby fertilize the land. This idea found its way into the ancient Israelite psyche and existed along

side their faith in God. When the Israelites worshiped foreign pagan deities, it was not because they

no longer believed in Gad, but because they thought that He was not concemed with agricultural

matters. That is, they felI into a compartmentalised theology that designated seperate realms for

seperate deities. Regarding this Buber states that "in the hour ofadversity and hostile attack they

tum ta Him and devote tbemselves ta His well-tried leadership, but in matters ofpeasants' secrets

and charms they cannat ofcourse tum to the ancient nomad deity."84 Gad, when understood as the

nomad deity and leadership deity, remained the god ofthe people as a whole, the gad to whom they

turned in a tinte ofcrisis, and, for this reason, "the community on the whole was able ta regard itself

as remaining the congregation ofYHWH,"85 but the secret offertility was believed ta he a separate

realm which rightly fell under the auspices ofBaal. This tbeme is brought out clearly in the play

when Elijah gocs to the royal palace ta speak ta king Ahab in the fourth seene. The king argues that

the house ofBaal need not he demolished, because "no injury is done ta the Lord..He is a great God.

&3Ibid.., p. 71.

"Ibid., p. 73.

8SIbid., p. 74.
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He bas lcd us here out ofEgypL He is a great leader. He does not occupy himselfwith agriculture.

That is what Baal is here for."16 Elijah crlticizes the king especially for holding tbis opinion in

accordance with Bubers idea ofthe Israelite king as the holy anointed emissary ofGad.

Buber is quick to point out that not all ofthe people in ancient Israel felt this way. The

"faithful YHWH worshippers recognize the incompatibility between the nature ofYHWH and the

nature ofthe Baal."87 It was inevitable, historical1y speaking, that there would come a point when

there would he a recognized conflict between YHWH and Baal. The people could not-serve bath

YHWH and Baal without eventually compromising His sovereignty and all encompassing

omnipotence which bis zealous supporters adamantly maintained. The essence of Bubers

anthropological understanding of good and evil" is that evil is the affinnation of indecisiveness.

During the lime of Elijah, this brand of evil had become virulent, and the incompatibility of the

natures ofBaal and YHWH had come to a head. This conflict is, according to Buber, the essence

orthe story ofElijah, and for this reason he argues that

the rallying cry, 'YHWH versus B~' is necessarily intcnded to shake the religious
foundation ofwest-Semitic agriculture: the sexual basis ofthe fertility mystery, hidden in
the meeting ofwater and earth, must he abolished..• This - iftranslated from the language
of Faith itsclf into the language of the history of faith - is in essence the core of the
testimony ofthe story about Elijah the Tishbitc.19

This concept cornes out clearly in the play in the dramatic tenth seene during the context on Mount

16Elijah., p. 120.

17'The Prophetie Faith, p. 75.

uSee Martin Buber, Good andEvil, New York, Charles ScnDners Sons, 1952.

19Ibid., p. 76.
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Carmel Buberplaces an impassioned speech in the mouth ofElijah in which, basing himselfon 1

Kings 18:21, he says:

How much longer will you try to hop along on two twigs at once, like the bird that has
hopped beyond the fork in the bough?... You cannot serve Gad and the idols at the same
time. He from whom aIone the blessing ofthe upper and the nether powers comes, He, the
Lord, does not share might with nothingness... It is time to choose between Gad and
Baal."9Q

For this reason, Buber portrays Elijah the wonderer and nomad as the representative ofthe Gad who

lead the wandering, nomadic people ofIsrael out ofEgypt and DOW demands exclusive fidelity.

The time had come to demonstrate once and for ail that every rea1m, including that of the

fertility ofthe ground, is within the purview ofGod's power. However, the question remains, "how

can this be done without perverting His own nature? The Canaanite sail cultivation is linked with

apparently unbreakable bonds of tradition to sexual myths and rites; whereas YHWH by His

uncompromising nature is altogether above sex."91 According to Bubers understanding, the

acceptance ofthe power ofGod in matters ofagriculture necessarily involves the de-sexualization

ofthe mystery offertilization. In the introduction, wc discussed the passage about the dnmkenness

of Noah and its paranomasiastic connections to the texts which deal with cursedness of the

Ammorite and the Iegal prohibitions against sexual indiscretion through the key-word repetition of

the phrase "the nakedness ofthe father t and "Canaan." Bubers understanding ofthe text is that these

repetitions are intended ta wam against prohibited sexual acts. Since it is mainly Canaanite

influence that lead the Israelites to the highly sexual worship ofBaal, Buber sees this text as "one

9OElijah, pp. 137-38.

91The Prophetie Faith, p. 75.
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ofthe pieces ofevidence showing how deeply interwoven mto the composition ofthe Hebrew Bible

• work onwhich began not in post-exilic times but in theperiod ofthe kings92 • is the protest against

the worship of the Baal."93 In this way Bubers understanding of these texts through key·word

analysis influences bis understanding ofthe confliet ofthe Elijah stol)' and bis presentation ofit in

the play as one between the omnipotent YHWH and the earth1y, sexual Baal.

Bubers conception ofmyth and the mythical nature ofthe ancient Israelite psyche aIso cornes

ta bear on bis understanding and presentation ofthe story. Historically speaking, Buber maintains

tbat there most certainly was a real conflict in the time ofElijah between those who worship YHWH

and Baal and thase who worship YHWH alone. After great turmoil, the people, "in acknowledging

the sole leadership ofYHWH thereby acknowledge tbat the powerofsexual magic is broken."94 The

miraculous spectacles, sueh as the contest on Mount Carmel and the revivification ofthe boy, are

mythical images intended to eonvey the message that Gad reigns supreme and holds sway over aIl

ofthe forces ofnature. Interestingly enougb, Buber does not de-mythologize these elements ofthe

story in bis play. This would seem to he associated with the~ tbat he believes the myth to be the

appropriate fonn ofexpression ofsuch history for ancient Israelite society. In faet, in aceordance

92Mueh recent research substantiates this claim, especia11y the argument that sinee the
Samaritans have a text which is very similar to the Pcntatcuch, and in fact, seems to be an
expanded version ofa text very similar ifnot identical ta the Massoretic tex!, and since we know
from the biblical account that the relations between the Samaritans and the Iudeans (for lack ofa
better term) were very bad after the retum ftom the Babylonian exile, it is reasonable to assume
that the Pentateuch existed in a fonn quite similar to the Massoretic version we possess to day
long enough before the destruction ofthe first temple to aIIow for the text ta circulate as an
authoritative document among the gencral population.

93lbid., p. 73.

MIbid., p. 79.
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with this conception ofthe Israelite mode ofexpression, Buber even adds some mythic elements of

bis own. For instance, the conversation between the young and oid ravens bas a mythic f1avor to it.

The content ofthe conversation as well, for instance, when the young raven says that the longer a

memory lasts, the more embellished it tends ta become, is actuallyan expression ofBuber's own

theory that myths preserve an historical COIe, yet assume a more poetic medium of expression.

. Another example is found in the sixth scene, when Elijah, complaining to Gad about the difficulty

ofhis lot as His wandering herald, expresses himselfby saying: "gigantic beaks seize.bold ofmy

girdIe, al the right and al the left ofmy girdle, and carry me away through the high air ta this place

into this strangest of strange places. Why away? Why hither?"9S Buber places this mythic

expression into the mouth ofElijah not simply for dramatic affect, but because this is the best way

to understand the expressiveness ofancient Israel.

Another aspect ofBuber's biblical studies that finds unique expression in Elijah is his view

on the origin ofthe biblical text. Recall that Bubermaintains that the written composition ofmany

parts of the Bible took place only after many yem oforal transmission. In the play, Michaia and

his eomrades alI know the ancient war sangs &om the lime ofthe Iudgcs, and Michaia even tries to

commit them to writing while in the king's dungeon. As weIl, in the fourth seene, after Elijah has

been to sec the king to tell him that a drought is coming, the king asks that the Rememberer come

in and tell him the stary ofJoseph. The Rememberer tecite5 the story, which is in poetry rather than

prose, and is a truncated, less mythical rendition ofthe aceount in Genesis, aloudand from memory.

Here again, Bubers conviction that the Bible text had originatcd orally and was meant to be spoken

9SElijah, p. 127.
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and heard cornes ta bear on bis presentation ofthe story.

According to Buber, one result ofthe spoken and heard nature ofthe text is that it connects

itselfvia word and phrase repetition to other parts ofthe tex!, thereby revealing Botshaft through a

kind ofsecret dialogue between different parts ofthe text. In Elijah, Buber makes Many allusions

to other parts ofthe Bible in a similar way.. In the last example, we saw that the story ofJoseph was

recalled by the king, probably as a result of the recurrence oftheme words like ndrought" and

"famine.." Anotherexample ofintertextuality established through paranomasia occurs in the fifteenth

scene, where Queen Jezebel is questioning the eiders about Nabot One ofthe eiders said that he had

heard Nabot's son recite to him something he had heard ftom bis father about the king orIsrael:

He will take your sons
and appoint them to bis chariots and to be bis horsemen,
and to plow bis lan~

to malee bis implements ofwar and bis wagons.
And he will take your fields, your vineyards, your oüve trees,
the best ofthem,
you yourselves shall become his servants.
The Fint (eider) (severely). You bave obviously remembered the saying weil. But you
probably do not know that is a saying ofSamuel the prophet from the time ofthe united
kingdom.
The Other (embarrassed). Weil DOW yes, an old saying, as l aJready said.96

Buber is convinced that messianism results when the Israelite kingship, the anointed leader

appointed to rule as an intermediary ofGad, fails in its mission and causes a sense ofdespair and

historical diS111usionment among the people. This failure ofthe Israeüte kings in general, and Ahab

in particular, to fulfil its obligations as the office ofthe hoiy, anointed leaderof~ seems to be

the point that Buber is trying ta emphasize here by connecting the saying quoted above, which is a

96Elijah, p. ISO.
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condensed version orthe waming which Samuel issues ta the people in 1Sam. 8:11-18. The key

ward that is repeated and seems to tie tbese texts together is "vin~" that is the "vineyard" of

Nabot and the "vineyards" that the king, according ta the saying in Samuel, the king is going to take

away and give to bis servants in a manner unbecoming to God's anointed leader. It is aIso significant

that this intertextual connection is made by an anonymous eIder who knew the quote not as a text

but as an oId, orally transmitted saying. Here again Buber seems to he drawing on his claim that the

Bible is really spoken literature and that, as a result of tbis, fonnal connections through ward

repetition were commonly made.
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Conclusion

This study reveals the organic nature of Bubers wodc. His biblical studies cannat he

separated &om bis philosophical work. Moreover, l beüeve that such connections between Bubers

own works are necessary in order to understand them fully. Just as Buber claims that the Bible can

be properly understood ooly in an intertextual way, l believe the same principle applies ta bis own

writings. We have seen how Buber's pbilosophy ofdialogue as presented in 1and Thou plays an

essential raIe in understanding his formulation of the nature of biblicai prophecy, namely, that

prophecy is a translation into human language of an essentially non-linquistic even~ an 1-Thou

encounter between Gad and the prophet. This conception ofprophecy is as novel as it is radical.

On the one band, Bubers position contrasts strikingly with the traditionai model of prophecy

whereby revelation itselfconsists of language or a vision. Accoding to Buber, the language ofa

given prophecy is the prophet's own words. However, Bubers notion ofprophecy aIso diverges

from the perspective and assumptions ofmany ofbis contemporaries in that he ultimately attributes

the origin ofprophecy and the Bouhaft that cm be detected fiom its echoes ta a divine source rather

than human invention. As welI, we bave seen how the resulting spoken nature ofthe biblical wo~

when understood as the subjective translation into human teuns ofa non-linguistic dialogue between
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the prophet and the Etemal Thou, lays the foundation for Bubers exegetical device ofLeirworte.

Moreover, we have seen how Buber maintains that the ethicaUreligious message, the Botshaft, is

revealed through the detection ofintertextual connections created by Leitworte and perceived by the

reader who /istens to the text and is sensitive 10 its spoken nature. Thal is to say, the meaning ofthe

text ües between the Iines; it is intertextual. This novel development aIone in Bubers work reveals

the orîginality orbis project.

Ultimately, it is this Botshaft that provides the divine instruction to the reader in his or her

moment. It is this message that addresses the existential plight ofspiritual loncliness that Buber

descnocs in 1 and Thou. Through this strikingly post-modern kind of exegesis, Martin Buber

attempts ta read and to rewrite the Bible in such a way that he reveals the religious message of the

intertext to the contemporary world.
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